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   I have gazed on these semi-abandoned, old palaces from afar, dreaming that they represented comfort, intimacy and well-being, a centre of stability in one’s life.

   Branquinho Da Fonseca, 
The Baron, 
translated by John Byrne
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   The Dragon’s Back

  

 
  
   First Chapter

   There were perhaps ten crows. Clattering. Cawing. Careening. Blind with fury. They were whirling in a frantic fray, striking each other again and again. Then, all of a sudden, they scattered, darting in opposite directions and, in the newly cleared sky, only a knot of wings remained, an entangled tussle which twisted and swirled and eventually, as if struck by shot, plummeted through the air.

   But as soon as the tangle hit the ground, right in the courtyard of the house, I discerned a buzzard instead: open beak, frightful eyes, low wings. The buzzard was pinning a young black crow to the ground, trapping it with its talons, and the crow was flapping its wings, and twisting its head, and wriggling, searching for some prospect of salvation.

   I deemed it right to intervene. I grabbed a handful of gravel and threw it, making it hail down on that mortal contest, thus hoping to see it come to a bloodless resolution. The buzzard was hardly troubled. It flapped twice, then took off, carrying away the crow and tracing half a circle above the houses of Vallorgàna, and before long it disappeared into the distance, fading into the bare woods of the Mountain.

   The whole affair struck me as unusual, or rather prodigious. Quite dissimilar indeed are the outcomes of these far from rare skirmishes between buzzards and crows in the skies of Vallorgàna, these ferocious frictions impossible to mediate which might also be, as far as I know, the perpetuation of some most ancient grudge. The crows need only hear the screech of the buzzard in the sky that they all fly up, as if unleashed. They surround the buzzard, shrieking and veering. They attack it with their beaks, in turn, relentless. The buzzard, taken by surprise, incredulous, having lost for an instant its line of flight, flutters about, uncertain, its wings clumsy. But, finally, the moment arrives when the buzzard, having found a gap, quickly gains elevation: up there, in fact, in the empty sky, is a threshold which the buzzard can cross but the crows dare not brush. So, having reached that boundary, the buzzard climbs still higher, its wings outstretched, almost floating, whilst the crows scatter about below. They draw circles of victory and alight again slowly, satisfied, onto their usual roosts.

   In the skies above the house, the meadows around Vallorgàna, and the woods which plague the whole of Val Fonda and climb up the Mountain, this is the rule, since the crows are beyond count. And, what is more, they are impudent and overbearing. They tyrannise everything. They cross the sky in vast numbers. They dart around low, skimming the meadows or dodging the corners of houses. They glide wherever they please. They graze in the fields. They line up on the fences. They call out to each other. They rummage beneath the hedges. They post sentries at the rooftops and the tallest trees. They keep watch over the entire territory, mercilessly avenging any interference.

   Given that the context is such, I imagined that the exquisite indifference of the buzzard must that day have been transformed into such a spectacular act of rebellion because they too, the buzzards, were clearly fed up with the crows’ tyrannies. Such insubordination is plausible, I said to myself, but a buzzard snatching a crow in flight, hurling it down through the air, pinning it to the ground, and finally carrying it away remains an unwonted event, never before seen or heard.

   Consequently, I felt that such an event, and one so rare, might also be something of a premonition; but of course I attached no importance to it. I grabbed an armful of kindling and logs from the woodshed and went back inside the house to stock the kitchen fireplace, which is indeed the most ancient of all the ancient fireplaces in the house, and wait for the flames to come to life.

   However, as often happens during the uncertain weeks straddling autumn and winter, that fire of mine proved to be weak and wavering, the comforting domestic inferno of full winter failing to rise in the black mouth of the fireplace. Instead, it quivered with a breath of melancholy.

   It was then that I heard a knocking on the windowpane. And there, behind the glass, stood Nelso Tabióna. He was looking at me in silence, in keeping with his most personal principle of discretion. As a matter of fact, he deems it proper to announce himself in this manner. He arrives in the courtyard, methodically peeps through each window of the ground floor, and, when he finally sees me, stops there and waits in silence. If I notice him, fine. Otherwise, he actually raps his knuckles on the glass. Once, with all due respect, I told Nelso that this behaviour of his was perhaps a touch questionable. He took offence: according to him, it most certainly was not an impertinence but rather showed commendable consideration, a most distinguished discretion.

   Nelso is not the kind of man to countenance the possibility of being wrong or to second-guess himself, his own thoughts, or his own actions, and here in Vallorgàna local wisdom has it that this is the natural inclination of a Tabióna. Therefore, he is prone both to carrying out great feats and to telling sensational tales about said feats; and this too, in the village, is ascribed to the instinctive, hereditary character of the Tabiónas. Nelso might tell the story of how he spotted a deer, but this deer will have the grandest antlers one ever did see. He might have felled a tree, but this tree will be so enormous that no one else but he, who is the prince of woodcutters, would have ever dreamt of notching it. Nelso might have driven up the Mountain in his four-by-four with no need for chains despite the heavy snowfall. He might have manoeuvred his trailer overloaded with logs in a space where not even a wheelbarrow could turn around.

   Faced with a man like this – who is, by the way, the person to whom I am closest in the village and who has on his side not only his aptitude for great feats but also such an age that, as he loves to repeat, he might be my father – faced with a man like this, as I was saying, one can only prepare oneself to listen and to admit to one’s own insignificance. This is certainly true, but at the same time one must give him demonstrations of resoluteness, decisiveness, and practicality, since a man who is not resolute, decisive, or practical is regarded by Nelso’s system of ethics as beyond shameful.

   Therefore, on that day, after Nelso knocked upon the glass, I motioned to him to come inside, showing a certain imperious resolve. He pointed to his muddy boots, his woolly hat, his army jacket, the cigarette in his hand. He shook his head. “Get in!” I said. So he extinguished the cigarette on the sole of his boot, put the stub into his breast pocket, and came in.

   In his eyes was a certain surliness and irritation. He was clearly expecting me to ask, all meek and fearful, whatever might be bothering him. But I chose to defy him. As soon as he sat at the table, I told him that I, and no one else but I, however unworthy I might be to stand in his presence, had just that minute seen something which he, perhaps, had not only never seen before but also never even imagined. Since this kind of provocation makes Nelso’s blood boil like nothing else in the world, he closed his eyes, shook his head, and said, “Come off it!”

   I told him about the tangle of crows up in the sky, how a buzzard and a crow had come out of that jumble grappling; and then how the buzzard had hurled the crow down into the courtyard, I had thrown a handful of gravel, and the buzzard had flown away pulling the crow aloft.

   Could Nelso Tabióna let me have even the smallest of satisfactions? Of course not. He said that it was impossible: with ten crows against a single buzzard, the crows have it; and even if, by some sort of fluke, the buzzard has it for once, it is impossible for a buzzard, though it is a strong bird, to pull up a crow, which is, after all, a heavy bird, and carry it off as if it were a mouse.

   But I insisted, saying to Nelso that I was certain that I had seen what I had seen, and adding my explanation: the buzzard had rightfully rebelled against the crows tyrannising our skies.

   Nelso then said, surprising me, that if there is one type of bird around here which could rebel against the crows, it must be the buzzard, and he admitted also that I was not wrong when I said that the crows were tyrants, since the increase in their numbers was most evident. And this was, according to Nelso, a recent development of the last few years, one of the many consequences, of course all known to him in great detail, of the ghastly times in which we live. “Even you must have noticed,” he said, “that Vallorgàna has become one long funeral. We’re on our way out. The crows move in. That’s about the gist of it.”

   He added that, in these ghastly times, we also have to deal with crows which, on top of it all, are quite different from the crows of yore. Our crows are braver, shrewder, bolder: their black eyes sparkle with the blaze of arrogant intelligence and their flitting about radiates a new malice. This is why, according to Nelso, we should do as “our grandfathers” used to do.

   So I asked him what it was that our grandfathers used to do. “They’d keep well hidden with their rifles,” he said, “and then, when the moment came, they’d blast any old crow out of the sky, or they’d catch one using some traps of theirs, cages with a decoy pigeon inside.” Nelso’s account of the subject was extremely detailed. He explained that, after they had eventually killed it, these grandfathers of ours would take the crow and hang it from a noose or, more often, crucify it, wings open. Then they would raise these banners of death upon branches or poles, in the middle of the fields or amongst the vines. So, these crows were crucified like thieves and adorned with scrolls made of tinfoil which wavered in the wind, reflecting the sunlight.

   When I said to him that these were intolerable atrocities, abominations, brutalities, Nelso commented that, on the one hand, they at least kept the crows away from the fields and the vines and that, on the other, to survive in a world like the world used to be, one needed to have a strong stomach or else starve.

   Having pronounced this statement, Nelso looked at his watch and threw his hat onto the table. “You have me here talking rubbish,” he said, “when I have something serious to tell you instead. Let’s get to the point. You’ve been had, Duke. Up in the Mountain, in your woods. You’ve been had.”

  

 
  
   Second Chapter

   I had been living up here in Vallorgàna for ten years now, alone, in my ancestors’ house, spending the best part of my days engrossed in the kinds of occupations which a fairly substantial estate always requires, an estate whose management, at any rate, never had to be especially prudent or frugal on my part. As a matter of fact, through no merit of my own, I have more than sufficient resources at my disposal, resources which have cascaded into my hands thanks to the extraordinary riches accrued by my ancestors over the centuries.

   On the now far-off day when I first entered this cold, deserted abode with the determination to stay, I took it upon myself to study the fresco in a downstairs hall depicting the Cimamonte coat of arms, Cimamonte being the elevated name of my lineage. I reckoned that there was something irremissibly jarring between the fury of the rampant griffin represented on the escutcheon – the very same fury by which my ancestors had become what they had been – and my own condition of a stray survivor. And no less jarring than the predatory fury of the griffin were the mantled helm and, atop, the crest of a double-headed eagle.

   This eagled crest is indeed a source of prime prestige, a title of indisputable nobility of which my ancestors have been able to boast ever since the day when they received Emperor Sigismund’s benevolence. This is all narrated in an authentic patent passed down the generations by my line which recites that, on 21 May 1412, in the city of Buda, the “rex Romanorum” Sigismund of Hungary conferred the title of count upon my ancestor “Iohannes Antonius Cimamontius” in exchange for services, the nature of which is not further qualified, rendered in Bohemia to the sovereign himself by that most remote Cimamonte. And so, thanks to Sigismund’s patent, my ancestors could bear the title of count.

   But the people of Vallorgàna do not call me “The Count”, a title which, at a push, could even be deemed appropriate if one were to follow the letter of Sigismund’s by now most redundant patent. Instead, just like Nelso, everyone here in the village prefers to call me “The Duke”, thus bestowing upon me a title inaccurate in every way.

   The merit of such superior investiture, if it can indeed be called so, is with my grandfather Ausilio Cimamonte. He was a man of extraordinary gentility who, during his stays at the house here in Vallorgàna, had been in the habit of carrying on with the bearing and demands of a grand prince. He spoke to the villagers with the same ceremony he might use with his peers in the city of Berua. He managed the estate surrounding the house with feudal severity. He disallowed the tenants any kind of familiarity when addressing him. He kept ancient rituals and meaningless ceremonials alive with a pertinacity already anachronistic in his time.

   At any rate, with age, my grandfather Ausilio had become eccentric and garrulous. He took to wearing mismatched shoes as an affectation. He started frequenting the osterias, and there he played games of briscola and scopa with the villagers. Local wisdom has it that he also grew impertinent with young women. On the anniversary of our family’s elevation to the title of count, he came up with the custom of wearing an exceedingly archaic three-piece court suit, which I still have and which experts have assured me is typical of late-baroque fashion. Thus, every year on 21 May, my grandfather would spend that most sacrosanct memorial day of his attired in precisely that manner: breeches, long coat, and embroidered waistcoat.

   Given my grandfather Ausilio’s princely eccentricity, the people of Vallorgàna had decided that the title of count was no longer sufficient as it did not do justice to his grand nobility. If marquis was too little and prince perhaps too much, duke seemed just right. And so it came to be that my grandfather Ausilio became known to the villagers as “The Duke”.

   Such mockery had become possible only because the world of my grandfather was slowly facing extinction, and of course it was kept most secret. However, the moniker spread by word of mouth throughout the yards of Vallorgàna, in the osterias, and amongst our tenants, and eventually reached, God only knows how, my grandfather’s ear. Upon hearing it, he severed all his relations with the villagers and further still wrote to the Curia invoking certain articles of canon law which gave him licence to relinquish his right of patronage over the altar of San Pietro in the church, thus cancelling at a stroke his yearly donation to the parish itself.

   When my grandfather had died, his only son, my father Achille, would set foot in Vallorgàna once or twice a year, if that, for a quick, uninterested inspection of the house. The truth is that my father never cared in the least about being a Cimamonte. The investments and the income from the estate were more than enough for him to lead a most respectable life in the city of Berua and to support my mother’s research liberally. On her part, my mother, whose name was Anna Brunner, was an Austrian bourgeois who, both by character and philosophy, was not particularly concerned with the affectations of nobility and had no interest whatsoever in the Cimamontes. All she ever cared about were her own velleities as an ethnographer, certain African tribes about which she even wrote something, and long study trips in Kenya.

   Fifteen years ago, my father and mother both boarded that plane which later came crashing down in Kenya. As the last of the Cimamontes in the direct male line, I found myself in the position of becoming, aged not even twenty-five, the master of a more than sizeable inheritance and the lord of a line close to drying up.

   I was young, I did not know how to find my bearings, and so, as is often the case with the indecisive, I resolved to test my mettle by forcing myself to make a clean break. Firstly, I chose to get rid of Palazzo Cimamonte, our city residence in Berua. I sold that magnificent, sumptuous, enormous yet oppressing and ungovernable abode for an extraordinary sum. My only scruple was to keep a small pied-à-terre in it.

   Then, I carried out the rest of my plan: I left Berua and settled up here, at the foot of the Mountain, in my ancestors’ house, which had been completely uninhabited for over thirty years. I deemed it the ideal place to remain as if in suspension and slowly let myself fall in with the many everyday occupations required by the land and the house itself.

   I had no other plan than to wake up every morning and do what needed doing, day after day. I got my estate back in hand. I cut down the scrub which had grown around the courtyard. I tried, though with no exceptional results, to return a certain vineyard of my ancestors’ to fruitfulness. I found someone to mow my meadows. As is natural, I invested the necessary sums into the upkeep of the house, adapting it to my needs as much as possible.

   After some early, legitimate suspicions, the villagers did not rebuff me, perhaps also because I immediately got into the habit of asking them how to do this task, what was the best season to carry out that job, and so on. In short, I was trying to learn something from everyone. When one day, perhaps a year after my arrival, someone remarked that my hands were now all scratched-up and my nails hardened, I finally felt like I belonged here. It was then that the villagers – having read me, I suppose, as an odd type of decayed but affable nobleman – revived the title once chosen for my grandfather Ausilio, and I became The Duke.

   But, in Vallorgàna, a nickname is both an attestation of citizenship and the ironic précis of the opinion which the community itself has formed of the individual. And when, as was my case, the nickname is the same as an ancestor’s, the implication is also that the community does not forget and that one cannot escape one’s past.

   So, by calling me The Duke, the villagers were either implying that I was as eccentric as my grandfather, though inevitably of a quite different sort of eccentricity, or they were mocking the decline of my lineage. A decline which, after all, was most evident, and by virtue of which they could finally enjoy the sight of a Cimamonte with no servants and no tenants and with scratched-up hands and hardened nails.

   In any case, I did not care what the village said or thought about me. I was certain that I was already living out the best fate I could possibly desire. Nothing important ever happened during the course my days. Nothing complex ever perplexed my gaze. No exception to my routine. No decision blocking my way. I lived in the best condition to which a man of my nature could aspire – the perfect, ideal condition.

   But now, on an afternoon like any other, Nelso Tabióna had come to rap on my windowpane to tell me that, up in the Mountain, in my woods, I had been had.

  

 
  
   Third Chapter

   Almost at the top of the Mountain which looms over the house and the village of Vallorgàna, there are several hectares of woods which have belonged to the House of Cimamonte since time immemorial. The last ever to look after and sporadically extract some profit from them was my grandfather Ausilio. However, during his old age and after his death, the woods had lain abandoned to themselves, and so they would have stayed if, a short while after I moved into the house, Nelso Tabióna had not promptly set his eyes on them.

   He had calculated how many hundredweight of firewood could be taken from that expanse of beech, he had spotted some fir and larch ready for the sawmill, and he had argued that the old trees were suffocating the younger ones, thus compromising the future of the woods. In short, Nelso had realised that there was a great deal to be made. Hence, we had agreed that the woods could use a proper thinning-out. Over some ten years, Nelso would cart down from the Mountain eighteen thousand hundredweight of firewood and several larch and fir for the sawmill. In return, I would receive an agreed-upon share of his proceeds and all the firewood I might need.

   With regards to this business, things had gone smoothly until, one day several weeks earlier, an Albanian woodcutter who occasionally works under Nelso had made a schoolboy error. Whilst Nelso was securing a large fir to the skidder to drag it to the landing for loading, the worker had turned on the winch before receiving the signal. The conifer had jolted forward, breaking loose from the steel wire, spinning out of control, and slashing at Nelso’s shin. The resulting wound had been so deep that the bone was forever chipped.

   Fully intending to show me the evidence of his accident, Nelso pulled up his trouser leg to the knee and said that the hole in his shin was still quite discernible to the touch. He also invited me to appreciate his scar so that I would be satisfied that the wound was already completely healed. He would be left with the hole, but never mind. All of this was to say that he was not to be blamed for not having been able to go up the Mountain for three weeks in a row and, consequently, for not having been aware of what was happening in his absence.

   I asked Nelso to come to the point and he finally managed to spit it out. That morning, he had at last felt able to go back to work, so he had gone up the Mountain to pick up the logging where he had left off. He arrives at the woods, unloads his gear from his four-by-four, and immediately hears chainsaws singing beyond a rocky crest past which my woods extend for a few more hectares.

   At first, Nelso had not heeded the matter because, he said, such hallucinations are fairly common on the Mountain: one might think that a chainsaw is singing only next door, but it could actually be quite a lot farther away instead, what with the air swirls, the echoes, and the vast silences. Besides, Nelso added, he had heard that several other landowners had agreed that the Cimín brothers’ logging business would carry out substantial logging of beech beyond the boundaries of my woods.

   Except that, as soon as Nelso had turned on his own chainsaw, the chainsaws of the Cimín brothers had fallen silent. Nelso had waited half an hour, during which he had not heard a peep, and then, eventually made suspicious by the sudden silence, had gone to have a look. He had climbed over the rocky crest and there it was, an entire belt of trees clear-felled, gone.

   But something did not add up. So Nelso had looked for his cadastral map and confirmed that, as far as he could see, the Cimín brothers had pushed into my land by over one hundred metres along a front of at least four hundred metres. According to Nelso’s reckonings, there was at least one thousand hundredweight of timber already stacked up and ready to be loaded.

   Though up until that time I had not been particularly attentive about the management of those remote, most inconvenient possessions of mine, the news upset me exceedingly. It indeed upset me so that, feeling the landowner within me rise up, I told Nelso to go up the Mountain and bring down here, to the courtyard, all the one thousand hundredweight of which I was about to be robbed.

   Nelso laughed at me. “No, Duke,” he said. “No. What on earth is going on in that head of yours? You wouldn’t achieve a thing, nothing at all, apart from starting a war. And whoever starts a war is always wrong, mark my words.”

   “So what should I do?” I asked.

   “They’re stealing from you, not from me,” said Nelso. “I’ve just come down here to warn you. You’ll know what to do, won’t you? I know what I’d do if these here woods belonged to me. But since they don’t, I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

   Before offering his opinion, Nelso Tabióna had to be wooed, flattered, I almost want to say seduced. So I indeed wooed him with sweet words, flattered him with admissions of my own inexperience, and seduced him by blandishing his pride. After some more protestations, Nelso finally gave his instructions. “If these here woods belonged to me?” he said. “I’d go and talk to the Cimín brothers to set the record straight. I’d say to them that not a single hundredweight is leaving the woods. And if that doesn’t suit them, then they can bring in their appraisers, surveyors, foresters, or whoever else they please. If they don’t know how to read the boundaries, then they should find someone to teach them. That’s what I’d do.”

   So I told Nelso that I would do exactly as he suggested: I would go to see the Cimín brothers the following day and give them an earful. But the word “tomorrow” sounded impious and sacrilegious to Nelso. He said that tomorrow would already be too late and that I needed to act fast. To set the record straight right away. Directly. That very minute.

   And so, on that same afternoon, feeling somewhat reluctant, somewhat resolved, I went to the storehouse of the Cimín logging business, which is situated in a village just outside of the mouth of Val Fonda. I parked by a fence and walked in, circumnavigating stacks of timber, heaps of loppings, congealed tarpaulins, and clumps of dislodged soil. Scattered in the greatest disarray and following no apparent logic whatsoever, there were a couple of old containers, tractors, log splitters from different epochs, and circular saws strewn all around a ghastly shack with a smoking chimney.

   As soon as I was spotted, two men emerged from this shack. They were in their thirties, dishevelled, olive-skinned, taciturn, and suspicious: the Cimín brothers. Upon stepping out, they were immediately followed by a small dog which appeared to be quite jovial and even smiling. She must have been the one creature onto which the two brothers poured all the sweetness of their hearts since, throughout our conversation, they kept taking turns to stroke her head, now crouching down, now summoning her up onto their laps.

   I introduced myself. I pretended to have seen with my own eyes that they had been logging up on the Mountain. I complained about their trespassing. I professed myself sure that it had been an honest mistake. Nevertheless, it needed remedying. The two brothers seemed genuinely surprised. They apologised. They made a point of saying that they were always scrupulous with their work and were certainly not used to stepping into other people’s land. Be that as it may, I retorted, they had indeed stepped into, and felled, what was mine.

   The brothers looked at each other. Then, the more angular of the two said that I was not speaking the truth. They were certain that they were in the right. They had not trespassed. However, since they had no intention of “quarrelling” over so little, the angular Cimín continued, they would leave all the disputed timber where it was: if I was adamant about my version of the facts, I was welcome to bring in a surveyor so that the exact boundaries could be drawn out.

   I got worked up. I would certainly call a surveyor, I said. At this, the other brother, the more taciturn and lost in thought of the two, scooped up the small dog, mumbled in a falsetto some sweet nothings to her as he stared into her eyes, and finally gave her a little kiss on the head. And it was indeed him, the brother capable of so much tenderness, who then conquered the peak of the last word: as he kept clucking over his Nina, since Nina must have been the small dog’s name, and calling her his “sweetheart”, his “darling”, his “little star”, he finally chimed in to say that I had no reason whatsoever to complain.

   Why? Because the boundaries for the logging had been shown to them by a person who knows all the woods on the Mountain by heart.

   So I asked who this extraordinary maestro, this luminary, might be. The angular brother smiled and said nothing, whilst the other put his Nina down and uttered the most dangerous of names. “Mario Fastréda,” he said. “He taught us the boundaries.”

  

 
  
   Fourth Chapter

   Hearing Mario Fastréda’s name had immediately alarmed me and so, before returning to the house after my confrontation with the Cimín brothers, I reckoned that it might be useful for me to stop at Rubino’s bar in the village, where everything is known, heard, or at least guessed. I would call Rubino aside and ask him, with all the discretion required by the circumstances, if he had caught wind, in that panopticon of his, of any logging going on up on the Mountain involving the Cimín brothers.

   I could not have guessed, though, that in said bar the opportunity to satisfy my every curiosity would present itself, as long as I knew how to seize it, that is. The most dangerous of names, Mario Fastréda himself, was there, standing at the bar. For a moment my blood boiled, but he, Fastréda, beamed at me a bright smile and, in keeping with his old habit of only addressing me to discuss utterly irrelevant or speciously inane topics, asked me whether I could remember how long it had been since it had last rained.

   Given that my answers were not worthy of his consideration even when it came to questions as trivial as these, Fastréda left me no time to reply. “Who knows,” he said, then picked up a newspaper from the bar and went to sit at a table in the far corner. As he walked by me, I smelled his vintage cologne, sweetish and with something of the Sunday best about it.

   I ordered a coffee and, while I waited, tried to regain the impetus I had lost upon seeing Fastréda, the impetus, I mean, to directly ask him, Mario Fastréda, whether he knew anything at all about what was going on in my woods. So I kept an eye on him as I drank my coffee, waiting for him to look up from his newspaper: as soon as he raised his head from his reading, I would confront him, my back held straight.

   But Fastréda was reading the newspaper with immense concentration, mouthing every word and only pausing his solemn task from time to time to bring a forefinger to his tongue and turn the page, as imposing as a bishop. This study of the newspaper, which was sometimes also followed by a terse commentary on the news to the advantage of the other patrons, was a daily show of Fastréda’s intelligence. “Intelligence” was a word most dear to Mario Fastréda. He always called it the greatest of virtues and the mightiest of powers and never failed to utter its name at least once, even if only glancingly, in every one of his sparse speeches. He would declare that he was not gifted in the least with that singular, most sacred talent, yet really, deep in his soul, he tightly held the certainty that he possessed it – intelligence, that is – and more than anyone else.

   This secret conceit of his was justified by the fact that Fastréda, by unanimous acclamation of the people of Vallorgàna, was an “educated” man. His father, Checo Fastréda, had owned nothing but two dairy cows and some meagre fields, yet he had nevertheless found a way to put his son through secondary school so that he might earn a diploma as a mechanical technician. At that time, such an astounding curriculum of studies had shone over Fastréda’s head as bright as a crown, making him into a sage of worldly matters and a prince of science.

   Once he had achieved his secondary school diploma, and when everyone was already predicting a luminous future away from Vallorgàna for him, Mario Fastréda, who had spent a few years in the city because of his studies, had returned to his father’s two cows and meagre fields. Then, one day, he had surprised everyone by boarding I know not which ship and leaving: he had sailed to the other end of the world and disembarked in Venezuela.

   Here in Vallorgàna, these events are still discussed like wondrous, secret legends. Some say that Fastréda became a foreman. Others that he struck gold in the water or mud of I know not which wild river. Others still that he worked night and day in a factory owned by other Italians. The fact of the matter is that, after five years in Venezuela, Fastréda had returned to the village with a suitcase full of money. Before leaving Vallorgàna, he had been self-effacing and taciturn, but he came back full of himself, and full of ambition.

   He had started buying. A field. Another field. A vineyard. Pastures on the Mountain. Some woods. Then, little by little, by dint of buying this and that, but always sensibly and prudently, he had accrued a more than respectable estate. He had built his first cowshed. Then, his second. Over time, his father’s two cows had become twenty heifers, then sixty, one hundred, one hundred and fifty. Or, at least, these are the tales told in Vallorgàna when it comes to Mario Fastréda’s extraordinary ascent.

   As I looked at him, I remembered how, ever since my arrival in Vallorgàna ten years earlier, Fastréda had been the only one who had not deigned to show me even a modicum of friendliness. Judging from what I had been able to gather from village gossip, he held me to be a “learned, sensible” man, but by this he meant that I knew nothing at all about anything and that, given that I could afford it, I would be better off just going to live it up elsewhere, away from so desperate a place as Vallorgàna.

   That evening, as I kept studying him, as I observed him sitting there with his newspaper, I said to myself that it did not come as the least surprise that it had indeed been him, Fastréda, to be the one to muscle in on the logging of woods which did not belong to him. Given Fastréda’s familiarity with “papers” and the expertly slick way in which he slipped between the offices of several consortia, town halls, solicitors, and surveyors, the people of Vallorgàna and those who, like the Cimíns, had interests in the Mountain ordinarily consulted him or asked for his mediation.

   Besides, Fastréda was, of course, the chair of the Consortium: it had been he who, several years earlier, had had the Mountain Road plotted out and then cut in, and it was he who, like some despot for life, kept looking after its interests and maintenance. Still, I considered, Fastréda was not the kind of man to do something without return or to give disinterested advice.

   He operated like the peasants from a century ago: he trusted no one, expressed his opinions in public as little as possible, and cultivated that taciturn, unassuming air which is particularly suited to operating unhindered and unchallenged in everything. Because of this, Fastréda enjoyed, in the village as well as throughout Val Fonda, unquestioned respect and the fearful, most singular veneration which one nurtures towards a man famed to be sly and always ready to gain an advantage from everything.

   The proof was in the business which Fastréda himself, despite being well into his eighties, kept managing prudently and exceedingly lucratively: his two most capacious cowsheds and his fully fenced estate extending over several hectares housed and fed one hundred and fifty head of cattle, including bulls, heifers, and calves of the Limousin and Pezzata Rossa breeds. These are meat breeds, meaning that the village would periodically be witness to a most sad deportation when several lorries would come up as far as Fastréda’s property empty and leave full, laden with heifers, calves, and bullocks ineluctably headed to their preordained destiny.

   As I continued keeping my eye on him, I remembered having heard it said more than once that one ought to be careful with Fastréda. One ought never to dream of treading on his toes, provoking him, asking him for explanations, or implying that he was in the wrong, as his docility and pensive yet productive silence were apt to turn into deadly wickedness.

   Perhaps for this reason, when the awaited moment finally arrived and Fastréda raised his expertly shaven face – still youthful in some ways, with jet-black eyebrows and hair no more than grizzled – and looked at me with his eyes as grey as rain, he seemed so ready for a challenge that it was I who looked away instead. After this, any intention I might have been harbouring of setting the record straight right away was dispelled for good.

   So I paid for my coffee and said goodbye to both Rubino and Fastréda. But the latter did not even deign to nod at me: all of his boundless intelligence was, in fact, once again engrossed in the task of mouthing out the newspaper.

   When I left the bar, darkness had already fallen, swiftly as it sometimes does at the end of October. A whip of wind blowing from the Mountain carried through the silence the sharp thuds of goats fighting. The thuds grew ever more distinct until I eventually stumbled upon that ordeal of horns and skulls in a corner of the square. There were two goats, a white one and a brown one, all puffed up and ruthless as they charged, ramped on their hind legs, and dealt fierce blows to each other.

   There they are, I said to myself, Father Attilio’s most hallowed animals, christened by him with the choice names of Palestina and Galilea. Their names, though, should not be a reason to believe that our spiritual shepherd owns goats merely because of some penchant for all things biblical: Father Attilio employs them to clear the clergy house bank, a steep, dry, inconvenient meadow suitable only for goats. Except that Palestina and Galilea escape often from their Gethsemane and roam about the village, in exile, thus eliciting whispers of protest against their management, which the majority reckons to be too liberal and lenient.

   Upon hearing me approach, Palestina, the white goat, disentangled its horns from those of Galilea, the brown goat, and ran off in the direction of the clergy house. Galilea appeared dumbfounded at that sudden show of cowardice, and, as soon as I got into my car and drove off, followed my trail, pointlessly chasing me for a good distance and only giving up on its pursuit when I took the road which leads, entirely uphill, from the village to the house.

   That night, I remember, I stopped to lean onto the courtyard parapet and look at the night. Vallorgàna was like a barely lit island at the foot of the meadowy slope where the house of my ancestors stands. The rest was all uninterrupted darkness. Dark was the countryside around the village. Dark was Val Fonda, a most elongated fjord which, from Vallorgàna, reaches as far as the open world. Dark was the pebbly riverbank where the little water of the Fragolfo flows, the same water which, over aeons, has hollowed out Val Fonda itself. The sky, too, was dark, it goes without saying, and there was not a single star in sight. Only below, where I knew that Val Fonda eventually merges into the Lowlands, could I see an orangey glow rise into the sky, a glow which grew denser and more alive, almost past the brink of becoming visible, near that luminous breath – luckily quite far away, in another world – which is the city of Berua.

   But the thickest darkness lay, as usual, behind me, behind the house, where the looming, jet-black mass of the Mountain rises suddenly in ridges and slopes. Broad and slightly concave, wooded, a gateway to other sharper, harsher mountains which eventually become bare rock: this mountain called the Mountain, as if it were the only possible mountain, is an inescapable presence for us in Vallorgàna. Even at night, one not only senses it but actually continues to see it, since it takes on a dense, deep, centripetal darkness sculpted in a darker black from the pitch which surrounds it.

   At any rate, when the world is immersed in such dark abysses, my ancestors’ house, unlike the Mountain, retains instead its own faint phosphorescence, which likens it to a naked, bare, whitish rock. And it indeed might appear to be pure rock, had it not been created according to rigorous mathematical thinking: the gateway with its arch right in the middle of the façade, the perfectly aligned triforas, the sharp corners, the excellently spaced windows, the soaring tympanum, and finally, next to the tympanum itself, two chimneys, most tall and as tapered as steeples.

   After I had spent just under half an hour in the darkness of the courtyard, I heard a noise beyond the courtyard itself, at the bottom of the meadow, amidst the hazel hedges. It might have been a roe, it might have been a badger, a fox, or maybe the wind, or perhaps nothing at all. Yet I had the impression that shadows were stirring across the meadow, that a rag was waving at the pinnacle of the tympanum, that there were eyes wide open inside the house, in the first-floor hall. For those who live in a house like mine and are about to enter it after dark, it is far from rare to give in to such fancies. Usually, though, turning the key in the lock is enough for these fancies to retreat into their hiding places and return us to reality.

   The issue was that, on that evening, the key to the house, the key with the power to instantly kill any uneasiness or fancy, was nowhere to be found. It was not in my jacket. It was not in my pocket. It was not in my car. Then I remembered my otherwise preoccupied hand setting it down on the bar, at Rubino’s, and forgetting to retrieve it.

   I resigned myself to going back down into the village. When I arrived at the bar, Rubino was already dangling my keys in my direction and saying something to the tune of losing one’s head were it not screwed on. I immediately noticed that three men from Vallorgàna were now sitting at Fastréda’s table: Gianfranco Coltiàlt, Vittorino Pisàn, and Giuseppe Giacón. The three looked at me with a certain embarrassment, whilst Fastréda’s face showed no hint of such feeling. On the contrary, he deemed it right to inform me that the topic of discussion at that table was Father Attilio’s goats.

   It was all well and good for Father Attilio’s animals to enjoy an unusual degree of freedom, Fastréda said, but Galilea, the brown goat, had recently become dangerous. Had it not just chased Gianfranco Coltiàlt but a few minutes ago, head down, threatening to gore him? “Don’t you agree?” Fastréda then asked me, opening up his magnanimous smile. “The main thing with animals is knowing how to handle them. Otherwise, it’s best to leave them well alone. And goats of all creatures! Among all animals, the most difficult to master. Or am I wrong?”

   What could I have possibly said to Fastréda to ward off the risk of being greeted once again with that smile of his? I told him that he was not wrong, and he returned to talking with the other three. I would not have paid much mind to that silly exchange had it not been for the fact that, as soon as I had stepped out, I happened to glance, unseen, back into the bar through the lit window: Fastréda was now talking with a certain fervour which I deemed unlikely to stem from a conversation about goats.

  

 
  
   Fifth Chapter

   “You have a shadow in your eyes,” said Dina Cristi the following day. I denied it as she set some stewed rabbit down on the table, since this is what Dina does: she comes to the house every day to make me lunch. Mind you, I had told her repeatedly, but always with the utmost congeniality, that I would gladly accept some rabbit, a stew, or a roast from time to time, but there was no way that I could accept her coming over every day to make me lunch, tidy the kitchen, and sometimes even leave me a pot ready to be warmed up for my dinner, especially since she would accept no compensation for this service of hers.

   But Dina Cristi remained indifferent to all my scruples and never wanted to hear a single word about it. On the contrary, whenever I suggested that she should accept some form of compensation in exchange for her generosity, she would take offence and start talking about her old debt, a debt which she had contracted towards my family, and especially towards my grandfather Ausilio, when she was little more than a child. In 1945, immediately after the war, Dina had found herself in the position of having to atone for the sins of her father – who, it should be said, had already amply atoned for them, given that he and his wife had been collared in the middle of the night, dragged up the Mountain, and put in front of a firing squad. As Dina told me several times over the years, my grandfather Ausilio had saved her from a desperate situation by taking her in as a servant, even though she was only a child and knew nothing at all of what was needed in the house of a lord.

   And so it had come to pass that Dina Cristi had worked as a servant for the Cimamontes, here in the house during the summer and in our palace in Berua during the winter. When she had eventually married, she had left her employment and gone on to have two children, the eldest of whom had died, aged only fifteen, after falling down a precipice on the Mountain: though so young, he was already terribly fond of hunting. When Dina’s husband also died, her other son had left Vallorgàna and never spoken to her again, out of some umbrage never fully assuaged nor even fully expressed. Because of this, as Dina had let slip once, coming to the house to cook for me was the only thing that helped her take her mind off the torture of her thoughts.

   That day, as I was saying, Dina Cristi kept staring at me insistently and saying that she could see a shadow in my eyes. Then, throughout lunch, she added that it was a dark shadow and that it was giving her reason for concern since the vision of an old lady had appeared to her, to Dina, the night before.

   I must now explain that I often found myself having to listen to the rundowns of Dina’s night-time tribulations due to her insomnia. As she had already told me in the past, during her vigils she would quite distinctly hear voices. She was confident that these were signs from her husband, who came to visit her, so she said, in spirit and announced himself by coughing, calling out her name, or sending an angel to sing outside her window. Thus, for Dina, every night turned into a lonely journey through the environs of the darkest unknown, whence she received messages, warnings, and forebodings.

   The night before, Dina had seen the spirit of an old lady, not exactly evil, perhaps only somewhat dour, who had sat at the end of her bed and revealed to her, amongst many other things, that I would not stay much longer in Vallorgàna. That was what the old lady had said, and now Dina was insisting that she could see a shadow on my face. Was the shadow perhaps a confirmation? Was I really thinking about leaving?

   I reassured Dina in every possible way and promised that I had no intention whatsoever of leaving Vallorgàna. But my reassurances did not prove to be enough for her: she carried on studying me, scrutinising me, and muttering that some things do not escape her, that there indeed was a shadow in my eyes, and that it was most evident to her and true.

   So I resigned myself to confessing and told her what was on my mind: the one thousand hundredweight of timber, the Cimín brothers logging with no regard for boundaries, Mario Fastréda meddling with my business, and the fact that he, for no valid reason, had taken it upon himself to go and explain my boundaries to the Cimín brothers, and what is more, had done so mistakenly.

   Dina was relieved. She told me that, if these were my worries, I had no reason to torment myself. It was far from rare, she said, for a boundary to be mistaken or misunderstood. I told her that, though she might be right, one does not make a mistake in the order of one thousand hundredweight of timber and that, at any rate, it still did not explain Mario Fastréda’s direct intervention in the matter.

   According to Dina, though, Fastréda instructing the Cimíns on the boundaries was instead fully warranted by the fact that the woods bordering mine, she said, belonged to him, to Mario Fastréda himself.

   I do admit that, perhaps, I spoke too arrogantly to Dina. I told her that she was speaking out of turn of things about which she knew nothing at all. I pointed out that Fastréda does not own any woods bordering mine and that, therefore, it would be better to change the subject, since she clearly knew very little about the matter. But Dina said that she knew things which I evidently did not, things which, by the way, were beyond doubt since she had learnt them from Luigia, who was her second cousin and Fastréda’s wife to boot.

   Dina told me that, a few weeks earlier, she had bumped into Luigia. Seeing that Luigia seemed unhappy and in a bad mood, Dina had felt it right to make enquiries. Luigia had been waiting for nothing else but to vent with someone, and so she had told Dina right away that she could no longer stand her husband’s grandeur: though well into his eighties, he kept coming up with new enterprises, spending money to try to earn yet more. At this point in her life, Luigia would have appreciated some peace and quiet, but she had found out by accident, through an awkward telephone call with the surveyor Zanolla, that Fastréda had been buying hectare upon hectare of the woods up on the Mountain, without mentioning the first thing about it to her. “The woods Fastréda bought,” Dina concluded, “border yours, Duke. That is, they border the woods of the Cimamontes. At least this is what I heard from Luigia.”

   I froze. I asked Dina to carry on, but she said that she knew nothing else on the subject. Then, whilst I shuddered, she started talking about some nonsense: she said that, in her youth, she used to cross my woods to reach the meadows at the top of the Mountain, where she went to look for daffodils, most beautiful daffodils, white, soft, and fragrant. Maybe, she carried on, there still were daffodils up on the Mountain. “Growing old is a rotten thing,” she said. “Rotten. Never get old, Duke. Please, never get old!”

   It was fated, however, that things should be set into motion with startling swiftness that day. Shortly after Dina left, I heard someone knock at the front door. I peeped down from the trifora and saw Gianfranco Coltiàlt. I hoped that, having received no answer, he might leave soon, but he sat down in the courtyard instead, on the parapet, ready to wait most patiently, or so it appeared.

   Then I reflected that this loyal handmaid of Fastréda’s – since I had indeed seen him with my own eyes the night before, at the bar, listening intently and respectfully to Fastréda’s words together with his pals – might have come up here to carry out a task entrusted to him by Fastréda himself and so there might, after all, be something to gain from hearing the man out.

   As soon as I stepped onto the threshold, Coltiàlt said that he felt duty-bound to have a word with me. He only needed ten minutes of my time. So I led him into the kitchen and offered him a seat. He started haranguing me right away, saying that shrewdness and dishonesty are twin sisters, that the worst of calamities are born out of words uttered in secret, and that honesty is a virtue which cannot be learnt; either one has it, or one does not.

   When he finally came to the end of his fatuous preamble, Coltiàlt told me that perhaps I had not yet heard that Fastréda had bought several woods bordering mine, up there on the Mountain. Coltiàlt appeared surprised when I told him that, in fact, I already knew. But he added that, at any rate, I certainly could not know why Fastréda had bought them, these woods, that he had some specific interests and profits in mind. I said to Coltiàlt that I was not following and that there was no use in mincing his words.

   “Well, Duke,” he said. “Forget about the timber, he’s after something else altogether. Land. Hectares. Is it not true that Fastréda’s pastures lie past the top of the Mountain? And is it not true that, in summer, he sends some forty heifers up there? And even you will know, Duke, that it is all fairly inconvenient. Why is it inconvenient? Because the road does not reach as far as the pastures. Because Fastréda has to take his cattle by lorry to the last bend on the Mountain Road and then continue on foot for an hour, on paths that are donkey’s years old, with the animals all marching in a single line. Then there’s another problem with Fastréda’s pastures. Up there, there is only one old, ruined malga, some sheet metal shelters for the cattle, and a little dairy Fastréda uses when he goes up to check on the animals. So you can see, Duke,” Coltiàlt continued, “that he needs a road and a malga. A proper malga, as Fastréda has got a new thought into his head. Do you know Severo Zallòt? Zallòt, the cattle farmer from Naroén who owns a malga on the other side of Val Fonda? There you go. Him. He started making some little cheeses that the city people go crazy over. Fresh little cheeses, natural, with little herbs. The thing is, Severo Zallòt has done up his malga properly, got his health and safety permits, and put his wife and daughter to work. To cut a long story short, he’s been making a tidy sum with these little cheeses of his. People come up from the city, eat at the malga, and buy these little cheeses and other silly things like mountain honey and herbal grappa like there’s no tomorrow. So Fastréda has got it into his head that he should do up his ruin as well and turn it into a proper malga, then open a proper road, and finally let the malga to someone looking to start a dairy business over the summer, or something like that.”

   “I don’t care a stitch about malgas and dairy businesses,” I said. “I care about my woods. What have my woods got to do with it? This is what I want to know.”

   “They’ve got plenty to do with it,” Coltiàlt whispered, “since Zanolla, the surveyor, has shoved an application of some sort under Fastréda’s nose for a grant meant for farmers that might help Fastréda come up with the money for both the malga and the road. But, Duke, do you know how these grants are allocated? They’re allocated proportionally to the land owned in the area by the farmer who applies. To put it simply, to pay for the new malga and the road, Fastréda needs to own a certain number of hectares on the Mountain. I’m sure you understand what I’m getting at, Duke. Fastréda needed to own a certain amount of hectares on the Mountain, and so he bought the woods bordering yours.”

   “Listen to me, Coltiàlt. I’ll tell you again: I don’t care about Fastréda’s business. What I care about is that he has got the boundaries wrong.”

   “Right. Bear with me, Duke, and listen to what I’ve come to say. The problem is that Zanolla and Fastréda still need a certain number of hectares before they can access the grant. Not many, but they need them. Which is a blow, since Fastréda has run out of money. He’s not out out, but he can’t invest any more. So, after mulling it over and over, and talking it over and over with his surveyor, Fastréda has come to the conclusion that there’s one option only: acquisition by prescription. Do I need to spell it out for you, Duke? I don’t think so. There’s no mistake here. Mario Fastréda has decided he’s going to effectively expropriate the hectares he still needs from you – that is, he’s going to claim he now owns them due to his long use of them. So he hired the Cimín brothers to log his new woods and told them to trespass into yours in order to be able to argue that he owns the hectares he still needs to hit the jackpot.”

   I was on the verge of exploding. I stared Coltiàlt in the eyes. I asked him how on earth he was so well informed about Fastréda’s business and, more importantly, why on earth he had so kindly come to reveal said business to me. The previous evening, I insinuated, at Rubino’s bar, was he, or was he not, getting along with Fastréda more than amiably?

   Coltiàlt must have felt wounded at that, and he made a motion to leave. But by then I wanted to hear it all. So I held him back by uttering that word, honesty, which seemed to be the name of his inner god. Coltiàlt repeated, again and again, that he was an honest man, most honest, and added that, the previous evening, he had gone to the bar with his two pals Giacón and Pisàn because Fastréda had asked them to meet without telling them why. “He told us about the whole business,” Coltiàlt said, “then asked us if we were willing to help him out.”

   What Mario Fastréda wanted from them was quite simple. With that excellent memory of his, he had remembered that, some twenty years earlier, Coltiàlt et al. used to work as woodcutters for hire and that, around that time, they had logged some woods bordering mine. In short, Fastréda had asked Coltiàlt, Pisàn, and Giacón to sign a statement saying that, twenty years ago, they had indeed logged, by order of the previous owners, in the belt of woods which Fastréda now intended to expropriate. Furthermore, he had also wanted them to state, precisely and scrupulously, that the Cimamontes had not objected to the logging at the time, since they did not care in the least about what happened in their woods and that, as a result, the woods themselves had been languishing in a state of utter neglect.

   To this day, I still wonder whether Coltiàlt’s tip-off was a conscious betrayal – and, if so, what motivated it – or the prompt execution of an order by Fastréda himself. At any rate, come dusk I went down to the village taking the path rather than the road, reached the Tabiónas’ yard, rang at Nelso’s doorbell, and told him what I had come to tell him.

   I was looking for a sounding board on which I could bounce my disbelief, for a match to set me on fire. But Nelso did not lose his composure. He simply muttered that he had assumed that the one thousand hundredweight of timber was the mistake, doubtlessly self-serving, of the Cimín brothers, but he had had no idea whatsoever, he said, that Fastréda had his “claws” in it.

   So I had to light my own match: I said that Fastréda was deceitful, two-faced, even three-faced and that, in this world, there were honest people and scoundrels, and Fastréda was the most scoundrelly of them all. And yet, as if the moment were not fateful enough and did not require long discussions and endless complaints, protestations, and grievances, Nelso had nothing better to offer me than a cheap lecture. He said that judging people like that, crudely, would not do. Everyone, including Fastréda, had their own reasons for doing things.

   So I told Nelso to get lost and left. But I had not even reached the corner of his yard when he called me back. He said that, to begin with, there was one thing which needed doing. The following morning, we would go together up the Mountain. He wanted to make sure that the one thousand hundredweight was still in the woods and, more importantly, he wanted me to see my own boundaries with my own eyes. Then he looked away into the evening air, as if something had caught his nostrils. He said that there was something strange in the air. He would hate to be proven wrong, but it was in the air. What was in the air? He did not say. Instead, he asked me to be ready the following morning at seven on the dot.

  

 
  
   Sixth Chapter

   I realised in what spirit Nelso Tabióna had wanted to take me to my woods as soon as he started making room for me in his four-by-four. He said that a woodcutter should not be judged by the cleanliness of his car – where I could indeed see crumpled cigarette packs, tangled chains, soil under the seats, jerrycans full of two-stroke, oil patches, sawdust, and so on – but rather by the neatness and excellent health of the woods which he has worked.

   In short, Nelso’s intention for our ascent of the Mountain was to give me a hands-on seminar. Henceforth, having drunk at the spring of so much wisdom, I would finally be fully up to speed on the subject of woodland management. Nelso drove up the Mountain Road with ostentatious slowness. He was driving as if our climb was an enterprise of the utmost danger, and full of peril. He observed one thing, studied another, pointed at a third.

   He wanted me to notice the difference between the woods personally worked by him and those worked by other woodcutters. These other woodcutters, he said, were all sloppy, brainless people who lacked foresight and competence and logged badly, leaving the woods in disarray and sparing the wrong trees or, even worse, not sparing any tree at all. “And if you don’t think these slobs are doing much damage,” said Nelso, “wait until we’re a bit further up, then you’ll see.”

   A little way on, Nelso stopped his four-by-four in a flood of light which had opened up in the woods. I still remember my astonishment: we had stopped in the snag of the avalanche, that is, in the wound slashed open the year before by a stream of snow and rocks which had peeled off from just under the peak of the Mountain, so small when seen from the village and so large and deep when standing right in the middle of it. Amidst that abraded, luminous desert, one could still feel the brute force which had coursed through it, pulling out trees, bushes, and stones and eventually breaking against a huge boulder which, rising as it did just below the road, had flung that amalgam upwards, making it crash down below in a cascade of tangled wreckage.

   Then Nelso told me to look up towards the peak, to travel up the side of the Mountain with my eyes, and observe, in the woods, a virtually perfect square which had been wholly deforested. That was where the avalanche had started, he said, and all because a certain young woodcutter whose name he did not mention had logged, out of greed, every single tree entrusted to him. Everything, all clear-felled. And so, Nelso continued, the snow which had settled on that badly cut surface had become dislodged and slid downhill, meeting no obstacle. Then, it had funnelled through a ravine, where it had gained charge and ferocity, becoming an avalanche.

   I do not know the sources of Nelso Tabióna’s forestry science, who his teachers were, or which academies he attended, but what is certain is that, on top of his years of practice, he had a most commendable propensity to theorise. And, for the rest of our ascent, he indeed expounded on that science of his with rigour and soundness.

   Firstly, he articulated his condemnation of the vices sometimes found in those who work the woods: hurry, haste, greed, untidiness, and recklessness. Then, he examined the virtues which make a good woodcutter: discipline, patience, practice, effort, precision, and a sense of stewardship. Of each of these virtues and vices, Nelso described all the whys and the wherefores. Then, when we finally reached our destination, he asked me whether I was finally persuaded that the woods were no joking matter, that they were no plaything but rather a most skilful craft. I told him that I had understood him perfectly well: the woods were an art. Upon hearing that, Nelso said that I had understood nothing at all: the woods were not an art, the woods were a craft.

   There is an enormous ridge in my woods which looks like a colossal backbone and culminates uphill in a rock formation that has something of a skull about it. Thus, one could imagine that my woods are actually located on the back of a dragon which came up to die here in some remote epoch and was gradually buried under dust, sand, rubble, and gravel until, over the last few centuries, trees had eventually sprouted from it.

   As soon as we got out of the car, Nelso retied his bootlaces more tightly and led me towards a shed made of wood and sheet metal locked with a chain and padlock. He told me that it was his “office” and that he and his worker took shelter from the rain and ate under its roof. He rushed to explain that he had taken the liberty of building that unauthorised shed without even mentioning it to me because, once the deforestation was complete, it would take him no longer than half a day’s work to tear it down without leaving any trace that it ever stood there.

   Nelso showed me the way into that freezing, inhospitable office of his. A table, two benches, a hob with a gas bottle, and a cupboard with jars of tomato sauce, packets of pasta, a couple of pans, some plates, and a moka pot. After offering me a coffee from that moka, which I did not accept, Nelso spread out the cadastral map on the table and started explaining it to me, expecting me to draw some sort of exact understanding from its abstract geometries. However, as soon as he had realised that the theory was unintelligible to me, he decided that it would be better to progress directly to the practical side of things. So we left the office and went to look at the boundaries with our own eyes.

   Firstly, Nelso led me to look at the one thousand hundredweight of timber felled by the Cimíns. Those most extensive stacks of wood astonished me. It was only then that I understood what one thousand hundredweight looked like, since it is one thing to imagine abstractly and another thing altogether to take in at a glance, measure in steps, feel the heft, and mentally burn it, log by log, in the stove.

   As I professed my astonishment and annoyance, Nelso was quivering with indignation, but not because of the timber almost stolen from me. Instead, his disdain stemmed, on the one hand, from the impudence with which the Cimín brothers had massacred those woods, slaughtering trees both old and young, and, on the other hand, from the squandering slovenliness of said brothers, who had not bothered to gather the lesser loppings and had instead left them scattered around in the utmost disarray. Were these, or were they not, Nelso asked me, clear examples of the vices of a bad woodcutter?

   Once the disgraceful conduct of the Cimíns had been sufficiently discussed, Nelso led me to a small, ruined building which he assured me had once been a hovel for charcoal burners. Then he proceeded to express his gratitude for having been born at the time of machines, chainsaws, skidders, and pistons, and not at the time of axes and whipsaws, and took to raising the kind of lamentations which I had already heard sung a thousand times before, and in a thousand rhythms. The cold, the sledges, the mules, the hardships, the sacrifices, the wretchedness, the hunger: the entire, luckless Iliad of the poor, the unhappy, and the struggling.

   Once he had reached the end of his lamentations, Nelso decided to show me the ancient, taxing alchemies by which beech had been turned into charcoal in that very place. He scratched the earth with the tip of his boot, picked up a handful of unbelievably black soil, and, after sifting through it with his fingers, extracted some fragments of carbonised wood which he then proceeded to deposit into my palm as if they were gems or diamonds. In the meantime, he kept staring at me, trying to make me see, I believe, that a good woodcutter knows things not only for what they are now but also for what they used to be.

   According to Nelso, the corner of the ruined charcoal burners’ hovel closest to the summit of the Mountain marked the lowest vertex of my estate. Hence, that was where our retracing of the boundaries started that day, with Nelso guiding me every step of the way.

   We went up through the woods for a long stretch and, when we reached the third hairpin bend in the old mule track which once had led to the top of the Mountain, Nelso pulled out his cadastral map and made me observe how the boundary line brushed the elbow of that third bend. It was utterly impossible to challenge such a patently clear reference point, Nelso said. The next boundary mark, too, he continued, could not be misconstrued. He explained that, from the elbow of the bend, the boundary line carried on slightly slantwise and spread out onto the slope until it reached a certain unmistakable boulder.

   So we followed that line and, when the unmistakable boulder was met, Nelso pointed out to me that there was a cross engraved into it, followed by the letters CIM, which of course stood for “Cimamonte”, and the year, 1649. I cannot fail to mention that those alpine writings caused my heart to spread its wings. As I bent down to clean them out with a sharp rock, I wondered what ancient hand, and under the gaze of who knows which experts or sworn men, had engraved that date, those letters, and that border. I kept kneeling and, as I looked at that writing, I started to feel the inner excitement which overcomes me whenever I discover proven, truthful evidence of the fact that I am standing in the very same spot where someone else stood centuries ago, as if the shadow of that someone were a vapour which had not fully dispelled and therefore were a tangible presence in its own way.

   But Nelso soon made me snap out of that enchantment of mine, which, according to him, had already caused us to waste too much time. He rested his foot on the boulder and unfolded his map again. “Look here,” he said. “From the boulder, the line bears inwards. I measured it and worked out the distance: one hundred and forty metres. Follow me, and you’ll see whether I’m right or wrong.”

   So we climbed farther up and, when Nelso eventually stopped, we found ourselves in front of a most remarkable tree. It was a beech unlike any of the beeches still found round about on the Mountain: though of great age, the trunks of those beeches are smooth, straight, as soaring as columns. This beech here, instead, was wider than tall. Its stout trunk was wrinkled and warped and its roots ran all over the surrounding rocks like nerves, twisting to form flowing shapes, minuscule caves, and serpentine curls.

   Nelso said that, in the middle of the woods, such a tree is left standing only if it has a purpose. Had it not been useful to our grandfathers in some way, they would have felled it without a second thought to make firewood for winter, given how cold they were all the time. But they had not felled it, Nelso concluded, because it, the beech, was the true boundary mark indicating the end of my woods uphill.

   Then, Nelso chose the largest root of that tree and sat on it as if it were a throne. “Now you’ve seen the boundaries with your own eyes,” he said. “As you must have gathered, it’s impossible to get them wrong, and Fastréda can’t pretend otherwise. At any rate, I made some estimates last night. Nothing too accurate, just a rough approximation. But Fastréda wants to steal three hectares from you, give or take. That’s too much, Duke. Honestly, it’s just too much.”

   But the previous night I had decided that I did not care about coming out on top if that meant having to go through gruelling confrontations, appraisals, and computations. So I said to Nelso that, even if the hectares had been five and the timber double the amount, I would still be quite happy to treat myself to the satisfaction of going to Fastréda and saying to him, “There you go, Fastréda. Will a donation suit you? Take as much of my woods as you need, build your road, build your malga, and let’s end it here.”

   Nelso was baffled by my amenability. “Heavens above!” he exclaimed. “Would you listen to him, the Duke of Cimamonte! What a gentleman! What a lord! It shows that you don’t know what it means to earn your keep and to have to claw and scratch to defend what’s yours. What about your ancestors? They would’ve never come up with such nonsense. With all due respect, they were the kind of people who’d not let a hen slip past them when it was time to settle the accounts with the tenants. God forbid they’d let any Fastréda come up with the notion of expropriating three and a half hectares of their woods.”

   I needed to say something, of course I had to, but I had no idea what. So I held my peace and stared at that enormous rocky ridge which crosses my woods from top to bottom. I kept thinking that it really must be the back of a dragon, a dragon which, ultimately, might not even be dead at all. Buried, yes, but not dead, since dragons are known to sleep for centuries, only to then wake up – enraged, more often than not, as is natural – when a certain time comes or when one imprudently treads over a print which one should have left untrodden. In that instant, I had the distinct impression that the dragon’s back might arch at any moment since, in the silence of the woods, I could hear a noticeable creaking spread, a creaking which I had never heard before and which I could have sworn was coming from the ground, from roots stretching, from rocks crumbling, from crusts breaking.

   Stunned by that colossal yet muffled sizzling, I felt almost certain that something most deeply buried was truly on the brink of awakening. But whilst I looked downwards along the dragon’s back in an attempt to find the source of that underground rustling, Nelso had instead raised his eyes and was looking through the bare branches of the beech. “There you go, Duke,” he said. “Did I tell you last night, or did I not, that it was in the air? Snow in the air, my dear Duke. You could smell it.”

   Minuscule spheres of icy snow were falling here and there, most sparsely, but their lightness was compact enough to make the woods echo with a subtle crunching.
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   The Boiserie Papers

  

 
  
   First Chapter

   The early snow from the Mountain reached Vallorgàna the following day. It was just a smattering, really, but enough to turn the meadows white, catch the villagers by surprise, and inspire a certain meditative drowsiness in me. Even the crows, I noticed, appeared almost stunned. Black amidst that greyish-whitish dusting, their wings close to their bodies, they roamed about the snowy meadows with hobbling sluggishness. Perhaps it was because they felt somehow vulnerable or less ready to take swift decisions that they had intensified their surveillance: aside from their usual lookouts scattered throughout the countryside, there were now three sentries watching closely over the house.

   The first crow was posted at the crown of the sleepy, centuries-old hornbeam which, at the time of these events, still stood in the middle of the courtyard. Until the house had finally been abandoned, for years it had been cut back over and over again, with tenacity and even ferocity, in order to tame and style it. Faced with such deliberate cruelty, the hornbeam had undergone its own inner rebellion, dogged and silent, and twisted in frightful ingrowths spiralling in on themselves. In its hopeless revolt, it had even broken through its own bark, thus uncovering the bare wood of its core, which had later been sculpted by the seasons into muscular limbs, monstrous profiles, taurine brows, ram’s horns, and horribly disfigured human faces.

   The second sentry, a crow which appeared to be still quite young, was patrolling the rooftops of the outbuildings abutting the right-hand side of the house. This crow was pacing the tiles from one slope to the next, as if that tiny hamlet of empty, useless, and abandoned stables, cellars, barns, porticoes, and granaries were indeed its inalienable estate.

   The last crow was garrisoned at the bailiff’s house, which had been inhabited by those who, over the centuries, had succeeded in the sought-after position of the Cimamontes’ bailiff – that is, the manager and administrator of the estate. When I moved into the house, I could have certainly made the bailiff’s house inhabitable again with only a small outlay. Instead, I had deemed it the ideal place to fit out as a sort of workshop, or perhaps workroom, where I could keep up with the odd jobs which crop up on a daily basis.

   As I studied them that morning, I could not help but think that those outbuildings of mine and the bailiff’s house would soon become utterly derelict unless I actually made a start on them. It was not as if I lacked the means to fix every single one of them. What I lacked was inspiration. Fix them how? To do what? Besides, I did not mind having next to the house, and in sharp contrast with its symmetries and mathematical precisions, a small world of buildings which, as they slowly decayed and helplessly fell victim to time, were taking on the wild harshness of stone, of dark uninhabited pits, of endless dust.

   I was studying the outbuildings when a fourth crow flew across the courtyard. Much to my astonishment, I noticed that it had inexplicably white wings. Not black or grey wings covered in snow, not at all. And neither was the bird a magpie. There was no doubt that it was a most rare white-wingéd crow.

   It must have been yet another sentry, and indeed it went to take its post atop the bell tower of the chapel of San Rocco, which sits at the other end of the courtyard, opposite the outbuildings. The small kingdom over which I rule also includes this modest sacellum and its crenellated bell tower. Today, both would verse in the same sorry state of the outbuildings had it not been for Father Attilio’s most insistent requests that I should remedy their dilapidation: as soon as we had become acquainted, in fact, Father Attilio had suggested that those who have the honour of owning a spiritual temple in this world are also called to act as its stewards.

   And so, in order to silence his pleading, I had taken it upon myself to have the chapel’s foundations reinforced, its roof refurbished, and its belfry consolidated. Furthermore, I had also had the plaque that was engraved on an inferior stone and set into the wall above the gateway cleaned as far as possible. This operation had not yielded any results especially worth mentioning, though, and the letters still seem as if creased, corroded, and nearly unreadable. The little which can be glimpsed from that engraved message informs the reader that the chapel was built above a more ancient, more dilapidated sacellum (“vetus dirutumque sacellum”) and that its consecration, which took place in 1633 and by which the chapel was dedicated to San Rocco, was a pious deed carried out by my ancestor Giovanni Battista I.

   How things had gone around that time can be inferred from the fresco – of precious little merit, it must be said – which is to be found in the apse of the chapel itself. In the foreground, a standoffish San Rocco. His face is too long. His expression too insinuating. His beard too groomed. His hands too tapered, almost feminine. Finally, the holy gesture of uncovering his thigh to show the believers the festering ulcer caused by the plague might even be described as debauched.

   Behind this lascivious San Rocco stands Vallorgàna, the house farther up, and the Mountain in the background. An awful procession is making its way through the streets of the village: ox-pulled carts heaped with corpses and a few men using long, hooked staffs to drag yet more corpses behind the carts. That had been the state of things in 1630, three years before the consecration of the chapel, when the plague had caused many deaths even in these peripheral parts of the world.

   Having had his life spared during that notorious pestilence, my ancestor Giovanni Battista I had had the chapel rebuilt, decorated, and consecrated, and had devoted it to San Rocco, the heavenly intercessor to whom he attributed the merit of his own salvation. At the time of the plague, in fact, Giovanni Battista I had survived a horrific chain of tragedies, as I have found relayed in a note, in his own hand, penned on the flyleaf of my seventeenth-century edition of Introdutione al simbolo della fede, by the Dominican friar Louis de Granada. To précis, in 1630, Giovanni Battista I had survived his two sons, his daughter, his older brother, his two sisters, his father, his paternal uncle, and the latter’s two sons.

   But all this bereavement had also come with enormous advantages. The family’s inheritance had been immediately concentrated into his hands, and not only that of his own line of descent but also that of his paternal uncle Bartolomeo Cimamonte, who had also died of the plague together with his two sons and heirs, thus extinguishing that branch of our lineage.

   So, it was not by chance that Giovanni Battista I had had the means to renovate the entire house and even redraw its layout. Indeed, the fresco in the chapel shows the house surrounded by scaffolding, and, to this day, there is a stone set into the floor of the entrance hall detailing how Giovanni Battista Cimamonte himself had had the house rebuilt in 1635:

   Io. Bapt. Cim.
hanc domum
ex novo fecit.
A.D. 1635.

   However, the renovation of 1635 and the many other works carried out over the following centuries never fully erased the signs of previous epochs. The frescoes in a closet on the second floor are dated 1590, the gateway is dated 1584, and the grotesques in the west wing might be as early as the beginning of the sixteenth century.

   But this is nothing, considering that the house still preserves its own prehistoric origin within its bowels. As a matter of fact, when observing its floor plan, it is easy to spot a neat square, eight metres on each side, which stands out for its somewhat cyclopean walls. This observation is fundamentally consistent with some notes from old chronicles on the city of Berua which describe an ancient tower at the foot of the Mountain, from whence the Cimamontes’ ascent set forth.

   In this respect, the oral tradition of my family, as handed down by the late Monsignor Eugenio Cimamonte, former archpriest of the cathedral of Berua and my most ancient great-uncle, is absolutely crystal clear. According to him, the tower had been built by Adalgerio, the first of the Cimamontes of whom any news is known. This Adalgerio had had the tower erected before departing for the first crusade. He had entrusted it to his eldest son, young Tisone, that he might rule over the fiefdom in his absence. Young Tisone had waited many years for his father’s return. However, after a decade, the rumour of Adalgerio’s death just outside Jerusalem had started spreading. Trusting the news of Adalgerio’s lamentable death, a bishop of Berua named Manfredo, a greedy and corrupt man, had armed a militia and attacked and conquered the tower, forcing young Tisone to abscond. But on one fine morning, Adalgerio had eventually returned, aged by the holy sands and shining with glory. Together with his brothers in arms, he had lain siege to the tower and reconquered it, and from that day forth it has pridefully remained in our possession from one generation to the next.

   According to my great-uncle Monsignor Eugenio, later on, in the fifteenth century, a lodge had been built adjoining the tower, thus turning it into a place of hunting and rural delights. This intelligence was eventually confirmed when I noticed some flaking in the plaster on the west wall of the entrance hall and, behind it, what seemed like traces of pigment.

   Of course, I immediately started working on it with a palette knife and a sponge, unhurriedly, removing a little every day. In this fashion, I brought back to light a blue sky, some wooded mountains, and a hilly countryside with trees dotted around here and there. Men armed with bows, crossbows, spears, and shotguns roam about this landscape, hunting wild game. I spotted boars, deer, hares, and assorted fowl. When I finally reached the bottom right of the fresco, a date, 1522, was presented to me and above it the words Lauren. Cal., an abbreviation which probably stands for a Laurentius Caloxius, or Calandrius, or Calaminus, or who knows what else, who painted the fresco in that year.

   In any respect, the tower and the hunting lodge adjoining it had slowly metamorphosed like a chrysalis into the house as it can be admired today, and with which my family developed a most special relationship going far beyond the farming income it provided, an income which, at any rate, was by no means negligible.

   The great majority of my family’s income used to derive, in fact, from its vast possessions scattered here and there in the rich, fertile expanses of the Lowlands. Later on, it had been from the disposal of said possessions that my father Achille had made his living after my grandfather Ausilio’s death. And yet, though my father had indeed got rid, perhaps too lightly, of those centuries-old estates, not even he had ever considered selling the house and the lands attached to it. He abandoned both but never put them up for sale. And I, too, have sold our palace in Berua but not this house and its estate.

   For all these reasons, I could not doubt that Vallorgàna, and indeed the house, was the seat of the irrepressible yet most aged and now impotent soul of my lineage which remained here as if trapped, in a strange suspension of time.

   When looking at the façade, anyone can see a little iron cage housing a small bronze bell. I have never had the chance to observe this bell from a short distance: it merely hangs there, to one side of the tympanum, out of place, disharmonious. Through a mechanism made of gears, weights, and balances which now lies disassembled who knows where, the bell used to be connected to a clock, now faded, situated just under the pinnacle of the tympanum. Its defunct hands eternally read two o’clock – two in the afternoon, to be precise. According to the story as told by my father, who in turn had heard it from my grandfather, this is because that clock was still observing an unfathomable mourning period, having stopped in the early afternoon of a day in 1786 at the exact time when the silliest of the maids who lived in the house, apparently for no other reason than true love, drove a ceremonial sword through the back of my ancestor Giovanni Girolamo Cimamonte.

   The story might even be true, considering that Giovanni Girolamo Cimamonte did indeed die in 1786. But who can say? Like other similar residences, this house too is an extraordinary repository of memories and lies.

  

 
  
   Second Chapter

   On the first floor of the house, there is a small room with a single window. Its walls are entirely panelled in oak, to the point that the whole room seems as if it is dug into the hollow of a colossal tree. During my early days up here, Dina told me once that, when my grandfather Ausilio still used to summer at the house, this room was always kept under lock and key. My grandfather only opened its door when someone of importance came visiting. On those occasions, he would explain to his guests, already savouring their amazement, that they were about to set eyes on one of the finest examples of boiserie in all of Europe.

   Behind the wood panelling on the west wall of this locked room there is a second room, quite small and accessible only via a door with no handle, the existence of which no one could easily discern amidst the perfect illusion of patterns and carvings in the boiserie. I had discovered it only by chance when I was perhaps fifteen. During one of my most rare and fleeting visits to the house in the company of my father, I had found this camouflaged door slightly ajar and, naturally, passed through it unhesitatingly.

   The little light filtering into this smaller room had outlined a few makeshift shelves where bundles of papers, tomes with leather spines, stacks of loose sheets, folders tied with strings, and some wooden boxes were carelessly arranged. Inside the boxes, I had found some exceedingly stiff papers, which were actually parchments: some were unfolded, others folded, and others still rolled up. Then I had taken out from the shelves a tome: the oddness of its exceedingly long, narrow shape had intrigued me. It contained pages upon pages of names and numbers. I had also glanced through the stacks of loose sheets and found them to be as if illuminated with alphabetical motifs in extravagant inks, all covered as they were in curlicued initials, phenomenal flourishes, and virtuoso calligraphies.

   That was how I discovered the Cimamonte archive. On that very same day, I mentioned it to my father. Showing the usual disdain with which he looked at the house and its memories, he shook his head and said that it was all just “old rubbish”. But, for me, the boiserie papers immediately became the hidden heart of the house, a dizzying repository of secrets waiting to be discovered.

   A repository of secrets which, however, was completely inaccessible to me, as I could not make out anything of the contents of those papers. The different hands were impossibly complex, elusive, and contrived, and so they would have remained had it not been for Father Giorgio, the priest who preceded Father Attilio in Vallorgàna. A few months after that discovery of mine, Father Giorgio had appeared one day at Palazzo Cimamonte, in the city, to ask for permission to celebrate a Mass in the chapel of the house, which my father granted. Then, before leaving, as a token of his gratitude, Father Giorgio left us with the gift of a “humble work” of his, as he called it, namely a booklet on the history of the church of Vallorgàna.

   My father accepted the booklet and immediately handed it to me so as to be rid of it. As I leafed through it, I noticed that it contained reproductions of documents written just like the boiserie papers. So I ran down the stairs of the palace after Father Giorgio and asked him whether he knew how to read papers like the ones reproduced in the book. He said that he could, and also added that there were some in his clergy house in Vallorgàna; not very many, but enough for one to get bored of them.

   So, as soon as I was old enough to be the master of my own comings and goings, I took the coach and went to see Father Giorgio up in the village. I explained to him how I felt towards the boiserie papers. He showed me the clergy house papers and some samples of his skill in deciphering documents, and eventually, having realised my enthusiasm for the subject, handed me two palaeography manuals: if I really wanted to learn how to read my ancestors’ papers, I should start practising with those.

   Thus, for a few years during my youth, I would go to see Father Giorgio five or six times a year to learn from him. Father Giorgio would take one paper or another from the parish archive and entrust it to me with the utmost confidence, and I would do my best to transcribe it before returning it to Father Giorgio himself. He would then go over my transcription with me and explain and correct my mistakes, resolve my doubts, and teach me patience.

   This instruction had the greatest impact on me and, in fact, when the time came, I actually opted to study palaeography. Then, when I moved into the house ten years ago, I was finally able to devote myself to the systematic study of the boiserie papers, which I immediately freed from their thankless captivity and arranged neatly in a suitable room next to my study, on the piano nobile of the house.

   Ever since I moved to Vallorgàna, the boiserie papers have become not only one of my most pleasing occupations but also the crossroads of my every thought. Indeed, it has been because of these papers that I keep reflecting on what it might mean, in this day and age, to be the descendant of a lineage such as that of the Cimamontes: ancient, powerful, and wealthy, but also built on a social system the injustice of which is today beyond doubt.

   The boiserie was the custodian of a world which my ancestors used to hold in their fists. Expanses of fields. Throngs of tenants. Hosts of labourers. Servants and maids. Inequalities sanctioned by law. Stables of horses. Honorific titles. Codes of conduct. In short, a whole world where the fact that the Cimamontes were the Cimamontes was not a matter for discussion.

   Furthermore, this is why the internal doors of the house all sport glass knobs in various colours, whether yellow, green, red, or blue. These doorknobs are what is left of a language which I cannot even believe possible. This silent alphabet in fact spells out that rooms with a yellow doorknob were accessible to everyone, including the servants. Those with a green doorknob, on the other hand, were only meant for family members, whilst a door with a red knob could only be entered by the count and countess. Finally, I could not possibly guess what incommensurable privilege of access was needed for the doors with a blue knob, of which there are only two in the entire house, one of them being that to the boiserie room.

   Nevertheless, the time of glass doorknobs, which was also the time of the vicissitudes recounted in the boiserie papers, is today abundantly over. Those years are long gone, and I have no reason to mourn them. Those were the years when the house was a symbol of unbridgeable inequality and when tenants and peasants looked at it just as they looked at the master: with a mix of reverence and scorn, of cunning and circumspection.

   The injustice by which my ancestors used to live has now finally been wiped out – another reason why it is not easy to sit with the knowledge that one is the child of that very injustice and to see it described most truthfully in ink across thousands of papers. I have never, as a consequence, read the boiserie papers with the complacency of the heir cultivating the memory of his own stock. Rather, when reading the papers from my archive, I often felt a certain uneasiness, as if the all but unpunished blame for those past injustices had been perpetuated in me.

   The house, which still preserves its glass doorknobs, as well as the written records of centuries-old inequalities, is now a useless monument to a long-dead epoch. It stands there, commanding, watchfully resigned, alien to all which rolls past it. Today, it is but an admonishment that one must always heed the most fundamental of laws: time is ravenous, everything is transient, and, once life has faded away, only the bones remain, at least for a while, before they too return to dust.

  

 
  
   Third Chapter

   It was early November. I had been awake for perhaps half an hour and the sun was still not high enough to light up Vallorgàna with that grey or at most bluish light which flowers at the beginning of winter. Suddenly, Nelso Tabióna appeared in the courtyard in his four-by-four. He slammed on the brakes, got out of the car, and, rather than spying through the windows in keeping with that most unusual discretion of his, quickly ran up the steps to the front door and knocked three times.

   I unbolted the door, though not expeditiously, and opened it. Nelso pushed me to one side and stepped into the house. “He came to see me,” he said. “Last night.”

   Nelso barely waited to be perched on a settle in the entrance hall before commencing his invective. “I haven’t even cleared the table when I hear the bell. So I open the door and find him there, staring at me. Who? Fastréda, of course. Fastréda. He says he’d like a word. He starts talking about the Mountain Road and says it’s a liability, and that every year he has to pay for this or that out of his own pocket. Then, out of the blue, he asks me what I think of you, Duke. I tell him I’m busy enough as it is thinking about myself. Can you guess what Fastréda says then? He says that he shouldn’t have hired the Cimíns to log his woods, that the Cimíns have been slapdash and unrestrained. He should have called me, the best woodcutter in Val Fonda, he says. What could I do, Duke? I told him that, to get the boundaries so unashamedly wrong, one had to be first and foremost a crook, and not simply slapdash and unrestrained.”

   Before resuming his speech, Nelso told me, Fastréda had unfurled one of his smiles. “Listen, Nelso,” he said, “I want to build a proper malga up on the Mountain and use the grants meant for us farmers to open a road all the way to the top, and do it the right way. I’m not acting out of self-interest, Nelso, but for the good of Vallorgàna. First off, reaching the woods and working them will become easier for everyone. Second, a malga and a dairy will bring in people from the city. Now, won’t that be a good thing? Am I only serving my own interests here? It’s an opportunity for us all. Something that will give the village the lift it needs. We’re all old, aren’t we, Nelso? But do you know what happened a couple of days ago? Your friend, The Duke, went to the Cimín brothers to complain and said that they had logged in the wrong place, that they had got the boundaries wrong, and that they were going to pay for it. Could it be, I’m now wondering, that The Duke is looking to trip me up?”

   Nelso told me that he had felt in the right to point out that, in principle, I was not wrong: it was only fair that I would try not to let one thousand hundredweight of timber and three and a half hectares of excellent woods be stolen from under my nose.

   “Nelso, Nelso,” Fastréda had then said. “So you do know what I’m talking about. We must think about the future, about the good of the village. Why would The Duke even care about less than three hectares? What’s it to him whether he has them or not? Listen to me, Nelso. I know The Duke heeds you. Talk him into letting this whole thing with the timber drop and tell him not to stand in my way. Later on, you and I can sort something out, you’ll see. We’ll get along quite well, Nelso. And, by the way, before the new road is built, the entire route will need clearing out. What I’m saying is, this contract could be yours. Isn’t that right?”

   I asked Nelso what he had said to Fastréda.

   “What did I say to him? I couldn’t help myself,” Nelso said. “I just lost it. I pulled him up from his chair, with these here arms, and told him that, if he’d come to buy me like a cow, he had another think coming.”

   “What happened then?” I asked.

   “He said that we’ll see. That I’m welcome to be your knight in shining armour. But, in that case, I should also steady myself for what’s coming.”

   What struck me the most were not so much Fastréda’s words to Nelso but what Nelso said to me as soon as he was finished with his report. In his opinion, the situation should now be reassessed. It was of supreme importance to keep the peace. After all, one thousand hundredweight of timber more or less made not the slightest difference to me. In conclusion, the best thing to do was perhaps what I had suggested a few weeks earlier on the Mountain: step aside and let Fastréda do as he pleased.

   Mystified at such a suggestion, I told Nelso that he could not expect to convince me to do now what he himself had talked me out of doing then. So I asked him whether perhaps he had already signed his contract with Fastréda. How could he not see that Fastréda’s visit had merely been a nice bit of theatrics? I told him that Fastréda was not looking for an understanding or a compromise: he wanted Nelso to run to me and report his words, as Nelso had indeed done, so that I would become exasperated with the whole thing and perhaps give in to some rash decision. That was all there was to it.

   Nelso tried to persuade me otherwise. Taking advantage of the sirocco which had melted the snow on the valley floor in the last few days, he told me, he had gone up the Mountain but had been unable to reach as far up as my woods. At mid-altitude, the snow was at least thirty centimetres deep already. So he said that, for the time being, I could rest easy: the one thousand hundredweight of timber would stay put at least until the snow at high altitude had fully melted, which would happen no sooner than mid March and perhaps even later than that. Meaning that I would have plenty of time, he said, to ponder his advice, let my blood cool down, and act, all in all, in the best and wisest way possible.

   But I said to Nelso that my blood did not need cooling. And that I would not yield one inch. Upon hearing this, Nelso, who was always decisive, always ready, always aggressive, invited me once more to think things through and then left with an expression of confusion and bewilderment on his face.

   I found his about-turn deplorable, and it was equally deplorable how Nelso Tabióna, this so-called knight of mine, had immediately lain down his arms as soon as he had come face to face with the enemy. He too was just like everyone else: all tough and manly when toughness and manliness are of no use whatsoever, only to then run for the hills when the time for action finally arrives. Play-actors, that was what they were. Play-actors. But there was little room for play-acting here. What was needed now was a straight back to get to the bottom of this. One ought to use one’s head, by all means: always use one’s head. Take the right steps. But saying “Yes, sir” to Mario Fastréda? Out of the question. And Nelso? He could get lost too. Had he said, or had he not, that I was the lord and master of those woods? Very well. Then thank you very much for your advice, but I was the lord.

   Whence is it coming, I would ask myself, this ghastly instinct of yours to be the lord and master? Until yesterday, you yourself wanted to do precisely what Nelso suggested only a few minutes ago, and which you so haughtily rejected, and now here you are, raring with a lordly disdain. Might the blame lie, I then asked myself in the wake of a flickering intuition, with the boiserie papers? It must. You have been associating with them for many years now and they have silently poisoned you. Deep in your heart, the venom from the archive has woven an ethical system which is dormant but alive and easily provoked; in fact, it has built a pyre there ready to be torched. Quite so. And now the pyre is starting to catch. It might not yet be fully lit, not wholly ablaze, but those little flames are enough to make you feel like a lord; and, as a lord and like a lord, they have made you behave unreasonably, following the ghastly principles of those ethics, the intoxicating ethics from your ancestors’ papers.

   I was feeling terribly irritated by Nelso’s sudden cowardice after he left and so I went up to the highest room of the house, specifically the small sitting room in the tympanum which I use as my most special, lofty observatory whence I study the Val Fonda laid out below. Luckily, my “thinking room”, as Dina had dubbed it one day, acts on me like a salutary, soothing preparation. The things which can be observed are always the same. I know them all by heart. Yet every time there is something new to examine, reconsider, or measure. And so, out of the blue and for no other purpose than to encourage the soothing effects of the scenery, I started to count the rooftops of Vallorgàna. I had counted off a little over twenty when I grew bored of that pointless tally and contented myself with noticing that the village is fairly large compared to the number of people who live in it, which, I believe, today cannot exceed one hundred and fifty.

   Yet according to what my dear Father Giorgio used to say, having carried out most scrupulous studies on the subject, there had been a time, towards the end of the eighteenth century, when Vallorgàna had counted one thousand souls; so, many more souls than rooftops. For a few centuries, Vallorgàna had indeed been a veritable capital, the capital of Val Fonda and of the many hamlets scattered around it, which looked at it as their own metropolis, their own swarming emporium, the very cradle of civilisation. There used to be schools, musicians, shops, sawmills, weddings, livestock merchants, christenings, countless osterias, and, of course, as a further cause of glory, the house and estate of a prominent noble family.

   All which remains of this ancient capital, as it were, is a skeleton of empty bones: the tangle of houses untidily gathered around the church, the straight line of terraced houses along the road climbing up from Val Fonda, and some more houses scattered across the surrounding meadows and on the least hostile slopes of the Mountain. Nothing but a tangle of corners and edges. Yards, windows, doors, lanes, and chimneys. A few occupied houses and many uninhabited. A greyish patch of tarmac for a square. A little dell for a graveyard just downhill from the church. This is all there is to Vallorgàna: a messy, incoherent settlement, more dead than alive, and not pleasant at all to the eye. It might be distinctive, and perhaps even picturesque, but pretty it is not.

   Then, from the vantage point of my observatory, I also examined, and with great dislike, Fastréda’s property, which sits at the bottom of the countryside, where the flat part of Vallorgàna ends and the ground starts hunching up, turning cantankerous and irregular. Fastréda’s house is most modest and nothing makes it stand out from the other houses in Vallorgàna but for its cowsheds and their vast sheet metal roofs, which are as enormous and awe-inspiring as the pyramids. And as I stared at those pyramids, at those Noah’s Arks, at those lonely cathedrals which, it must be said, are utterly hideous, in fact heinous, I started feeling in my body – and I mean right in my nerves, in my muscles, and even in my breathing – a new restlessness creep up, a resentment, an aversion which, I imagined, could only be relieved by firing it at Mario Fastréda, who already shone across my thoughts as the first and the worst of my enemies.

  

 
  
   Fourth Chapter

   So, one afternoon, I went to see Nelso: I was determined to announce to him my sacrosanct intention of, in the first instance, having a word with Fastréda. I found Nelso in his storehouse, which sits a short distance to the east of the village, not far from a meander in the course of the Fragolfo. Nelso was in the tractor shed. He was on all fours, intent on working on a disassembled winch. I told him that I was planning on going to see Mario Fastréda that very day to have a frank conversation with him.

   Nelso did not react. Instead, he asked me to pass him a hex key from the workbench. I handed it to him and repeated that I was planning on going to see Fastréda to speak to him straight. Nelso still did not say a word. I do not know the exact motivation for this behaviour of his, which, by the way, I have observed quite often in other men from Vallorgàna: it is almost as if they do not want to give any satisfaction whatsoever to their neighbour, or rather even refuse to accept that their neighbour might have something to say which could be worth heeding. I believe this to stem from the fact that these places have trained those who inhabit them first and foremost to nurture suspicion, indifference, and disregard towards their neighbour’s vicissitudes.

   At any rate, I started detailing to Nelso the words which I intended to say to Fastréda. I explained that I would treat him with the harshness which he deserved. That I would make him see that he was not dealing with a meek man. That I would forbid him from removing my timber from the Mountain. That I would resort to all the appropriate arguments and employ the required firmness eventually to bring him to task.

   Upon hearing this, Nelso stood up. He looked me straight in the eye and said, “I should knock your block off.”

   He added that I must have gone crazy and that, evidently, all his advice had been for nothing. Had he not told me to lie low and wait for spring? Had he not recommended that I yield and, in due time, let Fastréda have what Fastréda wanted? What was I thinking now? Did I want to start a war?

   I explained to Nelso that I had no intention of starting a war. I pointed out that all I intended to say to Fastréda was only what any landowner who discovers a theft might legitimately say. But Nelso stopped looking at me. He kept shaking his head and saying that I should not even dream of making such a mistake. So I told him, in no uncertain terms, that he too was like everyone else in the village: they all talk behind Fastréda’s back only to then fear him and worship at his altar.

   But Nelso kept saying, almost without a break, that I should not make such a mistake and that, if I decided to go through with my plan, I would find out what would come out of it. Then he grabbed me by the arm with those grease-stained hands of his and said, “You don’t know him. What do you know, Duke, about Fastréda? You weren’t here when Fastréda managed to get rid of Giacomo and Guglielmo Grimi, the only farmers here in the valley who could stand up to him. He dragged them into a never-ending war of courtrooms and solicitors. And when he bought the land from the Turlonis? Do you know how he did it? I don’t even want to tell you how he did it. Nor were you here when Fastréda, for some unknown reason, decided to pick on Miss Vallicelli, a young woman who had been sent up here to Vallorgàna for her first year as a teacher. With that sharp tongue of his, Fastréda had the gall to go to Miss Vallicelli’s father in Berua and tell him that his daughter was causing a scandal in the village. All lies. But one morning her father came up here whilst she was teaching her class and took her back, poor Miss Vallicelli. He slapped and lashed her all the way back to the city. This is Fastréda, Duke. And there are so many more stories I could tell you. The story of Antonio Miesna, for example. That poor man! Fastréda swallowed up Antonio Miesna’s house. But what am I wasting my time for? You wouldn’t understand, with that head of yours.”

   This is what Nelso Tabióna is like: he loves an argument and tries to incite one whenever possible. Not that he is overbearing or rowdy, but for Nelso there is no meeting without a clash, and a conversation can be frank only if first filtered through a row. After all, local wisdom has it that the Tabiónas are all like that: they are a sulphuric, stubborn, contrarian seed.

   For this reason, I had believed that my plan of confronting Fastréda would be in line, if not with Nelso’s own tactics, then at least with his inner logic and his understanding of how adversities should be tackled. But Nelso evidently did not deem me up to handling the portentous dynamics of conflict.

   On the one hand, Nelso’s words soured me further. On the other, they drove me to postpone my visit to Fastréda, at least for that day. So I was crossing the village to return to the house when I walked by the Priànis’ yard, where Dina lives. She must have been keeping an eye on the road since she opened the window, called out to me, and invited me in for a drop of something. I was not in the mood for chats or drops of anything, but Dina is Dina, and so I did not refuse.

   Those who have never experienced it cannot imagine how largely, unrestrainedly, and prodigally Dina manages her heating in winter. Her kitchen stove, its dampener set to maximum, devours extraordinary quantities of firewood. Her kitchen door is always shut. No one dares open it. No one dares leave it ajar. Consequently, the climate of her kitchen is dry, torrid, arid.

   In that scorching Sahara, I saw a hen on the table, already plucked, decapitated, and dispossessed of its claws. Dina said that it was no longer laying eggs, and so she had had to wring its neck. Tomorrow, she would boil it for my lunch, she added, and make an excellent broth for the next few days. Then she poured me a liqueur of something and, as she chatted away of this and that, started butchering the hen by driving a large knife into its breast, then using her hands to widen that first opening.

   Dina talked at length about her hen, confessing that wringing its neck had taken a certain toll on her. So much so, she added, that she had even wondered whether she was growing as soft as a certain old lady from the old days, a poor, eccentric old lady whose hens all died of natural causes, as she could not stand the thought of killing them. I asked her who that old, kind-hearted lady of yesteryear was, but Dina could not remember: she was just an old lady from when Dina was a child, that was all, one of those old ladies all dressed in black, with a big apron and blunt manners. But then Dina thought about it a bit harder. “Was she Maria, Tèno’s Maria? Maybe not. No, she wasn’t Tèno’s Maria. She was Ida Carlóna. That’s who she was. Yes, Ida Carlóna.”

   It must be said that Dina has a prodigious knack for retracing complex kinships down the generations until they are all tied up in confirmed genealogies. Thus, taking off from Ida Carlóna and following unspeakably abstruse pedigrees, she eventually happened to mention the name of Antonio Miesna.

   Now, when faced with Dina’s genealogical acrobatics, I usually limit myself to nodding along without actually understanding a thing. And so I would have done this time too, but for the fact that the last name out of her mouth was that of Antonio Miesna, a name which had also come out of Nelso’s mouth half an hour earlier. Had he not said, without going into any detail, that Fastréda had swallowed up Antonio Miesna’s house?

   Obviously, I took the chance to ask Dina what she could tell me about him, since I had heard, I said, that there had been some kind of incident in the past between Fastréda and this Antonio. But Dina – who was now shoving her hands into the innards of the hen with exquisite competence and extraordinary energy, pulling out polychromatic pulps which she proceeded to heap on a chopping board – said that the story of Fastréda and Antonio Miesna was quite nasty.

   I begged her to be so kind as to share said story with me, but she too, like Nelso, did not add any more, excusing herself with the pretence that she did not know that ancient, unseemly story well enough to tell it correctly and that I should ask someone else instead. At this, I could not help but think that, sometimes, it is easier to make mute, centuries-old papers sing than to get a single word out of loud-mouthed, living locals.

  

 
  
   Fifth Chapter

   Having registered both Nelso’s and Dina’s reticence, I tried to reflect better on the inscrutable power which Mario Fastréda had managed to accrue over Vallorgàna throughout the years. Up until then, I had always regarded said power as an oddity arisen by chance in this peripheral corner of the world. I was wrong. It was a political creation worthy of consideration, a coherent consequence of the political history of Vallorgàna. And indeed, all which ensued later, and which I shall recount, can only be explained in the light of this logic.

   Originally, the chief foundation of Fastréda’s authority was financial in nature. I am referring to the estate which, beginning with the money from Venezuela, he had gradually managed to amass. Fastréda had been able to increase his wealth through the especially efficient administration of this fiefdom of his, with his bulls and heifers, his barbed wire fences, and his two sheet metal-roofed cathedrals. Having achieved the solid financial foundation required by any aspiring lord, he had subsequently expanded his power outside of his direct dominion as well.

   The power thus accrued by Fastréda was expressed in many different ways: the villagers’ reverent fear, the homages which said villagers paid to him from time to time, the free services rendered to him when needed, the sovereign ease with which he arranged land transactions which I might go as far as calling unscrupulous, and a most important title: his life appointment as the chair of the Mountain Road Consortium.

   Additionally, for the people of Vallorgàna, Fastréda was an arbitrator, a first-instance judge in lower court disputes, an experienced adviser in several fields of community life, and someone who had the right to be preliminarily informed about certain specific matters, whether of public or private interest. By sailing unfathomable courses, Fastréda had also managed to establish relevant connections with remote institutions and unknowable people, all vaguely located in the Lowlands; as such, in times of need, he was the only man capable of protecting the interests of Vallorgàna out there in the world at large.

   In all this, let me be quite clear, there was no hint whatsoever of any vulgar racketeering; rather, Fastréda’s was a most transparent seigneury, not lavish at all, in fact frugal. After all, so was Fastréda himself: discreet, quiet, reserved. He was interested in power for its own sake, but not in the material baubles through which power might be made known and displayed.

   The transition from a financial to a seigneurial power had been made possible by Fastréda’s natural aptitudes, namely his innate talents when it came to controlling his neighbour: his unquestionable intelligence and foresight, his commitment to tireless work, the undeniable feats of strength of which he had given much proof over time, his inveterate opportunism, his wary shrewdness, and finally his extraordinary knack for striking up friendships and, more importantly, astutely fomenting enmity. These were Fastréda’s talents.

   Besides, the political and social milieu of Vallorgàna is more than suitable for making these kinds of talents thrive. The village, in fact, is based on a sociopolitical system which has the informal institution of the farmyard as its minimal unit.

   Yards can be larger or smaller, inhabited or almost empty, and each has its own customs and history. I am aware of serene, harmonious yards and of yards which are instead coursed by most ancient hostilities. I could describe worn-out yards with no prospects for the future and yards thriving with youth and hope. In each yard, there is a person who rises above the others and, therefore, becomes its feudal lord, which means wielding a most minor yet non-negotiable power of one’s own.

   The credentials by which one can reach the rank of feudal lord of one’s own yard are roughly as follows: one must be a man; have remarkable experience in some manual skill; work tirelessly; be aggressive in action, speech, and thought; and finally, which is also the whole point, boast Fastréda amongst one’s friends.

   In other words, the feudal lords of the yards were Fastréda’s vassals. They needed a feudal lord of all feudal lords, namely Fastréda, to legitimise the power they wielded in their respective yards; Fastréda, on the other hand, needed them so that his own superior rank might be recognised, thus making it the epitome of all those lesser, fragmented powers. Fastréda and the feudal lords of the yards were bound together by their mutual support in the most varied circumstances, the memory of favours rendered or received, and a shared vision of the village and its hierarchy.

   A detail especially meaningful and quite original, in my opinion, is the fact that these alliances were cemented through Mario Fastréda’s dogs. From time to time, Fastréda ritually gifted one of his dogs to his vassals or to those amongst his followers who needed or wanted one. These cattle dogs were large mongrels with long, dark coats and wolfish muzzles, and the great majority of them also had eyes of different colours, one black and one light, almost blue, inexplicably cerulean. Wherever one of these dogs was, there also was Mario Fastréda.

   One day, having reached this juncture in my reflections, I happened to linger over the portraits of Giovanni Battista II and his wife Anna Maria Merini which hang in the entrance hall. Giovanni Battista II was wearing a jacket and a waistcoat, and his white hair was styled according to the fashion of the time. As usual, he was holding a jewellery box, open but empty, and, as usual, he had narrow lips and dark eyes which seemed to betray no other feeling but superciliousness. His wife, Countess Anna Maria Merini, was not what one might call a beauty: as usual, she had slouching shoulders and was wearing a white dress with a black floral pattern, a string of pearls around her neck, a white coif on her head, and a look of what I would call satisfaction in her eyes.

   Though they were merely two paintings trapped in their respective frames since 1772, Giovanni Battista II and his wife Anna Maria Merini, with these liveliest of faces from an extinct era, helped me tie one more argument to my reflections on the origins of Fastréda’s seigneury.

   I knew quite well, in fact – as I had studied a long time ago a land inventory of his from 1761 – that Giovanni Battista II owned something like four hundred and ninety-two tracts of land, which included meadows, cottages, woods, vineyards, stables, and mills. As I have already mentioned, the great majority of his estate, and its more profitable part, was in the Lowlands. The primeval core of his meadows, woods, and fields, though, was the land in Vallorgàna, which, having the house itself as its centre, spread out all around and into the village. In Vallorgàna, there were as many as forty-eight heads of household who worked the land or lived in houses belonging to my family.

   So, having been reminded of all this, I concluded that, for centuries, the people of Vallorgàna had mostly been used to living under someone and to being subject to them; that is, to accepting the existence of an undisputed lord. Since habits developed over centuries cannot be erased in but a few decades, it seemed obvious to me that, after my grandfather Ausilio’s death, the village had spontaneously offered itself up to a new lord. To put it another way, a vacuum had opened in the social and political grammar of Vallorgàna and, with no hesitation whatsoever, Mario Fastréda had filled it.

   But my arrival, I believe, must have somehow displeased this undisputed lord. Maybe he had seen in me an imaginary threat. Maybe he had persuaded himself that I intended to revive my ancestors’ seigneury. It matters little: on that day, as I studied the faces of my ancestor Giovanni Battista II and his wife Anna Maria Merini, I began to understand how, for Fastréda, the one thousand hundredweight of timber, his plan for a pastoral road through the woods, his notion of building a malga up on the Mountain, and his manoeuvres to expropriate my woods were nothing but pretexts. He only cared for one thing: to reassert, beyond any doubt, and with an extraordinary display aimed both at me and at the people of Vallorgàna, that his seigneury was not and could not ever be challenged.

  

 
  
   Sixth Chapter

   I started feeling the dangerous fascination of defiance creep into my days. I only needed to glimpse Fastréda’s estate from the windows of the house to be filled with a desire to defy that cunning sovereign. I only needed to hear his name for my blood to simmer. I only needed to look at the Mountain, in the direction of my woods, to feel the victim of an insult which ought to be avenged as soon as possible. Furthermore, and much unlike the principles which I had been following up until then, I only needed to pick up the boiserie papers to start hearing a faraway voice whispering that, after all, I was still a Cimamonte and, as such, I had a duty to defend myself and my possessions from Fastréda’s insults, insolence, and impudence. So, Fastréda wanted to rule? Very well. Let him rule. Let him govern Vallorgàna. Let him reign over the Mountain. Let him dominate the whole of Val Fonda. But I most certainly would not let him trample me just so that he could keep alive that mad feudal device of his.

   Things might have played out differently, perhaps, if one morning, as I walked up the road which leads from Vallorgàna to the house, I had not gone past a certain niche. Of what was once painted inside this ancient niche, nothing is left, but it must have been a mounted soldier giving away his mantle to a naked pauper, since the people of Vallorgàna name that ruin after San Martino.

   At any rate, there is an iron cross at the pinnacle of its gable and, as I walked by, I saw a crow perching on that cross. It seemed to be waiting for me. When I was only a short distance away from it, it jumped from the cross and landed on the pebbled pavement in front of the niche. Then it started pecking amongst the pebbles, stopping from time to time to look at me. All of a sudden, it managed to dislodge, with its beak, one of the smallest pebbles and eventually, with the help of its legs, even picked it up. It held it in its beak, looked around, and tossed it in my direction.

   It was not a particularly good throw, of course, and the pebble rolled only a short way down the road. Yet, annoyed by such conceit, I picked up another stone and immediately threw it at the crow. Though usually quite mistrustful animals, and most swift in their decisions, this crow wavered and thus my stone struck it squarely.

   The crow appeared briefly disoriented, then managed to take off and cawed curses at my outrageous action. It was only when it spread its wings that I realised it to be that most rare of animals, the white-wingéd crow. At first, I felt guilty for having offended such a rare creature, but then I soon went back to feeling rather pleased with my masterly throw.

   Once I was back at the house, remembering this throw made me feel quite worthy of my ancestors: I had recalled, in fact, having read in the boiserie papers, a few years earlier, something about my forefathers’ unerring aim. A folder containing several legal proceedings included a suit brought against a still-young Giovanni Girolamo Cimamonte in 1781. The suit recounted how the latter, for a bet, had taken the liberty of discharging his pistol at the golden ball atop the pole in the Berua market. He had hit it clean, and indeed the ball had fallen to the ground and smashed to smithereens. The affair had gone to trial, his conduct having been deemed insulting.

   So, wanting to read again the story of the pistol and the golden ball, I went back to that folder. But, as I leafed through it, I found something much better than Giovanni Girolamo Cimamonte’s pistol: I found a folder entitled Nemora Vallis Organae. 1533.

   “Nemora Vallis Organae” means “the woods of Vallorgàna”, and so, also in the light of what was happening in my woods at that time, I reckoned that the matter was more than worthy of closer examination. Thus, I took out that legal file and read it with the diligence it was due.

   On 16 January 1533, Count Cristoforo Cimamonte had lodged a complaint with the vicar of Berua, stating that the men of Vallorgàna had failed to deliver the two carts of firewood owed to him at the beginning of winter.

   In support of his claim, Cristoforo Cimamonte had produced a somewhat ancient notarial deed dated 1387, which had been transcribed at the end of the proceedings. The deed formalised the donation of some woods on the Mountain made by the Cimamontes to the people of Vallorgàna on the condition that said woods would be used as commons, meaning that each family in Vallorgàna would be allowed freely to obtain firewood and timber from the woods thus granted. The Cimamontes relinquished their rights of ownership over those woods but demanded, in exchange, the honour of receiving in perpetuity two carts of firewood which the men of Vallorgàna were to deliver every year to Palazzo Cimamonte in Berua, at their expense and no later than 13 December, namely Santa Lucia’s Day.

   According to the complaint lodged in 1533 by Cristoforo Cimamonte, by Santa Lucia’s Day of 1532 the two carts had not yet reached the city. At first, Cristoforo had urged the villagers to honour the custom. His reminder must have come across as too friendly, though, since the villagers chose to ignore it. Before lodging his complaint with the vicar, Cristoforo Cimamonte had even gone up to Vallorgàna, summoned the sworn men of the community, threatened them, and again demanded the delivery of two carts of firewood. But even threats had not proved to be enough, and the sworn men had indeed refused to oblige with “captious reasons”.

   So my ancestor had gone to the vicar of Berua who, on 5 February 1533, had asked to hear the sworn men of Vallorgàna. When questioned, they had stated that their hardships were many and much too great. Several families lived in poverty. The woods were less plentiful than they used to be, since the great majority of them had been turned into pasture. Besides, the journey from the village to the city was long and expensive, given that the roads were inconvenient, hard to navigate, and rather dangerous, especially in winter. Finally, reported the sworn men, many residents of Vallorgàna were Cristoforo Cimamonte’s tenants and already paid out to the latter much too much in rent and other tributes.

   Having heard the arguments put forward by the sworn men, the vicar had summoned Cristoforo Cimamonte and tried to persuade him to free the men of Vallorgàna from their ancient bond of delivering two carts of firewood. But my ancestor had rejected any compromise. Persuaded that he was in the right to do so, he had even threatened to expropriate Vallorgàna of any rights formerly granted over the woods.

   As the matter had come to this, the sworn men of Vallorgàna were forced to capitulate. So the vicar had returned the ruling all expected and Cristoforo Cimamonte won out. Under threat of heavy sanctions, the men of the village were ordered to deliver the two carts of firewood owed for 1533 as well as the two carts owed in arrears for 1532 by the set date of Santa Lucia’s Day of the coming winter.

   And so, this was the reasoning behind that ancient clash between the people of Vallorgàna and Cristoforo Cimamonte, that magnificent ancestor of mine who had been capable of blind resoluteness to defend no more than two carts of firewood. Was Cristoforo Cimamonte’s example perhaps not perfectly suited to my own circumstances? I pondered over it for days and always returned to the very same conclusion: he had been most justified, that was how it should be done. But, be it that the fire of the deceived lord was not sufficiently ablaze within me, or be it that I still had enough common sense left in me to rein in this new, most ugly seigneurial passion, for the time being I limited myself to staging a final confrontation with Fastréda only in the privacy of my own thoughts.

   Then, one day, it must have been perhaps two in the afternoon, I went for a walk, as Vallorgàna does not offer much else in the way of entertainment in late November.

   Having crossed the countryside widthways, I climbed down into the gorge of the Fragolfo and walked for quite a while along that gravelly desert. It is a charming place, where the air is thin and motionless, humid and dry at the same time. The steep, rocky walls which, in some places, enclose that desolate gullet give the visitor the impression of being in the nave of a basilica. Steps echo. Water flows. The world is elsewhere. Here and there on the pebbly riverbank one must step around the skeleton of a tree uprooted by the flood.

   Walking in the Fragolfo gorge allowed me to enjoy the deepest desolation of that immaculate place to then return, not even an hour later, to the spacious, tamed horizon of Vallorgàna. I climbed back up from that hostile, enclosed, dangerous solitude with the same smugness as if I had crossed a boundless steppe, overcome countless dangers, and left behind a journey which had lasted many, many days.

   It is well known that, from time to time, a walk can be beneficial. Restorative. It puts things into a different perspective. In short, once I had climbed back up from the Fragolfo to the Vallorgàna countryside, I felt as if I had found myself again. I was firmly convinced that I had put to sleep my silly, excessive frenzy of a landowner of woods defrauded by a petty, mean man – at least for that day. So I decided to go to Rubino’s bar and treat myself to a coffee with half a finger of pruma, that sweetish plum liqueur in which it is easy to indulge come November.

   I remember it perfectly well: as I made my way towards that coffee with pruma, I was in an excellent mood. But I was not yet aware that my frenzy had already distilled into a most pure venom, and that that said venom, having intoxicated my thoughts, was now lying patiently in ambush, ready to take possession of me and drive me, on that very same day, to do something extraordinarily stupid, as I shall recount presently.

  

 
  
   Seventh Chapter

   Rubino from the bar has a niece who is perhaps twenty-five years old. Her name is Stella. She studies in Berua some subject relating to chemistry, or perhaps it is biology. Every so often, on Saturdays, she works behind the bar instead of her uncle. And so, the afternoon when I climbed back up from the Fragolfo gorge and walked into the bar must have been a Saturday, since Stella was there. She was on her own behind the bar, and quite busy pitying Mario Valíne’s desperate life.

   Valíne was resting his old head on the bar itself and seemed to be propped upright only by virtue of the careful and somewhat solicitous grip with which he was holding a glass of Verduzzo. Valíne, in fact, spends his days in no other pursuit than tenaciously chasing after the faithful balm of prostration eventually granted to him every day by Verduzzo itself. This wine is indeed Mario Valíne’s very lymph, the elixir of life on which he has been fixating for decades with systematic, dreadful, heroic, and unreasonable fury in the name of some mystical calling.

   As soon as Stella started the machine to make the coffee with pruma which I had politely requested of her in a whisper, Mario Valíne roused himself. He saw me. He tried to stand up straight but failed. He took a sip. He tried again. His arm outstretched, he propped himself up against the bar and widened his stance, thus achieving a precarious balance which yet proved enough to let him channel all of his efforts into summoning some jumbled, slurred words from the cavernous depths of his body whose master was Verduzzo. He yelled, “Herzog! Herzog! Herzog!”

   These tatters of German out of Valíne’s mouth were a dim legacy of his years spent in Düsseldorf soon after the Second World War. He had come back from there with some money and a basketful of German words which, early on, might have even been organic and relevant. Over the years, though, and as Valíne’s life progressively succumbed to the seigneury of Verduzzo, they had become ever more blurred.

   When I moved into the house, Mario Valíne had dredged up, from the bottom of his past, that dormant word, “Herzog”, which means “Duke”. This word never failed to elicit in him some long-lost hilarity, like a flower suddenly blooming amidst the steppes of Verduzzo. So, every time I happened to be within earshot, Valíne unfailingly conjured up the ruins of his words from Düsseldorf and repeated, “Herzog, Herzog, Herzog,” all the whilst laughing most contentedly.

   Once Mario Valíne had welcomed me in the way which I have just recounted, Verduzzo summoned him back to his duties. His knees buckled. All his nerves relaxed. He lolled like a tree swaying in the wind, then let himself fall sideways onto the bar. He had returned to the whirling silence of his own disharmony. However, as soon as I had drunk my coffee, Valíne came to once again.

   Again, he pulled himself up with effort; again, he propped himself up against the bar; again, he widened his stance; and again, he spoke to me in his idiom. “Herzog… You, up there, in your Schloss up there. Herzog! In this day and age! Pah! You’re not the boss of anything, Herzog! You’re not even the boss of what’s yours, Herzog! Ha! Not even the boss of what’s yours!”

   Valíne’s proclamations were of no use to me. I knew well that I counted for nothing, and the fact of counting for nothing did not bother me in the least, let me be clear about it. On the contrary, I reckoned that, for this very reason, I could consider myself as simply one inhabitant of Vallorgàna amidst all the other inhabitants of Vallorgàna. But Valíne’s other insinuation was a venomous arrow. What did he mean by saying that I was not even the boss of what was mine?

   I persuaded myself that someone must have already been talking, that people were already saying, behind my back, that one could steal from under my nose, so distracted and meek I was, and not only many hundredweight of timber but also those same woods which my ancestors had managed to keep for generations. There was no other explanation possible: someone, and perhaps indeed Fastréda, had been gossiping. Maybe Valíne had heard this gossip and, unable to control himself, had let the Verduzzo blab out that ghastly insinuation in his stead.

   Did the villagers perhaps think of me quite differently from what I had believed they thought? They, the people of Vallorgàna. They, of whom I envied, with due exceptions, the glimmers of a particular wisdom matured over generations and which filled them with immense dignity.

   But, after all, I was not them. I could not even aspire to partake in that dignity of theirs. I was a Cimamonte. I came from an uninterrupted succession of lords, bishops, and other names written in the chronicles or engraved on the plaques of the city of Berua. No, I thought, the notion that they might consider me to be one of them was actually the most naïve of delusions.

   It was then that the venom caught fire. The words from Valíne’s shameless mouth disgusted me. So I left the bar and my disgust immediately turned to frenzy. I remembered Cristoforo Cimamonte and the ruthless resoluteness with which, back in 1533, he had brought the villagers to task over two carts of firewood. This is how it should be done, I thought. Dignity? Nonsense. Nobility, instead. So, dragged by a strong influence, I left the road to the house and ruefully headed towards Mario Fastréda’s.

   Every single step towards that final confrontation reverberated in my head and, after a while, that same reverberation turned into a hissing. So I stopped. I grabbed a fistful of snow from a heap still unmelted along the road and scrubbed my hands with it until it disintegrated and turned into icy water. But that wet coldness only helped reinvigorate my foolish fury.

   To ring at Fastréda’s door, I had to move to one side a broom covering the bell. I waited for a few instants, which felt most lengthy. At first, a curtain twitched in a window, then Luigia came to the door.

   Fastréda’s wife smiled a smile too weak to mask her unease. I told her that I needed a word with Fastréda right away, but Luigia shook her head.

   “Is he out?” I asked.

   “He’s asleep,” Luigia said and then, as if to convince me that she was by no means lying, rushed to explain that Fastréda was in the habit of taking a nap for an hour or so in the afternoon. “Only an hour, but it’s sacred,” said Luigia. “He can’t be disturbed!”

   “I see. I’m afraid I must insist, though. I need to speak to him with some urgency.”

   “I really can’t help you, Duke. Honestly. My orders are not to wake him up.”

   “As I said, I need to speak to him with some urgency. Please, tell Fastréda that I’m here and need to talk to him.”

   It was only then that Luigia wiped that strained smile off her face and showed some concern. She let me in and told me to wait. Then she went upstairs as I stood in a narrow corridor furnished only with a telephone desk and a coat rack hung with jackets and a felt hat which looked as if it had been there for decades. Finally, Luigia came back downstairs and said, “He’ll be down in a minute,” then disappeared into the kitchen.

   Though I had not been expecting a friendly reception, the way in which Fastréda let me know that I was by no means a welcome guest in his house seemed peculiar to me. In fact, as soon as he came downstairs, and without as much as looking at me, he slowly took off his slippers with a solemnity I found most affected, put on a pair of clogs and a worn jacket, and slipped past me with such determination that I had to move to one side. Then, he exited through the front door and went out into the yard.

   Only then, when he was outside, did he stare back at me through the door frame to say, “How can I help you? You need to speak to me with some urgency, Duke, don’t you? Well, here I am.”

   “You must know why I’m here,” I said impulsively, following him outside into the yard.

   “Why are you here? I have no clue, Duke. What do you want?” he said, smiling.

   “No? You have no clue, Fastréda?”

   “Do you want to buy a heifer? A calf?”

   “I’m here to ask you what’s going on with the woods, up on the Mountain.”

   “Ha! The woods!” Fastréda said, putting his odious hand on my shoulder. “The woods. Yes, of course. We’re neighbours now. Have you heard that I bought a few hectares up there? Meagre woods, to tell you the truth. Nasty stuff. Too tall. They haven’t been looked after for donkey’s years. I gave them to the Cimíns to begin with, so that they can clean them out a bit.”

   “I don’t care about what you do in your woods,” I said. “I care about what you do in mine.”

   “What are you saying?” Fastréda asked, removing his hand from my shoulder. “What kind of talk is this?”

   “I’m saying what needs to be said, Fastréda. You went and cut into what’s mine. That’s the fact of the matter.”

   “Come on! Come on, now! What can I say… These things happen, Duke. I can tell you have no experience with this kind of stuff. Some trees here and there on the boundary line… Mistakes can always happen.”

   “One thousand hundredweight is not simply some trees here and there on the boundary line. One thousand hundredweight is hardly a mistake.”

   “One thousand hundredweight! Come off it! I taught them the boundaries myself! The things I have to listen to—”

   “You taught them the wrong boundaries. And now I’ve come to tell you that the timber you had logged in the woods is not going anywhere.”

   “Just listen to him! The Duke! Why are you so interested in the woods now? You barely knew you owned those woods! You’ve abandoned them, you and your lot, for forty years. Your lot took no interest in the road when we had it built. Your lot took no interest in the maintenance costs for all these years. And, of course, your lot took no interest in the woods themselves. And now you’re an expert on boundaries and want to teach everyone else, you want to teach the boundaries to me?”

   “Just listen to me, Fastréda,” I said then. “Not a twig from my woods is going anywhere. Pay for a surveyor. Have your own survey done. Do you want to use your surveyor, Zanolla? Very well. Let’s go up the Mountain. Let’s take the maps and check the boundaries. But the timber, in the meantime, is not going anywhere. None of it.”

   These words of mine proved too much for Fastréda. He crossed the yard and stopped to look past the wire fences, towards the bottom of the meadow. Some Limousin heifers were standing around a bull of staggering size in a patch of icy mud. The bull snorted, and that was the only sign by which one could have guessed that that still, heavy mass was actually a living creature.

   Mario Fastréda noticed the bull and the heifers at the bottom of the meadow, in their patch of hardened mud, and headed at a brisk pace for the grain storage. I heard him shout that the animals being still out there was a disgrace, that they should have been moved to the cowshed at least an hour earlier. The first to come out of the grain storage was Rashmi, an Indian man whom Fastréda employed to look after the livestock. Rashmi grabbed a staff and quickly ran towards the animals.

   Then Fastréda headed back towards me, as if charging. He pointed his finger straight in my face. He said that, if “war” was what I wanted, war would indeed be what I got. Then he added that I would come out of it badly, “in pieces”. That he was going to force me to “hit the road”, to leave the house. That he would make sure that that “shack” of mine would “finally” become a “den for wild boars”. And in this way, the seeds of discord started to grow.

  

 
  
   3

   The Blood

  

 
  
   First Chapter

   I would have never thought that I might encounter discord here, in Vallorgàna, where one imagines the weight of the world to be easy to bear; and life to be essential and without blemishes; and human laws to be most ancient, always just, and excellently effective. Treacherous. Insincere. Insidious. Petty. Such would be the discord destined to rage, for months and months, over my days, sowing them with nonsense, wasting my time, infecting and spoiling everything.

   However, for the time being, discord was merely studying me. It settled right next to me and stood watchful, unseen, honing its lures. Indeed, it even deceived me into thinking that my case had been judged unworthy of its precious efforts after all, since at the beginning of December it let true snow fall, a snowfall that, to me, looked whiter than any I had ever seen but that Dina insisted was much less white than the snow from the halcyon days, when it truly was white, whiter than milk and cotton, whiter than any white one could possibly imagine. So I asked Dina why it might be that the snow from the past was whiter than today’s, and I was expecting that she might say something about the intervening corruption of the sky and the air. But Dina admitted that the snow from the past was whiter because her eyes, Dina’s eyes, were younger.

   The snowfall was followed by glassy days, with a cold sun in the very palest of skies, and by nights of stars, silence, and sharp frost. It was so cold that, one morning, I went out into the courtyard and found the snow to be so hard that it could be trodden on as if it were cement. So, I got into the habit of going out early in the morning to walk on that hard blanket.

   I would walk along the edges between the meadows of Vallorgàna and the woods of the Mountain, crossing those places which the snow had turned into a desert of white dunes without ever coming across another living soul. The only creatures out there were the sheep in their enclosures scattered here and there on the steepest of Vallorgàna’s meadows. Sheep – and goats, though to a lesser extent – have only quite recently become a common sight around here, having been permanently introduced to the village no longer than five or six years ago.

   Between sheep and goats, there must be some forty or fifty animals in the village. Families keep them not so much to generate any meaningful economic gain but rather because of their usefulness. Sheep and goats are instrumental, in fact, in the maintenance of the land, especially those steep, inconvenient meadows which are impossible to work with machines and would otherwise be left abandoned to their own devices. Because of the important services which they render, these sheep and goats enjoy an excellent lifestyle. They amble about freely in vast enclosures, are looked after every day, enjoy small but comfortable shelters, and therefore are treated in a manner which I would go as far as to call affectionate.

   As I walked through the snow, I would often pass by Gianfranco Coltiàlt’s enclosure, which lies at the intersection of some of my favourite routes. In this enclosure, Coltiàlt keeps some sheep and also, purely for his own delight, a brown donkey.

   On one of these mornings, a flight of frantic crows rose from inside Coltiàlt’s enclosure and flew away as I walked past it. Then, I immediately saw three sheep, their gazes dull and dazed, leaning against the wire mesh of the fence as if trying hard not to disturb a fourth sheep, which was instead lying unusually on the hard snow, almost as if sleeping in a spring meadow.

   That sheep, which had its back turned away from me, filled me with curiosity. So not only did I get closer to the fence, but I walked in through the gate. The nearer I got to it, however, the more the pose of the lying sheep started to feel unnatural and unseemly. When only a few steps separated me from it, I felt a knot in the pit of my stomach. The sheep was lying in its own spilled blood, its gut open, its wool and the snow around it soaked in a crimson sludge, thick and revolting.

   As I looked away from that carcass, I saw the body of another sheep at the other end of the enclosure, equally mangled. So I went towards the shelter, looking for I do not quite know what. And as soon as I set foot past its threshold, there was Coltiàlt’s donkey, still, in a corner, on its litter. It was ruminating peacefully, its eyes uninterested in the surrounding calamity.

   What else was I to do? I ran off, returned to the house swiftly, most swiftly, and telephoned the bar. I told Rubino what I had just seen with my own eyes, sensed his incredulous surprise at the unusual news which I was conveying to him, and told him, as if there were even any need to suggest and recommend such a course of action, that he should let Coltiàlt know right away. It goes without saying that the news of that discovery of mine quickly made the rounds of Vallorgàna.

   In the afternoon of that very day, when I went down to the bar to obtain more details on how the matter had progressed, I was saluted as truth’s own voice by that contingent of villagers, some older and some younger, who are in the habit of convening at the bar every day after lunch, with bureaucratic punctuality, to occupy two of its tables and discuss the world. Having been granted the honour of a seat at that authoritative table, I was asked to give a detailed report about the discovery of the carcasses.

   I told them everything, and that assembly of experts, the proceedings of which must have started a while earlier, filled me in on the rest. So this is how the matter had unfolded. As soon as Gianfranco Coltiàlt was made aware of my report, he headed for the enclosure. He saw, he despaired, and he ran to ask Mario Fastréda’s advice. The latter categorically recommended that Coltiàlt report the incident, not least because there might be an opportunity to claim compensation. So, Fastréda telephoned the people concerned on behalf of Coltiàlt, who declared himself too clueless and shaken to dare make the call himself and speak with people so far away. Within three hours, a veterinarian, a conservation officer, and a scholar arrived from Berua.

   This committee studied the remains, with Coltiàlt in attendance. They observed the prints in the snow. They assessed the tactics of the ambush. They carried out all the necessary comparisons with similar cases already reported and documented beyond the Mountain and they acknowledged that there can be no doubt: the wolf. And not just one, but more likely a pair, or perhaps, why not, even a small pack.

   The group of men from Vallorgàna with whom I was conversing at the bar that day included a lad called Roberto, who is a Moschèr on his father’s side and a Tabióna on his mother’s, she being Nelso’s sister. Reasoning in the usual Tabióna way, that is, aggressively, Roberto Moschèr said that people needed to shoulder their rifles and gun the wolves down before they had the chance to proliferate.

   Not that I actually knew what I was about to say, but I deemed it right to point out that, in my opinion, such course of action would in no way be a good solution. I also said that, if the wolf had arrived on the Mountain, there must be valid reasons for it, and, before coming up with the idea of a free-for-all shoot-out, these reasons were such that they demanded an examination of the transformations that had taken place in Vallorgàna in the past decades. After all, such transformations, I then concluded, were so deep and structural that they were, in a way, irreversible.

   As I said, I do not know what drove me to express such reckless opinions. The fact of the matter is that the men at the bar exchanged huffs and sighs. Roberto Moschèr repeated his point – gun ’em all down. Ilario Barile, the eldest of those in attendance, stood up, shook his head, and left without saying a single word, and whilst this Ilario was leaving, someone else said outright that I was speaking like a city type.

   But there was a man in that group whom I had noticed nodding along as I explained my thoughts. That man was Piero Valèrna, and he was brave enough to support my point. He said that, perhaps, what I was trying to say was that, if the wolf has arrived, there must be a reason, whether right or wrong, and that this reason must be understood before deciding if and how to remedy it. But Piero Valèrna’s excellent consideration was also met with a salvo of objections.

   Digging myself into an even deeper hole, I pointed out that the news of wolves settling in the mountains beyond the Mountain had already started circulating three years earlier. Someone had photographed them. Someone else had caught a glimpse of them. The foresters and the conservation officers had taken a census. The first cases of small animals being attacked and devoured by wolves had already been reported a fair while ago.

   But these were distant events, removed from our Mountain and most removed from our homes, and the people of Vallorgàna had not only never heeded but not even ever believed them. No one at the bar acknowledged that those old reports of which I had just reminded them were worthy of any consideration. After all, the philosophy of many in the village assumes that there is no other world outside of the one right beneath our eyes.

   If the day when I had gone to Fastréda’s to lay claim to my timber was the first of my foolish actions, the assertions which I had let slip in the bar were doubtlessly my second. Until then, the wolf had been, in Vallorgàna, an imaginary creature, a fictional beast. But now this mythological being had transformed into an earthly certainty capable of sinking its teeth into our sheep and of leaving its prints in the snow. This terrible creature, this wandering ghost of the imagination now roaming our very own woods, or at least around their edges, would little by little push as far as the houses and the yards and wait for us at the crossroads, hiding behind hedges and lying in ambush around every corner, ready to jump out. Some doubted the plausibility of this vision; some said that the wolf, at any rate, was a diffident animal, somewhat nocturnal, which kept well away from people, but the majority felt threatened and on the threshold of a time of great darkness.

   The rash words which I had uttered at the bar were, of course, swiftly brought to Fastréda’s attention. The latter, whose opinion was as eagerly anticipated and highly revered as ever, said that the fact of the matter was quite simple: a person who preferred to remain anonymous but was nevertheless influential and honourable had disclosed to him in confidence that the wolf had been released years earlier in a certain far-off nature reserve, at the plea of certain environmentalists. There was no other reason for the wolf to have arrived in Vallorgàna and therefore, according to Fastréda, we should “make ourselves heard” so that the people responsible for so thoughtless an action might remedy the damage caused.

   Then, using my peculiar assertions as a pretext, he started exaggerating them, distorting them ever so slightly, patiently transforming them into what they were not, and insinuating many malicious suspicions about me.

   As a matter of fact, over the following days, I noticed that some people in Vallorgàna had changed their attitude towards me. Elio Marín, for instance, had taken to snubbing me when we happened to come across each other, even though we had been doing business together for a long time, given that I had entrusted to him my best fields. Bruno Ferúch, a most excellent welder who was usually ready to help and always available, also made an unusual display of coldness when I asked him to fix a couple of old hinges. I noticed that Father Attilio too seemed uneasy around me: he had taken to looking at me without actually looking at me and to crossing the road in the hope that he had not been spotted. Furthermore, when he could not avoid addressing me, he always looked as if he were on the verge of saying something which, at the very last minute and when he was only one step away from its revelation, he could not bring himself to say.

   I immediately assumed that Fastréda might be behind all this rudeness and finally received the confirmation that this was indeed so when I went to Bruno’s shop to buy half a kilo of nails. This shop sells a little bit of everything: produce, foodstuffs, stationery, detergents and soaps, simple underwear, and, indeed, essential hardware, though of a most modest quality. This bazaar of sorts is owned by Bruno Fantín, a middle-aged man towards whom I have never had any partiality. As the feudal lord of the Taps’ yard, a position to which he had been elevated through his marriage to Marula Tap, Bruno Fantín was, at the time, one of Mario Fastréda’s most influential vassals.

   As I was saying, one day I went to buy half a kilo of nails from Bruno. The door to the shop was ajar and so I heard what Luigia, that is, Fastréda’s wife, was saying to someone, perhaps having been instructed to do so by Fastréda himself. She was saying that The Duke, that is, me, must be a “greedy, heartless man”. Otherwise, one really could not see why, she carried on, he continued to exploit the labour of a poor old lady, that is, Dina, who deserved some rest rather than having to cook meal after meal for a man who was so “insensitive” as not to notice that she had toiled and suffered enough, in her life, to have earned some peace in her old age. “Well, it makes sense,” Luigia carried on saying to Bruno, “that The Duke is the friend of the wolf.”

   I wanted to barge into Bruno’s shop and turn it upside down. Instead, I gave up the idea of buying nails and left. I left and started having a bad train of thoughts, convincing myself that Fastréda, who was an experienced ruler of men, must have known exceedingly well how useful it is, for those who aspire to control their neighbour, to find an excellent common enemy. Not only had he found such enemy in the wolf, but my clumsy words on that subject had presented him with the chance to discover, nesting right here in Vallorgàna, an ally of that common enemy – The Duke, that is, “the friend of the wolf.”

   As I was heading for the house, I saw Mario Valíne leaning against the corner between the Simóis’ yard and the Bàtois’. On that occasion, the prostration he sought daily in Verduzzo must have come sooner than expected. “Oh, oh,” Valíne was saying. “Oh, oh. What a life. What a life!” And he too looked at me with contempt, or at least so I imagined. Then he spat on the ground, found some momentum, or perhaps some courage, and walked off.

  

 
  
   Second Chapter

   There is a custom, some ten or fifteen days before Christmas, to put up a fresh fir in the square of Vallorgàna. Following a tradition which in my understanding is by no means particularly old, the selection, collection, and decoration of said fir fall all under the purview of the youth aged between eighteen and twenty. But, amongst the few young people left, no one wants to be troubled with this task any longer and therefore, over the last few years, the fir business has been the exclusive responsibility of three slightly older young men, aged about twenty-five, who evidently must hold this tradition particularly dear.

   That year, these three young men who are in charge of the tree came to the house some ten days before Christmas and asked me whether I would like to have the “honour”, so they phrased it, to provide the Christmas tree for the village. Marco Starnúi, the boldest of the three, wanted to show me the tree onto which they had already laid their eyes.

   So we all went out into the courtyard and Starnúi pointed at the tall, thick fir which grew slightly uphill from my Roccolo, that invaluable wonder which ennobles my estate with its beauty. The Roccolo, in fact, is a perfect circle of hornbeams which sits at the top of the slope behind the house and might appear to have some astrological or prehistorical quality to it. Way back, though, this tree shrine was not a hiding place for druids or shamans but rather a trap for fowling which disguised taut, well-concealed nets. Here, chaffinches, thrushes, blackbirds, hawfinches, bramblings, and some robins met their fate and then ended up on my ancestors’ table.

   As I was saying, the three young men had laid their eyes on a fir which stood just uphill from the Roccolo. They said that they had their chainsaws in the car and were ready to get down to work right away; that is, if I was going to be so kind as to let them, of course.

   Had they asked me for that wonderful fir, that most green peak, the previous Christmas, I would have perhaps come up with a polite way of declining. But, given the situation, I was struck by the thought, a thought fomented by the ruses of discord, that Fastréda’s hand might somehow be behind the young men’s request. When discord blooms, any ordinary trifle becomes a cause for concern. One can sense snares in every word. Provocations in every act. Duplicity in every glance. And insults. Tricks. Traps. In short, one ends up living like a bird trapped in the Roccolo.

   So, I reckoned that I had to consent to their request and walked the young men over to the spot. They looked at the tree and claimed that, in order to fell it without ruining its branches, it would first be necessary to cut down three or four ashes which grew all around it. I told them to do what was required, provided that they were careful, since chainsaws are no joke. At this, they exchanged a glance, laughed, and said that they had learnt how to use a chainsaw before they had even learnt how to shave.

   Once they had felled the ashes, the three young men took to studying the fir. They prepared the wedges and the mallet. After a short altercation, they agreed on where the tree should fall. Finally, the fir too fell to the ground, together with some clumps of hardened snow from its topmost branches.

   Shortly after, Nelso Tabióna, who had been called upon for the delicate task of loading the tree, appeared at the Roccolo with his most imposing trailer in tow. This surprised and annoyed me. I had not looked Nelso in the eye since the day when he had mocked and ridiculed my plan of confronting Fastréda directly. Later, I had indulged my frenzy and gone to see Fastréda, and there I had played the part of the resolute landowner. I had believed that I was under no obligation to inform Nelso about that fateful step of mine. Nevertheless, Nelso had clearly been promptly informed about it and, as soon as he jumped off the running board of his tractor, he looked at me with contempt and said, “So, you went and acted the fool.”

   I crossed my arms, challenging him. “I did what was right,” I said.

   “You did what was foolish,” he said, then he looked at me almost pityingly. “And I heard,” he added, “that you’ve also been talking a big talk when it comes to the wolf…”

   I shrugged and said nothing.

   “I told you,” Nelso said. “I told you, didn’t I? Did you listen? No. But that’s your business. You’ll have to learn the lesson on your own…”

   “Is that a threat?” I asked him. “What is it that I’m supposed to learn? Come on, let’s hear it.”

   “To listen to your elders,” he said. After which, he shook his head, pitied and despised me some more, and then started ordering the young men around in his usual knowing manner.

   He had the fir anchored to the jib of the trailer with two chains. Then, that evergreen creature of the forest rose from the ground, swayed slightly, and, with great adroitness, finally ended up lying on the trailer itself. Only a few pine cones and an imprint scattered with green needles remained on the snow in the spot where the fir had fallen.

   At that point, I thought it only polite to invite Nelso and the three young men to the house for a tot of grappa or a coffee. But calling the entire heavenly host as his witness, Nelso said that the life of those who do not have any other work to do but waltz around and offer grappa and coffee to those who do must be a happy life indeed. So I told him that cutting down Christmas trees was not a job for a working man but instead a nice bit of volunteering for a pensioner. This retort, which was delivered with the right timing and was fundamentally intended to be most amicable, proved to be quick and sharp enough to thaw Nelso’s demeanour, who then smiled and accepted.

   The three young men too followed Nelso into the house with a great display of deference. They apologised repeatedly. They took off their hats. They looked around with fearful curiosity. They studied the staircase, the paintings, the stuccoes, the door jambs, the thickness of the walls, and the smooth flagstones on the floor. Then they settled in a little and started joking around and asking me a thousand questions. From this, I inferred that they knew nothing at all about the Cimamontes and that their fathers, perhaps driven to silence by the silence of their fathers before them, had consigned the entire history of my family to oblivion. But, the more I told them about this and that – about the tower and the plague, about my ancestors and the old estate, about the ancient papers which I keep and the chapel of San Rocco – the more curious the young men grew, urging me on with more questions.

   I suspect that this chat of ours would have lasted quite a while had Nelso not remembered, all of a sudden, that he was in a hurry. So he rinsed out his coffee cup with half a finger of grappa and left, the young men following in tow. However, after Nelso had gone, taking with him that enormous fir sacrificed to tradition, the three young men lingered on a while longer, chatting amongst themselves behind the outbuildings.

   Those callow souls did not know, though, that I was still standing at the front door and that my outbuildings have mouths and ears. That is, they were ignorant of the fact that the narrow passage between the stables and the barn captures all which is said beyond the outbuildings themselves, sucks it up with wondrous precision, and then releases it again against the side of the granary whence, with a portentous leap, it is finally spilled, clear and distinct, out into the courtyard.

   I heard everything. I heard one of the three young men say that, after all, I was not in the least as he had heard me described. I was neither haughty nor standoffish, in his opinion. “He’s certainly a gentleman,” said another one. At this, a voice which I believe was Marco Starnúi’s interjected, “That’s all very well, but I heard from Fastréda that he’s not to be trusted: according to Fastréda, the friend of the wolf must also be a bit of a wolf himself.”

   So, Mario Fastréda was still laying snares of gossip, rumours, and malicious suspicions in the hope that, sooner or later, I would fall into one of them. He was waiting for a rash reaction on my part, for a pretext to come to open blows. I felt so sure, and quite rightly so, that my reading of the situation was correct that I started daydreaming about an extravagant, definitive reaction. Then I picked up my chainsaw and billhook and went up to the Roccolo to cut off the branches of the ashes felled to make space for the fir to come down. I was working calmly, with no rush, evenly separating the loppings from the good timber, when all of a sudden, it pleases me to mention, I saw that rare, most extraordinary animal – the white-wingéd crow, I mean – land on the branches of one of the ashes.

   It seemed to have forgotten the stone which I had thrown at it a few weeks earlier. As a matter of fact, it was skipping here and there, as close as might be, unafraid. It did not fear my glances, my movements, nor the raging chainsaw. In short, the crow continued to study me for over half an hour. So I started talking to it. But when I asked it what kind of curiosity it was trying to satisfy by keeping such an attentive eye on me, the white-wingéd crow took off, perhaps having grown tired of assisting me or because the impertinence of my questions had offended it.

   I remained with my ashes almost until dusk, and then indeed evening fell. I returned to the house, went up to my study, and sat at my desk, which had been covered with my ancestors’ parchments for the last few weeks. I had decided, a plan which I would then abandon that same evening, finally to compile a complete and exhaustive inventory of the parchments. I was perusing a couple pertaining to the lease of some land when I happened to unroll on the desk the parchment with the will dictated by Giovanni Battista I in 1654.

   At first, it proved to be a soothing read, and I was amazed at the scrupulousness with which Giovanni Battista had arranged everything: the division of his estate, the instructions for his funeral, his moral teachings to his heirs, and his bequests to half a dozen churches. Which was all very well indeed, but what about Giovanni Battista’s little acts of generosity towards his many maids and servants? A shirt to Bastiano. Three handkerchiefs to Corona. Two cotton coifs to Bartolomea. An expensive stiletto to Bernardino. Three ells of good fabric to Silvestro. And so on.

   I thought about the time when the empty rooms of the house must also have been inhabited, during the summer holidays, by all these anonymous Silvestros, Bastianos, Coronas, Bartolomeas, and Bernardinos, who would have jumped to their feet, with no objection whatsoever, at one word of Giovanni Battista Cimamonte. The thought of this blind obedience, and I do not doubt that it was blind, awoke once again, as had unfortunately been happening often over the last few weeks, the notion that my ancestors’ blood ran through my veins and that I, therefore, could not persist in ignoring or rejecting this patent truth.

   This thought had been worming its way through my days, driving me to envisage this particular blood of mine as a powerful, sovereign substance towards which I had certain duties. I was obviously raving, perhaps because of discord’s petty cajolements, but this raving of mine was starting to become my compass.

   When I let go of the parchment, it rolled itself back up most swiftly. I felt immediate relief, as if I had locked inside a shadow which was spreading its wings across the desk. It was then that I realised that I ought to be wary of that vague but oppressive shadow. Since it seemed to draw special nourishment from my ancestors’ papers, to suppress it I first needed to commit not to frequent said papers for a while, not to resume listening to their honeyed voices from far away. And so, I shut the papers and the voices in their room and told myself that it could have been no accident that those papers, those voices, and those shadows had been prudently locked away in that secret room behind the boiserie carvings for who knows how long before I had come up with the naïve notion of liberating them. They were evidently quite harmless in there.

  

 
  
   Third Chapter

   The following day, I stepped out of the courtyard into the shining light of the morning to scatter some salt on the ice-covered ascent which leads to the house. When I came back, I found a postcard in the letterbox secured to one of the gate pillars. Seeing the Lewis chessmen from the British Museum on that postcard was enough to make me guess that its sender could only be Basilio Frangipane, to whom I am bound by a most solid friendship, though one that, these days, is only cultivated from afar.

   Although he bears the last name of one of the most noble and ancient Dalmatian families, Basilio Frangipane is the firstborn son of the mechanic Piero Frangipane. It had been no great surprise when, many years ago now, the older Frangipane had enrolled Basilio in a vocational school, determined that his son should follow reassuringly in his own footsteps and help him out in the workshop.

   But quickly his plans had clashed with the enthusiasm shown by the teachers at said vocational school, who had all agreed that Basilio would profit much more from studies of a completely different nature. So, the older Frangipane had been forced to give in and surrender his son to the most prestigious grammar school in Berua.

   Over one summer, and with no one tutoring him, Basilio had made up for the lost time and advanced directly to the second year. It was then that I met him and had the chance, over the following years, to admire daily in him the constant stirring of energy and questioning required of a formidable scholar. Which is indeed what he had become.

   After secondary school, Basilio had been persuaded by the amiable enticements of one of his teachers to devote himself to the fruitlessness of the humanities, swiftly displaying a precociously sharp acumen for Humanistic philology. For a couple of years after his graduation, he had kept floating around the university which had weaned him. Then, his merits earned him a three-year postdoctoral fellowship in Tübingen, immediately followed by two well-remunerated years in Paris and three years in Cambridge. After that, there had been Sheffield, but only for one year: having reached his so-called scientific maturity, Basilio Frangipane had become a full professor at the University of Warwick.

   And yet, after some time, Basilio had taken to writing to me with some frequency, explaining that new doubts had started tempting him, together with the odd fantasy of coming back to Berua. When these doubts turned into a pang which, I sensed, was proving to be fairly distressing to him, I had persuaded Basilio to come to the house for some distraction.

   He had stayed with me for a couple of weeks in the middle of summer. But the boredom had oppressed him. The Mountain had depressed him. My suggestions for entertainment had irked him. He had explained to me that he did not need meadows, woods, and rusticity but rather a city, a railway, and a good library to hand. In short, one morning Basilio had let me know that he would be leaving the house and had already booked himself into a hotel in the city.

   Unable to persuade him to stay, I had suggested that he should instead use the small apartment which I still own in Berua, on the ground floor of Palazzo Cimamonte. He had wavered, but eventually I had won out. So I had given him the keys and told him that he should feel free to use the apartment as if it were his own, at any time and for any reason.

   But Basilio had soon found the thread of his life again and taken to coming back to Berua only around Christmas, when he would stay in my apartment in Palazzo Cimamonte. So we had got into the habit of spending Christmas Eve together, chatting about the most varied topics and updating each other on our lives.

   In short, the postcard from Basilio which I found in my letterbox that morning was to let me know that he was going to be back in Berua soon and that I should be ready to honour our Christmas traditions. By making that appointment, Basilio Frangipane had come to deliver to me, though with no blame or knowledge of his own, the source of a shadow much more powerful than the one which I believed to be wisely locked away in my ancestors’ archive.

   As soon as I set foot into the foyer of Palazzo Cimamonte, I was assaulted by the gloom, the boredom, and the impatience from which I had freed myself when I had sold that sumptuous building. Indeed I had the impression that those ugly feelings were running down the stairs, headed straight for me, and rushing to close the door behind me. Just exchanging a few words with Basilio, though, helped chase away the sullenness which had assailed me in the foyer.

   We sat in our armchairs, in my lodgings, and immediately sparked up a lively conversation. Basilio told me that the engagements of academia were starting to feel overwhelming and that it was no longer the happy life it had once been. He explained that he had been unable to spend more than a month at a time in a single place. Furthermore, he had also been appointed as the coordinator of a most ambitious international project, which meant that he was often travelling between Naples, Leuven, and Toulouse. Amidst all this, his new monograph – his fifth – on European Humanisms between the fifteenth and the sixteenth century was still in progress and struggling considerably to see the light of day. In short, what with travelling, teaching, and taking part in various committees, Basilio managed to devote almost no time at all to his studies.

   When it was my turn to update him on my life, I admitted that, compared to him, I had in fact precious little to tell. Things were as usual at the house. Eventually, though, I did say that I too had one update worth mentioning after all, since my everyday life had been somewhat shaken by a small but pointed complication. So I told Basilio about the one thousand hundredweight of timber, the logging with no regard for boundaries, a certain antagonist of mine called Mario Fastréda who was planning to expropriate my woods, my clash with the latter, and the evil rumours on my account which he had started administering to the people of Vallorgàna.

   Basilio shook his head. His unfair reprimand was that I myself had gone looking for all of this, since the choice of settling down in the house had been, in his opinion, and as he had already told me at the time, utter foolishness. He was convinced that a man with my family traditions, my means, and my education was destined to only be met with frustration and mortification if living in a place such as Vallorgàna.

   Before heading to Bistrot Garibaldi, where Basilio had booked a table for dinner, we strolled through the city and stopped in a couple of bars from our youth. In one of these bars, whilst we were drinking a white wine which I found as ghastly as I had thought it excellent fifteen years earlier, Basilio asked me a question, thus starting a long conversation which took over the great part of our evening: he asked me if I still felt, deep down and in one way or another, a nobleman.

   I did not hesitate to confess, though somewhat hazily, that the little snares which Fastréda had been laying for me, on the one hand, and my extended frequentation of the documents from my archive, on the other, had persuaded me that the issue of nobility in general and of my own nobility in particular required more structured, complex, and objective consideration than I had given it so far. I also let slip that, perhaps, nobility is, in some ways, something much more concrete than the common sense of our time might be willing to admit.

   Basilio assumed that I was referring to the only nobility in which, over the previous years, I had claimed that I could perhaps ever believe, namely the nobility of the soul, which is why he quoted Buonaccorso da Montemagno, a fifteenth-century Humanist in whose treatise he had recently read, “I deem the nobility of man to be in the virtue of his soul.”

   I retorted that, no, I was not referring at all to the nobility of the soul, which has become such a trite, banal trope that it is no longer worthy of any in-depth analysis. I also added, somewhat insolently, that he should not heed his Humanists’ tall tales and statements of principle but rather the facts of the matter; and these facts say most limpidly, in the papers from my archive as well as from any other archive throughout the whole of the West, that nobility is a matter of blood. Full stop.

   “If you had the chance of speaking with one of my ancestors’ tenants from the seventeenth century,” I said to Basilio, “do you suppose that, in the name of the sacrosanct principles of the nobility of the soul, he would ever say that there is no such thing as a nobility of the blood? Quite the contrary. He might say that nobility is unjust, abominable, and arrogant. But he most certainly would never say that there is no such thing as nobility. He could see every day with his own eyes, our tenant of yore, that nobility existed and was carried through blood. He could see it when he was forced to doff his hat because Cristoforo Cimamonte was about to cross his path. And the son of our tenant of yore would be forced to doff his hat when Antonio Cimamonte, that is, Cristoforo Cimamonte’s son, was about to cross his path, and the son of the son of our tenant of yore would be forced to doff his hat when Giovanni Battista, son of the late Antonio, son of the late Cristoforo Cimamonte, was about to cross his path. This is the truth.”

   Basilio was troubled by my words; after all, I must admit that I had uttered them with a certain spite at everything and nothing. Then he asked me whether, by any chance, I was telling him that I believed nobility could be passed down, not in those times but today, and especially whether I believed that this transfer might happen by way of blood.

   I prevaricated, saying that blood fundamentally is but a metaphor. One says “blood” to give a name to the infinite, indeterminable elements which course through a person: generations of stories, skeins of traditions, beehives of beliefs, webs of relationships, thickets of habits, anthologies of accidents. And given that, amongst the many different elements passed down to us, blood is the only one to be physically visible, it is not surprising that, in remote centuries as liberal with their metaphors as they were with their injustices, it was eventually agreed that blood was indeed the synthesis of the infinite, indeterminable elements which govern the fate of a person.

   Perhaps Basilio did not find my last remark completely displeasing since he finally let the topic drop and started searching for something in his manbag, an outmoded accessory which, in my opinion, had been ageing him dreadfully ever since he had first started wearing it when he was barely in his twenties. Eventually, he pulled out of it a parcel wrapped in newsprint. He handed it to me. He encouraged me to unwrap it. And unwrap it I did.

   In it, I found a codex of some fantastic age, not too large and comprising perhaps two hundred papers, its front and back board covered in lozenged leather. I opened the small codex on the flyleaf and read, in capital letters, Chronica Cimamontium ab anno 1495.

   I leafed through the codex with a cautious eagerness which anyone can imagine. I saw the briefest of notes, longer entries, and pages full of writing. I went from one paper to the next, alternating between different epochs and hands. From the first to the last pages, I inspected that document so extraordinary and completely unknown to me and, as I did so, I could already perfectly perceive the whisper of the shadow, as it were, exhaling from it.

   But, of course, my enthusiasm and incredulity prevailed. As I explained to Basilio, not without great excitement, I knew quite well that a Chronica Cimamontium had existed, but I had deemed it lost in perpetuity. How did I know about it? There is an ecclesiastical file from 1558 in my archive concerning my ancestor Girolamo Cimamonte, who would later become the bishop of Berua; and indeed this file relates to the precocious appointment as a canon of this forefather of mine. On that occasion, as proof of the fact that Girolamo Cimamonte had already reached the age of eighteen, as required for that benefice, the chapter of the cathedral had been shown a “scriptura” from which it was possible to infer his date of birth; and, in 1558, that scripture had been described in Latin as a “book or rather Chronicle in which were written the events that happened to the Cimamontes”.

   And so, that prodigious little object swallowed up by time was now being spat back up by time itself. Was that codex not, in fact, the lost family book of my ancestors?

   I asked Basilio the source of this miracle and he explained that, a few weeks earlier, he had been in Vienna for his research. One afternoon, he had visited an antiquarian shop where, in the past, he had managed to divert a couple of incunabula and some sixteenth-century books of a certain value into his hands. As he wandered amongst the bookshelves, he had fished out that codex. Upon examining it, he had recognised its nature and content and had been so astonished by it that he had decided not to let such a remarkable catch go, and now he was offering it to me as a gift.

   Such a coincidence was indeed astonishing, I said to Basilio, but I would not be able to accept his gift since the sum he must have paid for it could not have been trifling. I insisted that I wanted to reimburse him, but Basilio was adamant and would not hear a word about it. He wanted the codex to be a gift from one friend to another; and if my “noble blood”, he said, would not allow me to accept the gift of a “simple professor”, then I could treat the codex as a symbolic reimbursement for the free use of my apartment over so many years.

   He was only sorry, he said as we parted ways, that reading such a thing would hardly help the “coming to my senses” which instead he wished upon me. Reading about my ancestors’ exploits, Basilio continued, would perhaps strengthen, rather than weaken, the ghastly arguments on the topic of nobility I had expounded that night, especially given that, after all that talk, he still was unclear whether I deemed myself to be a nobleman or not.

   I did not answer and promised Basilio that I would read that gift of his with the very closest attention. But late that night, as I drove back along the dark road of Val Fonda with the Chronica Cimamontium there at my side, I admitted to myself that I would have been able to answer Basilio, had I not been worried that my answer, given my outlook on things in those days, would sound to his ear as worse than despicable. Yes, would have been my answer: I feel noble, and not because I deem myself to have a noble soul but because of something which, if not blood, is close to it, something which courses through me and, as of late, and despite myself, has been raging and itching like never before.

  

 
  
   Fourth Chapter

   After a couple of years of insistence, Dina had eventually won her religious battle over my soul and expunged me from the ranks of the spiritually ungovernable villagers. My capitulation had come with a binding commitment to attend at least three Masses throughout the year: Easter, the Assumption, and naturally Christmas. Which is why, on the morning after my rendezvous with Basilio, I was forced to leave the codex on my desk in the study and go down to the village to honour my commitment: one hour at most, I had told myself, and then I shall be reunited with the codex, with my ancestors’ Chronica.

   But at the entrance to the church stood Mario Fastréda, wearing a hideous smoke-grey coat and surrounded by five or six vassals of his. He was talking with a level of excitement which I had rarely observed in him and the bystanders were looking at him as if listening to the announcement of the most serious, impending peril.

   I did not even have time to set foot on the first step leading to the church when Fastréda interrupted his oration. He flung open his smile and said, “Merry Christmas.” I returned his well wishes out of politeness, but Fastréda had already embarked on some production of his own. “Duke, have you heard about that friend of yours’s latest feat?” he asked me.

   “I have many friends,” I said, “and all are capable of great feats.”

   “There’s no doubt about that,” said Fastréda, laughing and glancing at his courtiers, who were all also smiling. “But this friend of yours, the one I’m talking about, has gone and done it again. Or am I wrong? I think you should talk some sense into him.”

   I assumed that Fastréda was alluding to Nelso and that Nelso had perhaps got carried away with something, but I did not want to play a part in Fastréda’s play, so I shook my head and made to step into the church.

   But Fastréda chased after me. “Your friend, Duke – the wolf,” he shouted. “Have you heard that he went to wish Pisàn’s goats a merry Christmas last night? You haven’t? You’re the friend of the wolf and haven’t heard a thing about it? He ate four of Pisàn’s goats. Four!”

   I do not know what I might have said if Fastréda’s wife, Luigia, had not taken her husband by the arm and led him into the church, and if Fastréda’s own altar boys had not obtusely followed their minister inside. In the meantime, the choir had already started chanting the introit, spoiled, however, by the overbearing voice of a tenor belting it out as if he were on the terrace of an osteria or the parade ground of some barracks rather than singing to honour the Almighty.

   I intended to stand by myself to one side, by the entrance, when I noticed that Fastréda and Luigia were going their separate ways. Luigia went to sit in one of the pews which, once upon a time, had been reserved for the women. Fastréda, instead, went to sit in the old pew by the altar of San Pietro on his own, as puffed up as an emperor.

   Of course, I had no interest in that ancient, silly prerogative, but Fastréda was nevertheless sitting in the Cimamontes’ pew under the altar sponsored by my family for at least three centuries. It was a sensational provocation. A good number of the older men and women turned around to look at me, evidently remembering the meaning of that pew and that altar. Some were smiling. Others were staring at me. Others still were whispering.

   Then, it all happened in an instant. I mustered up my courage. I left my position by the entrance. I walked as straight as possible along the nave, reached the Cimamontes’ pew by the altar of San Pietro, and there I touched Mario Fastréda on the shoulder with the utmost deference. “Excuse me, Fastréda,” I whispered. “Excuse me.”

   Fastréda glanced at me, his humiliation at my unforeseen move shining in his eyes, and did not say a word. He was aghast. He would have wanted, I believe, to spit in my face, but the eyes of the village were all trained on our performance.

   For a few instants, we both stood there, stock-still and staring at each other challenging, digging our heels in. Then Fastréda’s wife, Luigia, eventually sanctioned my victory: she called over her husband in a harsh whisper and ordered him to go and sit next to her. So Fastréda stood up, forced into a docility of a higher order, and went to sit next to his wife in the women’s pews whilst I stood, upright and stiff, in my ancestors’.

   I felt almost as if in a daze for the entire duration of the Mass. I kept staring straight ahead of me, trying not to catch anyone’s eye and constantly asking myself, in the secrecy of my own thoughts, how I could have been so rash. Had I been right to act so? Or had I been wrong? Had I covered myself in ridicule or finally set the record straight?

   When the torment of Mass was over, I tried to disappear as quickly as possible, but I was immediately intercepted by Rubino, who wished me Merry Christmas more warmly than usual. Then there was Gianfranco Coltiàlt, who not only shook my hand energetically but also added that, in his opinion, I had been quite right in behaving as I had. Even people with whom I had virtually no familiarity at all came up to me and smiled or winked at me or thanked me for the fir towering in the square.

   Though I had not necessarily realised as much at the time, I had publicly challenged Fastréda’s seigneury, thus stirring some unspoken resentments against Fastréda himself. I shall not hide that my pride was somewhat stoked by this and that I rather enjoyed my unexpected victory.

   But, over the days immediately following the scene at the Christmas Mass, my violation of Vallorgàna’s social mechanism caused the village to splinter into factions. Some thought my alleged opinions on the return of the wolf unacceptable and deemed my Christmas insubordination overbearing, to say the least. So they consolidated their allegiance to Fastréda and took to saying that I needed to be put back in my place as soon as possible.

   Over the days between Christmas and New Year, for example, Bruno from the shop had purportedly been saying that Vallorgàna had rid itself of the Cimamontes at least fifty years earlier and so there was no need now to resume those “old injustices” to humour my “ambitions”. Furthermore, many took to snubbing me blatantly in the street. One day, I happened to walk into the bar and Luigi Tamburlín, Fastréda’s first cousin and his most important vassal, audibly said that he had no intention of drinking with “His Excellency the Duke of Cimamonte” and left the establishment.

   Other villagers, instead, turned a blind eye to my “eccentric views on the wolf”, as they put it, and started looking at me as a rebel worthy of their support. The first amongst them was Nelso Tabióna who, having heard about my exploits in the church, let me back into his good graces. He had realised, he said, that I was “less innocent” than he had previously been led to believe, which, in his outlook on life, was the very greatest of merits.

   Many others showed me unexpected consideration. Only Stella, Rubino’s niece, was on my side because of my alleged views on the return of the wolf. All the others, instead, looked at me as the tyrannicide in pectore. Or perhaps, more simply, as a madman whom they intended to spur on in his madness to see what mayhem might come of it.

   Then, on a dark, moonless evening, I was returning to the house after a little chat with Nelso when I found myself walking across the square. Whether he had been keeping an eye on the street or whether fate had arranged for our paths to cross instead, Father Attilio called out to me as soon as I walked past his clergy house.

   He asked me to come inside, and so I did. He had me sit down in his kitchen and started telling me, in the most roundabout way possible, that he had been born in a mountain village called Canài in a valley at some distance from our Val Fonda. His family? Most indigent: nettle soup and bread so stale that they had to hang it over the pan with the boiling potatoes so that the steam might soften it a little. In order to make me fully understand the extent of their hellish wretchedness, he told me that, once, a sister of his had come down with whooping cough. And what had those wretched people done? They had cooked her a mouse. Father Attilio’s mother had skinned it, cleaned it, and put it to boil in a pan with just a splash of water. Then, when the water had reduced to a thick slop, perhaps a couple of spoonfuls in total, they had given it to the sick child to drink.

   Comforted by the disgust which must have appeared on my face, Father Attilio said that, back in those days, people used to slit each other’s throats for a handkerchief of land, an armful of grass, or a hen’s egg. “That’s how the world used to be,” he said. “And things have indeed changed since. There’s a little more money going around now and, generally speaking, that widespread wretchedness is gone. But envy is not gone, and neither are resentments nor hatred. These things never die. They smoulder like embers. As priests, we continuously do all we can to stifle this ugly discord.”

   Then Father Attilio paused. He looked at me. He smiled, then continued, “And now that I’m so old, what do I have to see? The scenes I’ve witnessed with my own eyes on Christmas Day! People snubbing each other in the street. People arguing. People muttering. People gossiping. It’s almost like being back in the time of the wretched wars from my childhood. And what should I do, out of respect for my ministry, if not turn to you, who are so educated and of ample means? You could bring about peace, if you only wanted it. Listen to the words of a poor priest: don’t fan the flames, don’t blow on the envy which we put out with the water of the Gospel. I don’t want to give you any advice. But you must understand my meaning. You know very well what I’m talking about and you must understand my meaning, since you are so educated, and noble, and sensible…”

   On the one hand, Father Attilio’s speech, which was delivered almost in a whisper, irritated me, whilst on the other it made me understand that, over the years, he must have been pursuing his own strategy of social pacification for Vallorgàna, the keystone of which was Fastréda’s seigneury. As long as Fastréda lorded it over everyone else, Father Attilio had no reason to worry. Discord was muffled right away. Everyone stayed in their place. Whether right or wrong, things went as expected. But, according to Father Attilio, this fragile peace was now being threatened by my insubordination.

   I did not know where I wanted this to end, whether I wanted peace or war, whether I had lost my mind or if I was instead so lucid as to come up with the notion that I was putting justice ahead of everything else. At any rate, I told Father Attilio that I did not deem myself to be quite so enlightened as to direct the village towards good or evil only by way of my own actions. But I made clear that, though I had no intention of spoiling the decades devoted by Father Attilio and his predecessors to their difficult task of evangelisation, I also could not accept that, on the initiative of some sultan – that is actually what I said, “a sultan” – I should become the target of false rumours and gratuitous provocations.

   My words proved enough to light up Father Attilio’s pale complexion with a faint, disconcerted blush and make his lips quiver slightly.

  

 
  
   Fifth Chapter

   But I had no time either to ponder Father Attilio’s God-fearing exhortations or to notice how the controversy between Fastréda and myself had started to become a public matter. Instead, at that time, my attention was completely absorbed by other matters, namely the pages of the prodigious codex which Basilio Frangipane had put in my hands.

   At first, I had forced myself to proceed methodically. I had observed how the codex comprised several gatherings bound together over time. I had calculated that it covered two hundred and twenty-five years of history, from 1495 to 1720. I had listed the names of eleven amongst my ancestors who had offered their own contributions to the Chronica, the first being Antonio Cimamonte who, in 1495, had picked up his quill and began to write, “Although somewhat late, yet with hope enduring that mine own sons shall follow my good example, begun in the name of God Almighty on this first day of 1495 from the Incarnation of the Word, I, Antonio of Cimamonte, shall inscribe within these pages, or else strive to do so, the sum of mine own personal matters, be they worthy of record; the matters of my kin shall also be here writ, alongside all which shall occur in our city and its ward, by way of ephemeris, that is to say, a journal.”

   Thus, it had been Antonio Cimamonte who had burdened his progeny with the task of erecting and updating the edifice of the Chronica, whose reading, having soon lost the method of my initial approach, I found to be hypnotic and irresistible. From those pages issued, in various tones and inflections, the living voices of my ancestors. Though I had already been engaged in a long conversation with the papers from the archive, the codex was different: it opened a hidden door, more secret and novel.

   Oblivious to my own recommendation to keep away from my ancestors’ voices, and therefore from their shadows, I pounced on the Chronica with ravenous excitement. I jumped from one page to the next, following no logic whatsoever. I divined the entrails of the codex. I let myself be guided by an extravagant augury. I obeyed hazy inspirations which led me to one page or another. I rambled about the chronicles noted down by my ancestors, amazed at the little flickers of life, the thoughts, the concerns, the happy events and the sad, the fits of pride, and the dark moods which I found in them. But also the eclipses, the floods, the earthquakes, the household matters, and the historical events such as wars, pestilences, and power struggles. I even found a comet within its pages.

   And what else did I find? There was Antonio Cimamonte’s bitterness as he wrote, in 1501, that his son Girolamo, aged twenty-one, had decided to become a Franciscan friar and abandon the world, his family, his comforts, and his fortune to devote himself to a life of hardship with only “sackcloth and ashes” to cover him. And there was the memory of a dog – if one can believe it, a dog! – named Sabót, which had died in 1584 and whose death Cristoforo III had deemed worthy of recording in the Chronica, much like his grandfather Cristoforo II before him, the very same Cristoforo who had brought the suit against the sworn men of Vallorgàna over two carts of firewood, had recounted in 1517 the premature death of Cecilia, his secondborn, just three days after her birth during a drenched September. Yes, drenched, since rain had poured for ten days of that September and the streams had burst their banks and flooded the fields, sweeping away houses and vineyards.

   But what eventually captured my attention more than anything else was the tale of that maelstrom of enmities, reprisals, ambushes, and arquebus shots which, at the beginning of the seventeenth century, had pitched the Cimamontes against another noble family from Berua, the Martas. It had been a most odious feud which had driven my ancestor Antonio II, who had narrated those facts in the Chronica, to take shelter up here in the house under the protection of four mercenaries. Then, on the night of 19 August 1618, three men shrouded in cloaks, three faceless assassins sent by the Martas, had climbed over the perimeter wall, only to be promptly discovered. There were shots and nocturnal commotion. Two of the assassins had managed to flee unharmed, but one had been killed on the spot. His body had been picked up, loaded onto a cart, taken to Berua, and left on the doorstep of Palazzo Marta.

   The vivid image of that assassin killed in my courtyard, perhaps in front of the outbuildings, or perhaps – why not? – right on my doorstep, led me to pore over a few lines of theory jotted down here and there by Antonio II between 1611 and 1624.

   Speaking of the feud pitting the Cimamontes against the Martas, for instance, Antonio II had written that the violence of said clash had stemmed from matters of principle which might appear “fatuous and specious” to a “plebeian” but were instead “duties of regard” worthy of the highest consideration to a nobleman. These obligations made it so that such “wrongs and indignity” ought to be “avenged” with “suitable, conspicuous deeds”, including, when necessary, “with blood spilled”.

   And so there was blood again. Though in this instance he had meant that of the enemy, Antonio II had indeed also spoken about his own, with a few words most effectively outlining the complete theory underlying the idea which he had of himself and, indirectly, of the world. He wrote, “The blood which we have drawn from our sires and hath distilled most purely into us through the most pure channels of our forebears doth make our spirits bright, courteous, and virtuous.”

   If only he could have heard me, I would have said to Antonio II two things: firstly, that that pompous philosophy of his has caused unspeakable calamities through the centuries, and secondly, that I have read enough documents, even from our very own archive, to know that, alongside our “bright, courteous, and virtuous” ancestors, there were also many who instead stood out for their foolishness, cruelty, and violence.

   But Antonio II’s pages nevertheless made me feel as if trapped in a cage, as if forced to follow a blackmailing logic: having inherited my ancestors’ credits and comforts, I could not escape also inheriting their wretchedness and their debts. So, the Chronica was forcing me to come to terms with a deep past which was extraordinarily documented, undoubtedly troublesome, and held together for centuries by transfusions of blood. The ignominy and injustice of this blood I could unquestionably denounce, its foundations I could reject, and its implications I could repudiate, but the mere fact of its transmission I could not deny, since I myself was its living consequence.

   In an attempt to defend myself from the Chronica, I eventually decided to subdue the disorderly greed of my early reading with a rigorous discipline which would keep me occupied for several months, namely the full transcription of the Chronica Cimamontium: all of it, page after page, line after line, methodically.

   I had only just started appreciating the benefits of such painstaking work when, immediately after Epiphany, a new fact first brought me back to the harshness of a reality that I could barely envisage, then indirectly forced me to confront once again that revolting theory of blood which had ensured my ancestors’ fortune and now seemed to be expecting something of me.

   To offer some context, I must mention Luigi Sgnàca, who lived in a most modest house on the slopes of the Mountain which was only accessible on foot, just under an hour’s walk from Vallorgàna, via a path which in some places is quite forbidding.

   When I first saw Luigi Sgnàca, I wondered whether he had been newly found wandering. He was all skin and bone and the very same colour as snow. He had long, thin, white hands. Some called him a hermit, others a poor devil. Some were frightened by his strangeness, others mocked him. Some pointed out the black lines of ingrained dirt in the folds of his neck, others the most limpid purity of his blue eyes.

   Luigi Sgnàca lived with nothing: no running water, no electricity, no drainage. He had one room where he took his meals and slept. Additionally, everyone knew that he had tamed a fox, which now spent most of its time with him. It was also well known that Luigi Sgnàca had an ulcer on one leg. Whatever the origin of that wound might have been, Luigi Sgnàca treated it with paraffin. He would dip a rag in paraffin, tie it around his leg, and keep the atrocious compress in place for many days and nights at a time.

   He would come down to the village once a month unfailingly, always smelling of paraffin, to stock up at Bruno’s. He turned up and filled his military rucksack with enough provisions to supplement the potatoes and beans harvested from a most meagre field of his on the side of the Mountain. Perhaps twice a year, Sgnàca would come down from his other world with a wheelbarrow, return an empty gas bottle to Bruno, and buy a new one.

   Bruno from the shop – who, by the way, had the task of cashing in at the post office some pension paid out to Sgnàca every month – was indeed the only one to notice, the day after Epiphany, that it had been a month and ten days since Luigi Sgnàca had last been down to Vallorgàna.

   Reckoning that this delay was odd, Bruno went up the path. He reached Luigi Sgnàca’s house. He called and knocked several times but received no answer. So he opened the door, which was unlocked since there was no reason to lock up that house. He walked in, called again, and again received no answer. So Bruno stepped out, walked around the house, reached the back, and there he finally found Luigi Sgnàca. A rope around his neck, his face blue, he was dangling from a walnut branch, the crown of which shaded a wretched patch of cabbages and onions in summer.

   Over the following days, I heard people say that Sgnàca’s extreme act might have been a consequence of the unbearable pain inflicted by that leg of his which he treated with paraffin and which had turned out to be in an advanced stage of gangrene. Others said, instead, that it was everyone’s fault: we had not realised that Luigi Sgnàca was going out like a candle. I too agreed with this suggestion. Sgnàca was the victim of a terrible loneliness to which no one had paid the least attention, and that very same loneliness, which perhaps had been more endured than deliberately sought, had flung him, day after day, into a most irresolvable desperation.

   When I conveyed this reflection of mine to Dina, though, she said that in her opinion some oddities are handed down through the generations and that therefore it was blood, not loneliness, which was to blame. Coming from Dina’s mouth, the word “blood” felt enormous and inordinate.

   “You see, Duke,” she carried on without me having to insist on learning the reasons for her verdict, “what you don’t know is that Luigi Sgnàca’s name was wrong. He shouldn’t have been Luigi Sgnàca but Luigi Sgólda. Why? Because his father’s name was Sgólda, Antonio Sgólda. It was his mother, instead, who was a Sgnàca, Lia Sgnàca. And as you well know, Duke, names come from the father, not the mother. The thing is, Antonio Sgólda was a poor devil with no talents and no land – his father had died in the war, and he had no siblings. One fine day, God knows why, Lia Sgnàca decides that she wants to marry this Antonio Sgólda. It was an odd thing, since the Sgnàcas were doing fairly well, what with some animals and some land. Because of this, Lia Sgnàca’s father, who was called Pin Sgnàca, couldn’t stand this Antonio Sgólda. And so what does Pin Sgnàca do to get rid of his son-in-law, Antonio Sgólda? He gives the couple four cows and sends them to live down at the bottom of the valley, in the middle of nowhere. But Antonio Sgólda and Lia Sgnàca were not happy there, at the bottom of Val Fonda. Antonio worked very little. He was always tired, always sad. So Lia started taking charge of things and bossing poor Antonio Sgólda around, treating him worse than a dog. In the meantime, they had had two sons, and these two sons, Duke, grew up to become just like the viper they had for a mother, mean and wicked. At one point, Lia told her father, Pin Sgnàca, that she could no longer manage on her own, what with her two sons and that good-for-nothing husband. So Pin Sgnàca brought Lia, Antonio Sgólda, and his two grandchildren back to Vallorgàna. Despite hating each other, Antonio Sgólda and Lia Sgnàca also had another son, our Luigi Sgnàca. He came late, twelve years after his brothers. In the meantime, Antonio Sgólda had become even stranger, quieter, and sadder. He didn’t drink, not that. But he was sad. I remember that he was always grey, both in hair and face. And sometimes he had bruises on his arms or a black eye. They used to hit him. Hit him! His own sons and wife, Duke, fancy that! One night, those two scoundrels – I mean, Antonio Sgólda’s sons – hide behind a corner up at the end of the village, waiting for him. Antonio Sgólda goes by and his two sons jump on him and give him a thrashing. You tell me if this isn’t something outside of God’s law. This ugly business went on for a few years. Do you want to know how it ended? It ended one morning when Antonio Sgólda went into the woods and hanged himself. And do you know who found him? His youngest son, who at the time was maybe ten. I mean, Luigi Sgnàca.”

   Then Dina added that it was because of this that Luigi Sgnàca had taken his name from his mother, thus becoming a Sgnàca and not a Sgólda. “Suicide,” she said, “was a scandal in those days, and also something of a shame to bear. After Antonio Sgólda, Luigi’s father, had hanged himself, it was only natural that they would try to erase his memory. And since the name Sgólda reminded everyone too keenly of Antonio Sgólda’s bad life and bad death, his son Luigi Sgólda became Luigi Sgnàca, after his mother Lia. But now we’ve learnt that that scruple didn’t change a thing. Luigi didn’t live like a Sgnàca but like a Sgólda: sad, strange, and solitary. And, in the end, he also died like a Sgólda, since these things, these flaws, these weaknesses are passed down with blood.”

  

 
  
   Sixth Chapter

   I spent almost two months engrossed in the transcription of the Chronica Cimamontium. I filled several gaps in my family tree. I came across some vicissitudes which I would certainly call curious. I managed to understand more clearly some structures in the organisation of my lineage which had previously eluded me. I found several useful clues to retrace the history of the construction of the house. I also got acquainted with some of my ancestors whose existence I had not even suspected. I did not know, for instance, that there had been a Cimamonte by the most rare name of Aurelio who, in 1572, had been an ambassador to Spain and died at sea, shipwrecked on his way back.

   It must be said that I also noticed how little attention all those ancestors of mine showed towards women when it came to the erection and transmission of the memory of my lineage. They were nearly completely indifferent both to their own daughters and sisters, who were themselves Cimamontes, and to the spouses who entered the lineage, thus granting its continuation through the centuries. On the subject of women, the Chronica offers, at most, fleeting references to births, nuptials, and funerals. Apart from these intermittent, cursory mentions, nothing else is said of them, as if the lives of the women of the lineage were not worthy of any discrete, individual memory.

   Every day, I would transcribe one or two pages from the codex. Then, apart from attending to those seasonal tasks required of me from time to time, I would spend the rest of the day reflecting on that which I had transcribed. Throughout that endless reflection and meditation, I could not rid myself of the belief that my departed predecessors had not departed at all. Rather, I kept thinking that they still resided not only in the rooms which I inhabited and in the objects which I touched but also in my own physical body. At first, I had deemed these cumbersome perpetuations to be a burden whose atrocious weight could only be known to someone who, like me, was the last of a lineage and, because of this, had been fed, quite literally, the ethics of blood, both as a metaphor and as a substance to be passed down and protected.

   But had Dina not explained that this is how things work the world over? According to Dina’s philosophy, the exceedingly sad Antonio Sgólda had taken residence in his equally sad son, Luigi Sgnàca, thus depriving him of any way out and even charting, as it were, his destiny. If this is how things truly are, I thought then, I do not find myself in any particularly special position. Everyone carries one’s own ancestors with them at all times and everyone has to endure them, at least to a point. Or, at any rate, so I thought at the time.

   Meanwhile, weeks were passing by and Mario Fastréda, that wizard of falsehoods and juggler of lies, scored no points worth mentioning. He merely invented some more rumours about me which do not bear repeating in detail. When faced with these new, silly provocations, I always kept calm: I had realised, in fact, that the time for single combat had not yet come, let alone one for great manoeuvres. Instead, it was the time for guarding against ambushes, quick sorties, and snares laid in the undergrowth. Like a snake which has found its prey, Fastréda was patiently waiting for me to slip or get distracted to take his chance to strike. But I too could act like a snake: unmoving, I was waiting for the fateful dart.

   A few more weeks went by and I, still unmoving like a snake, kept transcribing my ancestors’ Chronica. Then, in mid March, winter suddenly seemed to die out and the yellowish fields were flooded with sunshine, awaking a light-green fluff which immediately covered them. But winter returned soon afterwards, delivering a couple more weeks of thick hoar frost, thus withering that mendacious fluff. Eventually, though, the light took on a different sharpness.

   The air became milder. Buds started quivering on the trees. The front line of the woods at the foot of the Mountain started taking on a proper green hue which, day after day, was slowly climbing up towards its peak. In Vallorgàna, the first chairs started appearing on the thresholds, facing towards the afternoon sun.

   During one of those spring afternoons, Nelso Tabióna delivered the one hundred and forty hundredweight of firewood which I was owed. After unloading them in front of the bailiff’s house, he lit a cigarette and stared at me with narrow eyes, the cigarette and the narrow eyes both being unquestionable signs of serious matters about to be disclosed.

   Indeed, Nelso told me that he had gone up the Mountain to have a look and had ascertained that the one thousand hundredweight of timber cut by the Cimín brothers was still in its place. Good. But Nelso’s keen eyes had also immediately noticed a line of freshly pitched red stakes in my woods.

   I asked Nelso where these red stakes were and he did not suppress the fact that they were in the wrong place, that is, quite a way on this side of the true boundaries.

   Here I shall cut a long story short. As I later learnt, at the beginning of spring Mario Fastréda had gone up the Mountain with that ghastly surveyor of his, Zanolla, and had had his boundaries marked. So he wanted war. Well, war he would have. I immediately turned to Giovanni Terrabuio, the notary who had looked after the conveyance of Palazzo Cimamonte years earlier, and asked him to recommend an excellent surveyor with experience in cadastral maps, and a first-class solicitor. He suggested Dalla Corte as a surveyor and Balzan as a solicitor.

   Dalla Corte was swift to respond and willing to help. On the agreed-upon day, he came to the house early in the morning with all his tools. Together with Nelso, we all went up the Mountain and in the cold wind still blowing at those altitudes, the true boundaries were marked within a matter of hours and ended up coinciding with those identified by Nelso at the beginning of winter.

   We laughed at the clumsy red stakes ordered by Fastréda and countered them with our own in a dazzling yellow. Dalla Corte, whom I paid cash on the spot, reassured me: although he could not speak to the expropriation since he did not have all the necessary details on the whys and the wherefores, he had no doubt whatsoever on the boundaries. Fastréda’s stakes made no sense. So I suggested pulling them out, but that excellent surveyor exhorted me to caution and to wait until I had heard the solicitor’s advice on the matter.

   The following day, I went down to Berua, to Balzan’s firm, and had the chance to consult the solicitor, who was a man of boundless elegance, affable but with no affectation, even-tempered in his speech, and sober and composed when he listened. His desk was clear of everything. He arranged a pad of paper on that shiny mahogany expanse of his and, next to it, a pen of the most ordinary type.

   As I presented my case, Balzan took notes, his face betraying no expression whatsoever, no puzzlement or reaction of sorts. I infinitely admired the solicitor’s experienced yet detached demeanour, especially when, at the end of my account, I realised that the circled asterisks which he had drawn and numbered next to some of his notes indeed marked the loci around which he intended to focus his inquisition.

   For instance, he asked me how long it had been since my woods were worked; I replied that it had been about forty years, and he wrote “Forty years”. He asked me whether there had been any previous challenge of the boundaries by the owners from whom Fastréda had bought the land; I said no, and he wrote “No previous challenge”. He also asked me whether, over the last twenty years, someone had asserted any actual right of ownership on the disputed parcel of land; I said that I could not recall any right being so asserted, and he wrote “No right asserted”.

   At that point, Balzan put the cap back on his pen, laid it down next to the pad, and proceeded to explain his considerations. “I must admit that, from a technical point of view, the case at hand is fairly complex, which is why I shall try to simplify it as much as possible at this time, reserving the right to give a more detailed opinion later on,” he said. “Mr Fastréda’s position is not at all obvious. The decisive factor is what is written in the deed of sale through which Mr Fastréda bought the land bordering yours from the previous owners.”

   “Are you telling me,” I interjected, “that the deed might say that the disputed land is owned by the buyer?”

   “Not quite. Depending on what the deed says, Mr Fastréda could allege that the previous owners have ceded to him not only the ownership of the respective cadastral units but also that of the disputed parcel, if the assignors had previously acquired it by prescription and later decided to sell it to him.”

   “But that would be an egregious lie,” I said.

   “Not at all. As I say, it all remains to be seen, but in my opinion, without a court ruling confirming the acquisition by prescription, the asset unquestioningly continues to be in your possession. In short, no notary in their right mind would ever write a property deed saying something along the lines of ‘Mr X, Mr Y, and Mr Z cede to Mr Mario Fastréda their cadastral units as well as the tract of land included in Mr Cimamonte’s cadastral unit, of which the sellers claim ownership since the terms for acquisition by prescription have elapsed. Nevertheless, such acquisition by prescription cannot be transcribed since said sellers have not obtained an official court ruling.’ As I say, no notary in their right mind would ever write a deed in those terms.”

   “Well, that’s reassuring. But what about Fastréda? Is there something he can do or not? I mean, can he pursue the acquisition by prescription?”

   “That depends on his intentions. Nothing prevents him from doing so. More rationally, though, Mr Fastréda might try to acquire the ownership of the land by making use of possession by accession. In short, he can claim that the previous owners indeed were in possession of the disputed parcel and that he intends to acquire it by prescription even though the previous owners never did. But, as I have mentioned already, for this to happen the previous owners ought to have stated in the deed of sale that they intended to transfer to Mr Fastréda the property of the area now disputed.”

   “So there’s reason to worry,” I said. “What should I do now? What would you recommend?”

   “The first thing that comes to mind is to make a claim.”

   “Meaning?”

   “You ought to demonstrate the following: firstly that the cadastral unit belongs to you in its entirety, as shown by the property register; secondly that the alleged possession exerted by the previous owners and now claimed by Mr Fastréda took place surreptitiously; and thirdly that over the last twenty years you have regardless interrupted that possession.”

   “What does that mean?”

   “It means that, over the last twenty years, you have acted as the legitimate owner of that piece of land at least once. For instance, by ordering the logging of some trees, having work of any kind done on the land, or through any other action that falls within your purview as the owner.”

   “The thing is that, over the last twenty years, I have not moved a leaf in that part of my woods, that is, in the disputed area. I haven’t, and neither had my father before me.”

   “In which case, Mr Fastréda will be able to proceed with the acquisition by prescription,” said Balzan.

   Then Balzan asked me if I would allow him to express an opinion which was not, strictly speaking, technical. Of course I consented, so he said that he had formed an opinion, cursory as it may be, of Mario Fastréda. Throughout his career, he had met several people of the very same “nature”. In short, he deemed it somewhat unlikely that Fastréda’s true aim might be that of acquiring three hectares of my woods so as to be able to access some grants for the development of his business. Given his influence over the villagers, Fastréda would not have struggled in the least to buy from his neighbours three hectares of woods at a bargain or even simply pro forma. If he was pig-headedly trying to acquire them from me by prescription, a route which was far from inexpensive, Fastréda must have some “grudges of another nature” against me.

   When I told him that that much was clear and that Fastréda exerted a certain seigneury over Vallorgàna which he deemed might be compromised by my mere existence, an utterly unfounded notion, Balzan told me that I should waste no time in “such spats” and that it would behove me more to behave like a “gentleman”. He said that the good name of my family, as well as my own, was still fondly remembered in the best circles of the city and that everyone knew how excellent my education had been, how commendable my manners were, and how solid my finances continued to be.

   Which was why, according to Balzan, I should take the high road and donate the disputed parcel of land to Mr Fastréda or, if he refused to accept, at most let him proceed unchallenged with the acquisition by prescription.

   I remembered that this had indeed been my original plan when I was still in possession of my lucidity, but now such a course of action could no longer even be considered.

   “And would that be behaving like a gentleman?” I asked the solicitor. “Giving in to the conceit of a cattle farmer-cum-sultan who tramples all over other people’s property? Giving in after he waged war on me, talked about me behind my back, shamelessly lied about me, and cast aspersions on me?”

   “Just ignore him,” the solicitor said, interrupting my tirade. “You are a gentleman, and indeed because of this, if you will, you ought to take a different path.”

   Those sensible words did nothing but increase my irritation. I asked Balzan whether it would be possible to proceed immediately with the claim. Do it directly, so as to prevent any further initiative from my opponent.

   “Rushing things won’t help,” said the solicitor. “Follow my advice. Take some time. Think about it. And, more importantly, remember that the best option is to act in a gentlemanly fashion, especially if the gentleman at issue is indeed a noble of the highest rank.”

   Having said that, Balzan shook my hand and showed me to the door.

  

 
  
   Seventh Chapter

   At first, my consultation with Balzan left me unhappy and puzzled. I had believed, or rather I had been certain, that he would give me all the information I might need to unleash my legitimate reprisal against Fastréda. But instead? Quite the contrary. A praise of prudence. An exhortation to acquiescence. A display of rhetoric on the best conduct for a true gentleman. The impression I drew from that meeting, that the world is set up to make scoundrels prosper, had the sole effect of fomenting my stubbornness. The world belongs to scoundrels? We shall see about that, I told myself. We shall see.

   I persisted in this stubbornness of mine until after the mid-April moon when, one morning, I glanced at the view over Val Fonda and the Mountain and realised that the astonishing moment had finally arrived. Let me explain. Over previous springs, I had had the chance to observe how, having moved almost imperceptibly and at the slowest pace for weeks, vegetation would give a sudden jolt. Today, the trees are hardly more than bare wooden frames, heavy with buds and just a scattering of the tiniest leaves, and tomorrow, their crowns are already swollen and turned into extravagantly expanded masses.

   This silent donning seems to happen overnight, once some secret, immemorial signal has been received, and every year it catches me off guard. It surprises me. It pre-empts me. And so it happened that morning too, when I discovered that everything was green, bombastic, and overflowing. So I decided to go for a walk amidst all that exuberance and chose as my destination a certain clearing at the pinnacle of Col del Ronco, whence the eye can run unhindered both along Val Fonda, towards the source of the Fragolfo, and in the opposite direction, towards the Lowlands and Berua.

   As I walked, I was already anticipating that view of air and vastness which would open wide in front of me as soon as I had climbed Col del Ronco. But when I reached my destination and let my gaze roam free, the view no longer appeared familiar to me.

   A dense, green wall ran all around Col del Ronco. Thick trees and bushes all over the place. No air and no vastness but a locked cage of trunks, branches, and leaves instead. Feeling smothered, I decided to go higher still, until I managed to see a sliver of the view. But from there too, wherever I looked, I could see nothing but woods. Green, overlapping curls as far as the eye could see. Woods, woods, and more woods.

   I remembered then that, over the last couple of years, the old people of Vallorgàna had been saying that the woods were gaining too much charge, a remark which I had not heeded in the least. Everyone knew full well that the woods were drifting upon us – inexorably, yes, but so slowly that their progress was hardly measurable. For instance, even I had noticed that, since my first year up here, a certain bald patch of meadow with a large fir in the middle on one side of the Mountain had kept shrinking compared to my childhood memories of it: from year to year, this circle had become ever tighter and, in fact, I had barely noticed when the fir towering in its middle had eventually been engulfed by the surrounding woods. That is the way of the woods. They appear to be still but are constantly on the move. They do walk, but so slowly and cunningly that we remain unaware of their immense, uncontested progress for the longest time.

   At any rate, the fact that the woods were moving thus had always left me indifferent and, actually, I had always been quite impressed by their patient tactics of advancement. At first, it was coarse grass, then brambles, then hazel shrubs with some elder or dogwood in the mix. Then ash. Then, in no specific order and depending on the area and altitude, oak, hornbeam, lime, maple, elm, and eventually, to sanction the final conquest, fir.

   The new development about which the elders of Vallorgàna had been complaining, though, was the fact that within a mere couple of years the woods had gained charge like never before. The elders were saying that the woods were moving forward in long strides and that, soon enough, they would climb down the Mountain and creep into the village itself. The woods would leap out of the hedges and poke up in the middle of meadows, eating away at pastures and fields. Some would shake their heads in resignation as they spoke about all this. The eyes of others, instead, lit up with resentment whilst they stared at their own hands and discovered, I believe, that they had become powerless.

   Whenever I heard these elders complain about the woods, I used to think that they really must have nothing better to do with their time. They sat in their yards, looked about, and repeated over and over again that things used to be better in days gone by, that back then the Mountain had all been meadows, as neat and tidy as a garden.

   But I had not noticed that, in recent times, the woods had truly gained an extraordinary impetus. I only realised it that morning, after the mid-April moon, once I had reached Col del Ronco only to find myself imprisoned in a circle of woods which was not there the year before. In short, the elders of Vallorgàna were right.

   That flashy foliage and those ubiquitous woods made me think of green lava, viscous, deadly, and sooner or later destined to engulf everything. I took in the damp smell of the undergrowth, sniffed it even, and told myself that just a breath of that fragrant air, that volatile scent, must in truth be a substance capable of spreading vapours fertile with brambles and scrub.

   The woods are moving against us, I said to myself. Though it is true that nature is nature and that elsewhere in the world people greedily and foolishly devastate hectares upon hectares of forests, we must acknowledge that we too, the people of this valley, live in this world. And sooner or later, the woods will doubtlessly swallow us up completely, only sparing, if they have some heart, a few islands here and there, close to our homes.

   When I said to myself the word “island”, I immediately had the impression of having discovered a truth. I lived on an island. The house was an island. My estate was an island. The village and the valley too were islands, islands of that same archipelago threatened by that water-green lava. Consequently, I realised that my situation was not the very best of situations but rather the beginning of frightful isolation. But I shall not speak of this because the events, much like the woods, again gained charge that day.

   On my way back to the house from Col del Ronco and as I climbed down the slope of the Roccolo, I could not help but notice the sheer number of saplings, twenty to thirty centimetres tall at most, growing at the edges of my meadows, even though said meadows were regularly mown in summer.

   So I headed straight for the outbuildings and grabbed that extraordinary tool, the mattock. The mattock is something in between a pick and an axe: its iron section, which is respectably heavy, is equipped with both the classic flat head of a pick, only slightly larger and squatter, and a sort of rustic yet most effective axe blade, each set perpendicularly to the other. When it comes to uprooting, the mattock knows no rivals. It digs and it cuts, it prises and it eradicates.

   Armed with that extraordinary tool of destruction, I set about walking along the edges of my meadows, ready to slaughter every single sapling I might happen to spot. I uprooted oaks and hornbeams, maples and firs. I pulled out ashes and a great many hazels. As I went, I heaped them in roughly equidistant stacks which I then intended to pick up and throw down one precipice or another of the Fragolfo and leave to rot.

   When I looked at my hands, which were all scratched and dirty with soil, I wondered what my ancestors might think, as they hid away in the house, of this descendant of theirs who, unaware or unheeding of his own blood, wasted his time with tasks only good enough for the lowest of tenants or the most wretched of labourers.

   Now, I have never believed the tasks connected to the correct management of a rural estate to be either unworthy or despicable. On the contrary, I have always thought them to be not only necessary but also ennobling and virtuous. On that day, though, I failed myself. I felt a manic rage rise inside, grandiose and roguish. My pride caught fire. All the Cimamontes rose up. They rebelled. They clamoured. They demanded of me a proper reprisal. An end to this farce. Action. A show of grit.

   Such were my thoughts, and so the decision was instantly taken. I abandoned the mattock and went to look for Nelso. Then I ordered him to bring down from the Mountain all of my one thousand hundredweight of timber.

   Nelso was nonplussed. “Are you crazy?” he asked. “And where would I take it? To yours?”

   “Take it to your storehouse and sell it however you like.”

   “Duke, you need to think this through,” said Nelso. “You need to calm down…”

   “Let’s hear it, then. Why should I think it through and calm down?”

   “Because this is a dangerous step…”

   “Whose woods are they?” I asked him.

   “Yours,” he said.

   “And whose timber is it?”

   “Yours.”

   “So,” I said conclusively, “do as I’ve asked you.”

   “You’re the master,” said Nelso. “If that’s what you want, that’s what I’ll do.”

   It took Nelso Tabióna five days of work to take my one thousand hundredweight of timber down to the valley. When the removal was eventually completed, I went to see those neatly stacked spoils in front of Nelso’s storehouse. And so, this was how it came to be that Mario Fastréda was finally forced to come out into the open.

  

 
  
   Eighth Chapter

   No more than two days after Nelso had brought the timber from my woods down to the valley, I happened to go to Rubino’s bar. I walked in, and Mario Fastréda jumped on me in a matter of seconds.

   He was sitting in a corner with a bunch of his associates. He saw me. He stopped talking. He set down his glass with eloquent violence, walked towards me, his lips narrow and his face red, and yelled furious, brawling words. “You blasted brigand!” he barked. “You blasted thief! How dare you show your face here? Thief! You’re all my witnesses.” And he looked his courtiers in the eye one by one, rallying them. “All my witnesses. Thief!”

   Luigi Tamburlín – who, as I have mentioned already, is Fastréda’s cousin as well as his chosen and most loyal marshal – pulled Fastréda away by the arm, thus hoping to dissuade him from that inappropriate, uncharacteristic outburst. But it was of no use. Fastréda freed himself and came even closer. He resumed his screaming. “Thief! Brigand! You stole my timber! Now everyone in the village knows what kind of worm you are! Forget about dukes and counts! A worm is what you are! You and all the Cimamontes who’ve sucked our blood dry to build their palaces and buy their princely clothes and eat their fancy food off the back of our wretchedness! Do you want to be like them? Do you want to live like a prince? Get ready. I’ve already promised you as much. Get ready! You’re done. Done!”

   Given that Fastréda’s style was all about scheming, tricking, and plotting, his fury came across as utterly novel and left me dumbstruck. I would have liked to say something, to tell him that he should not dare talk to me like that, but I was speechless. Fastréda must have taken my silence as pure impertinence, since he then flung himself at me and tried to lay hands on me.

   Luckily, someone was quick enough to grab him more firmly and pull him away, towards the bar. It was only then that I noticed Viola, a young girl of maybe ten, standing behind the ice cream freezer in a corner. I saw her turn white and, as soon as Fastréda had somehow been restrained and she had glimpsed an opportunity for flight, she ran away most swiftly, escaping the bar as if it were a lion’s cage.

   Viola’s frightened flight had the advantage of stalling the brawl, and Rubino seized this chance to say that we had crossed the line. He threatened to kick us all out. Upon hearing this, I said to Rubino that he should not worry: there was no need to kick anyone out. I would leave right away, and most gladly.

   I had not even yet closed the door behind me when I heard Fastréda resume his clamouring: I was a thief, a brigand, a crook. I might have gone back into the fray had I not found Nelso Tabióna outside of the bar, keeping somewhat to the side. “Let’s go,” he said to me. “Come away.”

   When we reached his yard, Nelso sat down on a bench which he had fashioned out of a fir log split in half. “I was there and I heard,” he said to me. “Did I tell you, or did I not, that the timber ought to have stayed where it was? But you never listen, and I don’t know what else to do with you. Anyway, at least this time you did well not to lose your temper. It could have turned into pandemonium. Fastréda was trying to get you to do or say something utterly out of order. You did well not to lose your temper.”

   I told Nelso that I had not decided to keep my temper but had simply been unable to react and so had not reacted. Paying almost no attention to my words, Nelso said that, sometimes, one does the right thing without even knowing it, and then he got lost in a most deep silence.

   He seemed to be raking up remote memories, as if trying to shed some light on them or contemplate them, vivid for him and completely precluded from me. He smoked an entire cigarette, then threw the butt into the hollow of a little cast-iron fountain of his and found a way to try to make me at least glimpse at the kind of reflections which he was chasing.

   Many stories, he said, are confined behind the closed doors of any house and that, of these stories, only a few fragments are known at best; therefore, it is impossible fully to understand the reasons behind things and people. According to Nelso, there was a time when the villagers knew the value of silence and how to keep their business private. Everything was known and nothing was known. One’s neighbour might be talked about in an attempt to guess at their silences and string them together to interpret and decipher them, but one would not speak about oneself. And one refrained from doing so, he said, not out of indifference but rather out of dignity and compassion towards oneself.

   I told Nelso that I was not really following. Was he perhaps trying to say that we do not know and cannot know the real reason behind Fastréda’s malice? Setting boundaries and timber aside, why ever did Fastréda hate me so ferociously?

   Nelso did not reply. Instead, he said that it was all his fault after all. Had he not come to alert me about the one thousand hundredweight and the logging in my woods, nothing would have come of it. Nothing would have rocked the boat, and the “rules”, right or wrong as they might be, the rules which everyone accepted and about which no one had ever complained, would have remained unchallenged. Which rules? I have already said too many times: Fastréda ruled, and it was in everyone’s interest to let him rule.

   The following day, an envelope was slipped under my front door. It was a letter from Father Attilio. I deemed it some nonsense from a bygone era. At any rate, it read, “You will forgive me if, having not had the chance of speaking with you in person, I dare entrust to this channel what my conscience suggests to bring once again to your attention. Things are escalating. I am sorry that you chose not to heed what I tried to explain during our last meeting. I see and hear that there are arguments and bad words, that tempers are heating up. We have crossed the line, my dear Cimamonte. Enough is enough. So, please try, as much as it is within your power, to end this war by acting conscientiously now and in the future.”

   Father Attilio’s letter upset me. Imagine that, I said to myself. Imagine putting all which is wrong in Vallorgàna down to my personal business! And, more importantly, imagine a priest using the word “war” so lightly when talking about such a silly quarrel – as if, I notice now, I had not been the first to use that very same word not too long before.

   Furthermore, I deemed it even more absurd that a faction of villagers should take my personal business as a pretext to redefine the power balance in Vallorgàna. Were we perhaps back at the times of the Guelphs and the Ghibellines or enmeshed in a seventeenth-century feud? Such logic might make sense in the Chronica Cimamontium, but it has no reason to exist today.

   And yet things were indeed moving in the direction dictated by that unreasonable logic. Only a couple of days after Father Attilio’s letter, in fact, who came to the house but Piero Valèrna, someone with whom I had previously no more than exchanged a greeting in the street. He addressed me as if we had been the best of friends for many, many years. He told me that he had lost his job a few weeks earlier after the excavation company for which he used to work had gone bankrupt; all things considered, though, he did not mind stopping for a while, after so many years spent working away from home, always staying in a hotel or a guest house.

   “At any rate, I didn’t come here to talk about my problems,” said Piero Valèrna. “I came to say that my job has taken me all over and so I’ve seen the world, which is why I’ve been telling people here in the village for years that all this veneration they have for Fastréda is nonsense. But I always spoke to the wind. And so I want you to know that I, like many others here in the village, appreciate the iron fist you’re using with Fastréda, and that you can count on my support and my backing.”

   This declaration of loyalty almost made me fly off the handle. And, as if all of this were not enough already, to prove that his loyalty was sincere and that I should watch my back against false friends, Valèrna then asked me what my thoughts were on Elio Marín.

   “I don’t have any thoughts,” I said unambiguously, “apart from the fact that he has been working my fields for many years.”

   Piero Valèrna laughed, then said, “Really? But everybody knows he’s one of Fastréda’s servants. Also, forgive me if I’m speaking out of turn, but don’t you have eyes to see? Haven’t you noticed that he’s ploughed everywhere except for your fields?”

   The truth is that Marín’s dereliction of duty had eluded me altogether. When I immediately asked for more details, Piero Valèrna registered my surprise, laughed again, and doubled down. He said that he had heard that Marín had interrupted his collaboration with me because he refused to do any business whatsoever with a “thief”, by which Valèrna clarified that Elio Marín meant the timber allegedly “stolen” from Fastréda, as if I could have possibly not caught the hint.

   I realised then that Mario Fastréda had been acquiring knights and squires. Piero Valèrna then carried on, still not quite sated with the poison which he had been pouring into my ear: perhaps, he said, I had not yet heard the best of it and, if I did not believe him, I could go and ask Rubino. Purportedly, a few minutes after our spat in the bar, Fastréda himself had said, “You’ll see that this Cimamonte fellow won’t last much longer. You’ll see. He won’t last.” Then he had bought a round and perjuriously drunk to my health.

  

 
  
   Ninth Chapter

   After Piero Valèrna’s brainless visit to the house to offer me his services, I spent maybe two hours of my afternoon lying still on the sofa in the reception hall, fighting against many contrasting feelings. One moment, I would laugh at the comic absurdity of the situation, what with champions and knights offering me their loyalty, schemes for ruling the valley, and opposing factions. The next moment, I would tell myself that the situation was serious, most serious, and feel lost amidst the deafening din of my ancestors’ voices – my ancestors who had preserved the family fortune intact over the centuries, my ancestors who were the very model of nobility, my ancestors who could make their neighbour shake with fear, my ancestors whose reputation, virtue, fame, traditions, et cetera et cetera, must be held in the highest esteem. And so I would escape that din to return to derision, only to then leap from derision to anger and eventually take shelter from anger in a more diffused, more manageable malaise.

   Furthermore, there was a fly which kept coming and going. It pirouetted, twirled, and generally took pleasure from buzzing on the knife-edge of its own death. Perhaps feeling smug with its own courage and skill as a flying creature, it kept defying the immensity of my hands, which were certainly slow but nevertheless fatal and could stun it, kill it, crush it, or squash it at any time, turning it into a blackish, invertebrate mush. The more this fly persisted, defying me and thus its own fate, the more my anger rose, grew, pushed, and hissed.

   Never believe that a Cimamonte could be duped. Never suppose that a Cimamonte would put up and shut up. I took to pacing the reception hall back and forth, casting from time to time a glance down from the trifora, until my eye eventually caught sight of the house of that other traitor, Elio Marín.

   There it was. He was certainly someone who needed his ears boxing. Had he, or had he not, left my fields unploughed only to join the ranks of Fastréda’s ridiculous vassals? Very well. I would give Marín an earful and force him to honour his obligations or at least make him feel like the snake he was.

   Anger, which by then had become the master of my spirit, had made my body swift and responsive and so I felt ready to translate my sacrosanct idea of justice into action. As soon as the fly came to rest on the sofa, I darted. My huge hand crashed down on it, nailing it to the green satin. When I raised my hand, it was still thrashing about. Then, I blew it onto the floor and finished it off on the oak marquetry of the reception hall.

   When I opened the gate to Elio Marín’s yard, a little boy of maybe five was amusing himself by looking around. He must have thought, I assume, that the devil himself had appeared to wreck his afternoon. Terrified, he ran back inside and out came the archangel in charge of protecting him – Elio Marín’s wife, I mean.

   With all due disrespect, I asked to have a word with Elio. Stefania, as that limp yet most tense forty-year-old woman was named, responded with uncalled-for spite. She said that Elio was not in. Then, with the scowl of a tycoon on her face, she declared that, when it came to business, I should speak to her and not Elio.

   “Fantastic,” I said. “My fields are not yet ploughed. We’re well into spring. And sowing is late too. Why is that?”

   “Why? Because we’ve found people who appreciate our work better and pay more.”

   “Might these people be called Mario Fastréda?” I asked.

   “Absolutely,” said Elio’s Stefania without losing her composure.

   “That being the case,” I said, “our conversation can end here. Nevertheless, I still urge your prized farming business to honour its obligations for this year. I expect the fields to be ploughed directly.”

   Elio Marín’s Stefania, her lips taut with resentment and her posture ignobly arrogant and haughty, chose to attack me openly and unremittingly. “Life is hard here in Vallorgàna: we break our backs every day and our noses are kept to the grindstone,” she said. “We’re doomed to live in this place. And then some people come here and have the gall to try to teach us how to live, thinking they know which way is up. People that have nothing to do with us!”

   That insufferable Stefania threw me, her tirade finally revealing to me the underlying principle of the multifaceted rumours which Fastréda had been spreading about me, that I “have nothing to do” with the place where I live, meaning that I am an outsider, a thorn to be pulled out with a white-hot needle. So this was what Fastréda wanted, to persuade the villagers that I was, and would always be, an outsider. He wanted to lock me in a cage and come and prod me from time to time, wearing me out until I would eventually feel forced to surrender unconditionally or, even better, flee.

   At any rate, I lost both my temper and my mind. I stepped right up to Stefania. “You shut your mouth,” I shouted. “Don’t you dare say another word. You have no idea what you’re talking about!”

   “How dare you!” Elio Marín’s Stefania shouted in turn. “How dare you! Are you threatening me in my own home? Threatening me in what’s mine? Get out! Right now! Out with you!” She pointed at the gate through which I had come as if she were shooing away a dog and stood there, utterly still, her eyes pallid, her arm outstretched, her forefinger raised, waiting for me to go.

   But I decided to defy her and did not go. I have no idea what the source of all her resentment was, only that Stefania, with her milky, off-white complexion and the greens and purples of her veins on show, was expressing an inconceivable hatred against me. Only when she finally gave in and pulled her forefinger back into her claw, lowering her arm, did I cast a glance full of contempt at her and leave.

   I went straight to Nelso and found him in the doorway to his storehouse, smoking. He saw me, sensed my mood, and shook his head. He threw away his cigarette and lit another one.

   Immediately I uttered incoherent, choleric words. I told him about Elio Marín, the viper which he had for a wife, and my unploughed fields, and Nelso reacted in his usual way, that is, he did not react at all. Only when my venting had finally come to an end did he tell me that he already knew everything. “Marín’s working for Fastréda now,” he said.

   “I know that he’s working for Fastréda,” I said.

   “Fastréda offered him a better contract than yours. Marín will work Fastréda’s fields and Fastréda will let him keep three quarters of the crops. After all, you only let him keep half, like in the olden days…”

   “Only half? What are you talking about, Nelso? I own much more land than Fastréda, three, four times as much as him! Marín will still earn less – half of plenty is much more than three quarters of a little. This is a slight made on principle and has nothing to do with money. But who cares what they’ve agreed upon, those two crooks,” I said to Nelso. “I’ve come here to make a deal with you.”

   The stupid deal with which I had come up went as follows: given that Nelso’s only occupation was deforesting and mowing for hire, and as such he did not own any of the tools needed for farming, I would buy ploughs, seeders, fertilisers, and herbicides and he would take over the management of my fields from Elio Marín. In return, he could keep the entire crop.

   Nelso laughed at me. “What do you think, that in my sixties I have the time, the will, and the strength to learn how to be a farmer? What on earth are you thinking, Duke? Can’t you see that you’re talking nonsense? Stop messing about. Ever since this tomfoolery between you and Fastréda began, you’ve turned into a swine, and you talk nonsense.”

   Then, he threw away his second cigarette and went back into his storehouse without even saying goodbye. I stood there, frozen, exasperated, resentful, staring at the open door to Nelso’s storehouse. It made me think one could not expect much even from Nelso. He was like everyone else in Vallorgàna: whether they were Fastréda’s vassals or not, they were all cut from the same cloth. They support you only if they stand to gain something. Otherwise, so long.

   I remember quite well how, on the evening of that very same day, whilst I sat alone in the kitchen, I felt something akin to a slap in the face which startled me. It was not just an impression but rather a distinct physical sensation followed by a momentary hissing in my ears.

   This sensation left me inexplicably terrified, and I began to listen to my body. I was on the alert, alarmed. After a few seconds of agonising focus, I felt a chill creep up, whether in my veins, or through my muscles, or along my nerves I could not say. Whatever it was, the chill spread throughout my body and grew in intensity until I started shaking.

   My ankles were shaking. My thighs were shaking. My hands were shaking. My arms. My shoulders. My neck. Shivers and chills. I could control neither, but it was the shivers which, as they intensified, filled me with an unknown fear.

   I stood up. I paced around the table. I considered making myself an infusion, a chamomile, something hot to drink. I put a small pan on the hob. I threw in some valerian. Whilst I waited, I resumed my pacing. To no avail. Then I gulped down the scalding infusion in one sip, one might say. My teeth were chattering, my jaws most tense.

   So I went to the telephone. I ought to call an ambulance. The emergency services. It takes at least half an hour, though, to get to the house from Berua. This knowledge further added to my terror. So I sat on the grand staircase and its icy stone felt scalding to me. Then the chill let go of me and I was overwhelmed by an insurmountable heat. I started sweating. I stripped off and rushed upstairs to the bathroom, naked. A shower. Yes, a shower.

   But I was still shivering. I was shivering. And, after I had showered, the chill was back. I got dressed. A vest. A shirt. A sweatshirt. Thick socks. Thus clothed, I finally collapsed into bed. But I was still shivering, endlessly, hopelessly, and so I believed that I was about to die. An ambulance. I had no choice. I got up and went to the telephone in the reception hall, but it slipped out of my hands.

   So I bent down to pick it up, my head low, and immediately felt a most sweet warmth flood my body and thaw the ice which had been clutching me, slowly bringing those catastrophic shivers to an end. I went to bed. I got under the blankets fully clothed and lay there, listening to myself for an unknown length of time. I heard the Vallorgàna bell tower toll an hour of the night which I did not quite catch, then fell into a most deep slumber.

  

 
  
   4

   The Masks of Discord

  

 
  
   First Chapter

   The following day, anguish sank its teeth into me as soon as I opened my eyes. I got up gingerly. I listened to myself. My head perhaps still felt somewhat ensnared and slow, but there were no chills nor shivers. Actually, I felt so generally well rested that I even wondered whether the entire thing might have happened in a dream. Except that, when I finally ventured out of bed to face the day, I was met with the most tangible evidence of my night-time agitation: my clothes strewn all over the grand staircase, the mug and the small pan for the infusion in the kitchen, sugar spilled on the table.

   I went to sit on the parapet outside. It was a limpid morning, one of those which sometimes dawn up here, when the high air from the Mountain and that of Val Fonda meet above the village and run through it as if to clear it out. I liked to imagine that that mix of wild air could also clear my mind.

   I looked at the meadow and the grass, which was already dark green and tall. I looked at the chain of wooded slopes. I looked at the village down at the bottom. I let myself get lost in the observation of the insects which had made the parapet their world: ants, long-legged spiders, fruit flies, and those bright-red bugs, infinitesimal really, which look like pinheads.

   In the meantime, I was visited by the thought that the terrible shock from the night before might have been a salutary seizure. In other words, that the chills and the shivers might have staunched something from spilling over, shaking me up just in time so that I could come to my senses and free myself from the whirlpool of these events. I was getting everything wrong, after all. I was letting the world in which I lived inhabit me. I was becoming the world which I inhabited. I no longer lived in that world; rather, it was that world which lived in me. The woods. Nelso. The Chronica. Fastréda. The boundaries. The stakes, red and yellow. The wolf. The slights and the counter-slights. The house. My ancestors. Vallorgàna.

   So I said to myself that I needed to return to focusing on myself instead of chasing headlong after vicissitudes and issues of which I had no experience whatsoever. And since my attempt to withstand that clash had drained my mental energy to the point that my body too had been exhausted by it, I now needed to recover said energy and, to begin with, let my body rest awhile.

   I did as is my habit – that is, I went for a walk. I climbed down into the Fragolfo gorge, then up again along the Mountain slope, heading west for a few kilometres until I finally turned back towards the village. Upon my return, I saw a stranger in the courtyard: she was observing the walls of the chapel of San Rocco closely, and possibly even stroking them.

   Despite my most recent resolution to pursue peace, that presence rang out in my day like an unacceptable, unjustifiable disturbance. How can one simply walk into someone else’s home, I wondered, without asking permission or giving one iota about others’ carefully designed gates? The fact of the matter was that, to be standing where she was, that stranger must have either jumped over the courtyard wall, or opened the bolted gate and closed it behind her, or instead ventured as far as the chapel by climbing up through the meadow.

   So I crossed the courtyard, trying to make the gravel crunch as loudly as possible, but only when I was one step away from her did the stranger turn around to look at me, without the mere hint of embarrassment in her expression.

   I enquired if she was looking for someone or something. The woman, who must have been about thirty, and whose eyes were a shade of black never seen before, responded to my solemn questioning without losing composure. “I’m not looking for anyone,” she said. “I’m reading the walls.”

   Regardless of whether her answer was meant to be taken as whimsical or witty, I could not help but catch a hint of insolence in her tone. So I said to the stranger that I hoped that the walls were at least offering her a reading which was to her liking. She nodded and gestured to the many graffiti adorning the chapel walls, which I too had often contemplated for hours at a time. The people of Vallorgàna or other passers-by had engraved on that mortar of mine hundreds of names, dates, records of events, love pacts, and other inscriptions. “25.8.1910 – A. Sallustio.” “26-7-1943. End of Fassism.” “Siro and Marie Lecchi, 8-8-1935.” Some of the graffiti even dated back to the nineteenth century. “God is here – 1886.” “Adua – I-III-1896.”

   Indeed the young woman decided to attract my attention to this last graffito. “I wonder who this Adua from 1896 was,” she said. Out of a kindness which I cannot quite explain to myself, I refrained from pointing out to the stranger that Adua most certainly did not refer to a woman but rather to the infamous African battle, a memorable defeat. Instead, I nodded and said, “Yes, who knows.”

   “These writings should be preserved,” the stranger said then.

   “What do you mean?” I responded. “They’re not going anywhere.”

   “The mortar will crumble, though,” she said. “And the graffiti will disappear over time alongside it…”

   I remember that, in order to get rid of that stranger, I tried to appear as gloomy as possible. I delivered a little speech of mine on the destiny of all things, the dust of the past, and the dust of the future. But the woman kept going back to my graffiti, and her curiosity was not cursory, not a mere Sunday hobby as it was for the several other visitors who, at one time or another, had stopped by for a short spell, captivated by that myriad of names and dates. Her way of studying those writings betrayed in her a keen interest and, as it were, an intimate, competent understanding. So I tried to ask her why it was that the engravings on the chapel stirred up such a singular compassion in her.

   Returning her gaze to the wall, she said that she had experience with restorations, especially with such works as these. As she said so, she untied her hair, something I assumed to be a particular mannerism of hers, and it fell down, black, just under the nape of her neck, only for her to then immediately tie it back up again.

   I shall tell everything truthfully, and the truth is that I was entranced by those hands untying and retying that hair. I thought them to be extraordinarily beautiful, their complexion somewhere between dark and amber, and large and well shaped.

   But the intentness with which I had inadvertently stared at her hands must have made the stranger feel ill at ease. Indeed she clouded over. She turned her gaze elsewhere. She cut short her point. She said that it was time for her to go. However, as she was about to leave, she turned around and finally asked me whether I was the owner of the house. I said yes, that the house was indeed mine.

   “In that case, I must really apologise for my intrusion,” she said. “I’m a curious type. Is it a flaw? Some would call it a virtue. Or am I wrong? Anyway, you’re very lucky. There’s something truly magical in this place.” Then she smiled and left.

   What nonsense, I thought. In this place there is a beauty which has escaped the centuries and is touched by a thousand-year-old wind. There are fragments of light and skeins of dark shadows. There is the quivering alphabet of silence. There is the eternal rest of ancient forbearance. There is even alfalfa growing in the courtyard. But here too one shivers. Here too one’s nerves shatter. Here too one has to reckon with the hostility of one’s neighbour. And so, my dear curious type, there is nothing magical at all in this place. It is just a hotchpotch of stone and vicissitudes, and everything is much too real.

  

 
  
   Second Chapter

   It was early May by that point and with my resolution of rest and refreshment still strong inside me, I went up to the Roccolo one morning and lay down in the meadow. I found the simple act of letting myself sink into the freshness of the grass so comforting that I fell asleep under the sky, like a shepherd who is the master of the universe and feels at home everywhere.

   One should live just like this, like a shepherd, I said to myself then. Naturally, this was quite a shallow thought, as if shepherds did not have their own worries, anxieties, and anguishes. But, as I lay there on the grass that morning, with the wind blowing above me, I indeed let myself entertain that thought, that one should live like a shepherd.

   When I woke up, the first thing I noticed was a brood of young ash growing in the meadow, where the grass was already tall. I did not hesitate: I seized the first of those branches and confronted it. After all, I reflected all the while, extirpating these saplings is not a cruel destruction of the ecosystem of the woods but a demonstration of love and consideration for the ecosystem of the meadow: it is a form of care, preservation, and stewardship of the meadow, which is under the threat of the totalitarianism of the woods. And so, having uprooted that first ash with my bare hands, I set to pulling out several of its siblings which were growing near it. Then, I was eventually met with a most tenacious, incomparably self-important specimen.

   A sore struggle ensued, and I was furiously engaged in pulling and straining when I heard a rustling behind me. It was coming from the scrub and, at first, I thought it to be the birds. But it was not the rustling of wings nor the delicate shuffling of a blackbird in the hedge. So I was prepared to see a roe or even a red deer emerge from the woods and run at breakneck speed across the meadow.

   But neither emerged from the scrub; rather, it was the graffiti admirer, the wall reader, the stranger who had sneaked into my courtyard two weeks earlier. I noticed that she was wearing boots so battered that one could only assume they had covered hundreds of miles on living rock.

   As soon as she noticed and recognised me, that woman immediately took to jesting about my well-considered occupation, thus confirming in my eyes her insolent disposition. “Sir, are you perhaps planning on pulling out all of the trees on the Mountain one by one?” she asked.

   “Not all, no,” I said. “But if I had the time and the energy, I wouldn’t mind pulling out half of them.”

   “The things I have to listen to!” she said. “I hope you’re joking! I wonder what hindrance the trees of the Mountain might be to you?”

   “They’re everywhere, all over the place. They’re welcome to stay where they are already, that’s fine. But this is a meadow, and I don’t want it to become woods.”

   The stranger clearly had no intention of taking her leave. As a matter of fact, she sat down in the grass, looked at the view, and then remarked that she had not even introduced herself during our first meeting in the courtyard a couple of weeks earlier: her name was Maria. And this Maria was certainly in a chatty mood. She kept pulling out blades of grass, halving them lengthways, splitting those halves into two further halves, and so on, blade by blade, all the while asking me this and that about the house.

   At first I replied in the curt way which I have learnt from Nelso, the way one ought to speak when one is working and someone else feels like chatting. But then she asked whether there were any “frescoed surfaces” in the house. I said that some rooms had friezes, others trompe-l’oeil tapestries, and others still more recent, less laudable frescoes. Then I described, not without some enthusiasm, the sixteenth-century fresco of a hunting scene which I myself had discovered under the entrance hall plaster.

   Maria asked me whether it would be possible to see this fresco and justified her impertinent request by explaining that, a couple of years earlier, she had been lucky enough to restore, under the guidance of an “experienced professional”, a fresco in Berua – also from the sixteenth century, and also of a hunting scene – which she thought could not be too dissimilar from my own.

   Should I let such a meddlesome stranger in the house? It was out of the question. I told her yes, that it would certainly be possible to see the fresco, but perhaps another time: I was expecting company that day, I hastened to add as a rescuing lie. At that, this Maria took offence, something I considered further evidence of her ghastly disposition. She stood up and asked permission to cut through the meadow so as to regain the road leading down to the village. Naturally, I did not object to this, and off she went through the meadow like a boat sailing across a lake, leaving a wake of trodden grass behind her.

   Three days later, that impudent, insolent Maria went even further. Indeed, she came knocking at my front door. She had the surly look of an inspector on a special mission. She said that she had come to see the fresco. She looked at her watch, promised that she would be no more than a few minutes, and then, with that ministerial conciseness of hers, bowed her head as if the door were too low and briskly walked into the entrance hall.

   I was tempted to turn her out with the surliness which her attitude deserved. But I did not have the time to do so: she had already looked around and spotted the fresco. “There it is,” she said with an experienced demeanour before walking closer to the fresco and then away from it, brushing it gently with her fingers, blowing on it, and examining it in every which way. Then, without breaking her practised posturing, she concluded, “Let me just say that I’m relieved.”

   She was relieved because, having observed me uproot the saplings, she had been worried that I might have used similar levels of “roughness” on the fresco too. Instead, she had to admit that, though my attempt was not the best, at least it was not the worst. She especially approved of the fact that I had not waged war against the most stubborn fragments of plaster, then illustrated some details about the correct techniques which should always be kept in the utmost consideration “when intervening on pictorial artefacts”.

   I found her attitude, her gestures, her words, and her display of jargon insufferable. I was most ready to tell her that, if her inspection was over, she should feel free to leave and take her most rude investigations elsewhere. But before I could say a thing, she tucked a dangling lock of hair back behind her ear with the nonchalance of a habitual gesture.

   There, in that gesture, I recognised something which I do not quite know. And after she had taken off that first mask – who knows whether to put on a second one, as affected as the first, or to remain barefaced, as it were – she allowed herself to study the fresco more freely. She was looking at the rural landscape, the trees, the clouds, the hunters, and the animals when I caught myself pointing out to her the abbreviation of the unknown artist, Lauren. Cal., who had painted that delightful countryside.

   Reassured by my sudden kindness, she began moving around and talking with more ease. She noticed the two matching paintings portraying Giovanni Battista II and his wife Anna Maria Merini and asked me who the subjects were. I introduced them as my two housemates and added that I sometimes exchanged a few words with them. So she asked whether I owned any other paintings.

   As far as I knew, that woman might have been a thief on a reconnaissance mission, yet I told her the truth, that is, that there were in fact too many paintings in the house: those which had always been there and those which I had brought over from Berua, the pretty ones and the ugly ones, those which are worth something and those which are worthless, those embellishing the walls and those stored in the picture gallery; the latter being, as I hastened to clarify, a collection of disparate paintings which lay neatly stacked in a utility room, having not yet found a suitable collocation.

   When similar circumstances had presented themselves in the past, I had behaved quite differently. Whenever a stranger had come to admire the house, hinting at how happily they would cross its threshold to admire the secret, most ancient marvels which they imagined to be conserved inside, I had never given them the least satisfaction. On the contrary, I had always rebuffed them. Cordially, cunningly, and with clever words, of course, but the front door had stayed shut.

   Yet I invited this Maria, whose name was the only thing I knew about her, to follow me, promising to show her not only the many paintings scattered about the rooms but also several other frescoes; these were less noteworthy than the one in the entrance hall, I admitted, but still respectable.

   I have no notion what drove me to be so cordial and welcoming to her. At any rate, I escorted my guest from one room to the next, showing her the paintings which I deemed to be more deserving of attention and comment. After that, it was the stuccoes in the entrance hall, the frieze in the closet, the inlaid ceiling, and the panels with allegorical paintings set between the beams of the reception hall. I pointed out to her The Cheetah, The Lion, Fortune, Wisdom, and Famine.

   Then, I remembered the boiserie room. When I was about to lead her into the most marvellous of my rooms and had already announced that she was about to see a true wonder, though, my guest stopped to spy, indiscreetly, through the door of my study, which had been left ajar. And when she saw the tomes from the archive open on my desk, she asked what they were with such enchanting guile that, in an instant, even my protectiveness towards that secret place was vanquished. Before I could come up with an excuse to lead her at last into the boiserie room, I found myself instead showing her into the study and telling her how I spent no small part of my time in that room, studying the papers from the archive.

   When she heard the word “archive”, she reacted as if I had revealed that I had in my possession the forbidden keys to every past, present, and future mystery. To show her that my archive did not hold enigmas, arcana, or any such nonsense but rather most concrete, ordinary things, I opened the inventory of Giovanni Battista II’s estate. Then, having registered the respectful awe with which this Maria, who was yet a stranger, had looked at those dry lists of tenants, wine, wheat, beans, and so on, I decided to excite her enthusiasm by picking up the Chronica Cimamontium. She deemed that small codex bound in leather to be a most hallowed and venerable thing. She looked at it as if it were the book of all books and so, flattered by her boundless admiration, I even opened the door to the sancta sanctorum, that protected tabernacle where the archive is kept. I pulled some tomes from their shelves. I opened the boxes of parchments. I untied some files.

   I recounted some random anecdotes, and the more I told, the more that stranger – who knows whether cunningly or in earnest – listened with admiration and amazement, thinking of me, I suppose, as a diviner of ancient inks or a dowser of lost words.

   When she left, I felt like a fool. The act of tucking a strand of hair behind one’s ear should not be enough, on its own, to ipso facto make a man cordial, chatty, eager, and well disposed.

   And so, to feel less of a fool, I consoled myself with the admission that one cannot always know the reason behind one’s behaviour and that perhaps, sometimes, this is perfectly fine. And I shall say more: I actually thought that it would much benefit my rest and refreshment if I tried to walk lightly at least for a spell, chatting “genially”, and I indeed said “genially” to myself, with other wayfarers whom I might happen to meet along the road, just as I had indeed happened to meet Maria.

  

 
  
   Third Chapter

   Yet, whether she was walking in circles or had instead taken a turn which had quickly led her to retrace her steps, only a few days had gone by, maybe three or four, or perhaps a week, I do not recall, before I came across Maria again. I was on my way down to the village and she was standing in front of the niche of San Martino. Doubtless, she was studying the wretched shadows which were the last remnants of those ancient frescoes.

   When I was close enough so I could not pretend to have not seen her, I announced myself by asking her whether her expertise extended to these mere shadows. She jolted, put a hand on her chest, and, staring at me in surprise, pretended, I believe, to have been startled. Then she said no, that unfortunately she could not read shadows and that it was a shame that no one had looked after those frescoes before they were lost forever.

   I shrugged and said, “Oh, well.” Taking her cue from the fact that we were once again talking about frescoes, she told me that she had been thinking often about that fresco of mine in the entrance hall, with its hunting scene so admirably executed and its painted surfaces still beneath the plaster. So she asked me whether she might make me an offer: would I let her help me free the entrance hall fresco from the last fragments of plaster?

   I stuttered a “why not”, a “maybe”, a “one day”, making it clear that labour, and especially the labour of experts, should be suitably remunerated. At this, Maria said that that was not the spirit of her offer: for her, it would be remuneration enough to see that fresco of mine finally brought wholly back to light. Naturally, I prevaricated, and I promised that we would certainly find some time for so commendable a task before summer.

   Now, I must explain that I have an issue with friendliness: I do not offer it, yet others take it, perhaps feeling authorised to do so by some entirely unconscious signal of mine. And indeed, having obtained from me that first concession on the matter of the fresco, Maria quite spontaneously deemed it only natural to go as far as asking whether she could call me by my first name and whether I might be willing to lend her some of my time. “I found a place not far from here,” she said, “that has taken my breath away. And I’m certain you would understand and appreciate it better than anyone else. We could be there and back in an hour.”

   I would have liked to put up a show of sternness and superciliousness in the face of Maria’s expansiveness. Instead, I mumbled a few words and ended up following her, all the whilst feeling a little embarrassed, a little annoyed, even a little curious.

   We walked along a path which I knew well, across the woods on the slopes of the Mountain, until Maria had led me to the Saccoléts’, a most modest cottage which I had already noticed many times before and always eyed most wistfully. Until some thirty years earlier, I had been told, it had been inhabited by the Saccoléts of the Brént branch. When the two older Saccoléts had died – first the husband, then the wife – their two children, who had emigrated to Australia decades earlier, had not even come back for their funerals. Therefore, the Saccoléts’ cottage had been locked up and now lay abandoned, falling apart a little more every year, season after season; and, because of the damp shade cast by the surrounding woods, its outside walls now appeared greenish and slimy, like seaweed.

   Maria confessed that, unable to resist the call of the “desolation” oozing from the Saccoléts’ cottage, she had forced a window at the back and gone inside. I told her that the Mountain was fairly generous with similar ruins and that I too had happened to visit some of their interiors, though naturally without ever forcing any doors or windows.

   But, according to Maria, I could not have seen there what she had seen in the Saccoléts’ cottage. Its rooms were both dead and alive, sinister and seductive, crammed with strange, impalpable signs. Maria wanted me too to receive these so-called signs and to breathe in their ambiguous seduction; and, as she spoke, I could indeed see something of that seduction in her eyes.

   Not wanting to climb into a dying house through a forced window, I said to her that I already knew what we would find inside: the wretched, indecipherable crowd of things left behind and the lifeless objects which, having become the rulers of the places in which they stand, take on a living semblance, scary and alarming. Maria told me to stop it as she climbed through the window, wildly exalted. Then, despite myself, I followed her in.

   The half-light of the ground floor revealed only an old brickwork stove and a straw-bottomed chair. But Maria said that the best was on the first floor. So she went upstairs and I followed her, despite my fear that the steps might collapse and drag us down into some darkness below. But they held up and, once we had ascended those creaky stairs, we found the wretched crowd of things which I have already mentioned.

   Beds. Chairs. Chests of drawers and bedside tables. Pillows foul with mould. Wardrobes. Tables. A holy family framed above the bed. We also saw an enamelled jug containing the hardened carcass of a lizard which had trespassed into that smooth-walled abyss unaware that it was doomed to meet certain death within, at the bottom of its own curiosity.

   Then Maria opened the wardrobe and showed me two grey men’s jackets hanging inside. She opened a few drawers and there she found a cigarette case, a watch strap, and a rusty razor with a faux-ivory handle. All there, utterly unmoving yet strangely alive, like – I want to say – a tree, a flower, or a blade of grass might be.

   I noticed on the wall by the bed two small dark shadows, identical and singularly sharp. They were almost arabesque and both were topped with a crucifix. Seeing me intent on studying those two pious imprints, Maria said that they were the impressions left by two stoups which she herself had purloined during her first visit, having deemed them worthy of a better fate.

   Maria must have realised what my thoughts were on the matter of such liberties, since she gave me a speech more or less along these lines: given where they were, the two stoups no longer belonged to anyone, so her choice to remove them from the mausoleum where they lay could not be construed as theft and, therefore, was in no way morally objectionable.

   I did not push my argument any further, though I might have liked to say something on the deep-seated soul of things, and I too let myself be taken over by Maria’s sinister curiosity. As I lingered amongst the dust and shadows, I opened the drawer of a bedside table and found some remnants of a textbook, its pages instructing on arithmetic and geometry. I flicked through them and found a few words and digits written in pencil by the hand of a child who had fled and was now gone. There was also a drawing, I believe made by the very same child, of the sun, the moon, and a net of clumsy stars.

   When we exited that lair of decay and walked back into the sunlight, I asked Maria what it was that she had hoped I would understand from her guided tour of such desolation. She said that there was nothing for me to understand. It was she who needed to understand something, she said, namely whether the seduction of that house was just a quirk of hers or rather a “shared experience”. Her ruling was that, having observed my behaviour, it was indeed a shared experience. Unless, she then added with a laugh, we were just as quirky as one another.

   I pointed out that, as far as I was concerned, “seduction” was not the most correct word. I would have preferred “uncanniness”. She said nothing and only smiled. So I felt that I could change the subject and tell her that, instead, I knew close to nothing about her, except for her name, the fact that she was a restoration expert, and her partiality towards the seduction – or uncanniness, if preferred – of desolation. So I asked her, as politely as possible, of course, about her provenance and what brought her to Vallorgàna so often.

   As if I had asked the unutterable of her, Maria’s expression became irritable and she said, “You want to know where I come from? The Lowlands, that’s where I come from. You want to know why I’m in Vallorgàna so often? Because free time is all I’ve got. Endless free time, given that I’ve been unemployed for the last three months. It’s not like there’s much restoration work going around nowadays, or much money to be made. And I’m just a labourer anyway. I climb the scaffolding and get to work with sponges, acids, and brushes. Now I’m unemployed. There you are. Unemployed. I’m not the first and won’t be the last. Or am I wrong? There you are.”

   After her tirade, Maria lost all her talkativeness. She merely added that she had taken me where she wanted to take me and so, as far as she was concerned, we could turn around and retrace our steps. She started walking ahead of me, through the thick, indomitable woods, humid and fragrant, with their rotten trees and their young saplings, their ferns and their brambles. The scrub was attacking the path with hectic fury and I could smell an unusual scent emanating from that tangle as Maria walked through it quickly, confidently, and quietly, following the track and snapping off any branches in her way.

   When the path left the woods and rejoined the old mule track which leads back to the house, Maria took that pebbly slope down, still wordless and utterly lost in the silent secrecy of who knows what thoughts or worries.

   It will be obvious by now that I was fascinated by her: the Maria who self-possessedly talked about techniques, restoration, and chromatic issues had let out another Maria, overflowing and most different, indocile, moody, discourteous, and with something inexplicably wild to her.

  

 
  
   Fourth Chapter

   I am still surprised at the recklessness with which I willingly exposed myself to the risk of a fall, and without feeling confused in the least about it. I was standing yet slipping. I felt myself slipping, I knew that I was slipping, yet I was allowing myself to slip, eagerly. After our visit to the Saccoléts’ cottage, I waited with some anticipation for another chance to surrender once more to that reliable (so I thought), exquisite, and eager slipping. Or, to put it in other words, I was waiting for Maria to come back. After all, I had been the one to tell her that she should feel free to come by the house whenever she was up here from the Lowlands for her walking. And, to be quite clear, Maria had said, “Very well, I shall.”

   Yet I still knew nothing about her except for what I had seen, and what I had seen was her most black, pagan eyes, deep within which sometimes indignation flared, sometimes fervour blazed, and sometimes secret silences fell. Her hair was just like her eyes, as dark as the blackest velvet. I was also enchanted by her bare hands and believed that they announced, as it were, all the essence of Maria’s corporeality, a corporeality which I felt I could intuit, guess, and legitimately imagine. And that scent which I had smelled as we walked through the woods? Was it not a scent of hers?

   Maria also contained conflicting spirits, things which did not add up, things which came and went, a withholding and a rush, contradictions and false notes. As I daydreamed about her, I would tell myself that Maria might have even been raised in the woods, wild, spellbound by the moon, the stars, the breeze, and the leaves. At the same time, she could have long dwelt in the geometrical purity of a temple, amidst altars and silences most white.

   I mean that both temple and forest lived within Maria and fought a battle which I liked to imagine was gruelling and without respite as they endlessly fettered and overpowered one another. And the eloquent fruit, or perhaps the revelation, of this wonderful discord was a beauty which was imperfect and therefore most true, a beauty made restless by the act of its taming.

   This was, I am certain, the cause of the fascination of which I soon discovered myself a victim. It was an enchantment, extraordinarily physical in its nature, completely directed towards the body – the body before everything else, with all it suggested and all it left to the imagination. And that scent in the woods was doubtlessly hers, Maria’s.

   Finally, she came back. It was a late morning towards the end of May, and I was lashing together bundles of twigs in the courtyard. She came. She sat down on the axe stump. I asked her whether she was still unemployed and whether she had come to the house for a simple walk or to measure up the site. To measure up what site, she asked me. I told her that I meant the fresco, of course: the clean-up of the fresco in the entrance hall. She did not respond. She looked at me. She pointed at the bundles of twigs with her chin and said that I spent my time in odd ways, for a duke. “That is if what they say is true, that you’re no less than a duke,” she said.

   I asked her who had given her that information, and she smiled and did not answer. So I pointed out that her intelligence was incorrect since, whilst it might be odd for a duke to spend his time as I do, perhaps it is not so for a count, given that the title held by my ancestors never went past that simple rank.

   “What difference does it make?” Maria asked then. “Duke, count, baron—”

   “It makes all the difference!” I pressed on. “Duke is a most coveted title, rare and precious. Approximation really won’t do in these matters. Take the title of baron, for instance. You might think it magnificent and pompous, but it is in fact a lower rank than count, if you don’t mind my saying so. We have count, viscount, and only then baron. Above count, we have marquis, and above marquis, duke. Why, duke is a title for the very few. Setting aside archdukes and grand dukes, only princes and kings are above duke, since, as far as I know, there are no more emperors still hanging around.”

   I explained to Maria that, though there still are cliques which keep flaunting their aristocratic persuasions, today the word “count” means nothing at all: it is a word with no substance, a word to which only a dead past keeps clinging tooth and nail. Apart from financial repercussions, it has no meaning whatsoever.

   But Maria observed that, regardless, I must have some feelings about the fact that this so-called insubstantial word was nevertheless attached to me, not to mention the estate which I must have inherited. But I had no intention of stirring the cauldron of my recent lucubrations on the tradition of blood, and so I started talking about something else. And the more I talked about something else, the more I looked at Maria. When midday struck and Maria made to leave, spurred on by I know not what, I went as far as asking her to have lunch with me in the house.

   She refused. So I tried to flatter her with my most affable jocosity. She refused again. I obviously cannot have been fully myself, since I insisted once more. She tried to object that it would not do for a Maria like any other to sit at a count’s table. But, having found within me an impudence not known before, I linked arms with her and led her towards the house, making a playful show of most civil and noble manners whilst uttering aristocratic endearments which would not have been out of place in a farce.

   I invited her to precede me into the kitchen, knowing full well that Dina would be there; and indeed I was counting on another bit of aristocratic theatre, where I would tell Maria that a count of my rank might do without carriages, butlers, and packs of excellent hounds but certainly would not do without a cook in charge of delighting his noble palate.

   The scene which I witnessed as soon as Maria laid eyes on Dina and Dina laid eyes on Maria is still vivid in my mind. They froze, still as statues, and such was their incredulous petrification, so instantaneous and perfect, that I too felt on the verge of being sucked into it. A few, interminable seconds went by during which Dina and Maria held each other’s gaze without uttering a single word.

   Then Dina was the first one to find a flicker of life within the stone and produce a whisper. “Maria…” she said.

   And Maria – I can still see her, disoriented upon the kitchen threshold – averted her gaze and foolishly stared at the door jamb, which was also made of stone. Dina fell silent, then overcame her incredulity and said, with the authoritativeness of a reproaching abbess, “Maria, what are you thinking?”

   No other words followed for several seconds that felt eternal, and so we were stuck, once again, in a silent triangulation of gazes. I worked out what was most evident, that Maria and Dina were already acquainted, and voiced this brilliant deduction of mine out loud.

   Dina shook her head and Maria said, in one breath, that it was time for her to go. She said goodbye with awkward formality, then ran off across the entrance hall.

   I followed her. I called after her. She turned around to look at me. I could see her dejection. “I’m sorry,” she said. Nothing else. Then she ran off.

   So I went back to the kitchen, ready to express to Dina my vexation at her unjustifiable rudeness, her suspiciousness worthy of an envious old lady, and her total disrespect towards me and my guest. But Dina’s reproach spilled over before my own vexation could come out. “What are you up to?” she asked.

   “What am I up to?” I asked back, sharply. “How dare you?”

   “How dare I? How could you?” And Dina stared at me, blaming me for an offence which, in her view, should have been most glaring to me. I could not accept her insolence. I told Dina that she ought to stop hinting at things which I did not know.

   She took offence and, without looking at me, started talking again. “Do you know Luciana?” she asked. “No, you don’t know her. And how could you, given that she left Vallorgàna many years ago? At any rate, Luciana is Maria’s mother.” At this point, Dina, who was the mistress both of the scene and of the truth, paused before finally looking at me again, challengingly. “And do you know who Luciana is? She’s Fastréda’s daughter, if you must know! Do you understand now? So who’s Maria, eh? Who do you think Maria is? She’s Fastréda’s granddaughter. That’s who she is. Fastréda’s granddaughter! For the love of God, Duke. For the love of God!”

   Thus, that reliable slipping turned all of a sudden into a ruinous landslide. I was still standing, yes, but as one might stand on the brink of a landslide. Throughout lunch, I could only focus on holding on to a rock for dear life. Only when Dina left me alone could I let go. I fell, as the clueless sometimes fall, suddenly and only belatedly aware of their thoughtlessness, vanity, distraction, and blame.

   How could you forget, I would ask myself, that discord has put on one of its thousand masks and is circling around you? Were you perhaps unaware that discord never sleeps? That it knows how to lie in wait? That it never loses focus? That it always has its goal clear in mind? What is more, you should have known full well that discord is always ready to unleash chance, the most venomous of the arrows in its quiver. And this arrow, chance, lays out many threads only to then entangle them, tries out the most unlikely crossings, dreams up plots, makes them overlap, first pulls them together and then apart, astonishes and eventually binds, and all in the name of discord.

   Forget the pagan eyes, the black hair, and the restless beauty. Fastréda’s granddaughter, the blood of the enemy and a pawn of discord. But pawn is too little: a mask of discord.

   On that same day, I was prudent enough to indulge and nurse a salubrious repulsion against Maria in every possible way as soon as I felt it bloom and thrive within my chest. You should hold on to this repulsion, I kept telling myself: hold on to it and scrape away the very memory of these days of infatuation.

   I oiled the hinges of every door in the house. I cleaned the flues. I pruned the pomegranate in the courtyard. I transcribed my pages of the Chronica Cimamontium. In short, I did any and every thing which could help extinguish that shame. And when the shame was extinguished, so was Maria. She disappeared as suddenly as she had arrived, both from my days and from my thoughts. A sign, I pondered, that I had saved myself just in the nick of time from one of discord’s most sensational manoeuvres.

   At the thought, I felt the greatest comfort. I admired the reliability of everyday tasks. I especially praised my own lucidity. All was well. All was over. But, as I have already said, when discord takes up residence in a certain place, it perseveres and does not yield. It may take a few steps back, be still for an instant, and perch away in a corner, but only, as I shall now demonstrate, to take in its surroundings with more ease, find another ember to excite, blow its viperine breath, and turn into a blaze which burns and devours.

  

 
  
   Fifth Chapter

   In those days, the whitish tide of a flock of sheep stopped in Vallorgàna, together with a few mules which loomed over the compact backs of the sheep, and a squadron of goats which kept to themselves and eschewed any familiarity with either the sheep or the mules.

   The flock was being led by three shepherds to the pastures farther into Val Fonda, at the source of the Fragolfo. Two of the shepherds were young, quiet, and elusive. The third one, who was older and sported a reddish-blondish beard, was of a chattier disposition. As well as the flock, the shepherds were also ferrying a four-by-four and a van according to a shift pattern which must have been terribly well devised. Furthermore, the van served as their accommodation, and they retired to it at night.

   One day at dawn, unseen by anyone, the shepherds got on the road and left. But the shepherd with the reddish-blondish beard was already seen again in the village the day after their quiet, discreet departure. As far as I know, he had come back down to Vallorgàna just to tell what he had to tell, and which was heard by five or six villagers who had happened to be in Rubino’s bar at that time.

   The shepherd said that he and his two mates had got roughly as far as halfway across Val Fonda the previous afternoon. They had herded the flock into a meadow at the edge of the woods and, as soon as it was dark, had retired to the van. In the middle of the night, the dogs had started barking. The shepherds had gone out with their torches in hand and seen that the flock was in turmoil, but all they could discern in the dark was the stormy sea of sheep. Eventually, though, one torch had found its mark in the commotion.

   Two wolves. Caught in the act, they shot off: first the two wolves surprised by the torch, then two more following suit, and finally another three or four smaller ones. The shepherds counted six sheep killed or left half dead that night.

   Much more than this report demonstrating that the wolf was still roaming our environs and keeping an eye on us, what filled those at the bar with dismay that day was the comment with which the shepherd with the reddish-blondish beard ended his tale. The regulars in the bar were expecting the usual, more than justified remarks, perhaps embittered by the cruelty of the massacre: that wolves should be exterminated, every last one of them, and that it is either them or us. Instead, the shepherd said that the wolf was a clever creature and knew what to do and what not to do. “The wolves only killed the animals I was already keeping an eye on. The weakest ones, the ones that maybe wouldn’t have even made it to the end of the season. Mark my words, the wolf is a creature that knows what to do.”

   When he left, some of the people in the bar said that, on second glance, this shepherd with the reddish-blondish beard had the eyes of a madman and so it was not surprising in the least that he was raving. But Stella, who was working in the bar that day instead of her uncle Rubino, tried to make the patrons see some sense and remarked that the shepherd had instead said things worthy of the utmost consideration. But it was like talking to a brick wall, and they said that she was as nutty as the shepherd.

   Thanks to the six sheep killed by the wolf, Vallorgàna enjoyed a few days of notoriety. As well as publishing the pointlessly indecent photographs of mauled beasts, the newspapers which I happened to read also reported on the vexation of the villagers interviewed by a journalist who had come expressly from the city, the comments from environmentalists, the verbal acrobatics of politicians, and a whole lot of opining which showered on us a deluge of common sense, rhetoric, and opportunism. Then, it became old news, and both the wolf and Vallorgàna faded away.

   But Stella from the bar had already got it into her head that she should make people see how things truly were. So she rallied some acquaintances in the city, got in touch with this person and that, organised a line-up of speakers, persuaded Father Attilio to let her use the clergy house cinema – which was so called because, once, it used to screen edifying films on devotional topics – and finally handed out flyers: “The Return of the Wolf. Informational Event.”

   I had said to myself that perhaps I would do well not to take part in the evening, but curiosity had the better of me and I went. The cinema, a sorrily depressing basement with a small stage and chairs retrieved from a disused theatre in the Lowlands, was packed, but I found a nook right behind the stalls that had me leaning against the door frame.

   The event was about to start and the three speakers enlisted by Stella were already sitting at the table on the stage when a ringing cough was heard clattering down the stairs. I turned around and met Fastréda’s eyes. He smiled and positioned himself right next to me, leaning against the other side of the door. “Look at the two of them,” said a woman from Vallorgàna. “The mayor and his deputy.” For the duration of that conference, though, I felt as if I had not the mayor but a hellish blaze standing next to me.

   Stella delivered her introduction, saying everything which everyone expected, then gave the floor to the first of her guests, the veterinarian Silvano Bianco. Dr Bianco, who was an inspector with the Berua health authority, did not present a particularly engaging speech. It was all figures and remarks on said figures, to the point that I started to wonder whether he had lost his thread: figures on the ongoing crisis in cattle farming and the slump in primary-sector workers, the price of milk and that of fodder, data on the human population of mid-altitude areas and on the head of sheep recently affected by the bluetongue epidemic, and so on. Eventually, though, Dr Bianco mentioned the figure which everyone had been waiting to hear. Wolf attacks recorded in the district over the last year: sixty-four, of which fifty-one had been fatal.

   The people of Vallorgàna commented on that scandal and Dr Bianco finally expressed his opinion: “The return of the wolf stems from a complex development that would be hard to reverse. Thus, if we let fear and hatred towards the wolf take root, the wolf too will contribute to the death of mountain communities.”

   At this, a keener disappointment coursed through the audience and lasted until Stella gave the floor to her second guest, Dr Silvio Pietrobon, a researcher at a regional body for the monitoring of protected species, wolf expert, and author of many highly regarded scientific contributions on the subject.

   Dr Pietrobon’s address was punctuated with abundant head-shaking and moaning from the audience. To be fair, Dr Pietrobon had deemed it a good idea to begin his address by describing the life of the wolf, its eating habits, the average size of a pack, and its social dynamics. And as he spoke, his face kept lighting up as he repeated, “What an animal! What an efficient animal!” Things started going from bad to worse for Dr Pietrobon when he said that, for nomadic and gathering tribes, the wolf is not an enemy at all but rather a model. Finally, that imprudent speaker admitted that the hostility between sedentary people and the wolf certainly went back a long way; nevertheless, or perhaps indeed because of this, humans had cohabited with the wolf for the great majority of their history. Thus, the recent return of this predator in our areas was an ecological and historical phenomenon which should not be in the least surprising: the wolf had taken up the spaces which we had abandoned or were abandoning. “If the wolf is back,” he said to conclude his contribution, “the blame – or indeed the merit, if preferred – is with the people.”

   Fastréda looked at me and nodded, smiling one of his smiles. Then it was time for the last speaker, the forester Paolo Nisato, a most awkward orator. He spoke disjointedly, as if every word coming from his mouth cost him an extraordinary effort of thought or articulation. To begin with, he said that it had all started fifteen years earlier. That that was the first time a wolf had been sighted on the massif of the Mountain. But it had just been a wolf passing by. It came, it went, and no one noticed.

   “Then,” he said, “four years ago, the State Forestry Corps started monitoring a pair of wolves, a male and a female, that had settled on the massif. They had found each other, mated, and now there was a pack of seven. But it’s not true that we, the foresters, released these wolves! That’s a myth. The wolves are back because of a big migration. They would have left these areas ages ago, these wolves, had it not been for the fact that the massif of the Mountain is covered with woods and has few people and a lot of ungulates. Red deer, mostly, but also roes and chamois. So, from the point of view of the ecosystem, people really shouldn’t act that surprised.”

   His slightly confrontational conclusion was deemed to be some outrageous nonsense. An insistent clamour rose from the crowd, which the forester tried to placate by adding further arguments: the wolf does not attack people; the wolf flees; the wolf keeps well away from settlements; the wolf is neither a monster nor a cuddly toy; yet the wolf is nevertheless a predator and therefore it is still necessary to put some preventions in place.

   “What preventions?” someone asked from the audience.

   “You should lock up your animals in sheds overnight, in both winter and summer,” Nisato said. “You should apply for public funding to fit out your farms with adequate shelters. You should install electrified fences at least shoulder-high. But mostly you shouldn’t abandon the mountain: you should keep living on it, working it, and looking after it.”

   Mario Fastréda was starting to fret. He was pacing on the spot, taking little steps. At first, he kept his arms folded, then put them behind his back, then folded them again.

   Stella took the floor once more and, as is customary at the best conferences, opened up the debate. Marula Tap, the wife of Bruno from the shop, said that, when it came to the wolf, the only compromise possible was to hole up at home. Then Coltiàlt recounted his experience, saying that, though his sheep were in the shelter, the wolf had nevertheless managed to attack them. Then Elio Marín said that the wolf might very well be a clever animal, but it still was a creature capable of mauling six sheep in an instant. Then Luigi Tamburlín too spoke his mind, saying that it was quite hard to be friends with a creature like that. Finally, Father Attilio gave a little speech, hoping that his would be the last word on the matter. He said that the wolf of Gubbio had been black and bloodthirsty, but then San Francesco blessed it and, with the Lord’s grace and whatnot, managed to tame it, to everyone’s amazement.

   It was only when Father Attilio was done with his parable and Stella was about to thank everyone that Fastréda raised his hand, took a few steps forward, and said, “I can’t believe my ears. You come here and teach us nothing. Listening to you makes me want to laugh. I’ve heard you say that, this year, in our mountains, there have been I don’t know how many attacks by the wolf, and you still dare to call it a natural phenomenon. Get lost, you and all that is natural! Don’t come here talking about electrified fences, locked barns, and patience. Our patience ran out a while ago. Do you want me to stop taking my cattle to pasture? Do you want us to lock up the few sheep that still graze the meadows at the foot of the Mountain? Do you want us to stop mowing the meadows, even? Very well. But then it’s up to you, the experts, to find the solution. And remember that our patience ran out a while ago!”

   I was just thinking that, paradoxically, Fastréda’s words held some truth when he, with one of his usual acrobatic manoeuvres, first put a hand on my shoulder, which horrified me, and then said, “Take our Duke here. He was not born in the mountains, nor on a farm. But he came to live with us many years ago and now gets on with it. He works hard and shuts up about it. He defends what’s his. There you go, you need to go to his school. You need to learn how to learn from us! Or am I wrong, Duke?”

   Fastréda was staring at me, and so were the villagers, keen to hear what I would say to such astonishing statements. Some words came to my mouth and, to this day, they still sound quite sensible to me, given the circumstances in which I had found myself. So I replied, “Fastréda, there’s both truth and falsehood to what you say.”

  

 
  
   Sixth Chapter

   Mario Fastréda’s harangue had not been sarcasm but rather theatre in its highest form, a blatant expression of mastery in the science of tragedy by a man who knew all the depths of the physics, metaphysics, and microphysics of Vallorgàna: all its formulas, laws, principles, categories, and rituals, each requiring its own mask which imbues the wearer with special powers, weapons, and tools.

   But when discord, that most skilled conjurer and illusionist, hovers over a certain place, it can work its way into the innocent masks which express and regulate the life of every community. It mixes with them. It subdues them. So, in speaking about the wolf that night, Mario Fastréda – who had built his fortune through his excellent mastery of these masks and by entreating, with just as much expertise, the favours of discord – had been drawing from the infinite repertoire of Vallorgàna’s dramaturgy, where he had found the mask of The Fair Antagonist, one of the most ambiguous in the collection and indeed quite dear to discord itself. Thus, he had put on this mask, celebrated my virtues, recognised my merits, and invited me to get on the stage with him.

   So my fellow villagers were expecting me to put on, to begin with, a suitable counter-mask: it could have been that of The Foolish Man Who Understands Nothing, or The Quick-Tempered Man with Fire in His Broad Chest, or The Imperturbable Man with a Heart of Ice, or The Hopeless Man Who Collapses under the Weight of Guilt. But, instead, I chose the mask of The Estranged, the one who observes things from afar, or at least aspires to do so.

   And I managed to keep wearing that mask, which allowed me to remain at arm’s length, for no longer than a week. In fact, on a morning in early June, I heard that Fastréda’s herd was on the move. From the village, I could hear the cowbells ringing and the cowhands shouting. Shortly afterwards, Rashmi, Fastréda’s man, knocked at my front door. That fearful, elusive fellow had come to tell me that Mario Fastréda was inviting me for a “refreshment” down at Rubino’s bar.

   To understand the nature of that invitation and the amazement which it caused in me, I must first explain that every year, usually during the first week of June if the season is mild, Fastréda was in the habit of leading his younger heifers and some Pezzata Rossa calves to his pastures beyond the summit, on the other side of the Mountain, whilst leaving the bulls and the Limousin heifers down in the valley.

   Strictly speaking, the cows had no need for the excellent grass and air at high altitude, but Fastréda carried on the custom of mountain grazing in honour of the tradition from times past, when the whole of Vallorgàna used to take the dairy cows to the pastures on the Mountain over summer. Years earlier, I myself had heard Fastréda say that he made no money whatsoever from mountain grazing and that the only reason he bothered with summering every year was indeed to “keep a beautiful tradition alive” and stop the woods from swallowing up those pastures too. In this regard, Fastréda was not wrong: those pastures were the last islands of meadow in an ocean of woods.

   Fastréda would be at the head of the herd, in his hand a hooked staff which looked as old as the world itself, and a contingent of followers accompanying him as he walked along the road leading from his estate to the village. Then, he would take the narrow lane to the fountain and reach the square. Here, the herd would stop in front of the church steps, where Father Attilio and a couple of altar boys would already be waiting for them. The cattle would then be blessed before a fair number of villagers.

   After the blessing, the herd would resume its march towards the Mountain Road, where the cows would be loaded onto a lorry and taken as far as the last hairpin bend. From that point onwards, the only way to the pastures was on foot. But before the herd could leave the square amidst a great ringing of bells, Fastréda was in the habit of hosting another ritual. He would entrust the herd to a boy and offer refreshment at the bar to all his vassals and associates. So it was indeed this refreshment to which I was being invited, to my utter astonishment, by Fastréda’s man.

   The mask of The Estranged requires one to go through things and seemingly accept them with no fear whilst expressing with one’s every act and word a curious yet incredulous detachment. And so, having received that sudden invitation, I got ready: within a few minutes, I went down to the village and found the herd by the church steps. Father Attilio had already administered his blessing, two young boys were leaning in horribly heroic poses on long staffs whilst keeping an eye on the cows, and Fastréda and his pals were already at the bar.

   There was a table in the middle and, on it, salami, cheese, bread, and jugs of wine. All around it stood some twenty vassals or associates of Fastréda’s. The latter, clutching his ancient staff of the bishop of all cows, was sitting on a chair by the window. However, he was no longer wearing the mask of The Fair Antagonist but, even worse, that of The Friend.

   When he saw me, he stood up and headed towards me, saying, “Oh, here comes The Duke! Here he is. I sent for you, and you came. Well done, Duke. What an honour!” Met with such a display of friendship, I uttered a few conventional remarks whilst one of the leaders of the chorus poured me a glass of white wine. Then someone shouted, “Let’s drink to the herd! To Fastréda!” And so I too drank, to the health of Fastréda and the herd.

   Given the circumstances, and with The Friend himself flattering and making a fuss over me, I confess that I felt exceedingly amused. And indeed, at one point, Mario Fastréda even said to me, “You see what a lovely band we make, Duke? Look, we all lead the same life here. Working all the time to hold it together.” Then he linked arms with me and pointed at Valíne, the sad mask of The Drunk. “You see, Valíne too used to be a hard worker,” said Fastréda. “He was a hard worker until he met Ada. Ada was a woman that you needed to see her to know what I mean – shrewd and keen. And when she let a hard-working bachelor like Mario Valíne have a sniff of it, and Mario Valíne had sniffed the smell of Ada, the smell of a woman that, as I say, you needed to see, he lost his mind. He swallowed up all his savings from Germany to pay for his lust for her. And what happened in the end? In the end, Ada died, dear Duke. Dropped dead. A stroke, and that was that. And so Valíne started living like this.”

   Then Fastréda left me on my own to go and pontificate with his other guests. I stood to one side whilst the chorus laughed with a certain doggedness and, with their gaping mouths, chewed slices of salami as thick as doorsteps and downed overflowing glasses. That ferocious laughing, that relentless tucking in, those exaggerated mouthfuls, and those gulps of wine cascading down their necks were a Eucharist which, in my opinion, both carried on and derided their ancestors’ unextinguished hunger and thirst, though wholly unwittingly.

   But Fastréda was neither eating nor drinking. After perhaps half an hour, he struck his episcopal staff once on the ground, as if he had his cows all around him, and said, “It’s time! Enough feasting at my expense, we’re eating up the daylight in here.” At this, he signed to Rubino that he would come around later on to settle the bill, and left the bar.

   I thought that there was nothing else left to do but watch the herd start in the direction of the Mountain. But no. Using his wooden crozier, Fastréda made his way through the heifers and reached the church steps. Humble and discreet as always, he went no further than the first step and, from there, delivered a memorable speech.

   To begin with, he spoke at length about Vallorgàna and the toil of the past generations, then he reminded everyone that, over the last fifty years, he had been going up to the pastures with the herd every year to “honour the memory and toil of our fathers”. He promised that he had never earned much from mountain grazing, then added, “But not earning much, or nothing at all, or even losing a little is one thing. Risking the heifers and the calves, though, is another thing altogether. Why should I go up the Mountain? To feed the wolves? Must I be the one to feed them? Certainly not. So I won’t go. It breaks my heart, but this is how it ends. Enough. Mountain grazing is over.”

   Such a statement astonished the villagers gathered around the herd, and Fastréda, who was most skilled at manipulating other people’s feelings, fell silent for a few seconds. “Always keep in mind, though,” he then continued with a flourish, “that I did suggest a solution. The new road that would let us reach the pastures and the top of the Mountain in all comfort. The malga to protect the cattle at night and also bring some dairy cows to the pasture, as well as the heifers and calves. But you all know how that went.” And here Fastréda smiled with the weary kindness of a confirming bishop. “You know all too well how that went. They said no. Those who could’ve helped me, and you too, didn’t help any of us.”

   Naturally, I felt drawn in, and indeed some of Fastréda’s vassals were looking at me. Should I step in? Speak up? But I did not have enough time to make up my mind before Fastréda came down the step and told the cowhands to take the heifers back.

   Whilst the herd turned around on itself like a cloud and prepared to retrace its steps, Fastréda took me to one side. “I’m getting on,” he said, smiling, the sincere mask of The Hypocrite now on his face. “You’re young, at the height of your powers, full of ideas. And, more importantly, you’re educated. Absolutely, learned even. Now, Duke, it’s your turn. If you have it in you, it’s your turn. And we’ll all help you. Of course we will! We’ll help you.”

   Then he took the head of his herd and, his bishop’s staff still in hand, started walking back towards his cowsheds. When the herd was gone, all that was left in front of the church were some fresh cowpats on the tarmac, all trampled and scattered about by the hooves.

  

 
  
   Seventh Chapter

   The villagers took the suspension of the old custom of mountain grazing announced by Fastréda as the death of a tradition and, therefore, as a bleak presage for the future of Vallorgàna. As I was told by someone trustworthy, people were starting to say that, at any rate, I too had my share of the blame for the end of that custom and all it represented for Vallorgàna. So, despite myself, I was forced to put on the mask of The Killer of Traditions.

   Dina too shared in this opinion, at least to an extent, since she told me that, given that I could afford it, perhaps it would have been better if I had just renounced something of the large extent I owned, namely, my woods and my timber, to ward off “the death of such a lovely tradition”. When I pointed out that the end of a tradition is, in itself, indeed merely the end of that tradition, and is in no way reason enough to declare the end of the world as a whole, Dina told me that I had a heart of stone. For the people of Vallorgàna, she said, mountain grazing and the merrymaking of cowbells were like the return of spring, an event long-awaited and reassuring by the sheer fact of its return.

   When I added that something else would turn up to be passed down and that new traditions would be created in time, traditions invented by those who would come after us, Dina asked me who indeed was coming after us. To that, I had no answer.

   In the meantime, summer had arrived. The mornings were tepid, the afternoons hot and still, and the evenings bright. The grass in the meadows was tall and thick; it had lost the emerald enamel of springtime and taken on a dry, yellowish, almost wheat-like hue.

   This mature hue calls for mowing, and unfailingly Nelso Tabióna showed up early one afternoon in mid June. I invited him to sit down since I wanted to talk to him about Fastréda’s suspension of mountain grazing, but he said that he was in a terrible hurry. “If everything goes to plan,” he said, “I’ll cut today, spread tomorrow morning, and turn in the afternoon. I’ll spread again the day after tomorrow, then windrow late in the afternoon and, if the weather holds, load after dinner.”

   At this, he darted off, leaving me standing in the courtyard to reconstruct the words he had said in such haste, the words which speak of the litany of haymaking: “cutting”, “spreading”, “turning”, “windrowing”, and finally “loading”. Marvellous words which contain toil and art, rigour and talent, risk and discipline, anticipation and the unforeseen.

   Cutting means, of course, to cut the hay. Today, this operation is carried out from the ergonomic chairs of tractors. But before tractors, it was done with mowing machines which had to be led step by step, as if they were motorised bulls, and firmly held by their handlebars, thus requiring all of one’s nerves and muscles to drive them back and forth. And before mowing machines, cutting was done through the wide swoops of the hooked iron: a dance amidst the silence of the meadow, in the coolness of dawn, which could last for hours and hours and hours.

   Then, once the hay is cut, it needs spreading, that is, scattering in place so that it can catch every single ray of sunshine. Which is why we now have tedders installed on the cardan joint of the tractor. But, in ancient times, spreading was a task of patience carried out with a pitchfork. It required a lightness of touch which one would not believe and which I have seen still alive in some old men: the grip correct, the suspension discerning, and the flutters of the trident most precise.

   Turning, instead, means to turn over the previously spread hay so that the portion at first left in contact with the meadow, and unaware of sky and sun, might also find itself under the sun and the sky. Nowadays, turning too is done with the tedder. Once upon a time, though, turning was an exquisitely feminine task and the women would turn over the hay step by step by manoeuvring the rake with clever touches which were just as light.

   Then there is windrowing, which means arranging the now dry hay into long snakes ready for loading. It goes without saying that, once, this was done only by pitchforks and rakes. Today, though, the windrows are created once again by the tedder, this prodigy of versatility. Sometimes, though ever more rarely, an elderly relative of the tedder still comes out. This is the wheel rake, an outdated machine, almost pre-industrial, which heralded the introduction of windrows in the place of the well-shaped haystacks used until then to keep the hay dry in case of rain and to simplify the task of loading.

   At the time of haystacks, loading was done by way of carts and pitchforks, with one man on the ground and one on the cart, and with the women gleaning any trifling amount which might have escaped the fork. Then came the time of self-loading trailers, that is, mechanical trailers which went over the windrow and sucked it up from below, with the hay rising into the trailer like a living froth. Today, instead, all is digested by the baler, which swallows up hay and spits out huge bales weighing half a tonne each.

   As I reconstructed the glossary of these procedures, Nelso was already in the meadow. He was driving around in concentric circles, mowing down large armfuls of hay with his scythe bar, that astonishing tool which, during the early days of my stay in Vallorgàna, constantly reminded me of death itself. Quite practically, instead, this is a toothed blade installed on the side of the tractor. It stands up straight, like a lance at rest, until it is eventually lowered to begin its slaughter of grass, straw, and flowers.

   Whilst Nelso mowed, I followed him around with the trimmer, as usual, to cut the tufts around the trees unreachable by the scythe bar. As soon as the entire meadow was razed to the ground, and whilst I was still passing the trimmer under a walnut, Nelso stopped by to let me know that he would carry on straight away with the mowing of my other meadows in the Vallorgàna countryside.

   I sat on the cut hay and looked at the cataclysm of mowing, this catastrophe which knocks down the meadow twice or even thrice every summer. In the mown grass, crickets were hurrying here and there amidst the debris of their ravaged world. Green and brown grasshoppers with a turquoise dazzle on their wings were jumping around, dumbfounded, across their forest now felled. Blowflies, fruit flies, and other unknown flies were hovering, doubtful and shaken, over that destruction. Disoriented butterflies left without a perch were floating in the air, skimming the ground. Invertebrates of all kinds were climbing up those graminaceous ruins with puzzled strides, taking cognisance of the annihilation which had occurred and finding here and there, I believe, the countless corpses of their fathers, sons, and brothers.

   Then, the crows glided from the sky onto the grass, as ghastly and efficient as usual. They scattered all over the meadow, their wings neatly gathered to their bodies, their beaks sharp, their black eyes most alert, and started rummaging through the debris of that world uncovered and brought to the dreadful light of the day.

   I was observing that much-too-easy banquet of carrion crows when I spotted, or so I thought, the white-wingéd crow right at the back. It might have been it, or it might not. So I stood up, clapped my hands loudly, and shouted. The crows took off at once and thus the white-wingéd crow revealed the whiteness of its feathers. In its mouth it carried half a snake, certainly severed by the scythe bar.

   When I returned from my visit to my meadows with a whole day of sun weighing heavily on my neck, I took out two old wicker chairs from the outbuildings and placed them under the hornbeam. I sat down. Night had just fallen, benevolent and cooling. I was smelling the scent of mown meadows, listening to the call of a bird whistling in the night at regular intervals, and chasing many daydreams.

   From one fantasy to the next, I went back to Fastréda’s masks, which were the changing masks of discord, and saw once again the succession of scenes and acts, the sophisticated dramaturgy which had been dictating the rhythm of my days. Suddenly, an insight I deemed to be both brilliant and crucial lit up in my mind.

   I cannot trace back my flash of inspiration as it unravelled along a chain of thoughts whose thread I have now lost – a thread which, I say now, was most likely being unravelled by discord itself, but let us forget about this for now. What I remember is that all of a sudden there was a lightning bolt of sorts, and an insane idea rose in me, sharp and precise. I saw a solution for everything and had the exalting certainty that, thanks to that bolt, I could reduce all the adversities hanging over me, from the first to the last, to ashes.

   So, there I was the following day, sitting under the pergola in Fastréda’s yard, I in my shirtsleeves and he in a vest. He was still wearing the mask of The Friend and thought, I believe, that I had come to swear loyalty to him. Instead, I told him that I wanted to talk about boundaries.

   “Very well,” he said. “Mine or yours?”

   “Ours,” I responded.

   “Now we’re talking the same language,” he said.

   “Are we? All the better, then. You know how I see it. The logging of those trees, last winter, was not right—”

   “Duke,” Fastréda pressed on, smiling at me. “Let me stop you. The logging was right—”

   “Let me finish,” I said, smiling his own loving smile right back at him. “I’m positive that you don’t care one bit about those three hectares of woods. And, of course, just like everyone else, I also know that you have your own project, the road up to the top of the Mountain and the malga on the pasture. I’ve got nothing against it, naturally. But I don’t like you pretending that what’s mine is yours because of this.”

   “I say that what’s mine is mine. Not that what’s yours is mine. And what’s mine is mine,” Fastréda said without the least show of hostility.

   “Fastréda, you can see quite well that we’re not speaking the same language after all. At any rate, I’ve come here to put the matter in different terms. This is my idea. How many kilometres would it take to extend the Mountain Road up to the top and as far as the pastures? Four? Five? Six? And how much will it cost to do so? One hundred? Two hundred? A thousand? It doesn’t matter. Be whatever it may. I’ll pay for it.”

   Fastréda was speechless, dumbfounded.

   Undeterred, I continued. “I’ll pay for it. I’ll transfer the sum to the Mountain Road Consortium’s account. Vallorgàna will have its road, and you’ll stand to gain something. You’ll be able to reach your pastures in all comfort and build your malga with no need for all those forms, applications, certificates, and so on. In return, I only ask this of you – that you acknowledge the boundaries of my woods, which fall today in the same place they’ve fallen since time immemorial.”

   I thought Fastréda might be on the verge of flipping over the table where we were sitting. He stood up and grabbed the table from below with both hands. He was red in the face, unable to speak. Then the pressure must have been too much and words spilled out of his mouth in a scream. “What on earth are you thinking, Duke?” he shouted. “What are you thinking? Did you come here to insult me with your charity? Charity! To me! Charity!”

   Seeing that I remained glued to my chair, Fastréda let go of the table and turned his back on me. Then he turned towards me once again and screamed that, like all my ancestors, I was a haughty, overbearing scoundrel. I stood up. Fastréda must have thought that I was about to lay my hands on him, since he darted off as if he were still twenty.

   He ran towards the entrance to the shelter where he kept the feed and there he wielded his ancient staff of the bishop of all cows. He brandished it high above his head and moved towards me. “Go away, I tell you!” he screamed.

   At this, I did go away, happy to have caused this breakdown and certain that I had played the trump card which had broken Mario Fastréda. And, when I looked back, I indeed saw him first lean his staff against the table and then let himself fall into the chair under the pergola. He remained there, red and speechless, his head bowed on his chest, dwarfed by some terrible feeling I could not begin to imagine.

  

 
  
   5

   Redemptions

  

 
  
   First Chapter

   I should settle all which could be settled right away. Annihilate Fastréda. Puzzle his pals. Make the people of Vallorgàna realise that, if the game was a game of masks, then I could also put on the mask of The Great Benefactor. And my ancestors? They wanted me to honour their blood? To be noble, to be a gentleman? Very well. There it is, a generous donation, and it is over.

   Of course I was raving, but I managed to convince myself that I was in the right, because things went even better than I could have hoped. Fastréda, in fact, convened the Mountain Road Consortium Board with the utmost urgency the following day, having the full prerogative to do so as its chair.

   The Consortium’s history spans no longer than forty years and started when some villagers who owned woods on the Mountain realised that they had a shared interest in opening a road suitable for vehicles which would climb up the Mountain itself and eventually, sooner or later, reach its peak.

   Mario Fastréda was the soul and spur of this enterprise. He wanted the Consortium, and he got it. He wanted public funding, and he got it. He wanted the road, and he got it. The works were carried out little by little, in bits, from year to year, and today the road covers ten kilometres up the steep slopes of the Mountain.

   The Consortium, which is responsible for the maintenance of the road, is made up of some sixty members: a handful of out-of-towners and virtually every family in Vallorgàna, since each family owns at least a handkerchief of land on the Mountain. Members pay a yearly fee and take part in the assembly, which, barring exceptional requirements, meets once a year, approves the accounts, and every three years appoints the Board.

   This chosen body, the Board, is made up of ten councillors, with a chair, a secretary, and a treasurer elected amongst them. But the make-up of the Board tends to be immutable over time since its ten members are mostly Fastréda’s vassals – and, actually, Fastréda’s most important and influential vassals. Rubino and Nelso are the exceptions: the former is part of the Board because of his neutrality, of which he has given endless proof by serving as the honourable minister of bartending for many years, whilst the latter is there because of his reputation as a most skilled woodcutter and unequalled expert on the Mountain.

   Over the years, this Board has become Vallorgàna’s little parliament, taking on informal authorities which transcend the ordinary management of the road. For instance, when the need arose to have some street lamps installed around the fountain, the Board requested, solicited, and obtained that distinguished improvement. In practice, though, the Consortium Board is a privy council. Fastréda convenes it. Fastréda makes his proposals. Fastréda sets forth his arguments. Fastréda decides. Apart from some most rare challenge, which, at any rate, is necessary to keep up appearances, the councillors approve the most excellent wishes of the sovereign chair.

   Nelso gave me a detailed report on how that meeting urgently convened by Fastréda had unfolded: the latter had announced, not without a certain solemnity, that he was on the verge of illustrating in full his project for the future of the Mountain. Seeing a man in his eighties speak of the future with so much energy and conviction, Nelso added, had been rather peculiar. Before that meeting, no one had known according to what philosophy, logic, and forecast the malga long desired by Fastréda could be deemed advantageous for the entire community. That day, instead, Fastréda had said to the Board that, should he manage to obtain the funding needed to build it, he would set up the malga and, in due time, donate it to the Consortium.

   Such a prospect, especially considering that Fastréda had never given a single thing away to anyone, was something utterly unusual. Upon hearing Fastréda’s proposal, the councillors had been rendered astonished and speechless. Yet, to this day, I am convinced that Fastréda’s magnanimous generosity was nothing but an impromptu flash of inspiration so as not to appear empty-handed before the councillors when presenting them with that other, even more unusual magnanimity, namely mine.

   At any rate, the secretary Giovanni Coente had set forth a legitimate question about Fastréda’s project: though the notion of donating the malga was, of course, most commendable, how would the Consortium manage a malga once it had come into its possession? With what capital?

   So Fastréda had said that the Consortium would not need to manage the malga directly, but instead a more convenient lease would be in place. Then, with the proceeds from the lease, the Consortium would be able to look after the ever-expensive maintenance of the road, as well as any other needs relating to the Mountain or the village.

   But Fastréda had said that this project of his, the effectiveness and transparency of which should not be doubted, risked being run aground forever by my lies and greed, since the laughable dispute of boundaries which I had raised against him was preventing him from owning hectares enough to access the public funding which would make the whole enterprise viable. Then Fastréda had said that, despite the endless insults he had endured from me, he had tried to find reconciliation over the last few weeks.

   “But instead?” he had said to the councillors. “Instead His Highness The Duke has come at me as brazen as ever. He tried to bribe me and threaten me: if you, Fastréda, acknowledge that the boundaries of my woods are where I say they are, then I, The Duke, will pay out of pocket for the extension of the Mountain Road.”

   Nelso told me that all of the councillors, including him, had been left dumbfounded once again upon hearing this further development. Some had laughed, others had shaken their heads, and others still had cursed. Then Fastréda had resumed. “But I guarantee you,” he had said, “that this Duke of ours has kingly claims. This Duke of ours wants to rule. He wants to be the lord of everything, like in the time of the Cimamontes. He will take credit for the road, and the Mountain Road will become The Duke’s Road, and we’ll all have to ask for his permission before doing anything.”

   To corroborate his forecasts, Fastréda had added that the blood of the masters ran through my veins, the blood of a family which had lorded it over Vallorgàna for centuries; that I was a Cimamonte and thought like a Cimamonte; that I cherished the ancient glory of my family; and that, all things considered, I planned to become the master of Vallorgàna.

   There had ensued discussions and most subtle disquisitions about myself and the history of my family. When he had eventually tired of speaking, Fastréda had said that it was time to vote – by a show of hands, according to their custom – on whether my proposal was worth considering, meaning that it either should be put to the assembly of the members, or was unworthy of even discussing any further and therefore should be quashed for going against the spirit of the Board.

   And this is when the unimaginable had happened. Whilst five councillors had kept their hands down, meaning that they were against putting my proposal to the assembly, the same number had raised their hands, voting in favour instead. These brave councillors were Nelso, Rubino, the secretary Giovanni Coente, and two of Fastréda’s younger vassals, Francesco Rimoldi and Marco Tap.

   Fastréda had bristled with indignation. He had said that it was a betrayal of Vallorgàna, that it meant handing the village to the Cimamontes all over again. He had said that, the situation being what it was, he was even ready to resign as chair. Then someone had told him to calm down and he had got even more incensed. But his first vassal, that is, Luigi Tamburlín, had decreed that, according to the statute of the Consortium, in case of a split Board it was only right to put the matter to the assembly. And so the assembly was convened.

  

 
  
   Second Chapter

   So this was the report that Nelso Tabióna had come up to the house to give me the day after the Board meeting. Once I had heard it, I was so pleased with it that I immediately took out a bottle. But Nelso refused both the bottle and to share in my pleasure.

   On the contrary, he said that, at the assembly, he would vote against my proposal. I took offence at this and pointed out that his opinions must therefore be terribly fickle and erratic, since he himself had admitted only a few seconds earlier that he had supported my proposal at the Board meeting.

   “No, Duke, no,” he said. “You see, I think right with this here head. At the Board meeting, I never said, yes, I support The Duke’s proposal. I said, yes, it’s only right that it should be the assembly to decide and not the Board. But now it’s actually time to decide, I’ll decide according to what I think. And what I think is that your idea is foolish and reckless and therefore isn’t right.”

   “It isn’t?” I asked. “My proposal is not right, Nelso? Let’s hear it, then. Come on, let’s hear it.”

   “You’re throwing your money away. Coente told me that, if we’re willing to put in the time and follow through with the bureaucracy, the public funding for the road will come eventually. It wouldn’t for Fastréda’s malga, but that’s Fastréda’s problem, not the Consortium’s. If only you had been a little patient, everything would have eventually sorted itself out. Throwing money away is always foolish, even for someone who clearly has plenty and then some…”

   “So this is how you see it,” I replied immediately. “I see it differently. But never mind. Since you know everything, though, now I really want to hear why you think that my idea is as reckless as it is foolish.”

   “Of course it’s reckless. Over the last few months, you’ve been kicking up so much trouble here in the village that I don’t even know… How far do you want to take it? Look, this is no way to amuse yourself. Now it’s time to be serious. You’ll see whether I’m right or wrong. By saying, ‘I’ll pay for it,’ you’re making an even bigger mess. You can’t possibly imagine Fastréda will just give in? But also, and forgive me if I’m speaking out of turn, it’s a nasty thing to do. Very nasty.”

   “Nasty? You’re out of your mind, Nelso. Out of your mind. Provided that the assembly decides to accept it, I’ll make a huge donation without getting anything out of it. And you call it nasty?”

   “Can’t you see how obnoxious that would be? You humiliate us. But even that might be all right if this decision of yours had a single speck of generosity or sincerity to it. What I’m saying is that, if you decide to give away money, and so much money at that, it should be for a good reason. Otherwise, it’s simply a waste. And you don’t have a good reason. You’re just hankering for a fight with Fastréda.”

   Nelso must have thought that I would not know how to respond to this. But I did. “It is because my ancestors have gained prestige and money from the toil of generation upon generation of villagers,” I said, “that, today, I am in the position liberally to return a certain amount, substantial as it may be. In short, I’m ready to give back to the villagers some of the large amount taken away from them by historical injustice, in the form of my ancestors. This is the reason.”

   At this, Nelso said that he would rather go than stay and have to listen to such artifice. I must admit that my argument was quite squalid. Nevertheless, it turned out to be enough to appease my fairly undemanding conscience.

   Eventually, the assembly of the members was convened, as is customary, in the clergy house cinema. I went, obviously, both as a member and as a concerned party. But I had promised myself that, whatever happened, my behaviour would remain unreproachable: no jubilation if things went my way and no recrimination if they did not.

   When I walked in, the Consortium Board was already lined up on the stage: ten chairs, ten councillors. Fastréda was sweeping the room with his eyes from left to right and from right to left, like a sailor in the crow’s nest scanning the horizon for whales. From time to time, his Gorgon-like stare hooked onto this member or that and he kept those eyes of his on them until they either responded with a conspiratorial nod or averted their gaze.

   The assembly was opened by the secretary Giovanni Coente, who summarised the history of the Mountain Road so far, dwelling especially on the fact that the road now ends opposite the ravine known as Val dei Can. Then he said that, for many years now, they had been discussing how to find the means to finish the road so that it might reach the peak and service both the woods at higher altitudes and the pastures which, from the top, gradually descend the slope on the other side.

   Finally, Giovanni Coente said what needed to be said: “This last tract would be the happy conclusion to all our efforts as a Consortium, but the fees, as you well know, are barely enough to cover ordinary maintenance. Moreover, funding applications have become much more complex and lengthier than they used to be. In short, one of our members has offered to fund the extension of the consortium road from Val dei Can to the top of the Mountain.”

   So I was invited to illustrate my proposal, though it had already been doing the rounds in Vallorgàna for days at that point. I said that there was nothing to illustrate. I would pay for the works personally by transferring the sum to the Consortium’s account and not expect anything in return from the Consortium itself.

   The members started discussing my proposal. I heard someone say that I was a gentleman, a true gentleman, whilst someone else commented that my offer was a most disagreeable show of haughtiness meant to humiliate and embarrass the entire village.

   In truth, people were waiting for Fastréda to weigh in, but he continued simply to sit there without saying a word. He had to be urged to express his opinion several times and, when he finally resolved to speak, he grabbed a small stack of documents and said that, first and foremost, there are three universal truths which must be acknowledged: first, that each should stick to their craft; second, that each should know what they know and what they do not know; and third, that, when one does not know, one should ask those who do. So, in keeping with the three above-mentioned universal truths, he, who was a cattle farmer and not a builder of roads, had asked an expert for some advice.

   “I don’t talk just for the sake of talking,” he said. “I went to see Cavalli, the engineer who designed the last tract of our road ten years ago. I asked him to give me a provisional estimate to extend the road from Val dei Can up to the top. Here’s his report. If you want to see it, here it is.”

   It turned out that the distance between Val dei Can and the top is just over three kilometres; that, in order to build a road suitable for vehicles, the best solution would be to follow the outline of the old mule track called Trói delle Féde; that this ancient track would need to be widened both upwards and downwards; that some tracts presented rock beds which would need blasting; that it would be necessary to build two cement ramps with a ten per cent incline in three different places; and that the slope of the Mountain would need strengthening here and there.

   As soon as everyone had bowed before such competence, Mario Fastréda looked at me straight in the eye from the stage, ready to shoot his fatal shot. “All things considered,” he said, “this generosity of yours won’t come cheap, dear Duke. Cavalli’s provisional quote, and the emphasis is on ‘provisional’, is ninety-five thousand. Did you hear that, Duke? Ninety-five thousand!”

   I did not hesitate at all before saying, “That sounds like a more than congruous sum.” Then I heard the member Maria Seni ask someone if “congruous” meant too much or too little.

   Fastréda let it slip that the world truly is unfair, seeing as there are people who can afford to throw money away only to indulge in a whim. After this, blank ballots and pens were circulated amongst the members. Amidst that tombola-like buzz, Giovanni Coente explained that we needed to write “Aye” or “Nay” on the ballots, where “Aye” meant approving my proposal and “Nay” rejecting it.

   The ballots were circulated, folded over, collected, and tipped onto the table where the Board was sitting. The treasurer Luigi Tamburlín started counting. He opened the ballots one by one and read out “Aye”, “Nay”, or “Blank”. Then he handed the ballot to Rubino for ratification, so that he could check that Tamburlín had read it correctly. After which, Rubino handed the ballot to the secretary Giovanni Coente, who was tallying each vote onto another sheet of paper divided, I suppose, into three columns, one for the “Ayes”, one for the “Nays”, and one for the blank ballots. I reckoned that all that rigour was somewhat unnecessary. At any rate, let me cut a long story short: out of the fifty-three people voting, eight returned their ballots blank. The “Nays” were eighteen, whilst the “Ayes” were twenty-seven.

   I have no clue as to how Mario Fastréda reacted to suffering such a defeat, since I left as soon as I had heard the outcome of the voting, thus preserving my impeccable indifference. In truth, though, I did not want my face to betray my most hearty satisfaction, nor the sharp smugness which I was feeling gush into my very nerves, nor the delight with which I kept ruminating on that unhoped-for retaliation by democracy.

   As I walked back to the house, I could not stop telling myself that I had won. I was certain. It was a victory that would cost me a tidy sum, that is true. But, after all, I could allow myself such inordinate generosity. And the fact that I could afford it, I also thought, was certainly not something for which I should be blamed: at most, it was history’s fault, an injustice the only culprits of which were my ancestors.

  

 
  
   Third Chapter

   Over the following days, I nursed a pompous conceit. I considered my redemption to be complete. I had redeemed myself in my own eyes. I had redeemed myself in the eyes of Vallorgàna. I had redeemed myself, I supposed, also in the eyes of my most demanding ancestors. Finally, I had even redeemed my blood, the dignity of which had been trampled by Fastréda. After all, Fastréda’s associates were now showing signs of fear towards me. They kept ignoring me, yes, but their feigned indifference carried no trace whatsoever of the ironic scorn of the previous months. It had instead been replaced by a sort of alarm. Now, they feared me and my intentions, which they assumed were to throw Vallorgàna and its rules into upheaval.

   On the one hand, their new uneasiness which accompanied their fear in the face of such a possibility blandished in me those very same feelings which Fastréda’s provocations had instead exacerbated; on the other hand, though, it forced me to honour the performance and keep walking with my head held high, wearing at times the mask of The Great Benefactor and at other times the novel mask of The Victor.

   The need for such a farce soon became so irksome to me that I started feeling the urge to take shelter somewhere far away from the stage and the pretence itself, a place which might return me to myself, as it were. And what better place, I said to myself one day as I looked at the wooded slope flooded with sun, than the top of the Mountain itself?

   Furthermore, and I am not too proud to admit to this, I had actually never ascended to the apical summit of my horizon. It is not as if I were put off by the six-hour walk required; rather, at the time of the events which I am recounting, I had been induced to keep well away from any peaks, mountaintops, ridges, and summits by my immense aversion towards those who alleged passionate congress with high altitude.

   This intolerance of mine originated from the hatred which I had felt in my youth towards Carlo Torriti, a man of about my age for whom mountains seemed to be a drug. What drove me to hate Carlo Torriti was not the drug itself, mountaineering, but instead the heroic manner, both competitive and somehow spiritual at the same time, with which that great athlete accepted honours and veneration in exchange for his feats.

   Torriti was strong and broad-shouldered. He was handsome. He was fearless. He defied all risks and scorned our ordinary lives. Torriti spoke and everyone hung from his every word. Beautiful women lay at his feet and, from time to time, he extended an invitation to join him on a certain traverse or climb to those amongst them whom he deemed worthy of such a highly sought privilege. Torriti was courage made flesh, instinct made nerve, all incandescent passion. He would set off at dawn and camp at the edge of a precipice in his sleeping bag. He was an athlete and a monk. Torriti went where no one else dared. He owned the mountains, humiliated the lowlands, and challenged the sky by staring straight at it.

   One day, though, Torriti was betrayed by his own passion. He fell during a daring passage on the mountain face and died in all glory. Torriti’s tragic end left a trail of tears and consternation. Bewitched by this paragon of heroism and by the very tragedy which had put an end to him, many young people were inspired to take on a lifestyle which, in a short time, became so fashionable as to exacerbate beyond measure my unfair, contrarian aversion towards high altitudes.

   Other mountaineers more sober than Torriti, and undoubtedly much more skilled than him, had later made me realise that high altitude is indeed something most special and rare, and I was in theory convinced by their arguments. Nevertheless, I still felt ambivalent. And my ambivalence had only increased after I settled in the house and got to know the mountain of woods and tangles – that scorned mid-altitude mountain, those paths unearthed from the grit of the undergrowth, that real, solid mountain, the mountain of people and not of nature and the absolute, the mountain to which generations of people in Vallorgàna, like elsewhere, have been hanging tooth and nail for centuries.

   In short, my resistance on principle had always stopped me from satisfying my yet burning desire to reach the peak. But, at that time, I was The Victor: I had deluded myself into thinking that I had put everything back in its place and finally felt like the master of my own intentions. So I decided that it was time for me to climb the Mountain. And not just that. It was time for me to dare even more and to spend one night at its summit.

   For this purpose, I was reminded of Nelso’s bothy, that hovel of logs and sheet metal which he had built in my woods. It was indeed a two-hour walk away from the top, but that bothy would be more than suitable to quench my thirst for a night at high altitude. I could reach the peak, enjoy the elevation, go back to the bothy by evening, spend the night there, and then comfortably come back down to the village the following day.

   So I went to Nelso to ask for the key. Once I had explained what need I had for it and what my plan was, he looked at me with an expression between amusement and irony. He asked me whether I did not have anything better to do with my time than come up with such “childish ideas” and, on top of it all, whilst Vallorgàna was in tumult because of my own foolish, reckless proposal to pay for the Mountain Road. Seeing that I would not react to his sarcastic quips, Nelso eventually said that his bothy was also mine, after all. The key was hidden under a certain rock, right next to the bothy itself. When I was done with it, I was simply to put it back in that exact spot before leaving.

   Once I had reassured Nelso suitably, I dropped in on Dina to let her know that I would not be needing lunch for the next two days. However, when I told her that I intended to climb to the top of the Mountain on foot and spend the night there, Dina was coursed by true terror.

   This terror of Dina’s, which was mixed with the memory of ancient climbs from her youth, as she had mentioned to me before, was not just her personal feeling but something which I had also noticed in the words of other elderly women from Vallorgàna. Not in the men, though: they either were not afraid of the Mountain or kept their fear well hidden to preserve their manliness.

   The feeling that the older women had towards the Mountain stemmed from times long past, when the men of Vallorgàna used to go up it to gather wood, clambering up the paths with axes and ripsaws, billhooks and hoes. Far from seldom would it happen that someone would be crushed by a felled tree, or slip down a ravine and break his bones, or be knocked down by a skid full of logs.

   I decided to resort to sarcasm and told Dina that, were I not to be back by the agreed day, she should feel free to send someone up the Mountain to collect my remains. “What a thing to say!” Dina said. “What a thing to say! Shame on you! You shouldn’t even joke about such things. Think on, the Mountain is dangerous. I know so many who died up there. Valerio Tussúi. And Carlo Fantino. And Gigi Stànfa. And my Paolo? Duke, my Paolo…”

   At that name, I felt a shame impossible to contain, since “my Paolo” was, of course, Dina’s son, who had died at the age of barely fifteen, as I have already mentioned, whilst he was up the Mountain hunting. Dina – no longer even moved, and without shedding a single tear, and with no apparent sorrow – felt compelled to tell me again about that accident which she had described to me already several times before. She recounted the sense of foreboding she had felt that day, her long wait, and her agony until that body so exceptionally young had finally been recovered and taken back to the village after nightfall. But, this time, Dina’s further retelling of that by now remote accident came with a new detail: the lanterns of the men coming down the path with the stretcher, Dina said, had shone in a line against the dark side of the Mountain, like a procession of spirits.

  

 
  
   Fourth Chapter

   It was about two in the afternoon when I set foot at the top and realised that it was not a summit at all, or a peak, or a lonely pyramid, but rather the highest ridge of a long crest, a thin, sharp edge which marked the boundary between the two sides of the Mountain.

   The side looming over Vallorgàna was rocky and steep, entirely covered with woods. The woods themselves looked to me like a whole nation hastily fleeing from the valley floor: having run at breakneck speed up the Mountain, they had then stopped on the ridge, on the sharp edge, as if mystified by the view suddenly opening up ahead, beyond that boundary: the vast, grassy slope of the pastures and, farther away, a chain of rocky mountains.

   When observing the stern, harsh Mountain from the village, one would never imagine that, past its peak, on the side precluded from us, a perfectly charming, airy landscape awaits, all curved lines and no ruggedness. These pastures then slope down for a few hundred metres towards a precipice invisible to the eye which marks the northern boundary of the Mountain.

   To the west, instead, this same slope turns into a fairly small plateau rippling over itself as soft as fabric, modelled to look like a long, perfectly round dune. Past it, there are two more dunes, these too grassy, and Fastréda’s dairy in a saddle between them.

   So, I went in that direction. First I crossed the slope, then the plateau. I was walking on a low, uneven meadow of tufts – some fibrous, some most tender and certainly excellently nourishing – which, as was my impression at the time, covered every possible shade of green. Different flowers grew everywhere: plumed or with a corolla, large or small, complex or simple.

   Then I climbed up the first dune and noticed that it was etched with minimal yet quite visible steps, just enough space to set down a boot, and that these steps scored the entire slope widthways and slightly askew. Such an imposing road system was the result of Fastréda’s heifers summering on the Alps: as they climbed up the slopes of the dune year after year, their hooves and their masses had etched the unimaginative paths of their patient, ruminant boredom.

   Once I was past the first dune, I saw a pool of still, brown water. As soon as I had reached it, I could see darting parabolas of brownish frogs diving one after the other into its immobile murkiness. Occasionally, one would come back up to peep: only its eyes would break the surface to then immediately sink back into that watery opacity. Another frog was floating in the middle of the pool, its hind legs spread and still. I threw a small rock at that body but did not register the least sign of life or consciousness. Then I threw another rock. Nothing. Another. It was certainly dead. And yet, when I bent down to pick up yet another rock, the corpse came back to life, kicked its hind legs, and went most swiftly to hide underwater.

   Fastréda’s dairy was no larger than two metres by three, with walls made of bare prisms and a sheet metal roof. It was a sad, grey hovel pervaded by the barren squalor of a military outpost abandoned to its destiny. A light wind was blowing through that pitiful barrack, shaking a poorly anchored downpipe which drained the alpine rains into a metal drum full to the brim with stale water which had slowly turned into a reddish sludge and was crossed by the zigzags of infinitesimal caudate creatures, Melusines of rust, and sirens of still water.

   A ramshackle wooden bench stood against the wall of Fastréda’s dairy. I sat down on it to shelter from the wind and contemplated the majestic solitude of the place. I felt like the undisputed master of that immensity. And so, as often happens when one indulges in such exaggerated propagations of the spirit, in such expansions of the self towards infinity – that is, when one humours these seraphic glimmers, these pleasures, these paroxysms, these raptures, and, I might as well say it, these arrogant ecstasies – as often happens in these hapless circumstances, as I was saying, I reckoned that I not only could but also should grasp, right there and then, the meaning of all meanings.

   I could have divined the clouds, but there were none in the sky. So I waited for a bird, but not a single wing crossed the blue. I tried closing my eyes in the hope that immensity might illuminate me. I breathed in for a few minutes, but nothing was revealed to me.

   Finally, I turned to the unfailing trustworthiness of written words and picked up the Chronica Cimamontium, which I had wrapped neatly in newsprint, placed safely in a plastic bag, packed most carefully in my rucksack, and taken with me up to the summit. I believed that, if I freed them amidst the boundless space of mountain altitudes, the ancient spirits who had written those words would certainly convey to me the meaning of all meanings. I would only need to open it on a random page and the page itself, caressed by ecstasy, would doubtlessly unveil the message intended for me by that immensity.

   I prepared for this prodigious enquiry. My eyes closed, I stroked those gathered pages, sensed the calling, and opened them. Well, that fateful moment took me to the last dozen pages in the codex, pages written in the mid eighteenth century by Antonio Cimamonte, canon of Berua and a scholarly, refined man of the cloth.

   That most erudite ancestor of mine, as I understood from the very first lines, had entrusted to the Chronica the memory of a wicked life, the story of a man, as he wrote, “of dismayingly outrageous conduct, who lived fearing nothing and always resorted to violence, and of inveterate overbearance”. This champion of insolence was Antonio’s brother, Giuseppe Cimamonte.

   During my studies and research, I had already collected a few scattered details about him. I knew that he had been born in 1669, was the firstborn son of Cristoforo IV, and had two younger brothers, namely said Antonio, the clergyman who had authored the last few pages of the Chronica, and Francesco, born in 1674, who had continued the lineage and then died in 1743.

   Giuseppe Cimamonte, I knew from having read it in a nineteenth-century history of Berua, had also been quarrelsome, haughty, and a squanderer, and he had died, after a lifetime of thieving and harassment, in an ambush set by assassins hired by the Marta family, the ancient rival of my lineage.

   I knew nothing else about Giuseppe Cimamonte and so, as I sat on that bench outside Fastréda’s dairy, I lost myself in those pages.

   Despite his father, that is, Cristoforo IV, doing everything in his power to curb his ghastly inclinations, I learnt that the fierce fire of overbearance had been seething in Giuseppe Cimamonte ever since his youth. But when his father died in 1702, together with his concerns over his son, Giuseppe Cimamonte’s worst inclinations no longer found any containment. In the company of his two thugs, who were obviously brutish and naturally violent, my ancestor had distinguished himself with a long string of wrongdoings.

   Giuseppe Cimamonte had mistaken nobility for overbearance, respect for fear, and ownership for oppression and, having mixed together all these misconstructions, felt authorised to cause harassment of all kinds. As Antonio wrote, “He went about armed with both arquebus and pistol, and was ever followed by his similarly armed hirelings, and uttered blasphemies in offence of the reverable name of the Lord.” So, by dint of his “damnable overbearance”, Giuseppe Cimamonte had spread terror in the city, over the Lowlands, across Val Fonda, and throughout Vallorgàna – that is, wherever his whims and interests took him.

   To illustrate his brother’s reprehensible conduct, Antonio Cimamonte had listed Giuseppe’s violent acts in the Chronica one by one and with painstaking accuracy: eight pages of harassment, injury, rashness, and the most varied injustices.

   When looking for a modicum of order in this reckoning of wicked actions, I can point out that Count Giuseppe’s favourite victims were his own tenants and labourers. For instance, in 1707, Francesco Cóa, a tenant who used to work some land belonging to the family, had refused to let Giuseppe use a cart and, because of this, had received a thrashing beyond any measure. Then, in 1708, this same tenant had been beaten again for quite an objectionable reason, that is, he had not treated Giuseppe Cimamonte’s hound with all due respect during a shoot. Menego Móz had also been a tenant: in 1710, he had gone to the house to complain about the unfair partition of the harvest. This rebellion had been met with Giuseppe Cimamonte grabbing an “Indian cane” and striking the unlucky man so hard that, when he eventually left the house, Menego’s face was all bloody and swollen.

   Furthermore, Giuseppe Cimamonte was blasphemous and irreligious. He cursed. He did not observe holy days. He spat on other people’s devotion. All of which his brother, the canon Antonio, did not omit from his account. Though only referring to it cursorily, he also did not omit to mention Giuseppe Cimamonte’s “strange and suspicious” thoughts and the blasphemous refrain which he was in the habit of reciting, especially when drunk, in honour of “Lucifer Mammon, the Prince of Darkness”.

   Because of his opinions on religion, Giuseppe Cimamonte had very little regard for all men of the cloth. It goes without saying that he despised his brother Antonio, the canon of the cathedral, as well as all friars, monks, curates, chaplains, rectors, priests, vergers, bishops, and suffragans. For this reason, in 1717, having spotted a friar entering the courtyard to ask for alms, Giuseppe Cimamonte had stormed out to chase him away with unrepeatable words. The friar had asked for the respect due to his habit, but Giuseppe, in return, had beaten him repeatedly with the stock of his arquebus.

   From what I read in the Chronica, Giuseppe Cimamonte – who, by the way, never took a wife – was no less violent towards women. In 1708, a certain Caterina had refused to please him. Count Giuseppe, just like in the above-mentioned case with the friar, had resorted once again to the stock of his arquebus, beating this Caterina, throwing her on the ground, and completing her punishment by kicking her in the gut.

   This was indeed Giuseppe Cimamonte’s habitual way to resolve his clashes with women. For instance, in 1716, the count and his two thugs had fallen upon a woman, mentioned as Zorzi’s Giovanna, in her own house. They had demanded fresh eggs, but this Giovanna had said that she had none. It was a lie, and the eggs had soon been discovered. Giuseppe had ordered his thugs to inflict the necessary punishment, namely to kick “said Giovanna in the vitals”. Another example? “A young lass of twelve” who had come across Giuseppe Cimamonte on the road did not greet him in the due manner, so Giuseppe had taken the trouble of teaching her the proper etiquette by kicking her too in the gut.

   Was this really, I wondered, the message which the immensity of the summit intended for me? Did I need to come all the way up here just to be flung, from these heights of clear air, into the contemplation of the base acts committed by one of my ancestors? Insolence, injustice, and violence course through my gentlemanly blood: I certainly did not need to come up here, so close to the pure sky, to find that out, I said to myself.

   So I interrupted such a dispiriting read of the Chronica, wrapped the codex once again in its covering, and put it back in my rucksack. Then I left Fastréda’s dairy behind, wandered about the pastures and the grassy dunes for maybe an hour, and finally followed the path which would take me back to Nelso’s bothy, where I would spend the night.

   The path which delicately crossed these harsh environs was called Trói delle Féde – that is, the ancient mule track which would become, once appropriately disfigured, the new, final tract of the consortium road. I imagined the bulldozers, the diggers, the broken rocks, the whiteness of the subsurface brought to light. In short, the destruction which would follow from all that.

   This thought made me realise that the meritorious sponsor of that destruction and the culprit of that disfigurement would indeed be me, since I had publicly promised it. I felt guilty. Why, I wondered, not let these places remain what they are set to become? Deserted, uninhabited places no longer possessed by man. Surely such places have the right to remove themselves ever further from our world, become wild and wilder, unlike what they used to be for our predecessors? These places were pastures for them, whilst for us they will be first coarse grass, then shrubs, then woods, and finally forest.

   Legitimate considerations, I said to myself, all in all reasonable arguments. But this is a conceited, abstract, captious way of thinking which does not take into account the specific people to whom these places belong; and these people, the people-village of today, do not understand this philosophy of disengagement, this reverent, enlightened withdrawing of man before nature. One cannot say to the villagers, halt, it is time, for you and for all, to sit and admire the poetry of Nature naturing.

   One cannot say so, because the men of Vallorgàna keep putting that extraordinary curved iron called the “billhook” into the hands of young boys of about twelve, deeming them now old enough to start playing their part in the world. It might be a small billhook, light and not well honed; but, with it, the boy receives a message which he must learn and honour: to resist and persist between the Mountain and Vallorgàna, one must learn how to cut and fell, how to make way, as it were, through the poetry of the places whilst showing no more than relative pity for them.

  

 
  
   Fifth Chapter

   Once I had taken up residence in Nelso’s bothy and put down my rucksack, the oblique light of sunset blazing through the beech encouraged me to go for a stroll through my woods. As I walked along random routes and looked around, I reflected that the ownership of woods is indeed an odd type of possession. One owns the trees, the leaves, the soil, and the rocks cropping up here and there, but not the woods as a whole; no, the woods cannot be possessed entirely. In a way, one might think that the woods belong to no one but themselves, just like the water of a river.

   When I reached the stakes – Fastréda’s red and mine yellow – marking the disputed boundaries and watching each other like sentinels from two opposing empires, I thought them foolish. They had something of the absurd and petty about them. They seemed wrong to the root. Or was it quite the opposite instead, I wondered. Were those quarrelling stakes the mere superficial foam rising from the unavoidable maelstrom beneath?

   At any rate, I sat on a beech stump and waited there for the night to make its way through the trees. The light of sunset, which was the very same colour as dead leaves, faded little by little: at first, it cooled into a fog-like grey, then it veered into a paradoxical green-blue, and finally it disappeared entirely into ever thicker darkness; and the more this darkness acquired substance, the more vivid became my impression that, with nightfall, something had started stretching, moving, and breathing.

   So I retired to Nelso’s bothy. I lit one of the candles I had brought with me, ate the dinner I had packed, and got ready for the night. But, when I put out the candle, my mind was crossed by the thought that I might find myself unable to sleep in those solitary, unheeded places, and I felt quite trapped. In the silence out there, even the faintest noise resembled a step, a hiss, a sigh, a faraway clatter.

   I worked out that the sun would rise in no more than seven hours: after that spell of time, I would regain my freedom. But, when I imagined spending those seven hours confined in the bothy, the thought felt as bewildering as eternity itself. Luckily, I had the Chronica in my rucksack. And was not the Chronica Cimamontium a company most suitable for my night-long entertainment?

   So I settled down in the light of a second candle and resumed my reading about Giuseppe Cimamonte’s haughty, violent deeds. Another thrashing. The blade of a knife. A brawl with an out-of-towner. A suit for debt. The bashing of a beggar.

   In short, the long report of Giuseppe Cimamonte’s wrongdoings turned out to be rather repetitive. The victims changed, and so did the backdrops, but the rest was a mere simulacrum of itself. Or, at most, a variation on the theme. I was on the verge of falling asleep to the tune of those baroque variations on violence when the style of Giuseppe Cimamonte’s brother, the canon Antonio, suddenly became unfettered.

   At last taking a break from the pedantry of his thorough cataloguing, Antonio’s storytelling became relaxed. He was now truly weaving a story, and doing so beautifully, so I carried on reading with renewed eagerness. As I read on, I could not imagine that those nocturnal pages recounting the epilogue to Giuseppe Cimamonte’s wrathful life also contained a formidable riddle, and that its slow, laborious, chance disentanglement would eventually reveal to me, over the following months, something I could not even begin to guess at that time.

   One day in July 1719, Giuseppe Cimamonte is wandering about the city with his two thugs in tow. Perhaps by chance or perhaps not, he finds himself standing in front of the palace owned by the nobleman Bernardo Marta. For no legitimate reason, he aims and fires a shot at the windows of the palace. The following day, as is natural, Bernardo Marta reacts in keeping with the rules of the game: he goes to Palazzo Cimamonte and returns fire at my ancestors’ windows.

   Thus, the feud between the Cimamontes and the Martas, which had been most ferocious during the seventeenth century only to gradually enter a lull, is now reignited because of that shot. Acts of pettiness and reprisal start following one another. At first, they are still more or less symbolic and innocent, but it is fated that discords of this nature should escalate and turn into ever more sensational and daring deeds. So, one day in January 1720, near the bishop’s palace in Berua, Giuseppe Cimamonte comes across the canon Giovanni Marta. The latter, who is vicar general in temporalibus, bows his head and hastens to change his route, swiftly cutting through the palace courtyard.

   But the two thugs chase after him. They collar him as one would the worst of criminals, and take him before their master. Giuseppe Cimamonte accuses the vicar Giovanni Marta of changing his route only to avoid rendering him the courtesy of a greeting. The vicar mumbles something to which my ancestor responds in the way most congenial to him: a box on the ears. More struggling, elbowing, and writhing ensue until a knife is finally produced. Giuseppe Cimamonte rests it edgeways onto the vicar’s throat and presses it there until the terror-stricken mouth of the clergyman utters the required greeting. Then, as he pulls the knife away from the neck of the vicar Marta, Giuseppe Cimamonte leaves a cut which, though not deep, is enough to let out the appropriate trickle of blood required to teach the basics of courtesy.

   This assault unleashes an instant vendetta from Bernardo Marta. A few days later, the feud is perpetuated with philological precision. Bernardo Marta’s men attempt an ambush against the canon Antonio Cimamonte, Count Giuseppe’s brother. They trap him in a corner, manhandle him, and pull out their own knife. But, in all that commotion, the strike does not hit the intended mark and the cut is inflicted on Antonio Cimamonte’s cheek rather than on his neck, as would have been required by the philology of the feud.

   To everyone’s astonishment, Count Giuseppe does not react rashly. Perhaps he is plotting a suitable vendetta, or perhaps he is waiting, instead, for the right opportunity, which indeed presents itself on a Sunday morning in October 1720. On his way back from a shoot, and with his thugs in tow as usual, he comes across a certain Domenico Dalle Coste near some bridge, out in the countryside.

   The latter, who is on his way back from Mass, has the merit of being one of Bernardo Marta’s tenants. Giuseppe Cimamonte puts on the usual farce of expecting to be greeted reverentially. Terrified, Domenico Dalle Coste does just so, and without the least remonstrance. It could have ended there, or maybe with the usual thrashing, but Count Giuseppe, who is on horseback, finds fault with the shoes worn by this tenant of the Martas’.

   They are fine leather shoes, brand new and most clean. How dare a beggarly tenant parade around in such lordly shoes? Domenico Dalle Coste responds to Giuseppe’s objection too boldly, saying that his shoes should not be a matter of concern for a nobleman.

   Giuseppe Cimamonte, that wrathful ancestor of mine, has not a moment’s doubt about what needs to be done: he pulls out his pistol and shoots Domenico Dalle Coste, hitting him right in the gut. But this is not yet enough for him. Being the virtuoso of pettiness he is, he dismounts, comes up to the bleeding tenant of the Martas’, and pulls off his shoes. Then, having thrown them into the stream, he takes off at full gallop. Domenico Dalle Coste, it should be mentioned, is found still alive, though barely, and taken home, where he dies that very same day.

   Antonio Cimamonte, Count Giuseppe’s brother, does not clarify in the Chronica whether the murder was witnessed by someone or if Domenico Dalle Coste had enough time to name his murderer before dying. At any rate, led by Bernardo and armed to the teeth, the Martas rush to Palazzo Cimamonte. To no avail, though, since my murderous ancestor and his thugs have already left Berua and, following the Val Fonda road, have retired to the house.

   Bernardo Marta does not sit idle. He hires a few assassins, who reach Vallorgàna in the middle of the night and, at the crack of dawn on 10 October 1720, take their positions near the house. Count Giuseppe and his two thugs get on their horses to go who knows where but come under arquebus fire as soon as they leave the courtyard.

   Giuseppe Cimamonte’s thugs are hit and killed on the spot. Count Giuseppe, instead, makes it out alive. The assassins shoot again and hit his horse. My ancestor jumps out of the saddle and runs away through the meadows as more shots are aimed at him.

   I could not say how long the pursuit lasted. The Chronica only mentions that the assassins eventually caught up with Giuseppe Cimamonte in a place called Bus del Caorón, where he was finally killed by gunfire.

   Then, perhaps under Bernardo Marta’s instructions to follow the philology of the feud, the assassins hinted at Domenico Dalle Coste’s shoes by pulling off Giuseppe’s leather boots. Next, they picked up my ancestor’s body and threw it into Bus del Caorón. Finally, they arranged his boots in plain sight near the mouth of that chasm. And this is how the wrathful life of that ancestor of mine came to its end in 1720.

   Having learnt this story, I spent an uncomfortable night in Nelso’s bothy and only slept warily, fitfully, and impatiently. I was struggling to tell apart actual dreams and drowsy fancies. Doubts, worries, and nagging thoughts were sprouting like weeds.

   There it is, I kept thinking, after picturing, or perhaps dreaming, the scene of Giuseppe Cimamonte kicking, again and again, that young girl of twelve. There it is, I kept telling myself: this is what runs in your most precious noble blood. And by blood I mean both the red, thick blood in my veins and the serum of culture distilled by way of other immaterial alembics from one generation to another and from one century to the next. Violence. Overbearance. Furious ferocity. So lived Giuseppe Cimamonte: he went through the world, this world which belongs to everyone, all the while trampling and oppressing his neighbour, as if his neighbour were a thing of no value whatsoever, thus rightfully earning the death which befell him.

   It is true that he never took a wife, nor had any sons who could beget the sons from whom, eventually, my grandfather and father would be begotten. But, though Count Giuseppe’s specific bloodline was extinguished and tossed into the hypogeal darkness of Bus del Caorón, had he been the only one amongst my ancestors to lead such a life?

   Let us accept that he was the worst of the Cimamontes, the only devil incarnate in my lineage. But what about my other ancestors? The pious, the righteous, the virtuous. I am certain that, though they might not have behaved habitually like Count Giuseppe, they too never doubted for an instant their right to lord it over their neighbour and own the world. Maybe not all of them necessarily thrashed or killed someone, yet, as I have already said, they must have never doubted for an instant the legitimacy of the sacred order which put them on top and everyone else at the bottom.

   But now, I said to myself, now it is down to you. A jeer, never mind whether benevolent or not, has made you into The Duke. Mario Fastréda may seize a staff, as Giuseppe Cimamonte used to do, and threaten to break your bones. Elio Marín and Vittorino Pisàn may decide to snub you in the street without receiving an arquebus shot in return. Though we are now all living in the light of this hard-won equality, you are nevertheless the fruit of that ancient order of top and bottom, just as, in a way, you are also the fruit of Giuseppe Cimamonte’s oppression. You are the present of the story told in the Chronica. You are its lead. You enjoy its material bequests. You rule its vestiges.

   I felt like an apple ripening in the middle of January, when the season all around it is over. The only apple on the branch of a secular tree whose sap is now completely spent. The tree is dead, but the apple hangs there, the suspended sovereign of a skeleton.

  

 
  
   Sixth Chapter

   Within a week, the meadows became as yellow as straw. The air turned still. The leaves on the trees lost their vigour. The people of Vallorgàna deemed the drought unusual due to the speed with which the meadows, the fields, and the woods had drunk not only all the water in its liquid state but also, or so it seemed, all the humidity from the air.

   The women and men of Vallorgàna drew exact omens from these events, basing them on a theory of weather which, perhaps, not all of them intimately believe but whose rudiments are still known to everyone. According to this theory of balance, temperatures and precipitation unfailingly tend to compensate for one another over the year: an exceptional heatwave in summer is followed by exceptional frost in winter, extraordinary drought by extraordinary rainfall, a tepid warmth by a mild cold, and so on. This logic even provides for more complex cases: for instance, a long summer drought not accompanied by excessive heat should be followed by a milder but rather rainy winter, whilst a particularly intense and sudden drought, as was the case that year, should instead be followed by a freezing winter and a most abundant snowfall.

   The prospect of a freezing, snowy winter to balance that summer drought was deemed a certainty, because of various other clues as well. Fruit trees had been plagued by hornets. Entire legions of wasps had been gathering under roof tiles, in the cracks of beams, or inside their papier-mâché nests. Though bees are on their way to becoming a rare sight, as everyone knows, they were everywhere that summer. In short, according to the science of the village, hornets, wasps, and bees, together with that summer drought, all corroborated beyond doubt the forecast for an inclement, snowy winter.

   One evening, I overheard a conversation between Gianfranco Coltiàlt and Giovanni Coente on the matter of such predictions. They were discussing whether the heatwave would result in a ruinous hailstorm as soon as the first hit of damp, cold air. According to Coltiàlt, it was a sure thing, and he invoked as proof an occurrence from twenty-eight years earlier, when exceptional heat in July had been followed by that ghastly hailstorm in early August which everyone still remembered. According to Coente, Coltiàlt’s forecast was wrong, and instead he backed up his argument by claiming that that infamous hailstorm had taken place not twenty-eight but twenty-seven years earlier, right in the middle of an incredibly rainy summer.

   In short, whilst people were indulging in pure meteorological virtuosity, it felt like we were anywhere but at the foot of the Mountain. In the central part of the day, when not a soul wandered about and the village was immersed in silence, Vallorgàna had something of the Andalusian, something of the Barbary to it. Even the crows, I noticed, had disappeared. I would only ever happen to see one or two, most rarely, surveying from above and beating their wings with indolence, their sense of exhaustion universal.

   To make it through the drought, I devised a useful occupation, namely repainting the door of one of the outbuildings. I had asked Nelso to help me take down the two leaves of the door from their hinges and place them on some fairly solid trestles which Nelso himself had lent me. I had cleaned up the ancient wood, first with a wire brush and then with fine steel wool, a task which had taken me several mornings, and now it was finally painting day.

   But the stillness of those parched weeks was utterly broken during the afternoon when I was giving the door its second coat: so I was beneath the portico, in front of the outbuildings, wiping the paint dripping from the door’s edge with a rag, when out of the blue I saw Maria push open the gate to the house and enter the courtyard.

   At this sight I was all but terrified. I had the impression that it was discord itself – the very picture of Living Discord, disguised and veiled – which had opened the gate and was now coming to grab me by the scruff of the neck, as sudden and impossible to contain as Coltiàlt and Coente’s hailstorm from years past. I also had the impression that Discord – that is, Maria – was holding in her hand, tightly clenched in her fist, grains of poison mixed with the wind and seeds of contention, and that she only needed to open her grasp for those seeds, that wind, and those grains to scatter everywhere, inescapably becoming the masters of everything. So I understood there and then that the moment was most dire, tragic, supreme, and not because Maria was back, but because through Maria, who was their unwitting tool, hail, storm, and contention had also returned.

   I wanted to dart away, to take refuge in the outbuildings. But flee I could not, since Discord was already greeting me, and so I braced myself for the worst in the usual manner by trying to keep to my path despite everything, in the hope that Discord, having found me unwilling to challenge her gaze, might move on.

   In short, I continued to paint my door with the utmost dedication and focus, most humbly, poor and exposed. But Maria was coming forward with her back straight, exaggeratedly straight, and, next to her, walked her own shadow, sharp on the gravel of the courtyard and just as solemn. When she set foot beneath the portico, her shadow went back inside Maria and Maria, with no other words of preamble, said that we needed to talk.

   So I raised my gaze. “We do?” I asked. “Here I am,” I said, all the while painting my door.

   I believe that Maria must have put a lot of thought into the words with which she addressed me, given that her speech was too considered and collected, and with no flaws whatsoever. She approached what she had come to say in a roundabout way, namely by reminding me of the reasons which had often brought her to Vallorgàna during spring: the lack of job opportunities, the need to make some decisions, and the uncertainty ensuing from all that. This was why she had come here so often: to take her mind off things.

   Then she said that, having spent some time at her grandfather’s, she had happened to notice how he, when speaking to his wife Luigia or to those who came by to have a word with him, would sometimes mention my name, but always with such an intense grimace of hatred that Maria had wondered what kind of ghastly person I must be to elicit such resentment.

   Thus, with all due discretion, Maria had undertaken an investigation of her own, asking her grandmother Luigia about me. She had learnt about the house, my secluded and studious life, and the reasons which had caused her grandfather and I to become enemies. Then, one day, she had let her own curiosity lead her and had sneaked into the courtyard, where I had caught her. I had not made a good impression on her, she said, but later she had discovered that I was “one of a kind”.

   Her words finally became hesitant, and rightly so, as Maria confessed that, in those days, she had felt that she ought to be careful, and therefore lie or, rather, omit. She had not doubted, in fact, that I would unfailingly rebuff her were I to find out who she really was. But she had been on the verge of telling me the truth more than once. Except that, on that last day, Dina had pre-empted her. And so Maria had felt so clumsily unveiled, and so embarrassed, that flight had seemed like her only option.

   I was about to speak when Maria asked me to please let her finish and hear her out to the end. So I did. She then clarified that she knew quite well the friction which had caused her grandfather Fastréda and I to clash. The timber. The woods. The boundaries. The slights. The rumours. But she had no interest in taking a stance on all that, she said. Instead, she had an interest in explaining to me how she had been feeling over the last few weeks: she had been feeling, she said, “odd”. On the one hand, she had wanted to go back to a place – Vallorgàna, Val Fonda, and the Mountain – by which she felt “summoned”. On the other hand, she said, whenever the memory of the little time spent with me had happened to cross her mind, the recollection had been “especially pleasant” to her.

   I could do nothing but stay quiet. I studied the paint on the door against the light. I crouched down. I stood back up. Then, feigning false meticulousness, I set the paintbrush down in some turpentine and closed the lid of the paint tin. In the meantime, I was looking for any words which might lead that conversation elsewhere, and the best I managed was to state that I was absolutely parched.

   So I invited Maria to follow me into the house and, making a show of the utmost indifference, said that I could offer her, if she too was thirsty, three beverages: tap water, stone-pine grappa, or my own wine. She opted for tap water and so I filled a jug, poured out two glasses, and tried to drag on that laboured conversation by nattering about my wine. I said that I still had some vineyards down near the village. That I made a few hundred bottles from them. That, some years earlier, I had hoped that it might turn out to be a good business, a niche production, quality-oriented and wholesome, but instead that that wine of mine had proved to be ghastly. A terrible swill with a tendency to be sourish, tart, as bad as death itself. One could only shut one’s eyes and gulp it down as quickly as possible.

   Finally, Maria started showing signs of irritation, seized back the thread of the conversation, and asked me whether I was so indifferent to what she had just said to me that I was going to leave her without even the relief of a platitude.

   At other times in my life, I had sensed a path to be right only then to make the mistake of not resolving to follow it quickly enough. But this time I forced myself to follow it, and with no hesitation. I resorted to an awful strategy: turning irresoluteness into an art, I would doodle labyrinths and invoke the extinguishing breath of the passing of time. Thus, I spoke to Maria in more or less the following terms. I said that, firstly, she would have done well to tell me right away that she was the granddaughter of my best enemy. Secondly, I could not be but flattered by the fact that she found my company pleasant. Thirdly, I was not keen on making decisions with regard to my neighbour. And therefore, fourthly, I could never have the presumption of subordinating Maria’s intentions to some general stance of mine.

   In short, I said nothing at all. Maria’s eyes glared. “Very well,” she said, as if to challenge me. “I’ll be staying in the village for a couple of weeks. This is my intention: tomorrow afternoon I’ll come by to clean your fresco. I promised that I would, and I shall. I have brought some tools and a few products with me that will prove useful.”

   Though the card played by Maria had caught me off guard, I told her that I had no objection whatsoever with regard to her intention, as long as she made sure to be discreet and prudent at every step. She should not even dream of mentioning a word about it to anyone. She should come via the path rather than the road. She should keep her eyes peeled and her head down.

   These exhortations to secrecy perhaps led Maria to imagine that my concerns were the quivering shilly-shallying of a heart already lost. She was wrong: there was no shilly-shallying on my part. On the contrary, my directives were precise instructions devised quickly to lead her into that labyrinth which puts all to sleep and snuffs everything out, strategies meant to get rid of her through the voracity of time, by way of endless doodling.

   When Maria left, I leant against the parapet and watched her walk past the meadow and take the path that climbs down to the village through the woods. I felt ashamed of myself and of my webs of gossamer. But, if I wanted to get myself out of that entanglement, I had no other choice. After all, I pondered, I had nothing to fear from Maria’s presence since, over the months elapsed between her flight and her reappearance that afternoon, my conscious thoughts had never gone to her. Only in the mornings, sometimes, upon waking up, I had happened to be caught unawares by a harmless, confused desire to find her naked body. But it was only a tame fantasy. Nothing else.

  

 
  
   Seventh Chapter

   I had decided, in keeping with my strategy, to welcome Maria rudely and indifferently. Therefore, when I saw her arrive with a drawstring bag containing all she needed for the fresco, I took a place in the wicker chair beneath the shade of the hornbeam and pretended to doze.

   “The front door is open,” I said, pointing at the house and putting on a splendid display of apathy. “As far as I’m aware, the fresco has not moved over the last few days. If you need anything, you’ll find me here.”

   “I’ll definitely need,” she said, “a bucket of water for the sponge—”

   “Very well. You can find a bucket in the kitchen, next to the sink. As for the water, there’s the sink itself.”

   I kept pretending to doze in the shade for over two hours, and only when the bell tower in Vallorgàna tolled four o’clock did I reckon it was time to go back into the house. Without showing the least interest in what she was doing, I told Maria that I was going to paint my door.

   “Enjoy,” said she.

   “Thanks, I shall,” said I and left.

   So this was how that first day went. When she left the house, Maria merely let me know that she had gathered her things in a corner of the entrance hall and would be back the following afternoon – as long as I did not still plan to be in a bad mood, she added pointedly. I told her that, luckily, I had never known the scourge of bad moods, unless she had mistaken my habitual pensiveness for a most vulgar temper.

   Over the following afternoons, I always let Maria find me dozing under the hornbeam, in the wicker chair, apathetic, as if overwhelmed by the heat or by an invincible, ingrained idleness. Maria, I must admit, was as deft at it as I was: whilst I played my part, she played hers, carrying on her work without paying any mind to the slothfulness of her rude, inattentive client.

   After five days of this performance, I decided that it was time to move on to the second act of the play: it was time to entangle the labyrinth some more and show Maria a little kindness, only to then immediately follow it with a modest stab.

   One day, I made sure that Maria would not find me in the wicker chair but rather in the entrance hall, intent on admiring the fresco. I complimented her on her skill, patience, and craftsmanship, then invited her to sit with me in the shade of the hornbeam, in the wicker chair opposite mine, and served her coffee on a silver tray.

   I complimented her some more not only on her craftsmanship but also on the gentleness of her touch, then finally – and here was the stab – I pulled out my wallet and asked her how much I owed her, so that I could settle my debt right away.

   Maria was evidently irked. Who did I think she was? What gave me the right to act so insolently? This was not what had been agreed. Pettily, I pulled out a few notes. “I don’t want you to be out of pocket,” I said, and left the money on the coffee tray.

   She did not even finish her coffee, looked at the notes with contempt, left them on the tray, and headed straight back to her task. I waited an hour and then, as if nothing were the matter, told her that I would leave her mistress of the house, since I needed to step out for a few hours. If she was done before I returned, she was simply to pull the front door closed behind her. Having said that, I left and went to see Nelso to kill some time.

   Like everyone else, Nelso and I also ended up talking about the heat which was still looming over us. Always the contrarian, Nelso had his own opinions on the matter. But he too had to agree that the heat was truly rotten. If only his legs were still what they used to be, he said, he would gladly go and look for some respite by spending half an hour in front of that rock on the Mountain whence a sempiternal icy air issues forth in winter as well as in summer. I asked him wherever this beneficial, cooling rock might be and Nelso said that it was at Bus del Caorón.

   At that name I was startled, remembering the ancient pursuit, the assassins, the shots, and the body of my ghastly ancestor, Giuseppe Cimamonte, finally being flung into that very same Bus del Caorón. Nelso must have noticed my uneasiness, since he asked me whether I too, like our grandfathers from days past, stupidly feared Bus del Caorón.

   Since I had no desire to talk openly about my ancestor’s repulsive deeds, I said that I could not fear Bus del Caorón given that, to begin with, I had no idea what it might be. So Nelso explained that Bus del Caorón was obviously a hole, as its name in dialect suggested. “A hole that goes deep down,” he said, “like a sinkhole, a cave through the rock. There’s a big stone field right in front of it because Bus del Caorón vomits out frightful amounts of water when it pours down with rain. There must be a spring drinking up water inside the Mountain and, when it’s too full, it overflows and spits it all back out.”

   “So why were our grandfathers afraid of Bus del Caorón?” I asked then. “Because of the water?”

   “Of course not!” Nelso said. “It was because of the devil. In the days of old, the devil was always coming and going from hell. One day, he was spotted in Vallorgàna. A priest saw him. So this priest pulled out his cross and the devil turned into a black billy goat and ran off. The priest ran after him, but the billy goat – that is, the devil – knew that here, on the slopes of the Mountain, there was a secret passage, a deep hole. So he headed for it and threw himself into that hole. And from then, since ‘caorón’ means ‘billy goat’ in our dialect, that hole has been called Bus del Caorón, the Billy Goat’s Hole, meaning the Devil’s Hole.”

   I could not resist the temptation of visiting the grave of the worst of my ancestors, and the fact that it coincided with that diabolical opening set my imagination on fire. I asked Nelso to teach me the way so that I could go and enjoy the breeze at hell’s door. Nelso huffed and puffed and then taught me the way. As soon as I left him, I immediately went looking for Bus del Caorón.

   Finding it was not simple, at least until I noticed a heavily uneven stone field which I reckoned had to be the tongue of Bus del Caorón. So I followed that stream of debris uphill: at first it was grey, then it turned emerald green with moss, until eventually I could guess the outline of a boulder in the scrub, larger than it was tall and lodged into the side of the Mountain. The boulder stood out because of an impressive rift seemingly leading to the mouth of a passage. There, inside that rift, was Bus del Caorón.

   When I was close enough to the boulder to rest my hand on it, I inched nearer to the mouth of the rift and immediately felt an icy air coming from within. I leaned in, and there I saw that the cleft carried on downwards, into the blackest darkness.

   As one does, I picked up a rock and dropped it down into hell. I heard it bounce one, twice, thrice, five times, and then finally, or so I reckoned, it reached the bottom. I repeated the experiment and concluded that the mouth of the netherworld could be no deeper than some ten metres. Perhaps, I thought, Bus del Caorón does not fall plumb into hell but instead follows trajectories which twist and slant. At any rate, whether deep or shallow, hell did not give out the blazing heat of a hotbed of torments but rather the cooling balm of natural hollows.

   During those days, some sleeping fate must have been awakened. Otherwise, I cannot explain the discovery made by Maria no more than a few days after my visit to Bus del Caorón. I was still persevering in that second-rate melodrama of mine, my show of apathy towards her, and so obviously I was sitting in the wicker chair under the hornbeam when Maria came out of the front door. She was beaming, and completely unheeding of my vileness. She told me to come inside, that there was something I must see with my own eyes. So in I went.

   She explained that she had been in the process of removing the plaster. Except that, at one point, her spatula had detached, rather than the usual thin film of plaster, a proper crust made of mortar, perfectly square and covering a recess into which a wooden panel had been embedded.

   The panel was made of quality wood, walnut or perhaps oak, and was no larger than thirty centimetres across. Maria pointed out that the opening had been created after the fresco was already in place, since it had visibly cut through it.

   Then she knocked on the panel. “Do you hear it?” she asked. “It sounds hollow. There’s a niche behind.”

   I checked for myself. It most certainly sounded hollow. “Come on, open it!” I said. “Hurry up!”

   Maria could not believe her ears. She worked her spatula all around the panel, scratching away at the mortar to free it. This operation took a few minutes. Then, the panel finally gave in and revealed the niche.

   There was a small earthenware urn in the niche. We stared at it as one might stare at a sarcophagus finally brought back to light. I eventually pulled the urn out of its tomb. It was closed with a wooden lid. I opened it.

   Inside, we found three wrought-iron nails tied together with hemp string. Three small, round bones, their ends dipped in red sealing wax. A lock of brown hair, incredibly shiny, it too tied with hemp string. Finally, and again tied with the very same string, a ribbon of paper rolled up onto itself. I unrolled it and could not believe what I read:

   I, the undersigned, hereby receive from Lucifer Mammon, The Prince of Darkness, gold to the sum of 18,000 ducats, under the explicit covenant that I will render my soul unto him ere I die, and swear fealty to him, my most dear devil, as my sole defender and protector. I hereby undersign with my name, Giuseppe, son of the late Cristoforo Cimamonte. On the day of 13 December 1709.


   How could I not be aghast? Here he was, Giuseppe Cimamonte, whom I had said to be the devil incarnate, caught in the act of selling his own soul to the devil. Unbelievable. Yet the urn, with all the paraphernalia of its sacrilegious deal – the nails, the bones, the hair, and the contract – was right there, under our own eyes. And the hair! Might it be that it was Giuseppe Cimamonte’s own hair? How revolting a thought!

   In short, too many threads were converging onto that name. The pages about him in the Chronica. Bus del Caorón, both as a place in those writings and as a real place, seen with my own eyes. The urn which had rested for over three centuries as if nestled in the bones of the house itself. And, what was more, this game of interlinked references had entered my field of consciousness within a matter of mere weeks.

   This other-worldly convergence naturally troubled me. Maria, on the other hand, was terribly amused by the trouvaille of the urn, as if it were a prank from bygone times. Eventually, she noticed my mood, though, and asked me why that old superstition had left me speechless.

   When I finally managed to overcome my initial reticence, I told her everything, in order and patiently. Maria listened as one listens to an unlikely story. When I was done, she said she could see, after all, why I would be rattled. “But selling your soul to the devil…” she added. “You must admit that it’s all very bizarre.”

   I admitted that there might indeed be something rather fanciful and extravagant to the urn, but only if one did not believe in the trading of souls, had no compassion for the dead of yore, forgot the tragic nature of some lives, and of course ignored all the coincidences of recent days.

   Then Maria asked me what I intended to do with the urn. Would I wall it back up into its niche? Or keep it with my other mementoes?

   “Wall it back in? Keep it?” I asked her. “I don’t want it in the house, that’s for certain. I’ll get rid of it.”

   “You?” Maria remarked, sneering and sly. “You’d get rid of… How can I put it? Yes, you’d get rid of testimony such as this? Impossible. The archaeologist of the self would never do such a thing.”

   And indeed, once Maria had left, I went up to the piano nobile and pulled out a small casket which had belonged to one of my ancestors. I checked that it was the right size and put the urn in it. I locked it and placed it in the archive, on the lowest shelf, quite close to the floor.

   Then I realised that Maria was right, that she had named the germ, the ulcer, the fetters: the archaeologist of myself. What else did I ever do, in fact, but endlessly dig? The house, the papers from the archive, my ancestors’ paintings and other objects, the Chronica Cimamontium, Vallorgàna, the Mountain: anything, as long as it could be excavated; anything, as long as retracing it backwards might let me glimpse the faraway regions whence I and the world which I inhabit had likely come.

  

 
  
   Eighth Chapter

   Because of the biting diagnosis which had led her to call me the “archaeologist of myself”, I concluded that Maria indeed had an irreverent streak which made her sparkling and her company somewhat agreeable. So, the following day, I would have welcomed her more warmly if, contrary to our agreement, she had not shown up at the house at seven in the morning instead of in the early afternoon, thus breaking a pact which I had deemed to be quite clear.

   I protested against this bold initiative of hers by addressing her in a disagreeable and obnoxious tone. Maria was rightfully hurt by this and so, using the same tone but perhaps slightly more harshly, said that my peace would not be disturbed for much longer. One more day, she said, or rather just a few more hours, and she would be out of my hair. An unforeseen, unexpected, and undeferrable commitment required her presence in Berua. So she assured me that she would finish removing the plaster that very day and go back to the Lowlands at six in the evening on the last coach.

   As I was only one step away from my goal, I reckoned that I could safely offer my help. I even telephoned Dina to tell her not to come up to cook my lunch because of some excuse which I cannot recall at present. Then I offered myself to Maria as an obedient hand. She ordered me around all day: I handed her this and that, emptied the bucket, swept the floor, trimmed the chipped edges of the plaster with the spatula, dissolved the ammonium carbonate in that jar, and so on.

   Comforted by my attentions, Maria relaxed and took to conversing freely with me. As she chatted, she told me that, over the last couple of weeks, she had had to become a liar: for days, she had been making up excuse after excuse to justify her absence in the afternoon. And because of her absence, which she had explained away with the benefits derived from her long walks around Val Fonda, her grandfather Fastréda had told her once, over dinner, without raising his eyes from his plate, that losing one’s job happens but that one would not find another job wandering around for afternoons on end like some terrible good-for-nothing. And in saying this, Maria told me, her grandfather Fastréda had motioned with his chin towards a photograph on the dresser, clearly meaning to point, amongst the people depicted within its frame, at Maria’s father. In that picture on the dresser, in fact, she was only a few months old and in her grandmother Luigia’s arms. To the right of her grandmother Luigia stood her mother Luciana. On the other side stood her father Antonio, dark-haired and smiling, and her grandfather Fastréda, dressed in his Sunday best, hands behind his back and an unbelievably forced and fastidious expression on his face.

   “My father smiling,” Maria continued, “and my grandfather looking all tough. They could never stand each other. And whilst my father tried to make the best out of a bad situation, my grandfather never hid his aversions. Two things rankled him – firstly, that my father was a schoolteacher, since that job, according to my grandfather’s world view, was not a man’s job, and secondly, that my father had never deigned to pick up a hammer, a shovel, or a hoe, which for my grandfather meant that he was an idler. In short, they always hated each other, my grandfather and my father. At first, my mother tried to smooth things over, forcing my father to come to Vallorgàna more or less once a month. But my grandfather never took so much as a step to meet my father. On the contrary, more than being his granddaughter, I was the daughter of that schoolteacher, of that indolent man who smiled too often. Yes, now I come to think about it, my grandfather used to say that too: that my father smiled too much and that one shouldn’t trust a man who smiles too much. Then, what my grandfather had been expecting all along finally happened. I was fifteen, and my father fell for another woman. A piano teacher. He left home to be with the pianist. And now? I see him a couple of times a year. But it doesn’t matter, I don’t want to talk about that. When my grandfather heard about my father and the pianist, he flew into a rage. I’ll never forget it. He heaped insult upon insult on my mother, telling her that he had known, said, foreseen. And since my mother had never paid any mind to him, now it was her problem and she should not expect any pity or help from him. That was when my mother severed all relations with my grandfather. What a nice family we are, aren’t we?” Maria said finally. “But what about you? What about your family? Where are they? What are they like?”

   I told Maria the bare minimum. That I have no one apart from myself. That my father’s name was Achille. That it had been he who had sold the best part of our estate. That my mother was Austrian, and her name was Anna, and she was an ethnographer with a passion for Kenya. That my mother and father had died in Kenya. That their plane had crashed in the middle of nowhere, indeed in Kenya. That, after the plane crash, I had found myself just turned twenty and on my own, and that, though feeling hesitant yet being not without means, I had done nothing but look around for a while. That, eventually, I had sold my ancestors’ palace in Berua for a rather generous amount and settled here in the house with my family, that is, alone.

   It must have been three in the afternoon when Maria deemed her task to be complete. As she put her things away in her bag, I could not help but give her all the praise which, after all, she so well deserved. The fresco, I said, had come away from her as if a haze had dispelled over that painted countryside.

   Before leaving, Maria conceded that the cleaning of the fresco had in fact been rather successful, then asked me to be so kind as to do her one last favour: the lie which she had made up that day to justify her absence had her walking as far as the source of the Fragolfo, and so she could certainly not come back from that walk with her bag full of the tools used for the fresco. She wanted to leave that bag in my care and come to pick it up at around half past five, just before the coach left.

   But, when Maria arrived back at the house to pick up her bag, we barely had time to have one last look at the fresco before we heard a few voices across the courtyard.

   Making sure that I was well hidden, I peeped outside and saw Rubino, Luigi Tamburlín, and Giovanni Coente standing in the shade of the hornbeam. With his outstretched arm, Rubino was outlining across the air the vast amphitheatre of my estate for the benefit of the other two.

   I ran to Maria. She should hide right away. Go upstairs. Stay there. Not move for any reason. Not move at all, since even the lightest of steps makes the ceiling creak like the deck of a ship. Amused by my whispering anxiety, by that panic of mine which was already spilling out, Maria took the bag with her tools and ran up the grand staircase. In the meantime, forcing myself to be utterly composed, I went out into the courtyard.

   As soon as they saw me, the three men fell quiet. Not that I expected any special regards, curtsies, or homages, but I was amazed at the insolence with which Tamburlín, foregoing all civility, told me that they had come – he, Rubino, and Coente – to parley with me by mandate of the Consortium.

   So I had the Consortium’s envoys take a seat on the scarlet satin chairs around the large Empire-style table in the small sitting room on the ground floor. Tamburlín, that ghastly attendant of Fastréda’s, was so ill at ease when he sat down in the sitting room that he delegated the honour of speaking to Giovanni Coente with a supercilious wave of his hand. The latter, who also showed a certain level of embarrassment, said that the engineer hired by the Consortium had delivered a new plan for the Mountain Road, together with a more accurate quote of the cost.

   The plan was set out on the table and the route and crucial points of the works expounded to me in great detail. Further strengthening. A small stream in need of ducting. A ridge of unstable rock wanting a retaining wall. In short, the quote had gone from ninety-five thousand to one hundred and thirty thousand and the Consortium’s envoys had come in fact to ask whether “by any chance” I would consider covering the entire sum.

   I feared that such an exorbitant demand might belie one of Fastréda’s schemes. To play for time, I asked the Consortium’s envoys what Fastréda thought of this new quote. Upon hearing the name of his lord being taken, Tamburlín recovered the ability to speak. He said that Fastréda was sorry for that unforeseen development, and annoyed with the engineer. Yet both Fastréda and the Board trusted in my goodwill.

   I would have liked to have enough time to ponder the matter, penetrate the terms of a plot which seemed quite badly concealed, and respond with wariness. But the three envoys were staring at me, waiting for an answer which, in their opinion, required no wavering, one way or the other. So I opted for stalling. “I don’t rule out,” I said, “that I might be able to add something to my original offer. But, given that I shall be the one providing the funds, you will certainly understand that I need to hear a second opinion. So I ask you to leave a copy of the plan with me. I’ll seek the advice of a third-party engineer and let you know my decision as soon as I’ve heard back.”

   My request must have confirmed Luigi Tamburlín’s malevolent forecasts: he looked at his two colleagues with a smile of victory, as if to mean There you go, then said to me, “By all means, everyone is the master of their own money. Everyone is the master of what’s his. But does this mean that you are not our Lord and Saviour then, Duke?”

   I found his insolence intolerable and unworthy of even being taken into account. So I repeated my conditions to the letter. Tamburlín remained quiet and smiled. Rubino and Coente, instead, kept insisting, sparking up a futile debate. They said that the engineer whom they had consulted was a man of exemplary morals, with long experience, and rather well disposed towards the Consortium, to the point that he had promised a substantial discount on his own fee. Then there was some more debating. The Consortium’s limited funds. The type of bitumen. The route. The brittleness of the rock. The timings. The manpower.

   That pointless chat lasted a never-ending hour during which I did not open my mouth. Then there was a weary silence and I had a chance to repeat, once again, my conditions. Having acknowledged my steadfastness, the Consortium’s envoys eventually gave up. I asked them to leave the plan and quote with me. Coente was about to hand me both, but Tamburlín stopped him. He said that that was the Consortium’s only copy. Then he assured me that the engineer would let me have all I might need for my auditing in a matter of days, and they all left.

   Maria immediately ran down the grand staircase. What was I dreaming up, she said, dragging that silly parley out for so long? She had a coach to catch. The six o’clock coach, the last one leaving the village. She had seen it herself, from the large windows on the piano nobile, some half an hour earlier: it had arrived in the square and then left.

   I considered saying to Maria that there was no need to make the problem bigger than it actually was: she could very well go back to her most excellent grandfather Fastréda, tell him that she had missed her coach, and leave on the first service in the morning. Such occurrences, after all, often happen to the distracted and the daydreamers.

   But the prospect of achieving my goal as soon as possible – that is, making sure that Maria, living danger herself, left straight away – persuaded me to overcome the particular hurdle of the coach most quickly. I would take her myself, in the car. Maria uttered a few respectful yet unconvincing refusals and was eventually forced to accept.

  

 
  
   Ninth Chapter

   I have not mentioned yet that, just downhill from the village, there is a place called “El Salt”. Its name in dialect suggests that this is the leap par excellence, the leap of all leaps, a forced cresting in the road to the Lowlands. Given that this is only a tiny pass with a rise of no more than three metres, I have often wondered why no one over the centuries has come up with the idea of levelling El Salt and straightening the road.

   At any rate, this pointless up and down known as El Salt has always had the most powerful effect on me. At the moment of cresting – or should I say leaping? – I distinctly feel, when I am driving from the village to the Lowlands, that I have left Vallorgàna behind; or, vice versa, that I have returned.

   In short, a certain door that one cannot see but can only cross must be located there. Except that, as I crossed it that day with Maria, not only did I feel that Vallorgàna was behind and the world before me but also something akin to an instant deliverance. Then, when I looked at Maria, I realised that I felt, as it were, extraordinarily at ease.

   I wondered whether I was feeling at ease because I was taking Maria far away from me or rather, conversely and somewhat paradoxically, because I was there in my car with her, driving past El Salt, that is, towards the world. So I wondered if, having deceived the deceiver, the labyrinth had finally swallowed up its own creator.

   If this turns out to be the case, I said to myself, you will have to escape as soon as possible, and you will need good wings to do so. You will need to spread them well, these wings, before it is too late: fill them with wind and go. But since you do not have any wings, I said to myself, you will need to find that mythical thread, and you will need to coil it back up to the exit. So I went looking for that thread, but I could find no trace of it.

   We had turned onto the main road across the Lowlands when Maria told me that, though she had done everything in her power not to eavesdrop, the voices from the ground floor had reached her ears quite clearly through the ceiling and she had heard every single word of the business with the Consortium.

   I told her that there was nothing confidential in the conversation she had unwillingly overheard, since my promise to fund those works was well known. Then I pretended to be surprised: was it really possible? Had her grandfather Fastréda perhaps not already told her about my generosity?

   Maria shook her head, ignoring my provocation, and instead confessed that she felt dumbfounded on several accounts. Firstly, she could not understand why her grandfather and I were challenging each other in this manner over issues which she deemed, from the little she understood, to be “terribly futile”. Secondly, and again having heard only one side of the story, she failed to see why that “quarrel” had turned into a matter capable of getting the people of Vallorgàna so worked up. Lastly, she struggled to understand what benefit or gain I was hoping to obtain from wasting my money on the consortium road. Was it not, perhaps, “an investment with no return”?

   I did not deem it the case to explain to her that the first and most concrete return was to put her grandfather Fastréda in a corner, thus forcing him to retreat. I simply said that people do not always act in the hope of obtaining a benefit or a gain. Then I gave her that same spiel about how my ancestors had gained assets and wealth from the toil of the villagers for centuries and about how, today, I was in the position of giving something back with a liberal act.

   Maria did not buy my principles of historical and social justice and my most lofty notion of restitution. “You live,” she said instead, and with a certain feeling, “as if in a bubble, in a place, and a state, that is hard to believe could truly exist. You live half in the past and half in a present that has very little to do with the present. You’re a nobleman, be it a count or a duke. You have a coat of arms. A house. Land. Woods. Meadows. Fields. Antiques. Old papers. Ancestors who sold their souls to the devil. Then, and excuse my bluntness, it also turns out that, without having a business, a company, or a trade of any kind, you, and again excuse my bluntness, have money too. Which, given your lifestyle, is a paradox, a contradiction in terms…”

   Was she wrong? Perhaps not. At any rate, I told her with a show of candour that – given that I was indeed a count or a duke, call it what you will – I had every right to live how I pleased, drawing inspiration and means from the past privileges of my line. But Maria had no intention of listening to me: she wanted to speak without losing the thread of her own thoughts.

   “We, on the other hand,” she said passionately but without the least recrimination in her tone, “we who are not counts and dukes, and who don’t have estates that go back generations, we start from farther back. We can do only what we can and not what we want. You lot, instead, you who have inherited and live off an inheritance, you are already sitting on something. You start from farther ahead. We can chase after you, at most, but our legs are shorter than yours. And despite all our running, we trail behind. Moreover, you, in particular, have the luck of belonging to a line that is over. Again, excuse my bluntness. So you have no duties towards anyone. You don’t have to carry on the family business or honour the family profession. You’re free. Do you see? You’re truly free. Because of this, I could think like my grandfather and hate you. Envy you, and therefore hate you. But it’s at this point that you, astonishingly, save yourself, that you redeem yourself.”

   Maria waited for me to understand on my own what redemption she meant. But I was not following.

   “You could live,” she continued, “in the biggest capitals of the world. Travel. Treat yourself to a truly luxurious life. But instead you decided to perch here under the Mountain. You’re an educated man and wouldn’t be out of place in the most prestigious museums and the greatest libraries, yet there you are, in Rubino’s bar. You’re a nobleman, however little that might mean today, of course, but you don’t put on the airs, the attitude, the boastfulness that one might expect. Do I need to go on? You could be a winemaker, but you sand down doors. You could breed horses or greyhounds, but you pull out bushes. I’m reminded of the word ‘disharmony’. But this disharmony of yours, I find it beautiful.” She stopped. She looked at me. “It’s this disharmony that redeems you,” she said. “It’s a flaw that becomes a virtue, a weakness that becomes a strength. That’s the way I see it. And it must be because of this, let me just say it and then I’ll stop talking, it must be because of this, as I was saying, that I can’t get you out of my head.”

   At that point, after the last verse of that canto, I felt as if I had been lashed by something. Even if I had been holding the very thread out of that labyrinth of my own creation, I no longer had any will to follow it from one meander to the next to find the exit. What I wanted to do, instead, was to ask Maria to repeat those words, to say them over and over again. But I said nothing and only stared at her.

   Yet she must have clearly seen in my eyes what I was asking of her in my head, since she repeated those words. “I tried,” she said. “But I can’t get you out of my head.” Then she shook her head in jest, as if trying to eject me from it, and did not say another word but simply smiled and looked out of her window.

   In the meantime, we had entered one of those forests of cement and tarmac that had sprouted with no logic – or, perhaps, with too blind a logic – all around the old farming towns of the Lowlands. Eventually, street after street and turn after turn, Maria led me to a neighbourhood of apartment buildings and small houses. She thanked me and disappeared into a low building painted green, with a security door made of fake wood. The building had an iron fence all around it, bolted onto a concrete flower bed. So she was not wrong: she disappeared into that world of hers with the small security door and I returned to my world, which is accessed through a gate at least one hundred and fifty years old.

   On my way back to Vallorgàna, as I crossed the Lowlands towards Val Fonda in a mood trapped somewhere between incredulity and pensiveness, I happened to see a row of the very tallest pylons which seemed somehow pasted onto the purplish orange of the sunset. The cables linking one pylon to the next hosted an entire flight of crows. There must have been at least a hundred of them.

   I was reminded of a chat which I had once had with my dear Nelso. We were sitting outside Rubino’s bar, and it was indeed at sunset, when I saw the flight of crows which is the master of Vallorgàna fly in the sky, silent and slow, as punctual as every evening.

   So I asked Nelso if he knew where the crows go to sleep. They disappear at night, I said. Maybe they fade into the darkness. Or do they pass through a doorway which gives access to a world beyond the world instead? Nelso told me to stop talking nonsense: the crows go to sleep in the tallest trees at night, gathering together on the branches.

   Then I asked Nelso where the tallest trees are, and he pointed in a certain direction, the direction into which the crows indeed head every night. But had he, Nelso, had he ever seen the crows asleep in the tallest trees? No, he said, he had never seen them. And the tallest trees themselves? Had he at least ever seen them? No, he had never seen them either. So I said that I might also be right, that at nightfall the crows might fade away or go to rest in a world beyond the world.

   But when I saw them on the cables between the pylons, in the Lowlands, I thought that perhaps both Nelso and I were wrong. Maybe the crows do not go to sleep in the unseen tallest trees of Val Fonda, or in a world beyond this one, but rather they come here, to the pylons of the Lowlands, which are taller than any tree and more capacious than any crown.

  

 
  
   6

   The Chestnut Husk

  

 
  
   First Chapter

   The rain arrived around mid-August, preceded by a few days of white, fraying clouds, in lumps, which later turned into a vast, grey front, still and stagnant. At first, a few large drops fell, hesitantly, one here and one there, in dollops. Then, they grew thinner, spread out in a curtain, and exploded in a downpour which lasted a couple of hours. Most distant rolls of thunder with a certain shrillness accompanied that flood of water. Then it finally relented and transformed into an unbroken weeping of raindrops.

   For three days in a row the sky cried in that manner. It swelled the meadows and the tree crowns. It seeped into the clods of hardened soil. It poured onto the pebbly riverbank of the Fragolfo. It filled the gutters. It chased away the heat of the previous weeks and let the first air of autumn swirl beneath it, mixed with the water.

   One evening, when the rain finally let up, the weeping sky brightened with a light which spilled across the entire side of the Mountain, smearing it, or perhaps flooding it, with an unbelievable glimmer. The woods were glimmering too, as if made of a most pure gold. On one such marvellous evening, immediately after dinner, I realised that I fancied a chat with Nelso.

   It quickly became evident that Nelso was in a talkative mood. He had me sit on one of the benches in his yard, went into the house, and came back out with two small glasses and a bottle which held, as I would soon learn, a harrowing juniper grappa.

   The first round went towards talking about the splendid, most rare gold sparkling on the Mountain that evening, whilst the second went towards waiting for the world to bring us another topic. And the world provided us with the mad barking of a dog.

   “Listen to Tamburlín’s Lampo,” said Nelso. Tamburlín’s Lampo was, of course, Luigi Tamburlín’s dog, which was in the habit of barking frenziedly and hysterically. “It takes nothing at all,” Nelso explained. “Someone walking through the yard. A noise he doesn’t like. A car in the street. Or a cat. A mouse. He flies off the handle and loses his mind. What can you expect? The life he leads would drive anyone to fury. Locked in his cage, always in there, running around in circles. Do you think they ever let him out? Never. Always in there. They chuck some sloppy pasta in his bowl once a day, and that’s it. No wonder he’s like this. No wonder it’s driven him mad. He’s full of anger and fear. Forget about the wolf. Lampo! Lampo is a furious beast. Even Fastréda told Tamburlín that he should let the poor dog have some joy from time to time, at least to calm him down, or he’d take him back. You see, Lampo is one of Fastréda’s dogs, and you can say anything you want about Fastréda, but not that he doesn’t treat his animals like his fellow man. Heifers, dogs, calves, he treats them all like his fellow man.”

   “Be that as it may,” I said, “but those fellows of his – I don’t mean the dogs, but the heifers and the calves – well, he loads them up onto a lorry when they’re still young and sends them off to the slaughterhouse. Is that a way to treat a fellow?”

   Nelso smiled and it was time for the third round, which gave me the chance to tell him how Tamburlín, Coente, and Rubino had come over a few days earlier to discuss the consortium road. Nelso interrupted me. He knew everything already, including some things, he said, which I did not. So I asked him whether he would be so kind as to tell me these things which I did not know.

   “To come and ask you for more money for the road!” he said. “Surely you’ve worked out that Fastréda is behind this farce. He went to the engineer and asked him to blow up the plan and the quote. And the engineer did his bidding. Fastréda was trying to get a rise out of you again, to see if you’d be so stupid as to up the ante, or get in an argument, or do something rash. But you did exactly what you were supposed to do: you took your time and stood your ground. I’m not too happy to admit it, since I don’t agree with this vagary of yours of paying for the road, but I think that, with this move, you gave Fastréda a proper licking. Now I really want to see how it plays out between you two. I really want to see what will come of it, since I’ve never seen a circus like this before in my life.”

   Then the fourth round was prepared: Nelso used it to think quietly, whilst I used it to let him think quietly. When he had finished his fourth round, Nelso made to pour out the fifth, but I refused since I had not yet finished my fourth. Nelso, instead, decided to push ahead with the grappa and pointed out to me the Simói house, on the other side of his yard: a handful of broken tiles fallen from the roof, the balcony collapsed slantwise, the weeds growing amongst the cobblestones.

   “Do you know how long it’s been since a baby was last baptised in Vallorgàna?” he asked me then. “Last year, you say? Fine, Artemio’s granddaughter. You’re right. But before her? I’d say it was Daniele Capitello’s Matteo, who’s five now. You do the maths, Duke: two baptisms in five years.”

   There is no future, that was Nelso’s meaning. And then he added how he had often heard the villagers say that things used to be better, back in the old times. “They say,” he said, “that there were plenty of us, back then. That we helped each other out. That we made do. That we got married. That we went to the dances with our mandolins. That it was better. Not at all, I say. Back then, the village was like a small chicken coop. In a chicken coop, the story of a hen is more or less the story of all hens. Are you following? One way or another, it’s always the same story and, if it’s not quite the same, it still comes from the same things.” Nelso was starting to get worked up. His eyes were shining. “It only took one storm for us to be forced to take our mouths elsewhere and go and wander about the world, selling our hands and arms. You tell me if you can call that a life. Things were bad, back then. Every day was a war. And only one rule held that chicken coop together: everyone should mind their own business, look after their own, and let others fend for themselves. That was the deal. At any rate, we knew one thing for certain,” Nelso said, showing me that one thing by raising his forefinger. “We knew that, sooner or later, wretchedness would come. Foolish priests! They said that it was the Lord’s will and that it should be accepted and blessed. I don’t remember any family from back then that wasn’t touched by wretchedness. But you, Duke, do you know what wretchedness means? Wretchedness is not the same as poverty, but rather the way one feels because of poverty – dejected, ashamed – and also the things one ends up doing because of poverty. Woeful, miserable, foolish things. That’s what I mean by wretchedness. But there is one thing that I never understood and that you, who are so scholarly, can maybe explain to me. What are we missing today, after all? Nothing. We’re awkwardly situated, there’s no denying it, but we have all we need. Back then, though, when wretchedness was all over Vallorgàna – you don’t remember it, but I do – back then, children were born like rabbits. They had nothing, yes, back then they truly had nothing, yet children were born like rabbits. To the point that someone could dare kill them even right away, as soon as they were born…”

   I asked Nelso what horrible tales he was alluding to, what exactly this Tarpeian Rock of sorts was. He stared far away as he responded. They were old stories, as old as time, which would be pointless to tell and which, after all, were known only to him, to him only, to Nelso and no one else. Having been the custodian of that tale for so many years, and an excellent one, he said, he did not want it to be now known by two; that is, by too many people.

   But there was something oddly tormented about Nelso that evening. He kept saying that he would not tell me his story but was clearly readying himself to do just that. He was examining me. He was thinking. He was deciding whether he could trust me. He was drinking small sips of his grappa. I have learnt that, when Nelso behaves like this, one only needs to wait in silence and he will eventually spill the beans. So I waited, and there he was, asking me for a sworn commitment. “But, since you like pulling up old stories, I’ll tell you this one too. After all, it should be passed down to someone, shouldn’t it? You need to promise me that you’ll keep it to yourself, though, just like I’ve kept it to myself for so many years.”

   I gave my utmost assurance that I would do exactly that, and Nelso poured himself the sixth round and made me the silent repository of that old, indelicate story.

   “Many years ago,” Nelso said, “here in the village, there was a young man called Piero. One evening, like every evening, this Piero milks his cows and goes to the dairy to deliver his daily churn. He delivers the milk and heads home. On his way back, though, he thinks to himself, ‘Let me call in on Irma and say hello.’ Who was this Irma? She was a friend of Piero’s who was roughly the same age, let’s say twenty. She had recently got married to someone from the village, a certain Antonio. But those were wretched times, and Antonio had few fields and even less money to buy any animals with. So, a few months after the wedding, Antonio emigrated and left Irma here in the village, on her own. Now listen carefully, Duke. Irma was pregnant, so she moved in with her mother, a widow called Ida, and her grandmother, another widow called Catina. So, as I was saying,” said Nelso, “this Piero has taken his milk to the milk house and on his way back, knowing his friend Irma is due any minute and wanting to wish her good health, decides to call in on her. Well, Piero asks if he may come in. No one answers. He steps in. He calls out. No one answers. So he opens the door to the kitchen and there, by the stove, sees an old woman, Catina. She’s standing there, by the stove, looking terribly unhinged, and she’s holding a staff behind her back. And this staff is pushed into a tub full of water. But Piero hears, from the tub, from under the other end of the staff, something that sounds like a cry.”

   Here, Nelso took a sip from the small glass, though it was empty. Then, he resumed his story. “So Piero pushes Catina away and, there in the tub full of water, finds the newborn baby. Catina screams and hits Piero with the staff as if he were an animal. So what does Piero do? He shoves the old woman again, pushing her to the ground, and pulls the baby out of the water. He calls out for Irma. He calls and calls. But instead in comes Ida, Irma’s mother, and she too is looking terribly unhinged. You see, she was in cahoots with the old woman. Both Ida and Catina are beside themselves. They try to yank the baby from Piero’s arms, but Piero holds on and runs off. Then he hides the baby in his coat, since it must have been winter, and runs home, to his own home, Piero’s, as fast as he can. Once there, Giovanna, his mother, realises the baby is a boy. She washes him in lukewarm water and sets him down on the bed, under the blankets. And a few hours later, when it is already night, who do you think shows up at Piero’s?”

   “Who?” I asked.

   “Irma,” said Nelso. “She’s as pale as death itself and can barely walk, but begs Piero to give her the baby and says that she’ll look after him and that those two witches, meaning her mother and grandmother, wanted to drown him. So they go into the room and Irma sees her baby and starts crying. She cries and begs Piero and his mother Giovanna to just listen, they’re good-hearted people and she needs to get this thing off her chest. So Irma tells them the whole story. That the baby is not the child of Antonio, her husband, not at all. He is the son of a textile merchant, a young man from the Lowlands. Irma fell pregnant with this man and married Antonio to avoid a scandal. Though she had kept it all to herself, shortly before giving birth she had had – I’m not sure what to call it – maybe a crisis of conscience. So she had told her mother and grandmother the truth. And it had been her grandmother, Catina, the commander-in-chief of that household,” said Nelso, pointing in the direction of the cemetery, “who had said that not only must the shame never come out but neither should its fruit. She didn’t care that no one would ever know, that in everyone’s eyes the baby would be the child of Antonio, who’d emigrated abroad. The baby had to die. That was her final decision. Kill him and say he had been stillborn. So Catina had convinced Ida, who was a weak, foolish woman, and they never said a thing to Irma. When the baby was born, Catina had picked him up, she said, to go and wash him in lukewarm water. Instead, she had put him in the tub and tried to drown him by keeping him down with the staff. And that’s how it went, dear Duke. That’s how it went. What happened then? Irma took her baby back and those two witches had to deal with it. And Antonio? He was happy when he returned. The boy was healthy. He was three.”

   Astonished at this story, I asked Nelso who these Catina, Irma, Piero, and so on were, but Nelso huffed and said, “Who were they? Who were they? People from Vallorgàna, that’s who they were. They’ve all been as dead as doornails for donkey’s years. But I don’t have any children, and so… Oh, go on then. This much I can tell you… Do you know who Piero was? Piero was Piero Tabióna. Do you understand now? My father. It was he who pulled the baby out of the tub. One day, when he was already old, he told me this story. I was his son, and evidently he wanted to pass down this memory that only he knew. And he truly was the only one – no one else knows a thing about it. But I don’t have any children and, to me, this story feels, well, it feels like a powerful way to understand a lot about Vallorgàna, and also about life in general, about how wicked people can be. Well, now I’ve told it to you.”

   Then Nelso reminded me that I had promised to keep that story to myself, not least because, he said, as an old man from Vallorgàna called Piero Monegàt used to say, “‘Scratching about in other people’s wretchedness is a sin.’ And he was right,” said Nelso. “Villages used to be full of gossips with long tongues and prying eyes. And these gossips were worse than the storm. When some wretchedness happened to someone, they would push into their house to spy, pry, and be outraged and then go into other people’s houses to whisper, speak ill, and tattle about them.”

   At this point, Nelso seemed to have worked off all his fervour and his face relaxed, as if he were now contemplating some faraway bliss. “Back then, though,” he carried on, “there were also people who knew when to speak and when to keep shtum. There were plenty of old men like that, back then: clever, quiet, thinkers. Maybe they’d shut up for days and weeks on end but, when they eventually spoke, they spoke. It was something to behold, and if Vallorgàna is still here, listen to me, Duke, it’s because of those who didn’t go digging into the wretchedness of others.”

   Nelso did not need a reply. He stood up, picked up the bottle with the grappa and the small glasses, and wished me goodnight.

   But, as I returned to the house in the darkness of the evening, I could not help but see, right in front of my eyes, old Catina with her staff pushed into the tub. Maybe, I wondered, the thought of holding the baby underwater with her own hands to drown him had disgusted her. Maybe she had wanted to kill the newborn but, because of some scruple, needed to interpose, between her murderous hands and the baby to be murdered, an inert object with no scruples of its own?

   Be that as it may, the image would not leave me: it reminded me of a scene which I had happened to witness some ten years earlier, not long after I had moved into the house. At the time, a particular old woman from the village was still alive. She was known by a witchlike name, Gana the Blackbird. One day, I saw her with her hands submerged in the always icy water of the public wash house. I assumed that she was doing her laundry and thought the whole thing terribly picturesque. But then, when Gana the Blackbird reached into her basket, what she had pulled out, and then shoved straight underwater, was instead a kitten: she was getting rid of an entire litter of kittens which had not yet even opened their eyes.

   The baby in the tub and the cats in the wash house, I said to myself that evening, share a hideously similar morphology. And, just as Piero Tabióna had saved that baby, I too had managed to rescue two kittens out of five from Gana the Blackbird. I had taken them to the house and, once they had become old enough, they had gone their own separate ways, the ingrates.

  

 
  
   Second Chapter

   I do not believe that everything which happens to us must necessarily be rare, special, or precious. Quite often, or perhaps most of the time, we live through the very same things as everyone else. What I mean is that our own experiences, and especially those which take place inside of us, may perhaps feel novel, extraordinary, and unique but instead are mere trifles which have already occurred a thousand times over and have already been told a thousand times before. Therefore, I would not want to repeat the trifle at hand once again, not in the least, were it not for the fact that it, the trifle itself, turned out to be heavy enough to tip the scales, stir a landslide, and implacably push this story towards its end.

   It was the morning after my chat with Nelso and the fog had pushed from the Lowlands into that notch which is Val Fonda. It was a dense, compact soup stretched between one slope and the other. It had reached Vallorgàna, completely erasing its homes, roads, and yards, and had stopped only a short distance away from the house. As if sailing in that soup, or propelling aloft above it, or covertly advancing under its protection, I heard two knocks at the front door and there was Maria.

   I do not remember how I welcomed her and what the first words which we exchanged were. I only remember that, at one point, Maria told me that she had moved to Vallorgàna, to her grandfather’s house, and that she would live there for the time being. I asked her why, and she started telling me about a certain custodian at the museum of Berua.

   A few years earlier, she told me, Maria had worked for a couple of months in conservation at the lapidary section of that museum. She had cleaned up inscriptions, epigraphs, sections of columns, and other such things. At that time, she had become friendly with this custodian, and now he had rung her up to let her know that Dr Turloni, namely the head of the lapidary section, had retired, that a competition had been organised to find his replacement, and that Maria should definitely try for it.

   Maria had deemed that competition to be a glimmer of hope but had also made a commitment to herself that it would be her last. Thus, she had indeed decided to try for it. Should she get the post, great. Should she not, she would abandon once and for all her ever feebler velleities and look for another job. So Maria had come up with a plan: for the months preceding her competition, which was set for the end of November, she would stay at her grandfather’s as a guest and remain here in Vallorgàna, where she would definitely be able to focus on her studies; then, once the outcome of the competition was known, she would steer her life in the direction pointed to her by the competition itself.

   I did not say anything clever in response. I simply lauded those who, like Maria, know what they want as I took cognisance of the fact that the labyrinth, my labyrinth, had been razed to the ground. The prospect of prolonged proximity to Maria, in fact, immediately projected in front of me a shadow of adventure, of unexplored freedom, of alluring danger: all cunning, solemn feelings which I felt utterly unable to resist.

   And so, over the last days of summer, I spent not a little time with Maria. Apart from a few hours passed chatting away in the house, we devoted that time to walking well away from the village, on the slopes of the Mountain, on paths no longer trodden and almost invisible, crushed by the woods and which revealed, from time to time, the unburied ruin of a house. We moved within the sublime constrictions of concealment, which incited the complicit, sensual game of surreptitiousness and, day after day, allowed me to better discover Maria’s changing, and to me most seductive, attitudes.

   When the flames of dusk blazed, for instance, Maria would walk fast. She would laugh. She would come up with grand thoughts and boundless excitements. She would pause to observe the burning sun, and the clouds and the sky aflame, then set off again with those very same flames glowing in her eyes. When the sky was leaden and ashen instead, a shadow would settle on Maria. Her eyes would catch a rainy hue. Her face would soften, her motions become wary, her steps muffled, her mood nocturnal.

   I discovered in her a sort of alphabet which I had the feeling I knew and understood, as if it came from a remote past which yet was familiar to me. Consequently, as the days went by, I developed the belief that it was not true that Maria and I belonged to two distant worlds, as she had said. Maria was the door to something, and beyond that door lay a world which was (or had been) my own also. It took nothing at all for that door to inch open and for me to feel drawn into a whirlpool of vague forebodings and to sense, through the crack of that door, glimmers of places, the subtlest of scents, strange inklings, wishes already long fulfilled, and others still utterly unexpressed.

   So I desired Maria, I desired her and the dormant world of which she was the unwitting keeper, that world in which I must have already been and which, from the kingdom of shadows, was now showing itself to me again, as blurred and undefined as something which makes its presence felt yet never fully reveals itself.

   Mischievousness tempted us into savouring the delicious taste of a few small, quite careful indiscretions, despite Vallorgàna being an extraordinarily efficient organism of surveillance. Of this centuries-old, most efficient system of surveillance I spoke to Maria with sarcastic yet amazed admiration, calling it the most perfect of totalitarian states.

   I explained to her that, in Vallorgàna, everyone controls and is controlled, and that nothing suspicious can ever go undetected for too long. Sentinels are everywhere: they see movements, hear words, notice habits, archive opinions, write down coincidences, and even trespass into feelings. Furthermore, as I explained to Maria, mutual control does not end with the observations made by an individual sentinel, not at all: sentinels talk to each other, exchange notes and suspicions, and then infer hypotheses and deductions which unfailingly prove to be correct.

   One evening, Maria decided to challenge, benignly, this peculiar totalitarianism. It was early September and she had taken the risk of coming to the house after dinner, despite our agreed-upon precautions. We sat in the courtyard, in the coolness of the evening, talking about I no longer remember what and, in the meantime, listened to the crickets which, in early September, have one last rush of euphoria and sing for all they are worth, as if it were the beginning of summer.

   This cricket song indeed kindled in Maria the itch of testing the totalitarian state of which I had told her, of course for one evening only. So, shortly after the bell tower had tolled ten o’clock, she asked me to walk her homewards a little way, at least as far as the first houses in the village, and then she would carry on alone – provided that I, she said, would dare to accompany her.

   It was dark and the air carried no other sound but the crickets. In short, there was no reason to back away from such a benign challenge. I headed with Maria along the road which goes down to the village from the house and, when we reached the first lamp post, Maria upped the ante.

   She said that I would not dare walk her to the second, which was no more than fifty metres away from the first. Naturally, I went as far as that second lamp post. There Maria said that I certainly would not carry on to the third, which was bolted onto the outside wall of the first house in the village. Since this cottage had been left empty for decades, I did not protest and we carried on to the third lamp post.

   We had stopped shortly past that lamp post to chat for a few more minutes when, all of a sudden, we heard behind us a sigh of tiredness and prostration. In the semi-darkness, there was Mario Valíne leaning against the corner of the empty house.

   He was looking at us with narrow eyes. He was looking at us but perhaps could not see us. Perhaps, it being the end of the day, he was fumbling about in the thick fog of Verduzzo. Perhaps he did not even know where he was. Perhaps he was wandering around in his very own world. Yet his narrow eyes and meaningless muttering seemed to be staring straight at us, questioning us with inordinate, inarticulate curiosity.

   The fact of the matter was that we reacted like two kids caught in the act. Maria started walking down towards the village at a pace. I, on the other hand, strode up towards the house at speed. Mario Valíne, instead, stood there, holding up the corner of that empty house illuminated by the third lamp post, sighing and muttering his nonsense. No, I thought, Valíne saw nothing; and even if he did see, he would not remember a single thing about it a few hours later.

  

 
  
   Third Chapter

   I now believe, however, that the following day Valíne had both remembered and indeed talked. I suppose that fate had arranged for him to bump into Mario Fastréda and that wine, that substance of conversion capable of upending the world and everything in it, had lured him into insinuating, into saying without saying, into hinting and implying.

   On the following afternoon, at the agreed-upon time, I saw Maria leave the path through the woods and take the road to the house. Immediately afterwards, Rashmi, Fastréda’s man, appeared from that very same path.

   Maria was coming up to the house and Rashmi was just standing there, watching her. When he had seen enough, just a few seconds, he returned to the path with the delicate dexterity of a roe deer and left.

   I waited for Maria to reach the courtyard and then came up to her, annoyed and brazen. “But didn’t you see him?” I asked her. “How could you not notice him? Do you realise that he saw you?”

   “Who?” Maria asked.

   “Who? Rashmi. He followed you up the path!”

   “Come off it! He was in the cowsheds when I left—”

   “I’m telling you that he followed you. He watched you walk up here and then left.”

   Maria was amused. Was she really failing to catch the seriousness of the situation? I reminded her of something of which she too should have been fully aware, namely that Valíne had seen us and had obviously been talking. But she kept smiling, amused by the incident. “Why do you care?” she asked me.

   “Why do I care? It will cause pandemonium. What do you suppose Rashmi will do now? And why do you suppose that he was here in the first place? Fastréda must have ordered him to follow you, and now he’ll rush back to make his report.”

   We were in the kitchen and Maria helped herself to a glass of water with a gesture of indifferent normality which, at that juncture, felt to me like defiance. So I repeated that I was unable to understand how she remained so calm, given that now we could be certain of the coming torment, and mine much worse than hers, and that I struggled to believe that she could be so superficial as not to realise as much.

   She gulped down a couple of sips of water and said yes, that perhaps she was superficial given that she could not understand why I would be so discombobulated over the whole thing. Was there perhaps a commandment, she insinuated, forbidding two people from talking? Were we perhaps still in times of such moral scruples that the sight of a man and a woman talking to each other was considered an act of outrageous enormity? She did not care, she said, if Vallorgàna gossiped. She did not care if Fastréda found a pretext to make insinuations against me. And finally, she did not care if people said of me that I was a count, a duke, or a baron through and through.

   I lost control. All the overexcitement of the previous months had found a little kindling to set ablaze, and it all burst out at the same time, dragging some disgraceful words behind it. “You don’t understand what it means to live in a place like this,” I said. “And you especially don’t understand what it means to be the person who I am forced to be.”

   “I don’t?” she replied to my challenge. “I don’t understand it?”

   “No. You’re Fastréda’s granddaughter. That’s the truth.”

   At this, Maria rashly threw the little water left in her glass at me. “You know what? You’re haughty and conceited. And that’s the least of it. You’re a prisoner of yourself. Is this a cage you’ve built for yourself? Very well. Do you want to stay locked away in it? Do as you please.”

   I watched her head down across the meadow and then take the path whence Rashmi had emerged briefly earlier, and I realised that Maria might also be right. It was true that I was a prisoner of myself. And as for the cage, there it was: the house with all its great historical sediment of things and genealogies. And then there was also Vallorgàna. Was that not a second cage? A second cage with its own great historical sediment of things and genealogies.

   Maria might be right on the topic of imprisonment and cages. But who, after all, is not a prisoner of themselves? And who has not built their own cage? We all are the architects of our own cages. We all pass through or live inside cages which someone might even sagaciously choose to call our “contexts”.

   These thoughts accompanied me all night, and I woke up the following morning with them still by my side. They continued keeping me rather unpleasant company until the afternoon when, at the sight of Mario Fastréda, they shot off in flight, leaving me on my own.

   I saw him from the study window. He was standing in the courtyard, looking at the bailiff’s house, the false modesty of his stance like that of a cattle drover of yesteryear.

   I steadied myself for the worst, but I have to admit that I faced that moment with commendable unselfconsciousness: I stepped out into the courtyard and walked up to Fastréda, thus sparing him the bother of having to call out my name.

   Fastréda did not greet me. Instead, he looked at the bailiff’s house and said that he remembered Giuseppe Grando quite well. “He truly was a gentleman,” he said. “Giuseppe Grando the bailiff. He visited the tenants to share out the crops, he paid for any upkeep needed, he managed the labour in the fields. And it was also he, Giuseppe Grando, who kept your estate in order. The meadows around here used to be as neat as a garden. And such honesty! He never even stole a fistful of sorghum or half a cup of flour. And when he used to come down to the village on his cart? He had this cart pulled by a white filly, you should have seen her.”

   Then he asked me whether I ever had the chance to meet him, Giuseppe Grando, and I replied that, if seeing an old man in a hat once in a lifetime meant meeting someone, then yes, I had met him.

   Fastréda shook his head with contempt to suggest that he knew more than I did about my own business. He had seen. He had lived. He knew its entire arc. Then he put on the mask of Smiling Perfidy and questioned me: “Why do you think I’m here, Duke?”

   “You must have something to tell me,” I said.

   “Why do you think I’m here?” he repeated, but with a wider smile.

   “Evidently,” I said, “you’re here to ask me why I think you’re here.”

   Fastréda insulted me with another smile, then carried on. “I’m here because I need to deliver something to you. Not that I have to. I’m just doing it out of politeness.”

   At that, he handed me a white envelope marked Hand-delivered registered letter. I took the envelope and was about to open it, but Fastréda said that I need not waste time opening it now, that there was no rush. I could open it in my own time.

   Then Fastréda went back to looking at the bailiff’s house. “What a time!” he said. “It was a different time. Unfair as you like. But, back then, there were none of these woods,” he said, pointing at the Mountain. “It was all meadows. Apart from the woods at high altitude, our woods. Those are ancient woods, very ancient. But none of this rubbish coming down. You must be happy about it, Duke, because you’re a wild one. But mark my words, sooner or later these woods will suffocate you too.”

   I was about to tell him that he should not talk about things which only existed in his head and that I did not have the least fondness for the scrub climbing down the Mountain. But Fastréda beamed over an extraordinary smile and said, “I almost forgot! Did you know that, yesterday, I sent Rashmi to look for mushrooms up around here? Yes indeed. It’s about time the flirt is ready for picking. So I told him, ‘Rashmi, go and check for the flirt in the hornbeam woods under The Duke’s house.’ He came to check but found nothing, not even a sniff of the flirt. But do you know what he told me then?”

   Naturally, I could do nothing but hold my tongue. So Fastréda pushed his chin up high and challenged me. “He told me that he saw my granddaughter Maria, who was also out looking for mushrooms.”

   At extraordinary moments such as these, words either do not come at all or come all on their own, right or wrong as they may be. This time, the following words rose promptly to my lips, “Your granddaughter Maria. Of course. I’ve met her. A wonderful girl. A woman, I should say, a woman who likes conversation and discussion. In fact she’s told me that she’s your granddaughter. Imagine that, at first I didn’t believe her. She doesn’t look anything like you. The eyes, for instance. Yours are light. Hers are black.”

   Fastréda was clearly not expecting such cockiness from me. He came closer to me. He pointed a finger at my chest. “Be very careful, Duke,” he said then. “Be very careful. Don’t do anything stupid. Keep your ears open. That’s all I’m saying. And keep your wits about you.”

  

 
  
   Fourth Chapter

   There was something, in Fastréda, capable of filling me with devils like nothing else. He drove me mad. He delivered my thoughts and actions to the erratic will of a hungry, unknown hatred. He pulled me into a whirlpool where I could do nothing but spin; and the more I spun, the more I filled with devils, and these devils grew more ferocious and blinded me.

   Fastréda’s insinuations and threats alleging that Maria had come looking for mushrooms in my environs had worked me up rather than scared me. His threats were another insult to be avenged. Not right away, of course, but sooner or later, in due course, and with no doubt. For the time being, instead, I focused on the envelope, that Hand-delivered registered letter which Fastréda had given me.

   It contained a letter, evidently written by a solicitor, in which Fastréda stated that the tracts of woods standing on the cadastral units such and such were rightfully his, he having acquired them by prescription. The cadastral units at issue, it goes without saying, were my woods. The letter argued that both the previous owners and well-informed witnesses were ready to testify that the tracts at issue had been neglected for at least thirty years; that, over the last twenty years, they had been worked by the previous owners of the neighbouring lots; and that Fastréda had therefore self-evidently acquired them too at the time of purchase.

   My hatred was aglow, as I said, and my body was brimming over with devils, but that well-written letter, and in a voice which was not Fastréda’s, disarmed me. My much-praised contrivance of financing the Mountain Road was meant to crush Fastréda and dissuade him from pursuing the main front of the battle – that is, the hectares, the cadastral units, the boundaries, and the acquisition by prescription. But no. Fastréda had not abandoned his position and was instead defending the rear lines. But that was not all: from there, he had also launched a counter-attack and, having found in Maria the weak link in my position, opened a most novel front.

   A good strategist, perhaps, would not have diverted his forces from the more exhausted fronts to deploy them, tired and worn down as they were, at a freshly opened one. But I opted for this bold move and decided to fight on the new front. When I see Maria again, I said to myself, I shall speak to her with the utmost clarity. I shall apologise for the disgraceful violence of the words which I shot at her. I shall ask her to forgive that outburst of mine. I shall tell her that it is true that I am the prisoner of myself and my own cage, at least to an extent. However, I shall also make her see that I am the prisoner not only of myself but also of Vallorgàna, of its vicissitudes, and, first and foremost, of her grandfather Fastréda, a true enemy and a black soul. Finally, and just to clarify things further, I shall show her the letter delivered to me by Fastréda.

   I waited for days for Maria to come up to the house. I peered at the path. I kept an eye on the meadow. I walked around the village in the hope of coming across her. I even went as far as venturing near Fastréda’s cowsheds and spying beyond the enclosures with the Limousin and the Pezzata Rossa cows. But I never saw her. So I had an idea: I would break through the new front, the one just opened by Fastréda, by way of a diversion from the old one.

   So I rang Balzan, the solicitor. I told him about the registered letter. I read it out to him. I asked for his advice. The solicitor said that, for the time being, it would be enough to send through a denial, a written document in which I stated, in turn, that I rejected Fastréda’s right to exercise the institution of acquisition by prescription with regard to my woods because of motivations to be elucidated in the correct forum, at a later date.

   The solicitor said that I could send this response as a registered letter; alternatively, he added, which was exactly what I had been hoping to hear, I could deliver it into the hands of the person concerned. Balzan dictated a rough outline for this document, and I wrote the letter based on my notes. Then I put it in an envelope and set off on foot for Fastréda’s fiefdom, ready to strike on both fronts at once.

   That temple of cows and bulls, that dark belly of lowing warmth, shone in the mid-September sun with military arrogance. A short distance away from it, and surrounded by shelters, enclosures, storehouses, and machines, Fastréda’s house too resembled a small colonial barracks that day.

   Upon my arrival, the colonel’s dogs barked and headed for me with their tails upright. They stopped to keep an eye on me. There were three of them. Two black and one grey. I stood there stock-still, waiting for someone, and perhaps indeed her, Maria, to come and call back those guardians. But nothing moved. Eventually, I heard a tractor and saw Fastréda. He was driving the vehicle with solemn slowness, as if operating a machine of unparalleled peril which required supreme caution, boundless wisdom, and decades of experience. The dogs ran towards him maniacally, howling rather than barking, running around him with crazed expressions of jubilation, skimming the moving wheels. They continued to honour their master with their dance until the tractor had reached the yard and was but a step away from me.

   Fastréda pulled the brakes, shifted levers, released clutches, and opened the door of that self-propelled throne of his without turning off the engine. “What do you want?” he shouted at me from above as if we were talking from the opposite slopes of a valley.

   “To deliver this to you,” I said. And I pulled out my letter and put it in his hand.

   He grabbed it and pocketed it rudely. “Is there anything else?” he then asked, still shouting above the background noise of the idling engine. Yes, there is something else, I wanted to say. Tell me where Maria is. But of course I did not ask such a question. Instead, to gain time, I started talking about his letter, even going as far as saying that I had been wondering who these truthful witnesses of his were, so ready to give false testimony.

   I heard him say that no one would testify anything but the truth, but my gaze and attention had already fallen onto Fastréda’s front door. Maria was there. Her hair was gathered at the nape of her neck. She looked at me without expressing the least feeling, as if I were a stranger.

   “If you have something else to say, then hurry up,” Fastréda shouted at me from the top of his throne of pistons. “Otherwise, so long.”

   “There’s nothing else,” I said. “Very well, then.”

   I nodded goodbye to Fastréda first, then to Maria, but received no acknowledgement from either, and so I left.

   On my way back from that manoeuvre of mine, when I reached the point where the road leading from Fastréda’s cowsheds to the village merges with the path in the woods which goes up to the house, I saw Boiko the gypsy instructing his son Gunari on how to park the caravan. Their lorry was already on the square, parked lengthways by the church. I realised that time really does fly: it had already been a year, and there was only one week left before the fête of San Matteo.

   The fête of San Matteo is all which is left of the fair once celebrated in Vallorgàna on 21 September. I have only ever witnessed it in the papers from my archive, where, since the early seventeenth century, the fair is recorded as a recurring event. Several agricultural contracts, in fact, read that some tenant or other was expected to deliver tributes such as chickens, eggs, cheeses, hares, baskets of grapes, and walnuts to the bailiff of the house by the day of the fair.

   But the houses of Vallorgàna too keep documents relating to the fair of San Matteo. I am talking about photographs. The oldest of the ones which I have happened to see goes back to 1921 and pictures the square full of people and stalls brimming with fabrics, baskets, haltered cows, sheep, cages with chickens, and a general bustling of merchants, brokers, farmers, and sellers.

   A few years ago, I asked Rubino what kind of deals might be struck at a fair in a valley as wretched as ours. So Rubino had taken down from a shelf in the bar a faded book from 1954, An Economic and Touristic Guide, published by the Chamber of Commerce, Industry, and Agriculture of Berua and containing, amongst other things, a “demographic table of the local districts”. Rubino had pointed out that 2,244 people had lived in Val Fonda at the time. And these people, from the first to the last, all had poured into Vallorgàna for the fair of San Matteo.

   But, over time, the 2,244 people of Val Fonda moved away or died, and today no more than one hundred and fifty are left. Thus, the fair had started a natural decline until it had eventually stopped taking place altogether – in 1970, according to Rubino’s recollection.

   Of this glorious past, only two relics remain, the sung Mass and the fête which the villagers organise in the square for the sake of tradition. Until some twenty years ago, around the time of San Matteo’s Day, a sensational convoy of funfair rides would also reach Vallorgàna, led all the way up here by Boiko and some ten more gypsies, who arrived in the village with several vehicles, including lorries and caravans. Even though the fête of San Matteo is in decline and Boiko is certainly in his eightieth year at least, today he still lands in Vallorgàna one week before the fête, as unswerving as a migratory bird, together with his son Gunari and the little which is left of his defunct empire of funfair rides: one shooting gallery and one chair-o-plane with its trestle. From it, a greasy fox tail dangles, the sought-after trophy of that meagre spinning around of centrifugal chairs.

   In short, whilst I was on my way back from Fastréda’s fiefdom, Boiko and Gunari showed up as punctual as ever. They parked their caravan and set up in all haste. Then, having arranged two deckchairs in front of their caravan, they spent the following week sitting on said chairs, smoking, dozing, and exchanging the occasional observation.

   It was late in the afternoon of San Matteo’s Day, and I still had heard no news from Maria, when I received a telephone call from Balzan, who told me that he had forgotten to give me a necessary admonition during our previous conversation: as far as my woods were concerned, I should refrain from doing anything which might be construed as a response, whether direct or indirect, to the claims made by my opponent. I should especially refrain both from cutting any trees in the tract of woods whose ownership was disputed, as this would indeed be read as a provocation by my opponent; and from cutting trees too close to the tract at issue, as this could be seen as respecting the disputed boundary, thus implicitly accepting the demands of the opposite party.

   Knowing that Nelso was planning on cutting directly uphill from the disputed area during the imminent forestry season, I went to give him the necessary instructions so that he would revise his logging plan.

   I found him bent over the workbench in his storehouse. On that operating table lay in pieces the best chainsaw of his arsenal – namely, The Faithful, since all of Nelso’s chainsaws have their own name which represents their character. The list includes The Terrible, which is horribly ferocious and cruel; The Patient, which works slowly but with obedient consistency; The Dodderer, which is the most ancient of them all; and The Swift, which is the smallest and most handy. To each chainsaw a name and to each name a temperament.

   Except that The Faithful had lost its characteristic spirit. It was struggling to rev up. It was lacking grit and viciousness. The carburettor pickup was no longer as infallible as it used to be. Somewhere inside that powerful organism, said Nelso, must indeed lie the reason for such exhaustion.

   Perhaps it was a mistake to disturb Nelso’s surgery in order to tell him about Fastréda’s letter, my counter-letter, and Balzan’s admonition to act cautiously. Nelso, in fact, lost his temper: sod Fastréda and sod the solicitor, both equally responsible for wrecking his work schedule. Cursed be the solicitor, especially, a man only made of paper and words, a man who was clearly most ignorant on the subject of woods, a man for whom cutting here or there makes no difference whatsoever, for whom manoeuvring many hundredweight of timber is the same as folding a piece of paper, as if there was not, instead, a difficult yet clever logic to logging: calculating the trajectory of the fall so that the tree will not crush down on other trees, working out the passages to pick up the logs, and finding the right places for the stacks.

   Nelso lit a cigarette, stepped out of the storehouse, and asked me whether I was hot. “This heat isn’t normal at all,” he said. “It’s San Matteo’s. Tomorrow’s already October, you might as well say. October and it’s still as hot as in August. I’ll tell you this much for nothing, Duke: people used to wear their big coats on San Matteo’s Day and, if the tradition is to serve minestrone at the fair, that’s because putting something hot in your belly wasn’t a bad idea. But now,” Nelso continued, “forget about minestrone! The weather’s planning some dirty trick this year. You’ll see if I’m wrong. A dirty trick. Only time will tell.”

   He was indeed not wrong: in those days, I had been too unfocused looking for Maria and waiting for the development of my manoeuvres to worry about the heat: the too-mild evenings, the still air, and the grass in the meadows which kept growing as if it were still full summer, to the point that the rarest conjuncture of a third mowing over a single summer had come to pass, when Val Fonda has seldom known the need to mow more than twice a season.

   According to Nelso, the last time the meadows of Vallorgàna had produced enough grass for a third mowing had been at least fifteen years earlier. And how could one forget that year, he said, given that it had then proceeded to rain uninterruptedly from October to December? And, when it had stopped raining, it had started snowing. And, when it had stopped snowing, the temperature had dropped so much that there were still heaps of snow in the shaded corners of the yards well into May.

   Then Nelso Tabióna looked at his watch and insisted that I go with him to eat San Matteo’s minestrone. I did not want to go, so I came up with the most varied excuses. But one cannot refuse an invitation from Nelso. Nelso’s invitations are unilateral decisions.

   So we headed for the square, naturally by car, since Nelso, perhaps a little arrogantly, always parks his four-by-four no more than a single step away from his destination. But this is his philosophy. “As far as walking goes,” he said to me once, “walk as little as possible. It wears down the bones.”

  

 
  
   Fifth Chapter

   Boiko’s chair-o-plane was spinning, slow and tired, and on board it had three children from the village watched over by their mothers. Not a single hand felt the impulse to stretch out and grab the fox tail dangling from the trestle and not a single smile lit up the faces of those children. I had the impression that they were letting themselves be carried around because they had no other choice.

   Near the shooting gallery, instead, there were signs of actual excitement. Five or six young men of about twenty had gathered there, in front of Gunari, together with some young women of the same age. Apart from a couple of them whom I had never seen before, they were all from Vallorgàna. Having abandoned the rifles and the shooting posts, they were now crowding around a wooden table with the murderous sturdiness of a butcher’s counter. On it, anchored with some brackets, lay a piece of wooden beam not more than half a metre long.

   The challenge was the following: for a certain sum, Gunari would set some seven-centimetre nails ever so slightly into the beam. Then, the contestant was handed a carpenter’s hammer and was expected to drive the nails into the beam. The catch was that they could not hold the nail still with their fingers and had to drive it down into the beam fully, to its very head, striking no more than thrice.

   Nelso was enchanted by that tournament of hammering nails into the beam and dragged me over to watch. The young men were striking with the hammer. Sometimes, they missed the mark altogether. Other times, they hit it but with too much strength and too little aim, causing the nail to twist on itself. Other times still, they were too cautious and the nail only went down at the fourth, fifth, or sixth strike. To excite his contestants, from time to time Gunari would take the hammer, spin it in his fingers like a knife thrower, and then finally, and almost blindly, masterfully drive the nail down into the beam with one strike – one! And so the young men would renew the challenge, spending their money on nail upon nail.

   As I was saying, Nelso was terribly intrigued by this game of skill which clearly tested and tickled his conceit. “Give me three nails,” he said to Gunari. Nelso paid and Gunari set the nails. The young men stepped to one side. Nelso took the hammer, assessed it, approved it, and struck for the first time but was way off the mark. The young men laughed at him. Someone said that he could only handle billhooks and chainsaws and should forget about hammers. Nelso’s second attempt was better. After three strikes, the nail was in the beam, but Gunari pointed out that the head was still sticking out by a few millimetres. Close but no cigar.

   At this, Nelso complained about the hammer, the quality of the nails, and the young men standing too close. He asked them to take a step back. He studied the nail. He mimed the strike a couple of times to get a sense of the distances. I saw a pointless tension on his face. How could a man like Nelso palpitate like that over a childish game, a silly challenge? At any rate, he raised the hammer and hit the nail so powerfully and precisely that not only did the nail go down straight to the head in one strike, but the beam itself then bore the impression of the square head of the hammer.

   Then Nelso said to the young men that they had little nerve and even less brain, and to Gunari that, if he wanted a real challenge, he should forget about fir, which is as soft as butter, and instead go for a beech, chestnut, or oak beam: a hardwood, for real men. Having spoken these words, Nelso refused the prize, whatever it may have been, and headed for the tent.

   We found a couple of seats at the end of a table, next to old Mario Dordi and his wife Ida, and what I saw as soon as I started eyeing around the tables, as one does, was quite obvious. At one end of the tent, there was Fastréda, his wife Luigia, Rashmi, and, with her back to my table, Maria. Fastréda was lost in his minestrone, but Luigia, always shrewd and alert, had seen me and was studying me. She was checking whether I was looking at Maria and, if I was, how I was looking at her; or, at least, that was my impression.

   So I happily let myself be roped into Nelso and Mario Dordi’s conversation about beans from the olden days, exquisite beans whose seeds were all but lost, and ancient crops, when the weather was not as crazy as it was today. Nelso repeated that it was not normal, all this heat, in our area, at the end of September, and that, in the past, people used to wear their coats to the fair of San Matteo. Mario Dordi agreed with him but also said that he, who was going to be ninety-three in November, did not care one bit whether the world had gone astray. As far as he was concerned, the world might as well go to the dogs, or be swept away by the flood, or buried under the desert sand.

   I turned my eyes away from my table only when I heard someone greet Fastréda. Fastréda had already stood up and was about to leave the fête followed by Maria, Luigia, and Rashmi. But then the following happened.

   Maria stops at the entrance to the tent, looks at me, smiles at me, and then waves at me in greeting, Fastréda looks at her and then at me, and I notice that many are actually staring at me.

   “Look at that,” I had the impression that they were saying. “How odd, Fastréda’s Maria and the Duke of Cimamonte.” Amidst all that staring, I feared that we might be on the brink of an occurrence of some enormity. But Fastréda simply looked daggers at me and left the tent.

   Nelso, who was a prudent, discreet man, immediately resumed his steady conversation with me about his chainsaws. He managed to talk about chainsaws, woods, and stories, drawing into the conversation this person and that, until only he and I were left at the fête, together with a handful of drunks. When we too left, eventually, the square was completely deserted and Nelso pointed out to me, assuming that I would recognise him, a boy of perhaps fifteen who was flopped over on one of the chairs on Boiko’s ride, which had been shut down for the night. I did not recognise him but noticed that he was crying. Those tears, said Nelso, must spring straight from Rubino’s bar which, on the evening of San Matteo’s, is abandoned by its usual patrons, who prefer to drink at the fête, and taken over instead by the youth, who peculiarly decide to go overboard and order “square metres” of beer watered down with mint syrup. Upon disclosing to me that the boy on Boiko’s ride was Kevin Valèrna, Nelso reproached his parents firstly for having given him such a name and secondly for being unable to keep him in check. Kevin Valèrna must have been full of beer, mint syrup, and desperation that night. Unless he was crying instead – who knows – over some other solitude, disappointment, or bitterness of his.

   Then Nelso took me by the arm and asked me to respond to something much more serious. “Why are you greeting Fastréda’s Maria?” he asked me. But then he did not even leave me enough time to find a good excuse. “Your business,” he said, and got in his four-by-four.

   I set off on foot. It was a vast, moonless night. The Mountain, which towered against the black sky but was blacker and darker than the sky itself, did not look like a mountain at all but like an immense mouth, sombre and gaping. In the middle of this formidable mouth, the house shone with its feeble luminescence.

   When I eventually reached it, I lingered to observe that prodigious lime, wondering whence it might get its timid but detectable glow. At that second, somewhere in the dark, I heard steps on the gravel. I searched the darkness but could see nothing. “Who’s there?” I asked, addressing the indistinct darkness. No one answered. “Who’s there?” I repeated. Then I glimpsed a beating of shadows and out of them stepped Maria.

   I instantly found this all detestable – her hiding away in the dark, her sliding out quietly and softly, and the expression with which she was now looking at me, enraptured in who knows what nocturnal fantasies. So I confronted her harshly. Firstly, why was she there, in my courtyard, in the middle of the night? Secondly, who had given her the right, earlier, to stage that shameful performance of greeting me in front of everyone, right in the middle of the fête and knowing full well that it would set the village gossiping? Thirdly, why had she not been in touch for days and days, leaving me without the benefit of understanding my evidently unpardonable offences?

   “You ruminate,” she said, mockingly and just a touch insolently. “You always ruminate. You think. You think again. You think some more. You think some more again. But can’t you see how beautiful the night is instead? Can’t you feel it?”

   “The night?” I said. “What do I care about the night? You disappear for days. I come looking for you and you turn your back. And yet earlier, in front of the entire village, you come up with the notion of greeting me. And your smiles! Those smiles! And now you come here, covertly, to talk about the night. The night!”

   These words of mine prompted nothing in Maria except a hatefully benign sigh. So she sat on the parapet and resigned herself to answering my questions in order. Why had she disappeared for days? For three reasons, she said: to study for that competition of hers, to take at least a modicum of revenge over how I had treated her during our last meeting, and to avoid annoying her grandfather Fastréda too much, since he had taken her to one side and given her a whole speech on the abominable stock of the Cimamontes. For that very same reason, she then added, she had also chosen to ignore me that day in her grandfather’s yard, believing that, by doing so, she was also respecting the commitment to discretion which I had always demanded of her.

   About the fête, she said that her behaviour had involved no performance. Though Vallorgàna has its own rules and her grandfather Fastréda his own reasons for hating me, she would not let these rules and these reasons turn, once again, into nooses and chains for her. So, given that we, Fastréda and I, were playing a game of chess, she had done away with any hesitation and had deliberately and willingly chosen to greet me with some emphasis in front of her grandfather and the other villagers. Maria also hinted at the reproach that Fastréda had aimed at her immediately afterwards; a reproach, she said, that “had gone in one ear and out the other”.

   Regarding her nocturnal apparition at the house, she said that, once she was home from the fête, she had noticed how magnificent the black night was. She had waited for everything to be asleep in the Fastréda household and then left surreptitiously, hoping to bump into me and, if she were to be so lucky, as she indeed had been, offer me the privilege of strolling in the dark with her.

   Everything has its limit. I said to Maria that, if she was nursing such fantasies worthy of a witch, a sorceress, a poetess of dark nights, she might as well retrace her steps and keep well away from me, together with all her childish spells. At this, she gathered her hair in an elastic band, cast a couple of spiteful glances at me, and left through the gate.

   If I think back to that night – as well as, more generally, to the days which preceded and followed it – I see myself fleeing from or chasing after something. One moment I was chasing after this something and it eluded me, and the next I was running away from the very same, ubiquitous something but to no avail. And, in all that fleeing and chasing, I kept catching fire and being extinguished. I did something, then regretted it. I backtracked, then abandoned the path altogether. I was a leaf in the wind. Or, maybe, I had the devils of hatred and the devils of love in me. First the former, then the latter, but devils all the same.

   So, that night, first I chased Maria away and then, as soon as she had been sucked into the darkness, I found myself chasing after her, catching up with her, and grabbing her hand. We needed to talk some more, I said, to understand each other better. Maria clung to my arm and, following her own will, led me up through the meadow behind the house.

   We walked as far as the Roccolo, where Maria decided we should sit. There was a chestnut above our heads, and an immense silence, and I tried to explain myself once more. I admitted that, perhaps, I really was something of a prisoner of myself and my cage. But then I invited Maria to acknowledge that a cage is still a “context”, that the term “imprisonment”, in this case, can be a synonym for “adjustment”, and that each of us, whether one wants it or not, is called to enter into a relationship with things, that is, to adjust to one’s own context.

   Maria did not heed this argument of mine one bit. Instead, she asked me if I could tell her what that light down there was, there at the bottom, on the other slope. Was it perhaps a house? I said yes, that it was a holiday home owned by incomers. Then she drew my attention to the yards in the village, which the lamp posts of Vallorgàna were drawing out of the darkness just enough to hint at their shapes. Maria asked me if, from up there, I could name all of those yards. Of course. The Priànis’ and the Dordis’ next to them. Then, one opposite the other, the Stramíns’ and the Coentes’, and, at an angle, the Coltiàlts’. Down there, the Tabiónas’. And that triangular yard with that lamp post there, that was the Tamburlíns’.

   Once I had finished my listing, Maria wanted me to stop talking. So I stayed quiet and stared for a while where she herself seemed to be staring, at the dark shapes in the night. Then, as I looked at her, at her profile, I felt overwhelmed and touched her hair. “Don’t,” she said.

   So I pulled back my hand shamefully, but Maria grabbed it again. She grabbed it again and she wanted me to keep touching her hair.

   She undressed slowly, naturally, lying down on the grass. I had imagined that, in caressing her, I would immediately find the fire, the pagan instincts, the lush sylvan nature I had glimpsed so many times. But, instead, I found soft, foreign movements, a hesitant suppleness, a curiosity no more than hinted, and abandon, yes, but of the most cautious kind.

   Then a noise moved through the trees of the Roccolo, a creaking which scared us. And it was that signal, that most fleeting of pauses, which suddenly freed those instincts of Maria’s which I had so often spied, imagined, desired. That hint of curiosity devoured itself. Those soft movements became fire. Maria’s hair came undone, her hands found me, her eyes challenged me. And then, all of a sudden, she arched her back. She pulled away her arm which was encircling me and threaded it unnaturally under her own back, a pained expression on her face, searching for something. Then she found a chestnut husk. She handed that diamond to me as a token and held me ever tighter. I threw the husk into the scrub and sunk into that reckless, boundless night.

  

 
  
   7

   The Season of the Honey Mushroom

  

 
  
   First Chapter

   The following day, Maria started suggesting restraint, preaching caution, and recommending circumspection. She said that we must not utter the kind of words which give body to things and make them real. Had we crossed a threshold? Very well. Prudence was required.

   I asked her what threshold and what prudence. She said that the threshold was, of course, “the threshold of the body and, therefore, the soul”. As far as prudence was concerned, instead, this was required, she said, because we must never compel each other to do anything, since to compel another was the greatest of dangers. She maintained that she could not compel me to demolish in a flash the world which I had built for myself over so many years simply because of the closeness which we had allowed ourselves. Thus, she stressed that, all in all, prudence must be the rule of our “friendship”.

   Friendship? I asked her whether two friends usually behave as we had in the Roccolo, under the chestnut. “Who can say? Maybe they do,” she said.

   To show that I was a man of the world, as the situation required, I said that perhaps she was right. Still, I felt confused and somewhat humiliated. Nevertheless, as might be expected, I steadied myself and showed no signs of offence or of being out of my element, and once Maria had retraced her steps and I mine, I tried to convince myself that, perhaps, it would be right not to seek her out again, to let this most excellent friend go her own way.

   A few days passed by and I stuck to my commitment, even though I kept thinking back to the night at the Roccolo. I tried hard to revisit its plot, to linger on some details, and to assess their meaning, but in my thoughts there was only a shapeless landscape.

   Furthermore, a sense of foreboding loomed over this empty expanse, as if something sinister was inexorably making its preparations. I would not have given that sense of foreboding any importance whatsoever, had it not been for the event which took place within a matter of days, and of which the material, tangible consequences still endure right in front of my eyes to this day.

   The smell of autumn had made its way to us from the recesses of Val Fonda. It was like an exhalation, like the smell of turned-up soil or withering grass. This smell, which was the smell of heat ageing and cold coming into season, often breeds most delightful, tepid days. However, on the evening of 28 September, the cold was still immature but so piercing that I thought it would be appropriate to light the first fire of the season.

   At first, this most ancient element barely put in an appearance, wary and suspicious, only then to emerge from its secret hideouts and suddenly bloom in the fireplace. With its dancing and its whispering, that irascible yet tamed creature showed me shreds of myself and fragments of other things in its mirror. Finally, as it embraced a beech log, it lashed out and started whispering more insistently. It asked me whether I wanted to lose Maria or keep her. Whether I was more attracted to her or repulsed by her being the blood of my enemy’s blood. Whether I was only inebriated with her body or if I had also grasped something ineffable in her.

   I did not answer, but the fire was dogged in its questioning. Since I was equally persistent in ignoring it, it started murmuring that I was only one step away from the source of all chaos, that a grain of sand could hide kingdoms as well as nothing at all, that it is always risky to welcome joy, but it is a risk which leads to life and to its disappointments – that is, to the completeness of life itself. Then it named the feeling which, in its opinion, I must be experiencing towards Maria, and said that what I insistently refused to name was the most ancient and most remote of yearnings, which had passed through the mouths of all humankind for millennia.

   Faced with such insistence, I did not have the strength to keep listening to that young fire. So I fed it no further, waited for it to fall silent inside the beech log, and, once I had ascertained that it was indeed dead, gathered its ashes in a corner of the fireplace and went to bed.

   I did not get much sleep, though, since at around one I was woken up by a crash like a dead tree falling to the ground. I kept listening with my eyes closed and then, in the silence, I managed to catch yet another sound. A diffused gurgling. I imagined that the autumn rain had arrived. There it is, I said to myself, dousing the roofs of my kingdom and spreading dampness everywhere. Come morning, it was destined to turn into the fogs and mists which herald winter.

   But the fact that I could not hear water pouring through the gutters of the house surprised me. And what I could hear, instead, was actually quite a strange gurgling, much unlike any other gurgling of rain which I had ever happened to hear before. So I got up. I went to the window unhurriedly. I opened the shutters.

   A horrific blaze was burning in the courtyard. It was coming up from a dreadful scorching mouth which had opened in the roof of the bailiff’s house. The fire was running everywhere. The beams were burning. The balcony was burning. The windows were burning. Everything was burning. The courtyard was lit up by that infernal glow. A dense, thick smoke, black with red veins, towered in the sky.

   I ran into the courtyard. The fire was bursting, devouring, shouting, rummaging around in the bailiff’s house. I looked down towards the village, but the village was sound asleep, it being a night just like any other.

   Back inside the house, I called the fire brigade in Berua. They should come right away, to Vallorgàna, the Cimamonte house. An extraordinary fire. Then I called Nelso. The telephone rang. Nelso did not pick up. Then I called again. He picked up. I shouted that the bailiff’s house was on fire. I hung up.

   I was gripped by frenzy. I kept going in and out of the house. I even tried to get closer to that incomprehensible blaze, as if my presence might tame it, as if that devastating fire were the very same creature – sly, certainly, yet familiar – with which I had talked nonsense only a few hours earlier.

   The flames were bending as if breathing. And now something was hissing inside the bailiff’s house. So I ran towards the outbuildings and stupidly grabbed the hose, uncoiling it across the courtyard. I aimed the jet at the blaze, but such was the strength of that fire that the water bounced back towards me, as if the fire were not fire at all but wind.

   A truss from the roof which offered the fire a springboard to the sky wavered, uncertain, then fell, shattering itself and all which was still unshattered in the bailiff’s house. I walked around the fire, all around it, staring at the blaze from afar. Then a second truss fell, though not completely: it tilted towards the courtyard and came to lean against the burnt wall. I did not even have time to gather a thought before the truss pulled the entire wall down with it. The bailiff’s house was gutted in the front and that scalding heap of stones, which I could have sworn were also on fire, rolled towards the outbuildings.

   I feared the worst, that the fire might leap into the outbuildings and set those too ablaze and, after the outbuildings, the house itself, in one definitive inferno. With every hope lost, I sat on the steps to the house. Nelso finally arrived, dismay in his eyes. He started his litany of curses. He asked me whether I had called the fire brigade. I nodded. He too did the stupid thing of going closer to the blaze. Then he walked around the bailiff’s house and came back to me, on the steps. “Look over there!” he said. “There they are.”

   Down at the bottom, not very far from the village, I saw that certain harbinger of calamity: a flashing of blue lights. Nelso said that he would go down to the village to instruct the fire brigade. He took off, leaving me alone in front of the fire. I, in the meantime, kept following those tiny orange asterisks, those harmless lapilli, as they rose up into the sky only to be extinguished there.

   There were two engines and perhaps ten firefighters. They looked at the blaze without too much alarm. They rolled out hoses and activated their contraptions. They opened the hydrants they needed to open. Water fell abundant over the fire and the hard struggle began.

   I went up to the man whom I deemed to be in charge and he understood that I was indeed the unlucky owner. He said, as if I had not fully realised it already, that there was nothing that could be done. They would put out the fire, that was all.

   In the meantime, a few gawkers whom I did not recognise had come up from the village. They looked pale, panicky, and dishevelled. They went up to Nelso. They spoke to Nelso. They expressed their opinions. They pointed at the outbuildings. They pointed at the house. They pointed at me.

   Taming that fiendish fire took hours. And though it was out, and nothing but its stench and some isolated plumes of smoke were left, the firefighters kept spouting water upon the debris. Eventually, the head firefighter came to me. He was sorry. It had been a close one, he said. Had there been even just a breath of wind, the tongues of the blaze could have reached the outbuildings too (which the firefighter vapidly kept calling “the shacks”) and that truly would have been a disaster. Having said that, he asked me whether I had any idea of what might have happened.

   What kind of idea could I possibly have? I was asleep – and here I pointed at the house – then I woke up and saw the fire. The firefighter asked me whether I had left an unattended flame in the house which had caught on fire. I explained that the last fire to be lit in the bailiff’s house must have been some thirty years ago, if not even forty or fifty. What about the wiring? How was it? I said that the wiring was “vintage”, as it were: from the fifties. Did I keep any flammables in the building? I certainly did: two jerrycans of petrol, which I used for the mower; two of two-stroke, which I used for the chainsaw, the trimmer, and the hedge cutter; and several cans of paint and turpentine. At this, the firefighter shook his head, clearly blaming me for something.

   As was to be expected, I did not sleep one wink in the few remaining hours of that night. In due time, the sun rose and spread its wings over the ruins. A blackish landslide of stones. Stubs of beams turned to ash. A senseless wreckage, as ghastly as the burnt smell rising from it. And then two tall stacks, two unstable corners, still standing who knows how in that bramble of debris.

  

 
  
   Second Chapter

   I could not expect, on that day, to escape the condolatory curiosity of the people of Vallorgàna. Dina was the first to come: she had gone out to buy some bread and had heard. She arrived with tears in her eyes and insisted on making me some coffee right away. I waited for her on the parapet, all the while sniffing my clothes, which stunk of smoke. Then Maria rushed in through the gate as Dina was coming back out of the house with a small tray and a cup. Maria glanced at the black heap and came to sit next to me. She said that she had noticed nothing at all during the night. Then she had woken up in the morning, looked out towards the house, and seen the sun shining on the outbuildings, something which she had never seen from her window before as that view used to be obscured by the same walls which were no longer standing. She asked me how it could have been possible, what could have happened, how I was. I looked at her, smiled bitterly, and shook my head.

   Dina did not lose her composure in the face of our intimacy of gazes and words. She handed me the coffee and lingered with us a little longer whilst I half-heartedly recounted the events of the night. Then Dina went back to the village and I was left alone with Maria and what we said to each other has no importance whatsoever because Maria too, eventually, left.

   But the gift of solitude lasted no more than half an hour before the procession started. Rubino, Giovanni Coente, Piero Valèrna, and Antonio Griera all came up. I saw a composed, astonished curiosity on their faces, as if they had all convened to admire the ruins of the Pharaohs.

   Father Attilio too came to offer me some comfort, as befitted his ministry. He said that my admirable home was like those precious, slow-to-mature wines which, after so much care and effort, are destined to delight the palates of the grandchildren of those who pressed the grapes in the first place. I had been lucky enough to delight in that wine matured over the centuries and, thank God, only one bottle had been broken, and not even the best one. I should cheer up and think about the future, he said.

   Then Dina was back to make me lunch and with her came a couple of young men from Vallorgàna. They offered me their help, if I required it, to haul the debris away. “Later,” I said. It goes without saying that even more visits followed. Stella. Gianfranco Coltiàlt. Vittorino Pisàn. Finally, even the two incomers who owned the house on the other slope. They said that they had seen everything from their windows the night before and had feared that it was the house itself burning.

   The procession might have ended there but, in the afternoon, there was yet another visitor: Boiko, the gypsy from the carnival, who was still in Vallorgàna with his caravan. What could he possibly want? Was it really necessary to go and witness other people’s calamities, I wondered, simply to be able to rejoice in the fact that they had happened to someone else?

   But Boiko was not there to gawk. Instead, he had come to tell me about his occasional struggles to sleep at night, or so, at least, I initially thought. Sometimes he lies in the caravan and listens to his son sleep. Sometimes he closes his eyes and thinks. Sometimes he despairs. Over time, he has learnt that putting up a fight against unsleeping eyes is pointless. So he steps out of the caravan, sits on the deckchair, and smokes a couple of cigarettes. To cut a long story short, he was struggling to sleep the night before and so he had gone out to smoke. Since a cold wind was blowing, he had placed his chair along one side of the caravan and thrown a blanket over his back.

   From that post of his, Boiko had noticed the fire at one point, but it was too late: the flames were already high and broad. As soon as he had got up to go and knock at the door of the first house and ask them to call the fire brigade, he had noticed that the lights of help in Val Fonda were already not too far away.

   However, he said, before seeing the flashing lights and before even seeing the fire ablaze, he had seen something else. “Boiko, I said to myself, it’s none of your business,” he said. “Are you sure, Boiko, that you saw what you saw? Not completely sure, but sure enough. Then you must do your duty, and say what you saw.”

   It is just past midnight. Boiko is smoking away, well hidden. All of a sudden, he sees a shadow on the road. The shadow goes past, cuts through the meadow, and takes the path in the woods which leads up to the house. It was a man, not particularly big. He was walking fast and carrying a jerrycan.

   When Boiko uttered those words, my throat went dry. I asked him if he was certain, given that the night was dark. Boiko said that the eyes eventually get used to the dark and one can see as well as if it were full daylight.

   But there was more Boiko wanted to share. After maybe half an hour, he continued, he had heard steps on the road: it was the very same shadow, again with the jerrycan. But it must have been empty now, since the shadow was walking faster and carrying it without effort. And when the shadow had passed not too far away from the caravan, Boiko had leant out and seen that person quite clearly. “He was,” he said, “the cattle farmer’s man. Yes. The man who works for the cattle farmer. The one with the dark face. The Arab.”

   Boiko’s Arab was, of course, Rashmi, Fastréda’s man, who was actually Indian.

   Let us not dwell on how I felt, the flame of fury which consumed me, my rage, my incredulity, my frenzy for a terrible revenge. I was already thinking about my revenge, in fact, and imagining it to be most terrible, despite my lingering doubt and hesitation – the doubt, I mean, that Boiko might not have seen correctly, that the man with the jerrycan might not have been Rashmi, that the jerrycan might not have been a jerrycan at all, and that the nocturnal walker, whether he was Rashmi or not, might have nothing to do with the bailiff’s house catching fire.

   Trying to appear as the lucid, cold person I was not at that instant, I thanked Boiko and, as soon as he left, ran to look for Nelso to vent, ask for his opinion, and obtain his advice. But I did not find him. So I left a note for him on the door to his storeroom and a second one on his front door, asking him to come right away, most urgently.

   When I went back to the house, I found two firefighters and two carabinieri in the courtyard. They were standing in front of what was left of the bailiff’s house. They said that there were some formalities which needed to be carried out. They were there to examine the ruins and complete their report. I said that they were most welcome to do so. To examine. To complete their report.

   I realised that those public officials were not showing any particular keenness to investigate the case in more depth. They said that the nature of the fire had been such, and that it had been put out so late, that it was now rather hard, not to say impossible, to establish its cause. “We’d need an astrologer,” said one of them. Of course, carried on another, the jerrycans of inflammables which I kept in the building “affected by the event”, as well as the “obsolete” nature of the wiring, might explain the “event” itself, along with the smell of inflammables which the firefighters claimed to have perceived on the scene the night before. The typical smell, they then pointed out, of arson. Thus I was asked, I believe merely in keeping with procedural scruple, whether I had such enmities as to potentially justify a criminal act against me.

   That question was like a bright manifestation of justice itself to me and, for a moment, I saw Mario Fastréda being ignominiously carried away. Yet I expressed astonishment and confusion. I could have said that a certain person claimed to have seen a certain thing. I could have just said it, and that would have been Fastréda’s demise. But I held back, deeming it better to hide that plausible truth for the time being, and said that I too, like anyone, had my enemies, but certainly none so fierce as to contrive such an act. “It’s out of the question,” I repeated several times. Having tested my resignation, those less than diligent investigators declared the case closed. They had me sign a report, gave me instructions concerning some necessary paperwork, and eventually left.

   So, that day, rather than hurling Fastréda into the precipice, I saved him. The truth is that, in these stupid wars between people, there are moments when one truly does lose the light of reason. Fastréda in a courtroom? That would not be a victory worthy of a gentleman. I wanted to win this war on my own. I wanted justice to be mine and mine alone. Once again, I surrendered to misguided logic since, as everyone knows, a society where each administers their own justice cannot work in any way. And yet, at that time, my conscience was not bothered in the least by that thought.

  

 
  
   Third Chapter

   Nelso came to me at dusk. I put a bottle of wine on the table, wanting that excellent friend of the unlucky to loosen my tongue. To begin with, I asked Nelso whether he knew that Boiko, the gypsy from the carnival, was an insomniac and that, because of his insomnia, he had been smoking behind his caravan the night before. Well, I said to Nelso, shortly after midnight Boiko had noticed a man walking with a jerrycan and the very same man with the very same jerrycan walking back, perhaps half an hour later. And Boiko was certain that it was Rashmi.

   He set down his glass and did not say a word. Then he picked it up again but did not drink. He stood up and his first words were all curses. “I had thought about it,” he then said. “I swear to God that I had thought about it, with this here head. I swear, Duke, I had thought about it.”

   The wine had done its job, making me frank and sincere, but it had also opened a breach whence came, rather than an outburst full of rage, a flood of inconsolable questions. “What does Fastréda want from me? What does he want? You tell me, Nelso, what should I do now? My ancestors? They would have slit his throat, or settled the offence with a duel, or even set fire to the estate of their enemies, an eye for an eye. Those were other times, Nelso. Other times and other people. But why does Fastréda hate me so much? I can’t understand all this hatred. Let’s even accept that he is the crook that he is: but his hatred must be pure, the purest—”

   “What can you do?” Nelso said. “That’s how hatred is. It’s a powerful feeling. It’s the most powerful feeling of them all. It doesn’t need clear reasons. It’s something you have inside. You can dig as much as you want, go back and forth as much as you want, but there’s no real explanation. Hatred is just there, inside me, inside you, inside everyone. That’s the truth.”

   I said that, even accepting this philosophy of his, the causes of hatred must still be investigated. Hatred might well be inside us, but there is a time when it blooms like a flower. One should always try to investigate with patience, method, and sacrifice the whys and wherefores of all things, hatred included. Precise events. Optimal conditions. Productive interferences. But Nelso is a Tabióna, after all. One cannot go too far when contradicting him, or he reacts like a Tabióna. “Don’t try and put a spin on it, Duke. Hatred is not a flower. Hatred is hatred.”

   Then I walked him out into the courtyard and we went to stand by the heap of blackened ruins of the bailiff’s house. Nelso told me to look in the direction of the mouth of Val Fonda and asked me whether I had ever seen the pig farm. “Never,” I said.

   Nelso said that I could not have seen it, of course, because the woods had swallowed it up twenty years ago and that I could not have heard about it either because almost everyone had forgotten about it. There used to be a man, Nelso told me, who had come back to Val Fonda from Brazil, just like Fastréda had come back from Venezuela. He was cast in the same mould as Fastréda. One might have called him his twin brother. Endless grit. Overbearance in his heart. Nelso said that those were the years when it seemed like the world was destined to improve forever. Those who had money could spend it and be sure that, the day after tomorrow, it would be back again in their pockets, with more besides.

   So, this man had bought some wonderful woods. All old chestnuts growing on a slight slope. Well kept. Fruitful. Well, this twin soul of Fastréda had pulled all the trees out, down to the very last one. Uprooted the stumps. Cleared out the whole lot. Then he had dug out the soil and filled it with concrete. Whilst Fastréda was building the cowsheds for his bulls and heifers, this other man had built a pig farm that one would not believe. Enough space for two thousand pigs. Then, the pigs had arrived and started multiplying. The smell had stunk out the whole of Val Fonda and the sewage had been funnelled down into the Fragolfo. That madness had lasted ten years, said Nelso. Then someone else down in the Lowlands, a big business, had built a pig farm with a capacity of five thousand pigs which had turned out to be more practical, and more productive. So that twin brother of Fastréda had been forced to drop everything. He had got rid of the last few pigs, selling them off for a pittance. The pig farm had been abandoned. Now, all which was left of it was a temple of cement at the entrance to Val Fonda. Then the slope had become woods, and the woods had swallowed up the pig farm. Eventually, that man had found himself in such a bad way that he had gone back to Brazil and was never seen again.

   I was missing the point of this edifying tale about the ascent and decline of an inconvenient pig farm. So I asked Nelso to enlighten me. “There’s nothing that needs enlightening,” he said. “I’m only trying to say that Fastréda, and those like him, have lived at a time when the world was going forward. Every day a conquest, every day one step up. So Fastréda and those like him still have that hunger in their bellies, the hunger for conquest, even now the world’s going backwards. And Fastréda more than the others, since he’s managed to hold on even now the world has stopped. You can say all you want about him, but not that he’s stupid. He knows which way is up. He knows what to hold on to and when to let go. But what happened then? Then you come along, my dear Duke. You come along, with a silver spoon in your mouth, and Fastréda thinks you’re a man without merit. He works, thinks, assesses, negotiates, and, thanks to all his effort, remains standing and is the best in Vallorgàna. You, instead – in his view, I mean – you don’t think, don’t assess, don’t negotiate, and live like a king. But that’s the least of it. In my opinion, you, Duke, are guilty of a bigger offence in the eyes of Fastréda: you have the money and the land to live better than he used to when the world was going forward. You could level the mountains, but you don’t. And you’re a Cimamonte to boot, the son of lords and masters. What do you expect from Fastréda? That’s why he hates you. That’s why he’s waging war on you: he wants to show the villagers, and, I believe, also himself, that his hunger and grit are more powerful than your money and breeding. And then – forgive me, but some things must be said – you go and pull that lousy trick on him and start carrying on with his granddaughter. Yes, because I do understand things, with this here head…”

   Nelso was expecting some appropriate words from me. He was looking at me, his eyes still, unreproaching. I felt naked but smiled nevertheless, opened my arms, and looked up at the sky. And he, Nelso, said that hatred may not be a flower, but Maria is. A flower, no doubt. But this flower is as poisonous as a certain bluish-purplish buttercup which grows up on the Mountain. So, he concluded, if I still had some good judgement left, which he very much doubted, I would do well to keep away, well away, from that deceptive buttercup.

  

 
  
   Fourth Chapter

   Over the following days, Maria took the trouble of popping in at the house from time to time. I believe that she thought my soul was in a shambles, and that I could find no peace, so she would come, smile, and discuss any trifle. She chatted about everything and nothing to take my mind off things, and even seemed resigned to talking about that night up at the Roccolo, thus clearly going against her best instincts. But I told her that it was to no avail. Why would we comment on what had been an “episode”? She should trust that I expected nothing. I wanted nothing and sought nothing, since an episode is an episode.

   There was no need now, I said to her, to make a pointless effort to find explanations and even assume that exact, coherent explanations could indeed be found. It was not that my indifference was meant to push Maria away, or that, ultimately, I did not want to know what she was thinking. The point was that I had something else on my mind because that other passion now burnt inside me beyond measure – that is, my frenzy of destroying Fastréda. Now, I was the snake, and I was waiting for the right opportunity to strike. I was looking for my chance, a casual face to face. I was already savouring the scene of all scenes, the final clash, the day of reckoning. I was working on the demeanour I should keep, the words I should say, the likely retorts, and the relevant counter-retorts.

   Indeed, I listened with malign curiosity to what Maria came to tell me a few days later. She said that, in the morning, Fastréda had taken a fall, just like that, for no reason. I shrugged and told Maria that she should not worry: sooner or later, all tyrants fall, whether brought down by the people, punished by the heavens, or crushed by their own haughtiness.

   Maria said that this was no laughing matter. “The same happened again a few days ago,” she said. “He was in the cowshed and fell to the ground, out of the blue. But what happened today upset me even more. He ate his meal, got up immediately afterwards, and fell in the middle of the kitchen, like a puppet. We helped him up and took him to the sofa and he looked disoriented for a few minutes. He wasn’t making any sense. Then he came to, all of a sudden, and carried on as if nothing was the matter at all.”

   Besides, apart from these fainting spells, Maria told me that, over the last few weeks, Fastréda had seemed absent. More than once, his servant Rashmi had had to remind him about the tasks and chores which needed doing, and there had been days when Fastréda had been insistently asking things which he had already asked, or repeating things which he had already said, or had been unable to find things which were right under his nose.

   Furthermore, he had taken to cursing profusely, which was unusual since he had never been in the habit of it before.

   And his recklessness! For instance, there had been another incident: Fastréda had loaded some hay bales onto the tractor trailer to take them to the cowsheds. But at a bend in the road he had misjudged the trajectory so badly that the trailer had tipped over. The tractor had been left balancing precariously, but the trailer itself had swivelled on the cardan joint and fallen onto its side. Furthermore, rather than cursing the cardan joint, blaming the manufacturer of the trailer, or devising an immediate intervention to right it, Fastréda had simply got off the tractor, contemplated the mess without saying a word, and left the trailer right where it was, toppled over in front of the cowsheds.

   Finally, Fastréda’s periods of withdrawal into his study had become longer and more frequent. This was when I learnt from Maria something which I did not know before, that her grandfather had a room at home, indeed a study of sorts, which the people of the house called the “closet”. Access to it was forbidden and the door was always locked.

   Fastréda usually retired there in the evening, after the labours of the day, mostly to draw up the accounts, tidy up his papers, and gather his thoughts. Over the last month, though, Fastréda had taken to locking himself in the closet for hours on end, and in the middle of the day, whilst outside in the fields and the cowsheds other much more pressing tasks would have required his attention.

   After telling me about Fastréda’s new habits, Maria said that she and her grandmother Luigia were worried. Perhaps, she said, Fastréda had some great concern, or maybe was nursing a serious illness. Forget about serious illnesses, I thought. Forget about great concerns. This is the angel of guilt. The angel of guilt has come to torment him.

   But I could not have cared less about Fastréda’s malaise. And when the chance finally presented itself a couple of weeks after the night of fire and flames, I did not let it pass me by.

   I eyed Fastréda in Rubino’s bar. He was sitting at the table by the window with a newspaper open in front of him, preaching to two or three patrons. I rehearsed my part as I walked in. I went up to the bar and asked for a coffee. I noticed that Elio Marín, Tamburlín, and Pisàn were sitting at Fastréda’s table.

   Straining my ears, I tried to work out the topic of Fastréda’s schooling. I did not understand much of what he was saying, except that we live in such foolish times that we have more scruples towards animals than people.

   There was no time to waste. I went up to Fastréda and, with an overbearance unusual in me, grabbed a chair and sat down at his table. Then I remained quiet, staring him in the eye. He regaled us all with the ancient yellow of his smile. His left hand, though, was shaking. I stared at it blatantly. Tamburlín realised that his boss was struggling and spoke on his behalf. “What are you looking for, Duke? What do you want?”

   Fastréda’s silence and Tamburlín’s generous filling-in opened an opportunity for an impeccable performance. “Tamburlín, tell Fastréda that he and I know quite well what I’m looking for…”

   So Tamburlín looked at Fastréda, clearly asking him to step in. Fastréda remained quiet, but a terror stirred in his grey eyes. His left hand stopped shaking, but he did not say a word.

   “Is it true, Fastréda?” I insisted. “Is it true, or is it not, that you and I know quite well how things are?”

   “What are you talking about?” Fastréda eventually asked.

   “Come on, Fastréda!” I said. “You think that I’m stupid and that everyone here in Vallorgàna will keep their mouths shut. But stupid I am not, and people will talk. You see, your secret is right here in front of my eyes, right on the tip of my tongue…”

   Fastréda was disarmed. He could not raise his voice, nor awaken his usual feudal demeanour, nor access any of that irony which on many occasions had been his best weapon. He was just sitting there at the table, helpless.

   I did not want to give him the satisfaction of speaking openly. I felt overbearing, impudent, haughty. The blood of the worst of my ancestors, I believe, was simmering inside me. And the more I could see that Fastréda was about to fall, the more my Cristoforos, my Giovanni Battistas, and my Giuseppe Cimamontes were champing at the bit.

   As I had been hoping for days and days now, I was in the position to dangle Fastréda over a precipice and keep him there. “Very well,” I said. “I’ll leave you alone. But bear in mind that I know your secret. I don’t fancy telling it to your friends just yet,” I said as I looked at them. “But when I do, I’ll tell them too.”

   Fastréda was trembling. He was smiling too, but he was trembling. I reckoned that I needed no further proof of the matter. Boiko had told the truth. It was Fastréda who had commissioned the arson. I left the bar with my heart thumping in my ears.

  

 
  
   Fifth Chapter

   On a rainy morning two days later, I saw two black umbrellas coming up along the road, heading for the house, entering the courtyard, and finally knocking at the front door. I opened. The umbrellas were sheltering Father Attilio and Rubino from the bar. This joint visit from both of Vallorgàna’s confessors, along with the tone of their gazes, spoke volumes: they had come to discuss a matter of undoubtable gravity.

   Anyway, I let them in. Father Attilio set down his umbrella against the front door. Rubino, instead, showed no signs of wanting to part with his and followed me into the ground-floor sitting room using that dripping umbrella of his like the cane of some grand lord.

   When we had sat down, Father Attilio – his splendid eyes full of contrition yet more imperious than ever – asked Rubino to speak and Rubino did so, enquiring right away whether I had heard already about Fastréda. In doing so, he was shaking his head with such affliction that I immediately thought the worst.

   Thus, expressing due dismay, I asked whether there had been an accident.

   “Who can say?” Rubino replied before falling silent. He was looking at me and so was Father Attilio. They were studying me, waiting for me, looking for something. But I said nothing, which drove Father Attilio to nod his blessing for Rubino to carry on.

   “Last night,” Rubino continued, “there was no one left in the bar. I was closing up when Maria walks in and then she asks, ‘Has my grandfather been in, by any chance?’ ‘No,’ I say. And indeed I hadn’t seen Fastréda all day. He hadn’t even come in to read the paper. So Maria tells me that no one at home knows where he is either, that he’s been missing since the afternoon, and that everyone is worried.”

   “Then, early this morning,” Father Attilio said, taking over right away, “Luigia came to the clergy house to let me know that Fastréda hadn’t been back overnight. You should have seen her. Her eyes were popping out. She asked me to give her some advice, for the love of God. But what on earth could I possibly say to her? Only that she should hurry and call the carabinieri. In short, half an hour ago I went up to Fastréda’s to see with my own eyes. But nothing. He isn’t back. No one has any idea where he might be. He’s missing.”

   At that point, I had the impression that Rubino and Father Attilio sitting at my table, the rain outside, and the grey morning were all shadows of a dream. So, to bring things back into the most true light of day, I offered to make some coffee. I was about to stand up, but Father Attilio’s white hand, which again looked like a shadow to me, held me back. Then, speaking with the common sense which he always displayed in the pulpit, with that peacemaking tone of a simple man amongst simple people, Father Attilio pointed out that Fastréda’s disappearance was not yet common knowledge. He did not doubt, though, that any minute it would be on everyone’s lips. So, before it spread, and in the hope that I might shed some light on the mystery, he and Rubino had a couple of questions to ask me.

   I enquired on what authority. Did they suppose that I knew Fastréda so well as to be abreast of his secret plan to disappear? Rubino and Father Attilio looked at each other complicitly. They fell quiet once again. Then they started looking at me, studying me, waiting for me to react in any way. It was Rubino who finally admitted that he had not forgotten the conversation which had taken place between Fastréda and myself only a few days earlier, down at the bar: my bellicose tone, the nebulous accusations which I had aimed at him, that vague mention of a secret which I was ready to reveal, and, finally, the uneasiness, or rather terror, on Fastréda’s face after I left.

   At that juncture, I thought it would be inappropriate to disclose the ugly matter of the arson. So I played the whole thing down. I made up half a lie. That is, I told Rubino and Father Attilio that there were no big secrets. The animosity between me and Fastréda was well known – timber, woods, boundaries – and the secret which I had discovered, I said right away, was that, as recently as last winter, Fastréda had tried to buy false witnesses to support his claim against my woods. That was “the secret”.

   The two inquisitors did not seem particularly surprised. Father Attilio did not look convinced, though. He asked me why, then, Mario Fastréda had looked terrified at my words: Fastréda was not the kind of man, he remarked, to be intimidated by such incidents. I could not find anything better to say than that procuring false witnesses, even if for such a trifling quarrel, is still a criminal offence.

   Father Attilio and Rubino looked at each other yet again. They procrastinated a while longer and then, unable to find other paths down which to push their inquisition further, or having decided that it should be considered fully concluded, they left the house expressing the hope that Fastréda might have returned home during our chat. Then they reopened their umbrellas and left in the rain.

   I still do not know why I did it but, in the name of something which I do not understand, and without taking into account the indelicacy and indecorousness of such an impulse, I felt duty-bound to go and see Maria. I waited just as long as it took for Father Attilio and Rubino to disappear down the road before I rushed to her and we were soon standing together under the overhang of Fastréda’s woodshed.

   The rain was bouncing off the sheet metal and dripping into a murky puddle in front of us and Maria, who had welcomed me with glaring resentment, kept asking me what was I thinking: how dared I, of all people, show up there at such a time?

   I was disarmed by the resentment in her words, not least because Maria rushed to bring up, as if that were the most serious and most critical matter, not Fastréda’s disappearance but the threats which I had aimed at her grandfather in Rubino’s bar. And when I asked her who had told her, evidently wrongly, about the terms of that confrontation, Maria said that I could not even begin to imagine the state in which Fastréda had come back home after that outburst of mine. “A humiliated dog!” Maria said, aiming her eyes at me with the intent, I believe, to make me face my alleged offences. “He said that you sat at his table and overbearingly threatened him in front of everybody. I don’t understand you. I know very well who my grandfather is. But from you, My Lord Duke – or rather, forgive me, My Lord Count – from you, I would’ve expected something different. Intelligence, sensibility. What’s the point of you starting a fight with an old man, provoking him like that? And when I’d already told you that he was not well, that he was no longer himself, that he was confused.”

   Surprised at that aggression, I did not say a word, so Maria felt encouraged to carry on with her tirade. “Do you want me to tell you what happened afterwards? Do you want to know? What happened is that my grandfather, who was, I repeat, as humiliated as a dog, put his hands in his hair and said, ‘He’s worked it out. The Duke said he’s worked it out.’ I asked him, ‘Worked what out?’ But he didn’t answer. Then he started crying. Can you imagine? Have you ever seen an old man cry?”

   The idea that Fastréda, after setting the bailiff’s house on fire, had had the gall of wearing, amongst his many masks, that of The Old Man Crying, blinded me with fury. However, I was unable to react to Maria’s aggression until she, using the same vapid logic as Rubino and Father Attilio, openly said that I might well be to blame for her grandfather’s disappearance. At that point, I could not help but defend myself. I told Maria that I realised that Fastréda was missing, and that they were waiting, and that they were worried, but I could not accept being held in the wrong, nor assume blame which was not mine to carry.

   So I told her everything: about Boiko and his insomnia, the caravan and the dark night, Rashmi and the jerrycan. Then I asked Maria whether she thought that Rashmi could ever do such a thing of his own volition or if she too, instead, believed that the responsibility for the arson could only be with Fastréda. And I pointed out that the alleged threats which I had aimed at Fastréda at the bar were a trifle, all things considered, in comparison to the vile, wicked act of which The Old Man Crying had shown himself capable, truly going beyond any limit.

   Maria was as if transfixed. She let herself fall onto a log in the woodshed. At first, she looked at me incredulous. Then she wanted me to repeat what I had just said. She asked me once, twice, thrice, trying to ascertain details which I could not know. In the meantime, her eyes had become red and her shoulders curved. Seeing her so lost, I addressed her with words which I do not recall. Then, all of a sudden, a majestic fury sparked up in her.

   She stood up and ran off, in the rain, towards Fastréda’s cowsheds. She walked in. The heifers were staring at her with those eyes of theirs. I was following her, asking her to calm down, to think things through, not to do and not to say anything silly, since Rashmi was at the other end of the cowshed, shovelling manure into a wheelbarrow.

   Maria was on top of him in a flash. She shoved him. She shouted something at him. Rashmi took a step back, put down the pitchfork, and looked at her aghast. Then he saw me and took another step back and Maria shoved him again.

   I grabbed Maria by the sleeve of her jumper and tried to drag her away. But she freed herself and, in that fury, managed to find a way to push Rashmi’s back against the wall. Bluffing admirably, she ordered him to stop lying since I, and she pointed at me, had seen him, Rashmi, that night, setting fire to the bailiff’s house.

   At first, Rashmi denied it. Eventually, though, when I, too, ignobly went along with Maria’s tactic and said yes, that I had seen him with my own eyes, that night, with the jerrycan, Rashmi finally gave in. I felt pity for that sad, lonely man undoubtedly confused by a life which had set him down up here, at the foot of the Mountain. I felt genuine pity for him.

   Rashmi said that he had tried to tell Fastréda that it was not a thing to do but Fastréda had told him that it was either that or he would turn him out. Had Fastréda turned him out, Rashmi would not have known where to go, since the only thing he knew how to do was look after Fastréda’s animals, and he was as alone in this world as anyone had ever been.

   Having heard Rashmi’s confession, I felt relieved. Maria, instead, was beside herself. She tipped over the wheelbarrow with the manure and screamed insult upon insult at Rashmi. Then, I grabbed Maria by the arms and forcefully dragged her towards the exit. There she found the indifferent muzzle of a calf, which – I believe thanks to some hypnotic, soothing virtue – first captured Maria’s attention with his most round eyes and then, little by little, managed to draw out of Maria’s veins all her fury and turn it into tears.

  

 
  
   Sixth Chapter

   Maria implored me to be patient. To wait until Fastréda was back – since he had to come back home, sooner or later – and only then, once he was back, do what I deemed appropriate. Of course, I reassured her. I told her that there was no reason whatsoever to doubt Fastréda’s return. He would be back, absolutely. She should not worry.

   Then she started talking about some bowl of minestrone. She could still see it, Maria said, on the table: it was the minestrone which Luigia had made for dinner the night before. And this minestrone was there, on the table, for dinner, but Fastréda, who was usually most punctual, was nowhere to be seen. At first, Luigia had covered the bowl of minestrone with another plate, annoyed. Then she had sent Rashmi, who was sitting at the table with his own minestrone in front of him, to call Fastréda: he should go to the cowshed and tell him that the minestrone was already on the table.

   But Rashmi had said that there would be no point in doing so: he himself had just come from the cowshed and Fastréda was not there. Actually, he had seen him walk by the bull enclosure, along the meadow, a couple of hours earlier. At this, Luigia had assumed that her husband had gone to check the enclosures, and so she had ordered Rashmi to grab a torch and go and look for him. Rashmi had gone, but he had come back empty-handed half an hour later.

   At this point, Luigia had stepped out into the yard and called out for Fastréda in the dark. Then she had come back in, deeply upset, and asked Maria to go to Rubino, at the bar, to see if her husband was there. Maria had gone, but Fastréda was not at the bar and Rubino had not seen him at all that day.

   Hours had gone by and Luigia had eventually resolved to call her daughter Luciana, Maria’s mother, to tell her what was going on and beg her to do something, given that Fastréda was, after all, still her father. Maria’s mother had come up to Vallorgàna in the middle of the night and it had been a night, Maria told me, when no one had slept a wink. As soon as there was light enough, Rashmi had gone back out to search the enclosures, but to no avail, whilst Fastréda’s women were looking for clues in the cowsheds.

   It had been Luigia who had noticed that Fastréda’s boots were missing from the dedicated metal shelf by the entrance; his green wellingtons, which he usually wore in the cowshed. So they had deduced that Fastréda could not have gone too far in them. And if he was wearing those boots and had not been back overnight, it was evident, or rather most certain, that something must have happened to him. That was when Luigia had gone to ask Father Attilio’s advice.

   From there, she had come back home more upset than before and, as if that enormous confusion was not already enough, she had also got into a row with her daughter Luciana. They had argued because Luigia refused to do what Luciana said should be done, namely to call the carabinieri and report him missing. But Luigia had not wanted to hear the first thing about it: because of an eccentric superstition of hers, in fact, she believed that calling the carabinieri was tantamount to inviting a tragedy.

   During the afternoon of that very same day – and, from what I heard, shortly after I left – Luigia eventually gave in and the carabinieri were called. They came up to Vallorgàna, received the missing-person report, and assured them that a mountain rescue team would spring into action within a matter of hours, though it was actually only seen the following morning.

   In the meantime, as was natural, the news of Fastréda’s disappearance spread all over Vallorgàna. People started talking, discussing, and speculating about alleged sightings. Elio Marín had seen a man whose gait resembled Fastréda’s by the Faoris’ bridge at sunset. Upon returning to Vallorgàna after dark, Luisa Stramín, who had gone down to the Lowlands for her weekly shop, had come across a man with an umbrella, allegedly of Fastréda’s age, who was walking down the Val Fonda road. Furthermore, on the night of the disappearance, Piero Valèrna had seen a man standing under the lamp post by the funeral notices who could have been no one else but Fastréda, just about to vanish.

   No one wanted to believe the facts. Fastréda was pure reason: his feet were firmly on the ground, his head tightly screwed onto his shoulders. It was impossible, people were saying, that he would come up with the whimsy of disappearing, at his age too. Fastréda’s vassals were lost, incredulous. They were garrisoning the bar. They were blabbering inanely.

   Over the following days, not a few of them started seeing a plausible link between Fastréda’s disappearance and the threats which I had aimed at him a few days earlier, like Rubino, Father Attilio, and Maria had already done. But Fastréda’s vassals were split on this subject. The most devoted to that honest worker, that father of the common good, that frank soul, were saying that, for all intents and purposes, I was to blame for the mystery or, God forbid, the “tragedy” of his disappearance. Others, instead, claimed that Fastréda’s disappearance could also point to some actual guilt on his part: otherwise, why would he flee rather than react as he had always done when he had been, or had believed himself to be, in the right?

   The carabinieri looked for Fastréda in the countryside around Vallorgàna, whilst the mountain rescue split into two teams: one searched the slope of the Mountain and the other first covered the Fragolfo gorge and then the ravines of Val Fonda. They looked for Fastréda for a whole day, but to no avail.

   On the following morning, two unerringly nosed dogs got out of a four-by-four and the rescuers covered the woods and the fields once again with their help, but once again to no avail. Finally, on the third day, a helicopter was sighted flying over Val Fonda, searching it inch by inch. It was then that the villagers opened the floodgates of their innate mistrust towards institutions at large.

   Instead of taking down statements on alleged sightings, wasting time walking the dogs around the woods and fields of Vallorgàna, and going for a jolly ride in the helicopter, the carabinieri and the rescuers would do better to make enquiries with the coach drivers, at the railway stations, in the towns of the Lowlands, and maybe even in the city.

   Then, on the afternoon of the third day of searching, the helicopter with the rescuers pushed further west, towards the most remote, most impassable parts of Val Fonda. It seemed to stop, then eventually turned around and headed towards the village at speed, flew past it with its rotor blades roaring, and went straight for the Lowlands.

   Because of this, people assumed that Fastréda had been found and that the news would circulate at any minute. The only hope was, people were saying, that they had found him alive; wounded perhaps, or mad, but alive. By the evening of the third day, though, no news had been divulged, and the following morning people learnt that the search had been called off because there was no point in persisting.

   The only thing left to do was to take the most consoling hypothesis seriously, namely that Fastréda had simply run away, eccentrically setting off on foot into the wide world. This assumption gained ever more traction: Mario Fastréda could not have disappeared near Vallorgàna but had to have run off somewhere else, really quite far away, to a place where it would perhaps be impossible to find him. Antonio Griera, for instance, who had got most excited at the deployment of forces and at the general commotion, was adamant that Fastréda had gone back to the place of his youth, Venezuela. Some women, instead, went as far as imagining that, given his recent fainting spells, the glorious lord of Vallorgàna might have gone to be admitted in all secrecy into a foreign clinic, choosing not to let his family know out of pride.

   But whatever the worldly causes of Fastréda’s disappearance might be, the villagers seemed instead to be pondering an other-worldly mystery, as if Fastréda had literally vanished: dissolution, transmutation, demi-godly assumption into an elsewhere, like the great sorcerers, like the spirits, like the most powerful saints.

  

 
  
   Seventh Chapter

   In the evening when the search was called off, Maria came to me. Her face was tired and her eyes were resigned. Of course I asked her right away whether there had been any news. She shrugged and said no. She pleaded with me not to ask her questions for which she had no answer and not to force myself to say words of consolation: she had heard too many from her grandfather’s friends, who kept popping in for no other reason than to repeat said words of empty consolation.

   Instead, she had come, she said, to show me something that would leave me as amazed and intrigued as it had indeed left her, then proceeded to put down a canvas bag on the table in the study. Keeping a hand on that bag, she told me that, in the morning, she had all of a sudden come up with the idea of going through her grandfather’s closet, wondering whether he might have left a message, a note, a clue, or something of the sort, as is customary for people who flee or disappear.

   Well, there was no note and no message, but perhaps a clue. On a certain shelf of the closet, Maria had found an old exercise book. She had opened it at random and noticed that it was covered almost entirely in neat, old-fashioned penmanship. She had flicked through it, glancing at the writing, but had only realised what it was when she had finally read the inscription on the first page.

   So Maria pulled that exercise book out of her canvas bag, opened it on the first page, and placed it under my eyes. “Read it,” she said. I did so and, in it, I saw written – in fact, the word “engraved” comes to mind instead – the following astonishing words in blue capital letters:

   CHRONICA CIMAMONTIUM AB ANNO 1495

   I pulled those impossible words towards myself. I flicked through the exercise book. I read a line here and a line there. I went back and forth. A copy, by all means, just a copy. But it was my ancestors’ Chronica. I tried to convince myself that the one from Fastréda’s closet was perhaps not the real Chronica but some other odd trinket instead. So I grabbed the original codex of the Chronica, my Chronica, the real, sole, authentic, and most ancient Chronica.

   I opened the codex next to Fastréda’s exercise book, chose a passage at random, and compared the two versions line by line, word by word. I could spot no difference. I repeated the experiment once, twice, thrice, and the result did not change; it was a perfect transcription, verbatim.

   But this is not all: Fastréda had not simply owned that exercise book without paying any mind to it. Quite the contrary. He had read and studied its pages: the margins, in fact, showed annotations in pencil here and there which Maria did not hesitate to identify as being penned in her grandfather’s handwriting.

   Alongside a few arrows and asterisks, the comments added by Fastréda in the margins of the notebook mostly included complaints and tirades against my family: the Cimamontes were injustice and abuse incarnate; the Cimamontes had enriched themselves off the toil of the peasants; the Cimamontes had exerted an unfair, centuries-long dominion over Vallorgàna; the Cimamontes had professed the greatest religious devotion only because they had hoped that said devotion would prevent them from ending up directly in hell, where they all belonged.

   So, in the secrecy of his closet, Fastréda had devoted himself to the study of the Chronica – which, therefore, though through a copy, had been known to him before it was ever known to me – thus fuelling his hatred towards my family and looking for evidence on which he could found the edifice of his spite. Unless, I then wondered, it had indeed been the Chronica itself which had sparked said spite.

   I simply stood there, with that paper ghost in front of my eyes, pondering in silence my astonishment and Fastréda’s notes. I read a few out to Maria and, little by little, I seemed to come to the conclusion that Fastréda’s hostility towards me could also be a sentiment born out of a certain primitive ideal of justice. But I could not accept that, in this day and age, at a time when the system of injustice exploited by my ancestors has been long dead and when, of course, another completely different one has taken its place, with other logics, other hegemonies, and other supremacies, I could not accept, as I was saying, that Mario Fastréda had wanted me to pay for all the wrongs of the ancien régime. Certainly not. I simply could not.

   When I illustrated these considerations of mine to Maria, she expressed a thought which I did not like. She said that I, a Cimamonte, allegedly was the child of the “culture of the few” and that she, Fastréda’s granddaughter, allegedly was, instead, the child of the “culture of the last”. The culture of the few belongs to those who, by means and traditions, live in a world made of thoughts from which the majority is excluded; on the other hand, the culture of the last, which as luck would have it is also the culture of the majority, belongs to those who must endure life day by day and direct it using the yardstick of “common sense”.

   I ascribed this way of thinking to the unforgivable superficiality of those who find comfort in grouping the affairs of the world as one would group reptiles and birds, or odd and even numbers, only to then draw up empty deductions and ineffectual taxonomies.

   But I did not challenge Maria in any way. I merely said to her that her grandfather’s exercise book should be carefully examined and that, for this reason, I should like to keep hold of it for a little while, with her permission. I wanted to try to understand, I said to her, why that monument to my lineage had ended up where it had.

   Maria did not object. She left the manuscript on the table in the study and I eventually convinced her to let me walk her as far as the private road leading to Fastréda’s cowsheds. The moon was out and so everything was lit most clearly. When we stepped out into the courtyard, Maria stopped before the ruins of the bailiff’s house.

   She said that she could not understand how her grandfather could have done something so foolish as to set fire to other people’s property just like that. “But who knows where he is now?” she muttered immediately afterwards. “He’s old. Is he alive? Is he dead?” With the help of the moonlight, I noticed then that Maria’s eyes were bright with tears. So I cursed the entire world which forced me to squander my days in silly considerations and stupid riddles, stopping me from sinking freely into Maria’s eyes, those coal-black eyes – veiled as they were by that faint glow, and touched by the moon – which seemed to me as genuine, most rare gems, perhaps jasper, perhaps obsidian.

   A little while later, once I had left Maria on the private road to Fastréda’s fiefdom, I decided to cut back through the meadows, since the night was moonlit. I remember that, as soon as I found myself skirting a mere hedge, not even the woods, I instantly felt hounded by a swirling terror and countless noises, flickers, crackles, and steps.

   And what about that silhouette at the edge of the path? Was it perhaps the slanted crown of a tree? No, it must be a hunchback, an ill-intentioned hunchback crouching down. Several times I froze. Several times I strained my ears. Several times, I had a foreboding, or rather a certainty, that somebody well hidden was watching me. What else could it be, that soft whirling of noises, silhouettes, and silences, if not an imminent ambush in the making?

   Fastréda had grown cowardly and feral and, glaring with hatred and overbrimming with madness, he had disappeared only to lie in wait for that exact moment. At any instant now, I was certain, he would jump out of the hedge with a well-sharpened billhook in his hand and open my back with a clean blow, like a Saracen, before I even had time to notice him. I stepped up, my gaze fixed ahead and that unforgettable horror on my heels.

  

 
  
   Eighth Chapter

   I must say that my investigation of the manuscript owned by Fastréda started in the best possible way from all points of view. I had only been examining the manuscript for a few minutes when I found the following annotation written at the bottom of the last page in a most minute handwriting:

   Transcribed from the original codex
by my own hand
Count Mariano Jacogna
Villa Jacogna – 3 August 1917

   Well, yes! I said to myself at the moment of that unexpected, most rapid revelation. Quite right. Mariano Jacogna, that is, Count Mariano. Who else but him? It had been he who had transcribed the Chronica and done so, as he states clearly, “from the original codex”. This means, firstly, that Count Mariano, who lived in Villa Jacogna, more than two hundred kilometres away from Berua, had in his hands the very same codex which I have now on my table thanks to the fact that, some ten months ago, my friend Basilio Frangipane had been lucky enough to lay his eyes on it in the antiquarian shop in Vienna, judicious enough to buy it, and finally generous enough to give it to me as a present.

   Furthermore, the fact that, in 1917, Count Mariano Jacogna had copied this ancient document is not surprising in the least, given that he is not wholly unknown to scholars as the author of well-regarded historico-heraldic research and excellent editions of ancient documents. Mariano Jacogna is indeed the editor of the still useful Miscellanea of Diplomatic Documents from the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries and the author of dozens of contributions which he had the honour of seeing published in the most renowned historical and philological journals of his day.

   Finally, the reason why this erudite, experienced historiographer and palaeographer might have been set the task of transcribing the Chronica Cimamontium is most evident. Count Mariano was, in fact, the brother of the painter Antonietta Jacogna, who in turn was my great-grandmother, the wife of Antonio Cimamonte, and the mother of my grandfather Ausilio.

   Perhaps, I wondered, having heard before 1917 that Count Mariano, the brother of my great-grandmother Antonietta, had a passion for historical erudition and the transcription of ancient documents, someone amongst my ancestors had had the idea of lending him the authentic codex of the Chronica. Or perhaps Count Mariano Jacogna had caught a glimpse of the codex, taken a fancy to it, and offered to transcribe it. Whether it had indeed gone this way, or in another, what is certain is that, around 1917, the original Chronica must have still been in my family’s possession.

   But why did the copy and the original then go their separate ways? Why, I mean, had the original travelled the world until it ended up in that antiquarian bookshop in Vienna, where my friend Basilio would later discover it, and the copy made by Count Mariano had ended up, instead, in the closet of a cattle farmer?

   The clues and questions which I was facing forced me to tackle finally the mountain of papers belonging to my grandfather Ausilio (1899–1973) and his father Antonio (1870–1916). Even if they contained a satisfactory answer to my questions, which was still to be seen, I had not the least hope of finding it within a reasonable time frame: when I had sold Palazzo Cimamonte, storing that mountain of shambolically organised papers had required more than a dozen cardboard boxes.

   Furthermore, those papers had not seen the light of day since. I had had no interest in them whatsoever. I was convinced – an opinion which is somewhat debatable – that the most authentic messages are held in the most remote things, and not in those from the day before yesterday. Therefore, my explorations had focused on deeper, more distant layers rather than on what was pretty much on the surface, that is, on the ancient papers from the boiserie room rather than on my grandfather’s and great-grandfather’s papers. But the fact that Fastréda owned the Chronica was now forcing me to face, for the first time, those neglected papers from my closest ancestors.

   I found all manner of documents in those cardboard boxes. Deeds. Leases. Contracts of sale. Papers relating to the Philharmonic of Berua, whose chairman my great-grandfather Antonio had been. Tax returns. A notebook of poems written by my grandfather Ausilio, I believe in his youth. Letters. But also, instruments of credit, wedding invitations, newspaper cuttings, special mentions, appointments to orders of chivalry, and certificates of a most varied sort.

   It goes without saying: some pursuits are easy and others are hard, some are long and others are shorter, some start with vivid hopes and others appear doomed from their very beginning, some are marred by bad luck and others are brightened by good fortune. One can search for a lifetime without ever finding one’s object, either because it cannot be found or because it is not there, or one can barely cast a glance and simply discover it, the elusive information, right in front of one’s nose. Some might speak of destiny, others of luck, others still of intuition. Who knows? Who can tell? At any rate, I know this: it only took me three days of rummaging before I found the right paper.

   It was kept in a folder full of deeds which had looked utterly hopeless. But a stamped envelope came out of it and, in the envelope, this luminous letter:

   Villa Jacogna, 18 June 1919
Dear Count Ausilio Cimamonte,
The war has swept us away, but we have come out of it alive, and this should be enough. I am aware that the death of your father three years ago has encumbered you, who are yet so young, with many responsibilities; yet I do not doubt that you will measure up to the bright example set by your father, who knew that the health, virtue, and honour of a lineage rest on its memory and its ability to safeguard the examples set by its ancestors.
For this reason, and knowing that I take pleasure in it, he entrusted to me five years ago now the ancient manuscript which preserves the Chronica of your family. Your father’s wish was for me to transcribe that ancient text and resolve those writings in an intelligible form; which I did, to the best of my ability. However, after I had finally discharged this duty, our house was occupied: it was the summer of 1917, and the war was raging all around us. We were turned out and I shall spare you, my dearest Count Ausilio, the sorrows and troubles which we had to suffer for over a year. Once we returned to it, at the beginning of this year 1919, we found our rooms looted, our paintings stolen, and our memories pillaged. Much to my regret, and though I had stored it safely, the barbaric insolence of the invader had discovered and removed the codex of the Chronica. I hope that you can understand how such a reprehensible misfortune took place without any possible remedy on my part. I have hoped and tried, over the last few months, to recover that precious monument. Unfortunately, it seems to have all but vanished. My only consolation in this misfortune is that the invader did not deem worthy of his thirst my transcription of the Chronica, which is here enclosed.
I hope that this distinguished work might offer you, who are yet so young, examples and lessons useful to keep the merits and glory of the Cimamontes alive.
I am your affectionate – and guiltless – uncle,
Count Mariano Jacogna


   
   
   
   
   
   
   So, this is how it went. The original Chronica Cimamontium must have tempted some lieutenant, captain, or major with a passion for old curios to slip the codex into his rucksack or some travel chest, and that was that. Then a time must have come when luck turned its back on that lieutenant, captain, or major with a passion for old curios. He may have been there, in hopeless disarray, making his way back up the very same valleys down which he had marched with proud self-assurance and, in his flight, may have left behind everything superfluous. But I want to believe that he did not leave the Chronica behind. Let me explain. That lieutenant, captain, or major was an enemy. The enemy, at the time, was Austrian. And where had Basilio Frangipane found the codex of the Chronica? In Vienna. So I do not doubt that the journey of the codex must have been as such: stolen in Villa Jacogna, it was taken to Austria and there, having gone through vicissitudes which I cannot possibly know, it had eventually ended up with the antiquarian.

   It must have been just like that, I thought, and that reconstruction left me astonished. I tried to imagine the incalculable, unknown combinations of events and people which fate must have woven together only to bring the codex of the Chronica back into my hands. Because that was indeed what had happened, and the Chronica Cimamontium was now in front of me, on my table in the study, in its dual embodiment: the most ancient original returned from Vienna and Count Jacogna’s copy which had come, who knows why, out of Fastréda’s closet.

  

 
  
   Ninth Chapter

   In the meantime, it was the season of the honey mushroom, and it became immediately evident that it would not be a good year. Unlike the best years, when they spread out like a contagion not only in the undergrowth but even in the corners of some yards, honey mushrooms turned out to be most rare that year, to the point that only the most formidable mushroom hunters and their closest friends were able to enjoy some.

   The best honey-mushroom hunters, in fact, “know the spots”, as local wisdom here in Vallorgàna puts it; that is, they have most secret mental maps of the places where honey mushrooms thrive regardless, be the year good or bad. These secret spots are safeguarded with every possible care, and honey-mushroom hunters are especially diligent when it comes to the “troves”. These troves are stumps, felled coppices, or general woody folds where honey mushrooms germinate unfailingly and produce a thriving crop.

   This matter causes, amongst the villagers, frenzied competition and covetousness, which is why these troves require continuous diligence, unfailing surveillance, timely interventions, and, more than anything else, secrecy and silence. When the season is right, the best honey-mushroom hunters get up at the crack of dawn and go and check on their troves, though taking care to meander around first to make sure that no one is following them.

   Some troves, which also happen to be the most prolific, are located in forbidding, remote places and so, when forced to do so by age, honey-mushroom hunters nominate their children, grandchildren, or younger siblings as the heirs to their secrets, revealing to them – sometimes gradually, year by year – the precise location of this or that steadfastly conquered and defended trove and entrusting it to their care and dedication.

   A couple of years ago, Miranda, one of the best honey-mushroom hunters in the village as well as the custodian of several fruitful troves, gave her most treacherous ones to her grandson Alessandro, a young man with valiant legs.

   On the morning of 18 October, having considered the moon and estimated the trends of atmospheric humidity, Miranda ordered her grandson Alessandro to set off and promptly go to her most rugged trove. And, when Alessandro finally reached it by lowering himself down from the Mountain Road, it did not disappoint: the honey mushrooms were thick, healthy, and plentiful, and he filled a nice basket.

   But Alessandro had autonomously and casually discovered a second trove the year before, unknown even to Miranda herself, and in a spot even more rugged and treacherous than Miranda’s. So Alessandro climbed down a ghastly slope, holding on to the trunks, and finally reached his trove. This one, alas, yielded but a handful of honey mushrooms, already past their best.

   They say that more honey mushrooms were lost along the road than ever made it back down to the village: after running back at breakneck speed, Alessandro rushed into Rubino’s bar bewildered, steaming with sweat, and out of breath, as white as a sheet, and with his basket half empty. They say that he barged in and tried to scream with the little breath he had left, “Christ on a cross, there’s a dead man! Up there, at Bus del Caorón! There’s a dead man! A dead man! Just sitting there!”

   Whether the horror of that vision had made his eyes roll back in his head, or a sudden fear had ensnared his ability to draw even the simplest of logical deductions, or the days already passed had made that dead man less recognisable, the fact of the matter was that, in following the honey mushrooms, Miranda’s Alessandro had accidentally ended up discovering Mario Fastréda’s body.

   Rubino, instead, worked out the whole thing right away. “Who’s going up to Luigia?” he asked the patrons of the bar. “I’m not going,” they all said one after the other as they swarmed out of the bar with the news of all news in their pockets, most ready to help it travel all over Vallorgàna. So Rubino poured Miranda’s Alessandro a measure of something and urged him to knock it straight back so that he might regain some steadiness in his legs. Then he pushed him out of the bar, closed it, and hurried to Fastréda’s to tell Luigia what he must.

   Of the ensuing commotion I only learnt in the late afternoon. Nelso came by the house. “They found him,” he said. “Yes. Of course dead. Alessandro, Miranda’s boy, found him. He was looking for mushrooms. Then the mountain rescue arrived. And the doctors. The carabinieri. They took him down to the valley, to the Faoris’ yard. A hearse was waiting for them there. Setting him down was not easy. Imagine, Duke. He died sitting down. You draw your own conclusions, considering that he remained in that position for two weeks.” Then he continued, “I wonder how on earth he got himself all the way up there, to that dog of a place… Where? Bus del Caorón. That’s where they found him. He was under the rock overhang, at the edge of the hole as it plummets down. His back leaning against the rock and his legs dangling into that hole. At peace. Those who’ve seen him said he looked as if he was asleep.”

   I was instantly touched by incredulous confusion; no, I shall say more: it was a sort of terror. To the point that I barely heard the last words of Nelso’s following remarks, namely that Fastréda going and dying like that was really strange, terribly odd. Then Nelso left and I went up to the observatory in the tympanum and looked away into the sunset, towards Bus del Caorón, and sat there until it was dark. I was thinking that “strange” and “odd” were most incorrect, most inadequate words, utterly unsuitable in the face of the disquiet which, despite myself, had seized my thoughts.

   What could Nelso know, after all? And what could the people of Vallorgàna know? They could not feel the peculiar, confused astonishment which I, instead, was quite distinctly feeling; nor could they guess the disquiet which I, instead, was firmly grasping; nor could they hear the sinister echoes which I, instead, perceived more than clearly. Unlike me, they only saw a single episode; mournful, unexpected, sad, and tragic as any, yet still but one episode.

   I, instead, could see two episodes, both disquieting and joined together as if in a diptych or a couplet. They, the people of Vallorgàna, knew neither the Chronica Cimamontium nor Giuseppe Cimamonte’s end and, therefore, they did not know what Fastréda must have known instead, just as I did; namely, that in 1720 assassins sent by the Martas had killed the worst of my ancestors precisely in that spot, at Bus del Caorón; and that, after slaughtering him, they had thrown him down that very same chasm to which, as shown by his legs dangling into the void, Mario Fastréda had perhaps intended to entrust his entire body, or so I imagined: down he goes too, the same way as Giuseppe Cimamonte.

   Was Fastréda’s death at Bus del Caorón a sort of approximation of the death of my ancestor Giuseppe, or was it not? Maria telephoned me the day after the retrieval of the body. Her voice was small, wavering. Given that it would not be appropriate for her to come and see me, she told me on the telephone how the whole thing had unfolded. Then it was she who whispered that she remembered well my ancestor’s violent death, which I had recounted on the day we had discovered the urn walled behind the fresco in the entrance hall. That murder which had taken place in the exact spot where her grandfather had gone to die.

   At any rate, Maria rushed to point out that it would all depend on the autopsy, which had been ordered, of course. Well, if it did actually turn out that her grandfather had taken his own life, Maria said, then the coincidence of Bus del Caorón would be “rather disquieting”. However, if Fastréda had instead died of “natural causes”, then the coincidence would be utterly meaningless, simply one of those strange accidents of fate which can happen at random.

   When I asked her if she could possibly believe it accidental for an old man to go – with that evening’s terrible weather, and in the dark – to the most awful of all the countless awful places of Val Fonda, and, by pure chance, indeed to the one which left me, and evidently me more than her, utterly dismayed and bewildered, Maria said that we had to wait. Wait for the autopsy and, of course, for the funeral.

   Over the following days, I did not dare show my face in the village. I did not dare seek out Maria to speak properly with her. I did not dare pick up the Chronica, where everything was written, nor Fastréda’s exercise book, where everything had been copied.

   I could not stop pondering the same questions over and again. Firstly, why had Fastréda gone to Bus del Caorón at night, and in bad weather? Secondly, had he really willingly staged some inexplicable citation of my ancestor Giuseppe Cimamonte’s death just before his own death or as he died? Thirdly, why on earth would he have decided to stage such a citation at the time of his death? Fourthly, was the citation itself the product of my imagination instead, a reading of the situation deformed by an unjustified comparison between times, people, and events?

   The village too came up with numerous and varied hypotheses around Mario Fastréda’s tragic death. Most people reckoned that he had fallen, breaking a leg, and that he had crawled under the overhang of Bus del Caorón to shelter from the rain, eventually starving to death in that horrible place. Others said that Fastréda had conceived the foolish notion of killing himself by jumping into Bus del Caorón, except that he had then failed out of fear or who knows what. Others still believed that there was no mystery, that Fastréda had simply collapsed and died.

   Dina also told me about a stupid hypothesis concocted by Mario Valíne at the height of his inebriation. In short, according to Valíne, Fastréda had had too much luck in his life for it to be the exclusive fruit of his merit: he must have been in cahoots with the devil, there was no other explanation. And so, since the house of the devil is inside Bus del Caorón, as everyone knows, Fastréda had gone to that place to have a word with his friend. But, according to Valíne, something must have gone wrong during that chat. A struggle between Fastréda and the devil had ensued, and the latter had tried to drag Fastréda down into Avernus by his legs. But the devil had then lost his grip and Fastréda had found himself with his legs trapped in Bus del Caorón. Finally, exhausted by the uneven struggle, or envenomed by the devil’s claws, Fastréda had lost all his strength and died.

   Dina, instead, was thinking of a more intimate desperation. In her opinion, having become tired of life and worried about his recent fainting spells, Fastréda had chosen that solitary, forbidding spot not so much as a place to go and kill himself but rather as a place to wait for death, much like cats do when they feel that their time has come: they leave home, hide, and patiently wait for the moment of all moments.
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   Absolute Black

  

 
  
   First Chapter

   Fastréda’s funeral took place five days after the discovery of his body. The church of Vallorgàna was not big enough, of course. This meant that many of those who wished to attend the funeral of a man of such reputation, and who had died in such singular circumstances, were forced to press at the door of the church itself, which, for the duration of the ceremony, was left wide open onto the light of an autumn afternoon already touched by the faded hues and the sharp air of winter.

   Shortly before the funeral began, someone whispered that it had been years and years since the church had been so full and that, at that time too, it had been for a funeral. Only, in that case, it had not been the funeral of an old man, as Fastréda had been, but of a boy of just sixteen, who had plummeted along with his motorbike into the ravine of the Fragolfo not far from here, two bends outside of the village.

   Father Attilio celebrated Fastréda’s funeral with a most rare solemnity, personally beginning to sing the chants which the choir then picked up and even allowing himself to fall into unusual silences from time to time during the liturgy. Then, when he finally walked up to the pulpit and delivered his homily, something which all the villagers had been anticipating with great curiosity, or so was my impression, Father Attilio’s sermon was memorable, composed, careful, and with countless apt citations. I still remember how he began by summing up Fastréda’s life and then delved deeper into two themes which in his opinion were, as he put it, “Fastréda’s legacy to our community”.

   The first theme was “love for one’s own land”. Mario Fastréda, said our priest, could have spent his life in Venezuela, where he had emigrated in his youth. Yet, loving his land “above all else”, he had chosen to return. And to his own land, Father Attilio continued, Fastréda had dedicated his entire life, never failing to act not simply for the comfort of his own family but also for the good of his neighbour – and here I could not help but be reminded of the arson of the bailiff’s house. Fastréda had given advice to his neighbour, Father Attilio insisted; he had helped them, offered his mediation, and envisioned projects; in short, the priest concluded, he had improved his own land as much as possible.

   Father Attilio cited that passage from Genesis which roughly says that the land where we are born is the garden which God gave to man to dress and keep, and then progressed into the second theme of his homily, “Work sanctifies man”.

   He introduced this theme with another citation, this time from the Gospel. “Is not this the carpenter’s son?” Father Attilio asked. “Is not his mother called Mary and his brethren James and Joseph, and Simon and Judas?” With his words, Father Attilio was implying that, just like the son of God, who had lived for most of his life off the work of his own hands, Mario Fastréda too had similarly borne the toil of work, carrying his own cross every day and, thus, sanctifying his rather long peregrination on this earth.

   “And we all know,” Father Attilio said finally, putting on a chiding tone, “that Fastréda’s soul will not wander about the emptiness of the abyss because we have known his love for life.” Having said this, our priest stopped, raised his eyes from the lectern, and looked at us. We realised right away that he was reproaching us for the gossip which had been circulating in Vallorgàna and which, for different reasons, took it for granted that, one way or another, Fastréda had meant to take his own life.

   I also remember something else from Fastréda’s funeral. Once the Mass was over, I thought it unnecessary to attend the burial, and so I was waiting on the church steps for the procession to disappear around the corner of the Priànis’ yard and take the road which leads straight down to the cemetery when a dog ran across the square.

   As soon as it noticed me, the dog froze and studied me with the exalted gaze which dogs tend to have when they run away from their cages or are let out to shake off their confined torpor. But this was a dog in whose heart a primal instinct must have awakened at that instant: after all, it is said that animals are capable of such intuitions. And indeed the frantic dog was one of Fastréda’s. How could I not be somewhat touched by that animal’s extreme loyalty? It must have run away, I thought, to come and say goodbye to its master. And, in fact, as soon as it had caught a glimpse of the funeral procession, it darted off to join it.

   Eventually, we learnt the autopsy result: Fastréda had died from an ischaemia of the brain, which had occurred in the wake of three other similar but less serious episodes he had recently suffered. So that was the cause of Fastréda’s fainting spells over the weeks leading up to his disappearance. Ischaemia, and the fourth episode had been fatal.

   Because of these findings, Father Attilio’s spiritual charisma and his reputation as an excellent judge of souls enjoyed a few days of deserved renown. Indeed, he had promptly excluded the hypothesis of an extreme act on Fastréda’s part. The announcement of such an ordinary cause of death depressed and silenced the fantasies of the villagers, something which did not surprise me in the least. There was something else, though, which instead I found rather remarkable: somehow, the fact that Fastréda had not physically carried out the act of taking his own life had completely erased the strangeness of the circumstances in which he had nevertheless happened to die. No one, in fact, was wondering any longer why Fastréda might have left his home without saying a word to anyone, in the dark, through the rain, to head for a relatively distant and definitely forbidding place such as Bus del Caorón.

   Though I was struggling to understand how the villagers might have forgotten such unusual circumstances, I found even more perplexing the fact that, as soon as Fastréda was buried, Vallorgàna immediately stopped talking about him. His name disappeared from the mouths of the villagers. His vassals were not celebrating the memory of his merits, his enemies were not proclaiming his wrongdoings, and Fastréda passed as swiftly as a season.

   I had a notion that Fastréda’s associates might start looking at me as the enemy who had outlasted the late good king and that, therefore, there was bound to be a renewed blossoming of aversion against me. Instead, I was the object of unexpected civility. For instance, when I finally decided to set foot again in Rubino’s bar, which happened a couple of days after the funeral, some of Fastréda’s closest vassals who happened to be there at the time treated me with distinguished, reverent amiability. They invited me to join them at their table. They spoke to me. They asked me whether I had read a certain item of news in the paper. Things like these, as if we had always been the best of friends.

   Even Father Attilio, whom I bumped into one morning, stopped me with the greatest politeness and asked me, well in advance, whether the following year I might be willing to resume, for the benefit of all parishioners, the good old custom of the San Rocco Mass in the chapel at the house. This irked me and I said, “We’ll see.” And Luigi Tamburlín? Luigi Tamburlín, who seemed destined to take Fastréda’s place, not least because he was his first cousin, said to me that perhaps it would be appropriate, given my “merits” and my “generosity”, for me to join the Board of Directors of the Mountain Road Consortium, maybe not immediately as its chair but certainly as a councillor.

   How is it possible, I wondered then, that in a village of just a few souls, and around which wolves prowl, with old people dying and the woods hungrily encircling us, how is it possible, I wondered, that people might be so quick to turn over a new leaf, as the saying goes? Does the ingratitude of the world run so deep?

   At any rate, my thoughts kept whirling around the circumstances in which Fastréda’s life had come to an end; that is, Bus del Caorón and the similarities which I kept finding between his death and that of my ancestor Giuseppe Cimamonte.

   Therefore, I could not tolerate that Maria, rather than shouldering this most serious riddle with me, was instead now spending her days tending Fastréda’s cattle, as Dina told me. One day, I lost my patience and went straight to Maria, fully intending to tell her that she could no longer persist in eschewing the sphinx’s gaze.

   I found her in front of the cowsheds. She was emptying a sack of feed into the bucket of a tractor. Of course I addressed her in due form. I explained that I had chosen to wait for the confusion of the first few days of mourning to lift somewhat before coming over in person to offer her my condolences, for the little they might matter. She thanked me distractedly and started emptying another sack of feed into the bucket.

   Then, as Maria attended to that task of hers, I started hinting at the thoughts which were weighing down on me, thoughts, I said, which were as much mine as hers and perhaps, on closer inspection, more hers than mine, it being understood, naturally, that I realised how her wound might still be too fresh, as it were, for her to see that there were issues beyond the feeding of cattle which were in need of an urgent explanation.

   Maria set the sack down. “There’s nothing to explain,” she said.

   “Nothing?” I pressed on. “Bus del Caorón. Your grandfather’s legs dangling in the pit. You call that nothing?”

   “Humph,” she huffed. “I told you. Maybe if he had killed himself. But it was an ischaemia. That’s all there is to it. Pure and simple coincidence – a dreadful one, if you will, but a coincidence nevertheless.”

   “And what if he had meant to kill himself but had not had the time to do so?” I replied. “Why on earth, the weather being what it was, and it being so dark, would Fastréda go where he did? This consideration alone should be reason enough to cause alarm. What if he had indeed intended to jump into Bus del Caorón and, for some reason of which we were obviously ignorant, he wanted to cite the death of my ancestor Giuseppe Cimamonte? He sits there, his legs dangling in the hole. He is readying himself for that terrible act and then, only then, mind you, the ischaemia hits… Who can say that it didn’t go that way? And if this is how it went, and, as I say, we cannot exclude it, and if your grandfather knew Giuseppe Cimamonte’s story, as he certainly did, then one must indeed ask the reason behind this so-called coincidence.”

   “You’re crazy,” Maria said. “What you’re saying makes no sense. Do you see this feed?” she asked me. “Do you see these cowsheds? Do you have any idea what one hundred and twenty animals between heifers, bulls, and calves actually mean?”

   Having said as much, she had me follow her inside the cowshed, into that cathedral of beef cattle from which an occasional lowing rose and to which more lowing responded in unison, as if an officiating heifer were singing funeral psalms in honour of her dead drover and all the other heifers replied with the greatest contrition.

   Maria pointed at the countless backs of those animals and repeated that there were countless things which needed doing, and they were all things which could not be shirked. They had all been working without a break: she, her mother Luciana, her grandmother Luigia, and Rashmi. The latter, who had progressed from serfdom to freedom, was now directing the work, despite all his wrongdoings. And thank goodness for Rashmi, said Maria. And thank goodness, she added, for Elio Marín too, who had also been coming over to lend a hand from time to time, in the evening, purely out of the kindness of his heart.

   Furthermore, Maria continued, there was also the bookkeeping and the numerous issues related to it, including veterinary costs, slaughterhouse agreements, contractor management, and so on, all unknown matters which had previously fallen under Fastréda’s exclusive purview.

   How Maria came up with that notion I do not know, but the fact of the matter is that – as soon as she had painted a complete enough picture of how hard it was to manage the business, thus shutting down any further discussion on the thoughts which I had come to submit to her instead – she led me, virtually by force, inside the house of my late enemy. I immediately noticed Fastréda’s worn-out jacket on the coat hanger in the entrance and, on the floor just underneath, a pair of men’s slippers which I reckoned must have belonged to Fastréda himself.

   As I was shown into the kitchen, I found myself before Maria’s mother and Luigia. I was so embarrassed that I put on a rigid, composed demeanour which might have been akin to that of one of my ancestors when visiting the cottage of one of his tenants. I offered my condolences and rushed to add that I would take my leave right away, but both women, Luciana and Luigia, treated me with indescribable politeness.

   I was offered a chair. Maria’s mother sat in front of me. She looked at me. She said that she remembered very well seeing me once, when I was a child, so many years ago, when I was “yea high”, and in saying so she pointed at the table around which we were sitting as a measure. With no less affectation, Luigia went as far as saying that I had the same profile as my mother, a woman, she said, of unforgettable elegance, though she had only glimpsed her a handful of times.

   These two women, I thought, who are speaking such nonsense and looking at my features as if they have never seen them before, or have never dared to look at them, are staging some kind of performance which I cannot grasp. At any rate, I went along with it, and we conversed about countless trifles, yet not a single word was uttered about Fastréda. Finally, after perhaps half an hour of chit-chat, Luigia realised that I had not been offered anything at all to drink: what an unforgivable blunder! So she rushed to pour me a glass of walnut liqueur. And so here you are, I thought to myself, here you are, looked after by Mario Fastréda’s women and drinking his walnut liqueur.

  

 
  
   Second Chapter

   Judging from those most rare occasions when I had the chance to meet her, or rather glimpse her, over the following days, I had the impression that Maria had fallen victim to that age-old hallucination by which one ends up believing that effort, goodwill, and abnegation might really offer a means of control. She was always frantic, in haste, and it was indeed in such a disposition that she turned up at the house one afternoon.

   She said that she did not have much time, since Elio Marín was meant to come at any minute to move some hay bales from some spot to another, so she asked that I let her speak without asking too many questions. She had come, she announced, for three reasons: firstly, to apologise; secondly, to let me know about a decision which she had taken; and thirdly, to give me something.

   As far as the apology was concerned, she acknowledged that she had been somewhat brusque recently. I ought to forgive her, she said, because the general disarray was such that she could think of nothing but the pressing needs of the moment, namely “that damned circus that is the business”. So she asked me to be patient: as soon as things went back to some level of normality, we would talk, and not just of Bus del Caorón and the strange coincidences connected to it but also, she said, of “other things still pending”.

   As for the decision which she had come to share with me, Maria made a necessary preamble: she would have to get to the point in a sort of roundabout way. Not even an hour after I had tasted her grandfather’s walnut liqueur, a person whom Maria described as “the worst of men” had shown up wanting to talk to her. The man, who had a bloated gut and a short neck, or rather was virtually neckless, had pointed a finger at her and said, “I’m here for the money.”

   “What money?” Maria had asked.

   “The feed,” he had said. “I ain’t seen a penny in six months.”

   The worst of men was the owner of a company from the Lowlands which dealt with feed distribution and from which Fastréda usually bought his feed. According to the man, over the last six months he had delivered countless sacks of feed without ever receiving any money. Naturally, Maria had mentioned the recent events, but the worst of men had shown no intention of listening to reason.

   Having no experience of such dealings, Maria had asked to see the delivery notes for the feed. The worst of men had laughed in her face: the delivery notes, he had said, were delivered together with the feed, of course. Then he had uttered his threat: unless the feed was paid for in full within a week, there would be no further extensions and the matter would be put in the hands of the law.

   “The truth is,” Maria then confided to me, “that there’s no money. My mother has been asking around. She went to the two banks where my grandfather used to have accounts. The balance? Just enough to pay for the funeral and little else. So we’ve made up our minds. It wasn’t easy, but we have. What have we decided? We’re selling everything. Not the house, though, since where would Luigia go otherwise? But everything else – the cattle, the cowsheds, the machines, and the land. Everything.”

   This total, definitive liquidation of Fastréda’s business spelled, I reflected, his ruin, downfall, and undoing. A few weeks earlier, I would have sounded the trumpets of victory, broken out into song, and laughed heartily upon hearing those words. And I would have jeered at Mario Fastréda, of course, and, who knows, perhaps even provoked him, purely to humiliate him, maybe suggesting that he should come to work for me as my bailiff.

   But after the recent events, with the enemy dead and the great fury of war extinguished, the decision taken by Fastréda’s heirs left me speechless. I considered the extraordinary swiftness with which Fastréda’s empire had reached the brink of collapse and how it had therefore been one of those empires with feet of clay, a kingdom like Timur’s, the prosperity of which had only lasted as long as Timur himself.

   But Maria did not leave me any time to respond and immediately moved on to the third thing which she wanted to say to me, or rather, as she corrected herself, give to me. It was a small thing, in fact she was carrying it in her pocket, and the merit of its discovery, she said, was after all with the feed creditor.

   After he had left, Maria had asked Luigia about the feed and the delivery notes. Luigia had said that she had never known a thing about her late husband’s business, and in particular nothing at all about money. However, she was inclined to believe that, if the delivery notes existed, the place to look for them would be Fastréda’s closet.

   So Maria told me that she had managed to find the delivery notes and that, during her search, she had also found an old business card. Then she handed it to me. On the front, it showed my grandfather’s name in print:

   COUNT AUSILIO CIMAMONTE

   And, beneath the name, the coat of arms of the Cimamontes. The back, however, had a handwritten message:

   To Mario,
for when the time comes,
the history of the Cimamontes.

   That card, which I kept turning over and over in my hands without saying a word, must have slipped out of the copy of the Chronica owned by Fastréda, said Maria. This notion sounded more than plausible to me. The “Mario” from the dedication could not be anyone but Fastréda himself. And the expression “the history of the Cimamontes” could certainly refer to the Chronica Cimamontium. As far as my grandfather Ausilio was concerned, there was no doubt whatsoever that the business card was his, as undeniably his as the handwriting on its back. So, could it be that the copy of the Chronica had been a gift from my grandfather to Mario Fastréda?

   I pestered Maria with a thousand appeals: despite all the business with the accounts and delivery notes for the feed, she must find the time to rummage some more in her grandfather’s closet, leaf through his papers, open his folders, and read his notebooks. She must not miss a single annotation and search for anything at all which might link back to the Chronica.

   But, as I have mentioned already, Maria was possessed by the hallucination of decisive effort. She said that she had no time for such an undertaking. The cattle needed tending. The creditors needed paying. The business needed appraising. The liquidation needed brokering. No, she said. Even if she wanted to, she had no time to spare for rooting about through papers.

   So she came up with another idea. On a given day, she said, her mother Luciana and her grandmother Luigia were due to go down to the Lowlands to pay the funeral directors and to run some other errands which would keep them busy for the entire morning. That would be the time to act, Maria said: I myself would have free rein to rummage within Fastréda’s closet.

   But to pry into someone else’s papers, and especially, with all due respect, into the papers of someone so freshly deceased, and, again with all due respect, into the papers of an enemy? I thought it an ugly, most inappropriate thing. “No,” I said. “I can’t do that.”

   But Maria cut the matter short. “It’s either this or nothing,” she said. And that was that.

  

 
  
   Third Chapter

   I cannot forget the discomfort with which I entered Fastréda’s closet. I felt like a grave robber, a profaner. Nevertheless, I entered that so-called closet and started rummaging. I rummaged through the shelves by the door, a wardrobe painted green, the boxes on a shelf, and the desk drawers. Nothing. Only mementoes. Photographs of Fastréda as a young man, in Venezuela. Fastréda, again as a young man, at the bow of a transatlantic liner. Certificates of livestock prizes. Old magazines. Newspaper cuttings. Useless accounts. Veterinarian prescriptions. Trifles such as these.

   So, I moved onto a metal chest of drawers. But those drawers, six of them in total, were all locked. I looked for a key. I found one in the pen holder on the desk. It was not the right one. The pen holder, though, contained a brass letter opener, an object so pretentious that it would not have been out of place on the desk of a notary.

   Now or never, I said to myself. It was a brazen act, I admit it. Using the letter opener, I forced the lock, which was actually most modest, and all those drawers were finally open. In them, I found deeds, cadastral maps, and folders containing old plans for the Mountain Road. Other photographs, including one of Maria when she was quite young, perhaps barely fifteen. But those classified drawers mostly contained invoices relating to Fastréda’s business: farming machines, feed, receipts from the sale of cattle to the slaughterhouse, and so on. Amongst the many invoices, I found a folder entitled:

   Provincial Agrarian Consortium
8 May 1974
Conference – The Benefits of Corn Silage

   That folder, though, did not in fact contain “the benefits of corn silage” at all, but rather a bunch of incoherent papers. I had barely had the time to consider them casually and persuade myself that I had stumbled onto something worthwhile when Maria walked in and said that it would soon be noon. It was time to clear out.

   I begged her to let me have a few more minutes, promising that it would be enough, as I believed that I might have found the papers which were the object of our search in the corn silage folder I promptly showed her. But Maria thought it unwise to take a chance. So she gathered the documents scattered on the desk, put them back in the folder, and handed the whole thing to me. I should take everything with me, she said, and leave as quickly as I could.

   I shall make a long story short. I returned to Fastréda’s papers that very afternoon, and what I read in them, I would be willing to swear to it, slowly drained all warmth from me, to the point that soon my hands were so cold that I had to go and warm them up by the stove. As I stood there, in front of the fire, I was suddenly touched by such restlessness that I was no longer capable of remaining indoors.

   So I left the house and went for a walk. I reached the Roccolo and sat on the cold grass up there. But the restlessness and the chill had followed me, and I stood back up and returned home, now in a frenzy to read Fastréda’s papers all over again. I went back up to the study. I sat at the table. I collected the papers once more. I started reading them from the beginning.

   I read them over and over, again and again, until the lines, the words, and the letters started turning into arabesques of ink. Might it be, I said to myself, that these abstract geometries are tricking me? Might there be a hole, a mistake, an error of some kind in what I have deduced from this ornate fretwork?

   Indeed I tried hard to look for such holes, but I could not find any. Everything was limpid, logical. All I could notice were a few gaps. How can I put it? It was like a mosaic. The mosaic was all there, bright, most clear, and completely finished, but of the thousand tiles which made it up just five were missing. Five tiles amongst a thousand which were all perfectly laid. Was I perhaps to believe that those meaningless gaps might compromise my reading of the mosaic? Of course not, yet I convinced myself that it must be so: everything rested on those five tiles.

   So I waited for the following day and, when it finally arrived, I waited for Dina to come up to the house for lunch. I did not doubt that, if I interrogated her with all due discretion and kept the reasons behind my investigation most secret, I would find the first tile in her words. I approached the matter in a most roundabout way. I asked her about this, I asked her about that, and only when I was certain that we were quite far away from the heart of my investigation did I ask Dina what I wanted to know. Dina responded, and I had my first tile. Then, having ascertained that it all matched up, I rushed to lead the conversation in a completely different direction.

   After this, I mustered up my courage and fished out of my archive a certain letter which I had intercepted a few days earlier, whilst I was looking for information on the Chronica. I reread its every line with great attention. Another tile. And this one too matched up.

   I could have also stopped there, but I kept hoping that the last missing tiles might have the extraordinary power to explode the castle of my deductions. So I went to the cemetery, because it was there that these last tiles lay.

   On the wrought-iron gate of that unequalled gold mine of names and dates were two hands open in a gesture of sinister welcome. I stepped into that silence of flowers, marble, and gravel. I looked for the first grave. I found it. I read the headstone, and there was the third tile. Then I looked for a second grave. I found it. I read the headstone, and there was the fourth tile. Finally, I went looking for yet another grave and found it in that part of the cemetery where Vallorgàna’s most ancient dead rest. I found the fifth tile there, and my forlorn hope that it might upset the mosaic was finally scuppered.

   So I came up with one last doubt. It was a mere scruple, to be honest, yet I convinced myself that it was not a scruple at all but the proof of all proof, just so that my hopes could be reignited. After all, when one does not want to believe in evidence, one can only grab at such straws.

   Once I had left the cemetery, I went to the clergy house to see Father Attilio, since he was the one who could satisfy that scruple of mine. I rang the bell, but he did not come to the door. So I rang again, but he still did not come to the door.

   It was three in the afternoon. I rang a third time, for longer. Nothing. So I thought that Father Attilio truly must have caught that ghastly habit found in some of the villagers – the ghastly habit, I mean, of pretending not to be in, ignoring the doorbell. But no, I would not be rebuffed by such sloth. So I opened the gate to the vegetable patch, made my way along the clergy house wall, and spied through the kitchen window.

   Father Attilio was there, sitting on a chair in the kitchen, watching television. I knocked on the window. Father Attilio was startled and obviously felt caught out. He looked outraged and as if he was unable to fathom that I might have indeed dared violate his oh-so sacred meditation. He simply shook his head no, a categorical, imperious no. I signed to him that I only needed a minute of his time. No, he repeated, simply shaking his head before going back to watching his television.

   I left the vegetable patch of the clergy house in a fury and was indeed walking furiously across the square to return to the house when Nelso Tabióna showed up to throw more fuel on the fire of my irritation. He was going by in his car. He saw me. He stopped. He rolled down his window and summoned me.

   He muttered something about the sky. He said that it was a frightful sky and that “something odd” might come out of it at any second. Busy as I had been pondering endlessly in my head, I was yet to raise my gaze once in the direction of the sky that day.

   So I looked up and saw a murky, dense, looming yellowishness. According to Nelso, the clouds looked like hail, but, he added, there had been no hail at the end of October in living memory. “We can’t stop the sky from doing what it wants,” he said. “But listen, if the weather is fine, we’ll start next week…”

   “Start what?” I asked.

   “We’ll start putting the chainsaws to work up in the Mountain, in your woods. The season is right. But I have one question and, since you’re the master, I’ve come to get your orders.”

   Nelso’s concern was about strategy. Before Fastréda’s death, I had asked him to deforest well away from the boundaries. But now? Should we change course, Nelso was asking, and point our chainsaws where they ought to be pointed; that is, where they had stopped the year before?

   But I had something much more important on my mind. I had to flush out Father Attilio and look for the final tile and, once I had found it, decide what to do with the most perfect plot which would follow from it. So I spoke rudely to Nelso. “You’re the woodcutter, not me,” I said. “How should I know? Cut here. Cut there. All nonsense. I have other things to do and other thoughts on my mind.”

   Nelso looked at me with a murderous eye. It was inconceivable to him that there might be something more urgent and more worthy of consideration in the world than deforestation. Deforestation is the peak of human responsibility. A well-conceived, well-accomplished deforestation is our supreme duty. Deforestation is the most serious of all tasks. Deforestation is a mission. Nelso held back his tirade but looked at me from head to toe and from toe to head with utter, absolute, and unlimited scorn. Finally, he rolled up his window and left without even saying goodbye.

   I had only just arrived at the house when a slap of wind, sharp and sudden, picked up the wicker chairs from beneath the hornbeam and pushed them away across the courtyard. Having played that trick, the wind then moved on, so the wicker chairs came to a halt against the ruins of the bailiff’s house. I went to collect them and brought them back inside the outbuildings. Then, when I came back out, I noticed that, with evening drawing near, the sky had taken on a new hue.

   That murky yellowishness had been congealing into an orangey yellowishness with lumps of grey, smears of blue, and splashes of purple. But the colour was perhaps the least of it. That sky, in fact, was as if in motion. It was a dense sky, churning on itself. It did not even look like the sky at all but rather like a piece of hyperuranion, inexplicable, infinite, and swiftly transiting over our heads.

   When that polychromatic hyperuranion broke, the very heaviest of rains poured down on Vallorgàna. It rained fitfully, now more, now less, for about an hour. Then it stopped and, in the meantime, darkness descended. According to my habit, I closed the shutters on the ground floor, went into the outbuildings to get some firewood, and lit the stove in the study. I said to myself that the day was now gone, which was fine. But in the morning I would do what I must: Father Attilio would not get away from me.

  

 
  
   Fourth Chapter

   It was about six in the evening when the wind hurled itself onto us with the violence of a wave. It was as if the air had brimmed over, and an immense impact hit the house. The house itself wavered. It let out a most discernible wail. The glasses wailed. The floors wailed. The beams wailed. The walls wailed. And, after that first impact, all hell broke loose. The wind was raging like I had never heard it rage before. It was yowling. It was lowing. It was carrying within the howling of a thousand howls. And they truly were waves, continuous waves of air turned cruel and livid.

   I waited for this charge of the sky brigade to move past, but there must have been thousands upon thousands of knights on horseback out there. So I opened one of the shutters a tiny bit, only enough to spy out. It was then that I realised that, outside, water had joined the wind. In the halo of light from the sconce in the courtyard, I saw that this water was not at all falling downwards but was rather rushing in mid-air, almost parallel to the ground, carried off straight in that wind.

   So I closed the shutter again. I barred it. Just wait and have confidence, I said to myself, such aberrations of weather are destined to die out with commendable expeditiousness. Just wait, I repeated to myself, this is the way of such hullabaloos. A few minutes of racket and they are gone.

   But that wind would not die out. It rushed relentlessly. It kept shaking, hitting, hissing. It actually grew worse. It lashed once, mightily, and the shutters of the reception hall on the piano nobile, where I was, were flung open. Sharpened by that cruel air, the water was climbing up the masonry and creeping in through the windows. Little rivulets started running down the walls, and yet more were coming down from the ceiling and travelling along the stuccoes. It was then that I remembered the second-floor shutters, which were always open due to my own laziness.

   So I ran upstairs and heard the wind howling even louder than downstairs. The first thing which met me was water, an oblong puddle in the corridor. I tried to soak it up with a rug as I collected myself: I needed to open the windows one by one and then close the shutters one by one. But once I had opened the first window and faced the wind and rain pushing inside, I could not find the shutters at all. I did not even have the chance to investigate the matter further since, as soon as I had closed that window, I heard a horrible crash on the ground floor.

   I abandoned the second floor to its destiny and ran back downstairs. I heard that very same crash again, only slightly more rasping. It was coming from the courtyard. Instinct told me to open the front door. I opened it, but keeping it open was impossible. There was something akin to a whirlwind out there. I barely had time to see toppled vases and projectiles of who knows what nature darting in front of my eyes. As I stood there realising that the thing come from the sky was not going anywhere but rather kept pushing and clamouring, I started to smell smoke. The lit fire. The stove in the study.

   As soon as I stepped into the study, I found myself surrounded by a thick fog. Smoke was everywhere. That thing which was like the wind but for which the word “wind” was too little was rushing down the chimney and smothering the fire, suffocating it and forcing it to escape the stove, which was puffing out smoke like a priest’s censer. I feared what might come of it. And so, wanting to be rid of that suffocating smoke as soon as possible, I grabbed a jug of water and poured it out onto the embers. Then I closed all the open tomes on the desk. Finally, I shut the door to trap the smoke in the study and found myself standing in the reception hall, bewildered and listening intently to the wind as it screamed without rest.

   After just under an hour, that monster of air, issued from who knows where and headed who knows where else, finally calmed down, and only the friendly fury of rain was left behind.

   But that lull only lasted a few minutes, which passed in a flash. I only had time to notice that small pieces of mortar had come loose from in between the beams and the walls of the piano nobile, meaning that the house had actually moved, though imperceptibly. Then, the monster stirred again.

   The wind went back to hissing and pushing, pushing and hissing. The house wavered again. It wailed again. But, if possible, the wave and the impact were even more ferocious this time. And indeed, the power failed and I was plunged into darkness.

   It was right then, in that precise instant, that I heard a roar crumble down above my head and resound throughout the house and, amidst that din, I also heard, for the first time ever, the tolling of the tympanum bell, which filled me with terror. Then there was a terrible collapse, as if of stones dumped down into a ravine, and at every lash of the wind that tremendous shattering resumed. It was coming from the roof, as if the monster were walking with its large feet up there, upending the tiles and scattering them about.

   Then there was another formidable crash, again from the roof, or so I thought: a sharp crash, thunderous, and again I heard the tympanum bell. I raised my hands to my head and crouched down, as I had the impression that the ceiling was about to cave in and crush me. I was struck by a fantasy which terrified me: the Mountain is crumbling. The Mountain is sliding, entire peaks, entire sides, and floods of trees, rocks, and mud. The Mountain is crumbling. The endless string of crashes, near and far, was such that I could not find any other explanation.

   In that instant, the Cimamonte tower came into my mind again. I thought about the thick walls of our ancient, unblemished, cyclopean tower, those large walls built by my ancestors – the walls running all around the kitchen. I thought that those walls would save me. And so, in pitch darkness, I felt my way downstairs. But the wind had already entered the kitchen and was now its master, that is, it was the master of the dark tower and was spitting its frantic rage out of the great mouth of the fireplace. Bereft of that shelter, I locked the wind in the tower. I barred the door. I sat down on the grand staircase and waited for something to happen.

   And the wind grew worse still. It was unbelievable how it could grow yet worse from the very worst. I was hot. I was sweating. Pitch darkness, a cage, and all hell breaking loose around me. On that evening, I learnt what it meant to be powerless; and the small, uncertain slashes of light from a torch I had eventually managed to find after groping my way around the drawers in the sitting room truly proved to be a consolation beyond measure.

   Then, it was time for the charge of all charges. I heard outside the house, above the house, around the house, and everywhere, a whole blooming and crackling of knocks, crashes, and blows, of things screaming and perhaps plummeting down. After that, I heard a rumble. Out there, right in the courtyard, a particular, spine-chilling rumble amidst that dissonance of blows and crashes.

   That hell which is still so vivid in my memories lasted three unbroken hours. Three hours during which I could do nothing but wait: for the house to fall apart, for the wind to carry it away, for the Mountain to crumble, for that monster of air to go and trample another place. Then, after three hours or thereabouts, the wind finally fell silent.

   Once again, I could hear the pelting of rain. The wind resumed again, on and off, for another hour or so, less ferocious, perhaps satisfied. From time to time, a blast: some more furious, others already harmless. Eventually, it stopped raining too. A vast, wary silence fell all around me. It was well past ten in the evening.

   I mustered up my courage and went out into the courtyard. As soon as I was out of the front door, I was met with a large, unrecognisable shadow. I tried to chase it away with the blade of light from my torch, but it did not budge: it was not a shadow at all but the wrecked crown of the hornbeam.

   The courtyard, I realised, was full of countless shapes which made no sense. Amongst them, I recognised innumerable shards of roof tiles scattered all over like leaves. Fearing irreparable ruin because of this, I aimed my torch at the roof. The light was too feeble to reach that height, yet I seemed able to glimpse, up there, an obvious but incomprehensible absence.

   I left the courtyard and went back inside, climbed up the stairs, and pushed on into my observatory, into that most pleasant post of mine whence it is marvellous to look out into the distance and think. I found there, terribly present, the absence which I had glimpsed out in the courtyard. Snapped into two stumps, one of the two tall chimneys from the tympanum was now in my observatory. So the wind had been inexplicably strong enough to turn that excellent, streamlined spire upside down, thus shattering the roof and breaking into the room of my most lofty reflections.

   The felled spire had also dragged and dropped into the observatory a sight horrible to behold: the tympanum bell. There it was, before my very own eyes, and had something of the unexploded bomb to it, quite as alien, quite as vulgar. I shone my torch on that perfectly intact bell and noticed a bas-relief medallion on its surface: in the middle, a Virgin Mary standing with the child in her arms, and all around her an inscription which I did not feel like deciphering.

   Up there in the ceiling, there was a jagged tear through which I could hear the furious roar of the Fragolfo in its gorge. I looked out from the bottom of that newly uncovered well. I saw the usual sky, a sky with some stars, most far away, but it was blacker than the usual black; it was an incommensurable black, most deep, as if that pandemonium of air had blown away every reverberation, every opalescence, every minute substance between us and the sky, thus revealing the absolute black in which we are immersed.

  

 
  
   Fifth Chapter

   The following day, a few quick glances were enough. I was surrounded by a place transformed, a most vast, grand ruin, a landscape of slashes, shambles, and scars.

   Entire woods had been swept away like wheat fields struck down by a storm. But what lay on the slopes, the sides, and the ravines of the Mountain were not grass blades and straw but trees upon trees, entire woods uprooted, snapped, eradicated. Only a few, derelict and dumbfounded, still stood here and there, inexplicably.

   An immense, arbitrary hand had scythed down and mangled hectare upon hectare of woods with sovereign scorn and utter ease. Never would I have believed that one day I might see that which I was now seeing: that same colossal hand had reached everywhere, crumbling to dust the woods of the entire Val Fonda, which appeared skinned, and, from that skinning, horribly naked skulls, shoulder blades, and spines had emerged: ridges of rock, corners, ledges, and spurs until then hidden by the mantle of the woods.

   At lower altitudes, where Val Fonda narrows down towards the Fragolfo, what had not been uprooted by the wind had been stripped bare by the fury of the water, which was still flowing in the ruined ravine. From the notch of the Fragolfo, the wind had then crested up to Vallorgàna, lashing out extensively. I saw barns picked up and moved elsewhere, beaten houses, gutted roofs, twisted sheet metal, and toppled woodsheds.

   The innermost yards in the village seemed to have been spared, but the monster of air had danced freely on the church roof, smashing and scattering hundreds of tiles. Looking eastwards, I could see for the first time ever, and to my great astonishment, the straight line of the Lowlands. The mad wind had completely flattened the trees growing on a faraway crest, thus revealing that novel sight.

   Both the young and the elderly repeated time and time again, over the following days, that it had felt “like being at war”, with landmines, shelling, and machine-gun fire.

   The devastation of my property turned out to be no less vast than the general devastation. The roof of the house was a jumble of tiles overturned and broken. The number of tiles fallen onto the courtyard was too great to count. The gutters were dangling, having been pulled from the façade. The shutters? Some had been scattered over the courtyard, whilst others had been hurled into the meadow. Others still were holding on, dangling from their hinges. There was no trace of the sconces at the corners of the house: the wind had picked them up and taken them to who knows where.

   Also missing from the tympanum was the other chimney: I found it, inexplicably intact, in the crown of the hornbeam. The hornbeam itself had not been uprooted by the wind, as I had believed during the night, but rather it had snapped, its trunk looking as if it had exploded about one metre from the ground. It goes without saying that all the trees and bushes in the courtyard – that is, the pomegranate, the box, the yew, and the roses – had all been uprooted or snapped.

   Then I saw something of which I had not been in the least aware during the night: down there, in front of the outbuildings, there was a horrible heap of what was left of a roof, an entire roof with its trusses obscenely twisted in a horrifying jumble of boards and sheet metal. This was the cruellest sight. I walked up to it to try to understand where that roof might have come from and ascertained that it was the roof from the barn and that, of the four brick piers which used to hold it up, only one was still standing: the other three were nothing but snapped stumps. Exactly how the wind could uproot the entire roof to then crush it in front of the outbuildings was something impossible to comprehend.

   As I wandered about the courtyard in a mood which can only be imagined, I felt somewhat relieved to notice that, except for the barn, the outbuildings had endured the brunt of the wind. Some dislodged roof tiles, but nothing else. And the chapel of San Rocco had held up too. Only its gutters had been pulled off. As for the bailiff’s house, it had been a burnt-down ruin and such it remained. The wind had simply rummaged inside, shifting around some burnt boards stuck in the debris.

   Then I extended my gaze to the meadows surrounding the house. Apart from the trees flattened down and lying in the same direction, there was a vast assortment of broken things strewn about, dropped at random by the wind from who knows where. Shards of sheet metal, large and small. Branches. Tarpaulins in tatters or instead perfectly intact. Slices of polystyrene. Gutters.

   I looked at the road leading down to the village from the house and it too was all a tangle of limbless trees, wrecked crowns, inextricable contortions of branches, and displaced lumps of soil and roots. A lime had fallen onto the niche of San Martino, turning it into a heap of stone.

   At that point, I turned my gaze past the back of the house and looked for the Roccolo up there at the top, but to no avail. The wind had levelled it. All which remained of it was a devastated mass of lumped trees and the white of the snapped sapwood shining here and there through that cluster, like some immaculate, unknown matter.

   When I took the private road to Fastréda’s estate, driven by an irresistible impatience to see Maria and tell her, before anyone else, about the calamitous disaster which had befallen the house, I realised that the dying empire of my defunct enemy had not fared any better. I saw scraps scattered everywhere, unroofed storehouses, and barns razed to the ground. Countless shreds of cloth, empty sacks, and plastic were stuck onto the bare crowns of the trees, as impalpable as ghosts spat from the wind’s throat.

   But the epicentre of that quake of air was the largest of the two cowsheds. The wind had defiled and desecrated that temple of meat heifers, tearing apart its ample sheet metal roof; some of it was jutting out in a large, rolled-up tongue, whilst another portion of it was lying several metres behind, crumpled up on itself, like the wreck of an aircraft fallen from the sky.

   I found Maria holding a calf by its halter, a calf with dismay in its eyes which persisted in turning its head in the opposite direction, thus seemingly refusing to look at that gaping mouth, the cowshed gutted by the wind, whence it had been lucky enough to be pulled out unharmed.

   Maria sounded harsh and annoyed. When she saw me, she tugged sharply, nervously, at the halter of that calf. Then she said brusquely that, if I had the time to come and inspect other people’s damage, I evidently must have been lucky enough that the house had come out of that ghastly night unscathed.

   I denied this. I told her to look for herself. I told her about the tiles, the shutters, the chimneys, the exploded hornbeam, the Roccolo, and the roof of the barn picked up and blown away like a leaf. But Maria was not listening. Instead, she was trying to call the dismayed calf to order, which, ever since my arrival, had taken to staring at me as if, unlike Maria, it had indeed been listening to my every word with undivided attention.

   Luigia appeared in the meantime and she looked extraordinarily aged. She was in a talkative mood and said that she could not believe that not a single one of their animals had died amidst this disaster: it must have been a “miracle” – all the animals were alive, every single one of them, terrified but alive. At first, they had considered letting them out into the meadows, but the many fallen trees had destroyed all the fences. So they had had no other choice but to move all the Pezzata Rossa cows, as well as the calves and the younger Limousins, into the other cowshed, which had “miraculously” been spared by the wind. Then Luigia let it slip that someone must have been watching over them from heaven. She undoubtedly meant Fastréda, meaning that she must have been under the impression that, in such a short time, he had already reached in the afterlife the same position of authority which he had held here.

   In the meantime, Maria was still venting her frustration on the calf. She tugged at the halter again and, this time, so unfairly and unpleasantly that the calf lowed. It was then that I had the confirmation of something which I had always suspected, namely that Rashmi, that ghastly manservant of my defunct enemy, had the gift of understanding and being understood by animals. As soon as the calf protested, in fact, Rashmi ran over, took the halter from Maria, and said some unintelligible words to the animal and it, no longer afraid, immediately started following him.

   The harshness with which Maria had been addressing me left together with the calf. She said that she was exhausted: she had been doing nothing but dragging heifers and calves from one cowshed to the other since dawn. Then she insisted that I should accept a coffee and asked Luigia to please go and make some.

   When we were alone, Maria looked at the gutted cowshed, the unroofed storehouses, the barns with the shredded tarpaulins, and the woods on the Mountain. “Nature, right?” she said to me. “Have you seen what kind of trick nature has played on us? Do you realise how small we are?” And, having said so, she pulled me to her with sudden, renewed affection. I cannot remember whether I too held her or if I simply welcomed that embrace. But I do remember quite clearly that I picked up the slightest smell of the cowshed on Maria and that, on her, it was not at all disagreeable.

  

 
  
   Sixth Chapter

   Luigia’s coffee was atrocious, bitter, harsh. I gulped down that concoction in the name of the gesture which it was – a comfort shared amongst the unfortunate – then went to witness the disaster with my own eyes. I walked about the countryside of Vallorgàna. I passed a few scattered houses and finally got as far as the village lanes.

   Wherever I went, I found trees fallen on a slant, always in the same direction. Shacks pulled out. Entire hedges toppled. Woodsheds in shambles. Scattered pieces of random objects strewn everywhere and, again and again, those light spectres of shredded nylon caught here and there in the trees. The villagers with whom I happened to cross paths looked bewildered and mystified. They were holding chainsaws. They were cutting up the fallen trees in their yards or on nearby streets. They were standing on top of their roofs, throwing down broken tiles. They were spreading out tarpaulins to cover the holes. They were fixing what could be fixed. They showed me their damage, asked about mine, and shook their heads.

   Granted, it had not been an earthquake. The houses, though quite bruised, and in several cases unroofed, were all still standing, and no one, in our area, had paid with their life for the fury of that wind. Nevertheless, I saw an emotion on the faces of those I came across which seemed like a strange lump of astonishment and resignation. Most kept quiet or only spoke to say that a powerful force from the sky had come to put us back in our place.

   But dejection and disorientation, that sense of having been unjustly rummaged through and robbed of something, were not the only feelings which I encountered that morning. On the contrary, there was a strange, most peculiar euphoria in the way with which we were looking at the majesty of that devastation. It was the elation, I believe, of those who unexpectedly find themselves to be safe after escaping an event destined to become memorable.

   That morning, the villagers were gladly recounting the particular calamities which had befallen them or others. The sheet metal roof of Gianfranco Coltiàlt’s house, which was brand new, not even two years old, had flown off as if it were made of paper. The roof tiles fallen from Elia’s house had hailed onto her son’s car. The Coentes’ old house, which had been empty for years, was now nothing but a ruin: the roof had caved in, taking the floors and walls with it. And the Dordis’ poplar? It was a sight to see: it had fallen perfectly in between two houses; one metre more to either side, and that would have been that. And Mariét’s house, which was not far away from the Faoris’ bridge? Bus del Caorón had woken up and erupted from its infernal depths a river of water more evil than ever before. There had been so much water, and so suddenly, that a stream of scree had become dislodged and flooded down, heaping up against Mariét’s house a two-metre-tall pile, as high as the first-floor windows, and Mariét had been forced to escape the house through his bedroom window. And the Stramíns’ yard? A large branch of their mulberry tree had snapped off, falling on top of the small grotto dedicated to Our Lady of Lourdes which Bepi Stramín had built many years ago: the grotto had collapsed, but the statuette of the Virgin had been pulled out from the debris lily-white and unharmed.

   Furthermore, we were cut off. The Fragolfo was so swollen where it receives water from a ravine called Val Càuca that it had eroded its bank, and the bank itself had collapsed into the stream, together with half of the Val Fonda road. Later we learnt more about the actual condition of the road from Piero Valèrna, who had gone down towards the Lowlands on his motorbike: the road had collapsed into the Fragolfo not only near Val Càuca, which is not far from Vallorgàna, but also farther ahead, in two more places. And the trees on the road were too many to count.

   In short, we were cut off. Cut off and without power. Those who had generators and some level of skill managed to cobble something together and made do that way. The majority, though, had to resort to the ancient reliability of candles. And since Bruno’s shop had sold out within the hour, I saw with my own eyes Father Attilio place his entire supply of blessed candles on a small table in front of the church.

   At the exact moment I laid eyes on Father Attilio, I had the impression that I had abruptly come out of a fog. I immediately remembered where I was before the wind had come plundering: the papers from Fastréda’s closet, the unheard story which they told, the unchecked restlessness which they had caused in me, and finally, and especially, that last scruple which could only be satisfied by asking Father Attilio a question.

   It was as if Fastréda’s papers had merged with the wind and the wind had merged with the papers, revealing, as they swirled about, the coherent design of upheaval which had already occurred, and which was irreparable. My world, and these are the exact words which I said to myself, had been disfigured by the violent whim of intangible powers.

   So disoriented did I feel that I could not even do the simple thing which I should have perhaps done, namely climb the few steps to the church and ask Father Attilio about the small trifle from which the perfect reconstruction of all the scattered fragments of the unheard story depended. But I thought that now was not the right time. So I kept going and returned to the house.

   I should have collected the roof tiles scattered across the courtyard. Ventured onto the roof and spread out some tarpaulins. Shouldered the chainsaw and freed the road from the fallen trees. Made an estimate of the damage. Come up with a plan of action.

   But, at that point, Fastréda’s papers won out over the devastation of the wind. Or rather, they matched it so precisely that one and the other became in my eyes two faces of the very same monster. Fastréda’s papers demonstrated that the present is subject to the past even when one is not aware of it, whilst the wind, that grand synthesis of our powerlessness, said that every reference point, even those of centuries-old reliability, may be wrecked in a matter of hours.

   So I began thinking ever more insistently that the wind had produced, or perhaps started, or perhaps simply revealed, some sort of break. I was not thinking about the material damage but rather about a deeper discontinuity. When I looked back at the days which had preceded the wind and then at still earlier times, it felt as if everything had been sucked into a dimension which had suddenly become most remote. Whenever this confused, blurred notion visited me, the words “the collapse of the past” would come to my mind. But the more I reflected on these very words, these insistent, persistent words which sounded correct and truthful to me, the less I understood what truth they held.

   Of course, I was in no state to undertake any serious initiative. I simply cut down a couple of fallen trees on the road which leads from the house to the village, found the outside sconces at the edge of the woods, and gathered into a heap the shrubs and rose bushes pulled out by the wind.

   I was wandering about the ruin of my estate and, as I wandered, I happened to notice that the wind had had the strength to dislodge a beam, within the ruins of the bailiff’s house, which, during the blaze, had become stuck against the small portion of remaining masonry facing the courtyard; once that beam had been dislodged, the surviving slice of wall had been left without its wretched support and collapsed onto itself.

   But, as I studied that newly created debris, I noticed a formidable stone which some unscrupulous builder from who knows how many centuries ago had repurposed as if it were some ordinary river stone. Instead, it was an engraved tablet, no larger than forty centimetres by thirty, and its inscription was still most sharp and perfectly legible:

   Turrem suam dirutam,
Ludovicus Cimamontius refecerat
anno millesimo ducentisimo vigesimo quarto

   On another day, such a discovery would have made my heart skip a beat: it was the most ancient testimony of the existence of the Cimamonte tower which had fallen into ruin and had later been rebuilt in 1224 by an ancestor of mine, Ludovico, of whose existence I had always been ignorant. Though I did not feel the enthusiasm which it deserved, I dragged the tablet under the portico for protection and there I looked at it over and again, saying to myself that it must be the destiny of this place to be destroyed and rebuilt from time to time. So, I asked myself, is this what I should do also? Rebuild what has been destroyed?

   But I could only see a vast expanse of insurmountable difficulties on the horizon, and so I sat down on the parapet, overwhelmed by thoughts. I stayed there in a stupor until I heard a buzz from the mouth of Val Fonda. Shortly afterwards, two most green hornets rumbled in the sky, appearing from behind the side of the Mountain. They were two helicopters travelling together, one above, the other below. The one above veered in the direction of the peak and disappeared a second later towards the bottom of the valley. The other, instead, flew over me and stopped above the house, pitying my bewilderment from the sky.

  

 
  
   Seventh Chapter

   Though only provisionally, the Val Fonda road was reopened within two days, something of which we became aware when Vallorgàna was reached, late one afternoon, by the high-visibility army of the rescue services and the fire brigade. However, it must be said that the zeal had been astonishing even before this aid arrived.

   People had been working and were still working incessantly, and the most zealous, most industrious, most efficient of them all was, of course, Nelso. There was a hecatomb of woods around us: endless trunks, wrecked crowns, uprooted coppices, and the chainsaws needed to sing as they had never sung before. There was all this, and we had Nelso. The villagers appealed to him as the perfect hero and he, during those days, did incredible, memorable things. He cut down impossibly dangerous trees. He eliminated inextricable tangles. He reached where the firefighters had said it would be impossible to reach. He shifted hundredweight upon hundredweight of timber. He gathered stacks of loppings. He pulled out unthinkably large stumps. Nelso had put together a squad of men who followed him around as if he were their captain and he paid their coin by the day, in hard cash, every evening, before each one went back home.

   On the morning of the third day after the disaster of the wind, this most distinguished squad led by Nelso showed up at the house.

   Together with Nelso, there were his nephew Roberto, Piero Valèrna, Giovanni Coente, and the “Albanian”, that is, the day labourer whom Nelso usually hired at the peak of the forestry season. He was an indefatigable worker, Nelso said, “and full of strength that is out of this world”, a strength which he used to drag, push, lift, snap, and strike powerful blows. Indeed, as soon as he got out of Nelso’s four-by-four, he spotted the truss from the barn and, as if compelled by that unusual challenge, immediately went to have a look, trying to dislodge the stub of a beam. He did dislodge it, then shook his head and went to Nelso to take his orders.

   Nelso, however, was already telling me, with the boundless grit which coursed through his veins in those days, that, despite being most busy with all his notoriously extraordinary enterprises, he had swiftly formed an opinion of the state of the house, intuited my apathy, and deemed a prompt intervention necessary.

   He said that I should be ashamed of myself: he could not fathom why I had not asked for his help like everyone else – or, if I did not trust him, then the firefighters. “Do you want everything to go to the dogs?” he asked me. “Haven’t you thought that, if it comes on to rain, your floors, beams, and everything else will be sopping? By God, Duke! Pull yourself together.”

   Once Nelso had given orders to his squad, we climbed up onto the roof via the attic, passing through the tear in the tympanum. Whilst on that unstable peak, we fixed the roof tiles which could yet be fixed. The others, the broken ones, ended their days by flying off the roof and smashing into the courtyard.

   Then, a broad, hideous nylon hood was spread out and anchored over the roof. Covered by that ignominious hat, the house lost all its remaining elegance and no longer resembled itself. Once again, I thought that I was truly witnessing the collapse of the past.

   When we came back down from the roof, I offered Nelso and his men some breakfast, a meal which quickly turned into a singular symposium on the disaster caused by the wind. It started by saying that the elders had already spoken: within their living memory, even after sifting through ancient accounts, never before had similar devastation been talked of or seen; never before had a wind so ferocious hit Val Fonda; and never before had hectares upon hectares of woods been flattened in such a manner. Therefore, the elders had legitimately concluded that the world had gone mad.

   But, Piero Valèrna asked, can the world go mad of its own accord? Of course not, only people go mad, and so, if one set about investigating the matter, one might discover that, in reality, there had been some human cause at the root of the great wind. The Albanian agreed. The foolishness of people, the machines, the noise, the unruliness of industry, the chemical infernos, the deposits, the oil, the gases, the exhalations, the miasmas, the overheating: those were the causes.

   Giovanni Coente then said that we were all guilty in that case: we have only been without power for three days, he said, and therefore living in the same barbaric conditions of our forebears, and here we are, outraged, offended, insulted in our own right to comfort, a right to comfort, he remarked sharply, which requires machines, noise, and overheating.

   Not true at all, said Roberto, Nelso’s nephew. What about clean energy? But Coente laughed and said that the bulldozers and diggers which, to our immense relief, had returned to us the Val Fonda road the night before all required hundreds of litres of diesel, hydraulic oil in their pistons, and buckets forged with most mighty metal.

   Finally, Nelso enlightened us all with his words, inviting us not to consider the unfathomable causes but the facts; that is, the force of the elements, the fury of the wind, and the violence of the water. He listed the many damages but said that the houses were the least of our problems. Roofs can be fixed. New tiles can be bought down in the Lowlands. Shacks and woodsheds can be rebuilt, and so can roads. The real tragedy, concluded Nelso, the calamity without precedent, was the devastation of the woods.

   Having heard this, I took the liberty of intervening in that disquisition. Must we really, I asked, drown the Mountain and the expanses of limbless trees with our tears? Were we not all in agreement until the day before yesterday? Too many trees, too many woods, the wolf is coming, the village is threatened by the forest. “Very well, then,” I said. “The wind did what we could not, it deforested. And so hasn’t the wind done us a great service, when it comes to the woods?”

   Nelso said that he had believed me to be less stupid. The situation was critical, and actually much more than critical, for several reasons. Firstly, removing from the woods that enormous mass of lumped timber would be neither easy nor quick, if it even was possible at all. It would take years to extricate those hectares of entangled trunks and it would take even longer before the woods went back to being productive. Secondly, the Mountain slope towards Vallorgàna would become unsteady and unsound, which would mean collapses, avalanches, and landslides, both large and small. Thirdly, the woods did not care one jot about that battering: at the end of winter, said Nelso, spring would come, and amidst all that ruin of trunks, roots, and bark a chaotic, hungry sprouting would come, a jungle worse than ever.

   This is the end of the woods for us humans, then, I reflected, the end of our rule over the woods. And if it must be a jungle, as Nelso says, then a new world, and therefore a new time, will be born. And so I thought this discussion about the woods to be a most valid addition to the notion that the wind truly had brought about, at least in this place of ours, the collapse of the past.

   Power returned after four days which felt like months and, during which, the forced obedience to the rhythms of the sun and the night gave me time in abundance to think.

   From all this thinking, I carved out a minuscule philosophy, I would assume not at all novel, which sets forth from the following principle: in itself and by its own nature, the present is a dot which dies in the same instant in which it is born. As soon as one says “now”, in fact, the now dispels and already is no more. As soon as it is born – that is, as soon as it is dead – this present-dot naturally slides backwards, dispersing into the near past. This process of discarding the present into the near past takes place incessantly and, for the most part, utterly imperceptibly, and indeed it is quite common to mistake the near past for the present. But there are some junctures, in collective or individual events, which produce sudden, unfathomable breaks in the near past. By the effect of these breaks, the near past subsides ipso facto into the remote past and becomes something completely different, so much so that any manifestation of the near past which might still persist in the present, be it an object, a place, or a memory, is silenced and becomes foreign to us. Something breaks. An extinction takes place. So there it is. This is the collapse of the past, a sudden subsidence of the near past into the remote past.

   Having become steadfastly persuaded of the correctness of this philosophy, and of its full relevance to my present days, I decided that the time for awareness and action had come. The accounts must be squared. The trapdoor of the remote past must be opened and whatever needs to be pushed into it from the near past must be pushed. I must be the one to complete the collapse of the past started by the wind, and by Fastréda’s papers before the wind, and by the events of the last year before Fastréda’s papers.

   So, on the day when the power returned, I decided that everything must be resolved before nightfall. I went to see Maria. I told her that I expected her at the house that very evening, after dinner. There were important things which we needed to discuss. Maria appeared worried by this, but I did not give her the satisfaction of any further explanation.

   Then I tracked down Nelso. I found him down at the Faoris’ bridge, intent on disentangling some uprooted trees. Distracting Nelso from his passion and finding a way to tell him that I expected him at the house that evening, after dinner, was not easy. He cursed for a long while but then agreed given that, as he put it, he could see “a nasty anxiousness” in my eyes.

   Finally, I was ready for the last step. I went to see Father Attilio. It was five in the afternoon. I rang and, this time, Father Attilio did not rebuff me. He was eating some bread soaked in a milky coffee. He said that that fare was both his afternoon snack and his dinner. More than enough for him. “As one ages,” he said, “one starts eating less than the birds.”

   I asked him my question. He wanted to know why. I mumbled some excuse. He said that he could fairly easily give me the answer which I sought, but asked me whether I really was so indifferent to the surrounding calamity to be still thinking about my own “scholarship”. In the meantime, he peacefully continued his frugal meal of slop and, as was natural, we talked about the wind.

   Something awful had happened in the cemetery, he said. Having noticed that the three cypresses had fallen, Father Attilio had rushed to go and check. Whilst the cypresses had indeed wrecked some graves, he had also realised that, at the other end of the cemetery, many other graves had been uncovered. How dreadful. In truth, those were the oldest graves, built from poor marble of little substance, but still it was extremely upsetting. Then Father Attilio said something about those eternal remains ignominiously disturbed by a sacrilegious wind and about the souls of the dead which had been released all of a sudden and were now wandering about Vallorgàna.

   When he was done with his bread and milky coffee, he washed his bowl and spoon with the same ceremony with which he might rinse the chalice on the altar, then asked me to follow him. I had never been inside Father Attilio’s office. The desk covered with papers. The cabinets wide open and overflowing with yet more papers. A bookcase brimming over with faded spines. A tangle of cinctures thrown over a coat hanger.

   Father Attilio, at any rate, was able to find his way through it all and finally gave me the answer which I had been seeking. The last tile of the mosaic. The closing of the circle. At that point, all I wanted to do was leave, but Father Attilio would not let me go. He wanted me to drink a certain liqueur with him, a liqueur which he himself had made, as he pointed out, with our herbs, the herbs from the Mountain.

   So we sat down in a sad parlour. He poured me the liqueur and started telling me, without my having asked him to do so, about the photographs framed and hanging on the walls of that parlour of his, one by one. He was evidently in a nostalgic mood. He pointed at a photograph of his first parish. One of his home town. One of him and other priests in Poland, posing in front of I do not remember which sanctuary. One of him as a young man, neatly combed and a proud gaze in his eyes, atop a rocky summit. Finally, Father Attilio pointed at his mother and father, already elderly, sitting together side by side, happy, in a field of daffodils.

  

 
  
   Eighth Chapter

   That evening, I could not tell whether I was acting rightly or wrongly, whether I was on the verge of freeing myself of a burden or about to plummet together with the burden itself.

   I had neatly arranged the documents needed for my argument on the large table in the reception hall. When Nelso and Maria arrived and I had them take a seat around said table, they both looked at them as if they were a bizarre spread for some sort of cartomancy. To begin with, I explained that I had hesitated for a long while and explored my conscience at length before deciding to summon them and inform them of a discovery of mine which could not be dismissed as irrelevant.

   Then I pointed out that some parts of this discovery of mine might be already known to Maria but not to Nelso and that others, on the other hand, might be already known to Nelso but not to Maria. However, I said, neither of them could possibly be already aware of the thread which joined those parts together. So I invited my guests to listen patiently and attentively to everything I had to say.

   At this point, I added a general preamble. I said that we all walk over strata of things which, in one way or another, direct and rule us. Though we mostly ignore these things and they elude us, our ignorance of them is not our own fault, since oblivion is a law of nature. Sometimes, obscure magma brings sharp fragments to the surface from these underlying layers where the collapsing past dwells. Sometimes, we cling onto these fragments and they deliver us to the magma, and the magma itself pulls us under the surface, into those most profound, unprobed depths which direct and rule us. Having found ourselves down there, we might see other fragments gravitating around the one leading us and so, over time, these fragments arrange themselves into an eloquent order of their own. Eventually, though, the time allotted to us for contemplation runs out and the very same magma which pulled us down now returns us to the surface. Having made this premise, I said that I now felt ready to tell them about my descent into, and my resurfacing from, the remote regions where the past collapses.

   The original codex of the Chronica Cimamontium was on the table in front of me, and I chose to start there. I picked it up and leafed through its pages with ostentatious gentleness, as if it were made of crystal. “Last year,” I said, “thanks to the gift of a friend, I came into the possession of this ancient manuscript which was yet unknown to me. It comes from a long history of tribulations with which I shall not bore you. This codex contains the Chronica Cimamontium. What is it? It is a sort of diary where several generations of my ancestors have told the history of the Cimamontes from the fifteenth century to the beginning of the eighteenth century. You can imagine my emotion upon learning about this pearl. However, later on, this other manuscript came to light.” I showed them Fastréda’s exercise book. “This is an exact copy of the original Chronica Cimamontium which was produced in 1917 at my great-grandfather Antonio’s invitation by my great-grandmother’s brother, namely Count Mariano Jacogna, a scholar of ancient documents. The copy, however, was delivered to my grandfather Ausilio in 1919, given that my great-grandfather Antonio had since died. But the peculiar thing about this second manuscript,” I said, “is its provenance. In fact, until a couple of weeks ago, it was kept in Fastréda’s house. And equally peculiar is the fact that Fastréda had carefully read his copy of the Chronica and commented on it here and there with his own notes. And all of this without anyone knowing. In short, Fastréda was an expert in the history of my family. Now I apologise,” I then added, “but I’m afraid that this subject forces me to digress right away. The Chronica, which, bear in mind, had been read by Fastréda and was known to him, tells, amongst other things, the story of one of my ancestors, Giuseppe Cimamonte, who was undoubtedly the worst of them all: he was haughty, a squanderer, a bully, and even a murderer. He was slaughtered in 1720 by assassins sent by a rival family, here on the Mountain, right in front of Bus del Caorón, and his body was then thrown into Bus del Caorón itself.”

   And here I fell silent. First I stared at Maria, then at Nelso, so that they might intuit on their own what I was insinuating. After a little while, when I felt that my silence had lasted long enough, I then said, “In short, there is certainly no scarcity of coincidences. Fastréda might indeed have died of an ischaemia, but the setting of his death is perfectly reminiscent of the end met by my ancestor Giuseppe Cimamonte, except for the assassins. The place is the same. And the fact that Fastréda’s legs were dangling inside Bus del Caorón is also evocative of my ancestor’s body being flung into that very same chasm.”

   I admitted that we could not know how Fastréda had died – that is, in what frame of mind, with what intentions, and in what mood – or whether and how aware he was of saying what he had indeed said when he had gone to die in that manner, and in that place. “However, these coincidences alarmed me,” I remarked. “So what could I do? I started looking around and found the papers you can see here on the table. Some of them are from my own archive, whilst others were found in Fastréda’s closet. We must consider them one by one,” I said, “starting with this document which I found amongst Fastréda’s papers.” So I picked up that document, unfolded it, and spread it out. “As you can see, it’s a table divided into three columns. The first one shows some dates, from 1934 to 1952. The second one, some sums of money. The third one, some signatures, all belonging to Virgilio Caón.”

   “Do you know who Virgilio Caón is?” I asked. Maria said no, whilst Nelso nodded to mean yes, that the name sounded familiar, but he did not know anything else about him. “I didn’t know him either, this Virgilio Caón, but his grave can be found in the cemetery. Well, Virgilio Caón, or rather Monsignor Virgilio Caón, was the parish priest of Vallorgàna from 1931 to 1954. And, as I’ll demonstrate now, this Father Virgilio kept the accounts of certain quarterly payments from 1934 to 1952. The provenance of these payments can be ascertained from these brief messages which I’ve found, once again, amongst Fastréda’s papers. Look at them carefully,” I added as I spread them out on the table. “These messages are all meant to politely inform the recipient that the payments have been made. Both the payments and the messages come from a notary in Berua, ‘Notary Francesco Miori, Vicolo del Cristo, 7’. You’ll also notice,” I carried on, “that the sums paid in and notified by Notary Miori, as well as the dates of the payments, perfectly match the sums and dates recorded from time to time by Father Virgilio Caón in his table. These payments were consistently made from 29 November 1934 to 19 October 1952. Then they stopped, as is also shown by this further message from Notary Miori, who, on 12 January 1953, declared ‘all obligations towards E.T. discharged’. So, that’s who the recipient of the payments was – E.T.”

   “I’m certain,” I continued, injecting some suspense into my speech, “that now you’ll be curious to learn who this E.T. might be. And I shall satisfy your curiosity right away, since the answer is evident from these other documents which I found, once again, amongst Fastréda’s papers. These postal orders for sums matching those from Notary Miori’s messages and Father Virgilio Caón’s table are made out to Elsa Tamburlín. So, there you have it, the solution to the initials E.T. – Elsa Tamburlín. But now we must understand who this Elsa Tamburlín might have been. From her last name, it’s clear that she was a local woman, but I certainly would never have learnt enough about Elsa Tamburlín if I hadn’t remembered what Dina had told me once. As you know, Dina came to work here in the house as a servant in 1946. Some time ago, she told me that, for the girls of Vallorgàna, working as a servant at the house was a sought-after honour. Why? Because, when one of their servants got married, the Cimamontes had the custom of giving her a valuable dowry as a wedding present and remuneration for her services. It might have been a jewel, or some bed linen of the purest cotton, or a china set. In short, being one of our servants was a coveted honour, to the point that the names of the villagers who had worked as servants at the house were passed down orally as one would the names of sovereigns and popes: Antonia Marín, Marianna Gesiót, Maria Coltiàlt, our Dina, and indeed, before Dina, Elsa Tamburlín. But you really don’t know,” I now asked Maria and Nelso, feigning enormous astonishment, “who Elsa Tamburlín was?”

   Maria was not following and I could see that she was partly amused and partly confused. Nelso, instead, had started wavering in his own way: he was grumbling and chuckling but expressed no opinion. “So I’ll tell you who Elsa Tamburlín was,” I announced. “And to do so, I shall show you one of the index cards where I note down in writing the most interesting stories which I happen to hear here in the village, whether ancient or recent. I jot them down out of curiosity, and to prevent them from being lost, set adrift in time. I jot them down and then keep them in here, neatly, in my file.”

   So I pulled the file towards me, looked for the correct index card, took it out, and read aloud the story of young Irma, who is pregnant. And of her friend Piero, who goes to visit her one evening, knowing that she is due at any moment. And of this Piero, who finds Irma’s grandmother, the ghastly Catina, pushing a staff into a tub full of water. And of the newborn baby in that tub. And of Piero, who grabs the baby and runs away to save him from those murderous hands, taking him home. And of Irma, who arrives at Piero’s exhausted and in despair and tells how her grandmother Catina and her mother Ida had tricked her and wanted to kill the baby since he was not her husband’s son, the son of that Antonio who had emigrated because he was as poor as a church mouse. And then of how Irma had taken her baby back, and loved him, and raised him, of how everything had been kept a secret, and of how, when this Antonio had come back from abroad, everyone had always looked at that baby as Antonio and Irma’s son, no questions asked.

   “Nelso, you told me this story last summer, didn’t you? You told me that you were the only one here in Vallorgàna who knew about Irma and the baby in the tub, but you didn’t tell me that you’d used false names. Or am I wrong? All false except one, to be fair,” I said, “since you yourself confessed to me that the baby’s saviour, young Piero, was no one else but Piero Tabióna, that is, your father. But I believe that I’ve discovered the other names too. So, let’s start from that ghastly, horrible Catina,” I said. “Antonia Iacón. That was her name, and she died, aged almost a hundred, in 1966, as I was able to ascertain from her grave in the cemetery. And Catina’s daughter, or rather Antonia Iacón’s daughter – that is, the Ida from the story? Her name was Nella Dordi, as I have learnt from Father Attilio’s baptism records. And poor Irma, from whom the two harpies had removed the baby as soon as he was born?” I asked. “Poor Irma, listen carefully, was Elsa Tamburlín. The Elsa Tamburlín from these papers.” And here I stopped. I stopped and stared at Maria. “Perhaps you don’t know,” I said, all the while noticing that Nelso had grown most restless, having realised that I had worked out everything, “perhaps you don’t know, Maria, what I too had initially missed. It was Dina who put me on the right track. So you really don’t know who Elsa Tamburlín is? How can that be? Is the name not familiar at all to you? Elsa Tamburlín is your great-grandmother. Yes, I tell you, she’s your grandfather’s mother. That is, she’s Fastréda’s mother. I went to the cemetery and checked the dates: she was born in 1915 and died in 1979. So there’s no need to beat around the bush. If poor Irma from the story was Elsa Tamburlín and if Elsa Tamburlín, as I have learnt, never had other children apart from that baby who was almost killed in the tub, it goes without saying that the baby in the tub was him, Mario Fastréda.”

  

 
  
   Ninth Chapter

   Maria was incredulous and could not stop saying so. She kept asking whether I was certain of what I had just said. I let Nelso answer for me and he acknowledged that what I had said was correct. So Maria became upset and wanted to know who her grandfather’s real father was. She asked me, and I asked Nelso whether he knew.

   Nelso said that he knew full well who Fastréda’s father was, since his own father Piero had told him; and he knew, in turn, because Elsa Tamburlín herself had confided it to him. So Nelso said that Fastréda’s father – his biological father, of course – was the son of a haberdasher in Berua, a young man who, at that time, used to come to Vallorgàna on his cart to sell remnants and yarns.

   To which I said that the notion sounded right to me. “Why? Because, in the letter from Notary Miori which I’ve already shown you, namely the letter where he declared all previous obligations discharged, the notary himself also clarified that, from then onwards, ‘nothing else should be demanded of Mr Damiano Perla on behalf of his son Dante Perla’. I didn’t need to make any special investigation on these Perlas, Damiano and Dante, since the ‘Haberdashery Perla. Remnants and Yarns’ still stands only a short distance away from Palazzo Cimamonte in Berua. So, this Dante Perla was Fastréda’s father and the father of this Dante, Damiano Perla, had paid quarterly sums to Elsa Tamburlín through Notary Miori. In short, by buying Elsa’s silence he had seen that his son’s foolishness would not become known.

   “But you need to know,” I said, “that I also found amongst Fastréda’s papers a note from my grandfather Ausilio. It reads, ‘I ask that you don’t insist any further with Mr Perla regarding what was agreed.’ Nothing new here, I said to myself, since at other times too, as I’ve read in several papers from my archive, my grandfather had been called upon to act as a guarantor, a peacemaker, a middleman, or a simple broker in the vicissitudes or business of people connected to him in many different ways. As far as I know, also given that the haberdashery in the city is so close to Palazzo Cimamonte, Damiano Perla might very well have been somehow connected to my grandfather. In short, my grandfather must have acted as the guarantor between Elsa Tamburlín and the haberdasher Damiano Perla, perhaps even suggesting to involve Notary Miori so that everything might be done properly.

   “But then I found this envelope.” And I picked it up to show it to Nelso and Maria. “It too was kept amongst Fastréda’s papers, sealed with sticky tape. I opened it, of course. Another letter. Here it is. I don’t quite know where to start with it because it details a fine tangle. So it might be better if I just get to the point. The letter was written on 4 February 1943. Who wrote it? My grandfather, Ausilio Cimamonte. To whom was it addressed? To Father Virgilio Caón, the priest who, as I’ve already explained, kept the accounts of the payments made by Notary Miori to Elsa Tamburlín on behalf of the haberdasher Perla.

   “If Father Virgilio Caón,” I said, “had later on not given this letter from my grandfather Ausilio to Elsa Tamburlín, we wouldn’t have the proof of all proof now. So listen to what my grandfather has to say. He writes to Father Virgilio that the quarterly payments to Elsa Tamburlín certainly do not ‘rectify the injudiciousness and recklessness of a man who was once foolish’. Would that man be the haberdasher’s son, Dante Perla? Is he the injudicious, reckless, foolish man? Not at all. I’ll read further: ‘the injudiciousness and recklessness of a man who was once foolish, as I used to be at the time’. And that ‘I’, that ‘I’ here, that ‘foolish I’, was my grandfather, Ausilio Cimamonte. And so, Nelso, if Elsa Tamburlín ever said to your father that Fastréda’s father was the son of that haberdasher in Berua, Dante Perla, if she ever said so, which I don’t doubt, she said a falsehood. And false also were the payments made by Notary Miori in the name of the haberdasher Damiano Perla on behalf of his son Dante. Dante Perla had absolutely nothing to do with Elsa Tamburlín. This lie had been specifically concocted and agreed upon by all parties to hide better what it was right to hide – that is, the fact that, in 1934, when Elsa Tamburlín was nineteen and worked as a servant in the house, and my grandfather Ausilio was thirty-five and was, by his own admission, a foolish man, Elsa was delivered not of the son of the haberdasher Dante Perla but of my grandfather Ausilio’s son. You must realise what this means. Elsa’s son, that is, the baby almost murdered in the tub, that is, Mario Fastréda, was the son, as you must realise, of my grandfather Ausilio Cimamonte.”

   Nelso grumbled, and I believe that he said that I was talking about things which were uncertain and, at any rate, quite in the past, from times which were other times. But I was paying no mind to Nelso’s grumblings because my attention was all focused on scrutinising Maria, who was looking at me with a steady gaze.

   And so I continued, offering more unambiguous details and carrying on reading the letter from where I had stopped. My grandfather had also written that he found some consolation in the fact that the baby born out of injudiciousness and recklessness would grow up with adequate means and, if he were so inclined, study and make a future for himself.

   “And this,” I said then, “might already be enough on its own to dispel any lingering doubt. But there’s more. Ausilio Cimamonte, who at the time of the letter to Father Caón was already forty-four, even went as far as writing that ‘Elsa’s baby’ was after all destined to be, for him, Count Ausilio Cimamonte, later known as The Duke, ‘the only fatherly joy, though never to be confessed’. You should know that my grandfather had married Clara Brusaporco in 1935, the year after Fastréda’s birth, and that several years had passed without their marriage bearing any fruit. That’s why my grandfather wrote, in his letter of 1943 to Father Virgilio, that Mario Fastréda seemed destined to be his ‘only fatherly joy, though never to be confessed’. And that’s why, when writing to Father Virgilio in 1943, my grandfather Ausilio put a formidable promise of ink to paper. ‘If an heir to my lineage is not to be born, as seems to be fated,’ he wrote, ‘I shall consider whether to give a share of my patrimony to the child – namely, the house and the land in Vallorgàna and on the Mountain.’ You must realise what my grandfather was promising. And this is not the end of it: my grandfather Ausilio went even further. He indeed tasked Father Virgilio with keeping a gift, ‘more moral than material’, he wrote, which Father Virgilio himself should give to ‘Elsa’s baby’ on his eighteenth birthday. And what was that gift? Listen. ‘A most important memory of my line, an ancient history of my stock, which I wish the child to read and to know in case, in the future, he is destined to enjoy the Cimamontes’ possessions in Vallorgàna.’

   “I think that that ‘ancient history’ is indeed this exercise book here, the copy of the Chronica Cimamontium found in Fastréda’s closet. I shall tell you straight away how events ultimately unfurled,” I finally said. “In 1945, two years after my grandfather’s letter to Father Virgilio Caón, my grandmother Clara became pregnant, much to everyone’s surprise. Achille Cimamonte, that is, my father, was born in September of that year. The line carried on and Elsa’s child, that is, Mario Fastréda, received neither house, nor land, nor Mountain, but only the Chronica Cimamontium, that heirloom delivered to a young Fastréda, I believe by Father Virgilio Caón, in 1952, when the boy turned eighteen. This seems to be confirmed by my grandfather’s business card, this very same card, which was perhaps inside the copy of the Chronica. Here it is. It says, ‘To Mario, / for when the time comes, / the history of the Cimamontes’.”

   At that point, Maria stood up. She put her jacket back on. She looked at me. She shook her head. She left. I had neither the speed nor the instinct to stop her. I heard her go downstairs, open the front door, and close it behind her.

  

 
  
   Tenth Chapter

   “And now what?” Nelso asked me when the noise of the front door closing took Maria away.

   “What do you mean?” I asked him.

   “I’m asking if you’re happy now. If you feel better. If you feel like you deserve something…” he remarked pointedly.

   “This isn’t about deserving anything, or being happy or sad,” I said. “This is about understanding how things happened. And what happened was that Fastréda became convinced that, once my family had abandoned Vallorgàna and the house, he should take back the place he believed to be rightfully his. And we all know how he took it back, at least until I – a cursed decision if there ever was one – came back here and he foolishly felt threatened by my very presence in his county, the county which he had clawed back from that original injustice. This must be how it all went. His hatred matured like a pustule, and Fastréda, His Lordship the Count Mario Fastréda, became determined to avenge old injustices and crush me under his noble feet. So he plotted his moves, laid his snares, and incited his followers against me. He bought those woods bordering mine simply to have a pretext to spark an enmity. He obviously deemed me a good-for-nothing and assumed that he would win his war without even having to strike a blow. But I dug in my heels, let myself be seduced by the ancient pleasure of challenge, and right here, at the foot of the Mountain, in a village forgotten by the world, a legendary feud was born between two lines of the same blood in which centuries of misunderstandings, inequalities, and resentments converged. And then?” I asked Nelso, ready to play a trump card which was as unknown to him, and the other villagers, as the fact that Fastréda was the son of my grandfather Ausilio. “And then, all of a sudden, inconceivable to everyone, Fastréda’s world started wavering. His darling business, dear Nelso, is on the brink of bankruptcy.”

   I spelled out for Nelso the worse than critical situation of Fastréda’s business: the time of Limousin bulls and Pezzata Rossa cows was over, the epoch of daring business deals had come to an end, there was no money left, and the uninterrupted string of victories was now all but a memory. Upon hearing this, Nelso was finally surprised because nothing, he said, had suggested that this was Fastréda’s situation.

   So I carried on telling him how I believed things to have gone: Fastréda must have realised that he would have to surrender to the ignominy of bankruptcy. And he also knew, it must be said, that I, the living proof of injustice, and Maria, his own granddaughter, were dangerously carrying on our own more than affable tête-à-tête, as it were.

   “This is why,” I said to Nelso, pointing at the courtyard, “Fastréda came up with that madness of setting the bailiff’s house on fire. Put all of these things together, add the matter of the ischaemia, which might have had an impact on his lucidity, and one can very well see how, because of a misunderstanding, he eventually thought his ruin unavoidable. Because you must know, Nelso, that it was all a misunderstanding: when I told him that I knew ‘his secret’, I was alluding to his irresponsible arson. But Fastréda must have thought that I was instead referring to his other, greater secret, his illegitimate parentage, and that must have completely confused him. But, at that time, I didn’t have even an inkling of this other secret.”

   To this day, I am convinced that things went exactly how I told Nelso that evening. I am convinced that Fastréda felt dragged to the pit of a despair much deeper than anyone could have ever guessed and that he also felt attacked by a history finally come to rethread its strings. And so the poor man went to kill himself, since I do not doubt that that was his intent on the night of his disappearance.

   “Nelso, it can’t be a coincidence that, upon leaving, Fastréda cited Giuseppe Cimamonte, my ghastly ancestor as well as his. But why cite the one man who more than anyone else embodied that kind of injustice by which Fastréda, not incorrectly, deemed to have been injured and offended? Was he trying to put us on the right track? Was he feeling a sort of paradoxical affinity with the worst of our ancestors? Or was he perhaps wanting to get to the bottom of Bus del Caorón to avenge centuries of abuses and desecrate the horrible tomb of that champion of injustice? Unless Fastréda – and who can say that it didn’t go just like that? – simply lost his mind that night and acted without knowing what he was doing.”

   Nelso nodded, and I felt that I was in the right. “It’s because of this,” I said to him, “that I don’t doubt that Fastréda, whether he was out of his mind or not, intended to kill himself that night. But, when his leave-taking was done, and he had walked the boundaries of his estate for one last time, and reached Bus del Caorón, and got close to the black pit, and dangled his legs into it, and was all set to act, there it shone, in its magnificence: the compassion of fate. There it came: the merciful salvation of the stroke.”

   Nelso was nodding, but without conviction. He recognised that it all made sense, that it all had its own coherence, but there was something in his gaze reproaching me, as if all my effort to connect the many scattered pieces was right in its content but wrong in its substance. I was finally persuaded that this was indeed his opinion when he gave me this speech. “Years ago,” he said, “I found a roll of wire. It was old, very old. It must have gone back to the times of the war and must have been rolled up on its spool for who knows how many years. But I decided that, since it was good wire, from the old times, I’d use it in the vineyard. It was as hard as a rod, this wire. But you know me: when I set my mind to something, I keep at it. So I unroll it anyway, this wire, and start straightening it up. I curse and curse, but nothing doing. So I think, well, the wire will straighten itself up as I lay it between the posts in the vineyard. But no luck. Rather than stretching, it kept bending. So I just have to resign myself to putting that damned wire away. But do you know what happens? I try, I try again. There’s no way to put it back onto its spool. And so, Duke, what I’m telling you now is that the wire was too old to be of any use, it was a damned wire that had been bent out of shape for way too long, and that I would have been better off leaving it well alone.”

   Evidently, Nelso was trying to say that it makes no sense to try to bring old things back to life, indeed it goes against their nature. Why unspool a story that is long dead? Why reawaken something which history has decided to devour? I wanted to counter that my purpose was indeed the opposite: I wanted to kill the past whose subject I had been for too long, I wanted to hurl it down the well of the collapsing past, because the correct way to get rid of the past is not to forget it but indeed to know it.

   I wanted to try to convince Nelso of this philosophy of mine, but he, in the meantime, had started rubbing his eyes and yawning at intervals. And, after another huge yawn, he said that branches, stumps, and the disaster of the wind were waiting for him the following day. So he picked up the Chronica Cimamontium – I mean, the original codex – glanced at it, threw it on the table with no respect whatsoever, as if it were not the crystal relic which it was, and he too left.

  

 
  
   Eleventh Chapter

   After Nelso left, I started feeling that the house had become much bigger than it was; immense, in fact, and immensely empty.

   I felt the following day as if I were being chased from room to room, through that astonishing emptiness, by my own voice, or perhaps by a vibration of my own thinking. This relentless voice did nothing but repeat, as it chased me, the bare genealogical chain which I had exposed. “Mario Fastréda, your rival, your antagonist, your enemy, was the son of your grandfather Ausilio – that is, your father Achille’s half-brother. So he too had the blood of the Cimamontes running through his veins. Consequently, the poison which has corrupted you over the last few months, those months so badly spent, was nothing other than the blood of your own ancestors running through Fastréda’s veins as it runs through yours.”

   The voice of my own thinking also said that I must admit the following truth: that blood is the master of everything. I opposed such an aberration with all my strength, but the voice was calm and gentle as it kept saying that blood indeed explained why Fastréda had been the lord of Vallorgàna, the prince of Val Fonda, and the sovereign of the Mountain.

   At first, I gave in, and accepted that I had been wrong, in the past, when I had believed Fastréda’s seigneury to stem from the wild blood of some stock from the ravines, a blood perhaps turned bad by isolation and penury. I was wrong, since the blood of the Cimamontes coursed in Fastréda’s veins. That same blood had clearly starved in me, whilst its ancient virtues of tyranny had been beautifully fulfilled in Fastréda: the most lively blood of the stock, the better blood, must have been poured entirely into Fastréda’s veins by way of some peculiar transfusion, leaving to me, as it were, the feebler blood.

   The voice of my own thoughts, which I still remember as most sweet and terrible at the same time, tried to flatter me by saying that Fastréda’s blood was impure whilst mine instead was and would always be limpid and most pure since I, and no one else but I, was the ampulla in which the pure blood of the Cimamontes had been preserved.

   It was the word “ampulla” which incited my revolt. I told the voice that I was not the ampulla of anything, and that I, just like Fastréda and everyone else, only had mixed blood: I am half Cimamonte through my father Achille, who, in turn, was half Cimamonte and half Brusaporco, and half Brunner through my mother Anna, who was herself half Brunner and half Giovannelli.

   Clarity of the blood? Nonsense. Nothing is clear. Fastréda’s blood might very well have been half Cimamonte. But he was Mario Fastréda, not Mario Cimamonte. He was Mario Fastréda because he grew up in the Fastréda household, because his mother was Elsa Tamburlín, because he went to Venezuela, because he bred bulls: that is, because he breathed the air which he breathed.

   It is the air which counts, I then shouted to the voice of my own thoughts, not the blood. And I do not mean at all the air as a chemical compound which can be separated, measured, and assessed in terms of whether it is more or less salubrious, but rather the air which one breathes in the life which one lives; the most powerful of elements, that sleepless breath always at work, night and day, to conform, orient, and decide. But how could I ignore, said then the voice of my own thoughts, that the wisest scholars have now scientifically proven that blood comes before anything else? Or, instead of blood, its evolved, advanced, perfected equivalents: genes and chromosomes, biology’s transmittable molecules.

   Ghastly science, I said to myself. The biological theory professed by the mystics of chromosomes is as lethal and dangerous as my ancestors’ theory of blood. Why? I have no idea why, but I know it for a fact. It is a dangerous theory and, if such a science is indeed science, I reject it. Air is more powerful than blood. Air is the ruler of everything.

   The following day, I woke up with the thought of Maria in my head since I had dreamt of her during the night and, in that dream, I had desired her. I had desired her and she had rejected me. Furthermore, in the dream, she had said that I should not and could not desire her because, if some of my own blood ran through her veins too, then my desires and actions had something disgusting, turbid, and equivocal to them.

   And so, since the aftertaste of that dream lingered on well after waking, I threw myself into the consultation of an old genealogy manual which I had taken to the house from the shelves of Palazzo Cimamonte some years earlier. I examined that gospel of consanguinity at length but could not find my specific case. The manual lacked, amongst the many mathematical functions for which it accounted, the one meant to work out the coefficient of consanguinity in the case of a second-degree direct relative – that is, my grandfather Ausilio – who, having lain with two different women, had sired two different progenies.

   I did a thousand calculations, a thousand estimates, a thousand approximations, multiplying and dividing, and eventually convinced myself that, in the dream, Maria had seen a problem where there was none. According to my estimates, which, at any rate, I had approximated by excess, the equivocal blood between Maria and me was a trifling fraction: no more, and likely less, than three per cent of all the blood fuelling our bodies. Centilitres. Drops.

   So I decided that I should run to Maria. Speak quite clearly to her. Free her from any misgivings. Return her to the air, which is the ruler of everything. Air put us one in front of the other, I would say to her. Air created desire. Air says that there cannot be any guilt in said desire, since everything has already been hurled down into the well of the collapsing past: Vallorgàna, the Mountain, the house, Fastréda, the Cimamontes. Blood.

   And I would also say to her that fixating on ancient wretchedness, as an ancient philosopher from Vallorgàna had once said, is a sin, and that ancient wretchedness, indeed because it is ancient, cannot cast its shadow over the present. It should be left where it is, instead, asleep, and if it is imprudently awakened, then one must look it in the eye and kill it right away, get rid of it immediately because, otherwise, it would be like trying to lay an old wire between the posts of the vineyard, a wire which maybe goes as far back as the war, a damned wire which has been bent out of shape for way too long.

   I left on an impulse. I took the path to go to Maria and say to her what I had decided to say to her. But when I was already in sight of Fastréda’s cowsheds, I had second thoughts. Some of the words which I had thought up and deemed right now eluded me altogether, as if they had vanished, whilst others seemed now so weak and insubstantial as not to deserve being uttered at all. Furthermore, their consequences could be dangerous.

   I should not hang on to Maria: she too ought to leave my days, together with everything else which had left already. If I were to tell her those foolish words of mine, I would indeed be stretching out a hand to the collapsing past, saving it from the precipice, and bringing it back up here.

   So I retraced my steps. I walked for a long time and, as I walked, I was seized by an unbearable headache, like a bite on the back of my neck, and I reckoned that it was my thoughts nipping at my nerves. At any rate, I kept walking aimlessly, trying to follow my usual routes but unable to recognise them fully, given the damage caused by the wind. Fallen trees. Lumps of roots. Slipped paths. Tears in the view. And I could not tell where the outside disaster ended and the mess which I was carrying inside began.

   I walked for a long time, as I said, and then finally reached, one might say unawares, the abandoned house of the Saccoléts. I had imagined that the monster of air had ruthlessly turned it into a wreck but instead discovered that the wind had been singularly deferent to it. How absurd. There were snapped, uprooted, eradicated trees all around, but the Saccolét house was still standing, at peace, in the middle of that pandemonium. Not a roof tile displaced. Not a shutter pulled off. It was all there, most perfect in its gradual, patient decay.

   But the wind had also opened a tear in the woods through which I could see the house farther down. The defaced tympanum. The crown of the hornbeam and the other smaller crowns that had crashed down on the courtyard. The roof disgraced by that nylon garland. Seen from afar, the house was not so different, after all, from the Saccoléts’, which was haunted by abandonment. It showed the very same tiredness and was looking at the world with the very same eyes, exhausted and hopeless.

   I thought the house to be useless, superfluous, and hostile. The house, I said to myself, has been wanted by the past, by my ancestors, and not by me. The house preserves things which belonged to them, to my ancestors, and not to me. The house, this tyrant, blackmails me into subjugation to my stock. And, I said to myself, even the story which I have discovered through my own fault (and I was of course thinking of Fastréda, Fastréda the rejected count, Fastréda the count manqué, Mario Fastréda-Cimamonte) was another of the house’s vexations.

   So I deemed that the wind had helped me accomplish my ancient plan. Had I perhaps not unconsciously avowed myself, several years earlier, to the charitable mission of accompanying my stock to its extinction in the very place of its origin? Or could it well be, I thought, that I had actually decided nothing at all, and that it had been the council of my ancestors instead which had turned me into the meek tool of its hidden intentions, making me cross the Lowlands and climb up Val Fonda to perch finally at the foot of the Mountain, waiting for the moment. The point was that whether I was pursuing this plan or suffering it by waiting with daily impatience for the time when my task could be deemed concluded, I had got myself stuck on the same rock whence my line had once descended.

   Thus, I was stuck on this rock, obstinately, whilst the world went elsewhere. I wondered whether persisting in this obstinacy made any sense. Had the long-awaited time perhaps not come? I should leave the house, this ruin of a veiled, cold past, to its almost fulfilled destiny. I should leave, unseen, amidst the havoc wreaked by that cataclysmic wind.

   I should leave. And then the house would collapse, day by day, and the people of Vallorgàna would tell how, once upon a time, The Duke used to live up there, The Duke who went far away one day without shutting the doors or saying goodbye to his friends, and so the house which had once been a seat of luxury and distinguished nobility had been taken over by wild animals.

   Then I had the briefest of visions. I believed that I had seen Count Mario Fastréda sitting there, on the Saccoléts’ steps. There he was, looking at me, enjoying his triumph. There he was, telling me that, only a few months earlier, he had indeed sworn to me: in due time, he would chase me away and turn the house into nothing but a den for wild boars.

   For a few days, I kept hidden. I told Dina that I was not feeling well, that I had come down with the flu, and that I needed to rest up and stay indoors. That very same day, Dina brought me a pot of broth. She said that I did not look ill to her, perhaps just a bit tired. At any rate, she was kind enough not to insist and left me to my own devices.

   The one who kept insisting, instead, was Maria. Perhaps five days after my withdrawal, she started showing up at the house, sometimes first thing in the morning, other times at dusk. She would knock at the front door. She would call from the courtyard. She would spy through the windows. I never reacted. I kept hidden.

   I did not want to look at her eyes. I did not want to run, because of her eyes, as well as her hands and all the world of suggestions contained within Maria, the stupid risk of compromising my instinct for salvation which, at that time, was becoming clearer, showing me the way.

   I am under no obligation, I kept repeating to myself, to cower into nothingness as I wait for tomorrow. What else is waiting for me here, in this place, if not an absurd, fantastical struggle against the voracity of time? What else if not the arid task of preserving all which can be preserved? Because this would indeed be my eternal sentence, to preserve any piece of true history – that is, more or less everything – and thus, fatally, also the subtle, unspeakable presences which haunted the house. The names whirling in the papers from the archive. The thorough or careless scripts of the men who wrote the Chronica. The steps still lingering in the rooms. The hands which pulled open drawers, handles, bolts, and doors. The jumble of objects: salt cellars, clocks, china, countless paintings, vases, pokers, chairs, ladles, stuccoes, fireplaces, ceremonial swords. To preserve all which can be preserved, this is the supreme danger, since material things carry the immaterial congealed onto them: those invisible chains, stories buzzing in the air like bees or mosquitoes, like horseflies or butterflies.

   But, during those days, as I listened carefully, I started having the impression that those countless cumbersome presences and that churning of stories chained to themselves and trapped in the house had now stopped moving, whispering, fluttering. The moment had come. I finally discovered myself to be free.

   I looked at the house. It was but a naked sepulchre, an empty ark. Walls, nothing else. And it would only take a motion of my hand, I was certain of it, for it to collapse, wrecking its own history and burying itself under its own rubble.

   It truly had no one left but me. It was looking at me. It was only asking for my love and my company. It was only asking for my loyalty. “Stay,” it said. “If you go, I’ll be lost.”

   “Then be lost,” I said. “Die.”

  

 
  
   9

   The Conspiracy of Stars

  

 
  
   First Chapter

   And so I left. It was a Saturday afternoon – sunless, cloudless, the sky dull and as if colourless, an almost white grey. I abandoned the house with arrogance, disgust, and cruelty in my heart, knowing full well that I was dooming it to its destiny. I rang Dina to give her my excuse, namely that I would be gone for a while to look at some papers held in certain archives in Berua.

   Then I was gone. The Mountain getting farther away. Leaving Val Fonda along the road mangled by the wind and the Fragolfo. The Lowlands opening up. And finally, Berua: the city, the streets, the squares, the Saturday bustle, and the dark façade of Palazzo Cimamonte, dirty with particulate.

   I had indeed wondered whether going there of all places, to Berua, would be a retrograde step, but the important thing was, I had told myself, first and foremost to leave Vallorgàna. And I was not wrong: the front door of that palace which was no longer mine felt light and gentle to me.

   When I set foot in my pied-à-terre, I immediately realised that it would prove to be a most suitable place of refuge for me to collect my thoughts and wait as long as necessary, without haste, for my path to manifest itself more clearly. So I acknowledged how forward-thinking that scruple of mine from so many years ago had been, the fact that I had indeed chosen to retain the apartment on the ground floor, as if I had always known that its time would one day come.

   Already it was dark. I set down my things. I went out into the street. I walked. I stumbled upon a fair, for which occasion I do not know. They were selling produce, home-made jams, local salami, and bread baked like in times past. I bought some of the salami and bread and returned to my apartment, ate my dinner, and went to sleep.

   It had been several years since I had last spent an entire night in the city and I no longer remembered that darkness, which was not quite dark, unlike in Vallorgàna, where darkness is truly dark, nor that silence, which was instead only an indistinct hum. Whether because of the change in scenery or because I was tired, I found that first night most soporific and restful.

   As I fell asleep, I was enchanted by an unusual note which echoed from time to time amidst the night-time hum of the city, perfectly clean and as rhythmic as a prayer. Perhaps it came from some steel mill not too far away. It was a muffled metallic noise and sounded as if, in the middle of the night, some meek, industrious giants were meticulously stacking vast steel bars, rods, or pipes, or other inconceivable but doubtlessly metallic artefacts. Above all, that faraway sound let me know that I was elsewhere. Then, I finally felt safe.

   I was still deep in slumber when a coarse, stentorian, and disrespectful din hurled itself against my sleep. It was already day, and the din came from the bells of the cathedral. That deafening ruckus lasted ten minutes and, when it eventually started to subside, I was accosted, as it were, by a memory which had been lying in some deep corner of my mind, clearly half asleep. What came back to me with astounding sharpness was the memory of those very bells, during the Sundays of my childhood in Berua, attesting to the impending approach of the ten o’clock Mass.

   Not that I had, at that time, any spiritual reluctance; what I could not stand was the ceremoniousness which my family expected of me as soon as we set foot in church, even though I was only a small child. Once Mass was over, it was time to pay our homage to my uncle Eugenio, who was the most ancient archpriest of the cathedral and brother of my grandfather Ausilio. He used to wear rare, precious vestments, inexplicably regal, which, in my eyes, made him look like a prince, a pontiff, a voivode, or a tsar. In order to exchange the usual pleasantries with him, we had to wait for him in front of the entrance to the sacristy, next to the tombs of our ancestors.

   And quite often – this too I remembered thanks to the bells – it was indeed my uncle Eugenio, the custodian of the memories of our line, who instructed the child I used to be on the people lying in those sepulchres of ours. I liked the sepulchres and imagined them to be fairly spacious, comfortable caves where our ancestors could lead an existence of their own which, though constrained, was doubtlessly still interesting and pleasant.

   Then I wondered how long it had been since I last visited the tombs of the Cimamontes. Ten years? No, I said to myself. More likely fifteen. So I made a commitment that, over the following days, which were shaping up to be bright and free, I would find the time for a quick stop at the cathedral to visit again my ancestors’ sepulchres, perhaps for the final time.

   My time in Berua was spent breathing in that new air. Every morning, I had the vast sea of possibility in front of me. I happened to go to the theatre, spend a few hours in the library, and visit the ancient lanes from my childhood where, unlike in Vallorgàna, nothing seemed to have changed much.

   I felt as if I had regained in its entirety the thread of my last ten years, during which I had turned the house into a shelter, hoping that it would keep away every commotion, change, and decision. In that lull, I had only aspired to enjoy, with great selfishness, the comforts of a low-profile but, it must be admitted, most gilded defection from the world.

   To this end, Vallorgàna and the Mountain had naturally been the ideal hiding places. I used to think that history, having abandoned and almost forgotten those places, had isolated them in a mist of their own, in an illusion of stasis. Nothing and no one, I also thought when I retired to the house, would come to claim me back from that enclosed, secluded world which was dying out, little by little and all on its own.

   Though I had kept well hidden, the water had nevertheless started rippling over time, and change, that supreme peril from which I had been fleeing, had eventually found and taken me. The timber up on the Mountain. The boundaries. The enmity with Fastréda. The Chronica Cimamontium. The exhausting months of war with Fastréda, the tactics, the pettiness, the factions, the poison of blood envenoming my days. And then Maria had struck, like lightning. And then my ancient shelter had been set on fire. And then Fastréda had disappeared. And then Fastréda had died. And then old documents had emerged to reveal and reassemble the unthinkable. And, in the meantime, the wind had also struck, that monster of air which had swept away much more than trees, woodsheds, or roofs. The past had foundered. There was no longer any shelter, the fences had been knocked down, and I had discovered myself adrift, and free.

   Now I wandered about the city. I indulged my every whim. I savoured every instant of my newly reclaimed freedom. I felt light and restored. After some ten days spent in Berua, holding up the commitment I had made to myself, I felt ready to visit the tombs of the Cimamontes in the cathedral, take my leave from the council of my ancestors, and return to that oppressing assembly of the dead the invisible chains which had fettered my every step for far too long.

   I trod on the ledger stones set into the floor of the nave, eroded by thousands or perhaps millions of footsteps. I paced over all of the Giovanni Battistas, the Cristoforos, the Antonios, and the Francescos. I felt that I owed a modicum of respect to Monsignor Girolamo Cimamonte only, who had died in 1587 and who must be the provost or the president of the council of my ancestors, at least judging from the disproportionately solemn monument which housed his body. To the sides of a towering tympanum stood the statues of San Girolamo and Santo Stefano. Here and there, amidst silent scrolls and sculpted drapes, several perching cherubs celebrated the stone basin, completely devoid of any decoration, where rested the Praeclarissimus antistes Hyeronimus Cimamontius, supremae doctrinae monarcha et cetera, et cetera.

   When faced with this monarch of supreme doctrine, I rediscovered the sapping feeling of my inadequacy, my old guilt towards my predecessors. In order to free myself of that guilt as quickly as possible, I turned my gaze elsewhere and thus noticed that one of the cherubs from that very same sepulchre seemed to be pointing me – perhaps so that I might meditate on it – towards the cenotaph of Lucrezia Avogadro, wife of Cristoforo VI, who had died in 1834 at the age of twenty-two.

   As I lingered in front of the bas-relief of this Lucrezia, I saw her lying in an old-fashioned bed, amidst blankets of impalpable lightness, having passed away but a few instants earlier. Her left arm, lifeless, was dangling from the bed. Her other arm, equally lifeless, was being held by a standing priest, immortalised in the act of reading from a breviary the religious formulas required by the circumstance. Cristoforo VI instead, having lost all hope, was kneeling beside his wife. He was stroking her head, her long hair, loose and dishevelled. Then there were the other people in the room: a man and a woman mourning with great composure; another woman still, kneeling in a corner of that sad room; and an unknown man of a certain age sitting on a chair, his head dangling on his chest, his arms abandoned on his knees.

   I say that the epitaph for Lucrezia dictated by Cristoforo VI is one of the most delicate, most passionate traces left in this world by my ancestors. Cristoforo had used words which were both light and fiery, and which I would not hesitate to call words of a love most true. He had remembered Lucrezia’s “bosom”, that “nest of most sweet affections”, on which had been laid, lifeless, “the unripe fruit of our love”, since Lucrezia, who had been six months pregnant, had died in childbirth together with her premature babe, taken “with sudden theft” by that fate “which had cruelly wrested her from conjugal embrace”. “Farewell,” says her epitaph in the voice of Cristoforo VI, “farewell, my most sweet soul, my incomparable life and delight. Now sleep the sleep of peace.”

   That was perhaps the first time I had been able to sense genuine tears and sincere sweetness in the faraway voice of my ancestors. It moved me for a moment, but then I soon remembered why I was where I was. And so, having taken my uncompassionate leave from all the Cimamontes, I left the cathedral, utterly indifferent to my ancestors plummeting behind me into the void of their centuries.

  

 
  
   Second Chapter

   At least two weeks went by before I bothered to reassure Dina with a telephone call. I told her that my research in the archive was dragging on and that therefore I would remain in Berua for a while longer.

   How long, Dina asked; who knew, I told her. Upon hearing this, she chided me. She could not understand how I could shirk my “duties” like that. How, she wanted to know, could I waste time with my research and forget all about the disaster which I had left behind? Should the roof of the house not be repaired as soon as possible, she remarked, and one might hope before winter?

   Dina also said that many people in Vallorgàna, starting with Nelso, had been to see her and ask where the hell I was, wondering why on earth I was letting my estate go to ruin. They were saying it was not how a responsible, sensible man behaves.

   Good sense? Responsibility? Such worries seemed to me like the futile priorities of a futile world, the priorities of Vallorgàna and the Mountain, where one is indeed subject to Vallorgàna and the Mountain and where one’s first duty is to keep order, with exaggerated obstinacy and ludicrous seriousness, in that small part of the world which history has put into one’s hands.

   Then Dina said that Maria too had been to see her. She had asked her whether she had heard from me. Maria had told Dina that she had gone up to the house many, many times but that everything lay abandoned. So she had asked Dina whether there was reason to worry. Dina had said to Maria that there was no reason to worry but only cause for surprise. It was not like me, said Dina to Maria, to chase after who knows what useless research whilst forgetting, instead, the sacred duty of rebuilding, or at least repairing, what the wind had destroyed.

   I appeased Dina without heeding her words too much. I told her that the tarpaulins on the roof would be enough, at least for the time being, and that within days – and this was indeed a lie – I would send around a carpenter to patch up the shutters. Maybe on that occasion, I said to Dina, I too would return to Vallorgàna.

   But Dina’s voice, her words, and her reasonable worries seemed indistinct to me, as if they came from a place most remote, both in space and time, a place which fundamentally no longer belonged to me.

   More weeks went by, and when the sky of Berua turned limpid and crystal clear at the beginning of December, I started to realise that the three rooms of the apartment in Palazzo Cimamonte were not going to be suitable accommodation for much longer. So I gladly entertained the fantasy of purchasing a certain house, not too big, which had stirred in me a special curiosity ever since the day I first saw it.

   It stood a little outside the city walls. Every trait of its façade appeared discreet, patient, and modest. It had a long wooden balcony which reminded me of some houses in Vallorgàna. I imagined that the seemingly ancient bifora facing south-east must let in a magnificent light. On the ground floor, behind the double front doors, I could also sense the presence of a garage, or perhaps a workshop, or maybe even an old manufactory. The house was by a canal, and a short wall enclosed a smallholding with a row of dried-up vines and several rose bushes.

   I found it rather unusual that this house and land, though modest in size, had never attracted the interest of some wealthy entrepreneur who could have done quite well with it, or of a person well enough off to consider restoring a building with so much tantalising potential. But nobody seemed to care about it in the least. On the contrary, the city’s indifference towards such a noteworthy example of discretion and humility was more than evident from the fact that the small gate leading into the tiny estate had been turned into a sort of public noticeboard. Posters of all kinds were affixed to it with countless pins, as well as many thick layers of funeral notices.

   Though I wondered whether my attraction towards that building was a way to persevere in my old predilection for the ruins of the past, I went back to spy on the small house several times, and every time I deemed it more than suitable for the needs of a definitely decayed noble. So I asked a tobacconist nearby whether she knew who owned it.

   I was told that it had belonged to two sisters who had both been unhappily married to unscrupulous men who had got them into trouble before deserting them. The oldest sister had then left and married again elsewhere. The youngest, instead, had stayed on and taken to drink. She had destroyed herself in that manner, as I was told, until she had died of it a few years earlier, on Christmas Eve. Then the tobacconist asked me whether I was interested in purchasing the house. I shook my head. “Just curious,” I said. Instead, what I was thinking to myself was: goodness me, this too must be a house cursed by fate. Stay well away from it, for the love of God. Look for another one.

   In Berua, I soon got into the habit of having my lunch on the heated veranda of the Cervi beerhouse, which overlooks the street. I would linger there for half an hour or so whilst I read the newspapers and decided which, amidst the many proposals and entertainments generously offered by the city, I would indulge in on that afternoon.

   During those weeks, though, the newspapers devoted page upon page to the disastrous wind from which I had fled. After all, as I eventually learnt, that singular calamity, which had not been a tornado but rather an immense, prolonged air tsunami, had not only hit Vallorgàna, Val Fonda, and our mountains but had also crashed down on an enormous area of thousands of hectares. It had been, as the newspapers had concluded, the most catastrophic storm on record in this part of the world.

   Those same newspapers were competing in offering the most terrible pictures of the disaster: trees felled like a platoon mown down by enemy fire; inconceivable jumbles of trunks; half-chewed mountains; unroofed houses; shaken, forlorn faces; and lakes full of trees and mud. I also saw the picture of an entire house, I do not remember along which stream, which had been carried away, that night, by the stream itself, leaving an empty mould in its place.

   The whole world was talking about that disaster: the newspapers, in fact, also reported on the endless bewilderment unfailingly expressed in other countries in regard to that unprecedented phenomenon. Journalists, scientists, writers, bishops, and statesmen were all distraught. Many offered more or less accurate explanations which, for the most part, related to the horrible and now centuries-old self-destructive habits of our civilisation.

   One day, as I was leafing through a newspaper on the veranda of the Cervi beerhouse, I happened to see something which stabbed me in the heart: it was the picture of a building accompanying a report on the calamitous wind. There it was, no doubt about it. The house. The courtyard full of trees and wreckage. The roof crowned with nylon. The shutters hanging from their hinges.

   So a journalist had gone all the way up there, to my abandoned kingdom. They had cast their eye here and there. They had stepped wherever they liked. Who knows, I wondered, maybe they had even sat on the parapet. I felt such horror at that thought that I folded up the newspaper and left the beerhouse.

   Over the following days, the newspapers gradually started reporting on the many solidarity projects organised for the places hit by the wind. Theatre actors were reciting monologues in the middle of the mangled woods. Sculptors were carving the tree stumps. Musicians were playing flutes and violins amidst the flattened firs. Charities were raising funds for reconstruction. Film directors were promising documentaries. Meritorious foundations were promoting events, conferences, and debates. Not a day went by without someone coming up with something.

   As soon as I realised how rampant this solidarity promised to be, I started to read the newspapers with growing annoyance. At first, I thought that all this sudden attention to the marginal places of our world, all but ignored and forgotten until the disaster, could not be wholly sincere. Then I was reminded of that ambiguous feeling – our hankering for catastrophes – which takes root in all of us and makes us want to poke around a disaster, brush up to it, and enjoy it.

   Eventually, though, I also started imagining that this sudden love for mangled woods might perhaps be born out of a deeper, more ancient urge. Is it not true, I asked myself, that in ancient times people used to celebrate the gods of the sea, the forests, and the wind? And did they not collect, for these gods, chests full of offerings? They wrote stories, poems, and sacred books. They raised prayers. They played citterns, drums, and pipes. These practices were certainly meant to honour the gods of nature, but also, and more importantly, to placate their wrath, their envy, and their ferocious whims.

   So, I concluded, these singers of woods, wind, and calamity are doing nothing new at all. They are simply reviving primitive customs. Finally, I also reflected that, all things considered, it was quite odd for the world now to be pouring into those very same places whence I had so recently escaped. For one reason or another, I said to myself, I never seem to be where the world goes.

  

 
  
   Third Chapter

   Not that I really felt the need, but it had been weeks since I had spoken with anyone at all, indeed ever since I had taken refuge in Berua. For this reason, I gladly accepted the invitation I received one Sunday afternoon from the dentist Anselmo Felicetti, who had purchased the entire piano nobile of Palazzo Cimamonte when I put it up for sale.

   I had come across him in the entrance hall and he had been keen to let me know that he was just back from a “memorable excursion”. Did I not know, he asked, that he was a fan of mountaineering? Of course, he said. Every Sunday, weather permitting, he gathers a few friends and they all go walking in the mountains. That Sunday, he told me, he had been to see one of the most famous spruce forests in the world, whose wood is used for most excellent cellos and violins. Well, he said, that forest had been largely “massacred by the wind”.

   As soon as I had told him that I could imagine quite well the scene he was describing, given that the very same disaster had also affected the area around my house, the dentist Felicetti invited me over for dinner to exchange some “constructive reflections”, as he put it, on the cataclysmic wind.

   When I entered the apartment of the dentist Felicetti, it took only one glance around those sumptuous rooms, which had once been mine and, before me, had belonged to several generations of my ancestors, to realise that that place too was no longer the same. The walls were the same, as well as the stuccoes, and the mirrors set into them, and the crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceilings, and the double walnut doors between one room and the next; but the place, as I say, was different, both in layout and concept.

   An excellent interior designer had had a hand in it, and they had been skilled enough to conceive and create a most refined and well-executed contrast between the antiquity of the structure and the modernity of its contents. Everything had been designed tastefully, geometrically, linearly. Instead of the colours of old days – that is, the dark hues of walnut – all was a dazzle of whites, lacquered beiges, and satin greys.

   I was welcomed most admirably by the dentist, his wife, and their two daughters, both bright students, as I was told, in the field of “exact sciences”. How astonishingly charming are these people, I reflected as I sat at their table and listened to their words: they have all the skills needed in a world which I no longer know, not even by hearsay.

   After dinner, Felicetti and I withdrew into a hall which, in my time, had been encumbered with baroque and Empire-style pieces and overfilled with wardrobes, chests of drawers, tabernacles, and carved secretaires, and now was a white room, nearly bare, almost monastically stripped-down instead: a sofa, two armchairs, and a low table. I sat down on a perfectly square yet most comfortable armchair and Felicetti began telling me about his excursions. I immediately understood that he was not a mere fan of mountaineering but indeed a fanatic; then he proceeded with the details of that day’s trip.

   He told me about the massacre carried out by the wind in the forest. He said that all that destruction had broken his heart, taken his breath away, and left him speechless. He explained with how much “reverent respect” he had walked through that wreckage, how painfully he had witnessed that forest scraped down by the wind, and how strong had been “the inebriating smell of resin” dripping from the snapped trunks like “thick blood”. He also said that, as he walked through the forest, he had had the impression that he could still hear “the whistling of the wind”.

   Upon hearing this, I told him that he was wrong. That night, I pointed out, the wind had not been whistling but screaming. And, if I actually reflected on it, it had not even been a scream but rather a cavernous noise, booming, guttural, akin to a double bass. So the dentist Felicetti asked me to recount my personal experience of it and I told him every detail.

   When he was satisfied with my story, Felicetti started pontificating about how the sight of massacred mountains and woods should make us think, since both, the mountains and the woods, have always been and must return to be “exemplars of virtue” for humankind.

   I objected again, of course. I said that my long experience in Vallorgàna had led me to believe that mountains and woods do not only have virtue. Like everywhere else, I said, they have both virtue and vice.

   “The matter is as such,” I clarified. “Some people, just like you, feel confident everywhere in the world, which is only possible if one lives elsewhere than in the mountains, that is, if one accomplishes one’s life elsewhere than in the mountains. And it is indeed the people who feel confident everywhere in the world who convince themselves that mountains, woods, and mountain dwellers are a mirror of virtue, which, if I you will allow me, isn’t true at all. Furthermore, in my opinion, this kind of belief also carries a sort of underlying discrimination. The virtue expected from the mountains is rooted in the assumption that the mountains themselves are backward and, therefore, still hold something more genuine, more authentic, and hence more virtuous. But these so-called virtues, as I’ve already said, discriminatingly assume a certain backwardness from the mountains. I do not challenge in the least the notion that the mountains are backward, and I understand full well that this way of thinking is convenient, today, to construct the prospect of a future regenerated by virtues allegedly found in the woods, on the mountains, and amongst mountain people, but I do not deem this way of thinking to be terribly respectful or egalitarian.”

   The dentist Felicetti seemed stunned, and even outraged, by these arguments of mine. He said that I, who live where I live – that is, somewhere “perfect and in the ideal condition”, by which he meant in the mountains and with no headaches – should not fall prey to such affectations of thinking. Thus, he proceeded to explain to me what the mountains are.

   He said that, by speaking as I just had, I made myself guilty of “defamation against mountains”. That, in the mountains, I must have indeed experienced the calm and focus which one can only find in the mountains. That mountains are the “quintessence of silence and meditation”. He also said that, with my words, I was entrenching myself behind a meaningless “fear of the world”. When he is on a mountain, it is he who feels “left behind from the real world”. He also claimed that the little hardships which come with living on a mountain are indeed as nothing compared to the great advantages which one can draw from it “on a human level”. Finally, he concluded that we must “leverage” the mountains to change the world.

   I responded to these legitimate aspirations for regeneration with perhaps too much enthusiasm. To begin with, I made it clear that I no longer lived in that state of alleged meditation which represented the quintessence of all which is good. Then I added that this alleged state of meditation had proved to be a cause of exhaustion, a martyrdom, and a hell for me. Furthermore, I said that the dentist Felicetti and his fellow mountaineers should go up to Vallorgàna and spend a few drunken hours with Mario Valíne, propping themselves up on the corners of houses, not simply once in a while but for days on end and every day. They should go into the mountains, of course they should, I continued, but not for a few hours: they should go for weeks, months, and years, and try to be content with the things with which Nelso Tabióna is content. They should go and listen to the story of Luigi Sgnàca and the paraffin for his ulcers; or scrape from the grass with a rake what is left of a sheep mauled by the wolf; or, were they ever to sow a field with potatoes, they should crush with their fingers the striped carapaces of potato beetles. They should go and witness the ancient feast of the pig, which is still most alive up in the mountains; they should go and listen to the pig’s hysterical cries, see it hang by its legs, contemplate the clean, precise cut across its gut whence its fragrant, steaming viscera pour out and heap, half alive, half dead, in a wettish tangle not unlike gelatine. Well, yes. Of course. They should go to Vallorgàna. They should indeed go to Vallorgàna.

   That was my reply to the dentist Felicetti as he stared at me in astonishment. Then he gave me no further satisfaction than a benevolent smile and saw me out fairly soon afterwards.

  

 
  
   Fourth Chapter

   The following morning, whilst I was on the veranda of the Cervi beerhouse reading the newspapers, as had then become my custom, I heard from a woman sitting at the table next to mine that, on that same morning, as she was coming into Berua from the Lowlands, she had noticed that farther north, on the mountains, there had been snow.

   Upon hearing those words, I reflected that, had I still been in the place whence I had fled, that is, Vallorgàna, I would have doubtlessly spent that very morning walking along my usual routes, either through snow or even sleet.

   When I left the beerhouse, the idea of wandering through the wilderness made me want to look for a crack through which I could push my gaze towards the Mountain, which was impossible given that the city is all flat, with houses and buildings both old and new encircling the view as wings in a theatre.

   However, since I had no other engagement whatsoever, I decided to indulge my whim of looking towards the Mountain and thus headed for the flyover across the Berua ring road which connects the city’s northernmost neighbourhoods with the council houses in the outskirts. In fact, I had a notion that, from there, one could take advantage of the long belt of the ring road to see, far in the distance, the Mountain.

   So I reached that sad belvedere. Traffic was raging beneath me. The ring road crossed the bituminous lagoon of the outskirts to then plunge into the grey sea of the Lowlands. Then, beyond this sea which seemed parted by the ring road, I recognised the Mountain. It stood where it was natural for it to stand, in its own place, but it was peculiarly far away, farther than ever, and its peak, I noticed, was no more than dusted with a sprinkling of snow.

   For a few minutes I stood there looking at the Mountain, and the more I looked at that lost mirage, the more I fell into an odd rapture which had something to it of the subtle cruelty of fading memories: a few notes of residual sweetness, some indifference, and a ruthless yet pleasantly bitter awareness.

   I reckoned that such incoherence of feelings was more than legitimate in a man who had only recently obtained his freedom and for whom the memory of the well into which he had finally confined the encumbrance of things past was not yet completely dulled. So, that rapture was nothing worthy of consideration. It is nothing, I said to myself. Nothing.

   Let me be quite clear about it. I had no intention whatsoever of going back on my decision. The fact was that I then remembered how, upon leaving the house so impetuously, I had neglected a few small but terribly practical duties. I had not emptied the pipes of the outside fountain, which must be done in December. I had not disconnected the power. I had not locked the front door to the outbuildings nor the gate to the courtyard. Then there were also Dina, Nelso, and Rubino. Maria. Should I not show a modicum of consideration and say goodbye to them? Tell them, with all due affection, that every life must follow its path? Leaving everything behind is fine, I said to myself, but it should be done conscientiously.

   In short, I had made up my mind. That very same morning, I left Berua, crossed the Lowlands, and took the Val Fonda road. But I went up the opposite slope from Vallorgàna, as I did not want the villagers to see me. I came down from that slope a few kilometres past Vallorgàna, then descended from Val Fonda to the house, unseen by all, before it had even struck noon.

   It was a meeting with a ghost. When I crossed the gate and saw the contorted trusses of the barn, the defaced tympanum, the roof tiles scattered in the courtyard, the snapped hornbeam, the gutters dangling here and there, and the bailiff’s house set on fire by Mario Fastréda-Cimamonte, I felt certain that I had just stepped into a place which was most definitely dead.

   When I opened the front door and walked into the house, I was embraced, or perhaps I should say assaulted, by a stale iciness which felt malignant and poisonous. It had taken a mere few weeks for all the little life and warmth which I had injected into the house over several years, and with great effort, to seep out.

   Leaving was the right decision, I thought then. The house! In its time, I said to myself, there had been dozens of people keeping it going, as well as its land – dozens of people and an entire social system, and by virtue of that, it made sense. So, I concluded, it had been absurd to think, as I had done for years, that I, on my own, could keep it going unchanged, therefore pouring into it much more energy than all my predecessors together had ever done personally. And here was the result of so much effort: a ghost, pure ice.

   Furthermore, once I found myself face to face with the two paintings in the entrance hall, those of Giovanni Battista II and his wife Anna Maria Merini, I realised that those two paintings, which had once been so familiar and alive, were now objects with no voice at all and, of course, with no soul.

   I went up to the reception hall on the piano nobile and sat on the sofa. I looked around. “Where am I?” I asked myself. Everywhere I laid my eyes felt spectacularly unknown, alien, not mine. I had the impression of being in a museum like any other, amidst mute, indifferent objects haphazardly arranged. And yet that had been my world, a world which I had had the illusion of knowing and understanding in every detail. I was wrong: sooner or later, simple things grow intertwined and what is simple becomes complex, inextricable, and unsolvable.

   As I kept looking at the myriad soulless objects in the house which had once been my ancestors’ and were now undoubtedly mine, I thought that these objects, as well as being the silent door to all which is unfathomable, also continued to be so-called assets, matter which could be turned into hard cash, capital which could be liquidated. So I accepted that this capital, the paintings, the silver, the china, the furniture, and everything else, could not just be abandoned like that, lightly, and only protected by a front door which any well-informed thief might force with no effort at all.

   In short, what was needed was an urgent plan of decommissioning, and so I started strategising about the required steps. I reckoned that the best course of action would be to hire a storehouse in some industrial estate of the Lowlands, a safe storehouse with excellent locks, of course, where I could keep, neat and well packaged, my paintings, furniture, trinkets, silver, and so on. Then, over time, I would sell everything. Sell it all, and perhaps, who knows, once I had found the courage, eventually sell the house too.

  

 
  
   Fifth Chapter

   But when I walked into the archive and was faced with the spines of the tomes, the strings on the envelopes, the boxes with the parchments, and the countless other imaginative shells for all that written paper, I immediately felt cornered. What should be done with this material which had been, for years on end, both the crossroads and the harbour of my thoughts? Should I sell it all? Capitalise on its dispersal? That is, scatter into the wide world, in exchange for a few coins, the individual pieces of that prodigious edifice of memory? No! What then? Dispose of it? Destroy it in one fell swoop? Raze that very same edifice to the ground forever? No, impossible! That would be heresy.

   But I should get rid of it, yes. Get rid of it. Finally, I came up with the idea of behaving like a true great lord and decided that I should box up all the material from the archive with the greatest care and donate it to the Berua library. In that way, I would no longer have the oppressing voices of my ancestors underfoot and someone else, whether scholar, student, or enthusiast, could draw from that tangle of people, places, and past vicissitudes to the benefit of their own research, comfortably and in perpetuity.

   I was estimating how many boxes I might need for the purpose when I found, on the lowest shelf of the archive, the little casket where I had put away Giuseppe Cimamonte’s urn. I opened it and looked at that oppressing skein of allegories and coincidences: the three nails tied together with string, the small bones with their ends dipped in wax, the signed contract between the devil and the worst of my ancestors, the lock of brown hair. At that moment, I had the impression that that hair was identical to mine. So, who knows why, I thought I would check. And what did I do? I cut a lock of my own hair from just above my forehead and set it down next to Giuseppe Cimamonte’s, though paying great attention that they should not in any way touch. One never knows. Spells. Ancient curses. The two locks appeared to be identical, indistinguishable. I cannot even say how much this filled me with repugnance.

   And so, all of a sudden, as I looked at those impious knick-knacks, I thought that, in order to ratify my own liberation from any and every residual chain which might still fetter me to the house, a symbolic gesture – a little ceremony, as it were – might be needed. I mean that I came up with the notion that my liberation would be complete only once I had banished Giuseppe Cimamonte’s urn. A ceremony is necessary, I kept telling myself. A quick, essential sacrifice, and the line will finally be drawn forever.

   So I grabbed the urn and stepped out. But to reach, unseen, the place which I had elected as the backdrop for my ceremony, I had to follow a roundabout route. I went up to the Roccolo and climbed the slope of the Mountain, looking for the most unlikely passages through the woods uprooted by the wind.

   I remember that I had to cross a wood of firs fallen one on top of the other in an unimaginable tangle and that, in order to get past it, I had to jump from one trunk to the next whilst grabbing onto those spiky branches. I was still well inside that mess when I stopped and looked downwards, towards Vallorgàna. The village stood there, indifferent, with its back to the Mountain and its eyes peering along that slash which is Val Fonda. I noticed only then, after so many years, that, with its orientation, Vallorgàna appeared to be waiting for someone or something to come up from the valley at any second. I said to myself that, up here, today, all one can do is to be just like Vallorgàna, and wait for someone or something unlikely to come. Then, I jumped out of that lump of firs and resumed my ascent until I finally reached the sacrificial altar.

   There I was, face to face with Bus del Caorón. I found that horrid chasm – which, according to the most truthful of cosmologies, leads straight to hell – more abominable than ever: on the night of the wind, the belching of water forced out of the Mountain’s vestibules had felled the trees, eroded the slope, and poured out boulders and stones towards the valley. That empty, abraded crag was not reached by even a single ray of sunshine. Everything was grey, bluish, desolate.

   I inched closer to the entrance of Bus del Caorón and looked down into the blind darkness. The cold blast from those unprobed depths was being forced to the surface like a breath, coming and going.

   Why wait? There was no reason, I said to myself. But there was also no need for me to hurl the urn into Bus del Caorón with malevolent rage, I thought. It would be enough for me to simply let it drop, to hand it to the depths which will then do what must be done.

   I listened most carefully to the mortal fall of the urn into Bus del Caorón. At first, it bounced a couple of times; a few grazes perhaps, or harmless bumps, dull and dampened by the darkness. Then came the sharp crash, extraordinarily sonorous, of pottery being smashed to smithereens, immediately followed by the scattered rain of those same smithereens onto the hollows of the Mountain: a dispersed dripping, a crackling of minute echoes, as if of gravel falling into a precipice or hail moving past; and lastly, finally, the deafening silence of freedom attained.

   Once I was back at the house, I waited until dark before lighting the fire. I did not want the villagers to notice me, to see smoke rising from the chimney and perhaps say, “Well! Will you look at that? The Duke is back.” Whilst I waited for darkness to fall, I decided to camp out in my study for one last night. Of all the rooms with a stove, the study was the only one to still have shutters at the windows. Therefore, no one from the village would be able to see the light from that makeshift hideout of mine.

   I ate something standing in front of the stove, then dragged the sofa from the reception hall into the study. I grabbed a couple of warm blankets and settled down as best I could.

   As I lay on the sofa quite uncomfortably, since I felt as if I were lying in between the ribs of a ghost, I tried to cobble together the speech I would have to give the following morning to the people I intended to inform of my decisions. In order to say, “I’m leaving,” one needs well-pondered words, words which have been well thought out and are sound to their last commas. I reckoned that I would do well to start from a most general consideration on the inevitability of destiny: everyone has their path, I would say. After which, and still hitting the same notes, I would admit feeling that my time in Vallorgàna had definitely come to an end, that I had spent years here, years which had been real and alive, important, but that those years were now over for me. To make my goodbye less bitter, of course, I would also say that, just as I was leaving now, there was no saying that I might not be back in the future, who knew.

   Then, as I prepared these words, I said to myself that two questions would undoubtedly be asked of me: firstly, what were my intentions with regard to the house and everything else; and secondly, where would I go? As far as the latter question was concerned, I would answer “Berua”, and add no further explanation. As far as the first was concerned, instead I would have to lie. I would say, in fact, that I would see to the repairs of the roof in spring. And the rest? The rest would come later, perhaps little by little, over time, year after year.

   And should they ask why I was leaving like that, I would say that it is not easy to keep up with a place like the house, that one needs not only money but also ideas and prospects; that is, some positive outlook for the future. If not, in a place like the house, not to mention Vallorgàna, there is nothing else left to do but prop up the ruins, however magnificent they might be, of a world which no longer exists. Otherwise, one should find a way to fill this world with new things: new thoughts, new people, and even new personal gains. But how? How?

   Since these words of mine might prove too bitter and too sad and would perhaps leave my friends feeling unhappy and disconsolate, I would eventually admit, of course with a smile, that unfortunately we do not always know the exact reasons behind our actions and that, most often, those reasons cannot be known in advance but rather only discovered with time. If we knew them beforehand, everything would be too easy and there would not be much fun to be had.

   So I was lying there on the sofa, stringing my words together, when outside the house, in the night, a gust of wind resounded. Though far from a gale, it was enough to topple something out there and put me on the alert.

   I listened intently. I listened to the wind which, that night, sighed from time to time. At every sigh, I held my breath. Might it be again, I asked myself, the wind which brought annihilation that time? Might it be back? Might it be announcing itself with these sighs just as it had announced itself on that evening now far in the past? Might it be indeed that wind, now set on giving us the final blow, ending us once and for all?

   For most of the night I remained alert but, in truth, it was a wind like any other, harmless and without viciousness. It was but the December wind, the usual wind of this season. It sets off from the recesses of Val Fonda, where the mountains are a narrow, lifeless notch, then strokes Vallorgàna, and finally moves on.

  

 
  
   Sixth Chapter

   One is led firmly to believe, since this is what we have been taught for centuries now, that unicorns and murmurs do not exist, and that reality is real only if it is ordinary and in an ordinary way explicable, without turmoil, sudden flashes, fateful gestures, or extraordinary apparitions.

   I find this disenchantment to be, fundamentally, the most advisable of philosophies, but I must admit that it can also happen, on a day like any other, that a unicorn suddenly jumps out of its den, that a murmur crosses the air, that a flash appears all at once in front of our eyes, and that a hand traces a gesture revealing all which must be revealed. Witnessing this, a man of the sort which I hope to be, namely a sincere admirer of disenchantment and the ordinariness of the world, would wonder what to make of such a portentous subversion: whether it is real or illusory, and, if indeed it is real, whether it is deceitful or truthful.

   But let us leave these dangerous musings to one side. I have committed to telling the story simply how it went. And it went like this: there was something akin to a conspiracy of stars, and all the scores had to be settled anew.

   It was quite early in the morning following that night so badly spent in the study, and I was rinsing my coffee cup when I happened to glance out of the window.

   The sun had not yet reached Vallorgàna or the slopes of the Mountain, and an extraordinary hoar frost had descended overnight across the whole of Val Fonda. And yet, amidst that morning frost, I saw Maria there with my very own eyes. She was right there, in the courtyard, sitting on the snapped trunk of the hornbeam.

   I spied on her secretly. She was the same creature of the forest which she had appeared to be the first time I ever laid eyes on her. But that creature had been unruly and brusque, whilst this one sitting on the hornbeam was instead pensive and perhaps enjoying some semblance of rest after a long wandering.

   When I had spied on her for as long as I needed, a formidable impulse drove me to join her. I went out into the courtyard and sat with her on the hornbeam.

   So her eyes had not deceived her the previous night, she said. She had indeed thought she saw a thin strip of light all around one of the windows and guessed, she said, that I might have “reappeared”.

   We talked for a long time that morning, Maria and I: about the wind and Fastréda’s papers, about those few harmless drops of blood which we shared, and about everything else it was finally time to discuss. I spoke my mind. She spoke her mind.

   Our words differed over one point, though. Maria deemed that it might be the time to stay, for both of us, and perhaps together. I, on the other hand, deemed that it would be right and wise to consider, instead, whether it might be the time to go, for both of us, and perhaps together.

   But she was shaking her head. She was saying that the Duke of Vallorgàna cannot abandon Vallorgàna. So I said to her that, at most, I am the Duke of Cimamonte, not of Vallorgàna, and that I am not and cannot be the Duke of Vallorgàna because Vallorgàna does not belong to me.

   She meant something else, she said – namely, that I am the Duke of Vallorgàna not because Vallorgàna belongs to me but because I belong to it. “It is you,” she said, “who belong to Vallorgàna. This is why you’re the Duke of Vallorgàna.”

   I told her that there was no reason for us to force ourselves into thinking such nonsense. Why stay? Is there perhaps not more than this infected, uninhabited rock waiting for us, I remarked pointedly. The world is out there, I said, and one only needs to leave this place to reach it. There is no reason to imagine any sort of present might exist in this place, let alone any future. One needs to leave Vallorgàna, I said to her again, not stay here.

   But Maria shook her head again without looking at me. She was looking at the ground instead, and with a stick was moving around a clump of leaves which the wind had gathered against the trunk of the hornbeam. As she rummaged through those leaves, Maria found, or perhaps simply chanced upon, the words which she had failed to find before.

   She picked up two hornbeam leaves. One was dry, most fragile, virtually extinct. The other was still green, inexplicably springlike, even thriving. She handed them both to me as if to say “pick one”.

   More spells? I looked Maria in the eye and asked her whether she meant to say that, if one digs through the rot, into the ruin, one will always find a green leaf, a prospect of regeneration in the very same place of that very same ruin.

   If this is the game, I said to her – green leaf, stay; dry leaf, run away – the metaphor is broken. The green leaf is but a prank of nature: a few more days and it too will become an extinct leaf amongst the thousands and thousands of other extinct leaves in the courtyard. Furthermore, I remarked with an incontrovertible argument, it is the source itself of that green which is extinct; the father of that leaf, the hornbeam, is extinct. We were sitting on its remains.

   I had no intention whatsoever of taking part in that game of alternatives suggested by Maria and so, to shirk it, I looked at Val Fonda and the Mountain as if they, instead, were the inexplicable enigma. And Maria too, little by little, seemed to get lost in that same contemplation.

   We were staring at the withered meadows burnt by the frost and at the bare woods inconceivably still and destroyed by the wind. An icy fog, rather stringy and whitish, was streaming at mid-altitude, slow and suspended, against the shady slope of the Mountain. The silence was vast and limitless, most pure, and everything around us, apart from the fog, was still.

   Then, all of a sudden, as if returning from some epic journey, the unicorn appeared.

   From afar, the white-wingéd crow had seemed to me, for a moment, like any lonely crow separated from its fellows. But, as it glided onto the courtyard, its precious rarity was revealed.

   It came close, a short distance away from us. It looked around as if it were only now seeing my ruined estate and was surprised by it. Then, with a leap and a flap of its wings, it went to perch on the wrecked crown of the hornbeam.

   Incredulous before such an extraordinary messenger, Maria smiled. I, instead, was afraid of it. The eyes of the crow were too black, too black and unprobeable, and that beak, which was just as black and not at all shiny like a newly forged blade but rather dull and scored by countless battles, had something surprisingly roguish to it.

   At any rate, as it sat silently on the crown of the hornbeam, the white-wingéd crow seemed to have no intention other than staying with us and looking at Val Fonda and its destroyed woods. Maria and I were thinking our thoughts; the crow, I reckoned, was thinking its own; and we were all enraptured, the three of us, by the vastness of that frozen morning.

   Soon enough, though, and despite ourselves, we were forced to witness the unwatchable massacre of that boundless silence. The scythe of daylight crossed the crest and plummeted down the Mountain, sweeping away and annihilating everything in its wake. It devastated the silence. It wiped out the morning shade. It slaughtered the whitish strings of fog. It ran across the bare woods. It burnt the hoar frost wherever it had settled.

   And so the sun carried on with its implacable massacre, even assaulting edgeways the outbuildings and the house. I do not know how, and why, what actually happened happened, given that I had already seen the sun rise and light flood everything a thousand times before. But that gust of grazing light in the cold of December made the rock of the Mountain hatch and, as soon as it was touched by that gust of light, the rock – that infected rock, that haunted rock, that bloody rock whence I was on the verge of fleeing – was no longer a rock at all but a most soft, gentle dune, spacious and alive.

   Then, that light and the sudden expanse it revealed before my eyes took possession of my every thought. I was seized by it, as if forced to enter a conversation with myself. And so, I kept saying to myself that I ought to look carefully at the place around me. Look at it better, with eyes open and not half closed.

   Look at this place, I started telling myself over and over again. Look at it and admit, above all, that it is a damned place. Impossible to deny it. It is a damned place which, sooner or later, will test the mettle of anyone whom it deems hesitant or uncertain. And so it thrashes, coerces, humiliates, and challenges. It has the face of a brutish beast. It oppresses. It binds. It wants to see if one remains standing, if one has enough nerve not to yield to it. It is a place which interrogates, examines, and selects.

   And this must certainly be why most people leave Vallorgàna. Such a challenge, in this day and age, is pure savagery for its own sake. In the past, it was not savagery at all but a necessary condition to extract from the place what was needed for survival and nourishment. But this ancient bond is now falling to pieces and its fetters are slipping away, corroded and worn out.

   Yet people still live here. Perhaps they are just survivors, the last ones standing, or maybe, who can say, they are pioneers or chosen ones. But, be that as it may, I said to myself, before today, you wrongly thought that this place had torn these people out of its own ribs, since these people seemed to you made of the very same matter, of the very same air, of the very same light, and of the very same shadow of the place in which they live. But it is not so. These people do not come out of the place. Rather, they all descend, as is ordained, from other people who came before them, and who in turn descended from other people who came before them, and all these original people undoubtedly descended from some primordial people who, though being the first to settle this place, evidently only did so after leaving somewhere else.

   So this place creates no one. It smooths down and moulds, that is for sure. It thrashes, examines, and investigates, but it does not tear anyone out of itself. Take your ancestors, for instance, the primordial Cimamontes. They come out of the shadows of oblivion here, in Vallorgàna, to be exact from within the thick walls of the tower which still stands inside the house, like the medulla of a tree. Most true. But before that? They must have come here from another somewhere. Whence do the Cimamontes come, and the Tabiónas, the Coltiàlts, the Valínes, the Tamburlíns, the Coentes, the Stramíns, the Fastrédas? From the desolate plains of Pannonia? From the most remote island of Thule? Or perhaps from the East, where all light is born?

   Who knows. It is impossible to know, and there is also no point in fantasising about it since, in its fury, the wind must have picked up all those unspoken presences of the past, the original ghosts which, unseen by everyone, still inhabited not only the house but also Vallorgàna and the Mountain. It picked them up from their graves, I said to myself. It drove them out of the woods. It clutched at them in the ravines. It pulled them out from where they lay hidden, under the roof tiles, in the barns, in the chimneys, at the corners of the houses. The wind uncovered them all, these ghosts, it uncovered them, picked them up, and took them far away, perhaps dispersing them, finally, into the vastness of the sky.

   But who can say whether these ghosts truly dwelt in the woods, inside the ravines, under the roof tiles, in the barns, or in the houses of Vallorgàna? Who can say, I mean, whether they were not simply inside you instead, nicely curled up somewhere? But, in the end, what does it matter? The real truth is that, now, there is this new emptiness in front of you. You have the pure place before you, bare in its silent nature and actually beautiful.

   Look at it, then, this rare, yet raw, yet closed-off place which can only be opened up by attacking ascents and inclines, by going around cliffs of woods, or by peering into the notches corroded by countless rivulets of water, water everywhere, flowing, swift, newly born. And look, too, at the ruins of this long-fallen civilisation – similarly everywhere, and never far from water – which have already sunk into the meagre earth, the same earth where ploughs drag up stones, sharp and round. Look at it closely, this place of uncertain destiny: a crack, a line, a wrinkle where days radiant with light and immensity have an elusive beauty, as clear as crystal. And where other days may also break, swollen with grey and nothingness but still spellbinding as they pitch camp amongst us, sometimes for weeks on end, and leave us as silent and astonished as the days of crystal, of radiance, of beautiful immensity.

   Look at it closely, I kept saying to myself, this place which dooms and embraces in the vast breath of its seasons: first long, immobile winters of lit fires and muffled steps and frozen soil and maybe even snow; then green exploding before our eyes and under our feet, budding and blooming; then the summer blaze of drought and storm, and the vast nights, and the tall grass, and the swollen woods; then the withering of the green and the blooming of other lights, some of the most sacred lights, the colour of the sunset and of the rain becoming lifeblood. And finally, once again, the long, immobile winters of lit fires and muffled steps and frozen soil and maybe even snow.

   There it is. This is the place. Vallorgàna. It is one of those places, and I would not know whether such places are many or few in the world, which are damned and sacred at the same time, places which, once their natural hostility has been overcome, have the inexplicable strength of possessing their people and not the other way around. Such places are jealous by nature. They demand utter loyalty. And what do they give in return? A capital freedom, perhaps, but getting there might be an ordeal.

   It is not for you to know whether those who stayed have won or lost. But you know that this place has taken you, which means that you belong to it and, paradoxically, it belongs to you. It must be a sort of fusion, or perhaps a confusion, if you will. And if some, as is evident, do not feel the least need to be confused in a place and nevertheless, or perhaps indeed because of this, live a blessed life, there are others who instead would like to find that place and wander about their whole life, lost and unhappy, always looking without ever finding.

   But you, perhaps without even ever looking, or perhaps looking so hard that you have forgotten you were looking for so long, and so frantically, you, now, have all around you (or inside you, which is the same thing) the place which belongs to you and to which you yourself, whether by will, nature, or harmony of instincts, undeniably belong.

   And so you will stay in Vallorgàna and, at night, when people gather to talk about the day just passed, you will sit as a peer, with no shame and no haughtiness, next to the other most noble stocks of Vallorgàna, the stocks of the Tabiónas and the Coltiàlts, the Valínes and the Tamburlíns, the Coentes and the Stramíns; and you will talk with them about old things and new, adding your voice, from here, from Vallorgàna, to the eternal whisper of stories which has been filling the world for thousands of years.

  

 
  
   Seventh Chapter

   At this point, something akin to an interference crept into my thoughts from afar. It was a sound, a whisper of words, perhaps distorted by a crackle of something. So I believed that I had indeed picked up that eternal whisper of stories in whose proximity I had been laid down by the churning of my own thoughts.

   I listened better and heard, to begin with, that Maria was talking. But I was not able to stir right away, and only once I had emerged from myself and returned, as it were, to my perch on the trunk of the hornbeam, I noticed that Maria – and there was the origin of the crackle – was breaking up the dry leaf with her fingers.

   “What were you saying?” I asked her then. She was saying, she said, that I was holding the green leaf, the green leaf which she herself, she also said, had set down not long before on the trunk of the hornbeam.

   I had not noticed, but that is what had happened: I was holding the green leaf. Seeing it there, in my hands, I chose to look elsewhere and saw that the house was not the empty sepulchre which I had believed it to be over the previous weeks, in fact up until the night before, nor a bare ruin, nor a den of ghosts, nor a ghost in its own right.

   The house was the capital of a kingdom. And Vallorgàna, in the light of that early-morning sun, was not its own fossil, nor a remnant of stones and mortar, but a tangle of lives no better nor worse than any other more tumultuous tangle of lives. And Maria was sitting with me on the trunk of a hornbeam. And down there in the village, Nelso Tabióna was just passing by in his four-by-four, headed to who knows where. And I was me, the Duke of Vallorgàna, and in the middle of December I was holding a green leaf, which seemed to me, once I had looked at it better, a leaf that was finally new.

   To this day, I do not know what happened exactly during those few instants when my own thinking ran away from me, fast and grammarless, what fell right into place in those moments, inside me, or outside of me, or both inside and outside of me, but the decision had been taken. It was there, sharp: it had taken itself. Stay? Of course. The green leaf. Stay.

   I found this so-called decision of mine infinitely banal, since there is nothing more banal than choosing to stay. And when I shared something of my thoughts with Maria, I indeed felt a tinge of shame, almost as if I were admitting to a final weakness.

   So, to give the impression that my most banal decision had to it instead something quite hard, taxing, and bravely faced head-on, I said that, as they cross the centuries, stories must be extended, not so much by being repeated cyclically but rather by continuing to grow from within, linking up to one another. They might feel like precise plots enclosed within the span of a generation but instead they are simply chapters, or even paragraphs only a few lines long. So I concluded, and said so to Maria, that the story of places surpasses and exceeds that of people, and that a paragraph may just be a paragraph – that is, only a fragment – but, after it, one always starts from a new line.

   “Perhaps,” said Maria, and then immediately added, proving that all my reasonings were unnecessary after all, that, in her opinion, I should start from the Roccolo, removing the fallen trees and planting new ones, to recreate, over time, that same extraordinary circle which had been crippled by the wind. I happily agreed to her whim since it was a day for that, when it was allowed and even required to be whimsical.

   Perhaps it was because of this that I then had some doubts about what I had seen with my own eyes but a few minutes earlier.

   And I looked at the crown of the hornbeam but could no longer see the white-wingéd crow.

   Had it flown off, in perfect silence? Or could it be that it had never come and I had only believed that I had seen the invisible?

   I immediately looked at Maria for comfort: the white-wingéd crow, I asked her, was it here, yes or no?

   Maria said yes, it had certainly come and perched on the crown of the hornbeam.

   But she too had not seen nor heard it go.

   I do not know where the white-wingéd crow might have headed that day, nor what destiny it might have eventually found. After that morning, in fact, it never came to visit me again.

   And to this day, when the crows sail all together over the house in the evening, as has been happening for centuries, and leave to go to sleep in the secret place which only they know but which must exist somewhere, I always strain my eyes to see if the white-wingéd crow is amongst them.

   I might even ask Maria to look as well. She should look too. She should look closely to see if – amidst that flock of crows which we sometimes hear, in the quiet of the evening, as they fly off to sleep – if, hidden there amongst all those black wings, she can spot the white-wingéd crow.
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   Chiara Valerio
The Little I Knew

   Translation by Ailsa Wood
Italy

   In Scauri, an end of the line seaside town forty miles or so from Rome, Vittoria dies unexpectedly in her bath. Whilst the townsfolk meet the event with sad but respectful southern Italian silence, Lea, the town lawyer, wants to investigate. Who was Vittoria, what were her secrets, why had she mysteriously arrived in Scauri thirty years earlier? And was her relationship with Lea all that it seemed?

   In this unforgettable portrait of a small town and the women who live there, reverberations from the past catch up with present. Through the silences, Vittoria’s story is revealed and everything – passions, emotions, and relationships – changes forever.

   Novelist, editor, critic, cultural commentator and mathematician Chiara Valerio is a sensation in Italy and The Little I Knew is a huge bestseller. It was shortlisted for the 2024 Premio Strega.

  

 
  
   ANNA PAZOS
Killing the Nerve

   Translation by Laura McGloughlin and Charlotte Coombe
Spain/Catalonia

   In this tour de force of auto-journalism, brilliant young Catalan writer Anna Pazos explores the end of youth and the beginning of adulthood for the global nomad generation. Part memoir, part travelogue, Killing the Nerve describes Anna’s odyssey to escape the “mediocrity” of bourgeois Barcelona life.

   With unflinching candour and writing that is as cool as it is razor-sharp, she turns her sardonic journalist’s eye on her unstructured Erasmus days in Thessaloniki, her first posting with a newspaper in Jerusalem, her sail across the Atlantic with an unsuitable lover, and her stint in post-#MeToo, pre-pandemic New York. Returning to Barcelona in 2021, when the pandemic takes hold, she then turns her attention to her own family’s story, to Catalan society since the referendum of 2017, and after all her travels, she explores what it means to come home.

   This stunning debut was longlisted for the Premi Finestres 2023 and voted best Catalan Book of the Year by El País.

  

 
  
   ÈVE GUERRA
Repatriation

   Translation by Clodagh Kinsella
France

   Annabella Morelli is twenty-three years old, dreams of becoming a poet and lives in Lyon, far from Congo-Brazzaville where she was born. The daughter of a Franco-Italian worker and a Congolese girl who became a mother too young, Annabella remembers a happy childhood until one Christmas, at the age of seven, her father’s anger exploded, and her mother left the family home. 

   When she learns of his death in Cameroon, her world collapses for the second time and in her desperate attempt to repatriate her father’s body to France, Annabella is forced to confront the family secrets, lies and deep trauma at the heart of her existence. This stunning debut explores grief, family relationships, personal truths and the post-colonial condition with beautiful, urgent writing. It was the winner of the 2024 Prix Goncourt du Premier Roman.
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