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To Angéla and her smile



From my village I see as much of the universe as can be seen 

from the earth, 

And so my village is as large as any town, 

For I am the size of what I see 

And not the size of my height …

Fernando Pessoa, A Little Larger Than the Entire Universe: Selected Poems, translated by Richard Zenith, Penguin, 2006

On this wondrous sea – sailing silently –

Ho! Pilot! Ho!

Knowest thou the shore

Where no breakers roar –

Where the storm is o’er?

Emily Dickinson, Emily Dickinson’s Poems: As She Preserved Them, Harvard University Press, 2016




Chapter 1

The house to the right of my grandma’s is red, the one on the left is blue. The house opposite is yellow. Ours is green. Walking down the street means going through every shade in the spectrum. Diving into a rainbow. There’s nothing more colourful than our living space, nothing could look more cheerful than our village. Except the people, who have scruffy hair, crooked teeth and worn clothes. 

Every time I come back, I get this feeling, just for a moment, that everything’s changed – the mentality, the people, the dog bowl by the neighbours’ door … But it’s a short-lived illusion. Nothing ever moves, here in the village. Maybe it’s the altitude that prevents any movement, I don’t know. The altitude rarefying the air. You’d have to take everyone down into the valley, see if things change. But no one ever goes down there. As if they just have to stay up here, cut off from anyone else, cut off from a life outside these brightly coloured walls with their pictures. You see, our village has another distinctive characteristic: people draw on walls. Frescoes, caricatures, random things, animals, nothing goes unrecorded by the artists’ brushes. A sort of vast, ever-present open-air comic book.

It was six o’clock in the morning. The first bus of the day had just dropped me off on the main road through the village. Six o’clock in the morning, a time for stray dogs and travellers newly arrived in the port fifty minutes earlier. There have always been as many stray dogs as people, respectfully sharing out the time: daytime for the humans, night-time for the abandoned mutts. There were a couple I recognized, even though I came to the island less and less. You have to be brave to go back to the place you were born, the place where you grew up, and see it through an adult’s eyes. I wasn’t brave. Every trip back was painful, making me suffer more and more and giving me less and less pleasure. I lived far away from this little world, in France, without the bright colours of those houses, without pictures on the walls and without stray dogs. 

As it happens, one of the dogs came over to me as I stepped off the bus, as if to sniff out whether I had any connection with the place, whether I had the right to set foot there. He accepted me by refraining from chewing off my leg. I know I’ve said this before, but I’m really not brave. As a protection, I put my small suitcase between myself and the dog, the suitcase that held a part of my existence. A little bit of France in Sardinia. My clothes, of course, and the book I’d been working on for several months: a new translation of Herman Melville’s Moby Dick. There were also the pages of my work so far, which had been arduous to produce. I minded much more about them than my clothes because I’d never had such a complicated job before. 

Melville had reworked the book a few months before he died, and my editor, Carlo, had stumbled across this text that specialists didn’t know existed. A text that he’d entrusted to me, a translator with a great career ahead of him … a future benchmark in the field … it was a great honour. A form of recognition, my friends said. What not many of them knew was that the editor’s mother was Sardinian. That was why. The real reason. But I kept this to myself. Sometimes it’s good to keep a bit of mystery about ourselves and the things that give us a leg-up in life. 

I’d said yes to the editor, without realizing how difficult the work would be. Or how important. It was so easy to sign the contract, so tempting. The problems would come later. I hadn’t remembered that Melville’s book was so long. Seven hundred and forty-two pages in the existing version. Six hundred and forty-one in the version I was to translate. A hundred fewer pages – I could count myself lucky.

So when the dog drew closer to my suitcase, I was apprehensive about my leg, obviously, but I also felt a perfectly legitimate terror at the thought of watching my work being destroyed by a dog that no one had even noticed except for me at this particular moment. It was a good thing, then, that he spared me and left my suitcase intact. He probably wasn’t a big Melville fan, or maybe he was frightened of taking on that whale. Dogs are no braver than people, at the end of the day. Eventually, they all wandered off and left me to make my way over to my parents’ house.

There was still no one out in the street when I reached the front door. The ghost village was fast asleep. The lock was tricky, as it had always been, as if the house expected anyone who wanted to come in to make an effort. My parents weren’t there, they’d gone away for a holiday on the other side of the island. They always let me have a key so I could come back whenever I felt the need to. And that need was proving increasingly rare. Parents think they know best about what their children want. Sometimes they’re wrong. The house was cold. The shutters, which had been closed since they’d left, had stopped the sun from getting inside.

My parents were an odd couple according to our friends, they were an odd couple according to the wider family, an odd couple according to other villagers, an odd couple according to the whole world. Some people are just like that, they spend a lifetime side by side when they were designed to be blissfully unaware of each other. Nothing clicked between them. 

My father was the incarnation of calm. In ancient Greece he could have applied to be the god of introspection. Few words found an opportunity to come out of his mouth. And because this had been going on for years, the few remaining words available had forgotten how to get to the exit. Every now and then a word would find it, but apparently failed to pass the information on to the others. 

My mother, on the other hand, specialized in micro-scandals and over-inflated dramas. I’ve lost count of the times she walked out, leaving my father on his own, sad and dejected, his hands tucked into his pockets until she came back. My mother would move in with my grandma, in the house opposite. These escapes lasted two or three days, never more. My father had to suffer, that was her watchword. The worst of it was, these arguments should never have happened. They often evolved from completely inoffensive situations. One time my father helped a pretty tourist who’d got lost in our village and wanted to know how to get to the coast. “Il mare,” she kept saying, swivelling her head from left to right. It took my father five minutes to explain the directions to her. 

I was a teenager. The tourist really was very pretty, with direct eye contact and just the right depth of tan, one of those tourists who’s mastered the sun’s influence on her skin. She wasn’t the sort who come to our island to go home roasted. We eat grilled pork, not foreigners. I would gladly have kissed her sleeveless arms. I even imagined asking for her hand in marriage and taking her away from the village for a wonderful romantic idyll in a shepherd’s hut. Not too far from my family home, but just enough so we wouldn’t hear my mother’s shouting. 

I daydreamed while my father tried to help her, in English that he cobbled back together specially for the occasion, a sort of mash-up of Beatles lyrics and the remnants of lessons he’d had forty years earlier. After five minutes, he gave up and tried drawing the route instead. Unlike words, anyone from anywhere can understand a drawing. Papa painted house walls when people asked him to, frescoes or even just colours. Painter-decorator and artist rolled into one. Blue, red, green, shapes, figures and words emerged from his sturdy hands. And they needed to be sturdy, to have all that in them.

The tourist moved in closer to get a better look. The sketch was clear, precise, as perfect as her skin – Clara, was her name, she’d eventually revealed, dazzled as she was by my father’s skilled cartography. But at the sight of the reduced distance between them, my mother bristled, complaining that never in twenty years of marriage had my father drawn anything for her.

“So you’ll draw for a foreigner, Mario, but not for me, your wife, Maria, your ever-faithful wife.” My mother had an unfortunate tendency to see herself as the perfect faithful wife. 

Clara, who didn’t understand my mother’s outburst, most likely thought Mama was giving my father advice to improve his map. She smiled at her and I knew my mother’s fury would be unleashed in the house as soon as Clara drove away to the coast. “You disappoint me, Mario, never a single drawing for your wife.”

She was right. My father never drew, not for her nor for other women. And certainly not for me. He wasn’t the type to draw a particular type of car for me when I was little, nor suns or houses. I had nothing from him, nothing tangible, just his eyes filled with despair before the tornado. The weather’s on the turn, they seemed to say, already misting over. Once we were alone, Clara having gone – and in my mind she had become Chiara, alba chiara, a luminous perfection that had now gone – my mother headed straight for thunderous darkness. Inside the house, doors slammed, as did words. She packed her bag, which was in reality always ready, just in case, and went off to my grandma’s house. This departure, if her words were to be believed, was for good. She wouldn’t be coming back this time. She came back the next day. “That’s the last time, Mario, do you hear me?”

I’d noticed that the name Mario was only brought out for special occasions. It was a mark of solemnity, a sign intended to draw my father’s attention to the gravity of the situation. At all other times she called him Papa. Of course he wasn’t her papa but her husband. He was my papa. As a child, I seriously questioned their relationship. There’s no denying this scrambling of names wasn’t easy to understand. Luckily for me, these exceptional situations that brought Mario out for an airing weren’t actually so exceptional.


Chapter 2

Stepping into the house thirty years later, it felt as if her insults and disapproval lived on between those walls, now yellowed by these old squabbles. It was half past six and I walked, like a ghost, down the long corridor that led to my bedroom. A gallery of family portraits looked down at me. I didn’t remember all these people hung around the house. They must have been glad of a visitor in this God’s waiting room of a place. But I wasn’t here for them. I didn’t show any sign of my indifference as I walked along that chilly corridor, eyeing them with feigned nostalgia, its fakery imperceptible to the dead.

I was here for my grandmother, my nonna, who was breathing her last according to the message that my uncle Gavino had left on my voicemail. She had gone into a deep coma. My parents were due back later in the day. They had gone off on an “expedition” in the south of the island, visiting an old friend of my father’s who had recently been widowed. And yes, it was an expedition for them to leave the village. My mother didn’t cope well with the upheaval – yes, this qualified as “upheaval” to her – and being away from home. As if the walls might collapse without her, as if she were holding up the whole construction. She agreed to this trip to please my father, to allow him to spend some time with his childhood friend, so the two men could look at old photographs together. Side by side, they would laugh – and cry too – while she snoozed on the sofa. More proof of her love, probably.

“Be quick, Giacomo. The doctors don’t think she has long.”

I was in Marseille, deep into my translation, grappling with Moby Dick, when my phone announced the news to me. Gavino never called me, so I immediately knew he must have something important to tell me. In every family, there is one person who takes on the role of bearer of bad news. Gavino had come through the casting session with flying colours, thanks to his exaggeratedly deep voice, that was so good at implying imminent and inevitable doom. Or in this instance, my grandmother’s demise. I caught the first available boat, paying through the nose to spend the crossing lying on a bench seat in the middle of the piano bar. An unfortunate singer (I say unfortunate because no one would feel fortunate in such a place) trudged through Phil Collins’ backlist, singing continuously to avoid the silence where the applause should have been. Everything about his performance was pitiful: his suit, his voice, his backing track and his audience. And Phil Collins. How could anyone arrange their set list around Phil Collins? Wasn’t there someone in charge of programming who could have talked him out of that, at least? Someone with a degree of common sense to tell him that nobody would clap a Phil Collins tribute act?

Moby Dick would have been doing the world a service if he’d decided to attack the boat during this set. We would have all died as heroes, and people would have wept over our terrible fate. 

But the sea monster was safe and warm in my bag, happy to stay put. The show on offer was probably not to his taste. After his performance, the singer came and sat near me. You’ve probably realized I attract this sort of attention, from stray dogs and singers alike.

Like a forest put to sleep by a witch, my bedroom hadn’t changed since my last visit, which was now over a year ago, nearly two. The bed was made. Mama always kept it made. You never knew when I’d be there, she would say. “You’re like the postman, we wait and wait for him and he doesn’t come. Then the next day, when we’ve given up hope, he turns up. We’re a bit angry because he could have come sooner, but we don’t say anything, we just smile stupidly, almost apologize for not greeting him with enough enthusiasm …”

On my bed was a copy of Zeno’s Conscience that I translated into English. It had been a gift to my parents. They were always proud to see my name on books, even if it was just on the inside pages. Mama claimed to recognize something of me in my translations, despite not reading English. I lay down on my cold bed and began to read. One page, then two, then three … 

The ceiling light was flickering, irritating me. I wanted to ignore it and carry on reading, but it was impossible. The text was visible for a few seconds, then disappeared, and I had to start the same sentence again. After ten minutes of unfruitful reading I switched off the light and opened the shutter, letting daylight discreetly fill the room. I stood on the bed to look at the bulb. I didn’t have a replacement for it and knew nothing about electricity, but, hey, don’t we often do pointless things to make ourselves look important? I’d noticed this with people whose cars break down. Their knee-jerk reaction is to open the bonnet and look at an engine which they have no idea how to fix. But still they look, as though the problem will leap up and say: “I’m right here! You just need to move this here, and the car will start.” Until they eventually slouch back to their seat and defeatedly call a breakdown service. 

From where I was standing on the bed, the world looked different. Looking at my room from above gave me a panorama of the years I’d spent here. A life lived on an island, far removed from the crowds and bustle of the mainland. With its loneliness, struggles, cobbled streets and inhabitants stationed outside their houses. If I went to the library, I had to cross the main road and walk right past those wizened eyes, those seated figures that never smiled, never betraying any indication of goodwill. 

It turned out that the lightbulb in the bedroom had a little collection of dried-out flies on it. Mama was far too short to reach up here. And to think, she spent days on end cleaning the house, hunting down the tiniest speck of dust … I wouldn’t mention this macabre find. I swiftly ran a hanky over the flies, giving them a little send-off. Here lies one of the flies, etc. 

Just so that I’d covered all bases, I twisted the bulb back in a couple of times. This operation did nothing to settle its rubbish illuminating abilities. Never mind, daylight would do. I went back to my book, glad to be reunited with Zeno, my Zeno with whom I’d spent many a long month in Marseille. We were a well-matched couple: he had his cigarettes and I my fear of failure. A fear I could never shake off, probably part of my innermost being. 

The ghosts on the landing wall slept peacefully. They weren’t alone anymore.
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