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INTRODUCTION

The present dissertation illustrates the translation from Italian into English of the entire volume La
bambina, il pugile, il canguro written by Italian writer G. A. Stella, published in 2005. The story
deals with the deep, unconditional love of a grandfather for his little granddaughter who has down
syndrome. It is also a novel about prejudices and challenges that life presents due to the child’s
condition.

The choice of the topic was mainly driven by a personal interest in the field of translation, and
admiration for the unique work of G. Stella. The challenge of translating a novel ex-novo, since this
book had never been translated before, also played an important role in selecting it.

The work is structured into chapters. The first one sees the presentation of the book and the
author while the translation of the book is found in chapter two. The commentary follows, in
which attention is drawn to the analysis of textual typology, translation approaches and strategies.
The translating process involves making a choice between different options, options which may
result more appropriate than others considering the Target Language (TL). The commentary
investigates the peculiarities specific to one language which do not have an equivalent in the other
thus rendering the translation process extremely complicated. It lllustrates and comments on
difficulties encountered, along with motivated, final decisions. The primary focus is to address
such difficulties, namely cultural aspects, historical facts, the use of dialectal expressions in
Veneziano and Triestino, the presence of nursery rhymes as well as idiomatic expressions, and
register. Syntax, tense, aspect and semantic extensions of both languages are also considered,
with a view to discovering to what extent Italian and English work differently. All these will be
supported by translation theories and methodology employed.

Final chapters see conclusions, aimed at providing useful guidelines for those approaching the
translation practise, and bibliography.



1 The author and the book

Gian Antonio Stella is a renowned Italian writer and journalist. He is especially known for his
reportage work as well as for editing I/ Corriere della Sera.

The novel La bambina, il pugile, il canguro (The little girl, the boxer, the kangaroo) is an ‘unusual’
novel. Contrarily to most of his production which deals with politics and customs, it is in fact, the
story of the deep love of an old boxer for his little granddaughter Leticia, a child with down
syndrome. When she was born, Leticia was rejected by her mother who falls in a deep depression
that will lead her to suicide. The baby is left in care of her grandparents who love her
unconditionally and will devote their entire lives to raising her.

Set in Trieste, mixed with stories of sailors, old boxers and matches which are lullabies to Leticia,
the novel also deals with political issues of the separation of Yugoslavia that affected many Italians
at the time, forced to leave their homeland and lives behind, knowing they would never come
back.

The story is moving as it explores issues of refusal, abandonment, prejudices, disappointments and
hardships due to the child’s condition.

It is by all means a story of love, where this sentiment is so powerful as to eventually triumph and
overcome any difficulty. The theme of the “garden of imperfect children” is presented with
extreme tenderness and deeply moves us. The unhappy, happy little girl is extraordinarily happy.



2. Translation

La bambina, il pugile, il canguro

-
E 1a storia, tragica e serena, di un amore bellissimo. Quello tra un vecchio pugile e la sua

nipotina down. Un toccante percorso umano tra dolori, gioie, pregiudizi, speranze, colpi di scena.
Segnato da un pizzico di humour e da una magia: la piccola infelice é straordinariamente felice.



The little girl, the boxer, the kangaroo

This is the tragic, sweet story of a wonderful love. The love between an old boxer and his
granddaughter with down syndrome. A touching path along sufferings, joys, prejudices, hopes,
twists and turns, marked by a pinch of humor and a sprinkle of magic: the unhappy little girl is
extraordinarily happy.



1
Pugnin pugnin pugnela...

Il nonno pugilista prese tra le mani enormi la bambina e ciondolo fino alla finestra per guardarla
alla luce della luna, che si stagliava immensa dietro un olmo. Scostd con un dito la copertina che
Iavvolgeva per vedere meglio il viso. «A me» disse «sembra la piu bella di tutte.» Valentina si giro
dall’altra parte e riprese a piangere, affondando la faccia nel cuscino. La madre, seduta sulla sponda
del letto, le pos6é una mano sulla spalla, voltandosi verso il marito: «Piantala, Primo».

Era una vita che lo chiamavano Primo. Il papa, un istriano di Portole, I’aveva segnato all’anagrafe
col nome imposto dalla tradizione della famiglia Babich, dove da sempre a ogni Todaro seguiva un
Giusto e a ogni Giusto un Todaro. Cosi che fosse chiaro, dai richiami al martire triestino e al santo
serenissimo che svetta sulla colonna davanti al palazzo Ducale accanto al Leone di San Marco, come
quel cognome suonasse si slavo ma loro tutti, «da secoli e secoli», si sentissero di appartenere a
Venezia quanto la pelle stessa strappata dai turchi a Marcantonio Bragadin. A lui era toccato appunto
di essere battezzato Giusto. Ma per tutti, da quando era piccolo, era Primo.



1
Punchy, Punchy, Puncher...

Grandpa the boxer took the baby in his huge hands and slowly walked to the window, to
watch her in the moonlight that was spreading behind an elm tree. He lifted the blanket from
her face to get a better look. “I think” he said “that she’s the most beautiful baby in the world”.
Valentina turned around, sank her face on the pillow and started crying again. Her mother,
sitting on the edge of the bed, turned to her husband: “Enough, Primo”.

People had always called him Primo. His father was from Portole in Istria (which at the
time was half Italian and half Slovenian). He named his son following the Babich family
tradition which imposed a Todaro followed by a Giusto, and a Todaro after a Giusto. Giusto
was a famous Italian martyr from Trieste. Todaro is the Saint of Venice, whom you can admire
on the column facing Palazzo Ducale, next to the Lion of S. Marco (Patron of Venice). Although
the surname sounds Slovenian, combining it with Giusto and Todaro, made the members of
the Babich line feel Italian as well. Indeed, they felt they really belonged to Venice: almost as
much as the skin of Marcantonio Bragadin ! which the Turkish had ripped out. When Primo
was born they had called him Giusto. But ever since he was little, everybody had known him
as Primo.

(1) Marcantonio Bragadin is a Venetian hero, captain in the war against the Turks who captured,
tortured and mutilated him when he refused to convert to Islam. The “skin” of Bragadin, mentioned in
the text, refers to the fact that after he died the Turks stuffed his skin with straw and sewn and
reinvested him with his military insigna. He was then displayed and mocked, paraded around on a
horse along the streets of Famagusta.



Piccolo, veramente, non era mai stato. L'ostetrica, un donnone di Gologorizza dagli zigomi alti e
dalle gote di un rosso ciliegia, era andata avanti per anni a giurare con le amiche, «davanti alla Beata
Vergine e ai santi Cirillo e Metodio», che lei non aveva mai fatto nascere un bambino piu grosso:
cinque chili e otto! E via via, col passare del tempo, aveva preso ad aggiungere etto su etto fino a
sfondare i sei chili e poi i sette e poi gli otto; cosi che a un certo punto i compaesani la prendevano in
giro: «Quanti quintali era quel neonato, Mevla?».

Lui, crescendo, ci aveva messo del suo per dar corpo, letteralmente, alla leggenda. Tanto che a
tredici anni, quando gia poteva caricarsi senza fatica sulle spalle uno scrittoio, non gli andavano piu
bene neanche le scarpe dello zio Andreino che, a dispetto del diminutivo, era stato fino ad allora, col
suo metro e ottantaquattro, il gigante della stirpe.

Fu cosi che, appena nei cieli di Nuova York apparve l'astro di Primo Carnera, il «monumento
umano» che abbatteva gli avversari schiaffeggiandoli coi guantoni e in certe foto grondava di nani
appesi all’enorme collo taurino per il vanto della maschia Italia fascista, avevano smesso tutti di
chiamarlo Giusto per ribattezzarlo definitivamente Primo.

Il nomignolo, all’inizio, non gli era piaciuto tanto. Ma col tempo l'aveva sentito sempre piu suo.
Specialmente dal giorno in cui aveva trovato in casa una copertina della «Domenica del Corriere»
disegnata dal grande Achille Beltrame che mostrava il colossale boxeur mentre con una mano sola
(una mano sola!) tirava su una macchina cappottata per sfilarne da sotto i passeggeri feriti. La



Little, though, he never really was. The obstetrician was a big woman from Golorizza with
high cheekbones and cherry cheeks. She kept telling her friends, swearing “to the Blessed
Virgin and Saint Cirillo and Metodio”, that she had never delivered a bigger boy: 12.7 pounds!
As time went by, she would add up a few ounces to the story, until she cracked thirteen,
fifteen and even seventeen pounds; of course, at some point her fellow villagers started
teasing her: “how many tons did you say that baby was again, Mevla?”.

As he grew up, Primo had played its part in feeding the legend, literally. Indeed, when
he was but thirteen, he could easily lift and carry a desk on his shoulder. His feet were so big
that his uncle Andreino’s shoes, the giant of the line, didn’t even fit him.

As soon as the star Primo Carnera, the “human colossus” made his appearance in the skies
of New York City, he knocked down his opponents with his boxing gloves. In some pictures he
was depicted with several dwarfs clung to his big bull-like neck, a pride image for male Fascist
Italy. From that moment onwards, Primo would have become his rightful name.

He wasn'’t particularly fond of it at first, but he ended up liking it. Especially since he came
across the front page of the Sunday edition of Il Corriere. It featured an illustration by great
Achille Beltrame which depicted the huge boxer as he lifted a flipped over car with one hand
to free the injured passengers
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didascalia 'aveva conficcata per sempre nella memoria: «Dal pugilato al... pronto soccorso. Un
salvataggio non comune ha compiuto Primo Carnera a Hollywood. Il campione del mondo, senz’altro
aiuto che la sua forza, ha sollevato un’automobile che s’era ribaltata dopo uno scontro e ne ha estratto
i quattro passeggeri feriti. Compiuto il generoso gesto, I'italiano si allontanava tra gli applausi degli
accorsi». Col passar degli anni si era anzi cosi affezionato al soprannome che quando doveva
presentarsi col nome anagrafico, per esempio allo sportello delle poste, si sentiva in dovere di
precisare: «Babich Giusto. Detto Primox».

«Ha qualcosa della luna» disse il vecchio, seguendo col mignolo, nel chiaroscuro, il viso tondo
tondo della nipotina, che in braccio a lui pareva ancora piu fragile e minuta. Gli venne in mente,
chissa come, una vecchia filastrocca:

Vedo la luna, vedo le stelle

vedo Caino che fa le frittelle
vedo la tavola apparecchiata
vedo Caino che fa la frittata.
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The headline is still vivid in his memory: “From boxing to... the E.R. Primo Carnera made
quite an extraordinary rescue. With the sole help of his own strength, the world champion
lifted a flipped over car to rescue four passengers injured in the crash. Upon accomplishing
such generous gesture, the Italian champion moved away from the cheering crowd”. As the
years went by, he had grown so fond of being called Primo, that whenever he had to provide
his full name, at the Post Office for instance, he felt the need to introduce himself as “Babich
Giusto, a.k.a. Primo”.

“There’s something of the moon about her”, said the old man, his little finger tracing the
round face of his granddaughter in the shadow. She appeared even tinier and fragile in his big
arms. An old nursery rhyme suddenly came to his mind:

I see the moon, I see the stars
I see Cain cooking choco bars
I see the laid table

I see Cain cooking maple.

12



Lontano, squarciando il ronzio sereno delle cicale, parti prepotente il canto di un gallo. La bambina
riprese a piangere. Si apri la porta, entré un’infermiera ossuta e spilungona dall’aria volgare, accese
meccanicamente la luce, abbagliante, tolse la piccola dalle braccia del nonno e la offri, con la
naturalezza spiccia di chi ha ripetuto mille volte il gesto, alla madre.

«No» disse lei girandosi dall’altra parte, la faccia al muro.

«E tua figlia...» sbuffo I'infermiera.

«No. La prego, no...»

«Deve mangiare...»

«No. Per favore, no...»

«Non posso darle la tetta io.»

«Per favore...»

«E carne tua... Non & mica colpa mia se ti € venuta cosi... Capita.»

«Per favore...»

Il gallo cantd di nuovo. Piu volte. La donna chino la testa sul fagottino, tird su col naso, fece una
smorfia: «Questa qui I'ha fatta. Va cambiata». Allungo un braccio per scuotere la puerpera in lacrime:
«Non sono pagata per stare qui per te, principessa. Ci diamo una mossa?».

Primo, che era rimasto 1i, di spalle davanti alla finestra, enorme e immobile come un tronco,
ondeggio. Piombo sull’infermiera, le strappo la piccola dalle braccia, le piantd a un millimetro dal
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Far away, a cock started singing aggressively, breaking the peaceful buzzing of the crickets.
The little girl started crying again. The door opened as a tall, bony, vulgar nurse entered the
room. She lit the light mechanically, took the baby from grandpa’s arms and handed her to her
mother; her movements were fast and natural, of someone who’s performed the same task a
thousand times.

“No” said the woman, turning around to face the wall

“She’s your daughter...” snorted the nurse.

“No. I beg you, no..”

“She needs to be nursed...”

“No. Please, no...”

“I can’t give her my boob.”

“Please...”

“She’s your own flesh and blood... it’s not my fault she turned out like that... it happens”.
“Please....”

The cock sang again. Several times. The woman leaned over the bundle, sniffed and smirked:
“ah, she’s made it. She needs changing.” She reached out an arm to shake the newbie mother
who was in tears: “I don’t get paid to be at your service, princess. Shall we get going?”.

Primo was there, facing the window, huge and still like a trunk. He wavered and swooped in
on the nurse, grabbed the baby from her arms, and threw her a great punch, one inch
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naso un pugno smisurato, cavo da dentro una voce cupa: «Lei... Lei...». Faticava a dominarsi. «Ma
come parla? Cosa dice? Come puo fare questo mestiere, una donna come lei?»

La nonna si affrettd a prendere la nipotina dalle mani del marito mentre l'infermiera arretrava
muta e spaventata verso la porta, giro intorno al letto e si avvicino alla finestra. La luna stava ormai
calando. Guardo le manine quasi violacee della piccola, canticchid la nenia veneta di quando era
bambina e giocava coi fratelli, intorno al tavolo, ad accavallare i pugni di tutti uno sopra l'altro come
una torre:

Pugnin pugnin pugnela
dove xé la casatela

el gato la gd magna
dove xé el gato

supa’ ‘e scale

dove xé le scale

el fogo le ga brusa
dove xé el fogo

I'aqua lo ga smorsa...

15



from the nose. He said in a deep voice: “You...You...”. He could hardly control his temper. “How
do you even talk, lady? What are you saying? How can a person like you do this job?”".
Grandma reached out and took her little granddaughter from her husband’s arms, as the
frightened nurse retreated to the door in silence. She circled the bed and walked over to the
window. The moon was waning. She gazed at her grandchild’s tiny, purplish hands and began
to sing an old Venetian nursery rhyme. It was the one she used to sing when she was little and
she and her brothers gathered around the table and played overlapping their fists one above
the other to build a tower:

Punchy punchy puncher
Where’s my Gruyere

The cat ate it up

Where is the cat

It’s on the stairs

The fire burnt them down
Where is the fire?

The water put it out...
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Si passo il dorso della mano sugli occhi per asciugare una lacrima. Le si fermo il respiro all’idea che
forse quella sua bambina non sarebbe mai riuscita a imparare neanche una filastrocca cosi facile. Alzo
gli occhi dolenti verso il marito: «E adesso, Primo?».

Lui restava li, piantato davanti al letto, senza dire una parola. Per correre in ospedale si era messo il
vestito buono, con la giacca di flanella comprata da Vittadello, la camicia bianca e la cravatta che gli
avevano regalato i colleghi il giorno della pensione. Uscendo, si era ricordato della spilla del «Circolo
Pugilisti Pasqualino “Saetta” Bernasconi», aveva rovistato nei cassetti fino a ritrovarla e se l'era
infilata all'occhiello. La moglie, quando era arrivato nella sala d’attesa di ostetricia, era scoppiata a
ridere nervosa: «Sito mato? Co’ ‘sto caldo!». Lui aveva risposto che no, «non capita tante volte nella
vita di diventare per la prima volta nonni». Era un giorno solenne. Da vivere con solennita.

La moglie, stremata dall’attesa, era rimasta tutto il tempo a fare e disfare con l'uncinetto un
centrino color acquamarina con un fior di pesco. Tesissima.

«Cosa c¢’'é, Nora?»

«Non so.»

«Problemi?»

«Non so.»

«Cioé?»

«Non so.»

17



She rubbed a tear from her eye, her heart sinking in the awareness that this baby may never
be able to learn an easy rhyme like that. She gave a painful look to her husband: “What now,
Primo?”.

He stood there facing the bed, still, speechless. Before rushing to the hospital, he had put on
his nicest suit, a flannel jacket bought at Vittadello’s, and the white shirt and tie his colleagues
had given him as a retirement gift. Upon leaving the house, he had remembered he owned a
brooch from the Boxing Club Pasqualino “Flash” Bernasconi so he rummaged in the drawer
until he found it and wore it on the buttonhole. When he got to the maternity ward waiting
room, his wife laughed nervously: “Are you insane? How can you be wearing that, It's too
hot!”. He told her no, “he wasn’t crazy. It's not everyday that you become a grandparent for the
first time”. It was a solemn day and it should be honoured. His wife was exhausted from all the
waiting. She had been sitting there the entire time, knitting and undoing a turquoise peach-
blossom embroidered centerpiece. She felt extremely tense.

“What’s the matter Nora?”
“Idon’t know.”
“Complications?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know.”

18



Finché, finalmente, erano stati informati. L’avevano detto a lui, per primo. Forse perché, con quelle
spalle larghe come un trumo, dava I'impressione di poter resistere a tutto, proprio come quelle pioppe
gigantesche della campagna friulana che vibrano appena sotto la tormenta. Era sempre andata cosi,
fin da quando era bambino. Come la volta che, su al paese, era stato incaricato di portare lui in
famiglia la notizia che il nonno Giusto era scivolato sotto una ruota di ferro del carro di Zaccaria,
mentre lo spingeva stracarico su per la rampa del fienile strattonando il morso del cavallo sotto il
diluvio di un improvviso acquazzone estivo: «Oh! Bestia! Oh! Bestia!».

Aveva ancora nelle orecchie lo schiocco delle vertebre spezzate, 1'urlo soffocato del vecchio, la
disperazione delle donne che accorrevano trafelate buttando via i rastrelli, I'intimazione asciutta del
Valente Giuricin: «Mulo, corri a casa e avverti che sta morendo il nonno».

Se lo ricordava bene, quel giorno. Era il 26 aprile, un Iunedi fiacco seguito alla festa di San Marco e
a quella patronale di San Giorgio che in Istria (dove si celebrava con un giorno di ritardo) era
veneratissimo da una lontana notte del Trecento in cui due pescatori piranesi sorpresi da una
spaventosa tempesta erano stati salvati dal santo che, improvvisamente apparso, aveva sguainata la
spada e domato la burrasca come un tempo aveva ucciso il drago.

La primavera é spesso precoce, in Istria. Lui stesso come tutti i bambini aveva mandato a memoria
I'antico adagio: «Per san Zorzi / ga la spiga tuti i orzi». A San Giorgio han la spiga tutti gli orzi. Mai,
pero, era arrivata precoce come quell’anno, spingendo i contadini a chiamare 'Ippolito «Segantin» e
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Eventually they had been told. The doctors had spoken to Primo first. Perhaps his large
shoulders looked as though they could endure everything, like the big poplars typical of
Region Friuli countryside, which hardly bend during a storm. It had always been like that,
since he was a child. Like the time he had been in charge of delivering the sad news of grandpa
Giusto to his family. In a sudden summer storm, grandpa Giusto had slipped under an iron
wheel while pushing Zaccaria’s over-loaded cart up the barn ramp, pulling at the bit of the
horse “Oh! Beast! Oh! Beast!”.

He could still hear the cracking of the broken vertebra, the old man’s choked scream and
the despair of the women reaching out, dropping their rakes, breathless. He could still hear
the blunt order he received from Valente Giuricin: “donkey, run home and tell them grandpa’s
dying.”

He remembered that day vividly. April 26%, a quiet Monday following the celebrations for
Saint Marco and Saint Giorgio. In Istria St Giorgio was celebrated one day later. He had been
worshipped ever since he saved two fishermen from Pirano during a terrible storm. This
happened one night in 1300, the Saint appeared in a flash and unsheathed his sword, just like,
according to the legend, he had once done when he killed the dragon.

Spring often comes early in Istria. Primo and all the other children had learned by heart the
old saying “By Saint Zorzi /all the barleys have an ear”. Which means when it’s time to
celebrate Saint Giorgio, every barley plant has ripened. Never, had spring come as early as
that year. The villagers were forced to call Reaper Ippolito and

20



la sua squadretta di falciatori, povera gente che dormiva in fienile, con almeno tre settimane di
anticipo. C’era un sole stupendo, quel giorno. Un caldo anomalo e asfissiante. Quando era tornato
indietro, esausto, dopo aver dato 'allarme, 'aveva colpito il rivolo di sudore sulla tempia del nonno. E
una voce alle sue spalle che diceva: «Dio, che caldo... Mai visto uno morire sudando». Erano tutti in
lacrime, Iui no. Ciglio asciutto.

Tanti anni dopo, era ancora grato in cuor suo al padre che gli aveva fatto assistere alla morte del
nonno Giusto, che «cosi si sarebbe sentito meno solo». Tutti insieme intorno al letto sul quale
lavevano adagiato. Non glielo aveva imposto di assistere. L’aveva dato per scontato. Era sempre stato
cosl, in famiglia. Non c’era stato bambino che non avesse vissuto gli ultimi soffi di vita di chi se ne
andava. Cosi che capisse presto che «la morte e la vita sono sorelle proprio come sono fratelli
lautunno e la primavera, e non ci sarebbe morte senza la vita e non ci sarebbe vita senza la morte».

Il medico di turno era un lungagnone pallido con la testa piccola e gli occhialetti tondi di tartaruga.
Dopo averli sfilati, li aveva inumiditi con ’alito e, estratto un fazzoletto candido, aveva proceduto a
una meticolosa pulizia delle lenti come cercasse di gnadagnare tempo. Primo si era sentito sbandare.

«Lei e il nonno?»

«Si»

«E il padre?»
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his little team of haymakers, poor people who sleeped in a barnyard, at least three weeks in
advance. The sun was splendid that day. Oddly, it was extremely hot. When Primo got back
from alerting his family, exhausted, he was struck by a rivulet of sweat on his grandfather’s
temple. He heard someone behind him saying “God, it’s so hot... never seen anyone dying in a
sweat”. Everybody was crying. But not Primo. He was stony-faced.

Many years later, he still felt grateful to his father who let him be present when
grandfather Giusto had died so “he would feel less alone”. They were all gathered around the
bed where he laid. Nobody had forced Primo to be there. They had taken it for granted. It had
always been like that in the family. There was no child who hadn’t witnessed the last breaths
of those who were dying. This was so that they could understand from a young age that “death
and life are sisters, just like Autumn and Spring are brothers, and there would be no death
without life, just like there would be no life without death.”

The on-duty doctor was a pale, whining man with a tiny head and small rounded tortoise
glasses. He took them off, blew on them, took out a clean white tissue and proceeded to a
meticulous cleaning of the lenses, as if trying to buy some extra time. Primo felt as though he
was about to collapse.

“Are you the grandfather?”

“Yes”

“And the father?”
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«Non c’é.»

«Non e venuto?»

«No.»

«Ah...»

«E fatto cosi.»

«Lo sapeva?»

«Cosa?»

«Del parto.»

«Ovvio.»

«E niente?»

«Niente. Insomma, beve. Sara steso ubriaco da qualche parte.»
«Senta, signor...»

«Babich.»

«Slavo?»

«Italiano.»

«Credevo...»

«Italiano.»

«Scusi. Signor Babich, abbiamo un problema. Un grosso problema.»
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“He’s not here”
“He didn’t come?”
“No.”

“Ah..”

“He’s like that”
“Did he know?”
“About what?”
“The childbirth”
“Naturally.”

“And nothing?”
“Nothing. [ mean, he drinks you know. He’s probably lying around somewhere, drunk”
“Listen, Mr...”
“Babich.”

“You Slovenian?”
“I'm Italian.”

“I thought...”
“Italian.”

“Sorry. Mr Babich, we have a situation. A big problem”



«Cioé?»

«Non so come dirglielo... Insomma... La bambina é down.»

Il colpo l'aveva centrato come il «chopper» di Jack Slack il Macellaio che stese il grande Jack
Broughton. Ogni tanto, per anni, ci avrebbe ripensato: come gli era venuto in mente, quella sera, il
colpo a mannaia di Jack il Macellaio? Perché, di tutti i colpi omicidi nella storia del pugilato, proprio il
«chopper» di Slack? Era sporco, ecco perché gli era venuto in mente. Un colpo sporco. Quasi quanto
quello di John Jackson il giorno in cui, sotto gli occhi distratti dell’arbitro, aveva scaraventato a terra
quel genio di Daniel Mendoza, ai tempi in cui combattevano ancora senza guantoni, afferrandolo per i
capelli che I'ebreo britannico portava vezzosamente lunghi. Colpi sporchi. A tradimento.

Si era slacciato la cravatta, sbottonato il colletto.

«Mongolina?»

«Down» aveva precisato il medico. «La piccola é affetta dalla sindrome di Down.»

«Mongolina...»

«Vedra che col tempo le parole mongolina o mongoloide daranno fastidio anche a lei. Voglio dire,
pit ancora di quanto lo diano a me.»

Nora, saputa la cosa, era rimasta impietrita. «Me la sentivo.» Aveva passato nove mesi a piangere,
durante la gravidanza. Ce I'aveva col genero che per il vino si era giocato gia due posti di lavoro e
chissa in quel momento dove si era imbucato a bere. Ce 'aveva con la figlia, che prima si era scelta
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“What do you mean?”

“I really don’t know how to tell you this.. but.. you see.. the little girl has down syndrome.”

That hit him like Jack Slack the butcher’s chopper had knocked out the great Jack Broughton.
Every now and then over the years, he had found himself wondering why he had thought of
Jack the Butcher’s chopper that night. Why, with all the killing hits in the history of boxing, he
had to think of Slack’s chopper? It was dirty, that is why. A low blow. Almost as low as John
Jackson’s punch when he knocked out the great Daniel Mendoza, right under the nose of a
distracted referee. This happened at a time when they still used big boxing gloves. John
Jackson had grabbed the British Jew by his charmingly long hair. A cheap shot. A Sneak attack.

Primo undid his tie and unbuttoned the collar.

“A mongoloid baby?”

“Down” specified the doctor. “The little girl suffers from down syndrome”.

“A little mongoloid baby..”

“You'll see how with time you’ll grow on to hate expressions such as mongoloid. I mean
more than [ do.”

When Nora got the news she was petrified. “I was feeling it”. She spent the nine pregnancy
months crying. She felt grudge against her son-in-law who had lost two jobs for his drinking
problem and God knows where he ended up drinking now. She felt angry at her daughter, for
choosing
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quel marito shagliato soprattutto per fare un dispetto al padre che lo disprezzava e poi era rimasta
incinta e aveva prese per buone le rassicurazioni di un medico che le aveva garantito come fosse «del
tutto superfluo» fare dopo I'ecografia anche un altro esame pit approfondito: «Un’amniocentesi? Ha
trent’anni, sta bene, che problema vuole che ci sia?». Ce I'aveva col dottore del quale troppo tardi
aveva scoperto un paio di denunce penali perché, da obiettore di coscienza legato con fede
febbricitante all’Opus Dei, non aveva detto tutta la verita ad altre due ragazze destinate ad avere figli
disabili.

Le ronzava nelle orecchie la risposta avuta quando aveva insistito perché la figlia facesse queste
benedette analisi supplementari. Aveva letto da qualche parte che un bambino su ottocento nasce
affetto dalla sindrome di Down e che il rischio aumenta in progressione quando la donna, come nel
caso di Valentina, ha gia passato da un po’ la trentina. Voleva sapere, sapere, sapere. Il ginecologo,
spazientito, era stato irremovibile:

«Mi dispiace, non insista: sua figlia non rientra per legge nelle categorie a rischio».

«Per legge?»

«Per legge.»

«Non capisco come la legge...»

«Ci sono dei parametri... procedure... Si fidi.»
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that good-for-nothing husband mostly to get back at her father who despised him. And for
getting pregnant and listening to that doctor’s false reassurances that no, she needn’t take any
thorough exams, an echography was more than enough: “An amniocentesis? You are 30 and in
good health, nothing could possibly go wrong”. She was furious at the doctor, an insanely
religious conscientious objector involved with opus Dei. Too late had she found out that he
had two charges pressed against him for being dishonest to two girls destined to have
disabled children.

The reply she got upon insisting that her daughter should take those bloody extra tests
kept haunting her. She had read somewhere that one out of eight hundred children is born
afflicted by down syndrome and the risk is higher if the mother, just like Valentina, was much
over 30 years of age. She wanted to know. The gynecologist, annoyed, had been inflexible.

“I'm afraid your daughter is not by law within the categories at risk”

“By law?”

“By law.”
“I don’t see how the law...”
“There are parameters... procedures you see...trust me.”
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Valentina non aveva neanche voluto vederla, la figlioletta. Bastonata dalla notizia, fiaccata
dall’anestesia imposta dalla necessita del taglio cesareo dopo ore di inutili sofferenze, si era strappata
la flebo dal braccio e, tirate le lenzuola sulla faccia e buttati fuori tutti dalla stanza, si era abbandonata
a un pianto cosi disperato che, diceva la caposala, avevano telefonato giu per sapere cosa succedeva
perfino da ortopedia, che stava al piano di sopra. Quando la madre, finalmente, 