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To my wacky family made of dates and names that don’t add up
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‘Romano, I’d like to open a bookshop where I live.’

‘How many people are we talking about?’

‘A hundred and eighty.’

‘Right, so if a hundred and eighty thousand people live there, then—’

‘No, not hundred and eighty thousand, Romano. Just a hundred and eighty.’

‘Alba … Have you lost your mind?’

Phone conversation between Alba Donati and Romano Montroni, founder of Italy’s largest bookselling chain

 

‘Once upon a time there was a doll’s house that belonged to a queen. A doll’s house so marvellously made that from far and near people came to look at it.’

Vita Sackville-West, A Note of Explanation



January



20 January 2021

Every little girl is unhappy in her own way and I was too, deeply so. Maybe it was because my only brother got married and left us, all of a sudden, when I was just six years old; or because of my rather old-fashioned mother; or maybe that vein of rustic cruelty in my girlfriends at the time was to blame – one day you’re in, the next you’re out.

Since the day I opened the bookshop, I’ve barely had a conversation where I wasn’t asked, ‘How did you get the idea to open a bookshop in a village of 180 souls, in the middle of nowhere?’

I’ve spent the day wrapping. A lady from Salerno chose to celebrate Valentine’s Day like this: she got a book of poems by Emily Dickinson, an Emily Dickinson-themed calendar and a fragrance with osmanthus base notes also named ‘Emily’ for one of her daughters. For her other girl she got a different book by Emily Dickinson, the Emily Dickinson calendar again and a bracelet made with rose and gypsophila petals. And on top of that she bought her beloved Emily’s Herbarium and another calendar too, as a treat for herself.

How did I get the idea? Ideas don’t just spring out of nothing – they smoulder, ferment, crowd our mind while we sleep. Ideas walk on their own two legs, follow their own parallel path in a part of us we have absolutely no idea existed, until one day they come knocking: here we are, they say, now listen carefully! The idea for the bookshop must have been lying in wait, ensconced in the folds of that dark and joyous country we call childhood.

I used to spend every afternoon at my grandfather’s, who had one of those new radios with a cassette player – he wasn’t that modern, mind you, Grandpa Tullio, but my aunts were. Modern and loose (or so said people in the village). I was a bit ashamed of that, but I adored them. At the opposite end of the spectrum sat Auntie Polda, my mother’s sister, a big-hearted farmer who, among other quirks, had never married and was proud of it. I spent days unbuttoning and re-buttoning her cardigans, just an excuse to sit on her lap really, and listen to her stories. And then there was my Auntie Feny (Fenysia), who was a governess. Petite and strong, shy and wise, it was she who introduced me to reading, who brought me novels gifted by the rich families she worked for. The School of Languages and Culture I founded a few years ago with my partner Pierpaolo is named after her: nurturing knowledge felt as essential as making a good minestrone (just like Auntie Fenysia’s).

My mother’s stories, by contrast, were the stuff of nightmares. Her favourite was the tale of a little girl who fell asleep under a tree while her mother worked in the fields and the big fat snake who saw her and slithered down her throat. Thankfully I can’t remember how the story ends, but it’s safe to say my bruised subconscious would only truly heal much later, after twelve years of psychotherapy with my analyst Lucia.

Our village was small, and I adored it: I would draw the mountain opposite our house as if it were Kilimanjaro, in spring, summer, autumn and winter. A philosopher might say that ‘elsewhere’ is simply any place you’ve never been, and to this day, I am yet to set foot on that mountain. I loved the fields covered in frost – they looked made of crystal to me, like something out of a fairy tale. And I loved ants, their endless struggle to stay alive. Because if you grow up in a house without central heating, without a bathroom, and your eyes, hands and even your ears constantly play tricks on you, it’s only normal to think you might die.

My father is missing from this neat family picture – and I did miss him a lot. When he’d sit next to my bed (which I often pictured being my deathbed) my eyes, hands and ears would settle, and the world was not such a horrible place any more.

I happened to start this diary on 20 January, the same date that features at the beginning of Georg Büchner’s Lenz. Because dates matter, and we all have our 20 January, the day Lenz sets off and leaves everything behind. On 20 January 1943, my mother’s first husband also set off – orders had just come in, for him and the other surviving men in the Alpini brigade, to abandon the front on the river Don and retreat. It was the tragic ending to Italy’s military campaign against Russia, an ending that claimed one hundred and fifty-one thousand lives, either confirmed dead or missing in action. It was −40 ºC and many of those men didn’t even have shoes. Iole, my mother, was twenty-four, her husband Marino twenty-eight, my brother Giuliano six months old. The family that never was ceased to exist near Voronezh, where the Russian poet Osip Mandelstam moved with his wife before being sent to a concentration camp in Siberia, where he died. My mother waited, but no news came of Marino, as if he’d been swallowed by the steppe. Official entries on the war register end on 23 January 1943 – after that, nothing. What did come was a war pension for the wives of all the missing soldiers.

Eventually, I would leave everything behind too: the most beautiful city in the world, a prestigious job, a comfortable flat near the National Library. I came back to my village, to see if the snake had left, and if that little girl asleep under the tree hadn’t been Alice in Wonderland all along.

Today’s orders: The Adversary by Emmanuel Carrère, Lives of Girls and Women by Alice Munro, A Boy’s Own Story by Edmund White, Leaving Home by Anita Brookner, Between the Acts by Virginia Woolf, Hotel Silence by Auður Ava Ólafsdóttir.

21 January 2021

The idea to open the bookshop knocked on my door one night, oven-ready. It was the thirtieth of March 2019. I had the space: there was this little hill by the house where my mother used to grow lettuce and where I’d hang clothes to dry on a wire tied to two old poles. What I didn’t have was the money: opening a bookshop is expensive. I had to come up with something.

When I was little we had this huge attic. Our house was a reflection of our family – half home, half black hole. As you walked in you’d see the kitchen, then to the right a large room that my mother had partitioned using a green curtain with large pink ribbons (on the side that housed, depending on the day, either my bedroom or my deathbed) and to the left, a small living room furnished in classic seventies style with table, chairs and cupboards all made of chipboard, so shiny they looked even faker than they really were. Then there were two doors. One led to the basement, a place which alone was responsible for a good two extra years of therapy; the other door led to the attic.

There was this thing about the attic which made it unique. The first flight of stairs was made of perforated bricks (a job my father had started when we moved into that house) but then, as you turned a corner, the new steps ended and the original wooden staircase, which must have been a few centuries old, began. My father’s love had run out. Every time I went up there I prayed that the wooden steps would hold, that I wouldn’t fall into the abyss where my old acquaintance the snake was surely waiting for me.

On that makeshift staircase, all that was left of my father’s short-lived project, my dreams began. Because once I’d turned that corner, braved the five, infernal rickety steps, and reached the attic, I was safe. I’d made it. I was in my kingdom. I would set up an imaginary classroom, each child with their notebook. I played the teacher and marked my own homework from a few years before. Or I’d read my own personal Bible – the Conoscere children’s encyclopaedia published by Fabbri Editore, twelve volumes and four appendices. I think even my style preferences originated there – there were three pages entirely dedicated to ancient Roman footwear that I was positively obsessed with. I even bought two pairs of gladiator sandals – one golden, one snow-white – with laces that criss-crossed all the way up to the knee. I was about twelve, the same age as Lolita. Aside from that, the encyclopaedia covered very serious topics:

The Italian independence movement

Saint Francis of Assisi

From wood to paper

Rome conquers Taranto

Giuseppe Mazzini

Reformation and Counter-Reformation

The tonsils

A genius named Leonardo

Dante

The five days of Milan

Textile plants

Japan

Knowing, for instance, that female Italian revolutionaries were referred to in their secret code as ‘our cousins the gardeners’ made me so unbelievably happy. It was like having a time machine, and opening a page at random was like pressing the ‘go’ button. I was away, elsewhere: my favourite place. ‘We never test her, we’re too scared,’ my primary school teachers allegedly told my mother, who for her part had abandoned the tale of the sleeping girl and the snake in favour of a wide range of expletives. My father, meanwhile, had left.

I’m almost done wrapping the gifts for the lady from Salerno and her two daughters. That’s how I got the idea to open a bookshop in a village in northern Tuscany, on top of a hill, overlooking the Apuan Alps. I got the idea so a mother from Salerno could gift her daughters two boxes full of Emily Dickinson.

Today’s orders: Ordesa by Manuel Vilas, El secreto de Jane Austen by Gabriela Margall, Al giardino ancora non l’ho detto by Pia Pera, The Last Runaway by Tracy Chevalier, Ghana Must Go by Taiye Selasi, What You Can See from Here by Mariana Leky, La bellezza sia con te by Antonia Arslan, Cuore Cavo by Viola di Grado, Edward Hopper by Mark Strand.

22 January 2021

One of the advantages of my new life is being able to hear the pattering of rain on the roof. In the city, if you’re in bed, you have to get up and open the curtains to see what the weather is like outside. Here, you can sense it with your body. ‘For rain it hath a friendly sound’, as Edna St. Vincent would have it, and here in our village rain is like a voice – sweet at times, then louder – calling out to me. The phone rang today, and a different voice, pre-recorded, completely inexpressive, informed us that a weather warning was in place for flooding and mudslides. This is bad news for the bookshop, because people don’t feel like venturing up steep mountain roads in this kind of weather.

Lucignana sits on a hill 500 metres above sea level, which is ideal if you want to be neither too hot nor too cold. The village was built entirely in stone before AD 1000. It used to have defensive walls and a castle, which must have been only slightly bigger than a large house. While the building itself is long gone, the name survives. ‘Castello’ is what we call one of the tiny neighbourhoods that make up Lucignana, alongside Penna, Scimone, Varicocchi, Piazza (the main square), Piazzolo (the smaller square), and Sarrocchino – many of these names are mangled versions of old toponyms: ‘Scimone’ for Saint Simon; ‘Sarrocchino’ for Saint Rocco.

Today, Castello is home to a friendly English retiree named Mike. He’s ex-military; I have a feeling he was in Afghanistan. He built a swimming pool in his garden and in the summer he sits there in his birthday suit, much to the bafflement of his neighbours. When I go see him, he’ll quickly wrap a towel around his waist and – in a profusion of ‘sorry, so sorry’ – rush to put on some shorts. Then, with one of the most enchanting vistas in the whole world as his backdrop, he’ll mix a couple of spritzers his way (which is to say Aperol and lots and lots of Schweppes).

The view from his house really is something else: the Apuan Alps stretching before you, with sunsets so fiery you can picture the sun slowly dipping into the Mediterranean long after it disappeared behind the mountains.

This is where, years ago, I wanted to set up a retreat for writers and translators. I fantasised about it for months with my friend Isabella, another worker bee of the publishing world like me, but in the end nothing came of it. The house that belonged to Leo and Evelina Menchelli and their children Antonio and Roberta was snapped up by yet another English family. I’m very fond of the English, I should add – they’ll buy and tastefully restore derelict buildings, improving where we Italians, in the past, have often made matters worse.

On the top floor of his house Mike keeps many lovely books in English; he gave me a few by Dorothy Parker and Sylvia Plath. He bought the ‘castle’ from a fellow Englishman, although he bought it for his wife who sadly passed away not long afterwards. It was she who said, ‘We didn’t buy a house but a view.’ The books are hers.

One day, Mike came to the bookshop, sat at the back of the garden on one of the light-blue deck chairs and started reading Everyman by Philip Roth. He took it out of his backpack along with a flask and a large glass, into which he poured his home-made spritz with lots and lots of Schweppes. Like a Mary Poppins backpack, Mike’s had everything he needed.

Today’s orders: Apprendista di felicità by Pia Pera, Miss Austen by Gill Hornby, The Holt Trilogy by Kent Haruf, Diario delle solitudini by Fausta Garavini, The Alice B. Toklas Cookbook by Alice B. Toklas, La citta’ dei vivi by Nicola Lagioia.

23 January 2021

The weather warning turned out to be correct. It rained all day, with a vengeance – or in local parlance, it ‘wind-rained’, which is to say buckets of water were hurled at the windows and most of the time the water seeped through. Initially I blamed Giovanni, the carpenter who refitted our windows and shutters, but it appears not much can be done about ‘wind-rain’.

My thoughts are always with my little cottage full of books. I know they don’t cope well with humidity and low temperatures – I can picture them shivering, their covers curling up in protest, fearing they’ve been abandoned. On sunny days, by contrast, when even the door is left wide open, I can see them smiling, grateful.

Looking after them is my new job. I worked in publishing for some twenty-five years and looked after many writers, but that was different – I didn’t choose the writers, they were assigned to me. I read the books I had to read for work. I’d built a respectable career, culminating in the offer to lead the press office at a big publishing house. But the opportunity came too late – I had a young daughter and was anxious about relocating to Milan, so I turned it down. Madness. They ended up offering it to me as a remote position, which made me very happy. I wasn’t going to do well in a nine-to-five office job. The anarchist in me craved something more unorthodox.

I was responsible for several authors. I couldn’t believe my luck when they assigned me Michael Cunningham, Daša Drndic´ and Edward Carey.

Michael is a very handsome man. Once, I was supposed to meet him in Mantua for a long TV interview, but he never showed up. He was staying in this palatial suite overlooking Piazza delle Erbe. I managed to slip inside this mansion with the cleaners’ help. We found his room but couldn’t hear a thing – complete silence. After much deliberation, the cleaners and I decided to ring the bell. Still nothing – not a sound. I’m usually a very positive person but I was beginning to fear the worst. After further deliberation, we decided to get in. What I saw in that room I will never forget. The window, slightly ajar, let in a ray of light that gently caressed Michael’s body – he was sleeping like a baby, naked, wrapped in a white sheet in this beyond-opulent bed. I thought of Giovan Battista Marino’s verses, of Venus who happened upon a sleeping Adonis and fell in love with him:

Rose: a lover’s smile, made in heaven.

Another time, June 2014 I think, Cunningham was staying in Valdarno with Baroness Beatrice, the widow of Austrian writer Gregor von Rezzori. We were celebrating the latest edition of the Rezzori literary prize in a beautiful garden with white rose bushes so tall they were practically trees. My daughter Laura was there too, and her friend Matilde.

‘Come, I’ll show you the most beautiful writer in the world.’

I always have copies of The Hours, A Home at the End of the World, Specimen Days and Flesh and Blood in my bookshop. Now, in this rain, I hope Michael’s books will be sleeping soundly like Adonis, waiting for the sun, for spring, for roses.

Today’s orders: The Diary of a Bookseller by Shaun Bythell and Al giardino ancora non l’ho detto by Pia Pera, Autumn by Ali Smith, Le poids des secrets by Aki Shimazaki, La quercia di Bruegel by Alessandro Zaccuri.

24 January 2021

I took Dad to the optician’s. He is almost ninety, lives alone, and his only pastime is reading La Nazione newspaper. The prospect of him losing his sight is so painful to me that as soon as we got the chance I dragged him in to be examined. The problem is the optical nerve in his left eye, which was damaged by Dad’s latest stroke. It should be pink, but it’s now white. I wish I could call an electrician, like Luigi who worked at the cottage, and ask him to replace the nerve, maybe rewire it with one of those cables of his – there has to be a way to fix an optical nerve, right? No, it turns out there isn’t. But Dad didn’t lose heart, he actually said the examination went well. We got him some new glasses and he’s ready to read the day’s news.

Dad is an important character in the story of my bookshop. It was he who taught me to read when I was five, and by the time I turned six I could already write letters to my Auntie Feny, who was working as a governess in Genoa. Like everyone around these parts, Dad was born into a poor family, the eldest of six: Rolando, Valerio, Aldo, Maria Grazia, Valeria and Rina – each more eccentric than the next.

Dad was born in 1931, but during the war he worked just as hard as the grown-up partigiani. He listened to BBC radio’s Italian-language broadcast and declared himself an anti-fascist. Everyone, in the village, was an anti-fascist. Lucignana is rather exceptional in this respect: we never had any deference for those in power. Legend has it that Lucignana was the only place in the whole of Italy where no one was affiliated to the Fascist Party. Party officials would come from the council, all suited and booted in their uniforms, only to find the village deserted: people would run out to the fields or hole up in log cabins and smokehouses to avoid being forced to sign up for the dreaded Party membership card.

Dad is very proud of our defiant spirit, and loves to tell the story of how, at 18.30 on 8 September 1943, General Eisenhower announced the Armistice with Italy on the Allied radio, followed by Field Marshal Badoglio’s own announcement on Italian state radio at 19.42. The Armistice meant a break with Nazism, which was very good news for twelve-year-old Rolando. Lucignana’s day had come at last: people gathered on the ridge above Canovaglio and lit a bonfire that could be seen by everyone down in the valley, where there was no shortage of Fascist Party cards.

But that’s not where the war ended for young Rolando – the worst was yet to come, that moment where history intersected with an extremely painful wound in his family.

After the Armistice, the refugees who had fled to the mountains were making plans to go home. Lucignana had been hosting a family from Terzoni who were now getting ready to return to the valley, with their crockery and cows in tow. They asked Aurelio Moriconi, a fifty-something man, for help. ‘Il Moriconi’, as they called him, accepted, and for whatever reason he decided to take young Rolando and little Valerio along for the ride. The two brothers must have been very excited to feel useful, like the grown-ups. When they got to the river, however, they encountered an obstacle: there were no bridges on the Serchio. Luckily, they met some Brazilian soldiers from the ‘Smoking Snakes’ brigade, who in those days were fighting to liberate Italy under United States command. As well as giving away cigarettes and chewing gum, the soldiers helped out with just about everything in the valley, so they got to work to build a crossing with some tree trunks. The cows went first – they slipped and had to be pushed back onto the trunks, jittery like hens with a fox in the coop. Not exactly the joyride Rolando and Valerio had pictured. Their turn came. Moriconi stepped onto the makeshift bridge holding their hands, then heard a thundering noise. It wasn’t a plane, or a tank – it was water. Water that came at them at the speed of light, carrying them away. The Germans had blown up a dam upstream and the river had burst out into the valley. Young Rolando, who was just one step behind his brother, saw everything. The soldiers jumped in and re-emerged holding something – it was Aurelio Moriconi. But little Valerio’s hand wasn’t clasping his any more. His body would be found three months later near Decimo, ten kilometres further down the valley, wedged against an anti-tank barrier. Young Rolando didn’t go home that night, and from then on, every night brought fresh pain and sadness.

That’s why Rolando can’t afford to lose his sight – he has to read the news every day, looking for redemption. History repeats itself, and this time, if he sees it coming, he might just change the ending.

There were no orders today, so I took some time to finish Why the Child is Cooking in the Polenta by Aglaja Veteranyi.

25 January 2021

Today the children of Lucignana came to the bookshop after mass. It’s always such a joy to see them approach as a group. They’re the reason we do what we do, that invisible bridge that links our childhood to theirs.

As a girl, I would brave the brick and wooden steps to get to the attic, where I ceased to be a little blob of mud and fears, and became a person in my own right, building my identity one book at a time. If I hadn’t had the attic I might have actually died, perhaps under a tree, with a snake down my throat. Up there I kept all my childhood memorabilia: coats, notebooks, fairy-tale books, schoolbooks, clothes gifted by relatives in the US (I had no idea who they were) and even a talisman. The talisman was my father’s suitcase where, I presume, my mother had angrily chucked the clothes Dad had left behind. I opened it every day, studying the shoes, the cotton vests, the shirts. I didn’t know if that suitcase would bring my father back, but I did know that it could keep pain at bay: he was there, protecting me.

Lucignana was looking for its own attic. The arrival of the bookshop on 7 December 2019 was a real event around here. The schoolteachers from Ghivizzano told me how proud children were, even the ‘difficult’ ones like Alessio and Matteo: ‘We have a bookshop,’ they’d said. This tiny village, little known even by people from nearby towns, was now in the papers and on TV, and everyone was talking about it. Visitors would hire coaches from far and wide, from Vicenza or Reggio Emilia, or they’d come in camper vans, large groups from all over Tuscany. Covid hadn’t hit yet – or rather, it had, but we didn’t know.

Today we saw the children come in from the garden gate, all wrapped up in hats and scarves. Sofia, a little blond girl with blue eyes, chose Little Women as a birthday present for a friend. Her brother Paolo, also blond and with blue eyes, a book about pirates. Little Anna picked up La regina delle rane (‘The Queen of the Frogs’) by Davide Calí and Marco Somà, and Sara a copy of Alice in Wonderland illustrated by Tenniel. Watching them leave with the books tucked under their arms was really moving.

Emma and Emily were also part of the group. When I see them stroll around the village, side by side, I’m always struck by how they seem to walk at a different pace, out of sync with everyone else. Emily knows this, and every year she buys the Emily Dickinson calendar.

Then there’s Angelica, who is twelve. Angelica is the reader. A willowy gymnast, she often does shifts at the bookshop and is always looking for a ‘different’ book – when she says ‘different’ she narrows her eyes, leaving this world behind and travelling back in time.

Angelica is me finally revisiting my childhood without fear. Because childhood is a trap: there are beautiful things and ugly things, you just have to find a magic wand to turn one into the other. Now that I’ve got my cottage full of books, I have nothing to worry about.

This reminds me of a beautiful message from Vivian Lamarque, one of my favourite poets, about the bookshop: ‘How wonderful!’ she said, ‘What a marvellous idea! It’s like Virginia Woolf’s country retreat, only something a very young Woolf would imagine, say aged four or five …’

Today’s orders: Lolly Willowes or the Loving Hunstman by Sylvia Townsend Warner, Last Things by Jenny Offill, Teach Us to Sit Still by Tim Parks, Elizabeth and Her German Garden by Elizabeth von Arnim, The
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