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‘An uproariously funny portrait of an unconventional family from a writer who knows the sliver of ice in the heart as well as she knows love. This deliciously enjoyable novel is a true original and one to savour’ Katherine Heiny

‘When the book you start reading is immediately hilarious and deeply disturbing, you know you’re onto something special. Lost on Me is that book’ Roddy Doyle

‘Is it possible, today, to completely reinvent auto-fiction? For Veronica Raimo it clearly is. Get ready to talk about this book for a long, long time’ Paolo Giordano, author of The Solitude of Prime Numbers

‘This book made me want to clear my calendar and read everything of Raimo’s I could get my hands on. Incisive, engrossing, and deeply funny’ Julia May Jonas, author of Vladimir

‘Lost on Me is the naughty grandson of Natalia Ginzburg’s Family Lexicon … Raimo has tapped the novelistic potential of her affections and has transformed them into comedy. The result deserves all of the praise flaunted on the cover’ Il Corriere della Sera

‘Reading this novel is a blast … Many of the pages are jellyfish stings: they burn on and on’ Claudia Durastanti, author of Strangers I Know

‘Like a poke in the eye with a sharp stick, Veronica Raimo mocks the absurdities of her family life as well as tries to reconcile her own ambiguous feelings. A bold, provocative, and original book’ Lily Tuck, author of Sisters

‘Many pages in this novel are so intense and unscrupulous that one feels the apprehension of being caught spying in a stranger’s mailbox’ Esquire Italia

‘Veronica Raimo is a stupendous comedian’ La Stampa

‘A story that nails us down with a powerful first-person voice, clear and exhilarating’ Marie Claire Italia

‘With its stellar voice, Raimo’s inquisitive and vulnerable novel proves tough to put down’ Publishers Weekly

‘A desecrating and tender portrait of family that reels us in from the very first lines’ Io Donna: Il Corriere della Sera
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For Cecilia, Glenda, and Milena





Robert had introduced me to a very Yurok moral sentiment, shame. Not guilt, there was nothing to be guilty about; just shame. You blush resentfully, you hold your tongue, and you figure it out. I have Robert to thank in part for my deep respect for shame as a social instrument.

URSULA K. LE GUIN, “Indian Uncles”






When a writer is born into a family, the family is finished, they say.

Actually, the family will be just fine, as has always been the case since the dawn of time, while it’s the writer who’ll meet with a terrible fate in the desperate attempt to kill off mothers, fathers, and siblings only to once again find them inexorably alive.




My brother dies several times a month.

It’s always my mother who phones to inform me of his passing.

“Your brother’s not answering my calls,” she says in a whisper.

To her, the telephone bears witness to our permanence on Earth, so if there’s no answer, the only possible explanation is the cessation of all vital functions.

When she calls to tell me my brother is gone, she’s not looking for reassurance. Instead she wants me to share in her grief. Suffering together is her form of happiness; misery shared is misery relished.

Sometimes the cause of death is banal: a gas leak, a head-on collision, a broken neck from a bad fall.

Other times the scenario is more complex.

My mother’s call last Easter Monday was followed by another one from a young Carabiniere officer.

“Your mother has reported your brother’s disappearance. Can you confirm this?”

They hadn’t heard from each other for maybe a couple hours. He was out to lunch with his girlfriend, and she was agonizing over why he wasn’t out to lunch with the person who’d brought him into this world.

I tried to reassure the young carabiniere. Everything was under control.

“No,” he burst out, “everything is not under control. All hell has broken loose on our switchboard.”

On that particular occasion my brother wasn’t yet dead, but was at death’s door. He was being held captive in a parking garage, having been kidnapped and tortured by henchmen sent out by the Italian Democratic Party. He’d recently become culture councillor of Rome’s third municipal district, and at times there were disagreements with fellow party members.

“Don’t bicker with anyone,” my mother had warned him.

“Mamma, I don’t bicker, I do politics.”

“All right, just make up afterwards.”

After ascertaining that her son is still alive, my mother always feels mortified. She pouts like a twelve-year-old girl. Her voice even turns into a twelve-year-old girl’s. How can you get angry at a little girl?

“You think I should bring the carabinieri some pastries?” she asks in that little voice.

Come to think of it, who knows why she called the carabinieri and not the regular police? I don’t dare pose the question, since it risks doubling the number of calls she’ll make next time. The fire department, for example, or civil protection. She’s never thought of them before.

When she’s in a state of panic, my mother bargains with the Lord and imposes fioretti on herself: no eating sweets, no going to the movies, no reading magazines, no listening to Rai Radio 3, for weeks, months, years. These days she can’t go to the hairdresser’s or watch TV. Sometimes the combination is no Radio 3 and no sweets. Or no coffee and no new shoes. She mixes them, matches them—it depends.

I go over to see her because I’m worried.

“Ah, Verika, it’s you.” My mother calls me Verika. “I was hoping it was your brother.”

She still lives in the apartment where I grew up, in a residential district in the northeast outskirts of Rome. The same district where her son has been made culture councillor. I wish I could convince her to convert at least one of her fioretti into a good deed. “Do a little volunteer work,” I tell her. “I’m sure the Lord will approve.”

She shakes her head, and as she does she asks me to turn on the TV and tell her what’s going on in the world. Though she covers her eyes with her hands, I can see her peeking between her index and middle fingers. She gropes for the remote and turns up the volume. “Humph. You couldn’t hear a thing.”

While my brother was still being held hostage by the Democratic Party’s thugs, my mother awaited the fatal phone call, trembling. “I vowed I would throw myself out the window.”

“What a pleasant thought, Mamma. That way I’d have spent Easter Monday with my brother butchered and my mother splattered on the sidewalk.”

Then a thought strikes me. “So, if they’d killed me instead, would you still have jumped?”

Silence.

She doesn’t look at me because she still has one hand covering her eyes.

“Well? Would you have jumped?”

“Oh, don’t ask silly questions.”

When I get back home and think about it, there’s something that doesn’t add up in her near-suicide scenario: there isn’t a single window in my parents’ apartment that anyone could possibly jump out of. They’re all too narrow, because they’ve been split in two.

My father had a fixation with dividing up rooms, for no reason at all. He would simply build a wall through them. He built walls in rooms—there’s no other way to put it.

There were four of us living together in a sixty-square-meter apartment, which he’d managed to split up into three bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, a dinette, a veranda, and two bathrooms, plus a long tunnel of overhead storage space that ran the full length of the apartment and lowered the ceiling. A particularly tall person would’ve banged their head against it, but no one in our family had that problem.

There were no real doors to speak of—just sliding panels without locks. It was like living on a theater set: the rooms were purely symbolic, simulations for the benefit of spectators.

For part of my childhood, my bedroom existed only at night. During the day it became a hallway again. When it was time to go to sleep, I would close two folding doors and pull down a section of the wall that was actually a Murphy bed. In the morning it all disappeared; the set was changed. Panels were slid back, curtains raised. Later, my bedroom was moved into my brother’s, a tiny rectangle squeezed into one corner of the room like a horizontally positioned broom closet. The window—like all the others—was bisected by the wall. If I wanted to look out at the world, I had to make do with an opening as wide as a minibar door.

“Just so you know, you wouldn’t have fit through the window,” I write to my mother.

“Thank you, dear,” she replies. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
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