
 

WASH YOUR HANDS by Alain Elkann 

 

20 May 2020, Moncalieri 

Doctor’s appointment today. 

He’d done a long interview with Giuseppe Penone, which was really lovely. He’d 

drawn a dog for him and was going to post it to him, maybe to Milan. 

Anna was organizing the house. The weather was beautiful. The birds continued 

to sing, and it made him think of his mother.  

The night before, Giorgio had shown a clip from a television documentary about 

the Holocaust in which his mother – a virtuous woman, a woman of character 

who was also sweet  – was interviewed by Nicola Caracciolo. But it didn’t sound 

like her voice. Giorgio had said, “Maybe we no longer remember her voice!”   

 

  



 

22 May 2020 

He’d gone to Milan after three months. On television, Milan had looked deserted 

during the coronavirus. This was the city where the epidemic had spread. The city 

Manzoni described in The Betrothed during the plague. When he got there, it was 

as if nothing had ever changed. The stores and coffee shops were open. People 

walked the streets wearing masks on their faces and staying away from one 

another. He returned to Moncalieri with Anna later in the day.   

 

  



 

24 May 2020 

He was back in Moncalieri. That morning, Paolo Pejrone had come over to see 

the garden and talk about plants, and he also had a lot of stories to tell.  

Ginevra’s film, Magari (If Only), had been released on RaiPlay two days before. 

He had made sure to let many friends know, and they’d written him messages of 

enthusiastic praise. The good news was that Ginevra and Giovanni, as well as all 

of the kids, did not have the coronavirus. It was nice to think that his daughter 

was an artist who expressed herself in film, and that she had the courage to put 

herself out there and make her first movie. She was now working on her second 

production. She hadn’t lost sight of her true passion and had had the courage to 

make If Only.  

The next day, he and Anna were going to see his son Yaki, Lavinia, and the 

children.  

He was reading Esther Freud’s Hideous Kinky about how her mother had taken 

her and her sister to Morocco when they were children. They had no money, it 

was the nineteen-seventies.  



He had tried writing to the tune of the birdsong in Moncalieri. It seemed like the 

coronavirus had disappeared. They were always using disinfectants, masks, and 

respecting safe distances, and even if they had to wash their hands many times 

per day, it seemed the situation was getting better. There was even talk about 

opening the borders in June, and he could potentially return to London via Paris. 

Over the last decade, London had become his city.  

Anna was in the garden, telephoning her children and siblings.  

Pietro Beccari, the Chairman and CEO of Dior, had called. He talked about the 

many difficult months he’d spent alone in the office, with all of the boutiques 

closed. Now, they’d opened up in Germany, Holland, Korea, and China. He asked 

him, “How are things going? Are people not in the mood to buy?” Beccari 

responded, “You’d be surprised. In the cities where we’ve reopened, people have 

flocked to the boutiques and are buying. Of course, the tourism and luxury 

industries still need to wait a while.” They hung  up, happy to have reconnected. 

It was a nice feeling to get back in touch with people, a bit like after a war: “we 

survived.” But this wasn’t exactly the case with the coronavirus. Nobody knew 

when it would go away, if it would get weaker, or if another wave was coming.  



He’d spoken to Dante Ferretti on the phone, and they had set up a time to do an 

interview.  

He’d also talked to Claudio Rugafiori, who wanted to see Ginevra’s film and hear 

all about Lapo and Yaki. He told him about his idea for a new novel and Rugafiori 

liked it.  

 

  



 

26 May 2020 

He was still in Moncalieri, alone. Anna had gone to Milan for work. It was strange 

not to be together after three months.   

He prepared to interview Dante Ferretti that afternoon. The pandemic was 

always in the air even if people were talking about it less. Now he felt at home in 

Moncalieri. 

He’d seen Yaki, Lavinia, and his grandchildren – Leone, Oceano, and Vita – the 

day before. They hadn’t seen one another for three months, but it was as if 

they’d always been together or not much time had passed. The children had 

grown, Yaki seemed relaxed, as did Lavinia. It was wonderful to be back together, 

talk, discuss what they’d done during the quarantine period, what the children 

were studying. Leone had him read something he’d written for an exam he 

needed to pass, and he’d chosen “smoke” as the topic. He expressed himself 

well, in French as well as in Italian. It was wonderful to feel like he had a family.  

Anna was happy to go work in the foundry, but she was worried because there 

wasn’t much to do and she didn’t want to have to lay off her employees.  



Of course, the strange thing, which he’d written about before, was that feeling of 

coming back together after a war. But the war wasn’t over. There were still many 

battles taking place, and no peace treaty had been signed. Kids wanted to get 

together. It was summer, and the weather was nice. People wanted to think the 

worst was behind them. They wanted a normal life, a quiet life. Young people 

wanted to go out in large groups, congregate, get together for drinks, and the 

authorities were concerned. A friend called and said that he and his son were 

well, but his daughter and the cleaning lady had had the virus, though they were 

better now. He said that he was doing well in London and asked when he’d be 

coming back.   

 

  



 

27 May 2020 

He met with Massimo Giannini, the new editor-in-chief of La Stampa, for the first 

time.  There was nobody at the entrance of the newspaper, just two guards with 

masks. They called the receptionist who came out, wearing a mask, to get him. 

The editor-in-chief also wore a mask. They spoke for almost an hour about 

publishing, newspapers, their careers, Italian politics, and the Italian left, then 

they said their goodbyes and promised to stay in touch.  

Afterward, his son Yaki and the grandchildren had come over. They looked 

around the garden, the park, and the house. Yaki was happy to walk through the 

park and garden with his children; it reminded him of his childhood and 

adolescence. The children were in good spirits and asked questions. Then he 

went home with them, riding in the car with Leone who asked a thousand 

questions about Anna, how he’d met her and the kind of work she did.  

That afternoon, he read and went back to work on his new book, introducing a 

new character named Louise. Paolo called from Switzerland, and they spoke of 

their respective family matters. He later spoke to Paolo Colombo who was on a 

train to Paris.  



 

 

28 May 2020, Milan 

He was preparing to interview Thaddaeus Ropac in Milan.  

That evening, he and Anna went to dinner at the Liechtensteins. He’d left the 

books he was reading in Turin.   

 

  



 

29 May 2020, Milan 

He was preparing to leave for Rome.  

That evening Giorgio had come to see him and seemed to be doing well.  

A friend of his from Turin, an antiques dealer, had taken him to see a small desk, 

and he liked it because it was small and minimalist, perfect for writing. Giorgio 

was on his way, and he felt like reading Lillian Hellman’s Pentimento, or maybe 

something else like Stendhal’s Rome, Naples, and Florence. He’d also found a 

book D. H. Lawrence wrote about Italy. 

Ottone had arrived. The young man, Anna’s youngest child, talked about his 

studies, the cinema, and his time spent in Bellagio. Professor Magrini hadn’t 

come because he had to race to Policlinico where a friend of his had been 

diagnosed with pneumonia. She possibly had the coronavirus.  

He was leaving for Rome, to stay at the Hotel Locarno, and then he’d go back to 

Capalbio. He didn’t want to stay in the city because the atmosphere was 

unpleasant. All of the coffee bars and shops made you use hand sanitizer and 

masks. It was real life but surreal, everything like before but nothing like before. 

Thaddaeus Ropac was optimistic about the art markets making a comeback. 



Collectors – who were so used to buying, trading, visiting exhibitions and fairs, 

galleries and auctions – were getting antsy. Ropac was putting on an exhibition in 

Salzburg in the summer. An Anselm Kiefer show in July. He said that artists had 

been very focused during the pandemic, working alone in their studios, not 

travelling and with no distractions. It was different for a writer. The Plague, 

Camus’ novel that was wildly popular during the pandemic, was not necessarily 

his best work.  

 

  



 

1 June 2020, Capalbio 

He’d spent a few days in Rome. There wasn’t much traffic, and you could drive 

around day or night and always find parking. Everyone wore masks. He’d seen his 

friend Andrea, and they’d spoken about newspapers and politics. He had lunch at 

Dino’s house, and they talked about the Tirelli costume makers who were all out 

of work, living off of redundancy funds. They spoke about their lives, like the 

friends they were. 

They went to Marilù’s to celebrate Anna’s birthday, and her brothers and sisters-

in-law were there. The day after, they went to a restaurant, Il Bolognese, for the 

first time, in Piazza del Popolo. It felt strange and was crowded.  In the afternoon, 

he went to the editorial offices of La Repubblica to see Maurizio Molinari, the 

new editor-in-chief who had previously been his editor at La Stampa. They spoke 

about the newspaper and the new GEDI editorial group. Molinari asked him if he 

might want to do an online feature on books. He seemed to be doing well in his 

new editor-in-chief role. The morning of the 1st, he’d gone to Via della 

Conciliazione to interview Archbishop Vincenzo Paglia about topics like poverty, 

the role of religion and prayer, and on racism and other important matters. They 



hadn’t seen one another for a long time, and it was nice to reconnect. He 

returned to Capalbio in the evening, to yet another house, which was a strange 

feeling; he felt a bit out of sorts. Then he went to dinner with Ginevra, Giovanni, 

and his grandchildren, a warm, loving atmosphere. They spoke about everything, 

and the children were really getting big.  

  



 

2 June 2020, Capalbio 

He’d opened the house back up.  

He left for Rome to do an interview and go to the commemorative mass for 

Anna’s father, Gaetano, who had died of the coronavirus two months before.  

Before going to sleep, he read a few pages on Etruscan Italy written by D. H. 

Lawrence.  

It was strange to be in Capalbio, in another house, very similar but different. He 

spoke to Carol on the telephone and she was not doing well. She was in Cannes 

having a very difficult time. He was supposed to have returned to Rome in the 

evening with Ottone, but Ottone was possibly coming the day after instead.  

 

  



 

3 June 2020 

He returned home alone and tried to tidy up. He had an idea for a new book, but 

he needed to correct Inghe, which was still a first draft.  

The weather was wonderful. Claudio Rugafiori had taken a fall, and he was in 

pain but hadn’t broken anything. He suggested he reread Dostoevsky’s The Raw 

Youth or Notes from Underground to understand how to resolve the issue of the 

first and third person.  

It was strange to get back to normal life while wearing masks and gloves. It was 

unclear when they’d be able to travel, when quarantine would end, when they 

could get together with people normally. They were stuck between limbo and 

normality. People had begun to make tentative plans, to spend a bit of money 

and to start going back into stores.  

Daniele called from the United States and painted a disastrous picture. What was 

happening there was terrifying: the racially-motivated violence, Trump quoting 

the bible and railing against gun control. Trump had managed to bring out the 

worst in a country that was both loved and hated.  



What would happen to the world? This is what everyone was wondering. 

Everything had been at a standstill for three months. Rocco Forte, who owned 

many hotels, said that all of his properties were closed and hadn’t earned a cent 

in three months. This had never happened. Many jobs were protected by various 

redundancy funds and other forms of aid. But how long could it last? In the 

meantime, the mafia had certainly made the most of the situation, by offering to 

bail people out. But what would it want in exchange? It wasn’t clear what was 

happening in Italy, but the country’s politics were a disaster. The picture was 

bleak and sad on both the left and right, and the television programmes were 

only making the terrible climate of fear worse. This could only lead to violence 

and very dangerous situations. Before, all anyone discussed was the coronavirus, 

and now, talk had turned to the economy, poverty, dire circumstances, and 

unemployment.  

Today, Anna was coming with Ottone and her other children. Ginevra had gone 

to Rome for a few days.   

 


