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			To my son, Rahul; my daughter, Priyanka;

			and my grandchildren, Raihan and Miraya

		

	
		
			
				Move together, speak together, let your minds be in concord.

				United be your purpose, harmonious be your hearts,

				Collected be your thoughts, so that you dwell in togetherness, in wholeness.

				—lines from the Rig Veda

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			
			In the course of my political life, I was often asked by friends and family to write down my experiences. They pressed me, arguing that mine was an unusual story: of a girl from a small town in Italy transplanting herself to India, witnessing and later being part of landmark events and changes in the country. So much had been written about me, they insisted, but the real person they knew was nowhere in any of those writings. I brushed away the idea. But as the years went by, the chorus persisted until I thought that they could be right; perhaps I did have a story worth sharing.

			Slowly and hesitantly, I began to put down a few lines. Then the dam burst: Memories came flooding in—details of my family and childhood in Italy, my relationship with Rajiv and with his mother, my getting to know and to love the country of my adoption, how I came to enter politics and lead the Congress Party.

			Some of the writing of this book was painful: revisiting the traumatic losses I experienced. Some required discretion, as I felt I had to respect the privacy of those close to me—my family and friends, whose stories were theirs to tell.

			In the end I chose to write a personal memoir, one for which politics is the background, a kind of framework. It took me a long time, writing and rewriting, with many breaks in between.

			And here it is—my own story.

		

	
		
			Part One

			 

			 

			Love and Courtship
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			One

			
			Tall and handsome with deep black eyes, he stood out from the others of his group who usually sat at a table opposite mine at the Varsity, a Greek restaurant I used to frequent with my friends. It was the only place in Cambridge during the mid-1960s that served food somewhat similar to Italian. I had just turned nineteen and arrived in England from Italy a few weeks earlier to study at the Jarrett School of English. Everything was alien to me: the language, the people, and most of all the food. Those days it was difficult to place international calls to my parents, but I used to write regularly to my mother: how I missed home—missed her, my sisters, my friends; how strange and distant English people were; how cold their climate and how terrible their cuisine.

			I was staying as a paying guest with a family chosen by my school, in a suburban house at a little distance from the university. Breakfast and supper were included in the weekly charges for the room, with something called “high tea” on Sundays. I couldn’t bear the sight, let alone the taste, of those meals. Average British food in those days was a punishment for an Italian. At home, food ingredients were always freshly bought and painstakingly cooked—bread, pasta, meat, vegetables, abundant in variety and pleasing to the eye and the nose as well as the palate. Here everything was tasteless and mostly colourless—boiled with no herbs, no seasoning, apart from salt and occasionally pepper. I’d dispose of their breakfast of eggs, bacon, and baked beans by opening the window of my tiny room and flinging it out into a grassy clearing below, to be polished off by the neighbourhood cats. Supper was torture—boiled cabbage and, the ultimate horror, tinned spaghetti on toast. I had no way of getting rid of it and was forced to play with it on my plate, tasting a little and leaving the rest. Delicious food, which I’d always taken for granted at home, had become my main concern. But to find it I had to first familiarise myself with my surroundings.

			I got lost on the bus a few times so I hired a bicycle like most students. That was not without its perils, the traffic in Cambridge being to me on the “wrong side,” but after a few near-accidents and angry admonitions I was confident on the roads and found my way to a delicatessen at the end of King’s Street. I took to buying myself a tin of San Daniele ham, some Gorgonzola or Fontina cheese, and fresh bread for my evening meal. My lunch problem was solved by the Varsity. Its décor was simple, plain wooden furniture and white tablecloths, but the place was cheerful and inviting, crowded with students coming and going, under the benevolent eye of Luigi, the chief waiter, who didn’t mind being teased for his heavy Italian accent and who over time could almost predict what each of us would order. Charlie, the Greek owner, would come in occasionally, place himself behind a desk at the end of the hall, and emerge only to greet familiar clients with elaborate bonhomie.

			My attention was caught by a boisterous group that sat at a table opposite ours. The handsome boy’s gentle and quiet demeanour marked him out from his companions. I’d steal furtive glances now and then at him, careful not to give myself away…Where could he be from? Coming as I did from a small provincial town in northern Italy, where people who looked different were at best southern Italian, I couldn’t place him. Was he Neapolitan? Sicilian? Spanish? His table was a noisy one, but the few words I could, with difficulty, pick up were English; the rest was completely foreign to my ears.

			Cambridge in winter then was cold and grey. A veil of clammy yellow fog often hovered over the city, and the mood at that time of the year was generally gloomy. But that January Sunday, which was to change my life, was a bright and sunny day, the air so crisp it stung my cheeks, the sky a beautiful azure dotted with puffy white clouds as in a Tiepolo fresco. It was as if a magician had conjured up the day. I went as usual to lunch at the Varsity with a school friend from Milan. The place was half-empty. Disappointed, I wondered where that noisy group could be. I didn’t want my companion to notice my feelings and tried hard to be my normal self as we chatted about our homes, our courses, our peculiar experiences in this strange new place.

			Suddenly the entrance door opened and the handsome young man walked in, this time with Christian von Stieglitz, whom I knew as a friend of my housemate Ruth. Was I daydreaming? Before I knew it the two were standing by our table. “Hi, Sonia, meet my friend Rajiv,” Christian said. “How do you do, Sonia?” Rajiv said, holding his hand out with a smile. My heart was pounding hard, so hard I was sure it could be heard. My face was on fire, my hand trembling as I extended it forward to him. Luminous, dark eyes, in a face of striking openness, met mine for the first time. “How do you do?” I replied. I knew, that very instant—it was un colpo di fulmine, a bolt of lightning.

			It was the same for him, he confided later. That day, Christian proposed a drive in his car, the four of us together, to the historic Ely Cathedral not far from Cambridge. We walked in and admired its imposing arches and its painted ceiling. It had been a pleasing outing that afternoon, and on the drive back I felt a thrill each time Rajiv and I looked at each other and exchanged smiles. Soon after that excursion Rajiv and I started meeting regularly. I learnt from Chris that he was the grandson of Jawaharlal Nehru, the first prime minister of India. Rajiv was twenty-one and had come from Delhi to study engineering at Trinity College.

			Some time after Chris introduced me to Rajiv, Chris invited me to his flat “for spaghetti.” Chris was fluent in Italian and I trusted him as a friend, but in my mind back then, only Italians could cook spaghetti—and then, too, only Italian women. But I walked to Chris’s digs with my friend Ruth, who, being a little older than me and having come to Cambridge a term before, was more familiar with the place. I was surprised but very pleased to find Rajiv there. They greeted us with smiling warmth and invited us to sit down. Rajiv was wearing what I would later refer to as his “uniform”: a shapeless black jersey of a thick weave over a pair of jeans and a dark grey woollen jacket that came down over his knees. That was what he wore practically every day in the cold season. What seemed comical to me, though, were his shoes, sticking out from under the “drainpipe” jeans. No Italian man would be seen wearing those!

			“Just popping out to buy a few things for dinner, we’ll be back soon,” said Chris as the two of them went out. That worried me, and I raised an eyebrow at Ruth, who told me not to fret. We settled down and I looked around: a modest room with a divan, a sofa, and a few chairs, some books on a shelf, a tea table, to my right a galley kitchen with a cooker, kettle, and frying pan, and that was it. I was beginning to feel uneasy—“Where did they go? Why are they taking so long?” “Calm down, calm down,” Ruth replied.

			At that moment three young men walked in, all slim and dark-haired, all wearing jackets similar to Rajiv’s, and with their collars turned up the same way I had seen gangsters do in the movies. They began asking me questions in English but I was too scared and tongue-tied to reply. To make it worse, they were staring at me and talking to each other in a language neither Ruth nor I understood. Who are these guys? I kept thinking. Why did those two leave us here alone? It was to me a threatening situation, reminding me of my mother’s dire warnings before I left home: “Non fidarti di nessuno, soprattutto degli uomini.” (“Don’t trust anyone, especially men.”). At last to my great relief the door opened, and there were Rajiv and Chris, one carrying a long packet of spaghetti, the other a loaf of bread. The three newcomers were friends—Anish, Michael, and Sanjeev—who had just dropped in, I later discovered, as was their wont. The pasta, though to me a bit overcooked, turned out better than the spaghetti I had eaten in my boardinghouse.

			From then on, whenever we were free from our classes, Rajiv and I would be together. Somehow, differences in language didn’t matter—we communicated in the eternal language of love. He’d tease me affectionately about my mistakes, like confusing “chicken” with “kitchen” or “apple scrumble” for “apple crumble” or “wavebrain” for “brainwave.” I learnt some more English from him and his friends, whom we met frequently. The first time he came to pick me up for a party at the house where several Italian girls were staying, it was St. Valentine’s Day. I still remember, when I opened the door to him, his gasp, which gave me goosebumps. At the party I could see on the faces of some of the girls their disappointment when he walked in with me.

			Often on the weekends Rajiv and I, with a group of friends, would go to the Whim on Trinity Street for tea, a place so relaxed that I was told students would sometimes show up for breakfast in their dressing gowns. I came to enjoy those English teas served with clotted cream, strawberry jam, and scones. His group was a mixed one of different nationalities, but mostly other Indian students. Everyone was fond of Rajiv for his gentle, affable, and kind nature. We also went to the Pink Geranium or the Tickell Arms, to Heffers, the bookshop dating to the late 1800s that is still open today, to the cinema, to student parties, which took place almost every weekend. He’d cycle over from his digs on Kimberley Road to mine, and on holidays a group of us would all go out on an excursion, everyone pooling in for petrol, in a battered VW Beetle Rajiv had bought very cheaply. It had been in an accident and was decrepit but nevertheless roadworthy. Its roof was straightened out with help from his friends by dint of lying on the seats and kicking the dents out. We didn’t mind the scrape marks and dents, as long as it took us around; when the windscreen broke, we wrapped ourselves in blankets until it was mended. Cambridge was suddenly magical—never mind the cold, the fog, and the tasteless food! Nothing mattered except being with my beloved—being together forever, we soon came to feel. For no explicable reason we just knew we belonged to each other, heart and soul: a coup de foudre, as the French saying has it.

			Looming through those rapturous days, however, was the constant dread of discovery, especially by my disciplinarian father, if I dared to disclose my feelings for Rajiv. My mother’s letters were full of concerned messages and loving admonitions: “Non uscire di sera.” (“Don’t go out at night.”). “Non uscire mai sola di sera, devi sempre essere con un gruppo di amici.” (“Don’t go out alone, always be with a group of friends.”). “Non accettare mai bibite da gente che non consosci bene.” (“Don’t ever accept beverages from someone you don’t know well.”). How could I find the courage to tell her about Rajiv? That would have immediately resulted in her reporting it to Father, and his furious order to return at once, with the warning “Vedrai quando torni a casa!” (“Wait till you come home!”). No, I simply couldn’t—and so it was that I chose to not say anything to her. For the time being my trepidations and fears were put aside in the carefree existence Rajiv and I shared, and our close companionship.

			

			—

			Nevertheless, I was looking forward to returning to my family for my Easter break in April. It was a joyful homecoming. Everyone was full of questions. With my sisters and friends in our room upstairs, we’d talk about the usual teenage topics—fashion, music, friends, boys. “What about anyone in Cambridge?” asked one. “Nobody special,” I replied. I wasn’t going to mention Rajiv. Easter meant a convivial family lunch around a large table. The delicacies I had so longed for in England were being prepared by my mother and her inseparable Ninetta, the woman who helped her with house chores and was a much-loved companion to us all. The whole family was reunited—nonnas and nonnos (grandparents), zios and zias (uncles, aunts), cugini (cousins)—all talking at the same time and competing to be heard, teasing and joking with one another, eager to exchange news or gossip, but not without indulging in our favourite pre-meal rituals.

			Before settling down at the table, the women would make a beeline for the kitchen for a whiff of the aromas wafting out of various cooking pots, while the men trooped down to the cellar to choose the right wines for the different courses, arguing over which wine would be best, often sampling one too many. Children would be running noisily around the house, the older ones attempting to restrain them, till they would be rescued by my father’s roar, “Bambini, state fermi!” (“Children, stop that!”), and order would instantly be restored. Everyone was in awe of my father, and his commands could never be ignored.

			The family settled down at the table, everyone according to their preference but keeping in mind the strict hierarchical seating order for the elders. The feast would carry on for hours: antipasti, then pasta, a meat course with vegetables, ending with assorted pastries and chocolate, coffee, and grappa, and often followed by singing an opera aria or a popular song. The men, satiated to bursting, would eventually doze off on different sofas and chairs. The women would quickly busy themselves doing the dishes and cleaning up, until they, too, would be ready to sit down and relax.

			Like me, Rajiv had returned home to India for a short break in March. He wrote about his visit with his mother to Sikkim and the beauty of the high mountains, wishing that I was there. He wasn’t interested in the many young women present—or who had been presented to him—at various occasions. He wrote to me saying how disinclined he was to even approach them, stifled by the formal ambience, so different from the easy camaraderie of Cambridge. He’d ask me again and again, “Have you mentioned me to your parents?” and wanted to know, if I had, what they had said. No, I hadn’t been able to tell them; I hadn’t dared to do so yet. I missed him, as he said he missed me, and often that ache and longing would clutch me in the stomach. Yet my fear was equally strong. I had to conquer it; I would have to speak to them about him.

			

			—

			My parents, Stefano and Paolina Maino; my two sisters; and I were an ordinary middle-class family known only in Orbassano, a small town in the Torino province in the northern part of Italy. My parents’ families originally hailed from Lusiana and Gomarolo, two villages in the Asiago plateau in the Vicenza province of north-east Italy. Father returned home after the Second World War to find his village and its surroundings a scene of poverty and desolation: families mourning their sons lost to the war, those who had returned finding no means of livelihood. Many young men from the area emigrated to foreign countries, and Father also considered departing in search of a secure future, but that would have meant leaving his young family. Ready to face all odds, he decided to remain in Italy and emigrate to the north in the Torino region, where Fiat and other industries offered opportunities for work. He knew nobody there except his elder brother Giovanni, who had moved earlier to the village of Sangano. Father at first picked up any odd job he could find till he could make enough to rent a place for his family. He found his footing in a construction firm and sent for Mother and the two of us to join him. (Nadia was born later.) And there, through sheer grit and determination, facing hardship and humiliation, he managed within a few years to build a reputation as an upright and industrious man. He was able to build his own home in Orbassano, working in his own construction business.

			Father was a man we sisters loved, respected, and feared, all at the same time. Outwardly, he was stern and brusque, at times quick-tempered. But he was also known as a generous, good-hearted man. Unlike many who became prosperous after having experienced hardship, he was always ready to help anyone who asked. His magnanimity wasn’t confined to members of the larger family, his and Mother’s, but extended to friends and acquaintances; it was normally a signature on an ordinary piece of paper, or sulla parola, a given word, on trust. Whoever approached Signor Maino for a donation could be sure of receiving a contribution. I remember him on more than one occasion inviting to the table for a plate of hot minestrone the poor rag-man Luigi, when he passed by on his cycle cart in the thick of winter.

			For Father what counted were honesty and fidelity and buona volontà di lavorare, willingness to work. At home and outside, his watchwords were: respect, sincerity, discipline. Much to our embarrassment, he’d insist on our greeting elderly people passing by with “Buongiorno” or “Buonasera,” even if we didn’t know them. He wouldn’t tolerate seeing us sitting around idle, or reading comics, or experimenting on the sly with the small indulgences to which we growing-up girls were beginning to be attracted: a touch of lipstick or light makeup. The very sound of his car approaching was enough to make us drop anything considered frivolous by him, rush indoors, pick up a book, and pretend to read.

			If I received a letter that he suspected could have been from a boy, he wouldn’t open it, as he could well have done. Instead of reading it behind my back, he’d summon me to his small working desk in the drawing room and command me: “Open the letter and read it out to me.” Trembling, I would obey as he stood sternly before me.

			Meals at home could at times be quite an ordeal. Food had to be served piping hot, the wine had to be at just the right temperature, the pasta or risotto had to be absolutely al dente. It was disrespectful to place the pagnotta, bread, upside down or sideways—why disrespectful, and towards whom, we never understood, but we obeyed. If things were not up to my father’s expectation, he would get up and storm out, leaving us frozen with anxiety.

			On the other hand, whatever was placed on our plates had to be eaten without fuss. A hint of dislike was met with a stern look and an admonition: “Dovresti vergognarti, tanti bambini non hanno niente da mangiare.” (“You ought to be ashamed of yourself, many children have nothing to eat.”). I had an intense dislike of gnocchi, potato dumplings eaten with a cheese or tomato sauce. I’d wait until my father wasn’t looking and in a split second stick the gummy gnocchi under the table. They were discovered only later when Ninetta, struggling to slide out that part of the table to roll out her tagliatelle, would find it stuck fast because of the hardened gnocchi. Mercifully, my father never heard of the crime I’d committed.

			As for amusements, we were allowed to watch a movie in one of the two cinema halls in Orbassano—but only once in a while, and that, too, only with the children of Father’s friends. On winter Sunday mornings we could meet them at the coffee bar called Pino for a cup of hot chocolate topped with whipped cream and cinnamon powder, served with biscotti.

			One of the highlights of those times was the annual town fair, when we got pocket money to buy ourselves nougat or almond croccante and take rides on the bumper cars or the chair carousel. Another was our summer holidays when my mother took us for two weeks to the seaside and then for two weeks to the mountains. It was common in those days, even recommended by doctors in the cold north of Italy, to take children to the seaside: The sun was good for their bones and the sea air cleared their lungs.

			My father’s work kept him busy, and he didn’t join us on these trips; nor did my older sister, Anouchka, who preferred to stay home under Ninetta’s care. I remember a popular song by Domenico Modugno, heard everywhere in cafés and restaurants, about wives going off with the children, leaving their husbands behind. We small girls would sing and hum it, not understanding the hidden meaning—that the papas would be left free to get up to some naughtiness! For me they were carefree days spent without the fear and tension of Father’s disciplinarian ways—ways that invariably had the tacit endorsement of my mother, who dreaded his reaction and could never contradict him.

			Orbassano is in the Piemonte, literally “feet of the mountain” in Italian. It isn’t hilly itself, but looking out my window on a clear day I could see the snowy range of the high Alps in the distance. Skiing holidays were with my maternal aunts and uncles, all keen skiers from their childhood—Mother told us how their skis used to be carved out of light wood by her grandfather Nonno Marco. Now the adults owned modern skis, and the children’s skis were hired. We sisters would be dressed in our skiing outfits and set out in Zio Mario’s brand-new Giardinetta Fiat at four in the morning, when it was still dark and freezing cold. Our destination was the ski resort of Sestriere, three hours away, which had been developed in the mid-1930s by the Agnelli family, owners of Fiat, and modernised in the mid-1950s. The engine had to be given time to warm up, and as we climbed and the roads became icy, Zio Mario would stop at a petrol pump to fix heavy metal chains to the wheels to prevent the car from skidding. Up, up through switchbacks, dizzyingly winding narrow roads, past small villages covered in a thin blanket of snow till finally we arrived at the stunning mountains, their tops covered in pristine snow.

			Once there, we would be in a holiday mood, everyone milling around in bright winter ski outfits and queueing up for the cable cars to reach the top (ski lifts were to come later). A quick pause for cappuccino and hot chocolate with cornetto, then the business of getting our gear on and the ascent to the children’s pista, where we took our lessons from Zia Ada. I never fully mastered skiing and still remember my embarrassment at many tumbles and the struggle to get up, trying not to show that it hurt. The fun for me was to roll down the children’s less steep slopes, ending up wrapped in snow, and the holiday atmosphere: blue sky, bright sunshine, the affectionate pampering we received from the zii.

			Always a thrill for me also was hearing foreign languages spoken by visitors to the mountains or the beaches. I became curious about them and found I had a natural affinity—picking up French, for example, from children I played with on holiday. This awoke in me a desire to study languages, something that happily Father approved of—including, later, my decision to go to Cambridge to further that study. It had been his own dream to travel and see the world from a very young age, a dream that for him had only been realised when he was a soldier in Greece and Russia in the Second World War.

			

			—

			Father was a sergente maggiore, sergeant major of the Bersaglieri, the tough, battle-hardened equivalent of America’s Green Berets, and a veteran of the Russian campaign, when Benito Mussolini sent them to Russia to fight along with the German invading forces. He was twenty-six years old at the end of 1943 when the Italian army was defeated and the troops began the Ritirata, or retreat. As has happened many times in history, the Russian cold, “General Winter” as it’s known, took its toll on the retreating soldiers. If the extreme hardship and brutality of that campaign had been traumatic, the humiliating retreat had been a nightmare from which only a few of his compagnia had come back alive. Not for nothing was he known to his comrades as Maino il Leone—Maino the Lion—as much loved by his men as he was feared. They remained lifelong friends, stayed in touch through letters, and at Christmas exchanged specialities of their respective far-flung regions. Father would make sure to have ready a good stock of Veneto salami (known as soppressa Veneta), prosciutto crudo, and Asiago cheese, while Manzi would send olive oil and wine from Montepulciano in Tuscany, Basciu from Sant’Antioco would send Sardinian almond confectionery, and so on, which Father would share with his family and friends.

			On intimate occasions at home or at annual reunions, those who’d survived the war alongside him would recount stories of their campaign: when il Leone volunteered to go to the front in place of his friend Cavaglia, who had a wife and a small child; when he carried on his shoulder up to the frontier a comrade on the verge of dying of frostbite, trudging for hours across vast expanses of waist-deep snow, its glare broken now and then by scattered piles of frozen bodies of young soldiers; when he encouraged his starving and exhausted comrades to keep on walking, they were almost there…they mustn’t give up; when he dealt with a brute of a comrade who had dared attempt to molest a young Russian woman.

			We children knew all these stories almost by heart, but we would sit up late listening with eyes wide to those accounts eulogising our father’s valour and audacity. The tale I remember that always brought a lump to my throat was the one of Father offering his ragged blanket and his last morsel of bread to an emaciated Russian child holding its hand out to him in supplication. His battalion used to be camped on the outskirts of towns. In one of the encampments set up in the vicinity of what was then Dnepropetrovsk stood a large factory. Tiny sheds of straw and mud, offering little protection from the cruel cold, housed hundreds of workers, wasted and sickly. Men and women, and particularly children, would invariably come and stand by the camp’s kitchen. A large family with children would be waiting by the kitchen quarters, looking on longingly. My father and some of his comrades would give them food to eat and to take home. Father used to recount to us how he was haunted by the pleading expression on the children’s tiny faces, the avidity with which they devoured the little that could be spared, and the gaze of gratitude in their eyes.

			It was through sign language that he learnt the names of the children, amongst whom were two little girls belonging to the same family—Anouchka and Sonia, whose names we two sisters were given. The parish priest refused to christen us with such “foreign” names, and so Christian names were formally given to us, but my father—and everyone in the family—always and only addressed us by our “foreign” ones: Anouchka in place of Alessandra, Sonia instead of Antonia. Seven years after me, Nadia arrived and by a pure coincidence her name was suggested by one of the nurses in the hospital. Since it matched ours it was gladly accepted. She was formally christened Nadia Maria, the “foreign” name allowed this time since it was alongside a Christian one.

		

	
		
			Two

			
			Rajiv had written in March to his mother, Indira Gandhi, sharing the news of his having met a girl whom he believed to be “very special,” and the following month he told her that he was quite sure he was in love. She warned him that the first girl he had met was not necessarily the right one. How was one to know that one would meet a girl who was more “right”? he retorted; I was the girl he wanted to marry!

			She was alarmed. He had barely met this girl. What would the consequences be of such a union? Would this young girl be able to adjust to a life so different and so far away from her home? Like most mothers, she probably had strong views about the kind of girl who would be right for her elder son. However, she wouldn’t think of imposing on him an arranged marriage, as was the custom in India, knowing that neither of her sons would ever agree to such an arrangement.

			After all, she herself had chosen to flout tradition in marrying against the wishes of her family members. She hadn’t forgotten her pain at the angry and vicious reaction to her union with Feroze Gandhi, way back in 1942—because he was a Zoroastrian and she a Kashmiri Brahmin. The orthodox amongst the Hindu community were infuriated, and hate mail, even death threats, were sent to the young couple and their families. True, twenty-three long years had passed since then, but traditions were still entrenched in people’s minds. The matter weighed heavily on her, now that her son had this choice ahead of him. In whom could she confide? She had friends, family, and political colleagues, but hardly any whom she could entrust with such a delicate matter.

			She finally decided to share her concern with old family friends posted in London at that time, India’s Deputy High Commissioner P. N. Haksar and his wife. The Haksars knew Rajiv and were fond of him; they could be trusted to keep his love story to themselves. In March they invited us over to Sun House in Hampstead, their official home, and, after preliminary introductions and small talk, took us out for a meal to an Indian restaurant. Suspecting that I was being checked out, I was on edge throughout the evening. As it was, I disliked the alien smell of spices. In Cambridge I would hold my breath and walk fast each time I passed by the East Pakistani restaurant on the main street. That was the very smell that hit me as we entered the restaurant with the Haksars.

			I was asked to choose from the dishes listed on the menu. I just stared at it in bewilderment till Rajiv came to my rescue. A bright red, slightly charred chunk of chicken was placed before me—a North Indian speciality, tandoori chicken. One bite, and my mouth was on fire! I couldn’t have imagined at that moment that it would become a favourite with me not long after, when Rajiv started taking me to a little restaurant on Charlotte Street that served all kinds of north-western Indian dishes cooked in a tandoor. That evening the only dish that vaguely resembled something familiar came at the end, as an accompaniment to a terribly sweet half-frozen milky concoction: kulfi-falooda. It was a sort of vermicelli, similar in appearance to spaghettini, though transparent, viscous, and tasteless. But at least my mouth was not ablaze. I noticed Rajiv’s mischievous glances, but I had to restrain myself.

			I never knew the exact details of what was conveyed to Rajiv’s mother, but soon after the Haksars’ meeting she wrote to him about wanting to meet me. So it was that on her stopover in London in June 1965 in the high commissioner’s residence, Rajiv was asked to introduce me to her. The thought of it was terrifying. As we were driving from Cambridge and had reached halfway to London, a rush of anxiety gripped me. I asked Rajiv to stop the car and in an agitated state I declared that I couldn’t possibly meet his mother—not just then, anyway. He tried to calm me down and reason with me but to no avail. We found a public phone booth from which he made a call and postponed the meeting. I was then seized with embarrassment and contrition. The next day we drove back and in the late afternoon I did meet my future mother-in-law.

			Rajiv and I went up to the first floor, where she awaited us, reclining on her bed in her dressing gown, tired and jet-lagged. She looked tiny to me. Her big, deep eyes and long eyelashes were her most striking features, and her prominent nose. She asked us to sit by her bedside, speaking to me in French, a language I knew well, rather than in English, which was still difficult for me. She offered me some chocolates, which I accepted but was unable to swallow. She complimented me on the outfit I was wearing, a black-and-white linen suit. She asked me about myself, my studies, my family.

			Seized by nervousness and a deep emotion, I broke into tears that turned into sobs and I was soon embarrassingly inconsolable. In a gentle, comforting manner she drew me closer to her and said, holding my hand, “N’aie pas peur, Sonia, je suis humaine, moi aussi j’étais jeune et amoureuse—je te comprends parfaitement.” (“Don’t be afraid, Sonia, I’m human, I too was once young and in love—I understand you perfectly well.”). I felt lighter, picked up courage, and, choking back my tears, tried to reply to some of her questions. Rajiv came to my rescue and, sitting by my side, placed his arm over my shoulders and pulled me close. A feeling of relief enveloped me and helped me regain my composure. I dried my eyes and, not daring to show openly my closeness to Rajiv, thanked him with a telling glance of loving gratitude.

			We were both going to a friend’s party that evening. I had carried with me for the occasion a long black evening dress that I thought was chic. Rajiv pointed to a door and I entered a narrow room with a dressing table and a long mirror. As I began to change I realised that a bit of the hem of my dress had unravelled. I called out to Rajiv and told him I needed help. Without hesitation he turned to his mother, and before I knew it, there she was with her travel thread-and-needle kit, asking me to show her the tear. She bent down and proceeded matter-of-factly to stitch up the hem. I thanked her, disarmed by her kindness. Clearly she had no pretensions; she was indeed human, as she had said!

			But on returning home at term’s end—how long could I keep this secret from my own parents? It had been an exhilarating experience to be away on my own, far from the constraint of complete obedience, far from the constant refrain of “Don’t do this” and “Don’t do that,” far away from the prying and judging eyes of my small-town neighbourhood. I had learnt to manage my new freedom—but an instinctive, almost ingrained dread of disobeying my father was ever present in my subconscious. I knew that my tender-hearted mother would understand, but my father’s likely reaction scared me. Pangs of guilt would assail and unsettle me, at times making me feel remorseful and question my conduct. Why was I keeping from my loved ones something that had come to mean so much to me? But on the other hand, how could I bring myself to tell them yet—how could I, knowing that the consequences could scuttle my being with Rajiv?

			Father was beginning to be suspicious of my insistence on returning to Cambridge. Then he received a letter from the principal of my language school, which was translated for him by his accountant. The content was terse and clear: I hadn’t been serious about my studies and unless I changed my attitude it wouldn’t be advisable for me to continue my course. Receiving such a blunt message, and through an outsider at that, was for him shocking and humiliating. I was scared stiff and walked around the house as if on eggshells, careful not to cause an explosion. But inevitably it came: How had I dared betray his trust, he thundered, how could I have been so irresponsible!

			I tried to explain that the teaching at the Jarrett School was not very good, that other students in my class struggling with a new language were unhappy and had even put up a complaint to the principal. But he was deaf to my explanations and excuses; he was not going to allow me to return to Cambridge for the next term. I was wasting my time and his money; he wouldn’t hear another word.

			His suspicion was confirmed when, on his questioning my mother, she blurted out that, yes, she had heard from my sister Anouchka about a boy from some faraway place; she had confronted me and I had assured her that it was nothing to get worried about. His reaction was no different from that we had witnessed in the past. Bringing his fist down on his writing table, sending its papers and objects flying in the air, he pronounced his verdict. “Basta!” he shouted. “Non voglio più sentirne parlare!” (“Enough! I don’t want to hear of it again!”)

			I was crushed, heartbroken; it was all over…After the first few days of despair, spent hiding in my room, crying, I picked up courage and began to follow my mother around the house, pleading with her, trying to persuade her to convince my father that there was nothing wrong in my friendship. Fearing his reaction, she would get into a panic each time I attempted an approach.

			Time was running out. Rajiv was equally devastated. He would write every other day, offering me advice on how to persuade my parents. If only he could speak to them and explain that his love for their daughter was true and pure. But language and fear were serious barriers. He wrote to his mother that he couldn’t understand why I didn’t assert myself, why I was so submissive to my father. He felt lonely, with no one to confide in. He despaired: I might not be allowed back; I was still a minor and in the Italy of those days I could not at the age of nineteen act of my own free will without my parents’ permission. I had to wait another two years till I was of age.

			

			—

			One of the foreign language courses I had taken earlier in Torino, along with French and English, was Russian. It had fascinated me as a language studied by very few, but more possibly as inspired by my father’s stories. In spite of the suffering he went through during that campaign, nostalgia for the comradeship inspired by those trials was a bond between him and his friends. Through my teacher Ludmila, a beautiful Ukrainian married to an Italian professor, he started a move to get me admitted to an institute in Leningrad—now St. Petersburg—where foreign students studied Russian. I had myself been attracted to the idea earlier, but that was before Cambridge. It was out of the question for me now—but how was I going to get past my father’s stratagem?

			It was a time full of anxieties and accusations, long faces, unpleasant if not harsh retorts: I was being unreasonable and uncaringly stubborn; I didn’t deserve my parents’ love and generosity. What about the sacrifices they’d made to provide us with a comfortable life? How could I, their daughter, be so ungrateful and bent upon a course that would in the end harm us all? What could have made me believe that “those people” were like us? Theirs was a different world, they were big people, their lives were—so my father thought—shallow and spoilt. No matter how hard I tried to convince my parents that it wasn’t so, they knew best; they could not allow their daughter to become part of that world.

			Two weeks of excruciating waiting went by till finally a reply: The Leningrad institution was meant for students from developing countries, and admission to it was therefore out of the question. Father’s ploy had failed—another hurdle crossed!

			By pure coincidence my new landlady in Cambridge, Picina Norris, was an Italian married to an Englishman. She was from the Veneto region, the native province of my parents. She knew Rajiv and our devotion to each other. It suddenly occurred to me that she could be the right person to speak to my mother. They spoke the same dialect—that would surely reassure her.

			Mother had always been the go-between for us and Father: Whenever we couldn’t summon up courage to approach him, we would ask her to come to our rescue, very much in the way a Catholic devotee prays to a saint to intercede with the Almighty. For my sisters and me, she was our Santa Paolina, all the more so because occasionally she managed to succeed.

			I set about enlisting her help. With plenty of prodding and cajoling from me, she finally capitulated. She spoke to Father and urged him to be more reasonable. Could he not trust his Sonia to act responsibly? Might he not be pushing her towards some unwanted action?

			Finally, Father relented: He would see to my fees, pocket money, and food expenses. My landlady would not charge rent and, most importantly, would remain in touch with Mother and keep her informed of my doings. In return for Picina’s kindness, her daughter Annemarie, who had never been to Italy, would be our guest during her holidays. It happened; Father uttered a gruff and reluctant “Sì”—but a “Yes” it was! Done! Indescribable relief and joy.

			

			—

			My departure from home this time was a punishing eighteen-hour train journey, not a short Alitalia flight, but Rajiv was at Dover station waiting for me with my landlady. My world had suddenly become resplendent and light; life was worth living again: Rajiv and I were reunited, little else mattered. Picina drove us to Cambridge, as previously decided with my mother. She dropped him at his digs and I was taken to a room in her home in 55 Tenison Road.

			I found out through friends that there was another and better language school, the Lennox Cooke on Barton Road, and enrolled myself there. (It was taken over in the mid-1980s by the Anglo World Language School, which has now shut down.) I had to make up for neglecting my classes earlier. I had let my parents down and pained them. A number of students, all of us enrolled in the same school, came to share quarters in Picina’s house: stocky, curly-haired Francesco from Sicily, elegant blonde Ruth from Zurich, petite and doll-like Marinella from Milano. Francesco, the gourmet, would cook for us whenever required, drive us to and from school squeezed into his sleek red Alfa Romeo, while we would pay for the provisions and share the cost of the petrol: That was our deal, and it worked well till the end of the school term.

			I had a new teacher and, unlike our previous one, he had a way of making our lessons agreeable and interesting. Mr. Turnbull was a tall, burly man with a protruding nose and an enormous stomach. Though some of us would stifle our giggles at the very mention of his name, he conducted his lessons in his well-mannered, composed way. He paid attention to his students, and his style of teaching brought out the best in me. I started attending my classes with enthusiasm. I was thrilled when my report read, “Her written work is idiomatic, fluent, and full of humour. She is also good orally.” I was reminded of it recently when my sisters came across it sorting through my old papers and books at home.

			Occasionally on weekends the school would organise a trip to London. That was how, for the first time, I heard Andrés Segovia, the Spanish classical guitar maestro, and saw My Fair Lady, my first musical. Another weekend pastime was to drive with Rajiv to London and meet up with his other friends.

			Window-shopping or sitting around at a café in King’s Road, the “happening” street of those days, was fun: savouring an ice cream while watching the colourful parade of young people trying to shock or make an impression, the girls in brightly coloured tight miniskirts and tops, heavily made up according to the fashion of the time, the boys in skintight bell-bottoms and unbuttoned shirts showing off their hairy chests, older passers-by looking on in amusement or disapproval. Suddenly a ripple of excitement would go through the crowd: Someone had recognised a well-known figure—a model, a pop star.

			The Beatles were then all the rage in England, as was Mick Jagger and his band, the Rolling Stones. To us fashion-conscious Italians, their attire and hairstyles were at first odd but soon became acceptable. Then came the “Twist” and the “Shake,” which we would dance to at parties. Rajiv loved music, especially jazz, but he was not a good dancer. On the dance floor he was, unlike me, very shy and preferred to stay off, but if forced, he would dance to songs with a slow tempo. On trips to London we spent a lot of time in record stores listening to music of our choice and agonising over which record to buy because Rajiv couldn’t afford more than two—at least till he could save enough for another trip to the shop. Harry Belafonte’s “Day-O (The Banana Boat Song),” Miriam Makeba’s “Click Song,” and Fats Domino and Ben E. King’s “Stand by Me” were Rajiv’s favourite songs and mine.

			

			—

			One of the biggest days of the term at Cambridge was the May Ball, a customary all-night revel at the end of the academic year. Preparations for the ball had to be made well beforehand: Tickets, rather expensive, had to be bought, tables booked for the pre-ball dinner, seats reserved for breakfast the following morning, and numerous other arrangements.

			I very nearly missed this special occasion because of my Italian habit of unpunctuality. At the appointed time Rajiv and some friends came to pick me up—to find that I had not even begun to get ready, my evening gown had not yet been pressed. To me, as to my southern European friends, being vague about timings was normal; it was part of our culture. I couldn’t understand what the fuss was all about. I ought to have known better. I had earlier experienced Rajiv’s reaction to my being late, and been shocked by it. He would rarely lose his temper, but unpunctuality caused him to flare up.

			Rajiv’s face turned instantly pale. His hands shaking, he took out the May Ball invitation card from his pocket and tore it into four pieces, flung it in my face, and stamped out. What followed could have been a scene out of a Fellini movie: some friends attempting to grab and pull him back, others running out after him to reason with him, I in tears, fellow tenants clustering around, doing their best to calm me down, others trying to figure out what to do, looking out to see if Rajiv was by any chance coming back—all this in the tiny space of the entrance hall.

			Suddenly he walked back in with two of his friends. I felt offended and did not quite know how to respond, but there he stood before me, looking rather dishevelled in his dinner jacket, but calmer. “We’ve both been at fault, Sonia. Get ready now; let’s forget what happened,” he said. I didn’t respond immediately. Seated by the small table in the hall, the boys proceeded as best they could to tape the card together. I quickly got ready, my eyes still red and swollen, and followed them out. I hadn’t reconciled myself to Rajiv’s outburst and sat sulking in the car.

			There were very strict terms and conditions for the participants to the ball. They were serious affairs then—protocol, prescribed attire, good behaviour, proper manners, numerous rules to be strictly observed. A patched-up card was going to be closely inspected; it could be rejected. Rather sheepishly, our group reached the Trinity gate. Everyone handed over their card, and Rajiv’s was immediately singled out. Why was it being presented in such a condition, he was asked; did he not know that it was highly improper? Rajiv, embarrassed, blurted out a minimally amended version of the truth—at which the porter, probably impressed by his frankness, wished us an enjoyable night and let us through with a friendly warning. Relieved, he turned to me with a big smile that instantly transformed my mood. We spent the whole night at the ball, had a great time with our friends—and the lesson on punctuality was never forgotten.

		

	
		
			Three

			
			In the Italy of those days, within the family structure a father was the padre padrone, or “father owner”—the all-powerful, the supreme, the patriarch. No important decision could be taken without his agreeing to it, nothing would move without his consent. For him a son was a must, a mark of virility, of pride and continuity. To Italian mothers a son was no different from what he was to a traditional Indian mother: He came first, full stop.

			In our family there were no sons, only three daughters. When my mother had her last child, believed to be finally the much-hoped-for boy, my father was obviously disappointed for a few days. When he finally held little Nadia in his arms, the story goes that he shed a few tears of repentance—proof of his kind heart! It was his strong desire for a son that made him behave in such a fashion, said my mother, ever ready to forgive; there was no need to hold it against him. Needless to say, we two sisters, all of seven and eight, were too small to understand the whys and hows; all we knew was that we had to obey, and to not ask questions. Mother’s threat—“Lo dirò a Papà!” (“I’ll tell Papa!”)—was enough to frighten us into obedience most of the time.

			Anouchka and I were thrilled to welcome our baby sister home. We had worked for weeks to decorate her cot with tiny flowers fashioned from colourful crepe paper. When she cried we competed to pick her up and cuddle her—much to my mother’s consternation: “No! No! Ferme! Aspettate! State attente!” (“No! No! Don’t! Wait! Be careful!”).

			My mother was the eldest of eight siblings, the darling of them all. She grew up in a large joint family of about twenty-five, and, though they had domestic help, in those days mostly poorer family members, she, too, had to lend a hand in looking after the family. After my parents set up their own separate home, she kept in touch with them, to help out whenever needed, be the referee when disputes broke out, and invariably bring peace amongst the warring factions. She couldn’t bear pettiness and meanness; it made her truly suffer. No one on either side of the family ever had a word of reproach for her. All adored their lovely Paolina.

			My parents belonged to a hilly, backward part of the Veneto region, not far from Bassano del Grappa, a small but historically important city at the foot of Monte Grappa, known for the fierce battle fought during World War I when the Austrians had attempted to conquer it to reach the Venetian plain. The older generations of my family had participated in the long-drawn-out fight to liberate Italy from Austro-Hungarian rule. My grandfathers and great-grandfathers, tough and determined men, had participated in a number of battles known as the battles of Piave, fought between 1917 and 1918, in the Asiago plateau and around Monte Grappa, both close to my parents’ villages, in which the Austrian conquerors had been finally driven back across the Piave River. Later, during World War II, Monte Grappa became a hiding place for partisans. A number of them had been captured by the Germans and the Blackshirts and executed.

			The Veneto region was dotted with a number of monuments in remembrance of the Great War’s fallen heroes. Our parents took us when we were in our teens to the Sacrario Militare of Asiago, where the remains of fifty-four thousand Italian and an unknown number of Austro-Hungarian soldiers rest, some from the Second World War. There was a long queue of people walking slowly and in silence towards the central monument, some old men on crutches being helped along by a son or a daughter. As we finally reached the monument to the fallen, Father explained to us in sombre tones the loss and sorrow those brutal battles had caused to thousands of families, yet with a sense of pride in those fallen heroes who had sacrificed their lives for the country. As we made our way back, Father stopped every now and then by the older men, shook their hands, embraced them, and talked to them. Seeing his eyes tearing up, we stood by in silence, our heads bent, feeling his pain.

			Later in our history classes the story of the Risorgimento came alive with its many heroes: Camillo Benso, Conte di Cavour, who led the struggle for Italian unification and became the country’s first prime minister; Giuseppe Mazzini, the founder of Young Italy; the great General Giuseppe Garibaldi with his guerrilla force of Redshirts; the Carbonari, or charcoal-makers’ revolutionary secret societies. These were our inspirational heroes who had fought and sacrificed for the unification of Italy, examples of what was expected of us for the good of the community and of the country. I remember in one of the cellars at home where Father kept some of his souvenirs, there were a battered zaino, a thick canvas backpack from his days as a soldier, and a poster of Garibaldi marching into Naples, holding aloft the flag that later, with some changes, became the emblem of united Italy.

			As children at family gatherings, or at our school’s National Unity and Armed Forces Day, we learned of men and women who had fought hard to repulse the Austrians. The “Piave Song” was a favourite at such occasions. Holidaying in Veneto at my grandparents’ we’d come across groups of veterans, Alpini or local villagers, sitting at an osteria with their wine flask on the table, ardently singing patriotic songs.

			Thus the story of my family, as that of many Italians of the time, was one of duty: Big or small, certain things had to be done, certain rules had to be followed. “Dovresti vergognarti!” (“You should be ashamed of yourself!”) was my mother’s refrain if I ever grumbled about tasks required of me, such as helping with household chores, or going all the way from Orbassano to Torino to visit a relative. No argument, they simply were part of our duties—child’s play, I’d be reminded, compared to what our heroes of the past had to endure.

			

			—

			Life was hard for the communities of northern Italy in those days. Both my parents’ families were owners of the provision store of their respective small villages. They owned land but much of it was wooded and hilly, so cultivation was not feasible, though the forest yielded income at times, when tree culling was officially permitted. My parents’ respective maternal grandfathers were civil engineers for the Vicenza province, engaged in constructing minor provincial roads and bridges. They weren’t rich, but, except for the war years, they led a fairly comfortable if simple life. My father had attended elementary classes; most children in the 1920s in such remote areas wouldn’t study beyond the second or third grade at best and were taught, not in Italian, but in the Venetian dialect. Years later Father attended a technical course to learn draftsmanship and worked under his maternal grandfather.

			The only sustenance for the poorest of Gomarolo, my mother’s village, was a traditional cottage industry where women wove multicoloured flattened straw into plaits, which they then shaped into beautiful hats, handbags, and belts for sale in the fashionable shops of Vicenza and Venice. Poverty in that part of the country in the pre- and immediate post-war period was such that most people were able to pay for their provisions only at the end of the month, when the head of the family received his salary.

			Signor Marco, my maternal great-grandfather, the elder of the village, was much loved and respected. He was remembered for having saved it from being burnt down by German soldiers demanding information on the partisans. Under Mussolini’s dictatorship, Italy had joined the war on the side of the Axis powers in 1940, an alliance that many Italians didn’t support. In 1943, after Mussolini was arrested and Italy sided with the Allies, the country faced a violent occupation by the Germans, and Resistance groups fiercely fought both Fascists and the German occupiers. The walls of the village had been plastered with posters ordering the villagers to come out with information on the partisans. All the inhabitants, young and old, had been forced out of their homes, herded with all their belongings into the village piazza at gunpoint, and ordered to disclose what they knew or face the death of their menfolk and the razing to the ground of the whole village. It was a tragic scene Mother would recount: women crying and imploring mercy, terrified children wailing, clinging to their mothers, the bigger ones clutching their fathers’ hands. Nonno Marco was beside himself: How could he get out of that dreadful situation?

			A lengthy and excruciating negotiation ensued through a soldier interpreter. The terrified villagers kept shaking their heads to signify that they knew nothing. Nonno Marco caught the eye of one of his attendants and within minutes had his choicest products placed at the disposal of the invaders: tobacco, wine, grappa, plum and juniper brandy, honey, bread, cheese, milk, salami and ham, walnuts, chestnuts, and hazelnuts. After he literally fell to his knees, begging them with gestures to take pity, and to think of their own women and children at home, they suddenly released the crowd, packed up all the precious foodstuffs in their vehicles, and left. It was a scene to be remembered, my mother used to tell us, everyone hugging and thanking Nonno Marco, promising special prayers for his long life. He lived into his nineties.

			There were stories, too, about my father’s grandfather, Nonno Stefano. German soldiers would barge into the store and not only devour everything they set their eyes on but drink themselves sick and at times take away the shop’s stock, meant to last for weeks. On one occasion a drunken German soldier had fired a shot through the wooden ceiling. The whole family had rushed up to the room above, falling over one another on the narrow flight of steps, screaming and calling out to God and their patron saint: “Signore mio, aiutaci! Santa Caterina, prega per noi!” (“O Lord, save us! Saint Catherine, pray for us!”). The bullet had pierced not just the ceiling of the shop, but also the cot in which three-month-old Stefano—my father’s namesake and cousin—had been sleeping.

			The terrified mother, holding him tight in her arms, speechless with shock, came close to smothering him. The perforated cot was preserved for many years as some sort of trophy, a reminder of baby Stefano’s narrow escape. In later years the same Stefano set half his boarding school’s dormitory on fire while trying to burn his unwashed socks. He was expelled and his parents were naturally made to pay a heavy fee for the damage. This and his many future peculiarities would always be ascribed to the trauma “the poor boy” must have undergone when the German soldier fired that shot.

			

			—

			When our family immigrated to Sangano in 1948, life for the first few years was tough and grim. I was two years old and my elder sister Anouchka, three. Nadia, the youngest, wasn’t yet born. My parents spoke to each other in a dialect from their native province of Vicenza, and to us and outside the home in a Venetian-accented Italian. They couldn’t understand a word of the Piemontese dialect spoken locally. In their small native village they had been regarded as upright people from respected families, but here they were looked down upon and referred to as furesté, foreigners, and worse, singher, a pejorative Piemontese word for Gypsies—wounding terms that caused Father to feel mortified and Mother to shed bitter tears.

			The struggle for my father to realise himself and to be accepted in that harsh environment expressed itself at times in aggressive reactions. He lost his temper at the smallest thing, or scolded Mother and us unnecessarily. After a full day’s work, he used to do small jobs in the vicinity, sometimes till late into the night, to earn a little extra for us and to send money home to his mother. She had flatly refused to join her husband, Giuseppe, and her favourite son’s family in “that foreign land.” Years later she died far away from them—but as she’d wanted, in her beloved village in Veneto.

			My paternal grandfather, Giuseppe—Nonno Beppi to us children—had moved with us to Sangano. Of medium height, with reddish hair he always cropped close, he lived across the landing in two tiny rooms. I adored him and he, me. I loved listening to his stories and adventures of his participation in the First World War. He insisted on doing all his household chores by himself—cleaning, laundry, cooking. On my way to school I always stopped by his room to greet him. He’d take his wallet out of his pocket, carefully open it, and hand me a five-lire note. I’d dash to the panetteria to buy my favourite liquorice drops, butun di preive, priest’s buttons, to share with my friends.

			Returning from school, I could inhale from afar the enticing aroma of his minestrone. I’d rush upstairs, drop my things on the landing, and sit down with him to share the daily ritual. I observed him in awe as he brought spoonfuls of the soup to his lips, slowly savouring each one as if in silent prayer, thankful to have what in his youth he had often craved.

			Sometimes he’d call out: “Sonia, vieni che andiamo a prendere il latte.” (“Sonia, come let’s go to fetch the milk.”), and I’d rush up to him, replying, “Vengo subito, Nonno, aspettami!” (“Coming right away, Nonno, wait for me!”). And off we’d go together to buy the milk, a one-litre tin container in my hand that, once full, after a few steps would be transferred to his on our way back. How grown-up and important those few steps made me feel! With it Nonno would make another of my favourite dishes, salted hot milk and rice soup. If I close my eyes even today I can get the scent of that delicious soup.

			Every other year I accompanied Nonno back to his native village by train, which in the early 1950s was slow and stopped frequently. We travelled in a compartment with wooden benches. Nonno carried a cushion for my comfort and after a few hours placed a smaller one on his lap to let me stretch out and sleep. The highlight of the journey would be stops at bigger stations like Milano, Cremona, and Verona, where from the window he hailed passing vendors. I’d already been alerted by their cries of “Pa-a-nini-i-i, aranciat-e-e, brioches, acqua-a-a, vino-o-o!” (“Bre-e-ad, orange-aaade, pastry-y, wate-e-r, wi-i-ne!”). Nonno
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