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One

The smell of broccoli has always made me want to throw up. I couldn’t tell you how much it disgusts me unless you had something like it yourself — a smell, or a taste, that can flatten you the way kryptonite flattens Superman.

Anyway, this damned broccoli — which people cook as if it were somehow more sophisticated than cabbage, when really broccoli is just a cabbage that went to college — I honestly can’t stand the stuff, and yet my grandmother keeps foisting it on me every Wednesday night.

And honestly — if only it were just Wednesday night. But no.

The broccoli tiptoes in, with its trademark chemical-fart stink, as early as late Wednesday afternoon, then abandons you on Thursday evening — if all goes well — like the previous day’s leftovers.

Usually I’m parked in front of the PlayStation, playing God of War or PES, when all at once I find myself savoring the silent farts of par-boiling broccoli, with no hope of getting out for the next four hours.

At the very least.

Yes, I game in the afternoon — and in the morning, and at lunch, and in the evening too.

Don’t call me a slacker.

For the record, I spent years looking for work and never found a thing. I barely scraped my way to a high-school diploma, which shut me out of the thousands of opportunities the postgraduate world might have offered me. Such as: warehouse supervisor at Zara, or branch manager at McDonald’s.

In all this misfortune — owing mostly to my low appetite for the well-worn paths society imposes: study, find a steady job, find yourself a nice woman, marry her, have kids — I’ve had one enormous, cushy financial airbag by the name of “Grandma Anna,” who, while dodging every rule listed above, let me invest in a career researching medieval Salentine anthologies.

But anthologies don’t feed you; they don’t cover lunch, and they certainly don’t pay the bills. Truth be told, it was a poorly paid field even back in the Middle Ages, and these days it survives only thanks to a few hundred collectors over sixty with a passion for ancient languages. I’m twenty-eight, but I feel more at ease with the elderly than with people my own age. The elderly have a shorter runway ahead of them, a lifetime of accumulated baggage, and an involuntary passion for history: what to me is the past, to them is memory. They live at a lethargic pace, and they don’t keep begging to hit the clubs to score, or the pubs to sink gallons of beer until they pass out.

It suits me fine: I have my own biological rhythms, my talks about the past, my PlayStation, and Grandma Anna to look after me.

I lost my parents when I was fourteen. They were driving home from a conference in Ancona when their car crossed the path of an out-of-control semi that leapt the median in a triple somersault and came down square on top of them.

Dead on impact.

I was at my grandmother’s. I still remember her tears, and the words: “I’ll take care of you.”

And she did.

Grandma Anna doesn’t judge me, and she wholeheartedly backs my research; on top of that, thanks to her ample personal pension — plus my grandfather’s military survivor’s benefit — she manages to grant me a decent allowance of 1,300 euros, net, plus free room and board. I’ve got it pretty good, and whenever I need to appease my carnal needs, I can always count on Grandma’s discretion. I only have to text her at least an hour before I get home with the woman of the moment, and I’ll find the table romantically set for two, a fish dinner, and sheets fresh from the laundry.

Deep down, my grandmother has always been a woman of the world. Good family; in her youth she had traveled the globe and known influential people. She married more than once — three times, to be precise: an ambassador, a French film director, and finally my grandfather, a high-ranking officer in the Italian navy.

She has so much lived experience she’s a living library; she gives me so much and asks nothing in return except a few hands of briscola on Saturday afternoons with our neighbors, and our television date with the telenovela Plantation of Passion.

Yes, my world would be perfect if not for the hitch that has just revealed itself, this very moment, before my eyes.

“Grandma, why did you do this to me?” I ask her — though deep down it’s not her fault.

The broccoli stench is sickening, right at the limit of human endurance, yet I can’t find the strength to go into the kitchen and switch off the gas burners.

She stares at me, and I stare at her.

But my gaze brims with terror, while hers is serene.

I have to accept the fact — inexorably horrible and disarming — that my grandmother will no longer be willing to let me live a blessed, peaceful life.

Because, sadly, my grandmother has just died.


Two

The thought of facing my grandmother’s death filled me with dread. I’ve always tried not to think about it — maybe because I was traumatized by my parents’ early passing, or because I’d found my little equilibrium, financial and mental, by putting off the dark thoughts until the very last moment. I’m no good at psychoanalyzing myself.

The fact remains that now things are going to change, without a shadow of a doubt.

I grab my grandmother’s wrist only to confirm what’s already plain to see: she’s dead-dead. Deceased, defunct, departed.

Goodbye, good times together; goodbye, good life; goodbye, everything.

I take out my phone and look up the nearest funeral home.

How am I going to survive now, without her financial support?

My head is splitting; I’m crammed with thoughts. Should I get a job now? And if so, what could I even do? I can’t so much as match my own socks, never mind hold down a job. Grandma’s flat out on the floor and I don’t have the heart to lift her back up. I wouldn’t know where to begin.

I try to get a grip: I go into the kitchen and switch off that damned broccoli, then open the fridge and pour myself a glass of the rosé she loved so much.

“Here’s to you. Safe travels,” I say, and drink it down in one go.

Googling “funeral homes” gets me nowhere. I suppose you don’t need any advertising to nudge customers toward one company over another.

A funeral is the one service where the customer is the only one who doesn’t actively enjoy it, so a funeral home can never get a bad review on TripAdvisor or Booking.com.

They say death is a matter of suffering for those left behind, not for the one who leaves — which is exactly my case. Grandma is already up in the amphitheater of saints and angels, before the Lord’s lectern, the two of them busy tallying her good and bad deeds, while I’m down here sniffing a plate of pure terror with a side of broccoli.

I could have her cremated — if only I still had her pension to pay for it — and leave her on the nightstand in her bedroom. I wouldn’t even visit her at the cemetery, whereas here I could pretend I still had her around the house.

My God, the terrible ideas that come into my head. Snap out of it, Carlo. Snap out of it!

All right, first thing: collect the last pension payment to cover the funeral.

Will they give me this month’s even though she’s dead? The post office authorization form in my wallet should still be valid.

Okay, I’ve decided. Tomorrow morning I go to the post office, collect the last pension, and then throw her a send-off fit for a queen.

But where do I put the body until tomorrow?

Never mind — I’ll shut the door and leave her where she is: stretched out on the floor like a beached whale.

Forgive me, Grandma; it’s only for tonight. Tomorrow the bells will ring in your honor.


Three

I double-parked the Smart, hoping to nip in and out of the post office in a few minutes, and instead I’ve run into a line of at least fifty furious old folks. Word is the office server is down and they can’t process a single transaction — which means they can’t pay out pensions either.

A slightly paunchy gentleman is arguing heatedly with the security guard. He’s complaining that there’s nowhere to sit; says that with his sciatica and his bypass he can’t stand around waiting for long.

“I’m an old man — I could die today or tomorrow,” he says, and as he pronounces the word DIE he turns and looks me dead in the eye. I can’t hold his gaze; I feel him rummaging through my conscience. My eyes trace the deep-red veins branching across his cheeks like so many little coral reefs.

“There’s no respect for the elderly anymore, that’s the truth of it,” I offer.

“Amen to that,” he replies, pressing his lips together and shaking his head.

I go on: “There’s so much to learn from the chronologically gifted.”

“The what?”

“The elderly. I prefer to call them ‘the chronologically gifted,’ because their gaze is fixed, spellbound, on the present, while their thoughts hold firm to the past.”

“Good lad. I like you!” he replies, pleased with the explanation. “From now on that’s what I’ll have people call me: chronologically gifted.”

Poste Italiane’s server comes back after a good half hour. The gentleman-with-coral-for-a-face and I wait our turn, chatting about how hard it was in the sixties to find a serious girl after the hippie revolution hit Piacenza. I’m fairly sure the whole thing is invented, but it hardly matters.

True or made up: stories are always interesting.

That’s exactly why I love the medieval anthology. In the Middle Ages, nobody wondered whether the story of St. George slaying the dragon was true.

Everyone accepted it as a tale, full stop.

Away with the notion of the author — stories belonged to the world, not to the individual — and away with the distinction between true and false.

Seeing how the world is going these days, between fake news and copyright violations, we can look forward to a marvelous digital Middle Ages.

No sarcasm: I’d love to witness it.

My turn comes. I greet the teller politely and hand over the proxy. The woman doesn’t even glance at the sheet; she types something into the computer and starts counting out banknotes. I say goodbye and leave.

On my way out I think that this will be the last wad of hundred-euro notes I’ll see for a while.

I’m still thinking it now, as I turn the key to let myself into the house.

Framed almost text-book perfect, with an atmosphere as transcendental as a Caravaggio painting, I look at my grandmother’s body sprawled on the floor in the
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