
Two Prose Poems 

NICOLA CAROLI 

Letters to My Father Never to Be Sent I 

Dear Father, 

Do you remember me? 

I remember you mostly from a few photographs. Like the one where you’re playing the 
piano and wearing a white shirt, with your father’s red-gold ring on your right little finger. 
You’re smiling. This photo has been in existence longer than I have. For 56 years you’ve 
been playing the same song, wearing the same shirt and the same ring, smiling the same 
smile. 

Or the other photo, where you’re sitting across from your girlfriend Edith on a lookout 
terrace. Both of you have your underarms resting onthe wooden table and your faces 
almost meet in the middle. You’re wearing a thick jacket with a white woollen scarf, Edith is 
in a beaver fur – she’s wrapped up in another industrious animal. Since New Year 1950, 
you’ve been looking straight into each other’s eyes, and the snow on the hills in the 
background has remained untouched. 

You never showed me those photos. Several weeks after you died, my sister and I went 
through your drawers and came across the white cardboard box of photos. Now and then I 
look at them and think: I didn’t know you. 

The evening you were playing the piano, Edith was sitting a metre or so to your right, 
strumming a guitar. She just wasn’t in the picture. You played together in a band called 
Kapelle Schmidlin. “He wasn’t really a happy person... He liked to play the piano,” Edith 
told me when I went to visit her. Incidentally, the photo of you and Edith on the lookout 
terrace is from her album of 1948-53, the time you were a couple. Do you remember? In 
your white box, there was only the photo of you at the piano. Until I met Edith, I’d thought 
you played alone. 

About 15 years after your death, I called on different people who’d known you: one of the 
managers and the accountant of the packaging company you and your cousin had run 
together, your sisters, other relatives, friends, classmates from school, boys just turned 
men whom you fought alongside in France… I felt the need to do this before everyone 
who could tell me anything about you would be dead. It was as if I hoped to take part in 
their memories of you, over coffee and cake. As if I could look into Edith’s eyes and say 
with certainty: one evening in 1949 my father played the piano at an end-of-summer dance 
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in a small town in Baden. He wore a white shirt, a red-gold ring, and a pair of glasses. He 
was 23 years old. For the first time since the end of the war, there was ice cream again. 
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Letters to My Father Never to Be Sent IV 

Dear Father, 

Last May I was at Frankfurt airport and my flight was cancelled because of engine 
damage. A bird had flown into it. Most of the passengers took out their mobile phones 
and started telling someone about the bird. The way they were talking, it seemed as if 
the bird had neither lived nor died, as if it existed only in the moment of its death. 

I remember the incident well: the bird had detained me. Its flight had become a marker 
on my journey. I think you were as strange to me as that bird, with the difference being 
that I knew what you looked like: long legs in a dark suit, white shirt collar close to your 
neck, brown eyes behind the closed windows of your glasses. 

I don’t remember your eyes. I don’t recognise you in the postcards “Greetings from 
Portugal, your father”, in the X-rays of your hands, in the police photos “file reference 
6Ujs159/84”. I don’t recognise you from the sheet of paper I’m writing on, spattering the 
page with your dead body lying on the asphalt, blood running from the back of your 
head down the slope after I’ve made you throw yourself out of the window once again 
with the tip of my pen. 

We didn’t have much contact. The last time we spoke on the phone, you said you 
weren’t feeling well. That was nothing to worry about; there was always something 
wrong with you. Still, your voice sounded helpless, as if something inside you was 
breaking.I remember saying, “How about you go for a walk? The fresh air'll do you 
good. You'll be able to see everything in a new light then.” You were silent for a 
moment: “How do you know all that, chickadee?” 

How do I remember you? I don’t remember myself. The skin of my back, the small 
bones of my fingers, my lungs like wings in my chest. Every day I forget my face. When 
I brush my teeth in the evening, I notice that the gaps between them are getting wider. 
How did this happen? 

Who calls you “Father”? Suddenly all the words disperse in a flurry. Armies of answers 
retreat. The sheet of paper shows its face. It tells its own story, which I can’t hear. 

In a dialogue between my right and left hands, I once asked you: “When will you speak 
to me in your voice?” You replied: “When you’re no longer afraid of the shadow your 
hand casts on the page.” 

Nicola Caroli
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