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PART ONE


The Lean Years, 1953–54












CHAPTER 1


The Quarrel





SHE WALKED OUT of the house. The chores done for today. She untied her apron, wiped her hands and face, took a deep breath, and threw the apron on a bench beside the front door. She thought she would get some fresh air, cool down a little before she went to bed. But the evening was so still, there was no air, no breeze.


She decided to walk up the hill, maybe it was cooler there? She walked a little, exhausted; she wanted the air but not the walk. So, she stopped, took a couple of deep breaths and was about to turn back and go home when, in the field of corn next to her, she could see something moving towards her. She picked up a stone ready to throw, thinking it was a badger attacking the ears of corn, and threw it to frighten the animal. They normally did not come so close to the village, but at this time of the year they would overcome their fear to get at the sweet young corn.


The animal was very brave, instead of turning and running away, it kept coming towards her. Then, out of the tall corn, a man appeared. She watched as he approached her with a smile on his face.


She returned his smile. She liked him, yes, she liked him a lot, what was there not to like about him. He was tall with thick salt and pepper hair, strong and healthy. But she knew if she was not careful, she would lose him. While she waited for him, she looked around. Was anyone watching? It was so easy to set tongues wagging. She moved to more open ground so if anyone was watching, they would see that there was nothing going on.


He moved close to her, too close. She backed off a little to keep the distance between them.


‘What does it take to get some time alone with you?’ he asked. ‘And when I do see you, we have to stand in the middle of field to preserve your reputation. Let’s walk up the hill a little, there is no harm in that surely. Come on, let’s walk up the hill and then down again.’


He laughed as he said this, but there was a note of frustration in his voice. As they walked through some trees, he took her hand and pulled her forcefully to him. This time she did not pull away from him but leaned into him to return the kiss. He took full advantage and pressed his lips on her neck, his hand went by its own volition to her breast.


‘I love you,’ he murmured to her, as his heart pounded in his chest.


‘I love you too,’ she whispered as she tried to set herself free. But he would not let her go. ‘Please Sabatino let me go. Please stop.’


He stepped back and looked in her face, into her eyes. He could see in them the stubborn look that he knew so well. He held her at arm’s length and stared at her. She held his gaze. There was no softness there.


‘There,’ he said, he raised his hands in surrender. ‘I will let you go! And I will not be back. I’m a man, not a boy. I want to marry you; I want a family of my own. I’m sick up to my eyeballs of waiting. I am telling you now that I’m not going to wait any longer.’ And with that he kicked a stone in his frustration and walked away. He walked hastily, practically running, not looking back, trying to resist the urge to turn around, to not to leave her like this.


Domenica stared after him, her own heart beating in her chest, tears in her eyes.


* * *


As Sabatino left the path that led up the hill, he walked into the main thoroughfare of the village. The first person he saw was old Zio Bernardo sitting outside his house, leaning on his stick, a pipe in his mouth. His face unshaven with a grizzly beard that almost covered all his face.


As Sabatino passed by, the old man gurgled a laugh, his eyes bright.


‘Ha,’ he said. ‘The path of true love does not run smoothly.’


The old man had a look of malice in his mean little eyes. Why doesn’t the stupid old bastard not mind his own business, he thought, and before he could stop himself, he responded in a way that he would not have normally done.


‘Fuck off, you and everyone else in this crazy village.’


As he walked on then slowed down, realising how rude he had been to Zio Bernardo. Should he turn back and say that he was sorry? He could hear the usual crowd of youngsters in the road just outside Domenica’s house. Sabatino decided to avoid passing there and turned down an alley. Tonight was not a good night to join the gang – after all he was no longer a boy, right?


Every night after sunset the boys and girls from the area would gather outside Domenica’s house, sit on the bench, prop themselves on stools and pass the evening. Anything for a laugh, jokes, pranks, gossip and horseplay with the girls. They gathered outside Domenica’s house because there were no parents around to spoil their fun. Domenica was the head of the household. She would join in, after all she was young too. She had four brothers and a sister: Peppino, Antonia, Pietro, Angelo and Bruno. Sabatino would join them some evenings, so he could spend some time with Domenica. But not tonight. He was angry with her. How long had she put him off? Always keeping him at arm’s length, afraid of what people might say.


It was never the right time for them to fix a date to get married. First, she had had to wait until Peppino got married and settled. Peppino, who was four years younger than her, had now been married for two years. I really can’t leave until Antonia is married, she then said. What will people say, a young woman without parents to take care of her? Antonia was now twenty-two years old and was no nearer to getting married. Last summer she was courting Alfonso, a young man from Fontitune, but Domenica had not let it continue because he had a bad reputation. Apparently, he was always in trouble with this woman or that woman, even married women.


By sheer force and strength of character, Domenica had made Antonia finish with him. She was always watching her, where she was, who was she with. Telling her brothers to take care of their sister. It was always Domenica’s way or no other way. She had been in control of her siblings for too long. Sabatino wondered what she would be like if they ever did get married. Would she control him too? She was headstrong. He had tried more than once to finish with her, but he would always go back. He did love her – even now, though he was angry and hurt, he was fighting the feeling to go back.


He walked on through the village, he could see and hear folk in their homes, big families sitting around their tables for their evening meal. He was feeling hungry himself, but it would take him half an hour to walk down the valley to his house.


Sabatino was going past the last dwelling of the village, an old house that no one lived in, when he was surprised to see a light coming from the front door. The door was open, so he stopped to look inside. He could see three men preparing a meal.


One of the men looked at him and said, ‘Buona sera, come in and sit down, we are just about to eat, there is a plate for you too, if you are hungry.’


Sabatino looked around. The place was like a stable, not fit for men to live in. He refused the offer, saying that he was on his way home and his parents were waiting for him. This was the polite thing to say, so he thanked them and asked, ‘Who are you and what are you doing in this God forsaken village? Did you ask the owner of this house if you could stay here?’


‘Yes,’ one of them said. ‘Our foreman has made arrangements. We are going to be working in this area for at least six months.’ He held out his hand, ‘My name is Giovanni Carpico, what’s yours?’


Sabatino introduced himself and looked at the two other men. Giovanni said, ‘This is Antonio and that is Elio.’


‘You said you are staying here for six months,’ Sabatino said. ‘What do your wives say about that?’


‘We are not married,’ replied Giovanni, ‘although Antonio has a girl. But Elio and I are both free. We have seen some really pretty girls here.’ He said this with a laugh and Sabatino laughed too, thinking to himself, they should be so lucky. The girls in this village were no easy pick up.


Then Antonio put three plates filled high with steaming spaghetti on the table, and the men sat down to eat.


‘I am going away, but I will see you around,’ Sabatino told them. ‘I live down the valley in Casale. But I have a girlfriend here and come often.’ Then he thought to himself, but I won’t be coming for a while. He was going to teach her a lesson. And with that he bid his farewells and started walking. It was dark, but it did not matter. He knew every rock in the road.


As he made his way home his thoughts went to Domenica. He did not know what to think of her, he was angry and frustrated. Then his thoughts went to Giovanni, the man he had just met. Wasn’t he generous offering dinner? What a lovely guy.












CHAPTER 2


Resti





THE DAY AFTER Sabatino had left her alone on the hillside, Domenica was in the kitchen peeling some potatoes. She was making pasta and potatoes for the midday meal. In a pot, she had already put some pork belly to fry with garlic, onions and herbs.


Just then her sister-in-law, Resti, Peppino’s wife, walked in. She had been at her mother’s house since the early morning. She spent a lot of time at her mother’s, especially when Peppino was at the high pastures doing his shift, guarding the communal herd of sheep. Domenica looked at her from head to toe, something that she often did with Resti. As usual she looked as fresh and clean as a rose. Not a thing you could say of many folk from these parts, Domenica thought. After all, in order to have a wash, the water needed to be taken from the local well and then heated by burning branches fetched from the forest. But somehow, Resti did look fresh, her clothes clean and mended. Her hair was always just so and smelled of soap.


Once, they’d had crossed words. Resti had walked out of her bedroom and a waft of perfume had followed her. Domenica had said sarcastically, with a wry smile, ‘What a lovely smell, shouldn’t you save your money for essentials and a house of your own even?’


Resti quietly answered, ‘I have not wasted any money. I made the perfume myself, with wildflowers and a couple of spoonfuls of oil. Nonna Restituta showed me how to do it.’


Resti’s grandmother, Restituta was born in Paris; she grew up there until the age of sixteen. Then at the turn of the century, they returned to La Ciociara. Things had been getting nasty in Paris, many people had spoken of war. So, the family had returned to the village. But the girl had never forgotten her first years in a metropolis and was always filling her first granddaughter with many ideas that the rest of the folk found very strange.


Resti now took the lid off the pot to see what was cooking, the smell was mouth-watering, but she could see it was just pasta and potatoes. So, this would be Peppino’s homecoming meal after his week-long shift in the mountains.


She put a pot of water to heat by the fire so that he could wash when he came home, and walked into her room which was just next to the kitchen. The house had three rooms with the front door leading straight into the kitchen, then a room on each side. The bedroom that was Resti and Peppino’s used to be a storage room. It had been cleared out when they were married. Domenica and Antonia slept in the other room. In a corner of the kitchen was a wooden ladder which led up to the attic where Pietro, Angelo and Bruno slept. Under the house, as was the norm, were stables.


Resti got her husband’s change of clothes ready. She put them on the bed and passed her hand over them. She could see them on his body, tall and lean. She imagined the smell of his skin, the touch of his hands as he stroked her face. The look in his eyes after seven long days. She thought of the poor meal he’d be given: pasta and potatoes. What kind of food was that to put before a man after a week of working hard and making do? She wished she had a place of her own, just one room or two would be enough to start with as long as they had their own front door and a fireplace. She would make it really nice, keep it as clean as she could, would wash as many clothes as she wanted to without being told that she was wasting soap! When Peppino came home she would make him egg pasta with a rich tomato sauce and a sausage in it just for him.


Peppino would be home any time now. She looked at herself in the mirror and passed her hand over her hair before dabbing a drop of perfumed oil behind her ears. She then heard Domenica calling her and went back into the kitchen.


Domenica looked at her from head to toe and said, ‘If you’ve finished making yourself beautiful, go and get some water and do not take all day, there are things to be done.’


Resti picked up the pitcher and went to fetch water. Domenica was one to talk, she thought. Whenever she went somewhere, she would forget to come back. She loved to gossip, she would talk to anyone about anything.


Resti walked quickly, the well was only five minutes away. If there was a queue of people, she would just have to wait her turn. She wanted to be at home when Peppino arrived.


At the well there were only three or four people, one of them was her little sister Rosa. There was no one actually filling their pitchers, they were too busy talking. Her sister was playing with another girl, splashing around in the water.


Resti was not much of a gossip, so she soon filled her pitcher, propped it on her head and was on her way home. Resti was tall and slender with good legs. Holding the pot with one hand, as she made her way home, she looked elegant and graceful. The other women stared at her as she walked away. One of them said under her breath, ‘Who does she think she is?’ and was about to say more when she noticed Resti’s sister Rosa, so she cut it short.


Peppino was already at home when she got there. He smiled at her and helped her to put the water down. As he did this, he could smell flowers. She took his breath away, she looked so beautiful. Then in unison they turned and looked at Domenica who was cutting huge slices of bread as if feeding the five thousand.


Just then Antonia appeared and went to help her sister. She took to grating cheese, being careful not to grate her fingers. Angelo and Bruno both walked in, the smell of food was sure to attract their attention. They all sat around the table, a plate of steaming pasta and potatoes with pecorino cheese on top for each of them. It was a simple meal but they were soon ready for another plate. They could have more cheese if they wanted.


Resti looked at her husband. If she was cooking, she would have added some vegetables or made a salad. There were plenty in the vegetable patch, but it was too much trouble for Domenica to pick and cook them. When she had a house of her own, Resti decided she would have at least salad on the table every day.


Peppino and Domenica were talking about things that had to be done.


‘Peppino,’ Domenica was saying, ‘Pietro is ploughing the field at the Canale for Zio Antonio. I think you better go there and help Pietro, make sure that he is doing it right. I don’t want to hear Zio Antonio complaining when he comes to pay, saying that Pietro is too young to do that kind of work, that he does not have the strength to plough deep enough. When we all know that Pietro has the strength of two men. And help Pietro to remove the harness from the bullocks while you’re there. Take them home to water and feed them.’


The team of two bullocks had cost a lot of money, and the family hired them out to plough other people’s fields as well as their own of course.


Then she turned her attention to Angelo and Bruno. ‘You boys go to the field at Celino, clear the plot of surface stones, it’s been lying fallow for three years. Now we have the team we will plough it. Then we will give it a good layer of manure ready to plant wheat for the autumn. And remember you are going there to do a job, not just to waste time. Put the stones at the side of the field. Then we will use them to mend the dry-stone wall. Take the wheelbarrow with you.’


Peppino got up to go. Resti watched him go and thought, when will tonight come? She got up to follow him outside, saying that she was going to hoe the beans. She picked up her headscarf, she did not want her hair to go frizzy in the sun. When they were outside, they cast a quick look around before having a quick kiss. Angelo and Bruno laughed as they passed.


The plot of land where they had their vegetable patch was not far from the house. It was a field by the side of the road that went through the village, ideal for building a house. Peppino and his brothers always said that one day they would divide the field up into four plots, and each one of them would build a house there.


Resti was hoeing the rows of beans, but she was thinking of her house, her dream house, and what it would look like. She would have balconies with flowers and an orto for vegetables. At the front of the house, she wanted a garden with roses, carnations as well as dahlias and chrysanthemums to use for the feast of the dead, on the first of November.


Peppino was with his brother Pietro, he could see that he was struggling with the animals. He looked completely exhausted.


‘Have you had a break, and some food?’ he asked him. ‘You look all done in, here, let me take over.’


Pietro handed the plough over to Peppino and said, ‘Yes, Zia Concetta did bring lunch. But what a misery, not enough for us all, and no wine, just water. How she expects a man to work under this hot sun, I do not know. I’m still hungry. Even for the animals, the bale of hay that she brought looked more like straw. I tell you, if he was not our Zio, I would refuse to plough his field.’


His brother told him to go home to have something to eat, then come back to help him unharness the team. Pietro was glad to do as his brother said.


When Peppino finally got home hours later, the family were all sitting at the table, hungry yet they hadn’t started the meal. The food was on the table, but Domenica insisted that everyone had to be home before they could start to eat, everyone had to have their fair share, even now that food was plentiful.


She had made an omelette with potatoes and onions. There were also some greens on the table that Resti had brought home from the orto. She had washed and prepared them ready for Domenica to fry with olive oil, garlic and hot pepper. There was also wine and water.


At last, Peppino walked in and sat down. His wife gave him a look that said, I will speak to you later. She was angry with him for being late. After the food had finished, Domenica put a basket of walnuts on the table, and everyone tucked in.


‘Ha,’ said Domenica directing her comment to Angelo and Bruno. ‘The nuts are good, you like them, but when I tell you gather them in the autumn, you are never ready.’


Just then a man and a boy appeared at the door. It was Gerardo and Natalino.


‘You have not finished eating, we will wait outside,’ Gerardo said.


‘No come in,’ Domenica replied, standing up. ‘Have some nuts.’


They took a handful each and went outside, followed by Peppino and the boys. The three women cleared up before they too went outside. Resti, however, did not go outside, she instead took a pitcher with water and went to her bedroom.


Soon other villagers came to sit outside the house for a while, everyone had something to say but it was mostly foolishness.


Then Peppino said, ‘On the way home tonight I met Perella, the engineer from Picinisco. He was saying that they are about to start building le briglie, a retaining wall in the Rava torrent.’


The Rava was a river that flowed just at the side of Valle Porcina. In the summer it was just a small river that ran down the valley but, in the spring, as the snow melted, it would come down in a torrent taking down everything in its path. It eroded the land and brought down huge boulders. Then it would flood the plain in the next valley. In the summer, vegetation would grow in the dry riverbed and goats would graze there.


‘They are going to build a reinforced retaining wall to slow down the force of the water,’ Peppino continued. ‘They are looking for labourers, if anyone is interested?’ He then got up – he was looking for his wife, he could see that she was not there, so he went inside.


Domenica, sitting outside on the bench, kept looking down the street waiting for Sabatino to appear. Her heart was heavy. ‘Please come,’ she kept saying to herself. Then, from inside the house she could hear Peppino and Resti talking quietly, then the sound of their love making. The boys giggled. She got up and closed the front door.
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