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Departure 
 

The train pulls up to the station. No one gets out, everyone is traveling on to Naples. 
‘It is time,’ says Luigi. 
He hoists their luggage, Gloria wraps her arms around the backpack, they climb in. 
No one stops them. There’s no one to tell them how indecent it is what they’re doing. 
 
The first compartment is empty. 
He places the bags in the rack overhead, the backpack stays below.  
There’s bread in it, sausage, cheese, and coffee. 
By the time it’s all gone, they’ll be in Belgium. He’ll crawl into the mines, and she. Well, she. 
They take the window seats. 
 
Carlotta and I are still standing on the platform, little  
Vito between us. They wave from the train as if two years is nothing. 
‘Wave back,’ says Carlotta. 
 
A horn honks behind us, and all three of us turn to look. On 
the other side Roberto winks at us, he wants to go home. 
‘Just a little longer,’ Carlotta calls back to him. 
He raises his hand. Produces a cigarette, 
lights it. He draws the smoke in deeply, exhales it and 
watches it drift away as he paces back and forth. He stumbles 
briefly, but immediately finds his balance again. Men like Roberto 
know the ground beneath their feet, they laid it 
with their own hands. 
‘It’s my turn to sit in front,’ says Vito. 
‘You’ll sit where I tell you to,’ says Carlotta. 
‘He promised me!’ 
A whistle pierces the air. 
‘Raise that arm high, Vittorio, and wave, wave I tell you! You too, Alfredo Santoro.’  
Carlotta looks at me over the child’s head. She’s not laughing. There’s absolutely nothing  
to laugh about. 
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The train leaves the station. 
For a moment we just stand there. We hardly move a muscle. 
We give it enough time for the miracle to happen. 
A train that returns, a life that falls back into place 
of its own accord. But it won’t happen. That’s just not 
what lives usually do. 
 
Take mine, for instance. 

 
 
 

The men of Santoro 
 

Every once in a while, a child comes into this world whose future 
everyone says is already laid out for him. I was such 
a child. My father was a barber, so was my grandfather, 
and that’s what I would become. Whether I would want to 
was irrelevant. Even the priest who baptized me said 
little Alfredo would have cause to kiss his hands  
because he was born a Santoro. 
He was right. The people of Barga might well have been 
poor as dirt, but even the poorest of souls wanted to look 
respectable. There was always more work than my  
father could handle. While the villagers hunched themselves over 
the land, hewed marble from the mountains until they dropped 
and then in the evenings often crawled into bed hungry,  
for me and my family there would always be enough. 
Seldom had a child been born with a greater blessing. 
 
I’m only a few months old when Italy becomes enmeshed in  
the First World War. Like so many other men 
my father is also called up to the army. The fact that he’s a barber 
and barbers only know how to handle a comb and scissors  
is no excuse to stay home. The country is at war, and 
if a man is short on muscle to begin with, that will change soon enough. 
 
Every war throws the world off its axis, a global war  
does that many times over. And what happens 
to people when the world is off kilter? They fall off. And 
they do that by the millions at the front. But there is a group 
that never makes the news, or the annals  
of world history. These are the invisible ones, and they are legion.  
Take, for instance, the people of Barga. 
They already have nothing to begin with. During the war 
they have even less. Now more than ever they long 
for a little respectability. In long lines they queue up 
in front of the house of il barbiere, where my grandfather 
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has taken my father’s place. Had he had a heart of stone, he would 
bar the door to those who had nothing. But his is a 
heart of gold and the entire region has easy access. Instead of 
locking them out, he puts their names on  
a list. Those on the list may pay on their next visit. 
And with that list hunger comes into our home. 
 
The war ends in 1918. 
Italy may well be on the winning side, but hundreds of thousands  
of soldiers have lost their lives in the years just 
past. Moreover, the country has sunk into utter poverty, 
never before have so many Italians had so little. 
But the day my father shows up at the door again 
is a day of celebration. There is singing, crying, laughing, and dancing on tables. 
It is the loudest day of my life. 
The next morning there is no bread on the table. 
The flour is gone, says my mother.  
Luckily, we have neighbors with freshly baked bread, for  
which a sack of potatoes can be exchanged. It helps us 
survive, but it is clearly too little. Her clothes  
hang from her frame. And his son, oh, his son. 
He doesn’t even dare pick me up. And is the money really all gone? 
He takes the scissors from his father’s hand, tears up 
the list of names. What is done, is done, now 
we look forward. From this moment on people will pay for a haircut, 
or at least barter for one. 
 
But the world has been irrevocably changed. Promises of 
restoration are not kept, on the contrary. The pits  
just keep getting deeper. Poverty is no longer restrained 
by the walls of the houses, no longer just lurks, ready to strike, 
but now resides in the eyes of the people who stare 
at my father as he stands in the doorway, comb and  
scissors in hand, benvenuti a tutti! 
One, two, sometimes three customers per day, no more than that 
come over the threshold. There is simply no money for beauty. 
With pain in his heart my father lays down his scissors. 
He must look for work that will put a fire in the hearth, 
food on the table, clothes that fit. And soon.  
Before his family wastes away completely.  
They always have a shortage of hands at the marble quarry. 
 
It’s with a renewed energy that my father sets out that first day. He’ll 
be gone a week, for the quarry lies beyond the neighboring 
mountains, and it’ll take hours of walking to get there. On top 
of his pack he’s tied a blanket roll, under which he’ll  
sleep beneath the stars. It’s what everyone does who comes from 
afar, so he’ll manage, too. But the work is hard. 
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Perhaps if he had built up muscle during the war 
it would have been easier. Unfortunately that didn’t happen. 
Once a barber, always a barber, and according to his officers,  
he was the best. Give here that rifle, Pietro 
Santoro, we have greater need of you elsewhere. He followed  
them wherever they went, washed and cut their hair, removed 
it from their ears and noses, de-loused it. Six 
times a week he shaved their chins smooth. What did 
he care that they wanted to wage war as gentlemen,  
it would bring him home alive.  
In the quarry at night his workmates hang  
on his every word. The gentlemen had lice? How many? 
More than there are stars above, my father says. They laugh. 
Have some more wine, the night is cold and long, tell us more 
Pietro, tell us more. 
Every day they can see his muscles growing, they tell him. 
With the naked eye. 
He knows they’re making fun of him. 
And it helps. 
 
When disaster strikes for one of them, they all 
down their tools. The strongest among them go to the bosses. 
Where are our pay rises and what’s being done  
about safety? Their mate is not the first casualty, 
many more have gone before him. And if the bosses want work 
to continue around the clock, then they need to make 
concessions. The nights on the mountain are cold and dark, 
the road to the bottom precarious. They should try removing a block 
of marble from the mountain by the light of the moon and stars. 
Are their lungs full of dust? Have they ever  
blacked out on the job? 
They want a contract. And they get one. 
 
The tide is turning, my parents tell each other, 
it’s only natural. And when the Spanish flu makes its 
appearance in Italy, there are few who truly believe 
that yet another disaster is bearing down on us. But then the first begin  
to die. Others follow quickly on their heels. In the end 
there are as many casualties as in the war. My mother 
is one of them. 
 
I’m four years old when she dies. On a Sunday. My father is 
home, he cries. My grandmother is there too, her daughter  
is dead and she’s not coming back. That’s what she tells me. 
Then she puts her arms around my shoulders and  
she takes me outside. She points a finger toward  
the sky: that’s where my mother is now. 
I spend the rest of the day looking up. I stop only when 
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it starts raining. I remember standing there, shivering,  
my father leading me inside and wrapping 
a warm towel around me. I don’t dare look at him, 
but he holds my face so I have to. 
He’s no longer crying. ‘Fredo mio,’ he says. ‘Oh, my child.’ 
Other than that, I remember nothing of those days. 
 
My grandmother moves in with us. She has grown  
utterly crooked and she never laughs. She wears black clothing, 
and she sleeps in them too, and she will look after me while  
my father works in the mountains. 
 

 
 

Figlio mio 

 
Months pass. Those who had nothing, still have 
nothing. The landowners and the factory bosses climb  
into their high towers. They trample the rights of their subjects 
under their boots, crack the whip, mow down anyone 
foolish enough to poke his head up. Keeping quiet  
is way to survive. 
 
New bosses arrive where my father works. They 
bring new machines with them. From now on they need to work faster. 
Much faster. 
My father is summoned before them. They point at his arms, 
is that chicken fat or porridge? They shake their heads 
in disbelief. What is someone like him doing in the mountains? 
‘I have a contract,’ he says. 
They snort. ‘So. Signore Santoro has a contract.’ 
‘And a child,’ he says. 
‘We all have children.’ 
He bows his head. ‘Vi prego, signori.’ 
They laugh out loud. Signore Santoro wants to stay? There’s nothing 
for it then but to lower his wages. And that contract? 
Ha. 
 
‘I can’t raise the little one like this,’ says my grandmother. 
Even though begging is not in my father’s genes,  
his hands spread open of their own accord. A crumb or two here or 
there always falls from another’s table. No one starves. 
But just about everything else dies. 
Just try raising a child with your hand held out. 
 
Everything is better in America. 
Every adult with a clear view of the world 
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will doubt the veracity of such a claim. But my father can’t 
afford that luxury. During the long, cold  
nights in the marble quarry he warms himself  
by the stories of that great country across the ocean, where even 
the poorest people can become kings. At last he would be able  
to hold his head high, be the father that a son 
deserves. But the journey costs an arm and a leg. He will 
have to work for years before he can leave. 
Why doesn’t he go to England, suggests one of  
his workmates. There is an abundance of decent work  
in Liverpool . They’ve welcomed Italians for years, who 
doesn’t have friends or relatives living there? 
 
The journey to Liverpool is also expensive. And moreover  
they don’t let just anybody into the Kingdom. My father must 
be able to prove in black and white that he’s not bringing any diseases with him, 
and that he is good people. Does he want to work in the mines, or 
in the harbor, or will he lay patio slabs, sell ice cream? 
‘I can cut hair,’ he says to the man who issues 
the papers. ‘Write that down.’ 
‘Show me the money first.’ 
My father knocks on his parents’ door. They sell the donkey. 
‘He was too old anyway,’ says my grand 
 
We set out in March of 1920. My father buttons up my  
coat, picks up his suitcase and takes me by the hand. My 
grandmother isn’t coming with us. Her child is here, and 
her husband. Her time will come later, too. She doesn’t want a grave in 
foreign ground, an eternity amongst those she doesn’t know. 
She bends down over me. Very carefully she pulls a comb  
through my curls, then slips it into my father’s breast pocket. 
‘You must comb his hair every morning and every evening, Pietro. 
Not once will you miss a day, do you hear me? And 
you’ll wash the child with soap, water alone is not enough. Promise 
me, Pietro.’ 
‘Con tutto il cuore.’ 
That’s what she wants to hear. She nods seriously. Then she stoops down, 
places a box on the table and pulls out a hat. It used 
to belong to my grandfather. The day it fits my head  
it will be mine. She says this everytime she produces it.  
But not today. She stands before my father, 
extends her arms, and very carefully she places the hat 
on his head. 
‘You are the oldest now, Pietro.’ 
He strokes the felt, then smells his fingers. 
‘Lavender?’ He doesn’t wait for her answer but nods instead. 
Of course he knows the fragrance. On the days when the sun  
shines highest in the sky, it wafts in straight from the fields  
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and into the house. Those are the days when my grandfather 
ventures out, and by the time night falls, all the vases 
in the house are filled with fresh lavender, new sprigs  
tucked between the sheets and clothes. There they keep the moths at bay 
until the next summer. What other flower lasts as long,  
sighs my grandmother when my father says that 
there are others. One day he brings some white roses home.  
They come from Lucca, he says, and they are for her.  
‘Even if they came from Rome…’ is her reaction, and returns  
her attention to the egg she just pulled out from under the chicken.  
What marvel will she work with this? She sighs. In the name of God, 
Pietro. White roses. In a week’s time they’ll be on  
the dung heap. 
 
She rummages in the hat box, pulls out purple sprigs. 
She sticks them on the hat. 
‘Lavender brings good luck, Pietro.’ 
‘Maybe I should take an entire bush with me– ’ 
He stops abruptly. ‘Don’t cry,’ he says then, too late. The tears  
have already started to flow, and with so much force 
that I creep behind my father and wrap my arms around his legs 
and he wraps his around my grandmother, as she is saying  
that she will choke if we don’t leave now, I’m looking at the hat 
on the table, only at the hat, and I’m counting the sprigs. 
‘Five,’ I say loudly. 
My father turns and looks at me. 
‘Who just turned five?’ he asks with a smile so broad 
that I let go of his legs and take the hat from the table 
and I put it on my head, the most expensive hat  
in the world, and for a brief moment I’m the oldest. 
‘Me,’ I say proudly. 
 
We leave. 
She stands stiffly at the door, the fingers of her hands intertwined. 
We wave to her. 
When I look back, she is still waving. 
 
Down at the river a man is waiting for us with a horse and wagon. 
He will take us to Lucca. The wagon begins to move as soon 
as we’ve climbed aboard. 
‘Hold on tight,’ the man says. 
My father pulls the hat down far over his ears. ‘Inghilterra, 
here we come.’ He laughs aloud. ‘From now on we speak a different  
language, and why?’ 
‘We’re going to a different country,’ I say. 
He laughs again. He puts his arm around me and  
pulls me close. ‘Remember this, figlio mio: no matter what country we’re 
in, whatever language they speak, people everywhere 
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want the same thing: to be happy. And what do barbers do,  
Fredo mio?’ 
‘Make people happy, babbo.’ 
He laughs. 
My father never laughs three times in a row. 
 
 

 

Inghilterra 
 

From Lucca there is a train to Genua. That is where the  
ship is waiting on which we’ll make the crossing. It will 
sail to Gibraltar, and from there in one go across the  
Atlantic Ocean toward Liverpool. 
A man is waiting for us on the quay. His name is  
on the card my father has in his jacket pocket. He hands my father 
an envelope, shakes his hand, pulls my curls. And 
then he’s gone. 
 
We remain on deck, take a seat on a bench. 
‘Inghilterra, here we come,’ my father says again.  
‘The good sir speaks English!’ someone exclaims. 
‘One sentence,’ laughs my father, ‘and: Hello, good morning.’ 
‘That’s more than I know,’ says another. 
The ship sets sail, accompanied by a great deal of noise. Everyone 
on deck gets up, starts waving toward the dock.  
My father too. Even though there’s no one there he knows. There is 
a fierce gust of wind. He flails his hands in the air, 
my hat, grab it, Fredo! 
He’s shouting. 
I leap. I fall. 
Someone grabs me. 
‘Your child!’ 
 
We sit against the wall of the ship. My head is  
on his chest. His face is as pale as a ghost’s. His laugh is gone. 
I see all of this when I open my eyes again. 
‘What’s your name, caro mio?’ 
‘Fredo,’ I say. ‘Fredo Santoro.’ 
A hand runs its finger through my hair. ‘Tutto bene,’ someone says 
to my father. ‘Easy does it, signore.’ 
‘The hat,’ I say. 
‘It was only a hat,’ someone says. 
‘It smells of lavender,’ I say. 
‘And now of the sea,’ says someone else. 
My father has yet to say a word. His teeth 
are chattering. The chattering drowns out the other 
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sounds on the ship, the babbling of the people around 
us who just keep repeating that nothing happened. 
Someone wraps a blanket around us. 
 
The journey takes way too long and the sea is anything but what 
they promised us in Genoa – close your eyes, count to ten,  
and we’ll be on the other side. The horizon shifts every hour. If 
only there were warm beds against the cold, and the sea would 
stop trying to convince everyone that a body 
lacked the requisite number of legs to remain upright. If only my father 
stopped shivering. 
In the middle of the night the rain starts coming down in buckets. 
My father takes my hand, leads me down a staircase 
below decks. It’s dark, there are people sitting  
on the ground everywhere. 
It smells like vomit. 
He doubles over, produces a handkerchief, 
wipes his mouth. It’s no use, more is on the way. 
And it keeps coming. 
‘Go away,’ someone yells. 
My father wants to say something, holds his tongue. 
No one says a word after that. Everyone wants to sleep. Me 
too. But my father is shivering. So I shiver with him. 
 
Two days and two nights later we set foot on shore 
in Liverpool. 
It’s raining. 
There’s a man waiting for us on this dock, too. With  
our residence permits and an address. 
He cocks his head and looks at my father. 
‘If you’re sick, you won’t be allowed to enter the country.’ 
‘It was the sea.’ 
‘Not used to it?’ He smirks. ‘I’ll lead the way until we get 
where they’re expecting you. After that, you’re on your 
own. A word to the wise: don’t stand out. And if you’re wondering 
how to do that, it’s easy: do what everybody 
else does.’ 
‘My father speaks English,’ I say. 
 
It’s still raining. 
‘The little one will get wet,’ my father says. 
‘We all will here,’ the man says. 
A car passes us. Water splashes up. All three 
of us jump back. 
Too late. 
My father looks at the sky. 
‘How much longer?’ he asks. 
The man turns around. Grins. 
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‘Welcome to England,’ he says. 
 
We stop in front of a house on Hunter Street. A woman  
opens the door, her name is La Sorella. She knows her way 
around here, the man assured us. 
She smiles. ‘Come, get in out of the rain.’ 
Porridge, bread, and tea are waiting for us in the kitchen. 
We are given blankets and a room with a hearth 
where a fire is blazing, and a bed that would sleep at least  
five people. 
The suitcase is stashed in a corner. 
We warm ourselves at the hearth, eat as much as our 
stomachs allow. Then my father let himself fall back on 
bed. I crawl next to him, feel his breath on  
my face. Right after that his eyes close. For a moment 
I think: we’re home again. And then I don’t think anything. 
 
The next morning there’s fresh bread, salami, tea, and coffee. 
‘Do you plan on staying? Or will you travel on to somewhere else?’ 
‘I’m never going to sea again.’ 
‘That’s what most of them say just after they’ve arrived.’ 
She fills his cup with coffee, looks across the table 
at me. Then at him. 
‘The child is a silent one.’ 
‘His mother was too,’ my father says. 
La Sorella nods. Suddenly she raises her arm. She reaches  
over the bread, over the coffee and the tea and the salami  
toward my face. She brushes a curl out of my eyes. 
‘If I can’t hear you, Fredo, I want to at least be able to 
see you.’ Then she turns to my father. ‘Fish and 
chips, that’s what Italians sell here.’ 
‘I’m a barber,’ he says. 
‘And ice cream. The English are crazy about it.’ She has an address 
for him, he can report there tomorrow. She’s 
found a school for me, I’ll be speaking English 
in no time. He will too, if he makes the effort, 
she says, that’s what he wants, isn’t it? 
‘Yes, sir,’ my father says. It’s what everyone says here 
when they agree with something. He already knows this. 
‘It’s madam,’ she laughs. And there goes her arm again  
into the air, this time toward him. There are no 
curls hanging in his eyes, my father’s hair is too short  
for that. But his shirt collar is crooked,  
just a tad, she says. 
 
No one has longer arms than La Sorella. 
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Una cosa da niente 
 

Ice cream. 
The Italian my father is going to work for was born 
and bred in Liverpool. He knows the area around Barga, 
he has family there, how is life in those parts? I’d rather 
you tell me about Liverpool, says my father. If we don’t want to  
stand out, we have to know everything. Everything, says my father. 
We have no choice, Alfredo. 
When my father says something he really means, he calls me 
Alfredo. And that’s how I know. We need to know everything. 
 
The cart rolls out in the spring and summer, and in the autumn 
too, if weather allows. It is never warm in this country, 
but one ray of sunshine is enough for the English to 
queue up for ice cream. No matter how long the queue is, everyone 
patiently awaits their turn. And yet this country, too, only  
has twenty-four hours in a day. My father laughs and 
talks, buongiorno, grazie mille, that’s what they want to hear him 
says and that’s what they’ll get. For even though he quickly learns 
a smattering of English, his boss has impressed upon him that  
the people want gelato. 
The ice cream doesn’t even come from Italy. 
‘But if the English are happy, Alfredo, then 
so are we.’ 
My father gives them as much as they want, una cosa da niente, 
Alfredo. Read their faces, it’s all there. Look, they’re already 
undoing the buttons on their winter coats, tomorrow 
they’ll be back. They want the sun, Alfredo, so we’ll give  
them the sun. 
 
My school is in our neighborhood. What I remember  
of those first days: I’m sitting on a chair and if the sun is shining 
we play outside. There’s a big box full of sand and  
we all sit in it. Someone builds a castle and we knock  
it down. Everyone laughs and I laugh with them. We do  
what others do. Except when I run, then I’m always in the lead. 
Fredo is the fastest, says the class. 
We call the woman who looks after us Miss. At first 
I don’t understand a word of what she says. But that doesn’t last 
long. 
Miss calls me Freddy. I’m Fredo, I say, but 
apparently she doesn’t hear it. 
‘Miss thinks my name is Freddy,’ I say at home. 
‘We are now in England,’ says my father. 
‘She thinks you’re cute,’ says La Sorella. 
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One day it’s raining so hard that we can’t go outside. 
That very day was the start of summer, it wouldn’t be long 
before school would close for weeks. 
‘After that you will learn reading, writing, and arithmetic,’ says 
Miss. ‘But not yet. Today you can just play.’ 
In the middle of the class there’s a mountain of blocks 
in random piles. The highest tower wins, she says. Everyone  
jumps up, except me. I can’t. Her hand is clasped firmly 
about my arm. Follow me, Freddy. 
My tower would have been the highest. But she is Miss. 
At the front of the class there is a chair, and next to it a table. 
Beneath the table there’s a pail full of water. On the table there is  
soap. and a comb. 
She puts me on her lap. She points to my hair,  
so much, Freddy, then she grips the comb and pulls it through my  
curls. ‘Ow,’ I cry, but she can’t hear it because the  
class is building towers. 
 
Work together, Miss roars, in silence, she adds, 
all the while she keeps combing and combing, for what seems  
like hours until suddenly she stops. She looks at the comb and  
says: ‘Hm.’ And again: ‘Hm.’ The noise threatens to  
bring the roof down, but I heard that ‘hm’. And just when I 
think: now I can go play, she rubs a handful 
of soap into my curls, she rubs and rubs and the  
soap seeps into my eyes, ow, ow ow ow, I yell. She grabs me  
by the shoulders; on your knees, Freddy; my, you do have  
a lot of curls. So many curls, Freddy, and she pushes 
my head into the pail, pulls it out again, and again 
she rubs her hands through my hair as the soap keeps seeping 
into my eyes; it can’t be helped, she says again, just like  
my father says when I show him my dirty hands before 
we sit down at table, water doesn’t hurt, Alfredo – and she 
dunks my head into the pail again. Luckily not as deep  
as the last time. This time I can catch my breath. She rubs so long 
until I think: she’s never going to stop, and in the meantime 
the tears are running down my cheeks into the pail as if 
they had come straight from the sea, and they disappear beneath the soap suds. 
‘Sit,’ she says. 
She pushes me down on her chair, produces a towel from the bag 
standing nearby. It’s hers, she takes it home with 
her everyday. She wipes the soap out of my eyes, rubs 
my hair dry, but to no avail; even at home it takes 
half a day before it dries, and especially here in England 
where the sun hardly shines at all. She picks up the comb, pulls 
it once again through my hair and looks at it. She nods. 
She takes a handkerchief out of her bag, wipes my face with it, 
blows my nose, pushes it into my hands. 
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‘So, Freddy boy. Now you have one too.’ 
 
My knees never hurt when my father washes my hair, 
my eyes never sting. That’s what I’m thinking as I 
put away the handkerchief. Now I have two. That’s what I’m 
thinking as the water continues to drip from my hair 
over my forehead and into my eyes, and my nose just 
keeps running. I blow it. Wipe water from my  
eyes. Wipe again. Until it stops running. 
Then I look into the classroom. 
Blocks lie everywhere. In the middle there is one high tower. 
Everyone is sitting on the ground, no one looks at me. No one 
speaks. 
It has never been so quiet. 
‘What good children you are,’ the voice of Miss 
carries to the back of the class. Again, no one looks up. No one 
says anything. But then. 
Right in front of me I see a hand start to move. 
Straight toward the tower in the middle. 
 
There’s a tremendous crash. The high tower is once again  
just blocks. We can start all over again. And 
this time I’m joining in. 
Miss has stood up. She’s blinking her eyes. 
‘Who knocked it over?’ 
It’s quiet again. 
‘I want to know who!’ 
But no one says a word. Neither does Miss. Suddenly she  
bends down, strokes my wet hair, and then she walks 
to the door, throws it wide open. It’s raining much less 
hard. ‘Go,’ she says, ‘go, go, go.’ 
I sprint out of the classroom. Everyone follows me, because I’m the fastest. 
 
The playground is one big puddle. We all jump as high as we can and everyone gets soaked. 
 
La Sorella is waiting for me after school. 
‘Why is your hair wet?’ 
‘It was raining,’ I say. 
‘Tell me, Fredo.’ 
The towers, the comb, the pail. 
‘Stay here,’ she says to me and then runs across the playground 
to Miss’s classroom. I can hear her shouting through the walls. 
 
That evening my father takes his scissors and  
cuts off all of my curls. 
‘You could also just change schools,’ La Sorella 
says to him. 
‘I don’t want to go to another school,’ I say. 
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They look at me, stunned. The silent child speaks! He  
even has an opinion. 
‘I’m the fastest,’ I say. 
My father puts his scissors aside, crosses his 
arms. ‘Do you hear that? My son is the fastest.’ 
‘He doesn’t have any lice,’ says La Sorella. ‘You have to tell  
her that, at least.’ 
My father puts his scissors away, and the  
comb disappears into the drawer as well.  
He puts a bottle of wine on the table. Pours a glass, 
fills it to the brim so it almost overflows. ‘There’s no shame in lice,’ 
he says then. ‘Everyone had them during the war.’ 
‘The war is over,’ she says. 
 
That night I cuddle next to him in bed as usual. 
‘Do I have lice, babbo?’ 
‘No, figlio mio, you do not.’ 
‘And this morning?’ 
‘Of course not, Alfredo.’ 
‘But Miss thinks–’ I begin. 
‘Miss was mistaken. It won’t happen again. 
La Sorella promised.’ 
His breath smells like wood. 
‘You stink,’ I say. 
He flashes a grin. ‘The English have bad wine. Tomorrow 
I’ll smell like roses again.’ 
‘It’s okay, babbo.’ 
All is quiet for a moment. 
‘Their roses are truly beautiful,’ he mumbles then. 
His eyes are drooping. And just when I think: he’s asleep,  
they pop open again. ‘I wouldn’t go back for a million,’ he mumbles. 
‘Remember that, Fredino. Not. For. A million.’ 
‘Me either, babbo.’ 
It’s just what he wants to hear, for he grins widely. ‘You  
are so like your mother, Fredino.’ 
His hand stops stroking. His mouth goes slack and  
he starts to snore. 
Tomorrow he’ll smell like roses again.  
 


