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PRAISE FOR 
Head Over Heel

“An intriguing book, very well written, well structured, entertaining and sometimes even challenging... a delightful and often humorous account of the author’s evolving relationship with Italy as he comes to grips with everyday reality there... anecdotes provide both humour and vivid images of Italians and Italian life.”

Judges of the Grollo Ruzzene Foundation Prize

“Dramatic, sensual and affectionately amusing, Head Over Heel is as good as a holiday.”

John Bell, The Bell Shakespeare Company

“Harrison manages to get right under Italy’s skin without stereotyping the people he meets and situations he finds himself in... Many have written books about their experiences living in foreign climes but few have done it as entertainingly, beautifully and – surprisingly – romantically as Harrison does here.”

Sydney Morning Herald & Melbourne Age

“This is a funny and touching tale about the cultural divide with a sweet and passionate love story at its heart. For all those who have ever had a brief holiday in Italy and said, ‘You know, I could really live here,’ read this and know that it may not be that easy. And for those who know Italy intimately and love her all the same, enjoy Head Over Heel and its taste of la dolce vita.”

The Courier Mail
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It was the craziest decision I have ever made. I would make it a million times again. She gave me no choice—she intoxicated me. Her liquorice eyes. Her Mediterranean skin. Even the sound of her name was like a summons to all my foolish blood.

Daniela—one L, smile as you say it to pronounce it correctly—was on her second trip to Australia in six months, far too infrequently for both our liking. So I responded with ease in that Sydney hotel, when she stood naked by the window after distractedly interrupting what I had been hoping would last forever, and without turning from the view, she said softly and without intonation: ‘Come to live with me in Italy.’

I would do many things for that captivating woman; reason was not one of them.



In the heart of every man,
wherever he is born,
whatever his education and tastes,
there is one small corner which is Italian,
that part which finds regimentation irksome,
the dangers of war frightening,
strict morality stifling,
that part which loves frivolous and entertaining art,
admires larger than life size solitary heroes,
and dreams of an impossible liberation
from the strictures of a tidy existence.
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Barzini’s challenge

The elderly man from Naples searched clumsily at his feet every time we hit turbulence and yelled ‘Where’s my stick?’ with such nervous alarm that invariably I would find it and hand it to him. A bald head dotted with sun spots and a faulty hearing aid, the passenger beside me had endeared himself from the start of the Rome-bound flight when the roof of our jumbo began leaking. ‘La Madonna!’ he had exclaimed, reaching for his cane and shielding himself from the drops of water by stabbing them as they fell.

Mr Bean re-runs and Hollywood fluff—I preferred the antics of my companion to the official in-flight entertainment. He was endowed with the flamboyance of my Italian teacher, Giacomo, with whom I had spent every spare moment of the six months since Daniela’s first visit to Australia. Also from Naples, Giacomo was a comical eccentric, whose private lessons—offered gratis when he heard my love story and deemed it his duty as an Italian to help—adhered more to the principles of cabaret than grammar, although singing the verbs on the take-home tape was a great way to make them stick. After our final lesson, dancing on the footpath outside his central Sydney school, shouting ‘Buona fortuna!’ as my bus pulled out, he seemed living proof of the Orson Welles assertion that there are over fifty million talented actors in Italy, with the only bad ones to be found on stage and in films.

A week later, using a book as an umbrella, I sipped the glass of wine which my Neapolitan friend had tried to buy me before learning it was free, while he collected a continuous top-up—albeit of water—by catching the drops in his glass. Introducing himself as Aurelio, with the raised voice of the partially deaf he asked why I was heading to Italy. Politeness dictated I shout my reply, meaning passengers in our vicinity involuntarily learnt of Daniela—one L, smile as you say it to pronounce it correctly.
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I must confess to stealing the line—‘Her name was like a summons to all my foolish blood’—from James Joyce. I didn’t think he would mind, given he was partly responsible for my meeting Daniela. Having studied Ulysses and other Irish literature at university in Sydney, I left London, where I was later based, to cross the Irish Sea and take a drink at the watering holes of my favourite Dublin characters.

Johnny Fox’s is a quaint but lively pub in the hills above Dublin, once a haunt of Irish revolutionary leaders. With its wooden interior and cluttered fascinations, ranging from empty petrol drums to iron bedsteads, Dubliners enjoy a rustic charm with their Guinness which reminds them of home, of history, of Ireland.

Crowded with evening drinkers, the pub’s low, uneven ceiling trapped cigarette smoke above our heads, while ground-level cloud swirled and gathered at the window. In typical Irish weather I enjoyed a typical Irish pastime. It only takes a short time in Ireland to spot the link between the weather and the national hobby—indeed some Irish will tell you that the characteristic white head on a Guinness is low cloud.

With an enduring squeak the pub’s wooden door swung open, driving an invigorating whisper of cold air through the bar. Roused from stale poses, drinkers surfaced from slouch and stupor, as a bleak Dublin evening was swept aside by a Mediterranean summer.

She moved with the grace of a slow-surging wave whose impact is great for having travelled far. Three friends in her wake, she approached the bar—elegance, confidence, diminutive, exotic—my first and last infatuation. Gloss-black hair fell straight to her shoulders, reflecting the light in which she glowed, and bronzed skin, while itself dark, seemed to deny the existence of shadow; even at her throat a subtle diamond banished shade. She was an enchanting mix of flesh and fabric, sexual allure through sartorial economy. A simple black singlet revealed sleek shoulder muscles which, under the weight of a jacket draped over her forearm, pulsed slightly like the quivering strings of a harp. And her eyes were the deep rich colour of the liquid I had, on account of her entrance, momentarily stopped sipping.

In addition to James Joyce, I owe my meeting with Daniela to Arthur Guinness, accidental creator of that ambiguous black liquid, actually ruby red, which at first sight appears more an engine lubricant than a social one, until you toss it into your bloodstream and the world changes colour.



Daniela ordered by pointing at what others were drinking, pronunciation of the various beers too difficult even for the spokesperson of four Italian women on holiday, three of whom spoke no English and settled hurriedly on Coke, camouflaging a lack of courage with the right colour at least. Daniela, however, with a little more abandon, pointed at my half-full glass—half-empty until then—sending the barman to the Guinness tap pronto, and me, a year later, to her southern Italian home.

The only phrase I knew in Italian at the time would have earned me a slap had I been foolish enough to use it. Fortunately Daniela spoke English rather well. While far from fluent, she could at least understand and make herself understood, though at times we relied on her pocket dictionary to keep our first conversation afloat. But certain expressions need no translation, and several hours later, standing by Dublin’s charcoal River Liffey, we exchanged that most delicate of conversations in which so much is said without uttering a word.

Daniela had one day to go before returning to Italy, and between the sights of Dublin, and my hotel room, we crammed as much into that day as Joyce crammed into June the sixteenth—‘Bloomsday’ in Ulysses, a day in which he too fell in love. But as the hours streaked past we dwelt on the distance between her world and mine. She said she couldn’t wait on continental drift to see me again. I loved the remark, and couldn’t wait either.

I watched until dark cloud swallowed her plane, then took a ferry across a fierce Irish Sea, lurching like a drunkard on my way back to London.

I returned home to Australia shortly after that, an unlikely reunion now more improbable. Four months would drag by before Daniela came to Sydney for the first time at Christmas, although certain overprotective relatives were made to believe she was headed for Austria rather than Australia. Apart from the following Easter trip (another jaunt to Vienna in the minds of aunts and uncles) it wasn’t until June, almost a year since Johnny Fox’s, that I would tell this story to a deaf man catching water in a wineglass.

[image: Image]

Australia and the impromptu shower behind us, I decided to read since I no longer needed my book as an umbrella. Luigi Barzini was an Italian journalist who wrote what many critics consider the definitive portrait of Italy and the Italian character. Given the nationality of its author, The Italians is remarkably self-deprecatory and impartial, a fascinating insight into the Italian way of life. But had I read it before receiving Daniela’s invitation, I may not have accepted so quickly.

From the beginning, Barzini cast doubts on my trip to his homeland, disparaging what he saw as futile lust for Italian women by foreign men, ‘fascinated by the girls to the point that they often lose all powers of coherent speech and judgement.’ In his opinion, I was simply the next hot-blooded fool to become bewitched by a signorina’s ‘long and shapely legs, lovely and pert face, overbearing breasts and harmonious behind like a double mandolin.’ For Barzini, Italian women are provocative creatures with whom the doted foreigner ‘can scarcely talk and who would possibly discredit them and make them unhappy if she became their wife.’ Er, captain, can we turn this plane around?!

After my initial shock, and several gulps from my wineglass, I decided to take Barzini’s words as a challenge rather than a warning. After all, he had really only stated what I already knew—that Daniela’s and my relationship would be something of a risk. But I was prepared to take that risk and didn’t need Barzini to tell me that infatuation fades.

I was gambling on love and looking for adventure at a time when I should perhaps have been concentrating on a journalism career. I had written for an Australian sports magazine and the editor was offering more work. When I told him I was moving to Italy he was shocked: ‘To chase a woman?’ But he hadn’t seen her eyes. Neither had Barzini.

My parents had, and encouraged me to go. Themselves adventurous, when I was seven they quit excellent jobs and moved their family of five to England for two years so my father could retrain as a Steiner teacher. But that was Sussex. They spoke the language. This was Italy. I didn’t. Yet they never said a negative word about my decision. I think they knew from the start that Daniela was special. They even paid for my one-way ticket. Perhaps I should have been offended! Barzini and my editor may not have approved of what I was doing, but my parents sure did.

Having warned me off Daniela, Barzini proceeded to warn me off Italy, criticising his country and suggesting tourists form the wrong impression about real Italian life. Visiting a country rather than living there are two dramatically different things the world over, but in Italy, according to Barzini, the difference is extreme, to the point where ‘the Italian way of life cannot be considered a success except by temporary visitors.’

This was not my first trip to Italy. I had visited several times and, like most enchanted tourists, fallen in love with Italy’s effervescent way of life. Touring in summer, I had visited Rome, Florence and Venice, marvelling at the grandeur of Saint Peter’s Basilica, strolling the patchwork splendour of Il Ponte Vecchio, and paying far too much for a ride in a gondola on the Grand Canal. And each time I had left reluctantly, swearing I would love to live among such artistry, never for a second expecting to one day be given the chance.

But according to Barzini I had fallen into a trap which snares most tourists: of judging Italy on its summertime make-up; indeed the very word ‘make-up’ in Italian is trucco, literally meaning ‘trick’. Real Italian life, claimed Barzini, is more bleak than beautiful; corrupt, unjust, unenlightened and unhappy, with a dark tragedy for every colourful tradition. ‘It would be a success of sorts if it at least made Italians happy,’ he wrote. ‘But it does not.’

I wasn’t a tourist this time though, with my residency permit and a job as a copywriter lined up at a Milan advertising agency—all organised by Daniela. It didn’t mean I had to stay forever, but it did allow me to stay as long as I wanted. This time I would see the real Italy and the real Italians, my love for Daniela a window on her world. And as I’d be sticking around after the sun set on summer I would discover if Barzini was a poor ambassador or a gifted observer, though before moving to Milan in the north I would be spending a two-month summer holiday with Daniela in the south.

I closed my book and chatted with Aurelio, who confirmed certain things that Barzini had been saying about the difference between visiting Italy and living there. Between patchy English and polished Italian he recounted stories about his island home of Ischia, including the time he and his uncle, fed up with an insufficient or, as Aurelio put it, ‘costipato’ water supply, called a plumber to investigate the cause. Knocking through a wall and following their pipe to the mains, they found a crudely devised bypass system diverting water first to a villa and then to a hotel, leaving the remaining dribble for the resident.

I wondered how many international visitors to Ischia had spent a delightful few days in that selfish hotel, overlooking the magical Bay of Naples and making declarations from a sun-lounge that they could happily live in Italy, while the native resident, frustrated and forgotten, dug a hole through his wall like a prisoner attempting escape.

‘How do you tolerate that?’ I asked Aurelio, knowing he was returning from a visit to family in Melbourne and had an alternative to Ischia should he want it. ‘Wouldn’t you prefer to live where that sort of thing doesn’t happen?’

‘Assolutamente no,’ he replied. ‘Ischia is my home. Il mare mi parla.’—The sea talks to me.

As the seat-belt sign blinked on and the captain announced rocky weather, I handed Aurelio his walking stick and ordered another drink. Thundering through the night on jet-engines and Jacob’s Creek, Barzini’s challenge drew closer at twelve bumpy miles a minute. My homesick friend knocked his glass against mine in a toast of goodwill and good luck, then roared with laughter when I told him that Barzini could go to hell. Captain, full steam ahead!

[image: Image]

‘You know you’re back in Italy!’ screamed a disembarked passenger attempting impossible conversation over the jet-blast of a Palestinian jumbo. We stood on the tarmac of Rome’s Leonardo Da Vinci airport, having lost time in Bangkok drying out our plane and arriving in Italy over four hours late, forfeiting our right to a gangway. Congregating under the wing of our aircraft, we awaited a fleet of buses to ferry us to the terminal while a frantic woman with a walkie-talkie circled us like a sheepdog, screaming: ‘No smoking! No smoking! They’re refuelling the aircraft to your left!’

From Rome I had to take a one-hour flight to Brindisi, the southernmost airport on the heel of the boot. But because of the delay I had missed my connection and now had just forty minutes to find the domestic terminal and get myself on the second of few flights a day to the Adriatic outpost.

After wrestling directions from a policeman smoking in front of a ‘No Smoking’ sign (I asked if I could take his photo but, oblivious to irony, he said you weren’t allowed to take photos in the airport), I found the check-in counter for transiting passengers, where I negotiated with an uninterested Alitalia rep in a bright green suit for a seat on the plane. Unsightly after thirty hours’ travel, I arrived at an unattended passport control booth. With apparent local knowledge and an urgency as great as mine, another passenger disappeared through a side doorway, returning with two reluctant policemen who mocked our obvious haste with their deliberate lack of it.

White plastic belts and pistol pouches on the outside of elegant navy jackets, their uniforms evoked both authority and comedy—a cross between superheroes and lollipop men. Without acknowledging our presence in the slightest, the pair casually opened our passports, half-glanced at mine so sketchily as to not realise it was upside down, then wandered off at the same lazy pace with which they had arrived. After months of working on the necessary documents, my arrival in Italy had gone unquestioned, unchallenged and, without the required stamp in my passport, unrecognised. Weeks later, at an immigration office, their indifference would cause me serious problems.

With twenty minutes remaining before scheduled departure, I found my gate and took a seat among a diverse group of passengers including nuns, priests, children, a sausage dog, a junior football team, holidaymakers and home-comers. An obese man in a chestnut suit read a pink newspaper and smoked a thick cigar, just like the policeman, directly beneath a ‘No Smoking’ sign threatening a fine of less than the price of a packet of cigarettes.

An announcement told of a gate change and most passengers moved to a new waiting area, swapping with a group bound for Venice. A little later we swapped again, this time with passengers heading for Palermo, and later still with travellers on their way to Turin. A fourth announcement led our bemused group, feeling it had been made fun of, back to the original gate, where I found the obese man still sucking his cigar with his nose in the newspaper; it’s a wonder he hadn’t burnt a hole in it.

A further call advised passengers that our flight would be heavily delayed, and that due to a change of aircraft, seat numbers and boarding passes would no longer correspond. We were to choose any seat we liked, as long as it wasn’t the captain’s.

An hour later another bus arrived to take us to our plane. ‘Only in Italy do I buy a plane ticket and catch a bus!’ exclaimed one passenger, Italian, making an announcement rather than a statement. Everyone heard but no one blinked, except me, the foreigner and fish out of water, yet to become accustomed to this Italian habit of casting critique across a crowded room, designed less to rectify a problem than enjoy lamenting it.

Our bus travelled taxiways criss-crossing grassed areas baking yellow in the sun, on its way to an antique-looking plane—an MD-80—itself cooking on the airstrip in early summer heat. At the top of a flight of mobile stairs to the aircraft’s forward door, the passenger in front of me stopped suddenly and cast a gaze across the hazy aerodrome. ‘Signora!’ he yelled down to the Alitalia girl in the shade of the aeroplane’s nose. ‘Is that a suitcase I can see on the taxiway?’ Sure enough, slumped like road kill on the tarmac about 40 metres away was a lonely blue suitcase. Miss Alitalia powered her tiny Fiat Panda and raced towards the fugitive case. ‘Just as long as it’s not mine,’ said the man who had spotted it, as we filed into the cabin, ready now for anything.

I chose a window seat giving me a clear view of the tarmac, onto which a middle-aged woman fainted after climbing from the bus, her young daughter adding to the spectacle by crying over the body as though her mother had passed away. An ambulance crew arrived in the shadow of the wing and declared the woman’s ailment to be nothing more than fear of flying, before ushering both of them aboard.

Taxiing to the runway, I noticed a spider in my window whose survival compromised mine; the fact it found nutrition surely meant the window wasn’t airtight. But I had neither the language nor the energy to expose the eight-legged stowaway. He’d obviously been there a while and, though visibly ageing, the aeroplane seemed capable of another short sortie.

With a surge from the engines we were light as a feather, sailboats on the Mediterranean slipping under the wing, while the spider waited on a passing insect and totted up its Frequent Flyer points.

Applause as our flight struck the runway in Brindisi, 80 kilometres north of Andrano, a village I had been trying to imagine for almost a year. And Daniela appeared equally anxious to show it to me. As I stepped from the tarmac into the tiny airport, she jumped a railing to the ‘Passengers Only’ area, dodged a dozing poliziotto, and gave me a delicious welcome which, if received by all new arrivals, would soon promote Italy from the world’s third most visited country to the undisputed first. Spectators were forgotten after three months’ separation. Starved lips were soft. Eyes closed. Breath shared. I held her and her summer dress.

A conveyor belt slid noisily into life and passengers awaited their luggage with nervousness, recalling the runaway suitcase in Rome. ‘There aren’t even any trolleys!’ cried a man in a linen suit and Armani sunglasses. ‘A northerner,’ Daniela whispered. ‘From Padova. I know because of his accent.’ As I would later discover, there is a fierce antagonism between Italy’s north and south, which Daniela would suffer first hand when we later moved to Milan. But all I knew at that stage was that the man’s comment was both arrogant and accurate.

Should you wish to smuggle something through Italian customs, arrive at a remote southern airport on a flight that lands at lunchtime, when airport staff, unable to officially enjoy siesta, are on auto-pilot like the plane which flew you there. Then have Daniela come to meet you. With her arms around my neck and a confidence which shocked me, given by law she shouldn’t have been where she was, Daniela stopped the unshaven plain-clothes customs official in his tracks. ‘There’s nothing in here for you,’ she said bluntly, whisking me off to the car where her passionate welcome continued.

‘Don’t ever do that in my country,’ I advised her on the road to Andrano, as she swerved and bullied other motorists with needs less pressing than ours.

‘We were only kissing.’

‘No, with the customs official.’

‘Va bene,’ she replied obediently, realising it was too early for me to understand that, despite not knowing the contents of my luggage, she had risked nothing, that after my flight the sleepy airport would be as good as closed for the afternoon, and that as he had approached, the customs officer had been far more interested in heading home to a plate of pasta than combing through my underwear. Daniela’s presumptuous display had simply done us all a favour. The old rules of life had changed. Barzini said they would.

After an evening swim at the port, Daniela took me to bed, where, despite her distractions, I slept like the dead. Exactly one year separated a day which we had tried to make last as long as ‘Bloomsday’, from one which, in my haste to arrive, simply wouldn’t pass quickly enough. Unplanned, and perhaps ironically, my journey to Andrano—which would never have occurred had Joyce not drawn me to Dublin with Ulysses—had taken place on June the sixteenth. My odyssey, however, had only just begun.






Two days in one—mattina

The watermelon seller rises with the sun in a whitewashed fishing village on the heel of the boot. One hand on the wheel, cavalier with experience, he throws his rusty truck around blind and narrow corners of houses edging the street. In his other hand a microphone, connected through his window to an amplifier on the roof, gives his morning cry of ‘Meloni, meloni, meloni!’ the decibels to penetrate thick cement walls, turning the waking dreams of Andrano’s residents to the theme of his plump, ripe wares.

From a sealed, impenetrable darkness, the light arrives in increments. I see Daniela’s feet first, her knees and thighs, then her dancing bottom, echoing the effort of winding a handle to open the roller-shutter from the floor up. Noise and light flood the room as the serranda ascends to its stops.

‘Have you dreamed about watermelons?’ she asks, returning to a bed wet with sweat.

‘Has anyone ever fired a gun at that guy?’ I ask sleepily.

‘You get used to it,’ she says, laughing. ‘I go to buy one, should I?’

‘Aren’t you going to put something on?’ I yell in her wake. But she’s already in the other rooms, opening shutters on a southern village stirring, on the clamorous tones of hasty but unhurried life.

Lying alone in morning heat, in humid air, my ear unveils a village my eyes are yet to see. A campana begins to toll, softly but nearby, and I count each lazy strike until the sound is drowned by voices in the street, a squabble perhaps, between men speaking a dialect I cannot decipher. I hear the bell again before a car horn bleats. Another answers. Drivers communicate. The bell again before windows rattle and a tractor labours by. A football scuffs cement. The bell again. How many’s that? ‘Bravo!’—children celebrate a goal. Seven perhaps? And then the bestial acceleration of a Vespa—a 50cc motorbike which counters its lack of power with noise. The campana is silent. I think it’s eight o’clock.

Fifteen minutes later—I am tired after my long flight and have little intention of moving—the bell tolls again, only this time, after eight enduring strikes, a different bell chimes once in a slightly higher tone—a quarter past. At eight-thirty the watermelon seller returns, the dulcet bronze of the bell no match for his screeching amplifier. But at a quarter to nine, in a rare moment of quiet, I hear all eight rings followed by three in the different key. Andrano’s campana, I calculate, rings 768 times a day. I can throw my watch away.

I am starting to enjoy the commotion, its recurring rhythms, its flaring patterns; listening for how long a quiet moment can last, then laughing when in a few seconds an elderly woman yells an indecipherable instruction or rebuke at a child. The noise seems a ritual of the morning to which I will surely grow accustomed. But the startling squeal which follows, an enduring, agonised howl, tells more of torture than routine, and will take a lot of getting used to. ‘Meeeelanzzaaaneeciiicooooorie!!’ Something is drastically wrong.

It’s a man’s cry, an eye-popping lament, loud and wretched enough to reach every corner of the village. I leap from bed in search of Daniela as the bloodcurdling swansong starts again. ‘Meeeelanzzaaaneeciiicooooorie!!’ Racing into the kitchen, I startle her sitting at an elegantly laid table, assaulting a watermelon the size of a beach ball with a knife as long as my arm.

‘Che c’è?’ she says, blinking.

‘I think someone’s in trouble. Can’t you hear it?’

‘Hear what?’

As if on cue the victim republicises his pain.

‘Meeeelanzzaaaneeciiicooooorie!!’

‘That.’

She laughs and moves to hug me, after putting down her knife.

‘This is Rocco. A seller of vegetables. The best eggplant and chicory in the village. Do you want some?’

‘I thought he was dying.’

‘Stupido,’ she says, giggling, before reaching for her purse and heading into the street.

After several slices of watermelon, Daniela leads me up to her terraced roof and its commanding view of Andrano. Bathed in sunshine and sagging in the centre, the terrazza has a knee-high perimeter wall to stop mamma falling off while hanging out the washing. Daniela’s house is at the centre of the village, on castle grounds officially. To the southern side I can see the medieval castello, the piazza and a campanile or bell tower, where two dark bells hang side by side. Looking north, at higgledy-piggledy heights are the roofs of simple stucco houses. To the east, olive groves slope to the coast, a fishing boat putters from port, and the Mediterranean sparkles to a far-distant outline of Albanian mountains. Gazing inland, a heat haze has settled over a sun-dried landscape, a desert coastline on which the roots of olive trees strangle stone to survive. Faded colours contrast with the profound blue of the sea. ‘This is the Salento,’ Daniela tells me.

I am at eye level with the bells as they cast nine-thirty over Andrano; the signal, it seems, for women wearing aprons to take to terraces and hang out washing. Grey rooftops burst into vibrant summer colours as beach towels and bathers pull at their pegs. My first introduction to Daniela’s neighbours is from the washing on their roofs. The lady next door likes floral nighties, a man nearby plays a bit of tennis, while a brassière flapping in the breeze tells me that two doors down lives a stout signora for whom comfort is essential. There’s enough fabric in one pair of her bloomers to make ten of the skimpy knickers hanging on Daniela’s line.

‘They look like bedsheets,’ I gossip. ‘Or sails. I’m surprised the house doesn’t move.’

‘Criticone,’ says Daniela, slapping my shoulder, before telling me her father used to say that the difference between an old and a young woman’s underwear is that you have to move the briefs to see an old woman’s bottom, but you have to move the bottom to see a young woman’s briefs. I’m intrigued by her anecdote, not for its humour, but for the fact she uses the past tense to refer to a man still alive.

‘Meloni-melanzane-banane-patate!’ Another fruit and vegie seller winds his way through the streets below, prompting an old woman to drop her pegs and disappear from her terrace, only to reappear at street level where the truck is flagged down and a sale is made.

You could survive without leaving the house in Andrano. Simply wait for the bell to toll nine-forty-five and head into the street, where antique trucks thread their way through town. The drivers’ raucous spiels, delivered with much-rehearsed musical cadence, are amplified by home-made sound systems and dusty narrow lanes. Many chant in dialect; a direct address to a local audience. Food is the main merchandise; what else would you expect in southern Italy?

‘ZucchineZucchineZucchine!’

‘Patate Calimera, patate zuccarine!’

‘Funghi-melanzane-peperoni-meloni!’



‘Pesche fresche. Cinque euro ’na cascia de pesche!’

Thanks to Andrano’s street vendors, my vocabulary looks set to become stocked with vegetables, as does Daniela’s fridge.

Other entrepreneurs peddle household items. ‘Articoli da bagno, articoli da bagno!’ cries one, offering bathroom accessories—scales, mirrors, mats and mops. ‘Mula forbici!’ shouts another, hoping to sharpen our scissors. ‘Voglio la murga! Cambio la murga!’ This old guy, Daniela tells me, swaps kitchen utensils for murga—used cooking fat which he turns into soap. No thanks.

‘HousewivesHousewivesHousewives! Step into the street for this golden occasion. Four brooms for only ten euros!’

‘Isn’t that considered offensive?’ I ask Daniela.

‘Perchè offensivo?’

‘Well, if he drove around yelling “housewives” in Australia, he wouldn’t sell many brooms.’

‘Perchè?’

We were worlds apart.

‘Materassi! Materassi! We have all the quality you seek in a single or double mattress!’ But no one is seeking such quality this morning. With no takers, the truck soon arrives at the end of the street, where the driver is forced to reverse and his towering merchandise threatens to wipe out a balcony on which an irate woman thrashes at the truck with a broom, itself a housewife special perhaps. It’s like something out of a Fellini film, yet Daniela finds my amusement the only surprise in a routine morning.

Like floats in a parade the vendors continue to pass. Trousers, shoes, water and wine. Just about the only thing you can’t buy from home is a newspaper. But it’s summer and there’s not much in the news, for while Italy is hard at work, it’s only in the pursuit of pleasure.

With the bells tolling ten and two, Andrano begins to quieten. A heartless sun climbs higher and residents flee to the sea. Daniela suggests we do the same, though I’d be happy to keep watching the village. I don’t know it yet, but the most wonderful present Daniela will ever give me is this first day in her town. My guide, my lover, and my interpreter, her patient explanations inspire an affair beyond our own, an unlikely affection between myself and Andrano, the ceremonies of its locals and the rituals of a day organised around the musical instruction of the campana, its incessant ring an ironic reminder of the passing of time where it appears to have stopped. Gazing across the rooftops, I have the impression it could be any day; ten, twenty, fifty years ago. And if you remove the television aerials and the motorised life passing below, perhaps even hundreds of years.

[image: Image]

Daniela flicks her car into neutral and rolls us down the hill to the port. Curled like a fleeing serpent, the road winds through olive groves, centuries old, caught in gnarled and ghostly poses. ‘When I am a child,’ says Daniela, ‘I think olive trees change shape when I turn my back.’ Olive trees are the Salento’s signature, with over ten million of them in Puglia—the heel of the boot—accounting for 60 per cent of Italy’s olive oil.

‘They are beautiful,’ I say.

‘They are survivors,’ says Daniela.

Towards the bottom of the hill we pass rows of beach houses before arriving at the Porto d’Andrano—a swimming-spot for the brown-skinned only. The beachfront is jagged rock, hostile to bare feet. No sand, just craggy hollows and dramatic grottos. Wading is not an option. You dive into cavernous blue, transparent, crystalline, its sparkling surface dancing on the hulls of fishing boats among which we swim. Creaking under ropes, each wooden craft displays a limp Italian flag, faded and tattered by sun and season.

Having grown up on Sydney’s northern beaches, I am at home in deep water and adapt quickly to the dangers of my new surroundings, which amount mainly to getting in and out without cutting your feet or diving onto submerged rock. But my confidence is shattered when I stand on the sharp three-inch spikes of a riccio—a sea anemone, my scream silencing the buzzing port.

Locals stare at the embarrassed outsider.

‘So that’s why everyone is swimming in plastic sandals,’ I gasp at Daniela.

‘Si, amore.’

She is yet to say she loves me, but she is calling me ‘her love’. It feels nice ... much better than the pain in my foot.

Daniela’s car finds the hill-climb home more trying than the descent, and once at the top we gather speed and drive straight past the house, accelerating.

‘Where are we going?’ I ask, my foot on her glove box.



‘Zia Maria’s,’ she replies. ‘Nobody can take out ricci spikes better than Aunt Maria.’

Zia Maria, who thinks I’m Austrian rather than Australian, does a wonderful job on my foot and we’re soon heading home with figs, spinach and an apronful of lemons from the tree in her yard rolling around our back seat.

Up ahead on the shoulder of the road, a middle-aged man in a navy-blue suit blows a whistle and brandishes what appears to be a large red-and-white lollipop. It’s a vigile, Daniela tells me, smothering the brake with her sandal and muttering ‘La miseria’. But when we get close, the municipal policeman recognises my driver and waves us through.

‘Very thorough,’ I say.

‘This is Giovanni,’ begins Daniela, acknowledging him as we pass before going on to recount his life story.

Originally from Poggiardo, a town to the north, he was transferred to the area ten years ago and quickly established a reputation as the meanest vigile around by handing out fines for even minor offences, something to which motorists—and colleagues—were unaccustomed. But then he fell in love with a woman from nearby Castro and has hardly issued a fine since, ever ready to negotiate even on severe offences. ‘A changed man, all because of a woman from Castro,’ concludes Daniela in Italian.

‘So does he know as much about you as you do about him?’ I inquire in English.

‘Probabilmente. He waved you through as well, didn’t he?’

‘But I’ve only been here a day.’

‘That’s all it takes.’

Daniela’s English has improved dramatically since we met. She’s having a few problems with the past tense but I’m only interested in her future. Having studied English at school, she’s had a head start with her second language but I’m working on closing the gap. Daniela is helping me do that, while I’m helping her refine her English. We are both teachers and students, speaking a patchwork of English and Italian. It’s fast becoming a hybrid tongue, as fun as it is unique. Everything is a springboard to a new word or phrase, Daniela’s knackered car on the road home no exception.

‘Knackered. Knackered,’ repeats Daniela. ‘My car is knackered.’ She stresses the new addition to her vocabulary.

‘That’s it. Knackered. And in Italian?’



‘Sfinita. La macchina è sfinita.’

‘Sfinita,’ I imitate. ‘La macchina è sfinita.’

The bell is ringing twelve when we arrive at Daniela’s gate. Her neighbour, Pippo, has parked his car across her garage, as he often does, she says, resigned rather than angry. Daniela punches her horn three times—‘This is usually the solution.’ Sure enough, out waddles Pippo with the short hurried paces of the elderly at speed, one finger thrust in our direction indicating this won’t take a second.

‘What sort of car is that?’ I ask Daniela, waiting in ours.

‘That,’ she replies, as though pausing for presentation, ‘is a Fiat from 1964. It’s called La Giardiniera.’—The gardener’s model. ‘Popular with the farmers because he can put tools flat down in the back.’

It looks to be an early attempt at a station-wagon and has three doors, two of which open backwards. It is no longer than a modern-day motorcycle, and no taller either.

Pippo climbs into the cabin and slams the door, causing the boot to spring open.

‘Do you know about Newton?’ asks Daniela. ‘Per ogni azione ...’

‘ ... there is an equal and opposite reaction,’ I interrupt.

‘Pippo’s Fiat is perfect example of this theory.’

Unaware of his contribution to physics, a stooped Pippo clambers out, sidles round the back and puts his hand up once again—this won’t take another second. After closing the boot he climbs back in and pulls his door more gently this time. But the back door shifts again and the silent comedy is repeated.

‘I am sure I watch this a thousand times,’ says Daniela. ‘It drived my father crazy. He tell Pippo to go in the window but he says he is too old.’

Pippo settles for leaving his door ajar and twists the ignition key, causing the entire machine to vibrate like a dog shaking water from its back. The noise is a rasping wheeze, summoning ancient pistons to perform. Hobbling like its owner, La Giardiniera moves away, but no sooner are we inside the gate than it is back across the drive.

‘What if we want to go out again?’

‘I’ll beep.’

After a shower to rinse off the salt, Daniela says she needs to go and buy a couple of things before the shops close for lunch, that she prefers to go by bicycle, and that she has prepared a bicycle for me because you can’t get by in Andrano without one, if only because you can’t get the car out of the garage. It’s a woman’s bicycle; like the neighbour’s underwear built for comfort rather than speed.

The best Italian mosaics are the roads in Andrano. Bumping across town, my headlamp pops from its plastic casing as I crash from one pothole to the next. As tough on testicles as on tyres, the furrows and ruts make riding a straight line difficult; cyclists who try to avoid them appear drunk at the handlebars. It’s like riding a bull at a rodeo.

With a squeak of brakes we pull up at the Co-op general store, where Daniela introduces me to Antonio, the town butcher. Standing in front of the shop with a little girl and a mangy kitten, he is trying to convince the former to take the latter home with her. The cat is mewing pleadingly, twitching its nose at airborne aromas filtering through a fly-curtain.

Inside the store, dusty stock lines the walls and a woman clicks a pricing gun at packets of pasta. Behind the butcher’s counter, above a clump of waxen rabbits with their limbs outstretched, as though skinned while on the run, hangs a little blue heart bearing the words: ‘E’ nato un bambino.’—A son has been born.

‘Auguri!’ congratulates Daniela. ‘What’s his name?’

‘Paolo,’ replies the proud father.

‘Che bello,’ says Daniela, clasping her hands in front of her chest before ordering some slices of prosciutto and mortadella.

I had foolishly told Daniela that a sandwich would do for lunch, but riding home past open windows in a cobblestoned lane behind the church, the smells of home cooking cause my nostrils to flare like those of the cat. Enticed by the aromas of grilling fish and roasting meats, of garlic, eggplant and ZucchineZucchineZucchine, my sandwich days are long gone.

When the bell sounds one-thirty, it echoes along streets deserted for the first time since sunrise, together with a clink of cutlery, the theme music of television soaps and the hum of table chat. Even if you weren’t nosy, which Daniela assures me everyone is, it would be difficult not to know at least your near neighbours intimately. As we tuck into spaghetti with white wine and clams, which Daniela has prepared at short notice, we hear a young boy on the street trying to teach stray dogs to sit. His father calls him to come inside because he’s wasting his time, it’s a miracle most are even standing.



When the bell tolls two-thirty, shutters are closed to re-create night. Andrano becomes a ghost town during siesta. A ride around the village on my bicycle reveals even traffic lights are spent, the blinking semaphore of an orange light lending an eerie feel to deserted streets. If I didn’t know Andrano was sleeping I would think it abandoned. Heat has baked the town into silence, slumber and stillness, and it’s impossible to look at the whitewashed houses for the reflection of the sun.

Back at Daniela’s we lie on the bed with the serranda half-drawn and enjoy a moment’s silence. At three o’clock the campana tolls at a funereal pace for several minutes, a sombre reminder of the death of Jesus at that hour. Shortly after the bell stops I hear the sweet singing voice of a child. Enticed outside, I find a girl of perhaps five dancing naked on the balcony of a house across the street. Squeezing spongefuls of water over her head, she is singing: ‘Voglio l’amore, voglio fare l’amore.’ Convinced my rudimentary Italian is playing tricks on me, I head back to the bedroom to find Daniela approaching sleep. Touching her shoulder, I whisper: ‘Is that girl saying what I think she’s saying?’

‘Che cosa?’

‘I want love, I want to make love.’

Daniela listens for a moment.

‘Si,’ she replies, groggy with heat and sleep.

‘Dancing naked on her balcony?’

‘So?’ says Daniela absently, before falling asleep.

I finally nod off after fully closing the serranda on the precocious serenade and a bell tolling three-forty-five. The room is black once more. If not for Daniela’s breathing, I’d be lost.
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