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Caelum non animum mutant qui trans mare currunt.

They change their sky, not their soul, who rush across the sea.

HORACE




PASTA WITHOUT SALT


Items: Sheets of paper torn from a notebook. Pressed between them are three varieties of flower: the bluish-purple of Salvia or sage; a cluster of creamy yellow buds from Lawsonia inermis, commonly known as henna; the red and spiky head of the plant Ricinus communis, whose crushed seeds produce castor oil. Each of the flowers is labelled in black ink handwriting, with pencil notes beneath. The page is dated May 1929, Tripoli Oasis.



Here she is – Liliana Cattaneo, nearly eighteen years old, on her first day in Tripolitania. Brimming with anticipation and the hot African sunshine.

It is not even two hours since she disembarked in the port of Tripoli, the capital of the Italian colony of Tripolitania, after a seven-day voyage across the Mediterranean Sea from Naples. Now she is in the oasis on the city’s north-eastern edge, whisked there in a trice by her big brother, Stefano. And he, trying to keep an eye on the borrowed car that he has left at the side of the road, is spinning and turning as he walks beside her, swivelling to look back the way they have come, skipping backwards for a few steps and then facing about again, and each time he turns he is hooking and unhooking his arm from hers and laughing, because they haven’t seen each other since 1925, four years ago, and now here they are again, on a different continent and with the sense of having shrugged off things that had sat heavily on their shoulders. Or that is her sense. She cannot tell what his is, but anyone would know that he is pleased to see her.

They would see it in how he picked her up and swung her around at the port, sending her hat flying. How he borrowed this extraordinary racing car to fetch her. In the ridiculous breathless freedom of the drive, like a promise of things to come. That he has taken the morning off work to spend time with her. They would see it in the daft grin on his face, and the way he wants to keep telling her about everything around them, as if she needs to know it all now, right now. And already, just on the stretch of road from the port along the sea front, and only out of the corner of her eye as they shot by, she has seen the castle and the theatre, arches, towers and minarets, the high-domed tombs of holy men, heard the cry of the muezzin calling to prayer, seen the white-robed men on their bicycles and the ones squatting by the roadside brewing tea.

Bowling down the corniche in the extravagant racing machine with her brother, she felt she was roaring along the rim of the world, clutching her hat to her head, smelling the sea, feeling the dry salty air tickling the inside of her nose and whipping her hair away from her face.

She is here at last. She has arrived.

The two of them walk through the fringe of eucalyptus trees and down a sandy path in between gardens, orchards of almond and apricot. Fields full of crops and vegetation, peanuts and beans, stretch away on either side. It is lovely and lush, with all gradations of green, from the pale silvery-green of the olive trees, to the shiny dark green of the leaves on the lemon trees. ‘Back home, in Italy, there are people who call this country the “big box of sand”!’ she says.

‘Well, they are right,’ he concedes. ‘This is an exception. It’s an oasis and a highly cultivated one. Most of the country is a sandbox.’

They wander on. Pale clusters of berries drip down from overhanging branches. Mulberries, he says. ‘Can you eat them?’ she asks.

‘Yes, they’re sweet and delicious, but these ones aren’t ripe yet. They’ll be bright red when they’re ripe.’

‘Do we have mulberries?’ she asks.

‘Do we have mulberries?’ he echoes, doing his dancing backward skip again and holding out his hands to point them out, the plenitude of their mulberries. ‘Look how many we have!’

‘I mean at home in Italy.’

He shrugs. He neither knows nor cares. ‘This is home now, Lili,’ he says and for a moment she thinks she catches a shadow passing across his face, but then he continues in such a jolly voice she realises she must have been mistaken. ‘The mulberry trees are with an eye to silk production.’

‘Aha,’ she says.

‘Little worms will munch their way through these leaves.’ He wriggles his fingers to imitate the movement of worms. ‘So they’re hoping to produce silk and that it will be one of the colony’s exports in the future.’

Liliana bends and she pinches off a flower from one of the little sage bushes scattered along the side of the path. Scything the stem between thumbnail and forefinger and cupping the flower head in her hand. The sun on her back, her hat sliding forward on her head, still hooked to her brother’s arm, hanging from him, the soft burr of the leaves, the flower scent, the buzz of insects, the hot sandy earth.

She feels richly layered and fruity and puffed up and full, like a mille foglie cake. She is raspberries and cream, she is sponge and spun sugar and she is shot through with something else, a darker layer, a subsoil of mystery because, unbeknownst to anyone, she has an assignation in two days’ time, with a man she met on the journey, Ugo Montello. A very dashing and charismatic man, a colonel in the air force, no less. ‘I can’t believe I’m here,’ she says and squeezes her brother’s arm again. She loves it that she is with Stefano, by whom she is known in a way that no one else on earth knows her, and that, at the same time, he does not know about Ugo Montello.

They pass a field full of henna bushes. The leaves are used for dye, both of hair and of cloth. The women here paint patterns on their feet and hands with it for ceremonial occasions. She picks a few flowers and holds them softly in her hand with the sage.

‘How come you know such a lot?’

He has been on a walking tour of the oasis, he says. With his friend Alfonso, who is an agriculturalist and knows all sorts.

‘Oh, the famous Alfonso,’ she says archly. Stefano has mentioned Alfonso often in his letters home.

‘We’ll cut back through the palm grove and down that other path,’ he says.

‘So what can you tell me about palm trees?’ she asks.

‘Oh, you will be sorry you asked,’ he says. ‘I’m a palm tree expert.’

She laughs.

The trees are laden with golden bunches of dates in the autumn. They are the main food of the people here. The stones are removed and the fruit compressed and stored in sacks made of sheepskin. A family can go on eating them for a whole year, eking them out to last until the next harvest. He has heard that in some parts of the country the poorest people eat nothing else.

‘Is that possible?’ she says, ‘Wouldn’t they eventually starve? They must be exceptionally nutritious.’

‘It does sound far-fetched,’ he agrees. ‘But I think it is probably true. There’s terrible poverty here. Dates can be brown, green, black and red. The red ones are sometimes called horse-dates and are fed to horses, while the stones are given to camels. The organic matter around the trunk is used for ropes and mats. The leaves are used to make the roofs of rural huts or can be plaited to make baskets. When the tree dies, the wood of the trunk is made into rafters for houses.’

‘Very useful trees,’ she says.

‘Look up there.’ He points out a deep incision in the top of the trunk. ‘They do that to let out the liquid. But then they mark the tree as the fruit will not grow again for three years. One tree can produce two gallons a day and some trees can be tapped five or six times. The juice they extract is whitish, thick and sugary, and they call it lagbi. In summer it is thirst-quenching and if you leave it to ferment it turns into a sort of strong and frothy wine. Quite tasty,’ Stefano says, ‘and very intoxicating.’

‘I’d like a glass of lagbi now,’ she says. ‘To celebrate.’

‘I suppose you’re old enough to have a drink,’ he says playfully.

‘I certainly am.’ She remembers the glasses of champagne she tossed down her throat in Rome the night before she sailed, the night she met Ugo Montello and found herself unravelled.

On the way back to the car they pass a field of red flowers. The plants have big glossy star-shaped leaves with red veins and red stalks. ‘What’s this one?’ she asks, reaching out and plucking one of the blooms for her small collection.

He doesn’t answer straight away. ‘That’s ricin,’ he says eventually. ‘They call it the golden nectar.’ Something has altered in his voice.

‘Why is it called golden when the flowers are scarlet?’

‘Because the oil, the castor oil, is yellow.’

‘What is it used for?’

‘Apart from torture?’ he says.

‘Pardon?’

He makes a little shake of the head, as if his hands are tied and he’s shaking off a drop of water that has landed on his nose. He blinks in a slow way. ‘All sorts of uses. In the manufacturing of soaps, lubricants, hydraulic and brake fluids, paints, dyes, pharmaceuticals and perfumes.’ He turns to look at her as if to say, Satisfied now? Is that what you wanted, for me to reel off a list? ‘The idea is that the colony will become a net exporter,’ he adds.

She doesn’t want to ask. She’d rather not, but she does it anyway. ‘What do you mean, torture?’

‘You must have heard of the golden nectar. The thing the Blackshirts do. Force-feeding people castor oil.’

‘That’s just a story,’ she says.

‘Why do you think I was sick?’ he says, ‘Before I left Italy?’ And then he laughs again.

‘You shouldn’t joke about things like that.’

‘You’re right, Lili. I shouldn’t.’

Later, when she is alone in her room at his apartment and has unpacked her clothes, she presses the flowers between the pages of her notebook, carefully labels them in ink and marks the date. She takes out a pencil, and underneath the Ricinus flower she writes ‘poison?’ She sits on the bed and she remembers the winter night, back in Italy four years ago, in 1925, when her mother came into her room and shook her awake.
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‘Get up,’ her mother said. ‘I need you to move.’ She pulled back the blanket and Liliana lay in the chilly night air uncovered, her nightgown rucked up around her thighs, before she tugged it down and slid from the bed. Her mother’s face in the yellow light from the oil lamp she was carrying was thin-lipped and grim. ‘Go and lie on the daybed,’ she said.

‘Is it Papà?’ Liliana said, her cold legs trembling. Her father had had an accident at the railyard where he worked. He had been bad at nights sometimes since.

‘It’s not Papà. No. It’s your brother. He’s sick and I’m going to put him in here. Come on, now.’

‘What sort of sick?’ Liliana asked.

‘Stomach sick. Didn’t you hear him crashing around when he came home?’ Her mother ushered Liliana out of the bedroom, lighting her across the hall.

‘No.’

‘You and your father would sleep through a hurricane,’ her mother said and gave one of her long-suffering sighs. No one knew the trouble she had to put up with. She transferred the lamp to her left hand and made the sign of the cross.

‘But is he bad? Where is he now?’ Liliana opened the living-room door. ‘Yuck. It stinks in here, Mamma.’

‘Don’t make a fuss. I can’t be doing with your fuss now on top of everything. I’ve cleaned it up and I’ve opened the window to let in some air.’

She pushed Liliana into the dark, fetid room and shut the door.

Liliana felt her way across to the daybed and climbed under the blanket that had a faint scent of engine oil. That was Stefano’s scent. He didn’t use to sleep here in the living room on this bed her mother had taken to calling the daybed, as if it were an elegant addition to the furnishings, where genteel ladies might sometimes recline. Before he went to Milan to work for Fiat Motors, she and her brother used to share a bedroom. Then, when he visited on his day off and stayed the night – he didn’t always because it was only a short train journey back to Milan, where he had a room in a boarding house – he took to carrying his mattress in here, not to wake Liliana if he came in late, and respectful of her being ‘a young lady’ now. He had learnt these new ways in Milan. When he moved back home full time in 1923 because he had a job at the new race track, Liliana was nearly twelve, and he shifted his whole bed in here, against the side wall. Their mother made some cushion covers in the flowery material left over from when she had upholstered the sofa, and they were all told to refer to it as the daybed when people called.

He hadn’t minded it in Milan, but he preferred it at home, he said. Alfa Romeo wanted him to work for them, on their design team, and their father had advised him to leave Fiat. ‘Follow the money, son,’ their father had said, but Stefano developed his own motto that he confided to her: ‘Follow the gleam.’ He said Fiat was good enough for him and he was glad to come back to Monza. ‘Never follow the money,’ he had told her, ‘go with your passion.’ He was courting now. Teresa Puricelli wore her brown hair in a shiny bob. Her father was an architect and they lived in a large apartment near the park. Teresa’s family went up to Foppolo in the mountains every weekend in the winter and Stefano had gone with them. They allowed her to ski and she did it brilliantly, he said. Like him, she loved speed.

Liliana pulled her brother’s blanket up to her chin, held one of the flowery cushions to her stomach and shivered. When the smell in the room died down, she got up again and closed the shutter and then the window. All the while she was listening to the sounds beyond the living room: running water; the front door opening and closing – that must be her brother coming back in from the toilet; the murmur of her mother’s voice, perhaps explaining the new sleeping arrangement; heavy shuffling footsteps that sounded neither like her mother’s quick pitter-patter nor her brother’s springy bounce.

The footsteps made Liliana think another person, a lumbering kind of fellow, was in their home. They put her in mind of the men who came back after the war, injured men in the streets of Monza with bandages around seeping wounds, on crutches or with missing limbs. When her father, and the men on the radio, talked about the mutilated victory she used to think they meant that the soldiers who had come back from the fighting were mutilated. She knew better now, because she had learned about it at school. They were actually talking about the Treaty of London, which Italy had signed with the Entente Powers, America, France and Britain, before the war. In exchange for a military alliance Italy was promised that, in the event of victory, she would be given certain territories, but these had not all been awarded afterwards. It was the poet Gabriele D’Annunzio who had come up with the phrase ‘mutilated victory’. Italy had fought on the winning side. She had lost hundreds of thousands of men and spent all of her money and more but had not received what she rightfully claimed. Liliana’s father spoke bitterly of the ‘unredeemed lands’ and directed his rage most particularly at France, a country he had previously loved. He liked to declaim from D’Annunzio’s ‘Letter to the Dalmatians’, about when ‘we armed ourselves to save France and the world’, but instead of being rewarded were left with an enfeebled Italy.

Since her father’s accident, his rage at the injustice was even more easily ignited. As if France were to blame for the crane hook that had swung into his face and cost him the sight in his right eye. As if his injury were a war wound.

She heard her mother’s voice again and she could tell from the sing-song tone that she was praying. Then came the clunk of the other bedroom door, and then silence.

Everyone gets sick sometimes, but they manage to get as far as the toilet before they let it out, Liliana thought. Smelly old Stefano.

As she was dozing off, there came a terrible groaning. She got up quickly and went and opened the door. It was dark, but she could make out the outline of her brother half-slumped in the doorway opposite. He was wearing his big coat and he was groaning from deep in his chest. Before she had taken a step or even thought what to do, their mother appeared carrying the lantern. ‘Back to bed, Liliana,’ she said. She hooked her shoulder into Stefano’s armpit and they made their way to the door with him leaning on her heavily. Liliana saw that it was this combination, her big unsteady brother and her sturdy little mother moving together, that had made the heavy shuffling, uneven footsteps. She trailed behind them in her bare feet, following them out and along the outside landing to the toilet that the three apartments on this floor shared, charting their lopsided progress. She had never seen her brother needing help to walk before. Their mother elbowed the toilet door open and in the wavering bands of light from the swinging lantern Liliana saw Stefano stagger into the smelly little room, like a drunk man, or like a man who has been beaten in a fight and knows he is finished.

The noises that followed, the farting, squealing, retching, grunting, bellowing, the plopping and the splattering were so dreadful, so primitive and shocking, that they sent Liliana scurrying back inside.

Her Papà was only just recovered enough to be up and walking about. And now it was Stefano’s turn. First Papà and now Stefano. Liliana lay awake but with her eyes squeezed tight because that was the only way she could keep them shut, and she started to think again about the mutilated men. She couldn’t help it. They just presented themselves in her head and paraded there in their broken way. There were so many of them after the war ended. They used to gather outside Santa Maria in Strada on Sundays, begging for alms. She had to walk past them on the way in and again on the way out, and her mother used to hold her hand tightly. There was one who had been there first, before any of the others, and who was always in the church’s vicinity, even when you went for evening rosary on a weekday or came back for Benediction on a Sunday afternoon. She wondered what had become of him, this man who had no legs and got about on a little wooden trolley with wheels and had a strange beard that only grew out of one half of his chin. He was sometimes difficult to spot among the more recent jostling crowd of beggars who were able to stand and to push forward. She used to worry about him. With so many newcomers competing for donations, his tin was often empty.

Liliana never had anything to put into their outstretched hands and caps. On the rare occasion that her mother gave her a coin before mass, it was strictly for the collection plate.

One time, Liliana pretended to put the coin in the plate but actually kept it in her hand, and after mass, as they were passing the crowd of beggars, she looked out for the trolley man, thinking she would drop it in his tin. But he was too far back, and her mother had hold of her hand, so she didn’t.

She hid the copper coin in her drawer with the intention of giving it to the man the following week. She took it out a few times and thought of the paper twist of sugared caramels she could buy for herself, and every time she put it away again and kept it back for the man she felt a glow of compassion and kindness inside. But, before the time for mass came round, her mother found the coin. She smacked the back of Liliana’s legs and called her a thief. She didn’t care that Liliana wanted to give the money to the beggar. She made Liliana go to confession and told her the words she needed to say. She had stolen from the Church, which was like stealing from the priest, which was tantamount to stealing from God. Even if her mother hadn’t found the coin, God would have known it was there, stashed away by a wicked, sinful girl who thought she knew better than her own mother and the Holy Church. It was a blessing that her mother had found it, because now these smacks and Liliana’s contrition and the penance from the priest would absolve her from her sin, which otherwise she would have carried with her as a stain on her immortal soul.

She sat up in the daybed. There was a shaft of light coming in under the shutters. It would be morning soon. She had only been a little girl when she had taken the coin, seven or eight years old, but she was thirteen now.

She pictured the beggars again and she saw her papà in among them with the patch over his eye and a forlorn look, and now her brother joined the throng too, all hunched and rickety, making terrible inhuman noises.

Since her father’s accident he hadn’t worked, and the household depended now on her brother’s wage. Without him, Liliana wouldn’t be able to stay on at school. Without him, they would be on the street, her mother said.

She slid out of bed and knelt on the floor. She said an Our Father and a Hail Mary and a Confiteor. She prayed for humility and asked God to look favourably on her brother and let him be well again.

When morning came, she opened her eyes to her mother’s grim haggard face. ‘How is he?’ she said.

‘He’ll live,’ her mother said and pressed her lips together. ‘Be a good girl now and jump up quickly. I want you to write a note for his boss at the Autodrome and then deliver it before school.’ Usually Stefano dropped her off at school on his bicycle before he went to the race track.

‘Do we need to fetch the doctor?’ Liliana said. The doctor cost money.

Her mother shook her head. ‘He just needs to let it go through his system,’ she said. And then, ‘Pray with me.’ She flipped over the edge of the rug and they knelt on the double layer. Her mother’s knees were swollen and she couldn’t kneel on the bare floor. ‘Dear Lord, forgive my son Stefano for his trespasses and help him learn and stay on your path from now on. Forgive him if he has strayed. Let him be well again. He is a good boy. He has learned his lesson. Amen.’

‘Amen,’ Liliana echoed. ‘What lesson, Mamma? What has he done? Can I see him?’ she asked. Her mother held on to the table edge to hoist herself back to her feet.

‘No, you can get dressed quickly, write that note and carry it to the track.’ She went into the kitchen to make the coffee.

Liliana crossed the hallway and opened the door of her bedroom a crack. The shutters were still closed and it was dark in there. The room stank. She could hear her brother’s heavy breathing but could only dimly see him. She turned her face back to the hall, filled her lungs and then tiptoed in, feeling her way about in the gloom for her clothes and shoes, holding her breath. She came out gasping for clean air, and pulled on her things quickly in the living room. Her mother came in with the coffee and bread and shoved her father’s books out of the way to clear a space on the table. Her father read all the time, mostly poetry. D’Annunzio and Ungaretti were his current favourites, since he had gone off Baudelaire because of him being French. Her mother hovered at Liliana’s elbow. She never sat down at meal times but liked to bustle in and out of the kitchen and then eat standing up by herself in the kitchen afterwards. ‘What shall I say is wrong with him?’ Liliana asked, picking up a pen.

‘Put that he’s got an infection in his stomach.’

‘He will get better, won’t he?’

‘He certainly will. Or he’ll have me to answer to,’ her mother said and she paused a moment to tighten her apron, then stood with her arms folded, ready to do battle.

‘Who’s that?’ Liliana’s father said, sidling into the room. ‘Who has incurred your wrath?’

Her mother sighed and went into the kitchen to fetch his coffee. She was probably cross with him for having slept through everything.

Her father turned his head to watch her mother go and smiled faintly. He was a man who looked taller than he was because he was narrow and thin and long-legged, and because his shoulders were hunched as if he needed to lower his head to listen to you or as if he were in the habit of stooping to get through doorways. His hair was thinning but was still dark and he wore it combed back from his forehead and tucked behind his ears. His hair had been black and his eyes a bright and unusual blue. Like a brigand, her mother said, although she had no experience that Liliana knew of brigands, and he was not a very brigandish sort of man. The blue of his good eye had faded, and this Liliana rightly or wrongly associated with the accident, but the other eye, the damaged one, which now had a white blob in the middle where it should have been black, retained the depth of its colour. The mismatch of his two eyes was disconcerting and, to Liliana, once she had got used to it, eerily lovely to behold. Neither she nor Stefano had inherited his blue eyes.

He tended to go about now with his head always twisted slightly to the right, so that his good eye was more central and better placed to do the work of two. ‘Who has incurred your mother’s wrath?’ he said, looking down at Liliana where she sat at the table, his head cocked like a curious bird’s, as if he could hear better with his left ear too, as if the whole right-hand side of him had been demoted. He had always expressed himself with a literary flourish, but this habit had become more marked since the accident. It was as if he took refuge in these poetic turns of phrase. He seemed to slip away further from Liliana when he spoke like this, and she didn’t know how to stop the slide, but her instinct was always to touch him.

She reached up now to give him a hug, and when he ceded to her grasp she gave him a kiss on his cheek. ‘Stefano is ill,’ she said. ‘He’s been very sick all night.’

‘Oh, poor lad,’ her father said, straightening. ‘Has he been drinking that rough wine again?’ He gave a little laugh. ‘One should always be drunk. That’s all that matters … with wine, with poetry, with something else, dum dum … ’ He was quoting one of his poets.

‘Nando,’ her mother shouted from the kitchen. ‘Can you come in here?’
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Nando is in the kitchen waiting for his wife to stop sighing and speak to him. He watches her putting her hands up to her wiry grey hair and pinning a stray tendril into the bun on the back of her head. He takes a step backwards and lowers himself onto the stool in the corner. Agata presses the palms of her hands together. She is a pious woman, his wife, and something is bothering her. He closes his good eye so that he can’t see how drawn and unsettled she looks. He keeps the blind one open. There are all sorts of colours and strangely moving shapes behind it. It isn’t all black. Sometimes there are purple swirls and waves of lit crimson.

She knows the boys in the fascist youth squads, the squadristi, can be rough, and that sometimes there needs to be clean, tough action to get rid of the rot, she says. It’s like lancing a boil, draining the pus. Isn’t that what he, Nando, has told her?

‘Yes,’ he says cautiously. ‘That is to say … ’ He doesn’t want to agree too wholeheartedly until he better understands her point. On occasion he makes a powerful case for something about which in reality he has doubts, to put Agata’s jumpy, fearful mind at rest. He does have mixed feelings about these gangs of armed young men. When they first appeared with their skull-and-crossbones banners, roaring about in their borrowed army trucks, taking the law into their own hands, beating and crushing their opponents, he was alarmed at their thuggishness. But back then, in 1920, when the socialists and the communists were holding the country to ransom and the Bolshevik fever was spreading, brutal measures were needed. There was no denying it. They broke up the strikes for the factory owners in the towns and for the landowners in the countryside. Yes, tough action was needed and the squadristi were there to deliver it where the weak liberal government utterly failed. So, even back then, there was something glorious about them. But now that they are state-sanctioned, it is a different matter. ‘They do have backing from the state now,’ he hazards, aware that Agata is making the faint whimpering noise that sometimes preludes an unholy shriek. A state, what is more, he thinks but does not say, that has not shied away from the task of forcibly restoring order in these difficult times, of doing what needs to be done to restore Italy to its former glory. He has come to see the squadristi as a necessary evil. This is not a time for mixed feelings. ‘They are almost an extension of the police and army, really,’ he says. ‘A more zealous arm,’ he adds. They might be overzealous, but there’s no denying that they are patriots, fighting the Bolshevik influence, guarding Italy from going the way of the Soviet Union, breaking the spell of the red terror. Yes, indeed, they embody the martial spirit that Italians need to regain. ‘Live dangerously’ is one of their mottos. ‘Better one day as a lion than a hundred years as a sheep’ another. He envies them. If he were young again. If he were able-bodied. ‘Yes,’ he says, more certainly. ‘The squadristi are an instrument of the state, albeit a blunt one. They’re a cleansing force in this corrupt society.’

He cannot see Agata, because he has turned his blind eye to her, but he can still hear her faintly moaning. He doesn’t know why she has called him into the kitchen for a political discussion, nor why she should be taking it so personally. He wonders if she has heard some news of which he is ignorant. She was very upset when the squadristi beat a priest to death in Ferrara, but that wouldn’t happen now that the Church and the Fascist Party are becoming closer. The squadristi are still unruly, it is true. They don’t always discriminate. Sometimes innocent people might get hurt, but that is the price that has to be paid.

Agata doesn’t speak. He makes himself turn his head and look at her with the good eye. Her hands still pressed together as if in prayer, she is looking at him with such anguish.

‘What?’ he says.

Now this cleansing force has picked on her son, their son, she says. They have singled him out to hurt and humiliate.

Nando’s heart stops within his chest and then starts to thunder. ‘Who has picked on him? What has happened?’ he says.

Stefano knew the men who did it, she says. The black-shirted young men who tied him to a chair, tipped the chair onto its back legs and force-fed him castor oil, and who left him to crawl home, spewing and soiling himself in the street.

His son.

If you didn’t have your head in a book all the time you would have noticed that he was in trouble. Our son. He is not pus to be drained. He is a good man. A well-meaning man.

‘What exactly has he done?’ But he can already imagine. He thought he had put a stop to all Stefano’s socialist nonsense. That it was all left behind in Milan.

It is not what he has done. It is what he hasn’t done. He has not joined the squadristi. He has refused to join them.

‘Can that be all?’ he asks. If so, this might yet be remedied.

She does not know if that is all. Stefano knew the men, but they are not from his work, she says. At least that. They don’t know about this, the people at the Autodrome.

They will, though, he thinks. They will come to know.

She never cries, Agata. Sometimes, when crossed, she might let out those piercing shrieks as if being stabbed. But now she is crying.

Nando swivels his head away again and tries to gather his wits. ‘Stefano will have to pledge allegiance. There is nothing else to be done,’ he says. ‘He will have to join them. Not the squadristi, not go as far as that. But the Fascist Party. He will have to learn to keep his mouth shut. A public gesture is needed. He can sign up as soon as he is sufficiently recovered, and over time it will quieten down, it will be forgotten.’

She cries more loudly. She is trying to say something, but the crying is getting in the way. She is wiping the tears from her face with her palms, as if she’s slapping her own cheeks.

‘What?’ he says again. ‘Spit it out, woman.’ His voice is harsher than he intended.

She lowers her hands. He would rather die. Stefano says he would rather die.

‘It is a mistake,’ Nando says. ‘They must have got the wrong man. They are out of control, these squadristi.’ He himself will go to the party office and he will make a complaint. ‘An official complaint,’ he says, nodding.

The way she looks at him then is more than he can bear.

He turns his face to the side again, so he doesn’t have to meet her unbelieving eyes, and keeps it there until she stomps out of the room.

He sits in the corner, half blind and useless and unemployed and he cannot think what to do. He cannot earn a wage. He cannot keep his son in line. He cannot protect him. He cannot punish his tormentors. He cannot ensure his children’s future. He used to be someone. He used to have his own office and command some respect in the workplace and beyond.

Down at the railway yard there is a disused dead-end siding where goods trains used to be kept but which has long since become a dumping ground for broken pieces of machinery. That’s where he belongs. A little Ungaretti poem comes to him. ‘Let me be / Like a thing / placed in a corner / and forgotten.’

Agata is back and she is shaking him. Sit up, she is saying. No use to anyone slumped in the corner like an old sack of borlotti beans. Her grip on his shoulder is pincer-like.

He puts his hand over hers.

Breaks my heart, she is saying. Breaks my heart, but it has to be done.

He turns to look at her, fierce, indomitable little woman that she is. She has one hand on her hip and the other on his shoulder, like the handle and the spout of a jug, and she is tilting towards him as if she were about to pour some bracing tonic from her jug into his vessel, his crumpled goblet. He straightens his spine in preparation.

Stefano is going to have to fit in, she says. He has to play the game like everyone else. Does he think that all the people who make the fascist salute believe in what they’re doing? He is going to have to knuckle down and fit in.

Nando doesn’t want to remind her that Stefano said he would rather die.

It’s not just about him. He puts us all in difficulty. He makes us a target. What about his little sister? Was he thinking of her when he got on his high horse?

‘His high horse?’

Saying he’d rather die! She takes her hand off his shoulder so that she can throw it up in the air with the other one. No room for martyrs here, she says.

‘And if he refuses?’

He’ll have to go. He’ll have to leave.

‘Where would he go?’ Nando says.

She pulls a folded magazine out of her apron pocket and slaps it on his knees. It is the motoring magazine that Stefano subscribes to. Plenty of jobs in there, she says.

He glances at the circled advertisement on the open page. ‘Cross the New Driving Frontier.’ ‘We don’t want him going to Africa,’ he says.

We don’t want him dead either.

‘I’ll talk to him,’ he says. ‘Make him see sense.’

[image: image]

A few weeks after Stefano’s sickness, Liliana was sitting on the bed with her legs stretched out, doing her homework. It was springtime, early evening and still light outside.

She heard Stefano come in and go straight through to the other room, and then voices. After a while he came in and sat on the end of the bed. He put his hand on top of her foot inside its white sock and he smiled at her, and then he looked down.

He was better. He was back at work. He had been sick for eight days and then he had recovered, but when he came out of it, it was as if he had travelled down a dark tunnel and had been changed. He was always arguing with their father, although she did not know what about because they stopped if she came into the room.

‘I can’t stay here any more, Lili,’ he said. ‘There is no place for me.’

She hesitated only for a second. Anything, she thought, to make him happy. Anything to bring back the Stefano from before. She said, ‘You can have the bedroom.’ She thought that was what he meant, that he was fed up of sleeping in the living room, always being the last to bed and the first to rise and not having a proper place to put his things, having to use the sideboard to store his underwear and the back of the door to hang his shirt.

He moved his head around in a circle and mashed the back of his neck with his hand as if it were stiff. He wanted to say something but he didn’t know how. It occurred to her that for ten years before she came along, this was his room, and then he had had to accommodate her, squeeze another bed in, cope first with a baby and then a little girl disturbing his sleep. By rights the room was his. He was the grown-up and the man who brought the money into the household. ‘We can change places again,’ she said. ‘I don’t mind. I don’t mind sleeping on the daybed.’

‘That’s not it,’ he said.

‘What then?’

‘I’ve got a new job and I’m leaving.’

‘Are you going back to Milan?’ she said. ‘Don’t go back to Milan. Stay here.’

‘I’m not going to Milan.’

‘Are you getting married?’ she said. ‘Are you marrying that Teresa?’ She didn’t much like Teresa, but at least that would mean he would be somewhere near by.

‘Teresa isn’t my girlfriend any more,’ he said.

‘She’s a witch,’ Liliana said. ‘I never liked her.’

Stefano sighed heavily. ‘Just be quiet and listen to me for a minute,’ he said.

She stayed quiet, but he didn’t say anything for a while, so she knew it was a difficult thing for him to say. Then he took
a breath and told her that he had got a job in Tripoli, where they were about to build a brand-new race track, and he was going to be involved in it right from the start, the way he had been with the one here in Monza.

‘Is Tripoli near Rome?’ she said.

He gave a barking laugh. ‘They don’t teach you geography at that school then?’ he said. ‘No, it’s in North Africa.’

‘I was thinking of Tivoli,’ she said, ‘Tivoli is near Rome,’ and then she realised what he had said. ‘Africa! You can’t go to Africa.’

When people emigrated, Liliana knew, they went and they didn’t come back. In 1921, when she was ten and Stefano was twenty and still working in Milan, three girls left with their families all within the same month, including her best friend, Benedetta. That was a time when so many people left. The men had been laid off from their jobs and couldn’t find any work. Some of them had work but didn’t earn enough to feed their families. People were going hungry. They packed up their best possessions, sold what they couldn’t carry and embarked on one of the big ships from Genoa. Benedetta’s family went to Argentina. When she left, Liliana buried her doll, also called Benedetta, in the park, and wore her white communion gloves to wave goodbye. They promised to write letters to each other, but she had heard nothing since.

‘Please don’t go,’ she said.

‘I have to. There is no place for me here, Lili.’

‘What do you mean?’ she said.

He let go of her foot and slid up the bed to sit nearer. ‘I can’t really explain,’ he said, ‘but you’ll understand more when you’re older.’

She hated it when people said that.

‘But listen,’ he said, before she could object, ‘it isn’t the same as going to America or Argentina. It’s just the other side of Mare Nostrum.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she said.

‘It means “our sea” in Latin. It’s what the Romans in the olden days called the Mediterranean.’

‘I know what Mare Nostrum is,’ she said, offended.

‘All I’m saying,’ he said, ‘is that it isn’t nearly so far away. Once I’m earning decent money, I’ll come back and visit. I’m not going for ever.’

‘But you’ve got a good job here.’

‘This one is better. Better than I can get here,’ he said.

‘Are you following the gleam?’ she said.

He smiled at her then. ‘I suppose I am,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t shine so bright here any more.’

She felt a sort of thud inside at these words, a pain behind her ribs, as if she had been punched from the inside. ‘Take me with you,’ she said.

‘I can’t, Lili. I don’t properly know what I’m going to. For now, you have to stay here. You have to go to school and learn everything you can so that you can be a teacher or a secretary or whatever you want to be when you’re older. You have to look after Mamma and Papà for me.’

‘I don’t want to,’ she said.

‘We all have to do things we don’t want,’ he said.

‘Not you,’ she said.

He turned his head to the side and scratched his neck. He drummed his fingers on his knee. She thought he was going to tell her more. ‘Lili,’ he said eventually. ‘It’s just how it is.’

‘Can you leave me in peace? I have school work to do.’

‘Don’t be like that,’ he said.

She lifted her book up so it covered her face.

He stood up and went to the door. ‘If you come to the Autodrome after school on Friday, I’ll take you round the track on a Harley-Davidson,’ he said and then he left.

Later, her father called all the family to the living room to announce the news of Stefano’s new job. He called it a tremendous achievement, an opportunity not to be missed.

‘A wonderful thing,’ her mother said, trembling next to Liliana on the flowery sofa with the curly wooden arms.

‘Has he lost his job at the Autodrome because he was off sick?’ Liliana asked. It was easier to say it here with them all in the room, her father standing in front of the sideboard, she and her mother on the sofa facing him, Stefano sitting on the daybed, his back against the wall.

No one spoke for a moment. She glanced at Stefano. He was watching their father, and his eyebrows were raised as if he couldn’t wait to hear what he was going to say.

‘No, nothing like that,’ her father said eventually in a shaky voice. He turned his head so that he was looking directly at her brother. He cleared his throat. ‘I’m proud of you, son,’ he said.

She looked between them, at the line of their gaze, but she couldn’t fathom what was going on, what it was that no one was saying out loud.

Her father turned back to the middle. Africa was the land of opportunity, an exotic location where a young man could make his mark, he said. If he had been younger he would have gone himself. He talked about how the little-populated area of Italian North Africa was wide open to Italian civilisation and would also, he believed, solve Italy’s labour problems. People would no longer have to travel across the Atlantic Ocean to find work or a piece of land to till. They would sail instead to a land in the making, a land of opportunity that would ultimately be a little piece of Italy on another shore of Mare Nostrum. As he spoke, his voice gathered strength and took on a more resonant timbre. He explained the concept of Spazio Vitale and how Italy was energetically stretching out, occupying the vital space she required to fill her expansive geographical lungs, to breathe in and out in amplitude and without restriction, to become mighty again.

Liliana kept looking across at Stefano, whose face was pale and grim.

Their father recited an Ungaretti poem, ‘Girovago’  – I wander. ‘I seek an innocent country,’ he said, explaining how the area of North Africa under Italy’s control, where Stefano was going, was just such a place, primitive, empty and undeveloped.

Liliana wondered why Stefano didn’t look more proud and excited about his noble adventure.

The conquest of this part of North Africa that had begun in 1911 and which had been put on hold by the war, was once again under way, their father said. The humiliation of the post-war period was coming to an end.

Stefano got to his feet. He stood in front of the daybed shaking his head.

Their father, oblivious, continued. But this time, with Mussolini at the helm spreading modern fascist ideals, progress would be speedy, he said. Italy would no longer be a bystander in world history, but a protagonist.

Stefano started to clap slowly. ‘Bravo,’ he said. ‘Let’s go and whip a few primitives and then we’ll be glorious again. How wonderful. The Roman Empire reborn!’ His voice dripped with contempt. ‘The Duce should be paying you, Papà.’

‘Stefano!’ their mother said in a warning tone.

Stefano started to sing. ‘The red flag will triumph,’ he sang in a hoarse voice. Three times he repeated the line, punching the air with his clenched fist.

When he fell silent, no one spoke. He picked his jacket up and slung it over his shoulder. ‘Sorry, Mamma,’ he said and left the room. Soon after came the click of the front door.

As soon as Stefano had gone, her father took his cap from the back of the door and planted it on his head. ‘I’m going out,’ he said.

Liliana and her mother were left sitting on the flowery sofa. Liliana got up and went to the window. She opened it and stuck her head out. She watched her brother emerge two floors below. He crossed the road and hurried away towards the centre of town. Then her father appeared and set off in the opposite direction, towards the train station. She closed the window. ‘What’s going on?’ she said as she turned back into the room, but her mother was no longer there.

For four days Liliana did not speak to Stefano. Every time she nearly relented she remembered that he was leaving her behind, that the gleam for him was elsewhere, somewhere that she was not. She half knew he hadn’t meant it in that way, but she pretended to herself that was what he had said. It was easier to be angry with him than to think about what was really happening. The family splitting apart. Her father maimed and distant. Stefano always angry and silent and leaving for a foreign land for reasons that remained obscure. Her mother was always on her knees or grabbing Liliana by the hand and marching her to church for the afternoon rosary.

‘Are we praying that he doesn’t leave?’ Liliana said one time when they were kneeling in the side chapel of Santa Maria in Strada.

Her mother gave an impatient little shake of the head. ‘That he doesn’t get eaten by lions,’ she said.

Liliana was going to question whether they had lions in Tripolitania but thought better of it. ‘Is Stefano one of those Bolsheviks?’ she whispered.

‘Of course not,’ her mother said.

‘Why did he sing that song?’

‘To provoke your father.’

‘Why did he want to provoke Papà?’

‘Shush,’ her mother said.

‘I don’t understand why he has to go,’ Liliana said.

‘It isn’t our place to understand,’ her mother replied, ‘but to have faith.’

How great the hole her brother left. The stuff of Liliana’s life changed. It lost its savour, like bread without oil, pasta without salt.
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