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To Manuela

as forever is







I can’t go on. I’ll go on.

Samuel Beckett
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Part One







Chapter 1

To tell you this story, first I have to talk about my parents. Back in those days, they were the guardians of my serenity, meaning they were good parents. I was twelve years old, and nothing in my life could compete with how important they were. If you can say that my childhood was a safe space and that I was a happy child, it’s thanks to them. Which is why the events I am about to relate were so devastating: because for the first time ever, they did not know how to protect me; indeed, they were one of the causes of the turmoil into which my life was thrown. For the first time the world hit me directly, unfiltered – and the world burns, it is white hot, which I did not know because until then my parents had always intervened. That time, instead, they themselves were the world that raged against me, so you could say that if, starting on one day, I was no longer happy – at least not happy in the same way – it was their fault.

My father was a criminal lawyer; in fact, he was the only criminal lawyer in the town where we lived, which I will now name and you are all going to think the same thing: Vinci. But Leonardo has nothing to do with this story. I would rather remember something else related to my town, much more important in my opinion, which no one ever seems to recall: the collapse of the bridge over the Arno on 17 November 1966, a few days after the flooding that struck Florence and all the surrounding area. That collapse, even more than the flooding, was the first trauma in my life: the bridge plunged into the river, and my town, along with others in the vicinity, found itself ­isolated from the world. This isolation lasted a few days: no school, no catechism, families separated, and anyone who had to go to Florence for work, like my dad, was forced to take a long detour and travel down dangerous mountain roads. I have heard people say that the collapse of the bridge was especially serious because it was only twelve years old, twice my age at the time, when twelve years didn’t sound like so few to me; but when six years later my turn came to collapse, I realized that twelve years are not very many at all. And this is why I remember so clearly the time of the flood and the collapse of that bridge: the bridge and I were the same age when we were struck, the bridge by nature, me by people, at an age when certain things aren’t supposed to happen, not to bridges, not to ­people. It’s too soon.

My father, as I was saying, was a criminal lawyer. He had a small office in Vinci and a larger one in Florence, in partnership with a dottor Ciarnese. As far as I knew, he defended innocent people, and the fact that they were innocent was guaranteed by the fact that he was the one defending them. He was a good man, full of life, handsome in a way that used to be considered handsome – lean, with an angular face and strong arms. He had nice black hair, like the coat of a Friesian horse, dark eyes sparkling with light, and a large red mouth made for smiling. He was a sports fanatic. He didn’t have a great physique, but he claimed to have played rugby as a boy, and to have practiced judo (which he called Japanese wrestling) and karate. It’s impossible to know for ­certain. What I do know is that he was obsessed with the sea and with sailing, and he dedicated all his free time to the boat on which he loved to spend his summers. During the summer in which the events I’m about to relate took place, he had a wooden Classe U catamaran called the Tivatù. It required a lot of work, and I remember certain Sundays in winter as a kind of torture: he would take me with him to Fiumetto, in Versilia, to sand the hull, fill the cracks, varnish, polish, care for and protect the boat as if it were a child, as if it were me. He loved all boats, but he especially loved the small, fast ones with retractable keels that you could haul up to the beach manually. He competed in regattas now and then, sometimes with Gianfranco, the owner of Bagno Stella, the beach club where we used to spend our vacations, and sometimes with Gianfranco’s brother Giuseppe. They never won. At home, on the bookshelf in the living room, there were three prominent trophies – one large and two small. They were from three different editions of the Happy Day regatta: the plaque of the large one said ‘Second Place’, and was dated 1967. The two smaller ones were both for third place, in 1966 and 1968. From these, I got the idea that Dad, Gianfranco, and Giuseppe had been good once upon a time – but as the years went by, they’d run up against competition they weren’t cut out for. I’d hear illustrious names mentioned – Capio, Straulino – which I recognized from my sticker album of sports champions, and I imagined they were the men who had beaten my father in the regattas. But they weren’t. They were his idols. And the regattas where, after 1968, he never managed to win even a consolation prize, were small amateur races organized for sailing buffs like him. The truth is that his participation in those regattas mattered more to me than it did to him, since the word that best describes my father is: ‘dilettante.’ Except for his job, Dad was a dilettante in everything – in the original, etymological sense of the word, which derives from delicere: to seduce, to entice, to lure toward oneself. He had the dilettante’s infectious passion and joy – the lightness of spirit, the nobility of soul – but also the superficiality, the playfulness, always winging it, sometimes out of sheer incompetence. It’s important to keep this in mind.

My mother had red hair – an indescribable red, believe me, that existed only on her head. She was Irish and had come to Italy as a child with her family, but no one really knew why. ‘For business,’ they said: her father imported rubber goods, and moved the family from Dublin to Florence right after the war, in 1946, when Mom was eleven. Thirteen years later they made the return trip, by which point she was engaged to my father – which is why she didn’t follow them. There must have been tensions in the family, since just one month after her parents left for Ireland, my mother married my father, almost in secret, without guests, on 25 September 1959. And less than six months later, on 12 March 1960, I was born. It’s not hard to guess the reason behind the rift, since my mother’s family were not just Catholics: they were strict Catholics.

She was a beautiful woman, my mother, and despite the austerity of her lifestyle (she was quiet, wore ordinary clothes, didn’t work, didn’t drive, had no social life), her hair, with its miraculous color, was an irresistible lure in the places where she spent her days – Vinci during the school year, and Fiumetto in the summer. Her hair cried out for attention, I could hear it myself: ‘Hey, look at me! And don’t just look at the hair – while you’re at it, look at my emerald eyes, look at my skin, white as a magnolia blossom, look at the thousands of freckles that appear on my face the second a ray of sunlight touches me! You’ve never seen anything like it!’ Which was true – you had to travel to see women like my mother, and in those days people traveled very little, at least the people in our corner of the world. A woman like her was an attraction. So my mother was a living paradox: the more she tried to make herself invisible – a simple mother, a housewife, the devoted wife of Bellandi, Esq. – the more people noticed her. Which always generated gossip – but let’s say ‘fantasies,’ instead, since her irreproachable conduct left no room for gossip. Yet her allure is what had sparked my father’s passion. He always told his friends that he’d fallen head over heels the moment he saw that hair: ‘Like a ­Cornwall sunrise in May,’ he used to say, ‘between six and six thirty in the morning.’ Since he’d never been to Cornwall, I thought he was quoting someone; he wasn’t exactly the poetic type. But in all my years of searching, I’ve never found the source, so maybe he really did make it up himself. One argument in favor is that for a long time my father believed that Cornwall was in Ireland. Whatever the case may be, that expression certainly had an effect on Mom, you could tell from the smile that ­softened her face every time Dad repeated it.

So my mother was a woman much gawked at, much imagined – and what exactly was imagined is not hard to imagine. What no one imagined, however, and which I was the only person in the world to know, was that inside of that woman, lions were roaring.







Chapter 2

The changes began that year, even before summer. Not so much in the life I lived, which stayed pretty much the same: the changes were in me. My hair, for example, had always been straight, and now it started to curl. It wasn’t very easy getting used to it, since until then I had always parted my hair neatly to one side; from one moment to the next that became impossible, and my hair went every which way, ­filling my head with waves, swirls, and cowlicks. I tried brushing it straight before it dried, but that didn’t work. I cut it shorter, and for a while I kept cutting it as often as I could, in the hope that when it grew back it would start to obey me again. But this attempt failed too.

My short hair did, however, have two unexpected collateral effects: the first was that in winter, with my neck and ears always exposed, I caught the flu twice; the second was the discovery of the porn magazines that the barber kept under the counter. He was my father’s barber, and his name was Renzo – or, to be exact, Renzo-the-barber, to tell him apart from Renzo-the-driver, who every so often drove my father to Rome for hearings at the Court of Cassation. (I had no idea what Cassation meant, but I often heard it mentioned and imagined it was a dangerous place, on account of all those consonants hissing inside the word.) The barbershop was in the town square, and I had noticed that whenever my mother dropped me off (she never stayed to wait for me), he would quickly hide certain magazines on the shelf below the cash register. But sometimes a customer would be flipping through one, and Renzo-the-barber couldn’t hide it, so thanks to the trigonometry of reflections in the barbershop’s mirrors, I managed to catch a glimpse of the pictures on those pages. Naked women. A discovery that bowled me over –  something completely new, sudden and sharp: Desire. But not desire for the women photographed on those pages: no, the desire for the photos themselves, to look at them undisturbed, like Renzo’s customers, the same way I looked at my sticker albums.

And so, using this new war on curls as my excuse, I started asking my mom to take me to the barber more and more often. And it was during one of those visits that the moment I’d been hoping for finally arrived: Renzo-the-­barber finished with the customer ahead of me, exchanged a few words as the man paid and left, and still hadn’t fastened the cape around my neck when someone warned him that the traffic cop was about to ticket his double-parked Fiat 600 – and so Renzo-the-barber ran outside, leaving me alone in the shop.

The moment he left, I jumped out of the chair, ran to the counter, grabbed the magazines, and started looking at them there, behind the cash register: Men, Playmen, ABC. But even as I flipped through the pages, I still felt the same desire to look at them a little longer, since I also had to keep an eye on the glass door and get back to the chair before the barber returned.



It’s not easy to explain, but that first contact with ­pornography made me desire something more, a desire that pornography itself couldn’t satisfy – namely, to look at pornographic pictures and the desire to look at pornographic pictures – a short circuit that got the better of me, triggering the alienation that turned that afternoon into the first catastrophe of my life.

I had stopped paying attention to the glass door, which suddenly opened, making the doorbell chime. Renzo-­the-barber was back, he was in the shop again, he was standing right in front of me – and I was no longer sitting in the chair where he had left me. I was on my feet, behind the counter, with his pornographic magazines in my hands. And then the bell chimed again, because the door had opened again, and before I knew what I was doing I was out of the shop, running down the road. I ran as fast as I could, faster and faster, far from that disaster; my mind a blank, running and running, as if putting enough distance between myself and that shop could erase what I had done or at least erase the fact of being caught red-handed. I darted into one alley after another without thinking, hoping to shake off Renzo-the-barber in case he was chasing me. I ran for what seemed like hours, and when I stopped to catch my breath, I realized that Renzo-the-barber had not come after me: I was safe – but I had no idea where I was.

Downtown Vinci was tiny, and I knew it well, since I was allowed to go there alone with my friends, but as I looked around, I could not get my bearings. My brain slowly began to stir, and as I started to recognize shops and doorways, I realized where I was, and more importantly, I understood that I had to find my mother before she went back to the barbershop to pick me up. I’ve often thought back to my search for my mother that afternoon: desperate, blind. I’ve never searched for anyone so desperately – nor do I think that anyone has ever searched for her that way again.

I finally found her at Loris’s, the pastry shop. She was eating a marron glacé, and on the little plate in front of her was a mountain of crumpled empty liners – eleven, to be precise. I’m a little on the spectrum, and my brain started to count the moment my eyes spotted them. I was surprised, because at home, on the rare occasions when she indulged, she’d always have just one, at most maybe two. She was so embarrassed to see me appear in that moment, just as she was scarfing down marrons glacés, that I had no trouble explaining myself: Renzo-the-barber had had a problem with his car, ran out, so rather than stay in the shop by myself, I’d decided to leave. She said I’d done the right thing and took me home without asking any more questions, all the while offering unsolicited explanations about the twelve marrons glacés she had devoured – something about how they were from different confectioners and Loris had asked her to sample them to determine which ones were best. When we got home, she told me she would take me back to the barber’s the next day. In that moment, faced with the prospect of encountering, after a 24-hour postponement, the calamity I had narrrowly escaped, my mind managed to make the leap it had refused to attempt until then. No, I told her, since we’d both seen that cutting my hair was pointless, I would let my hair curl, as it was clearly meant to – prescribed by my DNA – and stop fighting it. Mom seemed relieved by my decision, as if she had been waiting to hear it for a while. She never took me to Renzo-­the-barber again, so I ended up accepting the curls that, in the months to come, would change my appearance forever. The afternoon hovered like a shadow over my future prospects, since sooner or later I would have to go back for a haircut, but for the moment I wasn’t worried, nor could I have imagined that destiny would step in to shield me from the embarrassment of ever seeing Renzo-the-barber again.

It was early March, right around the time of my birthday, and another change, on account of the presents my father gave me, caught me by surprise. Until the previous year, he had always taken me for my birthday to the only toy store in town, named after its owner, Capecchi, where I got to choose my gift: toy cars, Lego, racetracks, train sets. For me Capecchi’s was legendary, and the afternoons I spent there were the happiest of my life. But that year my dad told me I was a big boy now. He didn’t take me to Capecchi’s, and he gave me two ‘big-boy’ gifts: a portable record player and a subscription to the magazine Linus. When he told me, I struggled to hide my disappointment, since I’d been looking forward to the Capecchi trip for months and knew exactly what I wanted to bring home. This wasn’t the first time I’d been given something other than a toy – a few months earlier, for example, I’d received a portable transistor radio, a Grundig Micro Boy 300, on which I could finally listen to football matches in peace and quiet – but it had never happened at Christmas or for my birthday. The fact that this time it had felt disrespectful. Still, even though my mother did take me to Capecchi’s – she had her own idea of what being a grown up meant (a Meccano set was what I had in mind) – I was surprised by how much I liked both of Dad’s gifts, and they opened up an entirely new way of having fun.

Linus was a giant step forward from Topolino, Tiramolla, and the other comic books I’d been reading in those days. I discovered the Peanuts strips, first of all, and immediately became a devoted fan, and then B.C., Beetle Bailey, The Wizard of Id, Dropouts, and also, in the last pages, the Valentina and Paulette comic strips, which did show naked women, but they were drawings of naked women, and there was obviously nothing wrong with looking at them – even though they had the same effect on me as the photographs.

The record player, on the other hand, introduced me to literally another world. The machine itself was not like a toy at all: it was sky blue, compact, heavy, and made grown-up sounds, so different from the ones made by the things I’d played with until then. And yet, despite this apparent sturdiness, the care I had to take with it made it clear it was fragile – it mustn’t fall, mustn’t get wet, mustn’t be left in the sand; the cold was bad for it, heat was bad for it – like my father’s movie camera. It was the first delicate object I had been entrusted with. Most of all, its function made me feel like I wasn’t a child anymore: listening to music I had chosen, not what came from the television or the radio or what other kids played on the jukebox. That made a big difference. The only problem was, you needed records – and at home, we didn’t have singles, the only kind the player could play. Which is why, together with the record player, my father also gave me a 45. And I’d like to dwell for a second on that record because it tells us so much about him, showing both his ignorance and his intuition, his superficiality and his pragmatism, his disinterest in the latest trends, but at the same time his faith in them. It shows his good fortune, his pride, his naivety, his utter nonchalance, his fecklessness, and his ability to always come out on top, his honor intact. It captures everything I meant when I called him a dilettante.



The record was cut by a musician identified on the cover as ‘The Incredible Jimmy Smith.’ The title was ‘The Cat.’ I would later discover that Jimmy Smith was not a bad place to start – not at all – but I had no idea who he was. Neither  did my father, the genius. He had chosen it sight unseen, simply because on the cover, above a close-up of the face of a black cat, were bold capital ­letters declaring: THEME SONG OF THE PROGRAM ‘FOR TODAY’S TEENAGERS.’ In his blissful ignorance of the latest trends in the music world, the fact that a track was the theme song of a radio program – which he also knew nothing about, but whose title included the word ‘teenager’ – was sufficient for him to give it to his son. This was 1972. He could have asked the clerk at the shop for advice, and the clerk would have told him that, in the past few months alone, a number of truly phenomenal singles had been released, something to satisfy every taste. And above all, if he really wanted to give me that program’s theme song, the clerk would undoubtedly have informed him that it hadn’t been ‘The Cat’ for quite some time, because the show had changed its opening theme multiple times since then. But my father was not the kind of guy to ask a store clerk for advice on what gift to give his son, and he refused to let the world’s pedantic complexity corrode the purity of the criterion he had chosen. So, together with the record player, he gave me “The Cat” with total confidence – indeed, with a kind of solemn vindication of his criterion and its immediate consequence: that father and son would be united in their first listen to that record, and their discovery of the type of music it contained. He gave me the honor of sliding the disc into the slot and pushing it into the belly – sclomp – and then he began to listen to the track with an absorbed expression: a syncopated deluge of virtuosity on the Hammond organ – because that’s what it was, that’s what Jimmy Smith is still remembered for today. Dad was no less surprised than me by what he was hearing, but from the beginning to the end of that track he maintained a professional attitude, pensive, nodding now and then as if he were an expert. In that moment, he was a father in full control of the situation. Every time I remember that moment, considering what was about to happen, I am overcome with emotion, because, in reality, he wasn’t in control of anything, not even then. He was a twig in the wind, like he had always been, and he held my shoulders without the slightest idea of where he was headed. That one time, he had struck gold: ‘The Cat’ was a perfect entry into the music of that era. But if he continued on like that, so heedlessly, it was obvious that sooner or later he would make a mistake, a mistake for which he would pay dearly.







Chapter 3

Hair plays a very important part in this story. Mine, ­getting curlier at the behest of unfathomable genetic instructions that, in just a few months, had altered my appearance and my sense of self – in other words, me. During those months I took to avoiding mirrors, to spare myself the shock of seeing how much I’d changed. It was not a question of whether or not I liked the curls; it was a question of my appearance being so different from how I had always believed myself to look. It was a question of how hard it was for me to accept that difference.

I have already mentioned my mother’s hair: another ­miracle that also came from far away, from the Cornwall sunrise that no one had ever witnessed. The sense of wonder it provoked, the fantasies it aroused.

And then there is my sister’s hair: red, like my ­mother’s, exactly the same. But herein lies one small mystery, or rather two. My sister’s name is Gilda, a tribute to the Rita Hayworth movie. The first mystery: how could my father and mother have known, when they chose this name, when the baby girl had just come into the world, that she, too, would have red hair? I remember the first time they placed her in my arms, all bundled up in a blanket crocheted by my grandmother. She was bald, and my mother more than anyone would have known everything there is to know about the red hair gene: namely, that it is recessive. So there was no guarantee that the gene would be transmitted to her daughter, since it was crossed with the genes of my father, who had dark hair – indeed, it seemed unlikely. Yet they called her Gilda. The second little mystery is their decision to give her that name. My sister was born in 1965, and ‘Gilda,’ the movie, is from 1946, when my father was fourteen and my mother was eleven, with another twelve years to go before they would meet. In other words, it was not a movie that was in any way connected to them, unlike, Vertigo, for example, which they claimed to have seen at the Gambrinus Cinema in Florence on their second date, in July 1958. It was there that they exchanged their first kiss, which is why they remained in the theater – back then, you were still allowed to – for two and a half more screenings. But Gilda was an old movie that belonged, if anything, to the repertory of their parents’ generation. What did it have to do with them? 

By comparison, I called my first son Jimmy, after the character of Jimmy Rabbitte in the movie The Commitments. But, The Commitments came out one year before the birth of my son, and back then it was a very important movie for me; not only had I seen it, not only had I loved it in the same way that I loved the novel it was based on, but I had also worked on it, or rather, I was a volunteer production assistant, which meant that I drove a minivan and transported people and things to the set. My point being that I saw myself in that movie. 

I don’t know if you remember the ending: Jimmy ­Rabbitte recites a verse from ‘Whiter Shade of Pale,’ whose meaning has always been obscure, and it’s precisely because it’s so impossible to understand that he quotes it in an imaginary interview that he gives in front of a mirror; and, when pretending to be the interviewer, he asks himself what that verse means, and he answers, ‘Fuck if I know!’ Well, that’s my life, that describes it exactly. No sense trying to understand, just accept it and don’t ask any questions. Did it collapse? Did all the pieces end up scattered on the ground? Look, kid, the best you can do is put the pieces back together, as best you can. And if some of them get left out, too bad, just do whatever you can and live with the result: it might come out even better, who knows.

But I digress. I’ve started talking about myself, about how I am today. I didn’t mean to: the words just slipped out. I’ll stop immediately, because the only ‘me’ that matters in this story is a little twelve-year-old boy who still knows nothing of nothing. My apologies. Now let me get back to that name, Gilda, which my parents gave my sister without knowing she would have red hair, without any connection to a movie unrelated to their marriage, and – I’m tempted to believe, but I’m only guessing – without ever having seen it. 

We have entered – this is what I am trying to say – the realm of luminous superficiality, in which my father was a loyal subject, and ‘the little mysteries’ that I mentioned earlier were probably not mysteries at all: he probably chose the name Gilda as a tribute to his wife rather than to his daughter, and he chose it because that name was a symbol of red hair, independently of whether or not he had seen the movie. It was proverbial, like those automatic associations you make, permanently, especially at the movies: Marilyn, sex; Frankenstein, monster; Rudolph Valentino, Latin lover; Gilda, red hair. What’s so weird about that, kid? Where’s the mystery?

But I’ve digressed, and ended up talking about The Commitments, so I might as well take the opportunity, since we’re already there, to introduce – once again on the subject of hair – two new characters who are crucial to this story. For that purpose, allow me to cite a famous passage, which goes like this (now I am quoting the novel): ‘The Irish are the blacks of Europe. The Dubliners are the blacks of Ireland. And the Dubliners in the northern quarter are the blacks of Dublin. So say it once, say it loud, I am black and I’m proud.’ But to think of myself in those terms, back then, in 1972, was worlds apart from who I was. Incidentally, my mother and her whole family are from Kilbarrack, the suburb in the northern quarter of Dublin that inspired ­Barrytown, the fictional neighborhood in which the novel and the film are set. That’s a good enough reason to quote that passage; but the real reason is that, growing up in Vinci, going to Florence for pizza sometimes, to Fiumetto for vacation every summer and, except for visits to our grandparents in Ireland, having until then made only one trip abroad, by car, the year before, to Switzerland – or rather, ‘Isvizzera,’ as my father called it – the world was filled with things I had never seen, but this did not include people of color: them, I had seen. Mesy and Astel Raimondi, under the beach umbrella next to ours. They were the wife and daughter of the owner of the house we rented in Fiumetto from April to October, Lucido ­Raimondi, the proprietor of an important marble-processing company in Pietrasanta. Tall, big, and as clumsy as a brown bear, he rarely came to the beach and never wore a bathing suit. The few times he did come he stayed in the shade, in a white shirt, loosened tie, and trousers rolled up to bare his ankles, as if he was always on the verge of going back to the office. He never swam, never took a walk, made no attempt at conversation, and showed zero interest in the pleasures that surrounded him. It seemed as if all he ever did was make an appearance, looking up from his crossword only to acknowledge – for courtesy's sake – the greetings sent his way. Since he was very rich, he observed all the obligations associated with his rank, and consequently had the best spot on the beach for his umbrella, the best changing cabin (with a hot shower), and an open tab at the bar all summer, a benefit available to his family and guests, but which he never enjoyed himself. He had a way of making people feel uncomfortable – not just me, but everyone, including my parents: the fact that my father never invited him sailing, a passion he loved to share with others, indicated that he must have extended an invitation in the past, and received such a firm refusal as to close the matter once and for all.

Lucido Raimondi’s wife was Ethiopian. Younger than him, beautiful, with refined features and a dark complexion, she was the main attraction of the beach. In those years there weren’t any people of color in Italy, or rather, there were very few – maybe in Rome, maybe a couple of priests in the Vatican – and certainly not under an umbrella at a beach club in Versilia. And so the curiosity aroused by Signora ­Raimondi was intense – you could feel the fusillade of gazes that everyone, men and women, aimed in her direction each time she appeared in their visual field. It was a violent gaze, indiscreet, stupid, rude, which reminded me of the way people stared at my mother on the street, only this gaze was much less respectful. It was the gaze of people who see something they thought they would never see, the gaze of someone staring at their reflection in the mirror, not recognizing themselves, the gaze of a boy seeing naked ladies in a magazine for the first time. Those looks expressed sexual desire on the part of men, jealousy on the part of women, and racism on the part of more or less everyone – a stark difference from the way people looked at my mother. While my mother's hair was seen as alluring, the simple presence of Signora Raimondi, so different amid all that sameness, so black amid all those white people, was seen as insolent. Back then I was oblivious to the sexual impulses of others, and I didn’t know what racism was, so I struggle to remember exactly how I felt. Yet although here my memory is useless, since I have forgotten certain things, I can still try to reconstruct – yes, that’s what I’ll do – how shocked I was by the way those people devoured Signora Raimondi with their eyes. And I was shocked mainly because I had never looked at her that way. I had always seen her next to me, under
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