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In January we set out on foot my son and I starting in Budapest where 
Adolf Eichmann’s achievement in deporting so many so fast makes 
other feats of racial house-cleaning seem sloppy 

 Maps revealed the cattle trucks’ route out of Hungary across Slovakia 
into Poland and beside it roads that we might follow running beside 
the tracks 

 In the frozen haze of the plains only guard dogs stirred yapping behind 
suburban fences into the silence of the Carpathians where we walked 
along the rails through villages shuttered and sad as if still under a 
curse 

 Cattle trucks some of them disturbingly antique dating perhaps from 60 
years ago rumbled slowly by so close we could reach out and touch 
them too late 

 The eldest of my mother’s family to die in the camps was her grandfather 
whose grandfather watched Napoleon ride into Poznan and described 
it to his grandson who told my mother who told me who on the way to 
Poland told my son whom I had named for his great-great-grandfather 

 We walked in January the better to recall the cold when the Russians 
entered Poland and when on the death march out of the camp 
survivors froze shots rang out stragglers were killed 

 We also walked in memory of the SS our exemplars without whose 
obedience this camp laid bare before us would not be the capital of 
horror sacred to the human heart in all its heartlessness most desolate 
most human place on earth   

―Jokubas Lissman 
Seven Breaths Made Visible 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
PREFACE 

 
 
                AS I WRITE THIS, THE CONTESSA MIRI 

has recently celebrated her 80th birthday, surrounded by her 
many friends from the town, and by her sisters from 
England, her nieces and nephews, and two grand-nieces, 
very blond and very English. 

I, alas, am a little bit older than Miri; but I managed the 
climb from the bus stop beside the little beach up to the 
Casa Rosa, to join the celebration, with the help of dear 
Pina, as sturdy a 70-year-old as I have ever known. Not for 
nothing are Ligurians the longest-lived of all Italians. 

All that I’ve described, in the account that follows, 
happened a long time ago. It is now 1990 and Renzo 
Cipriano has been dead forty years and more, forty-two to 
be exact. No-one remembers him except us. Miri and 
myself, that is. My wife has been dead fourteen years now; 
Serafina and Leandro are no longer with us; Giacomina 
died young, after twenty years at the Casa Rosa; young, but, 
as she knew, loved. Many of us, from the town I knew as I 
grew up in it, are gone. I spend as many days as my legs will 
permit――I go once a week, usually, when a fine day comes 
along――on the terrace of the Casa Rosa, gazing out with 
Miri at the view we have both studied for over sixty years, 
the arm of the bay as it sweeps south into the haze and 
melds the sky, the mountains and the sea, at last, into one 
colour. The lure of it is inexhaustible, and consumes all 
thought, all words. We are one person (I like to imagine) as 
we gaze at it. 

Certainly, we have long since said all there is to be said 
about the past, although sometimes a memory will surge 
up, like the beee-bahs rising from the patient buses on the 



 

 

coast road, to make us laugh again at the peccadilloes of 
our longlost loved ones. 

We still speak, from time to time, of going to visit 
Auschwitz together, but I think we both know we never 
will. 

There’s no need. We have a view of eternity from Miri’s 
terrace, receding from us into greyish blue and drawing us 
towards the future we share with our beloved children, on 
whom the loneliness of age will never fall. 

Much has changed. The fishing fleet goes out no more 
than once a month, and the night fishing, with the globular 
lamps like fallen planets dotting the bay, is a thing of the 
past. More and more the town is a resort, a tourist venue 
that dies in the winter (rests indoors, rather, in its yearly 
chrysalis) and flutters back into life in the spring. 
Nonetheless, the town prospers exceedingly, and there are 
more and more millionaires from Milan to be seen on the 
esplanade, moving proudly from their summer home to 
their yacht and back.  

Are these the important things, though? Millionaires in 
place of fishermen? The question should be, Are we any 
kinder, wiser, more tolerant than we once were? (My shop 
sells many wise books, but what does that mean? The 
Germans, after all, were probably the best-read nation in 
the world when they embraced Adolf Hitler.) At my age, I 
am sceptical of human improvement. So what is important, 
then, in our town, in our life? As one gets older and lets go 
of certain hopes and ideals, some things still shine clearly. 
Beauty, for instance. I would say that, as I approach my 
ninetieth year, I’m still as much of a devotee of beauty as I 
ever was. (A propos, I like to think I spotted Miri Gottlieb’s 
beauty even before il Conte Piero did. A few days before him, 
at any rate, because it was on the very day of her arrival in 
our town that the Berlins brought Miri and her family to 



 

 

browse in my bookshop, and I saw a gorgeous, shy, 18-
year-old Jewish blue-stocking with spectacles and small, 
bruised-looking, pretty features in a pale round face, gazing 
very seriously at my bookshelves. She had not yet, I think, 
stepped onto the little beach and into Piero’s empire. 
Thank goodness she did, since it has kept her here in our 
life, the life of the town and mine.) But in truth the beauty I 
intended to speak of, when I said I was still a devotee, 
declares itself on every fine day, as the sun draws the blue 
out of the sea and sends our eyes roving down the coast. As 
you stand on the esplanade, all earthly beauty is before you. 
If anyone could spoil this, that, I think, would be an 
important change. 

(You should understand that in the Bay of Catania, my 
home town, all you can now see when you look out across 
the Ionian Sea, I’m told, are oil rigs.) 

Whatever else has gone, by the time you read this 
narrative, including, more than likely, myself, and Miri too, 
I wish I could know for sure that the beauty will still be 
there. And I would love to know, as none of us can, while 
we live, how everything turns out. 

Perhaps, if you tell me, I can hear. So, you who read this, 
kindly murmur the answers under your breath (or, if the 
thought embarrasses you, speak the answer in your mind, 
for I am surely there too, if you have read my story), and 
tell me: is the bay still bright with sailboats? Can you see 
Porto Venere on a clear morning in March, after a storm? 
And Africa? Can you still see Africa? 

Have the fish returned, and with them the fishing fleet? 
Have the sea urchins returned? The jellyfish? The 
waterspouts? 

Is Pina still alive and living at the Casa Rosa? 
Is the cancello still open? 



 

 

What has happened to the Vessinaro and its empty 
houses, in their bee-nuzzled cages of wistaria? 

Do the pinoli still cluster on the sandy orange path? 
Is Olimpio’s boccia court still in use, above San 

Sebastiano? 
Does anyone there remember the Contessa Miri?  
Can you, on certain nights, hear my old friend Dario, 

long since gone, call his stumbling mules together on the 
goat track? 

Are there still fireflies on the clifftop path? 
Has anyone bought my cousin’s farm? 

 
 



3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
           YOU KILL HIM, SIGNORA CONTESSA. WE’LL 
look the other way.  

The young police chief’s words were already beginning 
to blur in Miri Gottlieb’s mind as she emerged into the 
sunlight of the esplanade. Astonishing sunlight, after the 
shuttered penumbra of the police station. It was like 
jumping from one phase of a dream to another. And the 
words had been senseless, absurd. “We’ll look after it,” 
Andrea had said. Ci occupiamo noi. Not “We’ll look the other 
way.” But it came to the same thing. It was what he meant. 

Ammazzalo lei, signora Contessa. You kill him. 
 
CONTE, COUNT, WAS a title Piero had renounced long 
before they were married. Before Miri had even met him. 
But no-one in the town or the neighbouring terre paid any 
attention. “Si, signor Conte,” tripped off their lips as readily, 
as naturally and unstoppably, as it had off the lips of their 
father and grandfather when addressing Piero’s forebears. 
They liked saying “Si, signor Conte.” Miri had liked saying it 
too (wasn’t there something pleasing about the syllables, 
and also something pleasing about the act of deference in 
itself――wasn’t it consoling to have a title to nod to, 
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regardless of its owner’s worth?), and she had sometimes 
addressed her husband that way herself when he was being 
lovable, or when he was being impossible. 

No, the deference was anachronistic and offensive, and 
the title itself was meaningless now, Piero had always 
insisted――rather loudly and dramatically, Miri always 
thought, for someone who really wanted to be done with 
aristocratic labels and be unobtrusively re-absorbed into the 
bosom of the popolo, la gente, people. Piero had been an 
ardent Communist, greatly vexed, it seemed to Miri when 
they first met, by his hereditary title. Later, it had come to 
seem to her that he enjoyed occupying both camps, 
exclaiming to all within earshot that he was plain ‘Piero’ but 
enjoying the feudal forelock-tugging of the peasantry, the 
obstinately subservient contadini. 

Not only were titles themselves ridiculous, but his own 
in particular, Piero would say less loudly, was especially 
absurd. His grandfather Gian Carlo had been so inveterate 
and so inept a gambler that he had been obliged to sell all 
the family land, every last vineyard and property, to pay for 
his compulsion. Only the pride and kindness of his own 
contadini had spared him a life in a debtor’s prison. They had 
banded together and raised the money to pay il signor Conte’s 
debts. “I should be bowing down to them,” Piero very 
reasonably argued, mimicking it: “Buon giorno, signore e signori 
contadini. It’s only thanks to them that we have a roof over 
our heads.”  

It wasn’t even their roof. The house in the steep, narrow 
valley behind the little beach belonged (as did the beach) to 
a wealthy peasant farmer――he was especially obsequious in 
his “signor Conte”s――whose family had let both house and 
beach to Piero’s family for three generations now, at a 
peppercorn rent. 
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They had met, she and Piero, when Miri Gottlieb came 
to Italy on holiday with her parents, who were intimates of 
the philosopher Isaiah Berlin, a British luminary with a 
summer residence in Liguria. The Berlins had invited the 
Gottliebs to stay in their villa across the valley from il Conte 
Piero’s house. The villas straddled adjacent ridges. You 
could wave from the Berlins’ terrazza to Piero’s, as Miri and 
Piero soon discovered, across a plunging green abyss of 
pine and bramble and scrub. Miri was then 19 and entirely 
ready to fall in love with the astonishingly handsome and 
athletic young man Piero had been. To her it was as if he 
had leapt off a Greek vase or a classical fresco with his 
golden locks, bronzed supple limbs and soft skin. Miri had 
been sick with love for him on sight, and so amazed at the 
existence of such a being that she had stood simply staring 
at him and forgotten to take off her glasses and make ‘the 
best of herself’ in her mother’s dispiriting phrase. 

She first saw him on the little beach. Piero let anyone 
use it whom he knew and was inclined to like. This 
included the Berlin household. The beach was sandy, a 
rarity on this rocky, volcanic stretch of the Ligurian 
coastline, which was otherwise liable to tear at feet and legs 
and even arms and torsos with its sharp edges above and 
below water, and with its sea urchins, whose spines stabbed 
deep into human flesh and broke off there, to be picked at 
laboriously and painfully.  

Every day, Piero was on the beach with his friends; 
better said, his acolytes. To Miri it seemed that Piero 
moved and spoke as if the word ‘dashing’ had been coined 
for him, and as if he were committed to incarnating it in 
every word and deed. He jumped up onto tables and sang 
(loudly, badly, but with maddening charm), dove 
spectacularly, and with an Olympian’s skill, from the 
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highest board, drove like a demon and danced like a 
god――so it appeared to Miri’s besotted eyes. 

And in truth there are such bewitching creatures. A 
beautiful, blond Italian! And interested in her, it seemed, of 
all impossible things. On their first date, Piero had 
demanded that Miri put her glasses back on. Standing back, 
he studied her. “Now I can see you better,” he had said in 
English, smiling, delighted at his own joke. 

A beautiful, blond Italian, so young and already a count, 
to boot――Piero’s father Vittorio had died young at the 
wheel of his car, an aristocratic Italian death, it was 
generally agreed, and one whose likelihood Piero seemed 
eager to inherit along with the title. Miri had a father, 
something Piero’s charm and title could not buy. She 
always thought it was her family Piero had fallen in love 
with, not her. Nonetheless, Piero had loved to show Miri 
off――the bespectacled, not especially pretty Jewish girl, as 
she felt herself to be――and had immediately flashed Miri 
under the noses of his racehorse-sleek Riviera girlfriends, as 
if Miri were the latest in socialist accoutrements. A plain, 
relatively poorly dressed――(well, English, so what could 
you expect? Miri felt)――Jew in glasses. Could you get 
much more left-wing that that? It was 1928, the year of the 
Sixth Communist International Congress, the year of 
Trotsky’s exile from Russia. If a pedigree were required for 
Miri Gottlieb, her father Avram was not only a friend of 
Isaiah Berlin’s and a real live Communist, but a celebrated 
one. Avram’s book-length attacks on capitalist economics 
were known to all his friends, Piero claimed, though Miri 
saw no evidence of this. Piero was certainly excited to know 
Gottlieb’s daughter; it was her father, specifically, with 
whom Piero had fallen in love, Miri suspected, not with 
Avram’s small, stout, bearded person but with his fame and 
impeccable socialist credentials. 
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“We shall marry in Moscow and attend Karl Marx 
University together,” Piero announced within a week of 
meeting Miri and before marriage had even entered Miri’s 
most outrageous daydreams, as besotted with Piero as she 
was. Marry in Moscow? Karl Marx University? Was that in 
Moscow too? She was in ecstasy. As a suitor Piero was 
tireless and inventive (couldn’t he see, Miri sometimes 
wondered, that he didn’t have to be so industrious, or was 
he just doing it to glory in the role?). He brought her roses 
every single day, on foot and perspiring from the climb to 
the Berlins’ eyrie, an entirely unnecessary pilgrimage since 
the Berlins had installed an elevator, at great expense, which 
rose through the mountain――visitors reached the foot of it 
via a tunnel at sea level, leading into the hillside from the 
coast road――to reach their lovely hilltop villa. But it was 
the unnecessariness, Piero would point out calmly, that was 
the whole appeal of it. He knew how to delight and surprise 
Miri, although for her he was miracle enough in himself; 
she would have loved him without bribery, without 
romantic paraphernalia. He arranged cruises for her, and 
underwater dives in search of sponges and oysters. There 
were no oysters in the bay, but Piero had reconstituted 
some restaurant oysters, inserted a pearl in each one, and 
paid the diving instructor to lead her to the spot where she 
would ‘discover’ them. He always owned up to such pranks 
(in this case he did so by putting a small emerald in one of 
the oysters), knowing he had more substantial cards in his 
hand. Playing the ace, he drove Miri to Milan, to a box at 
La Scala. There she saw Caruso’s successor, Beniamino 
Gigli, as the Duke of Mantua in Rigoletto, her favourite 
opera. For Miri, who adored Verdi, it was one of the 
highlights of her life. 

Three more years it took, nonetheless――years during 
which people around her and even Miri herself began to 
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realize that far from being a plain girl, she was something of 
a beauty with her dark, bruised-looking eyes and small 
features in her pale, round face――and three more 
anguished summer visits to Liguria, as well as a great deal of 
letter writing, tears and parental finger-wagging to convince 
the Gottliebs that this wild Piero boy was serious. Not only 
the Berlins but the Berlins’ cook, maid and gardener were 
suborned by Miri’s parents in pursuit of local gossip (and 
there was always plenty) about Piero’s goings-on when Miri 
was in England. But serious Piero was. He had been serious 
about Miri, if about little else in his life. And when Miri had 
literally shuddered, at times, during the years of courtship, 
in the presence of the ‘racehorses’, the groomed girls of 
Piero’s set, Piero had always applied himself to reassuring 
her in his most focused, charmingly serious tone. They are 
painted shadows, amore mia, he had insisted. You are a 
person. A woman. I could never love one of them. Only 
you.  

Was she a person? At 22, newly graduated from Oxford 
and newly engaged to be married, she was stuffed with 
books and book-learning, Miri knew. Nothing else had 
mattered much to her, until she met Piero, who seemed to 
have sprung from literature straight into life without 
pausing for any of the doubts or glooms in which most 
humans were baptized. Later she learnt about Piero’s 
doubts and glooms. Later, after Vittorio was born.  

 
 

THEY NEVER WENT to Moscow. The wedding had 
taken place in Muswell Hill, London. Miri’s parents were no 
longer observant Jews, and their eldest daughter’s wedding 
to an Italian gentile, a socialist (yet also, it was whispered, a 
Count), was, in theory, perfectly satisfactory. The Gottliebs 
had their doubts about Piero himself. Miri wept when 
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Avram tried to discuss them with her, and Avram couldn’t 
bear it when Miri wept. 

Unknown to the wedding guests――even Miri herself 
didn’t know for sure yet――Miri had been pregnant when 
she married Piero. The birth of their son before nine 
months were up embarrassed nobody, however. Since Miri 
and Piero were wed in England, the couple’s Italian 
neighbours had only an inexact sense of the date, and the 
Gottlieb family was untroubled. These were sophisticated 
times. They were also perilous times, and Miri had been 
shocked to discover an Italy from which Piero had shielded 
her during three successive, idyllic summers. Like the 
country itself, cities and towns and often households too 
were divided against themselves as Fascism and Il Duce 
made steadily greater demands on loyalty. 

As his Contessa (in the people’s eyes), Piero assured her, 
Miri remained protected from such vexations. Everything 
in Italy, he liked to say, was a local matter. Sometimes he 
said this with wry pride (this was the signor Conte in him 
speaking), sometimes, speaking as a socialist and 
internationalist, with exasperation. The good news in this 
regard was that, at the administrative level, among the 
Commendatores and Dottores who seemed to inhabit the 
decision-making strata of local government, matters could 
be settled between personalities, between friends on either 
side of a political question; the bad news was the same 
aspect of local government life, but with enemies factored 
in, and, instead of tolerance, old enmities and feuds that 
had little to do with political allegiances at all. One such 
long-standing hostility was between Piero and a man called 
Cipriano, who became mayor, despite Piero’s opposition, 
and later police chief, having been deposed as mayor by 
voters who found his Fascism too strenuous for their 
temperament, and a good deal more uncompromising than 
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his campaigning for mayor had indicated. As comandante di 
polizia he could apply his military leanings to keeping down 
crime, the town hoped, and leave broader civic matters to 
others. But the town now found that they had 
understimated Cipriano, who as police chief turned out to 
regard himself as a kind of political commissar, working to 
make sure that the buddy-buddy world of local friendships 
and business connections, not to mention marriage 
connections, didn’t obscure the ancient rot still haunting 
the foundations of the new Italy, a rot which had to be 
located, exposed, and rooted out. Jews, in other words. 
Jews and the network of Jewish finance that held the 
Western world to ransom. In this regard he was way ahead 
of Benito Mussolini, who had welcomed Jews into the 
Fascist Party. Cipriano was ready to bide his time, confident 
that Il Duce would eventually see sense. 

Miri had never met Cipriano, although Piero once or 
twice pointed him out in the town, walking the streets, or 
sitting in a café, but Miri was never sure that she had 
identified the man Piero meant, since no sooner had she 
turned to locate him than Piero always hissed, “Don’t 
look!” in an alarmed and alarming tone. Cipriano the 
Faceless (faceless to Miri, as he was to remain for nearly 
twenty years) was the subject of weekly, if not daily 
conversation among Piero’s friends. The tension between 
Cipriano and Piero was not only ideological, since they 
stood at opposite extremes of what was then regarded as 
the political spectrum, from Communist to 
Fascist――neither would have been gratified to learn that 
the young Joseph Goebbels had reportedly flipped a coin to 
decide which party he would join, the Nazis or the 
Communists――but also personal. There was an old 
grievance at work. Piero himself had nothing to do with it, 
since its origins dated from before he was even born, rather 
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than in any dealings between the middle-aged Cipriano and 
the youthful Piero, who was 25 when he married Miri. 

When Cipriano had been a medical student, travelling 
every day to Genoa’s San Martino hospital, he had regarded 
himself as unofficially engaged to a local girl named 
Rosanna Lanfranchi. Cipriano’s studies left the lovely 
Rosanna perilously unattended, for weeks at a time, in their 
home town on the sea; Piero’s father, Vittorio, had stepped 
in and won the day (with, as Cipriano understandably saw 
it, the title of Contessa as an egregious lure). Thirty years had 
passed, and now Contessa madre Rosanna, the dowager 
countess, was a widow of fixed and largely sedentary habits 
who occupied a set of second-floor apartments in the Casa 
Rosa. This was the pink-washed, bougainvillea-crowded 
house above the little beach, where Rosanna’s son, Piero, 
had been raised and now lived with Miri and their child, 
named Vittorio in honour of Piero’s late father. Had 
Cipriano been of a different temperament entirely, he might 
have regarded Piero as the son he never had, and even 
offered the boy an element of surrogate fatherhood after 
Vittorio senior’s death at the wheel of his sports car. An 
idealistic speculation, perhaps; but there are such people… 
just as there are preternaturally beautiful young men, as 
Piero was――offensively beautiful, as he must have seemed 
to Cipriano. 

A separate gravity attends provincial life, as if attaching 
lead to smalltown shoes. Events that, in a city, might be 
swiftly trampled and soon obliterated by life’s traffic, 
resonate for a lifetime in a more tightknit community, and 
Cipriano, the embittered loser, made of his youthful 
betrayal by Rosanna and the treachery of Piero’s father 
Vittorio, once Cipriano’s friend, the cue for the rest of his 
days. Vittorio’s death brought no appeasement to Cipriano, 
only a keener sense of their blighted lives, his and 
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Rosanna’s, and the waste of it all. Cipriano had never 
married, whether by spontaneous devotion to Rosanna or 
determination not to surrender the resentment around 
which he had coiled his life like a serpent guarding a 
treasure. Piero (whose features were the very image of his 
mother, rather than his father) was now indeed the son 
Cipriano would never have, a cruel and perpetual reminder 
of his barren domestic life.  

This might have been the end of it. Cipriano might have 
subsided into decent obscurity. But Fate often seems to 
compensate with a measure of public success those whose 
hearth is cold――or perhaps it’s simply that such men and 
women have more time and energy to devote to the public 
arena than those whose spirit is, in part, detained at home. 
And Cipriano thrived, both as a medical man renowned for 
the long hours he worked, and, for a while, as sindaco, the 
town’s mayor.  

He was never popular, although he was praised for his 
hard work as doctor and administrator; he was respected, 
and later, under Mussolini, he acquired a loyal following; 
but he let the shadow that he felt had fallen across his life 
fall on those around him. He held his grief before his face, 
distancing him from those he met, like a cross that not only 
he but they too must kiss. The very pains he took, the long 
hours, the unfailing punctuality, were a reproach to destiny 
for the way it had spurned him. 

Cipriano’s severity as a person hid years of patient 
intrigue. (The severity was not his choice; it was chosen for 
him, he would surely have said, if there was anyone who 
could have got close enough to him to elicit such intimate 
reflections, and in being faithful to his suffering he was a 
victim of the accidents of life itself rather than obeying the 
dictates of his character.) By espousing Fascism and, in 
doing so, opposing the reckless, erratic but much-loved 
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Piero, as Cipriano regularly did in matters of public policy, 
he was already putting himself in the wrong where many 
inhabitants of the town and the surrounding countryside 
were concerned. At the same time, there was a core of 
obstinately puritanical men and women who found Piero 
and his cavalier ways obnoxious, and rallied to Cipriano 
regardless of the issue.  Cipriano didn’t especially want to 
be the rallying-point for and leader of the resentful――or 
not of the resentful only. The problem was that Piero had 
cornered not only the conservative element, since in their 
eyes he was il Conte whether he liked it or not (and they 
doubtless sensed that he did, no matter what he 
proclaimed), but the left as well, by virtue of his 
Communist views and speeches. Cipriano had to move 
carefully. Deference and, no less powerful, sentimental 
attachment were at the young man’s command. For many 
the Count was the town, symbolically; his achievements 
were the town’s――even his glorious looks, his acrobatic 
dives and fast driving ennobled the town, just as any failure 
of Piero’s would disgrace it. He was their king. This ran too 
deep, both historically and at an instinctual level, to be 
easily overthrown. The town knew perfectly well that their 
Contessa was a Jew. They said nothing and made nothing of 
it. Anything else would be disloyalty to il signor Conte. And 
wasn’t she a delightful girl, kind, sober, polite, a loving 
mother to the Contessino, the future Count? Besides, she was 
a foreigner, and that was a category that overlapped and 
blurred some of the edges of the word ‘Jew,’ which for 
many if not most Italians lacked the automatic stigma it 
evoked elsewhere in Europe. 

Not for every Italian, of course. Despite Mussolini’s 
relative benevolence towards the race (until at last Il Duce 
capitulated to Hitler’s urgings), for some, a Jew was a Jew, 
and “Buon giorno, signora Contessa” came low and bitterly 
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from their mouths. The fact that Miri probably disdained 
the title, sharing her husband’s views (so people suspected, 
because of her diffidence, her gentle ways and lack of 
aristocratic hauteur), was only an added irritant to those 
who resented Piero’s choice of bride. 

Miri and young Vittorio were not the only people of 
Jewish blood in the town. Baldini the bookseller was 
Jewish, although no-one knew this. (Except Cipriano, who 
made it his business to know such things.) Baldini had a 
cousin, too, who lived with his family in the hinterland, 
high up, overlooking the Mediterranean, where he kept 
goats, and grew peaches and figs, in idyllic seclusion. And 
then there was il tedesco, Enrico (originally Heinrich) 
Schmitz, ‘the German’, who was known to everyone for his 
poor Italian and his loving photographs of the town and its 
district, which he sold as postcards to the tabacchi and as 
individual enlarged prints to tourists on the esplanade, 
signed “Schmitz” with the “z” on its side and made into a 
bow-tie, with a smiling face and cat’s whiskers above 
it――Schmitz’s logo. Schmitz and his wife were thought to 
be yet another German couple on their Italienreise, the 
journey to Italy that had a place in the hearts of all 
Germans, who had fallen in love with the place and simply 
never gone home. Sehnsucht nach Süden, Schmitz would say 
to Miri, who had some German (it was her parents’ native 
language): ‘longing for the South.’ Schmitz was as much a 
victim of it as any of his compatriots, but the truth was that 
he――wiser and earlier than most――had read Mein Kampf 
and decided that as a Jew he would not have children in 
Germany while Hitler was in power. Heinrich became 
Enrico. He and Hannelore, his wife, had found Liguria and 
with it the bay and the town and a coastline that never 
ceased to excite the eye. 
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How beautiful and how unusual it was, Piero’s paese! A 
succession of little inlets led to a peninsular formation on 
the horizon, visible from the esplanade and from every 
ridge above the town, that looked as if a dinosaur had 
immersed itself in the Mediterranean, leaving only three 
conical flaps projecting from its incompletely submerged 
back, like a stegosaur taking a bath. These three pointed 
hillocks, Japanese in their triangular symmetry, reached out 
from the Italian coast towards Africa, each a little smaller 
than the other, as if they were land’s last gasps. Northwards 
the coast stretched towards Genoa, beneath steep volcanic 
cliffs. The water at their foot was correspondingly deep, the 
deepest trench in the entire Mediterranean. Southwards, the 
bay of Rapallo swept round in an immense enfolding arm, 
recouped its geologic energy and unfurled a long succession 
of fishing ports in the direction of Rome and the 
Campagna, past enchanted Porto Venere, past the Cinque 
Terre with its vineyards, La Spezia and its naval base, and, 
before Rome beckoned, Livorno, or Leghorn as the British 
had called it when Shelley took a fatal swim off its coastline. 

Who could resist that sea and its loveliness? In those 
days of our youth, the mer mère, mare nostrum, the inland sea 
that had been the jewel of all waters since man’s earliest sea 
travels, the Great Green as the Egyptians had called it, was 
full of fish and darting squid, and ricci di mare or ‘sea 
hedgehogs,’ the sea urchins whose shells reached the size of 
little pumpkins, fine as lace (fine as the parchment-coloured 
lace spun by a dozen pairs of elderly hands, on our 
esplanade), in a dozen hues, red, yellow, purple, green and 
brown and all gradations in between. Jelly-fish, too, 
sometimes huge and sometimes tiny, invaded the bay, 
blown across from Africa. Waterspouts danced on the 
waters like sailing ships, leaning and swirling past each 
other as if in battle――a sea battle recast as a deadly water 
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ballet. At night the fishing fleet, now long a feature of the 
past, went out with their great globe lights, to draw the 
schools of fish up from the depths, dentice, branzino, orata. 
What culinary genius, or what accident first devised orata al 
cartoccio, sea bass cooked in a paper bag (slathered first with 
herbs from the hillsides about the town)? Only in Liguria, 
where pasta itself was born, could such a delicacy be 
conceived. All night the fleet’s huge round lanterns bobbed 
in the bay like fallen planets. Dawn brought the slow, 
thudding engines of the concerted fleet’s return, a team of 
giant snails chugging back together into port, their course 
plotted directly to the quayside, to the housewives and to 
those who, like Ettore, the Berlins’ gardener, and Piero’s 
man, Leandro, were sent out by the housewives to meet the 
night’s catch on the dock. This was the heartbeat of the 
town; its nightly breath, in and out. Without the fishing 
fleet, the town’s lungs, what would the town be? How 
would it live? On pebbly slipways in small, cavernous inlets 
along the coast the great brown fishing nets hung like a 
stage set for Ulrica’s cave in Un Ballo in Maschera (another 
favourite of Miri’s). Who would take these triumphal 
curtains down? It was unimaginable then. 

The hills of the hinterland, in any case, would never 
change. Their savage smell of hot earth, pine, dry herbs and 
salt had been there long before the first fishing net was 
woven, and nothing, not even the forest fires that 
blackened the hills every summer, could alter it. Wild fruits 
grew there, wild blackberries the size of plums, pine nuts, 
aniseed amid the wild garlic, the wild sweet peas and the 
foaming umbellifers. At night the fireflies massed like 
drunken starfire. “A-ooo,” came the hoarse cry of Dario the 
muleteer, echoing from ridge to ridge in those bygone days, 
as he marshalled his beasts, driving them home into the 
hills. 
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the distinguished Brazilian educator, Dr. 
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