




















Like the Bitter Orange
by Milena Palminteri
Translated by Carrie Grignano









Part 1

Sarraca, 1960
Without Family



	“I’m coming, I’m coming!” Cursidda exclaimed, running to the telephone. “Hello?”
	“It’s me, Carlotta.”
	“Ciao, cara mia, how are you? It’s been ages since we’ve heard from you. Your Zio[footnoteRef:1] and I were worried. We thought of calling you ourselves, but we knew you were busy at work. What are you doing right now? Are you coming over?” [1:  “Uncle” in standard Italian.] 

	As always, Cursidda spoke in bursts. Stopping her was a feat that could only be accomplished by the thunderous voice of my uncle, the lawyer: Zù [footnoteRef:2]Pippino[footnoteRef:3]. But somehow my unusual silence over the receiver managed to distract her from her monologue. [2:  “Uncle” in Sicilian dialect.]  [3:  Nickname/Familial pronunciation of Peppino.] 

 “What is it? Are you unwell? Did something happen to you? Here’s your Zio; I’ll pass you over to him now!”
	As she handed the lawyer the receiver, Cursidda pulled the wicker armchair that had been tailored specifically for him, closer for him to sit on.
	“Carlotta! Why do we never hear from you these days?”
	The lawyer frequently found himself getting upset over nothing these days, in his old age.
	“Hey…are you crying?”
	He heard a choked sigh escape in response, but then Carlotta’s voice returned to her normal voice of the director of the Notarial Archives of Agrigento, the voice that every employee obeyed. 
“No, no! It’s just all this dust making my nose run, you know… There’s no need to worry. I called you because I have something to ask you.”
	“Name it.”
	“I found a document here in the office. One that concerns my mother…and me,” despite her best efforts, another small tremor made its way into her voice. “But I don’t want to talk about it on the phone.”
	The lawyer sighed. “Then when, Carlotta? Are you just going to leave me hanging?”
	“Oh please, I’m only asking you to wait a little. Tomorrow is Saturday. I’ll take the noon bus and be in Sarraca at 2pm.”
	Cursidda, her gift of female intuition even stronger than her gift of gab, didn’t need to hear the conversation to understand. Leaning in the doorway of the kitchen with her hands on her hips, she shook her head as she watched the lawyer called Peppino Calascribetta.
	Meanwhile, eyes off in the distance, lost in shadow, Zù Pippino’s mind flooded with memories. He already knew what question Carlotta would ask him; it was his cross to bear. The receiver, meanwhile, hung silently from its cord.
*	*	*
	His thoughts disturbed, Peppino awoke suddenly from his light sleep.
	Was it a nightmare, an omen, a dream, or a warning? Lawyer Calascribetta didn’t know anymore.
	His bed had transformed into a stormy sea, a school of tuna skimming it with their tails. In their desperate attempt for impossible salvation, they writhed and injured themselves. The sea was the color of blood. A violent massacre awaited for La Mattanza, the silver-scaled fish with the musical name, trapped there in a labyrinth of underwater nets.
	Peppino was one of them; its face was his face, his body that of a trapped and exhausted tuna. Then, the dream took another odd and disturbing turn: other faces in fish bodies began to parade around him, both masculine and feminine. Their hair was styled or cut in Umberta fashion; but also disheveled, in brown, blond, or white. They wore hats and necklaces. Some had mustaches or beards. Peppino knew all of their names. Tuna fishermen armed with harpoons began killing at random. But suddenly, when all seemed lost and death imminent, he awoke with a start, breathing as heavy as a bellows and his sheets a shroud. He felt sure in that moment that that night’s enigma was a message.
The lawyer was old, aged beyond his years. He could barely place his feet on the ground. His head spun and the bed swayed; the shelves and papers seemed to launch themselves at him from the wall as if in a storm. The wardrobe mirror became a carousel, and with each turn Peppino recognized that face reduced to a rag in it as his own.
	Again, it felt like the final hour. Falling onto the bed, he exclaimed: “Help, Cursidda! I’m dying!”
	Gripping onto the handrail, the maid made her way up the few steps that led from the living room to the bedroom.
	“Oh please, not even a shotgun could kill you!”
	To the lawyer, Cursidda was a fixed presence. And at times, when haunted by his dull existence, he believed her to be his wife. She had the strengths and weaknesses that any spouse would: she spied on him, watched over him, comforted him and, if necessary, even bullied him. They bickered and glared at one another, but in the end, could never stand to be without each other.
	“Did you have a bad night? I’ll bring you your blood pressure pill and some water - coffee is not an option! What should I make you to eat?”
	“My God, woman, think for once! I am ill! Don’t you see? You speak to me about eating when I already have one foot in the grave!”
	“Ay! You will be the death of me, too!” Cursidda replied, already heading back down the stairs.
	Peppino, searching for something to hold onto, rose from the bed to attend to his morning needs. As the bathroom mirror too began to spin, he supposed there’d be no shaving this morning.
	Cursidda returned with a tray of pills, water, and a soggy barley. She found Peppino seated on an old bergère that had sunken-in over the years from his size.
	“What, no shaving this morning?” she teased.
	“No!”
	“Isn’t your niece coming today?”
	In response, Peppino took off one of his slippers and threw it at Cursidda. Unfortunately for him, she knew him too well; she was already back downstairs and out of range.
	“Wow, you must be really nervous!”
	She was right – and so was his night terror. He was upset by the phone call he’d received last evening from his niece, Carlotta Cangialosi.
	With a bitter taste in his mouth, Zù Peppino swallowed his prescription pills and trudged downstairs, swearing all the way down.
	Downstairs was Cursidda’s kingdom: the kitchen and a cammaredda[footnoteRef:4] in which to sleep. While bustling about in the kitchen, mixing and kneading, Cursidda took a look into the living room and the studio, keeping an eye on the lawyer who always resided in one room or the other, depending on the position of the sun’s rays: sitting in the sunlight during the winter, and avoiding it during the summer. Tall stacks of papers sat unsteadily on the desk, chairs, and dust-covered bookshelves. One small gust of wind and it would all be over. Files, notes, sentences, orders, decrees: there were so many that, once, Peppino had even tried to forcefully stuff them inside the pots in the kitchen. However, Cursidda had defended her territory by setting fire to them in the fireplace. Foolish woman, he had thought to himself. She doesn’t know that those papers are more valuable than money. [4:  A little chapel.] 

	Tired and restless, Calascibetta sunk himself into the armchair behind the desk and waited for Carlotta. Carlotta referred to him as “Zio” purely out of affection and respect. Although she was not his real niece, he loved her more than if she really were. That was how respect and affection were shown in Saracca, the small seaside village in Sicily that faced Africa across the sea; creating and bringing together family relationships where there were none.
*	*	*
Carlotta lived in Agrigento, where she was the director of the Notarial Archives – a sort of library that preserves old documents that are no longer in use. It was actually her Zὺ Pippino who had sent her to Rome to vie for that position. “A secure, government job,” he’d said. A fallback, she’d thought. She had obtained a law degree with honors, with the desire to become a lawyer. However, society at that time was still hostile towards women with ambitions for certain careers that society deemed to be “not in their nature.”
            For a long time, when Zὺ Pippino’s study occupied several rooms of the large home where she grew up, Carlotta had breathed air saturated by papers: texts, summons, notices, and so on. She had enjoyed the coming and going of rich clients and poor Christians who all turned to the lawyer as though taking shelter from misfortune falling down on them like icy rain. With all of the fame and esteem that Zὺ Pippino enjoyed in the village, it was inevitable that everyone in town wanted to emulate him.
            Just before she was born, a law had passed allowing women to practice the profession. But it was lawyer Calascibetta himself, apologetic but insistent, who had discouraged her from that career path. It was 1947, and in the Sicilian courts, fellow lawyers and magistrates still clung to the decree of the Court of Appeals of Torino. Its decree of women lawyers stated: “The law firm is an office practicable only by men and in which women may not mix.” What was the point of spending her days in a law office full of men where her mere presence would be seen as improper? Still, retreating in front of the men weighed on her like a prison sentence. Without contest and having done nothing wrong but be a woman, she couldn’t even experience the bitter taste of defeat.
*	*	*
	Anytime she mentioned her father, Carlo Cangialosi, who had died mysteriously the day she was born, she got the distinct impression that it would have been better if she'd been a boy. Carlotta had asked her mother Nardina if he had at least had the time to say if he was happy to have a girl for his first-born. In a world that gave privilege to men, Carlotta had a strong suspicion that her identity had been a disappointment. To know that it had not been so would have brought her some peace.
She had once tried to meet him, despite knowing he would never speak to her. She was convinced that by going into his studio, touching his things, and thinking of him intensely, he would, through some act of God, have reached his hand towards her across death’s veil. When she sat at his desk, she truly believed in that moment that she could see him, with that brownish face that she had come to know so well from the photograph on the étagère. She gave him a strained smile. With arms folded, he jerked his head and shook silently, his legs hidden by a dark and dense smoke. Then a scream rose from his throat as he disappeared, swallowed back into the darkness inside her where she always kept him, out of sight and out of mind.
            Her father’s disapproval lingered in the air, tangible and terrible. In it, Carlotta could see all of her faults: being a woman, of course, as well as knowing how to whistle, spit an olive pit pretty far, and, worst of all: how to pee in the garden, squatting without shame, like her nanny Sabedda had shown her. As far as society, and likely her father, was concerned, she was a failure as a daughter.
            The shame from that knowledge taught her to grow distant and distrusting, keeping her from ever reaching out to her unknown father, or any other man. But it was the fact that she was an orphan that always weighed on her the most.
            In response to Carlotta’s question about her father, her mother Nardina’s smile had vanished and she’d attempted to change the subject. However, her little daughter’s gaze was unrelenting; willing to stare her mother down all day until she had an answer. Then, inspired by a common Sicilian jest, Nardina fired off: “If you want to make a good breed, you must start with women.”
            “Not fair!” The young girl had exclaimed. “I’ve only been alive for a few years and yet you’re already talking about putting me to work! If I were a boy…”
            “What do you know about your father?” Nardina had replied. “Since the world began, the man has been the head of the family. He that gives and takes, that chooses what is done and what is not, that orders and commands. It is a useless, losing battle to try to change fate! Despite the fact that your father believed that, too, I never knew anyone more respectful towards women than him! I was fortunate; I don’t know how much you will be.”
            Carlotta frowned. She had meant it as a joke, given voice to a light-hearted jest, but her mother had transformed it into an unbearable weight. The suspicion that her father had not been overjoyed by her birth had become an everlasting upset for her, and her later dealings with the opposite sex did nothing but muddy those thoughts further.
            Afterwards, her distrust towards men was effectively supported and grown further as she witnessed her colleagues move swiftly up the career ladder while she remained on the sidelines, excluded from the fraternities that took place at the Ministry as a means to get promotions and move up the ladder. It was useless to complain about it; she always received the same response: as pretty as she was, it wouldn’t be long before she would abandon it all for children and a husband.
            So instead, Carlotta persisted in suffocating her beauty in dark, masculine suits, closed up in her little office from morning until night, where fresh air entered only rarely. She split her time between bureaucratic work, and the relaxing habits customary for a spinster.
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