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  Writing short stories about ordinary people doesn’t


  eliminate – maybe it even increases – the possibility


  that real people can recognize themselves in the


  imaginary characters. As Manuel Vazquez Montalban


  has said, the intent of the reader is responsible for any


  similarities. In simpler words, the characters and


  situations in these short, ordinary stories about


  everyday people belong exclusively to the world of fantasy.


  


  


  


  At sunrise, the blood flows slowest;


  at sunrise, the silence is more comprehensible.


  The spirit separates from the idle flesh,


  The bird breaks free from his cage.


  


  The eye sees – the distance becomes shorter.


  The heart sees – the bond becomes less visible.


  The ear drinks – the gossip becomes less audible.


  Div cries over the defeated Igor.


  (Marina Cvetaeva)


  


  


  


  To my son


  


  


  GROWTH


  


  THE PORCELAIN DOG


  


  


  Siena, 12 September 2008


  


  My dear Lisa,


  I have never been one for social ceremony, as they might say in your neck of the woods. It’s not my style to engage in pleasantries, tell jokes to pass the time, or ramble about the weather. As such, I’ll get straight to the point, just as I would if we were talking on the phone or having a coffee in the kitchen at my place or yours.


  You’re probably thinking that your old aunt is always mouthing off (or “penning off,” in this case) about something. And here I am doing it anyway – beating around the bush instead of getting straight to the point like I promised. It’s embarrassing to get caught in the act!


  Anyway, enough with the distractions! Whatever happened to that magnificent porcelain dog that I foolishly entrusted to your father’s (now ex) wife the last time they stopped by to see me? She was supposed to give it to you – did she?


  Much love,


  Your aunt Carla


  


  


  Catania, 22 September 2008


  


  Dearest Aunt,


  Being the well-mannered girl that I am, I’ll start by asking you how you are, given that we haven’t spoken since last Christmas. Assuming that you care, we are all great in “our neck of the woods.” The kids are growing up fast; Flavia is now in first grade, and Alessio, who you have only seen in photos, has just started walking. My husband is still the angel that everyone in the family knows him to be, and I’ll stop there with the “social ceremonies”, as you so graciously label them. I would happily overlook the fact that our neck of the woods was also yours, before you decided to emigrate to the Siena hills, but I can’t help pointing it out. When did we ever spare each other a good insult in this chaotic, brightly-colored family?


  Please don’t think that I resent your brusque manner. Of the vast amount of relatives, I am the one that is least affected by your characteristic “surly benefactor” attitude. It actually amuses me quite a bit. With who else could I ever have a conversation in the old-fashioned way of exchanging letters? As I always say to my students (who look at me with adolescent incomprehension), we should all learn to keep this old method of communication alive. But that is a story for another time. I would like to go on a rant, from current teacher to former teacher, about the frustrations that those of our profession must suffer through, but I have to run to the store so I too will get straight to the point.


  I’m sure you will understand when I tell you that the dog’s fortunes have suffered a serious blow as a result of the sudden split between dad and his, as you call her, now-ex-wife. Based on information cautiously obtained by said parent (who is, for all better purposes, depressed, as always happens when he breaks his toys and then discovers that he can’t put them back together and that they are beyond repair), it would seem that in the separation negotiations, the dog was not brought up. He forgot about it during the fated “this is mine, this is yours” moment, and it would seem that he has no intention of asking Renata for it since “in a moment of anger” (I don’t know if this statement reminds you of something) he refused to give her back any objects that she really liked, and that (this confession came through clenched teeth, extorted with sweet yet irresistible pressure) in reality, were reminders of her family. Any comments are superfluous.


  I do have one question: why did you entrust the dog to Renata in the first place? Dad didn’t seem an acceptable candidate for such a delicate job?


  Albert, Flavia and even little Alessio say hello.


  Lots of hugs and kisses,


  Lisa


  


  


  Siena, 10 October 2008


  


  My adorable great niece,


  You also provide me with great amusement! With who else could I be so wonderfully bitchy with the way I am with you?


  As always, I’ll get to the point without pointless discussion: could you try to find out from Renata if she perhaps intends to respect my wishes and give you the porcelain dog? You have a good relationship with her, from what I remember. I gave her the dog for the same reasons you so clearly identified in your previous letter – I would not entrust your father with a piece of chewing gum. Of course, that doesn’t interfere with him being my favorite nephew. I have always had a weakness for charming rogues, but that is a long and perhaps superfluous story for another time. I’m sure the family gossip of my youthful excesses has been passed down to your generation.


  Lots of love from Aunt Carla


  


  


  Catania, 27 October 2008


  


  Dear aunt,


  Your extraordinary ability to say everything in just a few words never ceases to amaze me. I’ll translate your real message. I believe you meant: “Renata probably has a reason to be angry with her soon-to-be-ex-husband, the typical bad boy that we are all familiar with, but the dog has nothing to do with all of this. In fact, it’s a bit ridiculous, because aside from the separation, the fighting, and the objects demanded by her but not handed over by him, there is me, the real owner of the dog that was meant for Lisa as a result of one of my recurrent senile impulses to gradually part with earthly goods.”


  Impeccable.


  I will try to put myself in Renata’s shoes (a wonderful person but very impulsive), and imagine how I would feel in her place if presented with a similar request. If homicide is not amongst the many possible situations that cross my mind, I will make the effort to go and seek her out.


  In regards to family gossip, would you be so kind as to give me the recipe for your infamous tiramisu? None of the other women in our “tribe” can make it as good as you.


  Hugs and kisses from all of us.


  Lisa


  P.S. I would also like to add that my mother, poor dear woman, the first ex-wife of the bad boy in question, tolerated his flamboyant antics until she finally exhausted her supply of Christian virtue and decided to live out the rest of her years after age fifty next to a simple man, who is anything but flamboyant, and – absit iniuria verbis! – anything but a scoundrel.


  Much love.


  


  


  Siena, 9 November 2008


  


  My sweet Lisa,


  Let me translate for you as well. While you were writing “the real owner of the dog that was meant for you as a result of one of my recurrent senile impulses to gradually part with earthly goods,” you meant, naturally, “old pain-in-the-ass with her stupid dog, which she decided to give to me in one of those moments when the urge hits to empty the attic of all the unnecessary junk that would be better off in a trash can.”


  Impeccable.


  But will you satisfy the wishes of this poor old woman who has one foot in the grave (try not to smirk)?


  You will have the recipe for the tiramisu when you have accomplished this job.


  Much love from the old pain-in-the-ass.


  P.S. I’m only joking, naturally. I will send you the recipe for the tiramisu and I send my love to everyone.


  P.P.S. The “poor dear woman” calls me for religious holidays and takes unusually great care in her efforts not to mention the bad boy even by accident. It is difficult to forget the scoundrels – take it from this grouchy old woman who has perhaps understood something about the human heart, above all, the heart of a woman, and who has taken refuge in the Siena hills in order to forget a man.


  


  


  2008 Catania, 22 November 2008


  


  Dear Aunt,


  Your “sweet Lisa” should be furious with you for the insidious things you incite her to do. To be fair, she should be even more furious with herself for not having known how to give a firm, courteous and final no. But how is it possible to refuse something, as absurd as it may be, to the great aunt who taught her to love Latin and Greek? Who gave her the fables of Oscar Wilde for her tenth birthday, sealing her destiny as bookworm for always? Who during the summer, in the cool house in the hills, hosted all the nieces, nephews, great-nieces and great-nephews who could stand her sharp tongue and random fits of rage in exchange for apple fritters, picnics on the grass, and other fabulous delicacies?


  Once again, I’ll get to the point. I called Renata, and after we choked out a few awkward formalities to each other (she even cried), I told her that I would like to see her.


  I went to visit her. I’ll spare you the details of that conversation, which only served to confirm the already known facts of that parent that are not worth discussing at this point. All you need to know is that I – rather effortlessly I should hope – put on the “Oh I just remembered! By chance do you still have Aunt Carla’s porcelain dog?” act, after enough minutes and words had passed on both our parts to alleviate any suspicions of premeditation. She looked a bit stunned and it took her a while to understand what I was talking about. Dearest aunt I must give you some brutal news: the dog is no longer with us, having left this world in a million pieces after Renata beat it into a powdery pulp. Do you think you can abstain from assuming that in the subconscious of my father’s now-ex-wife, hostile sentiments are brewing towards the whole family, and the innocent dog paid the price?


  One last thing – I think that you are right about the “poor dear woman”. I’ll translate (although not too literally) your post-post-scriptum. It is obvious that what you meant to say, in a few simple words, was that my mother is still in love with my father. But there are some loves that are impossible to live. Take it from this forty-something woman who has learned that lesson, who chose the classic, inconspicuous yet solid as an earthquake-proof building “ideal man”, and who wouldn’t have moved even from Catania to Acireale because of a man.


  Much love from your little iron Lisa.


  


  


  Siena, 2 December 2008


  


  Dear Lisa,


  I will try to survive the loss of the porcelain dog. After all, you never really liked it anyway and were only taking it to make me happy. I suppose things have a way of working themselves out.


  I love you. For having gone to see Renata, for having remembered our summers so tenderly, and for all that you don’t say in order to keep from dealing a decisive blow to the character of the crotchety old woman who, as the family gossip might tell you, I have transformed into after a period of volatile youth that lasted well over forty years.


  Aunt Carla


  


  


  Catania, 14 December 2008


  


  Dearest Aunt,


  I have been trying my hand at tiramisu using your recipe. It is certainly much better than what I used to make, but cannot be compared to your work-of-art desserts. The ideal man vigorously declared the opposite, but as you know, love is blind, deaf, and as it would seem, lacking in the sense of taste.


  Come visit us for Christmas, and plan on staying for a long time. Flavia really needs someone to read her fairytales in the way that only you know how. I need apple fritters and scandalous conversation with the person I feel most similar to in our whole family. Decide whether to take a train or a plane - a delegation of vacationing relatives will come to pick you up when you arrive.


  I love you too.


  Lisa


  

FIGHTER, BOXER,
WEIGHTLIFTER





I closed my eyes tight, tighter, and repeated the phrase.
Fighter, boxer, weightlifter. Fighter, boxer,
weightlifter. Faster and faster. Fighter boxer
weightlifter. Faster. Fighterboxerweightlifter,
fighterboxerweightlifterfighterboxerweightlifter. If my
tongue didn’t get tied, if I didn’t miss even a syllable, he
wouldn’t hurt me. He wouldn’t even notice me. Valeria told me to do
it quietly. Shut up, she said, It’s better for you if he [...]
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