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Q: Teenagers are often at the center of your novels—usually shy and introverted, as in Me and You or
Steal You Away. This time, however, there seems to be a shift: Nilo is more daring.

A: “Nilo opens himself up to love. He’s a more precocious teenager than the others. What he feels is true
love, different from Lorenzo’s attachment to his stepsister Olivia in Me and You. I believe the real rupture in
an adolescent’s life comes with falling in love for the first time.”

Love as a passage into adulthood?

“It happens when you experience that unruly feeling that resembles the flu—a kind of hallucination with
very specific symptoms. You get stomach aches, pain in your arms. At that age, love is like a virus. And Nilo
feels it for Arianna, the least suitable person.”

Nilo is thirteen; Arianna is in her thirties—attractive but worn down, extremely thin, with a somewhat
toxic beauty.

“It’s a wrong kind of love, but it has the power to push Nilo to break the rules of his family. She has the
beauty of someone who has lived, someone who has been a bit chewed up by life. I wanted to show how
every family has its unquestionable rules, and how love can represent the opposite: freedom from that
domestic prison. Arianna wanders around, lets boys touch her, seems not to care about anything. To an
adolescent, that kind of freedom can be intoxicating.”

Families in your books are often systems of coercion.

“They can be, to the point where it seems normal to keep a monster hidden in the house in total secrecy.
Family silence dictates that ugly things must not be told. When I imagined locking a monster in a bathroom,
confining it to a very small space, I wanted to express precisely that kind of family constraint—set against
the opposing, liberating force of love. The collision between these two forces creates tragedy.”

How does adolescent love open up another realm?

“It throws open the realm of possibilities. It’s a rupture. Suddenly ideas, thoughts, and desires to escape
appear. You think about the person you love and you’d do anything for them. You fall under a kind of almost
hallucinatory spell—perhaps linked to hormonal change—that drives you to want to run away, clashing with
the impossibility of actually leaving home. From this imbalance between what you desire and what you have
stem many of the pathologies adolescents suffer from. Theirs is an early frustration: on the one hand the
sense of immense imaginative and cognitive possibility, on the other a world that slowly closes in on them.”

You are approaching sixty—you’ll turn sixty in September. Does the distance from adolescence make
you see it differently?

“For a while I kept chasing that energy, then at some point I began to feel nostalgia for it. A nostalgia tied to
moments of solitude and to thoughts of missed possibilities, of doors that closed. You might think back to a
woman you let go, and imagine what your life would have been like had you made different choices. But
honestly, even that nostalgia is now fading. As I grow older, I realize my mind is slower, my memory is
dissolving. I go out very little, mostly just for the occasional dinner.”

Does introducing a monster into the story help recover that lost youthful energy?

“It has to do with my true passions: my love for mythology, for monstrous creatures, for paradox. Monsters
are sad and lonely beings, and in that they mirror many adolescents, including Nilo. But they also possess
fascinating powers—things a young boy can dream about. I think of the Graeae, monstrous sisters born with
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a single eye and a single tooth, which they fought over to see and eat. Perhaps what I loved most as a young
person, besides Calvino’s Fiabe [taliane, was a small Greek mythology handbook that belonged to my
grandmother. I still have it—a little book that was a source of imagination and storytelling for me. Greek
mythology is the foundation of all my narrative.”

What is a monster?
“A gateway to another dimension, another world. The saddest of contemporary monsters is the Joker.”

We’re talking about the book, but in the end we’re also talking a lot about you. What kind of boy were
you?

“A loner. After my first success I started going to parties for a while, but as a writer I’ve always needed
silence to create. My university years were dark, bleak. I studied a lot, but I felt it wasn’t my path—that there
was something else I hadn’t yet realized. The real turning point came when I published Branchie: that’s when
[ understood I could do something else. I was lucky to meet someone from a small publishing house who
wanted to read it. [ hadn’t even finished it, but reading the first half was enough for him to decide to publish
it. It first came out with Ediesse, the publishing house of the CGIL, and was later republished by Einaudi.
That’s when everything started: Fango, then inclusion in the Gioventu cannibale anthology. Until then I had
lived in a sort of suspension, dependent on what my parents wanted. I was studying biology but still living at
home. Not a guardian—I felt more like a doorman. That book set me free.”

Did you leave university?

“I dropped out. My father said to me: if you leave, from now on your life is yours. In my family no one had
ever imagined I could do anything other than graduate. We don’t praise each other much. We all consider
ourselves basically incapable until proven otherwise (laughs).”

Your father is the well-known neuropsychiatrist and psychoanalyst Massimo Ammaniti. You also wrote
a book together, In the Name of the Son.

“That book represented a reconciliation after years of difficulty.”

You are both connected, in different ways, by an interest in adolescence.

“Adolescence has been portrayed better by writers and poets than by psychiatrists and psychologists.”
For example?

“The first that comes to mind is The Catcher in the Rye, a novel that changed the perception of adolescence.
Or all of Stephen King’s books.”

The Guardian might recall King’s I¢, with the idea that only children can see and fight monsters.

“It is a wonderful book—it tells of the power of friendship in adolescence. King imagines a group of kids
who unite to face absolute evil embodied in a monster living in the sewers. Here, instead, poor Nilo is
completely alone.”

Alone in guarding a terrifying family legacy.

“Nilo is the custodian of tradition; he carries the weight of belonging to that family. Isn’t that what happens
to all of us? We are born into a world already built by our parents—we are all custodians of a legacy that
precedes us.”

In your case, what is your connection to your family history?

“My story is closely tied to my maternal grandparents and to the memory of a late nineteenth-century house
by the sea where I’ve gone since I was a child. A house full of objects, memories, drawers containing
fragments of lives: my great-grandfather’s cigarettes, his glasses. Closets stuffed with clothes from every era.
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A kind of museum of memory, passed down from generation to generation, where everything accumulates—
and every loss feels like mourning.”

Did you ever feel that legacy as a burden?

“It’s actually a beautiful story, but when the museum is entrusted to you and you’re told you’re its guardian,
you may feel the urge to escape. Not because you feel bad at home, but perhaps—in my case—because of an
excess of imagination. I dreamed of going to live in a forest.”

In your books too, imagination seems to develop almost as a reaction to claustrophobia. The tighter the
space, the stronger the urge to escape—cellars, catacombs, sewers, tunnels, basements.

“There are wonderful writers who become more creative the more they move, meet people, see things—Ilike
Hemingway or Kapuscinski. Others, like me, expand the windows of imagination by withdrawing. As if
writing were a compensation for limited possibilities. In those closed spaces I place the things I love and that
reassure me: music, books, aquariums. Within my solitude I build a kind of armor that protects me.”

Does your narrative instinct—so natural, almost biological—grow out of that solitude?

“I’ve always read a lot and imagined stories. Some stay, others I forget. I usually start five or six at once,
then see which ones move forward, and eventually follow the one that convinces me most. When weeks go
by without new ideas, I know it’s not a good period—I’ve slipped into depression. So does writing come
casily? It depends on the book. The Keeper came out quickly; I didn’t struggle much. It emerged while I was
working on another project, a book I’ve been writing for many years. Severino Cesari (Einaudi’s late
editorial director) read the first pages a long time ago.”

Is it the book of your life?

“I think so. I’ve been working on it forever, but I always reach a point where I stop. Maybe I’ll never finish
it. Once again I had run aground, I was exhausted, my unease growing. Then I told myself: if it makes you
feel this way, leave it—start something else. Writing The Keeper was liberating. Like getting on a motorcycle
and riding out of a swamp. A surge of enthusiasm.”

A burst of reckless imagination that brings together monsters and humans, the ordinary and the
supernatural.

“The ancient Greeks told stories of monsters, struggles with the gods, punishments, injustices, errors. Those
guilty of hubris were punished for daring to challenge the gods. Today, instead, we believe in a single god
with a white beard, just and good.”

You don’t believe?
“No—but I’'m getting closer.”
What do you mean?

“As I grow older, I start thinking about the afterlife. I want to invent it, imagine it in my own way. Slowly I’ll
find the right place to go. There will be some strange rules.”

It could become a book.

“Of course (smiles). But there’s something else. Right now, it feels better to imagine an afterlife than to deal
with this life. We’re living through a terrible phase: first the pandemic, now total tragedy. I never thought
we’d reach this level of violent power. We’re facing an infantile kind of power—it feels like watching a bully
at play. We were used to a certain grammar; now a lower and lower language prevails, and it translates into
violent actions, while thousands of innocent people are bombed. It’s unacceptable.”

Do you think people are becoming accustomed to the worst?



“After Covid, something must have happened—hell opened up, pushing everything toward extremes. Critical
thinking, the ability to weigh different positions, now seems unacceptable. It’s easier to take the side of evil.
Those in difficulty are the ones who still have doubts—the moderates.”

Adolescents’ lives are also changing because of social media.

“I have the impression that adolescence today is fragmented into thousands of images and pieces of
information, and that young people have lost memory of the past, of the Second World War. It’s a world that
seems to forget the lessons of the twentieth century. I hope we’re not heading toward another world war, but
it’s clear that the powder keg is steadily growing.”

At the end of the novel, in the acknowledgments, you write that this story was a lifesaver for you.
Why?

“When I started working on it, I was grieving—I was going through a very difficult time. Writing this book
helped me face that phase. I realized that the three hours I spent writing made me happy. That’s when |
understood that writing can save you.”

Had you never thought that before?

“When I’'m well, writing can feel like a burden—I struggle a lot. But discovering that it helps when I’'m
unwell confirmed that this is my path. If writing saves you, then it’s your craft—the thing you must keep
doing.”



