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      This collection of short stories was written over a period of twenty-five years. Some, like Eladio and the boy and Zapa, the fire child, were part of my first book, Keepers of the House (which began life as a series of short stories on a theme), but were then excluded to streamline the contents. With the exception of Dom Leopoldo, which is set in Brazil and was inspired by the great Latin American classic, Pedro Paramo, all the South American stories are set on or around the Hacienda Santa Rita, the sugar plantation in the Venezuelan Andes where I lived and worked between 1972 and 1979. 

      All the characters in the hacienda stories are based on real characters, dead or alive, but then roam out into the realms of fantasy as all stories do there in their recounting. Some of the stories were written at night in my study in The Big House on the hacienda, others were written in Italy remembering it. 

      The title, Southpaw, reflects the awkward, unexpected elements of these South Americans; each a survivor, each a fighter in his or her own way, and each both dogged and shaped by their different approach to life within the narrow parameters of the rules of their ring. As in boxing, their excellence is shown as much in their ability to receive blows as to administer them and the rarity of their southpaw punch obliges their opponents to adapt their own strategies in the fight. 

      The latter part of this collection are all stories set in Italy. Like the earlier South American ones, they evolve around a small, isolated rural community in which I have chanced to live and chosen to become enmeshed. 

      The fields around our small Umbrian village are planted mostly with tobacco. There is no sugar cane there or tropical plants. But the lore and legend, the customs and even the landscape that surround it are in many ways reminiscent of my years on the hacienda, as are the sounds of the cicadas bleating through hot summer nights. Just as the place and people in the Andes became a mainspring of my writing, they have come to be so in Italy. In each, I am an alien observer. In each, in the absence of anywhere else to specifically claim as home, I have found an emotional home in other people’s roots. 

      All the Italian stories were written over the last ten years. They have grown out of an oral tradition (like so much of my work), centring around the quirky southpaws of another south. Antonio Mezzanotte is the least fictional of them all, being the factual account it purports to be. After writing Nocturne, a novel drawn from the seed of the Mezzanotte story, the true character kept thanking me for having told the story of his life. The novel is a fantasy, the short story here is a homage to Antonio Mezzanotte himself. 
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