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To my children, happy multilinguists,


and two dads full of love: theirs and mine.




“One evening in the Stube, old Sonner put an end to the usual mumblings about betrayal, saying, ‘It’s all nonsense!


Even children know we won the war. But I would never have dreamed that they’d give us the whole of Italy!’”


—CLAUS GATTERER, Bel paese, brutta gente





“But, I mean, they’re all Germans there!”


—MARIANO RUMOR, after a holiday in Val Pusteria


in 1968 revealed to him the existence


of a language minority in the country


of which he was Prime Minister.





“So you’re Italians ruled by Germans? Lucky you!”


—INDRO MONTANELLI





“Call the world, if you please the ‘vale of Soul-making.’


Then you will find out the use of the world.”


—JOHN KEATS, Letter to George and Georgiana Keats





“Let Eve (for I have drench’d her eyes)


Here sleep below, while thou to foresight wak’st.”


—JOHN MILTON, Paradise Lost, book XI




PROLOGUE



It was a small parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied with thin string. The names of the addressee and the sender were in neat handwriting. Gerda recognized it immediately. “I nimms net,” she told Udo, the postman. I’m not taking it.


“But it’s for Eva—”


“I’m her mother. I know she doesn’t want it.”


Udo nearly asked if she was sure. But she looked up at him with her transparent, almond-shaped eyes and stood there, motionless, staring at him. He said nothing. He took a pen out of his breast pocket and a form from the leather bag. He handed them to her, without looking her in the face. “Sign here.”


Gerda signed. Then, suddenly gentle, she asked, “So what’s going to happen to this parcel now?”


“I’ll take it back to the sorting office and tell them you don’t want it”


“That Eva doesn’t want it.”


“—and they’ll send it back.”


Udo put the parcel back into his leather bag, folded the form, and slipped it in with the other papers. He replaced the pen in his breast pocket after checking that it was closed securely. He was about to leave. The upper part of his body was already turning toward the road and his feet were about to follow when he had one last scruple. “Where’s Eva, anyway?”


“Eva is sleeping.”


 


The brown parcel traveled backwards along the road it had taken to arrive at that spot: two thousand, seven hundred and ninety-four kilometers in total, there and back.




1919


If anyone had asked Hermann, Gerda’s father, if he had ever known love (no one ever did, least of all his wife Johanna), the image of his mother standing at the entrance of the barn, handing him the bucket of lukewarm milk from the first milking, would have flashed before him. He’d sink his face into the sweet liquid and raise it again, a creamy mustache on his upper lip, before setting off on the hour-long walk to school. Only after covering a certain distance would he wipe his lip with his wrist. When Sepp Schwingshackl joined him from his maso1 to walk with him. Or, when along came Paul Staggl, who was the poorest boy in the whole school—his father’s maso was not only uphill but north-facing, so never got any sun in the winter. Or, if he’d tried thinking about it (something he never did in all his life, except for just one time, and then died immediately afterwards), he would have remembered his mother’s hand, cool but also as rough as old wood, cupped over his childish cheek in a gesture of total acceptance. By the time Gerda was born, though, Hermann had long ago lost love. Perhaps he’d lost it on the way, like the hay in his dream.


The first time, he was a boy, but then the dream recurred throughout the rest of his life. His mother was spreading a large white sheet on the field, filling it with freshly scythed hay. Then she closed it by bringing together and tying the four corners, and put it on his shoulders, so he would carry it to the barn. It was a huge load but he didn’t care. His mother had given it to him, so the weight was all right. He would walk up from the scythed field, swaying, like a monster flower. His mother watched him with her blue, almond-shaped eyes—the same eyes as Hermann, then his daughter Gerda, and also her daughter, Eva. Stern, gentle eyes like in some portraits of Gothic saints. However, another Hermann—ageless and invisible—realized with alarm that the corners of the large cloth weren’t tied properly and that he was shedding hay behind him on the ground. A few stalks would fly out at first, then entire handfuls. The Hermann who saw and knew everything couldn’t alert the Hermann who was the character in the dream, so when the latter reached the barn, his bundle would be empty.


The first night he dreamed this, the peace treaty was being signed in Saint-Germain, with which the victorious powers of the Great War—France, especially—wishing to punish the dying Austrian empire, assigned South Tyrol to Italy. Italy was very surprised. There had always been talk of liberating Trento and Trieste, but never Bolzano—let alone Bozen. It was perfectly logical. South Tyroleans were German people, perfectly at ease in the Austro-Hungarian empire, and didn’t need anyone to liberate them. Even so, after a war that had certainly not been won on the battlefield, Italy ended up with that stretch of the Alps as their unexpected booty.


That same night, his parents died three hours apart, swept away by the Spanish flu. The following morning, Hermann found himself orphaned, just like his land, South Tyrol, deprived of its Vaterland, Austria.


After their parents’ death, Hans, the eldest brother, inherited the old maso. The property consisted of a house with a Stube2 blackened by smoke, a barn full of wood beetles, a field so steep that in order to cut the hay you had to put your weight on one leg at a time, land so poor and vertical that it kept having to be carried back up on your shoulders in a wicker basket after every rainy season had sent a large part of it sliding down to the lowest point of the field. And Hans was the lucky one.


The three elder sisters got married in a rush, just so they could sleep under a roof they could call their own. Hermann, the youngest, had to go and be a Knecht, a servant, in the wealthier masos, the ones with level slopes you could scythe with your weight on both legs. The ones where the land stayed in its place even after a heavy downpour, and didn’t slide down into the valley. He was eleven years old.


Every night, until he was twenty, never having been away from his mother for more than half a day, he wet the bed from fear and loneliness. In winter, in the drafty loft where the masters made Knechte like him sleep, Hermann would wake up enveloped in his own frozen urine, as in a shroud. When he got up from the straw mattress, the thin tegument would shatter with a light crackle.


It was the sound of loneliness, of shame, of loss, of homesickness.




KILOMETER 0



Jet lag is worse when you travel East. That’s what everybody says. When you go against the sun, they say it then retaliates by depriving you of sleep. As if I had sleep to waste.


Carlo is coming to pick me up at Munich Airport, but I can’t tell my mother, because I know she doesn’t like him. She’s never liked him. Maybe it’s because when I first introduced him, he didn’t try to butter her up, not even a little. He was just polite. Still, we must remember that he’s an engineer, so his job is to take things literally. Otherwise, the bridges and viaducts he builds wouldn’t stay up. He probably thinks I’d take his chivalry toward my mother as a slight. How little he knows about me. About me and, especially, about her.


I introduced him ten years ago. We’d gone to visit her for All Souls weekend and she’d had us at Ruthi’s—my patin’s3—farm. She’d installed herself in the fir-lined Stube, looking like something in a tourist office brochure. She was wearing a lace blouse under the boiled wool jacket with the buttons made of bone. Only thing more Tyrolean than that would have to be a Dirndl. Maybe she was keen on being seen by Carlo in that setting that was ever so rustic and picturesque, like a staging of her own identity—even though, to tell the truth, she’s never been a peasant.


Carlo talked to her, enquired after her health, and held the door open for her when we went out. However, he never stared into her eyes and laughed, never told her that now he could see who I got my beauty from, and, what’s worse, did not agree to play a hand of Watten. And that was something my mother has really not forgiven him. Carlo justified himself by saying he didn’t know the rules of that particular card game. The rules! He really hadn’t understood a thing.


That’s why I don’t take him to visit her anymore. She doesn’t like Carlo, but not because he’s married or because he has three children I’ve never met. And not even because, in the eleven years we’ve been together, he’s never mentioned the possibility of divorcing his wife.


These aren’t the things that matter to my mother.


 


I come out through the glass door of International Arrivals. A fifty-something man is pushing my luggage cart: Jack Radcliffe, from Bridgeport, Connecticut, a farming machinery manufacturer on temporary transfer to Munich for a trade fair. Tall, salt and pepper hair, impeccable navy-blue suit. As for me, even after a nine-hour flight, I’m dressed and made up as if for the New York art previews, which is indeed where I’m coming from. Pistachio green Donna Karan jersey ensemble, pendant earrings, pumps. We make quite a handsome couple. Shame about the American’s slightly beady eyes and that purplish nose (he enjoyed the in-flight bar service). When Carlo sees him next to me, he rolls his beautiful dark eyes, as though asking the sky to witness the stamina needed to keep up with a woman like me.


The American, on the other hand, takes a while to work out that someone has come to pick me up, or maybe I forgot to inform him. In any case, he stops smiling. It’s as though he’s watching the fantasies he’s entertained about me melt away in the presence of another man, like ice in a glass of whisky you’ve been holding too long. His eyes become even more translucent—tearful almost—as he gradually realizes that this handsome, Latin-looking man is there for me. Without any surprise or embarrassment, Carlo shakes his hand, thanks him for helping me with my baggage, then sweeps me away with those broad shoulders of his I still like so much.


As I walk away, my arm around him, I turn to look back, flash him an encouraging smile, wiggle my fingers and twitter, “See you later, Jack!”


That’s enough to confuse athe baggage cart and, as a matter of fact, Jack Radcliffe, of Bridgeport, Connecticut, remains in the Arrivals Hall, devastated by incomprehension even more than disappointment.


“Poor thing . . . ” Carlo says, kissing my hair. Not a reproach but an observation.


“Why? He was a nice gentleman”


“‘Eva’s nice gentlemen,’” he sighs. “A category of the spirit.”


“He let me rest on his shoulder during the entire flight.”


“And what did he do for nine hours with your lovely weight upon him?”


“He picked up the blanket when it slid off me, drank spirits, and told me about his unhappy marriage.”


“Actually, the exact category is ‘the nice gentlemen who tell Eva about their unhappy marriages.’”


He squeezes my shoulders, all lovely and male, the doubt never even crossing his mind that he might belong to this despicable category. I must say it’s true that he doesn’t belong to it at all. After all, Carlo never mentions his marriage, so I have no way of judging whether it’s a happy or unhappy one. Not that I care, actually.


He’s pushed the cart to his car and loaded the baggage. A baby blue three-piece set I just bought in New York: trolley suitcase, holdall and beauty case—and with such handy compartments too. My mother would like it. In fact, I’m thinking it’s a color that suits her rather than me and that I’ll probably take them to her when I go there for Easter lunch, the day after tomorrow. I remain on the sidewalk with the computer case over my shoulder—I never let anyone take that from me. I like it when a man does muscular, physical work for me. Like lifting and arranging suitcases in the trunk. I assume a calm, patient air and enjoy the moment, looking away from Carlo so he doesn’t think I’m rushing him. There’s a man coming toward me on the sidewalk, heading to the taxi rank. A little younger than I, in a steel-gray, freshly pressed, woolen pinstripe suit, with an overnight bag that suggests he’s flying on business. German, but not Bavarian, rather a Northerner: from Hamburg, perhaps, or Hanover. When I catch his eye, his pupils dilate and he assumes that expression men have when I look them in the eye—that unmistakable blend of rapacity and yearning. Desire makes them bold but also vulnerable and I become the keeper of a secret: chances are, their mother has never seen that look in their eyes—at least I hope not.


Carlo slams the trunk shut and sits down behind the wheel. I open the passenger door and, as I sit down, crossing my legs, I look up at the man who may be from Hamburg or Hanover, and who is now walking past me. I don’t smile at him but barely squeeze my eyelids, the way thirteen-year-old fashion models do when they want to make their expression more intense. Then I slam the door, and Carlo starts the car.


 


I’m not beautiful. Nice-looking, but nothing special. There are so many other tall blond women.


I’m not even young anymore. There are many girls around young enough to be my daughters, with fresher bodies, smoother faces, and a more desirable innocence. And yet men still look at me. I inherited my mother’s features but in an approximate version. Her Russian aristocratic cheekbones have been passed on to me with a more rustic cut. Her lips have an elegant design to them, while mine have something of the maso, of fresh, still warm milk, of butter. Like her, I have slim legs, a full bust, and North-European height, but when it comes to bearing, we’re poles apart. Gerda Huber spent her life sweating over cookers and chopping boards while I wear Armani and organize society events. And yet between the two of us, she’s the one who looks more like a queen.


 


It’s a three-hour drive and two borders from Munich airport to my home. When I was a girl, I found this double frontier behind our land very exciting. It made me feel close to a big wide world, to other places, to the unknown. It was back in the days when Schengen was just a small town in Luxembourg no one had ever heard of; when European customs houses were indicated by real red and white grade crossings, and humorless men in uniform who looked like they could deny you access and even arrest you. And then there was the Brenner Pass, which certainly made quite an impression as a border: dark, oppressive, with its cavernous railroad station like something out of a spy movie. The thrill of those days is gone. Now, when you go through the narrow doorway that leads from Northern Europe to Italy, they don’t even check your car tax disc.


Well, almost. After Sterzing/Vipiteno, just before Franzensfeste/Fortezza, Carlo stops at the Autobahnraststätte/Autogrill and we have a belegtes Brötchen/panini. Then we leave the Autobahn/autostrada and pay the toll at the Mautstelle/casello. All this while driving his Volvo which, thankfully, is Swedish so doesn’t have to be translated into German or Italian. Welcome to Südtirol/Alto Adige, the land of bilingualism.


 


We pass various exits before getting off the highway and entering a wide valley full of light, that is welcoming even now after the first thaw has made the sunlit slopes muddy and patches of brown are already discoloring the mountain pastures still covered in snow. All around, the slopes are thick with larches, fir trees, birches, and dense forests that don’t, however, threaten human activity on the valley floor. On the contrary, their impenetrable nature almost seems to frame the civilization of work—the masi with large lawns, bridges over the still-torrential river, and churches with their bulb-shaped bell towers. It’s in this valley that I was born.


 


Carlo takes me home. We make love the way we usually do, with the usual gestures. It’s the advantage of eleven years of secrecy: sex follows established, reassuring patterns, like in a marriage, but doesn’t end up being taken for granted, or become a duty. This blend of habit and precariousness suits me. Afterwards, the two vertical lines between Carlo’s eyebrows always relax a little, letting in less shade. I first noticed it eleven years ago, in this very bed, and it has been happening ever since. So this, I tell myself, is my power over him. I’m the one who smooths his forehead, I’m his personal anti-wrinkle cream. It’s a comforting thought because the older he gets, the more he’ll need it.


We remain in each other’s arms between the linen sheets. White ones. I can’t bear to have my sleep—scarce enough as it is—surrounded by colors. Carlo turns on his side and wraps me from behind. He smells my hair.


“You travel too much, you,” he says.


I smile. When he talks like that, I know he means it. The phone rings. Carlo holds me tight. Don’t go, his arms are saying. I don’t go, and the Telecom answerphone kicks in. “This is the answering service for zero, four, seven . . . ”


An excited, adolescent voice with a strong Roman accent, says, “Listen, it’s coming now . . . ”


The answerphone continues, unperturbed, in German now, “Hier spricht der Anrufbeantworter der Nummer Null Vier Sieben Vier . . . ”


“What’s that—German?” a second voice says. A slightly clucking voice that hesitates between high and low tones. Fourteen—fifteen years old at most. Perhaps younger.


“Hey, how long does it go on for?”


“ . . . Hinterlassen Sie bitte eine Nachricht nach dem Signal.”


At this point the two boys are guffawing and the first one has started screaming into the receiver, “Krauts! Krauts!”


“Actùn, cartoffen, capùt . . . !”


The other one has joined in but is laughing so hard he can’t carry on. My back remains glued to Carlo’s stomach, his arms around my chest. We stay there, listening without moving.


“Go back to Germany!” the first one screams, then hangs up.


“Again!” I say. “Don’t they ever get fed up?”


 


There’s a scene in all the TV soaps my mother watches every day after lunch. The married man knots his tie while standing at the foot of his mistress’s bed, gives her a kiss on the forehead, then leaves, while she remains lying on an unmade bed, staring sadly at the door that has closed behind him. Often, she’ll hug her knees and put her chin on them, always modestly covered by the sheet. In eleven years, it’s never been like that with Carlo. Before he says goodbye, even if he’s in a rush, he always takes the time to move from the bed to the sofa, or the kitchen, or balcony, in other words somewhere that isn’t the place of pleasure, to allow me also to get dressed or at least put on a robe. Then we have a coffee, a chat, a laugh. I feel that’s quite a lot.


This time, before leaving, he helps me unpack my bags. Together, we leaf through the catalogues of the exhibitions I saw in New York. Gerhard Richter at MOMA. A young Korean artist in a gallery in Chelsea—twenty-two years old and he’s already selling his paintings to billionaires on the East Side. An exhibition of wood art by the people of Dogon. I’ve seen more than one African statue in my clients’ homes, often family castles redecorated with skillful additions of glass and steel. The South Tyrol rich like ethnic art. It makes them feel like citizens of the world.


Before he leaves, Carlo says, “After Easter Monday, if you like, I’ll come inside.”


“That would be great,” I answer.


Don’t panic. We haven’t suddenly decided, on the spur of the moment, to have a child together. All he’s saying is that, after the holidays, he’ll come back to me, inside my valley, from Bolzano, where he lives. If you’re from Alto Adige—even if, like him, you have Venetian and Calabrian blood—you translate into Italian many of our German dialect idioms. You go inside—inni—when you go into valleys that run outside—aussi—towards the plains and the big wide world.


Last summer, for instance, I was in Positano. Carlo phoned me. His wife and children had gone away and he was free to fly out of Bolzano.


“I’m coming out tonight,” he said, meaning he was going to join me, not that he would be using a form of contraception approved by the Church.


And now Carlo gives me a kiss (not on my forehead!), then goes home. To his home.


Of course, every so often I get questions. There’s always someone—generally a woman—who feels it her duty to communicate that she feels sorry for me. “How can you bear it—so many years with a married man?” they ask. Many, almost all of them, add, “I could never do it.”


Every time, it takes me a little while to remember that there are people out there to whom my situation seems untenable. Sad, if not desperate. Ulli, however, would never have asked me that. He knew there’s only one person I can accept being bound to. The only one I can belong to without feeling that I’m sinking into sticky mud, into an unknown marsh. The only one I could, if need be, look after and take care of without feeling trapped. And it’s not a man.


 


Shortly before dinner, Zhou comes by to say hello. Ten years old, two pigtails from which small pink plastic strawberries hang, and a dangling molar. Almond-shaped eyes, like a Chinese girl. Well, she is Chinese. She’s very clever at school. Her favorite subject: Geometry.


“I saw the light on, so I knew you were back.”


I haven’t seen her for a couple of weeks and looking at her face as she talks makes me feel as disorientated as I did the first time. It’s like watching a Bruce Lee movie dubbed by a choir of yodeling Alpini.


Signor Song, her father, was the owner of a shoe factory in Shandong, in Southern China. In the late eighties, he sold it to a party official. The total proceeds obtained from the sale of the establishment, including warehouses, machinery, and goods ready to be shipped: two passports with authorization to leave the country—one for himself, and one for his wife. As a memento of China and of his family, which, for a time, was very prominent in the area, he managed to take with him just an ornate wooden box containing the instruments necessary for raising fighting grasshoppers, an activity typical of Shandong, and in which his father was an expert.


After a few months, the Songs arrived in Italy, first in Trieste, then Padua, where their children were born, and, finally, in South Tyrol. That’s where Signor Song was living when, during the 2001 census, they asked him to tick one of the following boxes: Italian, German, or Ladin. There was no room for any other option, since these are they only three ethnic groups recognized in South Tyrol. In order to receive the benefits of the Region with special status you had to fill in and sign a declaration of belonging to the language group. The heading on the form said, in German, Sprachgruppenzugehörigkeitserklärung.


Signor Song told me he stared at that word for a long time. Thirty-six letters. Eleven syllables.


Although he is a polyglot (Italian, English, Mandarin, and now also some German), his mother-tongue is Shandong dialect: a tonal and especially monosyllabic language. For the first and perhaps only time in his life, he skipped over the practical side of the question and experienced a gut reaction: he could never even have started to speak a language which can form a single word with thirty-six letters and eleven syllables. He considered the possibility of ticking “Ladin.” He knew little about those somewhat marginal people but felt a vague kind of warmth toward them. However, he wasn’t planning to relocate to Val Gardena or Val Badia, the only places where that would carry a distinct advantage.


So now, Zhou, as well as her parents and older siblings, is to all intents and purposes ethnically Italian. She keeps me company with her accent that smacks of a North East tavern, while I finish unpacking my bags. When it’s time for dinner, she leaves.


On the bookcase, I keep two two photos in pale wooden frames. One is that of a boy with eyelashes that are too long, like those of roebuck, and an apologetic smile: Ulli. The other one is in slightly yellowed black and white. A ten-year-old girl stands between two slightly older children—not sure if they’re cousins or more distant relatives. They’re on a sunny mountain pasture, slightly against the light. They’re minding the cows grazing behind them. The little girl’s dress is too short, clearly handed down several times, and exposes bare legs filthy with mud. There are blades of grass and a daisy sprouting between her toes. She looks straight in the eyes of whoever is taking the picture. She’s the only one doing so—the other two children are staring at her, stealing a glance, mouths open, in their eyes the terror and awe of someone witnessing a wonder of nature.


My mother, as a little girl.


 


It’s pointless trying to sleep after crossing six time zones—and in the wrong direction at that. I spend the night awake, tidying up. Now I open the window.


Even though it’s April, the air still smells of snow in the middle of the night. Yet the larches are starting to awaken, the resin is already rising from the dark depths of the trunks, and its oily essence is beginning to spread through the air. I breathe in deeply. On sleepless nights like this, I remember how lucky I am to be living somewhere that smells good. The pale blue stars are throbbing, promising a fine but still chilly day.


On the mountain across from the balcony, snowcat lights go up and down, as they do every night. All in line, like obedient little spaceships. With the advance of spring, the upkeep of the snowy slopes for end-of-season skiers becomes an increasingly thankless task, since the snow melts quicker and there’s less of it falling. Watching those lights climbing up and down, there are many things I don’t think about. About the warmth inside the driver’s cab of Marlene, the snowcat with a woman’s name, thoroughly heated during icy winter nights; about the music wars between Ulli and me—my Eurythmics against his Simply Red, shot through the stereo he had installed in the cab by himself; about the absurd, zebra-striped covers on the seats, as though Marlene was a Texan truck and the ski slope US Route 163 in Monument Valley. I don’t think about these things. At least not every night.


Up on the summit, in the crisp air 2,000 meters, right beneath Orion’s Belt, the permanently lit beams of the factory glisten as relentlessly as those of a prison. I look at them for a long time. Another thought that doesn’t even brush past me: the factory could have been mine one day. Instead, it will never be so.


I take in another breath, and close the window.


I sip my first coffee before dawn. It’s not to wake me up, I’m not sleepy yet—not even tired—but what else can you drink at six o’clock in the morning? The night is wasted anyway, I tell myself, so no point in trying to sleep anymore. I’ll go to bed early this evening and tomorrow I’ll get to my mother’s rested. At least I hope so. I know she’s been preparing Easter lunch for three days with Ruthi and the other relatives. Schlutza, Tirtlan, Mohnstrudl, Strauchln. And Topfentaschen, Rollade and grappa made of last summer’s cranberries. I wouldn’t wish to fail in my duty to pay homage to the treats they’re preparing but if I don’t get enough sleep, I don’t have an appetite.


The mountain still looks black against the opalescent sky while in the east a lonely little cloud stands out, glowing pink—almost orange. The snowcats are now asleep in the hangars dug out of the rock. The factory is still lit up but not for much longer. Two hours from now, the steel cables, taut between pylons, will start transporting the thousand, ten thousand, one hundred billion skiers on which our valley depends to perpetuate its own wealth. I’m the first to agree: without the factory, there’d be no tourists. Without tourists, no hotels. Without hotels, no wellbeing. Without wellbeing, no events to organize. For me that would mean no trips, no Prada shoes, no previews in Chelsea full of promises of Asiatic art, no trips to Indonesia or Yucatan. Not even Jack Radcliffe from Bridgeport, Connecticut, with his perplexed beady expression, or his thwarted erotic hopes.


God bless the factory for generating happy skiers for us all.


I sip my coffee, wrapped in the blanket my mother gave me: a patchwork of knitted squares made from the leftovers of my childhood pullovers. It has subdued, ill-matched colors. The sign of a time when if you were lucky enough to have any clothes at all, the way they looked was the least of your concerns. Loden blue, apple red, mousey gray, forest green. An orange square (I’ve no idea which pullover this one comes from) sticks out like a sore thumb. This blanket is totally out of place in my elegant home, all in lime green and aquamarine shades. It’s also rough, like barbed wire, and feels like wool that hasn’t been carded. I can still remember how that coarse kind of wool used to make my arms itch. How did I ever put up with it? No wonder I have only cashmere or mohair sweaters now.


The telephone rings.


In the stillness of dawn, that sharp sound makes me jump and I almost spill my coffee. I’m about to answer but freeze. Who’d be calling me at this hour? It’s probably a wrong number. I let the answering machine start.


“This is number . . . /Hier spricht der Anrufbeantworter . . . ”


I let Signorina Telecom/Fräulein Telekom finish her elaborate homage to bilingualism, and keep listening. There’s a protracted silence. There’s a presence on the other end of the line. Then, a little louder, comes the faint sound of breathing. I can’t believe they play tricks even at this hour! Before even going to school! Maybe it’s the sleepless night, or perhaps the jet lag but the adrenaline starts pumping in my veins. I grab the receiver. “Stop it! I’m fed up with this!”


“Eva . . . Is that you?”


It’s a man’s voice. Not a young man. Perhaps he’s tired or ill, or both. Taken aback, I say, “Who’s that?”


A pause.


“My Sisiduzza . . . May I still call you that?”


I stare at the absurd square in the blanket. The orange one. I really must ask my mother which pullover it comes from. Perhaps it wasn’t mine but one of Ruthi’s.


“Is this a joke?” I whisper.


“No, it’s me—Vito.”


I look up. The sun has risen. A golden light is bathing my kilim.


 


Woe betide the daughters of loveless fathers: their fate is that of the unloved. Only once in my life has my mother, Gerda, been sure of a man’s love, and I of a father’s. All the other times have been like summer downpours: they came, made our shoes all muddy, but left the fields dry. With Vito, though, it was the real thing. Both for her and me, his presence was like a rainfall in June, like water that makes the hay grow and refills the springs. But even then we weren’t spared the drought, before and after.


In a tired voice, Vito tells me he hasn’t got long left to live.


He also says, “I’d like to see you again.”


A few hours later, I’m already on my way. I’m going South, I’m going to him.




1925 - 1961


Vofluicht no amol!” Hermann burst out in a loud voice. “Vofluicht, scheisszoig!”4


The basket his master had given him to take to the market had fallen on the ground. All the wheels of gray cheese had rolled on the ground.


He hadn’t sworn in Italian, as demanded by the Fascist laws now in force, which dictated that only Italian be used in public. He hadn’t even used a blasphemy, which would have been frowned upon but not considered illegal, as long as it was in Italian. He had sworn, and sworn in German. And, to be more precise, in dialect. An employee of the Fascist land registry office, who was walking past, heard him and, wishing to defend the Roman spirit of Südtirol, now Alto Adige, struck Hermann right across the face with his ink-stained open hand, then decisively tore off his Bauernschurtz, the blue work apron.


No German to be spoken in public, no Tyrolean clothes, no dirndl or Tracht or Lederhosen. Nothing to imply that the new Brenner border wasn’t the holy limit of Italic land. It was the Fascist law. Among the peasants and Knechte at the market, nobody looked up or defended him.


Some time later, despite the slap and the humiliation, or perhaps for that very reason, the badge, the fasces pin of party members began to gleam on Hermann’s collar. The local party officials looked on this favorably and taught him to drive a truck. They entrusted him with the transportation of timber between the valleys, and turned a blind eye if he spoke dialect with the lumberjacks. In any case, up there among those forgotten crags, even il Duce wouldn’t have been able to hear them.


The years passed and one day, Hermann saw on the main road of the main town a group of Golden Pheasants—it was what they called the SA. Their eyes were like blades ready to cut down any obstacle to the creation of the magnificent Thousand Year Reich. They walked straight, impeccable, Aryan, infinitely German. Hermann thought they were beautiful demi-gods.


He decided to become one of them.


 


Maybe Hermann lost love completely just as he was deluding himself that he’d found it—when he saw Johanna, an eighteen-year-old girl with black hair, thin and pale, who never spoke but walked with her head down as though wishing the world would overlook her existence. Maybe having at his side a woman whose every gesture apologized for her being alive would make him forget the shame, powerlessness, anger, and loneliness. That’s what Hermann sensed, although he could not have said it. Therefore, even though he didn’t love Johanna, he asked her to marry him. She immediately saw the coldness in his pale eyes. However, she also thought she saw a hint of concealed tenderness convinced herself that she had discovered, in this tall man who walked so rigidly, an all-consuming truth that was reserved for her alone. It wasn’t true, or perhaps it could have been true, but that’s not what happened. In any case, she married him.


The first child, Peter, was born with his father’s saturnine temperament and his mother’s dark eyes. He was three years old when Hermann lifted him onto his bony shoulders and joined the crowd gathered where the highway met a valley-bound road. Perched up there, the child felt important, almost as important as Crown Prince Umberto, guest of honor at the unveiling of the monument to the Italian Alpine troops, which had been so keenly desired by the podestà. The statue was covered with a white cloth that was being lifted and lowered by the summer wind, like giant breaths. Peter thought it looked like a huge ghost, something inhuman yet alive, throbbing. After the formal speeches and the band playing, the cloth fell with an almost animal rustling sound, in a sinuous ectoplasmic movement. But there was nothing evanescent about what it revealed: that was very solid—almost obtuse—matter.


A granite Alpino with a thick neck and not very slender—appropriately Italic—legs, directed his grumpy gaze to the northern glaciers, to the spot where the new border had been for the past twenty years. The not exactly sparkling expression of the stone soldier symbolized the blind, obedient and ruthless force that Fascist Italy would unleash against anyone daring to state that Alto Adige did not belong to her. This was not a superfluous clarification, and not only because of the reluctance of many, too many, South Tyroleans to recognize their very Roman lineage. The Fascist government had a more pressing reason for needing this clarification: on entering Vienna only three months earlier, Hitler had declared Austria, through the Anschluss, part of the Third Reich. And Austria, the lost homeland, was right there beyond the glaciers.


But this, as the Alpino stated with his presence, and as the authorities gathered for the occasion repeated, this was Italy.


 


Mussolini’s project to Italianize Alto Adige had been thorough. However, he soon realized that to make the place “very Roman, Latin, imperial” it wasn’t enough just to prevent the peasants from speaking German and wearing traditional clothes. Nor was it enough to forbid school children to study their mother-tongue and force them, instead, to learn Giosuè Carducci’s poem about the serene, wholesome bull “Pio Bove” by heart. Besides, those poor women sent over from Caserta, Agrigento and Rovigo could only weep at the thankless task of trying to make these blockheads produce the musical sounds of the Italian language. Brave teachers throughout the territory carried on teaching German in Katakombenschulen,5 the clandestine schools. Italianizing place names hadn’t sufficed either. Now, people would look up at the bell towers to work out where they were: if it was bulb-shaped, they knew they were in Völs, if pointy, then in Blumau. As for “Fiè,” “Prato Isarco” and all the other names invented by Mussolini’s topographer, Tolomei, nobody used them except bureaucrats.


There was only one solution for truly Romanizing that beautiful, vertical land: allowing only Italians to live there. It was not enough that the flow of immigrants from other regions was motivated and supported by Fascism in the hope that, someday, German-speaking South Tyroleans would become a minority in their own land. No, they actually had to leave.


Hitler embraced this idea enthusiastically. Ensuring the purity of nations by moving (or erasing) larges masses of people across the map was his favorite occupation. So he promised Mussolini that if the Südtiroler wished to carry on being German, they would be welcomed with open arms by the Greater Germany, and by their brothers who belonged to the pure Aryan race. He would give each and every one of them a new maso as large as the one they’d left behind south of the Brenner Pass, the same size fields and pastures, the same number of cows and, so assured the propaganda, of the same color coat as those left in the hayloft by their ancestors. The Sudeten, Galicia, Styria and even Burgundy then, later on, the boundless lands taken away from the worthless Slav people: Tatras, in Poland, the immense Hungarian puszta, and soon also lush Crimea. Anyone who left Alto Adige would find fertile lands that only needed a virile German workforce to become paradise on earth.


Mussolini, at the same time, was threatening the Dableiber, those who remained, with forced Italianization: speaking German was totally forbidden, even in private, and anyone not adopting Italian—in fact, Roman (with a capital “R” on the flyers)—customs and practices would be deported en masse to Sicily, to grow prickly pears—what they were exactly, nobody really knew. The choice wasn’t between staying or going, but between declaring yourself to be either a Walsch or a Daitsch: Italian or German. You could not remain a German on Italian soil.


Whether or not you left was presented as a matter of free choice. However, the decision to leave, so said the Nazi flyers, would be rewarded as a clear sign of love and devotion to the Great Germanic cause. Whoever loved their Heimat was certainly ready to abandon it and rebuild it elsewhere, exactly the same, in the bosom of the Thousand-Year Reich. Remaining, on the other hand, was an unequivocal sign of betrayal, insubordination against the National Socialist cause, cowardice.


These were your options; actually die Option.


No peasant would have chosen to leave his maso but they all felt Daitsch, and the vast majority ended up doing just that. They opted to, as they used to say. Still, there were too many peasants who would whisper to their wives under the goose eiderdowns at night, wondering: but what about their field, deforested by their great-grandfathers with saws and axes a century earlier? Would they really never see it again? And what about those lands, where cows of the same color awaited, masi with the same extensions, the same number of trees as what they’d leave behind—were they uninhabited? And if they weren’t, then where would the inhabitants go?


Hermann enthusiastically took part in the persecution organized by the regime against the Dableiber. With the blessing of Fascist party officials, he maimed heavy draft horses. He killed guard dogs. He smeared his own excrement on the jambs of the doors of those who weren’t planning on leaving; then he’d go and wash his hands in the streams, feeling in his chest a strength he’d never felt before. During those moments he almost forgot the shame and solitude of the little Knecht who pissed himself in the freezing cold.


There was an old peasant who had been widowed for many years and had no children. He was born in the Stube of the maso where he was living and had never been more than just a few kilometers away. He hadn’t even gone to fight in the Great War because he was born blind in one eye. He had two cows, Lissi and Lotte, which he was reluctant to leave in the hands of strangers: one could say they were his family. In any case, he couldn’t quite make up his mind to hand in his Option form signed. Hermann and two of his comrades set fire to his hayloft. The old man spent all night running up and down with a small bucket of water, trying to bring the fire under control, crying with his good eye. The mooing of Lissi and Lotte, trapped by the fire, sounded like the wailing of two enormous babies. They fell silent only when the burning roof of the hayloft collapsed on top of them and, together with the smoke and the flying fragments, a delicious smell of steak wafted out. The old man let himself fall to the ground and did not get up again.


Hermann also took part in the ambush on Sepp Schwingshackl. Unlike so many of his fellow countrymen, his old schoolmate had never shared that pagan fascination with the Führer, and the way he had quietly and firmly declared that he would not be leaving his maso made him a very dangerous Dableiber. The Gauleiter ordered Hermann and two others to teach him a lesson—they could decide just how hard it should be. And so, even though he and Sepp had walked to school together every day when they were children, even though every time his truck had broken down while carrying a load of timber Sepp had always lent him his hand cart, Hermann went.


Sepp did not die after being ambushed. He remained with his hands shaking, slightly deaf, and with a white scar on his forehead, which lifted his eyebrows in a puzzled expression. As though the astonishment of seeing a childhood friend kicking him in the face was printed on his face forever.


A joyful crowd saw off the first Optanten, pioneers of the new Heimat. Very blond children (chosen expressly for the color of their hair) placed daisy chains on the heads of all those leaving. The red, black, and white of the swastikas stood out against the deep blue sky, the whiteness of the glaciers, the dark gold of larches in the fall. Everybody said it looked magnificent. When Hermann Huber got on the train with his family, Peter was four years old, and his wife Johanna was expecting her second child, Annemarie. Hermann wanted to set an example, as appropriate to a true Nazi, and was one of the first to leave.


Also one of the last. Just a few months later, Italy entered the war and the departures of the Optanten, even though these were the majority of South Tyroleans, were suspended. Those who left, instead, were men called up to the front. As for creating the German paradise on earth, the Daitschn Himml, everybody forgot about it.


 


The Hubers came back to the valley after the war. Nobody, including the Dableiber, wondered where they had been. On which front Hermann had fought, in which division of the Wehrmacht, if he had moved over to the SS, if he had murdered many civilians or only his uniformed counterparts, enemy soldiers whom it was right and moral to strike down—nobody asked him. And especially, nobody asked him to give an account of the paradise on earth promised by the Führer. In everybody’s eyes, he might as well have been finished.


The war cemetery of the valley’s main town had—and still has—plain wooden crosses in the midst of very tall larches: a small forest of the dead in the midst of a larger forest of real trees. On the crosses are written the dates and places they fell. Specific information, like Woroschilowgrad, Aletschenka, Jehsowetowska, Trieste, Cassino, Pojaplie, Vermuiza; or more general, such as the Caucasus, Finland, Normandy, Montenegro. In some cases there’s just the continent: Afrika, or the direction: im Osten, in the East. On many crosses there is also a photograph. Young men looking impeccable in well-pressed uniforms, striking poses. Almost no one looks straight ahead, but rather up to the side. Some have gentle expressions, others excited, others uncertain. It’s impossible to tell whether the expression in their eyes that has been fixed forever is consistent with the way they acted in this planetary slaughterhouse. Perhaps that lost-looking nineteen-year-old boy machine-gunned a pregnant woman. Perhaps that SS Unterscharführer with eyes like ice performed an act of mercy toward a prisoner. Of course, many had the opportunity to do both. But nobody wanted to know that. They were the sons, the fathers, the brothers of those who were now rebuilding the houses that had been destroyed. Nobody wanted to know if they had died as humble heroes, as cowards, or as torturers.


Optanten and Dableiber, once enemies, found themselves united by the wish not to give things too specific a name. Nazi, collaborator, informer, war criminal, Konzentrationslagerführer: these were not words but unexploded grenades around which you tiptoed so as not to trigger the worst kind of explosion—the truth. There was still too much war rubble to be cleared, too much hunger to endure, too many dead to mourn, too much loss they had all suffered. Even the monuments to the Italian Alpine troops had been erased by Allied bombs. No, there was no need to ask anyone anything, not even Hermann.


The agreement was made in silence, but it was respected by all.


 


Alberto Ruotolo, an employee of the railroads, was now occupying the house where the Hubers had lived before the war. Like thousands of other immigrants, Mussolini had called him up from Vomero in order to Italianize Alto Adige. Now, the new Republican government still needed him, along with the rest of the Fascist-era white-collar workers, to operate the country. Through the windows of the house where Hermann had conceived his first child, there now wafted the sour smell of tomato sauce; Ruotolo’s fat wife would summon their children to dinner in a very high-pitched voice, letting out a burst of truncated words. “Pepè! Ueuè! Totò”—that’s how her Neapolitan delivery sounded to South Tyrolean ears. The Ruotolos remained in the house and the Hubers had to go and live in Shanghai. Rücksiedler was what they called—and not affectionately—the cluster of houses on the side of the mountain in the shadow of the Medieval castle, assigned to those who’d returned to live there. It was now the most insulting name, given to the Hubers as well as all the ones who had opted and who’d come home. South Tyroleans seemed to have forgotten that at the time of die Option almost all of them had said they were ready to leave and the only reason they hadn’t was because the war had broken out, and that nobody had stood up for the Dableiber who’d resisted. All the ones who had signed “Ja” on the orange Option paper were now calling the few who had actually left “traitors to the Heimat.” The same people who had waved swastikas and flags at the departure of Hermann and his family were now calling him a bastard. That dark load that would press on his chest from when he used to piss on himself, as an eleven-year-old orphan, became even more oppressive.


Shanghai was nearly a mile away from the nearest shop and almost two from the center of town: its good inhabitants insisted on keeping their distance from the Rücksiedler. It was a cluster of low houses coated with a gray mixture of plaster and stones from the river. The sun would disappear behind the looming hill at the end of September and not reappear until May. During thunderstorms, water from the highway would come flooding in through the front doors and even in summer the washing would never dry. The Shanghai residents were considered good-for-nothing, treacherous, Communists.


Shanghai was also called Hungerburg—from Hunger, hunger—or Revolverviertel, the district of handguns, because of the continuous coming and going of customs officers, Alpini and Carabinieri, and not for patrolling. When, years later, Gerda was seen escorted by an Italian in uniform, some people said, “No wonder! She grew up in Shanghai.”


 


Peter was ten years old and didn’t have a single friend. He’d spent his early childhood elsewhere and spoke with a strange accent (a Bavarian accent: the Hubers hadn’t actually gone that far). No mother would allow a child of his age to go and play at his house in Shanghai. His schoolmates bullied him then said, “Don’t like it here? Well, nobody asked you to come back.”


Annemarie was old enough to help around the house, and Gerda was a baby. Johanna’s milk had dried up in Munich in the bombing, but Gerda learnt to digest Knödel before she was even four months old, and survived. You could already tell that she was nothing like her mother.


Johanna wasn’t old: she’d married Hermann at eighteen and was now about thirty. Nor was she ugly. She just looked even more mortified about being in this world than before. Perhaps it was the war, or perhaps the fact that her husband had stopped speaking to her since he’d returned.


“Ostfront,” is all Hermann would say to the rare people who asked where he had fought. The Eastern Front.


Gerda was growing up. Peter and Annemarie had inherited their mother’s black eyes, while hers were blue and almond-shaped like her father’s, and her cheekbones were high and Johanna, on the other hand, became more and more stooped, like a woman twice her age. As though there were a limited amount of vital force available in that house and that it was no longer for the mother but only for the youngest daughter. And that’s where it flowed in its entirety and with a vengeance.


Peter began spending more and more time on his own in the woods. Every step he took on the thick layer of humus, the billions of larch needles that had accumulated over thousands of years, made the live rock several feet deep resound like a drum; that light thud as he advanced gingerly, holding a sling, seemed to him the most welcoming sound in the world. That was his home, and the squirrels, foxes, martens, grouses, and magpies were his companions. He learned to kill them, of course, but first he got to know them, to watch them patiently, and wait for them for hours. He was an excellent shot and soon, with the money from the furs and feathers he sold to the milliners, he bought his first gun.


Although she was still very young, Gerda was to remember for the rest of her life the day Peter brought home his first stag. He loaded it on his shoulders, wrapping it over his neck and holding its legs almost tenderly. The stag’s head was bobbing up and down on his back, its mouth open, its tongue hanging out, like a bloody version of the Good Shepherd. Gerda was struck by the contrast between the inertness of the dull eyes and the fur still soft to the touch. The sickly-sweet smell of blood remained in her nostrils for a long time while Peter was skinning the deer, and also the stench of nerves and animal fat that emanated from the largest pot Johanna owned, and over the edge of which protruded long, elegant antlers. If Gerda hadn’t seen Peter cut the head clean off the animal’s body, she would have always believed that the stag was playing hide and seek in a pan with magic powers.


The skull was boiled and the flesh stripped off completely. Peter was planning to make good money by selling it as a trophy.


 


When they had left, those who had “opted” had renounced Italian citizenship, so now the Rücksiedler were stateless. Without documents, without work, and without respect, times were hard for the Hubers, at first, like for all the other Shanghai residents. The mother of the town dentist, a baroness, offered to take Johanna into her service but Hermann wouldn’t hear of it: as long as he was alive his wife would not be bringing money home. And so to top up the family income, at the age of twelve, Peter went to work in a sawmill. Annemarie started cleaning the stairs of the primary school when she turned ten, and was therefore still younger than the pupils in the final year. Their efforts weren’t in vain: after a couple of years driving other people’s trucks, Hermann managed to buy himself one.


Three years after the end of the war, with a merciful gesture, the Italian government made a clean slate of the effects of the Option: it gave back Italian citizenship to the Rücksiedler who requested it. The old Hermann could never have imagined the relief he felt the day he obtained once again, for himself and his family, the documents which declared them to be Italian Citizens.


Shanghai became once again part of what was now Republican Italy.


 


When Gerda was eight she began replacing her mother in the task of warming up the engine of Hermann’s truck. She would wake up at three in the morning, put on her coat without even washing her face, and go out into the winter frost when the night was at his darkest. Interrupting her sleep was even more painful than the cold slapping her drowsy face. At night, her father’s truck was parked outside the front door, and in order to start the engine in the morning you first had to scrape the ice off the crank on the front. Gerda’s hands were already as rough as a washerwoman’s. She would light a small fire with shavings and paper under the belly of the vehicle, taking care not to waste the matches. She stayed there in the cold, on all fours, to make sure it wouldn’t go out, spreading the fuel in a circle with an iron shovel. You had to be careful: if the flame was too high the oil tank and the entire truck would explode, and she with them. Once the starting crank was warm and the ice vapor that blocked it had melted, Gerda would go back home, pick up the cup her mother had meanwhile prepared on the wooden stove, and wake up Hermann with the coffee. While her father climbed into the truck and started the engine, Gerda would get ready for school.


One morning when it was still dark, Gerda handed her father the coffee but he didn’t wake up straight away. He was still dreaming. His opaque eyes opened with difficulty.


“Mamme,” he muttered.


His mother was back! And now she was there next to his bed with a cup of steamy white coffee for him, just like when he was ill, as a child.


Gerda got frightened: she had never seen him with this helpless, trusting expression before.


“Tata . . . i bin’s. Die Gerda,” she said.6


Hermann blinked and opened his eyes again. The same eyes, the same mouth, the same cheekbones as his mother; except that it was only his daughter. He realized what he had just called her and never forgave her.


 


In the summer, when the truck engine didn’t need warming up, Gerda would go to the mountain pastures with her cousin, to mind the cows of uncle Hans, Hermann’s eldest brother, the one who had inherited the family maso.


The pasture was half a day’s walk from the maso, too far to come back every night. Gerda and her cousins, Michl and Simon, who were more or less the same age, and little Sebastian, known as Wastl, would sleep on the hay in a hut. They would spend their days showing one another those anatomical parts that they didn’t have in common, stuffing themselves with blueberries, spitting juniper berries at one another, and carving twigs. Only when absolutely necessary did they run after cows that were wandering off. When it rained or, even better, when there was a thunderstorm, they would plunge into the warm hay and tell one another scary stories, with evil spirits of the mountain as protagonists. Three times a week, Hans’s wife would bring crisp rye bread, called Schüttelbrot, speck and cheese.


Gerda was the only one who never needed to use the stick with the cows, since they followed her around like huge lapdogs. Her cousins, too, would have followed her anywhere. Several decades later, when Simon and Michl thought back to those nights in the hay with Gerda, with little Wastl asleep right next to them, the memory of her sparse, blond pubic hair, revealed by her raised shabby dress, could still make the blood rush to their nether parts.


 


One of those summer mornings, an English mountain climber who’d lost his way saw her from afar. Gerda was sitting under a Swiss pine, her eyes half closed. She was emitting high-pitched whistling sounds, like glass, with a blade of grass held tight between her lips. Her bare legs and feet caked with mud protruded from a threadbare cotton dress, and her dirty hair was tied back with a string of braided bark. High cheekbones, rounded forehead, fleshy lips, elongated blue eyes. The Englishman thought she was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. The thought of going away and never seeing her again seemed unbearable. He contemplated her for a long time before making his presence known. He forgot about his planned climb and remained all day at the hut.


The English climber shared his packed lunch with Gerda and her cousins. When he heard her laugh he decided he would do anything to hear that sound again. He began chasing after the cows, brandishing his Alpenstock, and barking like a sheepdog. He hung a cowbell around his neck and grazed, ruminating and actually swallowing the grass in the field. He mimed the solemn gait of young Queen Elizabeth, placing a crown of daisies on his head with which he then crowned Gerda, declaring her the one and only queen. However, when the moment came for him to leave, the Englishman respectfully asked her permission to take a photo. At the end of the summer, Hans’s wife handed Gerda an envelope addressed to her. Sender: John Gallagher, Leeds, United Kingdom. In it was Gerda’s photo at the age of ten, which Eva would one day put on her bookshelf. On the back, in large, spiky letters, was written: In eternal gratitude for the best day of my life. Forever yours, John.


 


During one of those summers, the monument to the Alpini had been rebuilt—a little more slender than the previous one, and a little less grumpy. At the solemn inauguration, the army bishop declared that this time it underlined the reconciliation between the Italian government and its faraway province. It symbolized defense, he stressed, not aggression.


However, the South Tyroleans didn’t change their minds. That was a Fascist monument and always would be, even though there was no more Fascism. Except for the authorities, none of them attended the inauguration. Not even Peter, who was now sixteen, or his father. Hermann didn’t want anything to do with these things anymore.


One night, a couple of years later, Peter came back home at dawn. His mother, who could never get to sleep until her firstborn was back, knew immediately: Peter hadn’t been hunting. His clothes didn’t smell of forest or gunpowder, but were soiled with red and white paint. However, Johanna asked for no explanation. The following morning, the Carabinieri surrounded the monument to the Alpine troops and closed to traffic the intersection where it had been erected. During the night, its granite pedestal had been painted red and white, the forbidden colors of the Tyrolean flag. Thus derided, it inspired more an almost ironic affection than fear or resentment. From that moment on, the town residents started calling it by the common diminutive, Wastl. The Carabinieri had to spend an entire day scrubbing it with brushes and soap.


 


Peter couldn’t find a job and got by on seasonal work. He picked potatoes, hired himself out as a laborer to peasants whose sons were conscripted when they needed an extra pair of arms to gather the hay. Only occasionally, when there was a particularly heavy load, he would help his father with the truck, but there was never enough money. One winter he found a good job as a custodian in the house of a noble family from Vienna that spent the summers in South Tyrol. His duties involved lighting the stoves three times a week so the pipes wouldn’t freeze, checking the windows, and sweeping the snow from the roof. The work wasn’t arduous but it wasn’t well-paid. Peter wanted to start a family. He was twenty-two now and there was a girl he quite liked. But at this rate he’d never be able to do it. That was until he heard that Falck steelworks in Bolzano were hiring workers.
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