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         The first signs of the approaching autumn send Adelmo Farandola down to the village to fetch supplies. Leaving his cabin in the morning, he sees that the grass in the surrounding meadows is rimed with frost that stubbornly refuses to melt. Relentless icy winds blow through the valley and slip between cracks in the cabin walls, seeming to hammer on the door day and night. The clouds swell and bear down oppressively, no longer distinguishable from the valley’s rock walls.

         Down to the village, then, before it’s too late and a sudden fall of snow makes the path treacherous. Adelmo Farandola walks, his rucksack on his back. He needs dried meat, dried sausages, wine and butter. The potatoes he has put aside will see him through the whole winter. They’re lying in the stable now, in the dark, next to some old farm tools: wooden pails, bridles, butter churns, chains and brushes. They reach out with their pale sprouts as though to tickle someone. There are plenty of potatoes – and apples too, crates of apples, which the cold weather will sour but leave edible. Adelmo Farandola loves the taste of those ugly apples, a taste that coats his teeth and clings to the hairs lining his nostrils, an almost meaty taste, like 8well-hung game left over after a successful hunt. There are apples too, enough for winter. He still needs sausages, and wine. Wine and butter. Butter and salt.

         He is bent double by a crosswind as he makes his way down to the village. The going is surprisingly difficult and he almost laughs thinking how he will struggle on the return, coming back uphill in this wind. The path slithers down through gullies and across plateaus, occasionally losing itself between old rotting tree stumps, long grasses and the ever-shifting scree, but the man knows how to find his way.

         Here, halfway down, the autumn weather has turned the larches a wan yellow. This isn’t the cheerful, brazen autumn you find at the bottom of the valley, where the vineyards and forests of alder and chestnut add colour to the landscape. Here, the leaves die quickly, drying out on the branches even before they fall.

         Adelmo Farandola used to go down to the village more often, to hear the band play on high days and holidays. He would lurk behind the walls of the houses and let the music reach him in a confused swirl of notes. But he soon stopped that, because someone had seen him and come up to him, hand outstretched, and tried to engage him in conversation. Now he stops when he reaches the line of beech trees and listens to the band play from there, well hidden among the leaves and trunks. The music rises up indistinctly, a mess of drumbeats, tubas and shrill clarinets quavering on the breeze, but that’s enough for him. From time to time he finds himself recognizing some tune or other and even feels moved to sing it to himself – and so he does, but very quietly, because he doesn’t want to be overheard 9by anyone wandering nearby, ready to come up to him and shake his hand and not let go and ask him about things that he doesn’t know or doesn’t remember, doesn’t care about or doesn’t want to talk about.

         After a few minutes, however, even the band makes him feel nauseous. There are too many people, he thinks, too tightly packed, too noisy, too cheerful. So he spits on the ground, turns away and starts back homewards up the steep slope, telling himself that the band really does play badly, that the villagers are all stupid and that music is useless anyway.

         But sometimes he dreams about the band, and in his dream he hears melodies of extraordinary beauty performed by musicians playing perfectly in tune. Fearlessly, he joins them, following behind and singing along in full voice with the music, which would perhaps bring back distant memories of his youth, if he had managed to keep those memories intact. Memories of dancing with girls and, in particular, scrapping and fighting with other suitors, and of long conversations with girls, consisting mostly of silences and sighs and drunken hiccups.

         
             

         

         A vague feeling steals over Adelmo Farandola as he reaches the first houses of the village. He looks around and everything seems less strange than it usually does when he comes to stock up after months of solitude on the mountain. He starts confidently down the main street (the only one you could call a street) and finds his way to the shop (the only one worthy of the name) with astonishing ease. The shop faces out onto the square in front of the church (the only 10square you could call a square) and its window is cluttered with dusty tools and gifts that have become almost colourless from long exposure to the sun. They sell all sorts of things here: food and farming tools, linen and newspapers, even a few trinkets for ladies.

         Adelmo Farandola enters, automatically bowing his head at the door – as people do in reverence when they go into church, or as he always does to avoid smacking his head on the low lintel of his cabin. The lady behind the counter looks at him in surprise and smiles.

         ‘Good morning,’ she says. ‘Leave the door open, thanks.’

         ‘Good morning,’ Adelmo Farandola replies slowly. It’s been so long since he’s spoken to anyone that he struggles to get the words out, and each one feels as difficult as a tongue-twister. In his confusion, he shuts the door behind him.

         ‘Forgotten something?’

         ‘No, I… I need to get things.’

         ‘That’s what I mean. Things you forgot last time.’

         ‘Last time,’ he murmurs.

         ‘Yes, last week. When was it, Tuesday? Wednesday? Perhaps you remember.’

         ‘I… I’ve come to get supplies.’

         ‘Yes, I can see that. But since you came by last week with that same face on to stock up for the winter, I’m wondering whether perhaps you forgot something, and if so, what you could have forgotten last time that’s so terribly important, since it’s not exactly a walk in the park getting down here and then going all the way back up to… wherever it is that you go – I’ve actually never really understood where that is.’ 11

         The lady’s tongue is well versed in conversation. Adelmo Farandola, meanwhile, accustomed to months of silence, is as incapable of listening as he is of expressing himself.

         ‘And given that last time – on Tuesday or Wednesday last week – you loaded yourself up with a fair bit of stuff, I was wondering what on earth you could have forgotten. Or did you come by just to see me?’ The lady laughs, a nice long cackle that makes poor Adelmo Farandola tremble and long to flee the shop without buying anything.

         Instead he makes a colossal effort and stammers, ‘I… I haven’t come down since last April –’

         ‘But I’m telling you, I saw you here! On Tuesday or Wednesday! Are you teasing me?’

         ‘No, I…’

         Another customer enters, an old man from the village who used to repair tools. The jingle of the bell makes Adelmo Farandola jump and take a step backwards into a dark corner.

         The old man sniffs the air and laughs.

         ‘Something the matter?’ he asks the lady.

         ‘Benito!’ she calls to the new arrival, laughing. ‘Mr Adelmo here is having me on. He’s pretending he doesn’t remember coming by last week and cleaning out my shop for the winter. Leave the door open, thanks.’

         The old man laughs again and passes a finger over his grey moustache, saying nothing.

         ‘I… I haven’t come down since April,’ Adelmo Farandola stammers again.

         The old man laughs but doesn’t say anything.

         ‘Benito, you tell Mr Adelmo that he was here on Tuesday or Wednesday and ransacked my whole shop.’ 12

         ‘Mm, that’s right. I saw you too,’ the old man laughs.

         ‘But where?’

         ‘Right out there, in the street. All loaded up like a mule.’

         ‘There, what did I say?’ the woman concludes triumphantly. ‘But Mr Adelmo always has to have his little joke, pretending not to remember.’

         It’s Adelmo Farandola’s turn to say nothing. He never jokes. He doesn’t know how. He doesn’t even know what joking is and, if it ever occurred to him to make a joke, no one would realize because he doesn’t know how and, if anything, they would take him for an idiot, which is what is happening now.

         ‘So, what would you like?’ asks the lady, her manner more brisk now that she has another customer waiting.

         ‘Well, I… I…’

         ‘Yes, you…’

         ‘I don’t remember exactly what I got last time.’

         ‘What do you mean you don’t remember?’

         The old man laughs to himself, amused by this forgetful mountain dweller.

         ‘I don’t remember what I bought… but I need some salt –’

         ‘But I’ve already given you three bags!’

         ‘And butter –’

         ‘Three kilos! What exactly are you going to do with all that butter?’

         ‘And wine –’

         ‘Ah, you can never have enough of that,’ laughs the old man.

         ‘Five litres wasn’t enough for you? When I saw you leave carrying all that stuff, I thought you’d never make it back 13up! How did you manage it, anyway?’ Then, with a wink: ‘Don’t tell me you’ve already polished off the lot!’

         The old man laughs and laughs.

         ‘Wine always runs out too soon!’ he laughs.

         Enough. In the end, to avoid leaving empty-handed, Adelmo Farandola buys two bottles of red wine and three pairs of woollen knee socks. He pays with large, grimy, crumpled banknotes, which the lady accepts with a sigh, and goes out into the already wintry wind.

         ‘Leave the door open,’ the lady shouts after him.

         A memory, albeit a rather vague one, has begun to coalesce in his mind. These houses and these stones really do seem more familiar than they ought to. He has been to the shop recently, he has already bought supplies – the lady was right. He begins to remember climbing back up to his valley, weighed down by the five-litre bottle and his other purchases. He remembers the sweat, the pain in his arms and back, and the sound of his own ragged breathing, which he, in his confusion, thought was coming from someone beside him, so that he stopped more than once to ask, ‘Who’s there?’ Or is that just the memory of the other times he’s followed the same path, weighed down by the same things, in previous years? He shakes his head slowly as he starts up the road leading out of the village, which narrows to a cart track that winds between fields and vegetable patches, full of the stink of food scraps and rows of rotting cabbages, before shrinking down to a footpath, which grows steep as it reaches the first larches and starts climbing towards the Alpine pastures above.
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         Adelmo Farandola makes his way back up, confused and despondent. He doesn’t remember – he doesn’t remember having forgotten. From time to time a nagging feeling returns: the feeling of having been the butt of a joke between the idiotic old man and the lady in the shop. ‘They sit there, waiting for me to come down, just so they can make a fool of me. These village types,’ he says, and spits on the ground. He says it in the same way that people from the village say ‘these city types’, spitting on the ground in the same way.

         ‘I’ll look in the stable once I get back to my pasture. First thing, I’ll look in the stable. That’s where I always put the stuff I buy down there. In the stable, where it’s cool and everything keeps for months. As soon as I get back, I’ll check. And if I don’t find anything I’ll go back down there and give them a piece of my mind.’

         With each step, Adelmo Farandola plots his revenge. He runs through the options: burning down the lady’s shop, ambushing the old man, giving both of them a good hiding. Ruminating on vengeance gives him a bit of peace, offers him a modicum of satisfaction. It’s not the same as doing it for real, but it’s close enough, especially 15since after years of solitude true things become indistinguishable from dreams. At the end of one daydream – a daydream in which the whole village is consumed by flames, high, roaring flames against which shadowy firefighters struggle in vain, above which the blades of water-bearing helicopters beat in vain – Adelmo Farandola, mollified, sits down on a boulder and even manages a smile. He’ll look in the stable, definitely, first thing. But that earlier, needling feeling of having been the victim of a practical joke has gone. He’ll look in the stable, because you never know. Now the imaginary flames have finally been extinguished and he pictures himself peering into the open stable through a haze of smoke, glimpsing food and wine inside.

         In the middle of the larch copse, right where the path begins to climb without even a curve or two to relieve the steepness, Adelmo Farandola hears a sound like heavy breathing behind him. ‘Who’s there?’ he asks, wheezing a little from tiredness.

         No one answers, but the panting doesn’t stop.

         ‘Who’s there?’

         Eventually, a dog pokes its head out from behind a teeming anthill: an old dog of no particular breed, its tongue lolling, its ears down, and its eyes – each of them a different colour – open wide.

         The man bends down to pick up a stone and throws it. The dog doesn’t even flinch, letting the stone hit its neck with barely a whine.

         ‘Go on, shoo!’ Adelmo Farandola shouts, and starts walking again.16

         The dog continues to trail him, with its head lowered. It looks like it’s starving. Adelmo Farandola lets it follow for a bit, feigning indifference. He even tries to whistle, although he doesn’t know how and just hisses tunelessly between his teeth.

         
             

         

         He is almost surprised to see the rock walls that surround the pasture in front of him. Without thinking, he’s been tracing a familiar route, step by step, and suddenly he’s arrived.

         ‘The pasture,’ he mutters to himself, with an astonishment that makes the dog whine.

         Adelmo Farandola glances at it and it yelps again inquisitively. The man would like to say something to it, but he doesn’t know what to say to a dog so he keeps quiet. Maybe later I’ll whistle to it, he thinks. Dogs like the sound of whistling. Later I’ll whistle to it a bit and we’ll see how it reacts. The dog’s long tongue is hanging out from thirst and tiredness, and it launches itself at a puddle of putrid water at the edge of the path and starts lapping at it. Adelmo Farandola lets it. He’s thirsty too, come to that.

         The feeling of dryness in his throat suddenly reminds him of the wine. He walks towards the stable, the cold, dark stable that once contained some cows which have long since disappeared.

         ‘Who knows what happened to those cows?’ he says. ‘Perhaps they’re dead. More likely someone came and stole them. You let yourself get distracted and they – they come and steal your cows from right under your nose. And it’s not just me it happens to. They’re always stealing animals from us poor folk.’ 17

         He goes to the stable and opens the door. The five-litre bottle of wine is there, in the dark, next to a broken butter churn. There are the crates of apples too, smelling like dried meat, and the boxes of potatoes, their pale roots reaching out like little legs. There’s the jerrycan of alcohol. There are the dried sausages, hanging from a beam. He can just make out a few loaves on top of the dusty bread bin, which have dried out and become infested with flour moths. There’s all the firewood collected over the summer. The bottles of milk are there. The butter. It’s all there.

         The smell of fermenting apples makes the dog sneeze. It wants to come in and sniff around. Adelmo Farandola tells it no. It’s the first word he addresses to the dog: ‘No.’ To underline the point, he gives its flank a kick. The dog understands and retreats with its head bowed. It makes do with the slight feeling of drunkenness that animals get from the smell of fermenting food.

         
             

         

         For the rest of that day Adelmo Farandola allows the dog to tag along after him, partly out of apathy and partly out of pity, letting it stick its nose inside the cabin, into the big room where he eats and sleeps and passes the time. He even goes so far as to call it to him, as it lingers shyly on the threshold with its ears down.

         ‘What are you doing there?’ asks the man. ‘Come in. Shut the door,’ he says. ‘You’ll let the cold in.’

         The dog advances cautiously. After a couple of minutes, Adelmo Farandola goes to shut the door. Then he sits down by the stove and waits for the strength to light it. The cabin is cold: filled with a damp, static cold that chills him to 18the bone and traces painful circles around his eyes. As he sits, Adelmo Farandola shuts his eyes, sighs, lets his heavy head fall and nods off.

         When he wakes up, the dog is still there, lying at his feet – if anything, a little closer than before. It gazes at him with its head on its paws and its ears pricked up. The man yawns, burps, farts and burps again, and the dog’s ears briefly twitch at each noise. It’s time to light the stove, Adelmo Farandola says to himself. It’s dark. Time to light it.

         The fire takes a while to crackle into life in the blackened stove, but it gets going eventually, fed with paper from damp old magazines and twigs and alcohol, and the flames spread. It doesn’t give much light and at first seems merely to hint at the possibility of heat. It is only after half an hour, once night has fallen outside and the cold has become unbearable, that the first vague traces of heat begin to curl out of the stove.

         ‘Do you like that?’ Adelmo Farandola asks, after a while. He finds talking to himself quite natural, but talking to a dog makes him uncomfortable. ‘Do you like that?’ he asks, making an effort. If this animal’s going to stick around, he might as well start practising straight away. Who knows, he muses, perhaps it’s a farm dog. ‘Are you a farm dog?’

         The dog sits up, waiting for something.

         ‘Are you a sheepdog?’

         The dog whines.

         ‘That would be handy for the cows,’ says Adelmo Farandola, before remembering that it’s been years since he had any cows and that the stable, with its floor covered in old stamped-down manure, is cold and empty.19

         ‘Never mind,’ he says. ‘Can you keep watch? Can you bite troublemakers?’

         The dog barks. The man decides to take this as a yes.

         ‘Because, you see, we get a lot of them up here. That’s why I move further up the mountain in the summer, where they can’t reach me. This summer, for example…’

         He stops to feed the fire.

         ‘…this summer, three idiots arrived with rucksacks. They kept talking to me, on and on and on like you wouldn’t believe. “I’ve got nothing. I’ve got nothing!” I told them. They didn’t believe me. They wanted to come into my house. They wanted to steal my cheese. “I haven’t got any cheese!” I told them. They wanted to take pictures of me. They wanted to laugh at me when they got home, I’m sure of it. “I don’t want to. I don’t like photographs!” I said. But they just carried on regardless. I had to throw stones at them. Luckily there’s no shortage of stones here. There are more stones than there are blades of grass. I threw hundreds of stones at them, hundreds! I think I even hit them. They ran away down the path, the idiots. I saw them fall over.’

         The man sniggers.

         ‘Now you,’ he says to the dog, ‘would you have been able to take a good bite out of them? Then you’d be useful to me. If not, I could keep you anyway. No, not for company. I don’t need company. But in case the provisions run out sooner than expected.’

         The dog is hanging on his every word.

         ‘There are countries where they eat dogs all the time. I don’t see anything wrong with it. You’re animals, after all, like the rest. Meat. It’s fine as long as you cook it right.’20

         The fire is crackling now.

         ‘I don’t see anything wrong with it,’ Adelmo Farandola repeats, after a brief yelp from the dog.

         
             

         

         The next morning, Adelmo Farandola and the dog go out to get some fresh air and piss against one of the many heaps of stones.

         The pasture lies in a hollow whose grassy floor is dotted with these heaps, piled up by shepherds over the centuries as they cleared sections of meadowland. But scree and pebbles kept falling from above, shaken loose by constant landslides and subsidence, covering the plots cleared by the shepherds, burying them under still more stones. For generations, men tried to salvage a few plants and grasses in this unfriendly hollow, a few buttercups and snowbells, primroses and Alpine anemones, clover and cereal for their few cows. These were generations made obstinate by poverty and the narrowness of their horizons. It was only in the last century that they realized it was more productive to give up on the rocky valley altogether and migrate somewhere less landslide-prone, leaving the hollow to fill up with detritus and rock fragments like a dry riverbed. Now it’s inhabited by a mute assembly of stone idols, vaguely human-shaped cones and hemispheres sitting on the eternally crushed grass, seeming to keep a watchful eye on the rare passers-by.

         When the sun comes up, Adelmo Farandola calls the dog and invites it to join him in the sunshine.

         During the warmest days of autumn, the little scraps of meadow that survive in between the piled-up stones are 21full of frenzied grasshoppers that jump madly, blindly, in all directions at the slightest hint of danger. When they hear the man and the dog approaching, the grasshoppers become so desperate to escape that they land on them in clouds, jumping into their eyes and into their mouths. Adelmo Farandola and the dog rather enjoy this frenzy and they open their jaws wide to let the insects hurl themselves inside. The dog gives them a quick chew, just for a laugh, before spitting out the clump of wings and little legs that it doesn’t want to eat. Adelmo Farandola chews more methodically and, more often than not, opts to swallow.
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