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PROLOGUE
Falling Asleep in the City

Whenever, after a long absence, I return to Naples, that beautiful and wounded city, I find myself looking forward to bedtime, to the first few moments of falling asleep. I always stay in one of the more populous quarters, in a room overlooking a steep, narrow street, and as I throw open my window a vast wave of sound floods over me. Settled in bed, I'm disconcerted at first by the sheer volume, by my feeling of floating helplessly in a tide of half-drowned voices, people calling or quarreling, snatches of jokes, television commercials, soccer games, ghosts of song twisted by the wind; footfalls mingle with rasping scooters, a baby's crying with the honking of horns. Yet soon the noises soothe me, and suspended between wakefulness and sleep I enjoy a sensation of homecoming, of rejoining a crowd of kindred spirits, faces I have always known. The sounds summon up mental pictures, and in my mind's eye I can see the oneway street beneath my window, I can see the hassi, those tiny street-level flats, with their open windows and monumental, tomblike beds, and gold-embossed icons of the Madonna. I can see the old ladies gossiping in chairs along the sidewalk and the kids revving up their bikes at the corner, I can see the circolo sociale where grizzled gents play scala under a neon strip, smoking, coughing, trading affectionate insults.

Naples is one of the world's noisiest cities, yet by night those noises form a pillow of sound. They relieve me of a childhood fear, reassure me that in some sense I never sleep alone. In Naples sleep is crowded, full of faces, gestures, winks, and warnings—I feel that I drowse in a room packed with people. Yet only after I'd lived in Naples for the better part of a year did it occur to me that to be half asleep here, half exposed to a world of wanton fantasy, was to be perfectly in tune with the city's truest nature. For Naples was, and, I believe, remains, a place best or perhaps only grasped through myth and memory and half-remembered dream.

When I first came to Naples, alone, in my late teens, I felt as though I'd seen it before. Not all of it, of course, but certain pockets around the cathedral and the northwest quadrant. I had the sensation that I was visiting a place I had once dreamed about, and maybe I was, though a less fanciful explanation suggested itself. A few years earlier, I had been rescued from a charmless childhood by a band of friends, New Yorkers like myself, some of whom, for family reasons, spoke Italian fluently. There was a girl I liked, her flaxen-haired twin sister, a boy who played the guitar like an angel—and there were others. Those evenings spent in pizzerias or cheap restaurants, those walks along dark streets lined with salami shops and bridal stores, mom-and-pop bakeries, newsstands selling Oggi or Gente—I felt them returning whenever I strolled around Naples. My contentment grew partly from a sense of deliverance, and partly—more viscerally—from a sense of acceptance. Not that Naples was purely beautiful or welcoming— it was also dirty and devious. Yet I recall feeling flattered by the kindness of strangers. Young men of my age would guide me through casbah-like neighborhoods, refusing a tip. Giggling girls with glazed hair would sit close to me on hideous sofas, trying to pronounce my name. And workers I passed in the street would casually offer me part of their lunch, which was hard to decline, considering how appetizing it looked. When I discovered, around the church of Materdei, an especially congenial neighborhood, apparently untouched by the uglier sort of modern construction, it seemed that an entire civilization was proposing to take me in.

Often I'd walk there just before nightfall, when the wall shrines with their statuettes and electric candles and plastic flowers bloomed out of the gathering darkness. I passed the butcher and the wine merchant, the local headquarters of the Communist Party the man on the corner who talked to himself. I glanced down alleys at half-derelict palazzi, and peeked into courtyards where one wistful palm curved into the sky. Often I'd smell a pot ofgenovese, the ambrosial Neapolitan sauce (quite foreign to Genoa, despite the name) made with beef and onions and white wine simmered for half a day I peered into the windows of minuscule shops that sold buttons or notions or children's underwear, shops as cozy as a mother's lap.

Looking back through the haze of the years, I think it was actually the crowdedness of Naples that seduced me. The city clasped me in a warm, maternal, slightly musty embrace. I remember that during one of my many later sojourns, I tried explaining this to Benedetta. I tried telling her that the sheer close-packing of people and objects delighted me—how every street and piazza was so amazingly congested, so wildly overstocked with physical and emotional inventory. I had felt this in a reliquary chapel contrived like a chest of drawers, each bearing a tiny bronze bust of the bishop whose ashes it contained; and again when I saw the bridal stores beside the cathedral, with their tempests of tulle and white lace; and yet again in a salumeria from whose ceiling an abundant fruitage of hams, sausages, and mortadellas overhung a banner-draped altar to the Napoli soccer club. Wherever I went, I told her, I felt swathed by textures that seemed to breathe, as if animated by some magical force.

“Your wet-kiss theory of Naples,” Benedetta called this, curling her upper lip in derision. This always unnerved me a little, because of that lip's heartbreaking curve. She looked rather like the country girl in Pontormo's fresco at Poggio a Caiano, which I'd discovered a year before. She had the same narrow mouth tucked neatly under the base of the nose, the same playful eyes. Sometimes I pictured her climbing over a stone wall like Pontormo's contadina, revealing a winsome calf; I pictured her in a torn peasant dress, barefooted and thorn-scratched, clambering up a hillside fragrant with thyme. So I was not very happy when Benedetta told me that my ideas were silly.

We talked in a scruffy bar in Via San Biagio dei Librai, convenient to the university where she studied. There, most afternoons, she would take my hands in hers, dominating arguments always conducted in her language. Tongue-tied, I would listen with rueful excitement: only later would I understand that our hours together added up to a fairly typical international romance, a romance that conjoined one lover's pronunciation handicap with the other's bafflement over the subjunctive.

We had met at a gathering in somebody's parents' apartment (Italian students, I noticed, almost always lived at home). As I came in, a voice called out my name and said, “There's a somebody here who wants to ask you something.” A short, pretty girl with a face full of raillery was threading her way toward me through the crowd, and then, looking up at me with one arched eyebrow, she demanded, in Italian, that I pronounce the English word “mirror.”

“Mirror,” I said.

“Caspita!” Benedetta exclaimed, an expression of amused surprise. “Can you say that again?”

“Mirror,” I repeated, a little perplexed—and then, all at once, I understood. The girl with the raised eyebrow adored, for whatever reason, the American r. “Horror,” I said, expelling a gusty h, and again she let a “caspita” slip out. Craving to master these sounds, she tried her luck for a while with r's and t's, moving her lips in quaint ways. But Neapolitans, as I was learning, find English impossible, and she made no progress at all.

And then—how did it happen?—we were out on the street together, just the two of us, looking down toward the bay, and a tower by the harbor caught fire. A burst of gold sparks sequined the black sky, and the tower, a campanile, began to glow blood-red. It threw out bombs like a powder magazine hit by a shell.

“Oooh!” said Benedetta, insinuating her body next to mine as though taking shelter. Of course she must have known that the conflagration was only a fireworks display for the Festa della Madonna Bruna, an event as dependable as the solstice.

Like many Italians, she had studied English for years under teachers who spoke it incompetently, who couldn't even pronounce it. Neither could she. Though she needed English for her degree and was amused by its childish sound, the only language we ever used was Italian. And face-to-face with someone so talkative, and also so articulate, I grew aware of my discomfort with the subjunctive. This iffy mood, which suggests what might happen or would happen or is downright “contrary-to-fact,” had already bamboozled me in my grade school Latin classes. But there at least I hadn't needed to impress a female—hadn't needed the “mights” or “woulds” on which flattery and seduction depend. Now, spellbound by Benedetta, I found that my tongue turned to wool, causing me to forgo some of the initiative I otherwise might have (would have?) taken. For chatterbox Benedetta not only ruled our conversations, she also corrected my grammar.

Was our interlude iffy in itself? Was it viable, or essentially contrary-to-fact? I suspected the latter, and any hint of this wounded her vanity understandably—her faith was greater than mine. Yet that wasn't our only bone of contention, for she was annoyed by my perception of her city as a beacon of maternal warmth. Naively, I envisioned the great southern metropolis, in which so many of the old Italic ways persisted—the sprawling families, the spontaneous intimacy, the love of song—as a sort of fertility goddess with whom I might gently commune. And this, Benedetta thought, was absurd. The real Naples, she told me, was deeply borbonico, stuck in the prejudices of the pre-1860 Bourbon monarchy. Borbonico, she said, was a key word in Naples. It suggested obese walnut furniture, leafy ironwork running riot, and a decorative irony that dodged any forthright emotions. The famous Neapolitan cordiality she insisted, was a sham, especially among those whom she termed “the parasitic bourgeoisie.” Above all, Neapolitan society was a masculine fortress, a stronghold of bullies who despised the feminine spirit.

Benedetta had strong views on the war between the sexes. “Listen,” she said one afternoon in the bar in Via San Biagio, “do you know what a mammone is?”

“I know that I've heard it,” I said. “I'm not quite sure what it means.”

Not true: but I wanted to hear it from her.

“A mammone is a boy who's too attached to his mother,” Benedetta said, elaborating a basic term in the glossary of Italian pop psychology. A mammone lived with his mother till he was practically middle-aged, and without her he could scarcely cope. If he was considering marriage he asked her advice, but also if he needed new socks. He was forever comparing his fiancée or his wife to his mother, naturally to the poor girl's disfavor—especially in the kitchen. Many of Benedetta's male friends were mammoni, I gathered, from the face she made when she talked about them. “So I'd like to know,” she said, in a very firm voice, “are you especially close to your mother?”

I considered not replying. But Benedetta, who talked with her whole body, had assumed one of her more fetching poses. She stretched her bare arms out in front of her on the café table, hands joined. She rested her head on a forearm so that her river of dark hair cascaded all to one side. She gazed up at me, arching one eyebrow.

“My mother died when I was three,” I said.

She pulled herself up and stared at me, eyes wide with wonderment. “Of course, of course,” she said softly. “Now I know why I like you.”

It was an unforgettable moment. Never before had it occurred to me that this circumstance might be considered an advantage; half touched, half offended, I didn't know how to respond. The unintended humor of the remark eluded me. I felt, obscurely, that she had violated the conventions of an amorous conversation, but as usual, I didn't know quite how to reply There was, in those days, that problem with the subjunctive.

Later, as we walked along Via San Biagio, Benedetta said, “Do you think Italian girls are aggressive?”
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That summer I discovered that the Neapolitans liked to go out walking about an hour before sundown, when the air has usually cooled off. As a tide of shadow washed over the city mounting higher and higher on its domes and bell towers, crowds would stroll about the streets, eating sfogliatelle and saluting one another; and Benedetta and I would also wander through the crowds. Every two minutes she would exchange embraces with some passerby, for at some time, so it seemed, every mouth had to touch every cheek.

This performance of a ritual passeggiata, which lasted until dark, reminded me of that other nightly transition, the crossing from wakefulness into the region of dreams. Naples, I began to feel, was a city of trespasses, of people who disliked boundaries and made a point of ignoring them. I remember a compelling instance of this. Toward closing time, Benedetta and I often poked into a shop in the Via Chiaia where a couple of her female chums sold women's clothing. Usually a group of friends had gathered there over a tray of coffee and apéritifs, and all of them talked simultaneously, with great animation. Every now and then somebody would make a move to go home, but the leave-taker, to my astonishment, would continue talking while heading out the door. He, or more likely she, would keep conversing over her shoulder, be pulled back inside by the force of the rejoinders, then head outdoors again, then be pulled back; and this shuttle would be repeated, Jimmy Durante–style, any number of times. Hesitating on the threshold seemed a pleasure in itself.

Benedetta, however, unlike so many Neapolitans, was not a threshold figure. She didn't straddle; you could count her in or out. And though in the years that followed I would often dream about her, in life there was nothing dreamlike about her—she stood out sharply against her slightly spectral surroundings. Her family, however, was not like her. They dwelt at the margin of the spirit world.

Benedetta's people occupied two apartments in a crumbling palazzo notable for the peculiar, ungraspable shapes of its rooms. One apartment was on top of the other, and both overlooked a pleasantly decrepit square. In the upstairs apartment, vacant save for a bed, a table, and a piano, her old uncle, Zi' Ippolito, had lived alone until his death a few weeks before my arrival; the rest of the family resided downstairs. Ippolito had a small income from some obscure source (certainly not his avocation of wedding singer) with which to meet his bachelor expenses, and he was not disposed to spread it around. “For many years,” Benedetta told me, “he worked as a bank officer, but he was seized by whims that distressed his superiors. During the warm months, he liked to stay in his pajamas all day long. My God, those horrible striped pajamas!—I think we still have them somewhere. Anyway, my uncle began to turn up at the office in his pajamas, and since nobody had the heart to fire him—his performance, I suppose, was acceptable otherwise—they got him a trailer so he could work out of sight. They parked the trailer in a side street beside the bank, and he would sit there at his desk, in his pajamas, doing whatever bank officers do.”

“I wish I could have met him,” I said.

“He was charming,” she replied, “from a distance—with people who didn't know him very well. He had been friendly with a famous singer named Salvatore Papaccio, and he loved all the old Neapolitan songs, which he sang at weddings for a pittance. Then one day, out of the blue, he was indicted—don't ask me why, I never found out. The judge called him into his chambers with his lawyer to work out a deal, and he had to leave the rest of us behind in the antechamber. We all waited there, including his mother, Nonna Immacolata, who was crying loudly and was generally inconsolable. But after a while we heard singing coming out of the judge's room—”

“He was actually singing to the judge?”

“No, no, the judge was singing to him—I guess he loved the same tunes. My uncle had started it, just humming a few bars, and then the judge broke into full-throated song.”

“Did he beat the charges?” I asked.

“I actually don't know,” she replied. “Nobody ever told me, and I guess I forgot to ask—” Benedetta screwed up her brow and thought for a moment. “When Zi' Ippolito died,” she went on, “many girls and women flocked to his funeral chamber. All of them wept profusely, but nobody in the family knew who they were. A florist, though, an acquaintance of ours, had been engaged for the funeral, and he knew them all, at least by name. He ran a concession in the flower market by the Castel Nuovo, and he told me some things about my uncle. He told me that every time Zi' Ippolito fancied another woman, he sent her enough flowers to fill up her room.”

To me this sounded merely like another instance of the Neapolitan love of cramming things into confined spaces; but the women, Benedetta said, were enchanted. “They accepted the flowers as proof of his passion—they simply couldn't resist him, don't you see? What they didn't know—what the florist explained to me—was that he and Zi' Ippolito had a standing arrangement. My uncle always bought the flowers at five in the morning, cut-rate.”

The rest of her uncle's funeral arrangements, Benedetta told me, were left in the hands of an ageless lady, gnomelike and bewhiskered, named Eufemia. Eufemia took charge of all such rites, but she wasn't blood kin and indeed Benedetta couldn't explain her relation to the family. (She may have been the daughter, if I can trust my diary, of Nonna Immacolata's sister-in-law.) Her principal office, though, and this Benedetta knew firsthand, was to hold converse with the dear departed. Such interviews, Benedetta explained, served a serious purpose, because the period just after a funeral could torment the living, who had so many unpaid debts to the deceased, so many gripes and regrets. Luckily, dead souls could be easily contacted when they had newly migrated to the next life, and Eufemia reached them efficiently, without delay. She functioned as a kind of otherworldly radio transmitter, and in this, I came to realize, she was like many other Neapolitan women, both old and young.

Mulling over what Benedetta told me about her family, I began to see that the whole city still subscribed, though only half consciously, to some very old ideas—ideas that probably went back to Greek antiquity There was the Orphic idea that music can propitiate or even disarm our enemies, and there was the idea, equally Orphic, that we can induce the gods of the underworld to put us in touch with the dead. Mainly there was the assumption that none of life's many chambers were totally sealed off from any of the others—everything communicated with everything else. Judges burst into song in front of defendants; old bachelors carried on like young lovers; and florists took the place of funeral orators, even if what they said could hardly qualify as a eulogy.

Before meeting me, Benedetta, like most townspeople, had little call to explore her surroundings, and besides, the backstreets were more menacing in those days than they are today But together we walked long hours, and our walks taught both of us a good deal. Alone, I sometimes had trouble penetrating from one district into the next, for certain quarters appeared to turn their backs on each other, like villages set at odds by some ancient feud. On our rambles, though, I learned that this wasn't really the case, because we discovered plenty of shortcuts no maps deigned to divulge. Often such a shortcut consisted of a long, winding flight of stone steps which steered us this way and that, disorienting us. As we climbed, and climbed higher, landmarks shifted about, towers and domes disappeared, and even the bay might suddenly well up in some unexpected place—perhaps in the notch between two palazzi, or behind a stand of parasol pines. Then, overcome by the pure blue expanse, I could hardly keep from holding Benedetta. We had stolen several times into Zi' Ippolito's deserted apartment, and once, slipping an arm around her waist, I began to suggest that we go down and use it again.

“Se tu vorresti—” I began.

“Se tu volessi,” she corrected me, then twice murmured the correct form: “Se tu volessi, se tu volessi

If only you wanted, if only you wanted …

Then twilight came, our favorite hour, and a strange silence hung about those heights where we passed arm in arm into a different, more rarified world. The roar of Naples subsided into a distant sibilance, the stillness broken only by the occasional mewing of a cat or the sound of two boys with a ball, and spiked grilles closed off jungle-like gardens, and the streets bent away into the shadows. Yet as we climbed still higher, shafts of sunlight washed the fronts of broad palazzi, illuminating tiny figures at the windows, and we vied with each other in pointing them out. Look, that old woman reeling in her wash … that child gazing at the sky … And when Benedetta told me that she would never let me leave her, that she would be sure to “walk away first,” I pictured her moving briskly down a long stone stairway, her bare arms swinging, her hair lifted lightly by the breeze.
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Now, more than two decades later, I am reminded of something strange she once said. She loved America mostly because of the movies she had seen, but she did in fact visit America once, staying for a week in a borrowed Manhattan apartment. And there she was unable to get a good night's sleep. She had observed in horror films that such apartments had a second front door (what we New Yorkers call the “service entrance”), through which assailants and monsters broke, and she would wake up repeatedly, as the hours ticked away, compulsively checking that this ingress was secure. “A second door!” she exclaimed to me, shaking her head—flats in Naples had only one door, surely all that anybody needed. And it strikes me now that the way I felt about Naples was precisely the opposite. In Naples I slept easily amid apocalyptic noise because I wanted not to protect myself but to dissolve in my surroundings, like a bar of soap in the bath of the night.

Since those days with Benedetta, I have been back to Naples some fifteen or twenty times, once for the better part of a year. After each sojourn, I come away with a mind drenched in the same persistent reveries. Obliged by the primacy of gesture to pay more heed to the set of a chin or the turn of a wrist than I would elsewhere, I tend to see people as figures draped or posed against a background—at times it's like living in a theater. Meanwhile the backdrop too possesses my thoughts—the somber gray-and-rose of the palazzi; the blue sea; the islands, low-lying or craggy; the volcano sliding into view in the gaps between buildings or at the end of winding streets. One's consciousness, like that of the natives, brims over with the landscape, which never quite forfeits its spicy hint of malediction. I curse you with fiery clouds, I bless you with the richest soil in Europe: curses and blessings, blessings and curses …

Perhaps that is why I have rarely ended a day in Naples without a luminous sense of where I am, a vision of the place floating lightly on my brain. And perhaps because the city is already so dreamlike, the process of falling asleep leads into a world not so different from the waking world, a realm where things can almost be touched or hefted, like a little collection of objects—here a castle, there a volcano, farther away a town felled by ashes. In Naples I still waken, on those mornings when I remember some fragment of my dream, with a sense of mysteries half understood.





PART ONE




1
Sidewalk-ology

The Caffè Gambrinus, in Piazza Trieste e Trento, was the most convenient meeting place in Naples. Inside, politicians rehearsed the deals they would later strike in the city council chamber, the Sala dei Baroni; visitors and greenhorns from outlying towns staked out the sidewalk tables; and cara-binieri gadded about in the streets, receiving their dole of female admiration. The café's interior was lined by mirrors full of shifting lights and decorative panels by painters of the Belle Epoque. Two gigantic Venetian chandeliers romped overhead, as though inviting you to do the same on the floor.

Benedetta with her unique blend of affection and defiance inevitably claimed a lot of my time; but once, when she had to study for one of her “soul-destroying” examinations, I decided to embark on a study of my own, of the people's gestures in the Gambrinus. For several nights I took up a station at the bar and watched the patrons, and soon I began to recognize many of their gestures. I could say that I recognized them from Arthur Avenue, in the Bronx, or from Havemeyer Street, in Brooklyn, but really I recognized them from everywhere. I say this because so many gestures are actually universal, signals the body dictates and the mind passively ratifies. To signify money for instance, we rub a thumb against a pointer; to show exasperation, we fold our arms and cock our heads. Other gestures, though not necessarily unknown to us Americans, seemed more intrinsically Mediterranean. These included nose-tapping, to signify the odor of something fishy; the pulling down of an eyelid, to suggest that one ought to keep one's eyes open; and the upward jerking of the lower jaw to indicate refusal, like an animal jibbing at suspect food. Still others were typically Italian, such as the hands pressed prayerfully together and shaken at someone who was behaving unreasonably, or the sign for “later,” an index finger twirling around in front of the speaker's nose, like the hand of an imaginary clock. Some gestures enacted an entire social role, such as the hand held edgewise and palm up, rocking back and forth at shoulder height, pretending to threaten a blow. To understand this one, you had to remember that the classic Italian grandmother had two prime insignia, the mdtterello, or rolling pin, and the spidndtoid, or pasta board. The hand held edgewise stood for the mdtterello.

There was never a time when I conceived of Neapolitan mimicry—that rolling-pin gesture, for instance—quite apart from Benedetta. For all her chattiness, she was the archetypal enuncia-tor of body language. Words came second for her: when she spoke, speech glossed gesture, rather than the reverse. Her body never stopped doing its wry little pantomime, her smile archly informing me that nobody's words could be fully believed, not even hers. “They can't fool me,” she seemed to be saying. It never occurred to her that she might be fooling herself.

In those days, prowling the historic Neapolitan bookshops— Treves, Colonnesi, Pironti—I found, at Colonnesi, I think, a book titled LdmimkddNdpoli, by a learned Neapolitan abbé named Antonio De Jorio. It made a big impression on me. Writing in the early nineteenth century, De Jorio had thoroughly researched his city's gestural vocabulary, and he furnished amusing plates to support his contention, showing standard types of quarrels and domestic calamities. De Jorio was a French-style positivist, and his writing was as ponderous as today s social science jargon, but he also championed the nifty idea that conversational mimicry had a grammar much like that of spoken language. He claimed that such mimicry had its nouns and verbs, its adjectives and expletives, even its metaphors. I made heavy weather of the abbé's prose, but in time I came to enjoy him, responding to the sly humor lurking within his long-winded arguments. Sometimes I wished I could talk to him and put a few pointed questions to him. If you whistled and drew a feminine curve in the air, I wanted to ask him, was that synecdoche, “the part for the whole”? In the Gambrinus I saw De Jorio's catalogue of gestures come alive, plus others he hadn't dreamt of. Waiting at the gelati counter, some women moved their whole bodies in unconscious arcs, even pointing with a foot to illustrate a point. The difference between the patrons here and those in, say, an American café wasn't so much the air pictures themselves as their frequency, their relentless articulation. Wrists, ankles, necks, and waists spi-raled in a constant ballet, but the most interesting moves belonged to no known language. They were personal and abstract, like abstract art; and it occurred to me that such intimate gestures were as intrinsically mysterious as the movements of serpents or parrots. In Naples, I was learning, the body spoke the mind. Watch the hands, I would remind myself, as I listened to people talk; keep your eyes always, always on the hands.
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My very first test, you might have said, was Gigi in Al Portico, telling me a story in his bizarre lingo, a staccato mix of Italian, Neapolitan, and lots of white wine. Gigi was a theater person, a comic and a poet, and he was unlike anyone I knew in this town. I didn't know anyone else who, flinging himself down opposite me with barely a salutation and no preamble, would launch into an anecdote, a harangue, a routine. Gigi had dyed-blond, porcupine- like hair, and always had a three-day beard. With his tommy-gun stutter and opaque, coffee-bean eyes, he flaunted a vaudeville version of shiftiness, and he habitually glanced around as if to jump up at any moment. Gigi talked mainly with his hands, which flew in all directions, like startled birds, but when he wanted to make a point he slowed down and molded the air, kneading it, cutting it like a baker. Drawing a distinction, Gigi gave you two loaves of air, pushed neatly apart with both hands.

Benedetta had recently introduced me to Gigi, who seemed the answer to my difficulties with the Neapolitan dialect. I had originally studied in central Italy and was used to Italian with a Tuscan sound; when I started spending time in Naples, talking at a normal clip, people answered me at the same speed, but in a language I hardly recognized. Many expressions were new to me, while others were old friends in outlandish disguises. Most words ended in a faint generic vowel, a sort of primal “uh,” or they simply dropped their final syllables. Down here those syllables seemed expendable, like the outer leaves of an artichoke.

I hoped that Italian-without-words would offer a way out of my difficulties. Since the Neapolitans were renowned for the graphic precision of their gestures, I had set about studying the patrons in the Gambrinus, hoping to appropriate the gestural vocabulary, but naturally my study went beyond that café. I had resolved that whenever I encountered a dialect speaker, I'd follow his gestures as an aid to gathering his meaning.

That was where Gigi came in. I thought he could unwittingly help me learn what I needed to know. Listening to his stories, watching his simultaneous manual elaboration, I'd gradually absorb a basic gestural lexicon. This evening, for instance, I was trying to follow him carefully without letting him see that I was copying his hand motions under the table.

Gigi had the habit of resuming old conversations as if we had left off chatting the evening before, and sometimes he resumed conversations we had never begun. This time we had run into each other by accident. The weather that fall was so balmy that people couldn't keep off the streets, and toward nightfall, when the traffic fumes had settled, many wandered idly about, performing the passeggiata or dropping into a café for an aperitif. Some restaurants were serving dinner outdoors, and this balmy evening, at about ten-thirty I had followed my nose to a table at Al Portico, a place that served food on a terrace out back. At one of those tables Gigi had spotted me.

That was where I usually met Gigi. The first time he ever saw me, he said, hearing that I was an American, “Do you know Joe Pesci?”

“Not personally,” I answered. “I know who he is.”

“Well, I'm an actor, too,” he said, forgetting all about Joe Pesci, “and I'm famous, too. My name is Gigi Attrice.” He extended his hand as though responding to applause. Gigi is a male name in Italian, a diminutive for Luigi. Gigi told me that he specialized in comic routines and could sometimes be seen on television. I'd never seen him on television, but Benedetta had—she told me later that she'd seen him trying to push a car uphill, with what success she couldn't remember.

This evening Gigi was telling me a long story about a friend of his who worked as a concierge. Like most men in the service trades in Naples, Gigi said, this fellow had to hustle to make ends meet. The story illustrated the arte di arrangiarsi, the technique of occupational improvisation, but it was meant no less to say something about Gigi himself.

As Gigi talked his hands went faster and faster, but soon I lost track of the sign language, because I got drawn into the tale. The concierge's name was Abinotto, Gigi said, and his building had some unusual tenants. Among them were a transvestite, a secretive old widower, and a smuggler of contraband cigarettes. There were also three illegal Arab immigrants and a pair of elderly sisters, one of whom had two beautiful daughters who'd been deluded into thinking they were fashion models.

“Those girls,” Gigi said, “went constantly to fake interviews and beauty contests, events they had to pay for. One of them got pregnant and didn't know who was the father. But my friend Abinotto knew. Being the concierge, he knew all there was to know about her, and all about the other tenants as well.”

Gigi was a nervous raconteur. If it's true, as they say, that comedians are angry deep down, then Gigi exemplified that truth. Maybe because of his stutter, he had a bilious way of telling a joke. Shakily he lit a cigarette, then lost his grip on it, bobbled it in the air, and rescued it—all without burning himself.

He told me that Abinotto had a porter's lodge off to one side of the building's entrance. In the lodge Abinotto kept nothing but an old service revolver his father had given him and seven hundred condoms.

“Gigi, why seven hundred condoms?”

“Listen,” he said, dragging on his cigarette, “Abinotto wasn't so young anymore, okay? His wife had died a few years earlier, and just before that he'd bought a job lot of condoms on the black market. He'd calculated the number of times he was likely to have sex with her before one of them died, and it was seven hundred. Of course he'd been wrong, poor guy, so now he was stuck with the merchandise, which he thought he might as well dispose of. At a profit, if possible.”

Maybe Gigi was embellishing this tale, but I was so intent on memorizing at least a few of his gestures that I didn't question its veracity And anyway his delivery was distracting. He kept sticking his hand—the one holding the cigarette—under his shirt collar to scratch his neck. And every time he introduced a new character he would wring his own features into a version of that person's face—you wouldn't have thought his own could contain so many others.

Around us on the terrace, tables were being claimed. Parties of diners, overdressed, with glittery watches, were sitting down and confabbing with the waiters. Many of them glanced over at Gigi as he rattled on, waving his arms, and some couldn't help smiling as they recognized him. The air vibrated with the clinking of table- ware and the laughter of women. At intervals I could hear the snarl of a Vespa on the other side of the arbor that screened the terrace from the street. When a waiter came, Gigi asked for more wine and I ordered ziti.

“My friend Abinotto is basically a good person,” Gigi said. “But his concierge's salary wasn't enough to live on. He needed more money, okay? So he began to run errands for the people in his building. They'd give him money to buy things for them, and of course he skimmed off a percentage for himself. Cost si arrangiava— that was how he got by. And, well, as he ran these errands, his lodge began to fill up with merchandise—the old pistol and the condoms had company now. There were boxes full of contraband cigarettes for the smuggler, who was afraid of keeping them in his own place, and porn videos for the old widower, and in the end Abinotto's lodge was packed with all this stuff—the pistol, the condoms, the cigarettes, the videos.”

I thought Gigi's tale had the neatness, the brilliant illumination, of a story by Boccaccio, who lived in Naples for eleven years and adored the city In Boccaccio's stories the people acted the way you'd expect them to act, with direct, inescapable consequences—everyone was bathed in a high, searching light that left nowhere to hide. I was smiling at Gigi's story, but I could already see the police sniffing around
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