
  
   [image: cover.jpg]
  

 
  
   The patterns on Foundry Editions’ covers have been designed to capture the visual heritage of the Mediterranean. This one is inspired by classic twentieth-century Italian design. It was created by Hélène Marchal.

  

 
  
   Maria Grazia Calandrone is a poet, writer, journalist, playwright, visual artist, teacher, author, and host for RAI, Italy’s national public broadcaster. She writes for Il Corriere della Sera and Sette. She has written numerous books of poetry for Mondadori’s ‘Specchio’ series and Crocetti. Her prose works include a memoir about her adoptive mother, Splendi come vita (Ponte alle Grazie, 2021), which was a finalist for the Strega Prize, the Premio Strega Giovani, and the Bergamo and Comisso awards.

   Antonella Lettieri is a London-based translator working into English and Italian. She was the 2023 National Centre for Writing Emerging Translator Mentee for Italian and worked with Howard Curtis. Her translations have appeared in Asymptote, The White Review Writing in Translation Anthology and La Piccioletta Barca. She won first prize in the 2023 John Dryden Translation Competition and her translation for Your Little Matter won the 2024 PEN Grant for the English translation of Italian Literature.
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   The information conveyed in this book comes from countless testimonials gathered by the author.

   Though this is mainly a work of prose, some paragraphs show unusual line breaks and indents: this is intentional.

  

 
  
   All I have seen of you,
to you I return, loved
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Translator’s Note

   In Your Little Matter, Maria Grazia Calandrone, a renowned poet as well as an acclaimed memoirist, combines archival research and poetry to bring back to life not only her mother’s story but also the social history of Italy at a time of great change – a change that, though moving in the right direction, still prematurely crushed innocent lives in its incessant churning. As I translated Your Little Matter, I became acutely aware of how responsible I felt towards it – a feeling that mirrors Calandrone’s own sense of responsibility towards her mother’s story, though by a different order of magnitude. Working on a memoir occupies a very special space in the domain of translation: in order to become the author’s voice in another language, the translator must take on a very special form of “I”, transforming into the author while also striving to preserve clear boundaries between two different identities, sensibilities, and creativities. Calandrone’s story is her own and I do not lay any claim to it; however, just as she had to temporarily adopt Lucia and Giuseppe’s “altered state of consciousness” to write her book, I too had to forget, for a long moment, that this is not my story, and be willing to step “into a mania” in order to fully inhabit the emotional landscape that emerges from the book.

   Some parts of this process of metempsychosis have been relatively easy and entirely enjoyable: I read the books Calandrone skilfully references as she weaves in front of the reader’s eyes the rich tapestry of Italy’s splintered society in the early sixties. I watched the films in which she caught a glimpse of Lucia’s face in Claudia Cardinale’s sulky expression, or of Lucia’s experience of migration in Carlo Lizzani’s alienating Milan. I listened to the music, especially that poignant tango. Finally, I let myself be immersed in an Italy that I recognise from my mother’s and grandmother’s stories but have not experienced first-hand.

   Other parts of the process, as is perhaps easy to imagine, have been far less pleasant: when I was researching the anatomic-pathological terminology used in the chapter “The Above-Mentioned Evidence”, I almost had to peek through my fingers as I scrolled through pages and pages of forensic science, hoping to confirm the correct translation before accidentally seeing images that I knew I would never be able to forget.

   Your Little Matter sets out to achieve two different but complementary intents and, as such, it has two souls: on one hand, Calandrone transcribes “every detail with manic scientific method”. This is the investigation into the cold case. On the other hand, she writes to “tear [her] mother’s smell from the earth”. This is the poetry. The fact that she manages to intertwine these two very different strands seamlessly is the miracle of this book, and the reason it has become my personal “glorious lunacy”, my all-encompassing passion for the last year and a half.

   Hopefully, the English-language reader will see how preciously and precisely Calandrone’s two modes of writing are inlaid in the grain of her text. However, this would make for a very unsatisfactory translator’s note if I did not offer at least a little insight into the interesting translation challenges posed by this book and how I attempted to solve them.

   One particular example that illustrates how Calandrone’s two modes of writing often require different translation approaches comes to mind: in the chapter “The Tale of the Vine”, a highly lyrical passage describes a strong, brutal wind with the expression “ventilazione tesa” (literally, “taut current [of air]”), which I had never come across before. At first, I assumed that it was a purely poetic image, but some research proved me wrong: though certainly used poetically in the passage, the terminology is scientific in nature and derives from the Beaufort scale, which is used to measure wind speed in relation to conditions observed at sea or on land. The scientific origin of the imagery is actually not surprising at all in Calandrone’s writing, considering that her poetry, too, often takes inspiration from the natural world, historical events, and scientific ideas. Unfortunately, the English equivalent of “ventilazione tesa” on the Beaufort scale is “fresh breeze”, an expression that, in an Italian context, might elicit pleasant images of picnics beneath poplars and outdoor bliss in a reader unfamiliar with shipping forecasts and Beaufort’s tool of empirical measurement, and consequently create an effect that would be far from the brutal wind described in the passage. Because of the lyrical context in which the expression occurs, I felt that I could take the poetic licence of going up two more steps in the scale to “near gale” – a slightly unfaithful translation which, I hope, is thereby much more faithful to the author’s intention.

   However, this was not the end of my atmospheric disturbances: in a later chapter, Calandrone uses almost the same expression (“vento teso”, literally, “taut wind”) in her detailed description of “the third-coldest February of the twentieth century”. Once again, the direct translation “fresh breeze” would certainly not do. However, a near gale would also be inappropriate, as the author is referring to historical data that could easily be double-checked. In this case, I felt that the meteorological expression “strong winds” offered a rendition that, in its generality, had the merit of being more historically accurate, without risking accidentally eliciting the wrong image in the reader.

   This is just a small example of how Calandrone’s different modes of writing also require different modes of translating, even, indeed, two different translations for the same wind force on the Beaufort scale, each offering a more faithful rendition of a historical fact or of a poetic image, depending on the context of its occurrence. My hope is that, in this case and in all the countless linguistic negotiations that every translation entails, I have managed to do justice to Lucia’s story and Maria Grazia’s writing. If I have been successful, the credit should be shared with Maria Grazia Calandrone for her great patience and generosity in answering my many questions, with Richard Village for loving this book as much as I do, with Valeria Zito at Einaudi for first introducing me to it, with my friend Giorgia Tolfo for her unwavering encouragement, and with Rob, forever my first reader.

   Antonella Lettieri
February 2024

  

 
  
   The First Matter

  

 
  
   Her Name Was Lucia

   Of my mother, I only have two black and white photographs.

   Apart, of course, from my own life and some biological memories that I’m not sure I can tell apart from suggestion and myth.

   I am writing this book so that my mother might become real.

   I am writing this book to tear my mother’s smell from the earth. I am exploring a method for those who have lost their origins, a mathematical system of feeling and thought – so complete as to revive a body, as hot as the earth in summer and as firm.

   I am starting from what I have, the two photographs that portray her, in the order in which they appeared in my life. The first

   was taken on her wedding day, Saturday, 17 January 1959. Lucia is twenty-two, she is dressed all in white and she is not smiling.

   One day, as I stared at this photograph until the images disappeared and the reality that lies behind things, and that I call poetry, started appearing, I took notes on a newspaper cutting, writing four sentences that will all become clear as I write this book: “Her name was Lucia. Few cared about her life. Today is her wedding day. Something of her no longer exists.”

   The second photograph is the rectangle, only a few centimetres wide, glued onto her ID card, which was found in June 1965 in a handbag abandoned in Rome. It shows a young woman, fairly good-looking and self-assured, in a black top and a black jacket, wearing gold earrings and a necklace. A simple elegance. Her gaze is sincere, open and remote. Although Lucia is barely smiling, her slightly protruding bottom lip gives her entire face a childish expression, faintly sulky. She looks a bit like Claudia Cardinale in Valerio Zurlini’s Girl with a Suitcase. I don’t know how old she is in this photograph.

   In the picture where Lucia is dressed in black, the word “photograph” – writing made of light, writing with light – seems appropriate.

   In the photograph in white, the bride’s gaze swallows up the entire scene in a glassy absence of life. Lucia is wearing the smooth eyes of prey pretending not to be there, she is retreating behind an impenetrable gaze, where the world is a landscape of jagged, dreamless beasts asleep outside of nature. And over those open eyes the world glides, it does not settle any more.

  

 
  
   She, Who Did Not Fall from the Stars (The Unwished For)

   Lucia comes to light and to life in the middle of the night.

   Or rather, very early in the day, given the reasonable expectation, even in 2022, that dawn will break at the end of every night.

   She is expelled from the body of her mother at five past one on Sunday, 16 February 1936. The moon is waning and only the white, primitive light of Sirius, the glowing apex of Canis Major, is projecting the shadows of the two newly separated bodies onto the whitewash of the wall opposite the window, without much fuss.

   Coming to life means moving on one’s own and then enduring. Lucia’s body is one of the myriad forms in which the independence of matter and its will to persevere are expressed. Her hair is pointing in all directions.

   Her parents, Amelia Greco and Luigi Galante, farmers, already have three daughters: Anita, Ersilia, and Gemma. A fourth girl is unwished for, she even awakens a certain resentment, together with the humiliating hypothesis of a less than vigorous paternal seed and of a last name that won’t be passed down. Six years later, possibly after a string of pregnancies that ended in maddening nothingness, Lucia is followed by Rocco. Rocco who’s always laughing. After his first Herculean outburst – which takes the form of an uncontrollable fit of crying – this miracle of radiant muscular mass is nicknamed Ercolino, a pet name that will immediately take the place of his Christian name in the family register.

   The family farmstead is a two-storey block: it rests, compact and white, in the unruly countryside of Palata, in the province of Campobasso, which at the time is still part of the region of Abruzzo and Molise. Molise will only split from its mother region in 1963, like a thousand-year-old baby tumbling out in a shower of almonds and wheat. The Galante farmstead stands on a country lane that is, to this day, absent from almost all maps.

   The two rooms and kitchen that make up the living quarters are accessed by clambering up a staircase of oversized steps: in the countryside, it’s essential to leave plenty of room downstairs for the cowshed and the storage of the farm implements.

   The farmstead’s main attraction, therefore, is on the ground floor: the shed for the cows and their calves, just like in the lullaby that goes “Star, little star, night is near. The flame flickers. The cow is in the shed, the cow and her calf…” In front of the farmstead, there is a majestic fig tree that rises tall above the chicken coop and the rabbit hutch. The fresh greenness emanating from the tree into the crunchy air of a winter morning, together with the smokiness of the wood burning in the fireplace and the scent of morning-bleary grass, is the smell of home for Lucia. It will be the smell she will miss the most when life drives her far away and she is lost. But in charge of her own disappearing.

   In the daytime, behind the farmstead, goats and pigs are tethered to solid rings fastened to the outside wall, or to young oaks; heaps of hay shine under the sheet-metal roof of the barn. Further beyond, the ploughed fields, sowed with wheat. The entire farm can be surveyed from the bedroom. The vast, broad peace of ownership.

   At night-time, the house fills with the smell of sleeping bodies. At dawn, everything immediately starts moving, the humans and other animals. Most of the work with the animals is carried out at first light: feeding hay to the cows and the rabbits, and sometimes sugary carrots or small bunches of tickling rocket; scattering barley, wheat, and corn for the geese, the turkeys, and the chickens; pouring the cold, savoury leftovers of the human dinner into the pig trough; milking the cows and the sheep, then the solitary, wilful goat. All around, everything is a stirring of cats and dogs, a complex orchestration of notices of awakening with a crescendo of barking, lowing, clucking, peeping, meowing, grunting, gabbling – and bleating, for the moment to no avail: sheep and goats go to pasture only after the women have had their breakfast.

   For Lucia, a winter morning smells of milk and wheat flour: a thick slice of stale bread softened with fresh milk that has been brought to a boil to kill all germs. Pastries are an unaffordable luxury. In the evening, the children run after donkeys in the village lanes to pluck blooms of French honeysuckle from the bundles secured on the animals’ backs, fragrant fodder with red flowers that emit an airy, intimate vapour of honey.

   The village is made up of a main road, Via San Rocco, and a couple of squares, some intersecting streets, and two churches. Stone everywhere, hilltop location, mild air, and, in flashes, views over the azure flatness of the Adriatic, a bezel of peace, dazzling between the voids among the houses that cluster like a crown along the lookouts on the edge of the village. And far, far away on the horizon, the precipitous pulsation of a ghost, the rock of Monte Amaro, rising above the snowfields of the Maiella Massif. Legend has it that the outline of this massif is actually the profile of the abandoned body of the nymph Maia, firstborn of the Pleiades, who, after burying her son Hermes under the herbs on the slopes of the Gran Sasso, lay down to die, heartbroken, under the ravages of the heavens. The supine body of the mother is traversed by an alarm of roe deer, chamois, and boars when brown bears, with their compact countenance, rustle in the woods or when wolves speed along in packs in the open, their tails low: silent troops with fluorescent eyes in the electric blue of the cornflowers. In those years, Palata has a population of a little over three thousand people and no sewerage system. “By the Maiella!” is the local expletive, its meaning changing depending on the tone.

   When they are not working on their farmstead, the Galantes live in a house with a balcony on the main road. They offer a square front, a tortoise formation: a normal family.

  

 
  
   Lucia’s Land Seen from the Future

   Limestone and sunflowers towards the village. Scruppe and sweet hills. I have written “scruppe” to mean scrubland and steppe together, the colour of a desert, the smell of burning of a fire just gone by and some peaks of blaze.

   It’s 14 August 2021. On 16 February of this year (I will only realise the astonishing coincidence many months later), the mayor of Palata heard me mention her village during a TV interview with the journalist Serena Bortone about my book on Consolazione, my eccentric adoptive mum. The mayor immediately invited me to talk about it in the to me virtually unknown land of Lucia, my virtually unknown biological mum. A fortuitousness in the guise of a logical consequence to which, as usual, I do not object: I follow the flow of events with curiosity. I observe myself from the outside. Only brute sorrow confines me in my one life, enclosed and lonesome. Otherwise, I feel that I am life of all.

   I have not been back to this place for forty years: Consolazione and I got off the coach in the stony square of Palata in 1980. My secondary school teacher, Paola Moretti, had applied herself to the task of grafting onto the trunk of generations of blood the offshoots of a person (me) who, like most teenagers, was branching out at random and seemed to be ill at ease in the territory of the possible that we call reality. To the adults, I must have looked like a foolish seedling, stretching out her buds towards alleged areas of mystery, without realising that the most inscrutable mystery of all is, in fact, reality. Which, unfortunately, is often underrated and comes with the problem of being enough only for those who are happy. My previous story offered the hope of a justification for my random creative drive and those two loving ladies (my mum and my teacher) sensed that it was essential to enhance my life by including in it the metaphysical icon of the lost mother. And poetry. Two gifts that can never be repaid and are, perhaps, one and the same.

   Today, I’m driving my Fiat Panda. Next to me, my daughter Anna, who is thirteen. Anna has decided to stay by my side and is accompanying our journey towards the origin with a soundtrack she has chosen, sweet and cheerful. I am grateful to her for it. Every so often, we sing. I am open to soaking up the landscape that my mother’s eyes saw.

   I only write in spiral-bound notebooks with blank sheets, without lines or squares. I start by jotting down impressionistic sentences on the places; with the passing of days and months, these sentences will become notes on my mother’s life, interviews, files examined in archives. Finally, a thorough investigation of Lucia and everything that concerns her.

   Beginning with the name of her village, Palata, which I discover is fluvial in its derivation: in Italian, a “palata” is a barrier made of ropes and chains wrapped around a bundle of poles to block passage on a waterway. A form of toll gate. If your money is not enough, let the price be your life. By water, in the river. However, a “palata” can also be a “support”, a quick series of trunks driven into the ground and fastened together with cross-beams and steel-wire braces to strengthen bridges and passageways in the middle. An obstacle or a support. Like everything.

   Months go by and the initial hailstorm of memories starts to thin out, the eyes of many people begin to show the blind flash of amnesia. The incessant droning of my questions is painful, few still harbour the tenacious love needed to unravel the flare of Lucia’s life from the tangle of shame, silence, and guilt that buried her. I must plunge my hands into the blindness of time, not knowing what I will find: down there, in the land where silence leaves the unloved to fall. Then I must observe what body comes to light.

   With the passing of days, from the nothing that she inhabited, a three-dimensional figure emerges, upright in the history of her time. A figure with a clean face.

  

 
  
   Listen to This Baby Laugh

   When her mum, Amelia, fries leavened dough, Lucia laughs and runs around the kitchen table, clapping her little hands.

   “Don’t she laugh a lot, this baby!”

   Her dialect eats away at the syllables. Amelia always serves for lunch the usual old fare of pasta with vegetables or pulses: sagne with chickling peas or borlotti beans cooked in an earthenware pot. No matter, Lucia is always hungry: she will even eat farro soup with broccoli; however, she prefers pasta, especially cavatelli, the shape made by hand with a cavity in the middle where the tomato sauce collects in a burst of flavour. At Christmas, the ragout of spare ribs bubbles away slowly at the heart of the celebrations. Together with fettuccine rolled out by hand on the wooden board dusted with flour, as well as walnuts and potatoes roasted under the embers. Meat only on Sundays, and always white: chicken or, more rarely, rabbit. They need the cows alive. When they kill the pig in winter, it’s a real feast. It takes at least five men, who get started right after dawn. The pig screeches loudly, though – poor soul! – and Lucia covers her ears with her hands.

   Afterwards, the kitchen with its large fireplace is taken over by an entire army of sausages, compact capocollo, and ventricina. When cut, the ventricina stains the fingers with the red of the chillies – “It’s ’ot! Really ’ot” – and smells of wild fennel. From time to time, the cured meats are added to with rows of scamorza that hang together with clusters of winter tomatoes drying on the reeds. Below, on the bench, the women line up sheep’s and goat’s cheeses, ricotta still dripping with whey, liver sausages preserved in oil:

   “Give us the jar, Lucia.”

   The fire is always blazing in the hearth, both to keep warm and for smoking. Such abundance! Just looking at it is good for the soul, when the entire family gathers around the table in winter: the five women (four sisters and the mother) along the two sides, Luigi at the head of the table, the undisputed master. Luigi is surly and strict, as straight and solid as a soldier; Mum Amelia is all sweetness and resignation, she is constantly getting up to serve her husband, sometimes she doesn’t even sit down but instead eats standing up, wiping her hands on her apron.

   When they chew, nobody speaks and the only thing to be heard is the clatter of the spoons and the crunch of the food between their teeth: they are all engaged in the sacred rite of nourishment, which requires hard work and of which every crumb is appreciated, since eating is a serious business. The wine is exclusively for Luigi: it’s a new red, fresh and straightforward, smoky because of the wood fire.

   As she grows up a bit, Lucia, who is the baby of the house, slowly starts to be tasked with more clearly defined chores: in the morning, she collects the eggs in the chicken coop and picks ripe courgettes and tomatoes from the vegetable patch. In spring, Mum sends her to the fallow field behind the house to gather bunches of wild asparagus for frittata and to look for mushrooms under the leaves.

   When she grows a bit taller and it is the end of August, from the open window Amelia can see Lucia’s dishevelled little head as she wanders around in the distance; Lucia is allowed to go almost as far as the road to gather baskets of blackberries, then she helps her mum boil pot after pot of jam and grind corn with the stone for polenta and pizza.

   Lucia has a friend, the dog Topolino: a smart blond mongrel with crooked dachshund legs and the straight tail of a hound with no humility, spilled onto the green lawn of life from who knows which belly with a divine sense of irony. When the sun is out, he playfully chases her around the farmyard, and together they scare away the turkeys; they have a lot of fun when the birds cry out and lose their feathers:

   “Gobble! Gobble! Gobble!”

   At dinner, Lucia laughs and, once she has picked clean the long bones of the chicken, she stuffs them into her pocket as cunning and fast as a fox. She steals from the pigs for her Topolino. Sometimes, instead, she plays hide-and-seek with the sister born just before her. The other two are too boring, look at them, already thinking women’s thoughts.

   When Lucia eventually leaves, Topolino will bed down in a calm desperation in which he loves himself but despises his unlucky fate.

  

 
  
   The Colour of War. Natural Iron

   “For me, the racial issue is a very important victory, and it is very important that it has been introduced into the history of Italy […] we had convinced ourselves that we are not one people, but rather a mix of races […]. We need to have clear in our minds that we are not Hamites, we are not Semites, we are not Mongols […] we are Aryans of the Mediterranean type, pure.”

   These are the words that an already-waning Benito Mussolini pronounces, on 25 October 1938, to set out his second-hand delusion of racial pride. And he imposes it, as far as possible, upon the unruly Italian population, which doesn’t prove to be especially susceptible to this injection of poison that introduces betrayal and bad news among blood relations and friends.

   Nevertheless, the meat grinder continues to turn, unflinching. After the progressive expulsion of Jews from schools and the civil service, in 1940 the Fascist government identifies several towns in central and southern Italy that are sufficiently removed from areas of military interest and therefore deemed suitable for the forced internment of “foreigners and Italian citizens whose removal from their domiciles is required”.

   One of these places of confinement is the province of Campobasso, which at the time is part of Abruzzo. Starting from 1940 and for three years, first Jews, Roma, and Sinti and then mostly the Slavs arrested during the brutal 1941 Nazi–Fascist aggression against Yugoslavia are imprisoned in apartment buildings, former convents, businesses, and homes seized from private citizens in Agnone, Bojano, Casacalenda, Isernia, and Vinchiaturo.

   The conditions of the prisoners are not exactly comparable to those in northern European camps, since the inmates here are granted some basic rights, and yet these people are imprisoned because of their views or, worse, simply because of their ethnicity. Until the camp gates are thrown open by the intervention of the Allies, thus creating a moral debt that has not yet been discharged.

   It’s almost dawn on 3 October 1943 and a storm is lashing the backs and faces of the soldiers of the British Eighth Army, who are making a surprise landing on the shores of Termoli, a city occupied at that time by the German First Parachute Division. Fifty-six-year-old Bernard Law Montgomery is at the head of the Eighth. The year before, Montgomery defeated Erwin Rommel at El Alamein. On 5 October, he is already enthusiastically wiring the British prime minister, Winston Churchill: “We have advanced a long way and very quickly.”

   Montgomery is an experienced and perceptive commander; he is memorable for his coolness, tempered by his rather nice duffel coat, which, in Italy, becomes so fashionable among young people that the style is named after him.

   The German general, Albert Kesselring, reacts to the unexpected attack by splitting his troops into parallel lines along the three rivers of Molise (the Biferno, the Trigno, and the Sangro) and by deploying a fourth temporary river line along the Volturno.

   On 10 October, the Germans already stationed in Palata since the end of September are joined by those who have been driven inland out of Termoli, searching for shelter from the incessant volleys of machine-gun fire and the coming and going of aircraft as they fly over very low, landing and taking off from temporary runways built on the Biferno by the Allies using shiny strips of perforated steel that, distorting the English “grill”, the Italians call “grelle”.

   Thus, Palata becomes an involuntary battlefront and the target of extensive bombing. The soldiers move most of their weaponry into the village, leaving in the squares the fiery open mouths of thousands of weapons. Lucia is seven, her little brother was born just the year before. The action, which has left many lives extinguished among the sunflowers across the entire province, amounts in Palata to two deaths, much ruin, and the plundering of entire dowry chests, supplies, and livestock.

   As the bombings rage on, civilians take refuge in impromptu shelters and cellars, but for the most part, families live confined in a regime of partial autarky within their houses out in the country, eating the fruit of the land and the animals that have escaped the pillaging: the Germans, who have installed themselves in the residence of the local lordling, appease their hunger wherever and whenever they please, seizing living and dead supplies from the surrounding farms. More than once they take livestock and loaves of bread from the Galantes, food that would have lasted the family a week.

   In the meantime, General Mark Wayne Clark comes up with the idea that will be decisive for the victory of the United States Fifth Army stationed by the Volturno: a simultaneous attack along the entire course of the river.

   On 12 October, the Allies muddy the waters by throwing smoke grenades, and on top of the Germans also have to fight against the effects of thunderous rains that have made the banks slippery and the currents strong. The roots of the trees, which are buried in a quantity of mud that would be worthy of a fairy tale, do not hold the ropes, yet the Americans manage to cross the German line. The blood spilled in the tumultuous waters of the Volturno is the most substantial loss of life in southern Italy in the autumn of 1943.

   In a short time, Molise is free. The Palata countryside has not suffered too much because of the war, nor for too long. Some restrictions, some threats of retaliation, terror, certainly, and the two victims: Angelo, a sixteen-year-old who, as he heads towards his land to tend the livestock, reacts instinctively to the German soldiers’ command to halt by breaking into a run towards an uphill slope. The Germans shoot at him. The boy doesn’t die. They get to him and finish him off with the bayonet, as he lies in his father’s arms. The official version is that the boy has cut the telephone cables, perhaps to make whips to use with the animals: an outrage that, according to Nazi military logic, evidently must be met with bloodshed. The second victim falls under one of the many Allied bombings, which last until the dawn of 24 October, when Indian and Nepalese troops return Palata to its residents.

   Having suffered some damage, by 1945 the church of San Rocco – the patron saint of Palata – has already been repaired. The same cannot be said for the memories of the civilians.

   “They were bad people. We only had the one calf. They took it and killed it right in front of us. They just left it there to die. Out of spite. And we had forty turkeys. They killed them all, one by one, then ate not even a third of them. Mum was forced to cook them for the soldiers with a gun to her head.”

   This is what Lucia’s brother tells me, on the telephone. He still lives in the farmstead where he was little with little Lucia.

   War always marches on, heedless of the youth it squanders, and to whose numbers must be added the deaths due to actual dissipation, to the obtuse anger of the defeated. As they retreat, the Nazis leave massacre after massacre of civilians on the ground, sometimes carried out with the complicity of the local Fascists, as will be the case in Sant’Anna di Stazzema, but not in the two previous massacres, which I use here as an example to remember them all: on 13 October, the Germans alone burn down and ransack the village of Caiazzo, near Caserta, leaving behind bleak heaps of stones and bodies – twenty-two civilians, mangled and set on fire. The evil authors of this slaughter are twenty-one-year-old Second Lieutenant Wolfgang Lehnigk-Emden and Sergeant Kurt Schuster, who both go unpunished thanks to the complicity of the German government, which does not allow their extradition. Lehnigk-Emden will later live in Koblenz, undisturbed, for sixty more years, organising children’s parties.

   On 21 November, in the Limmari forest in Abruzzo, the Germans slaughter one hundred and twenty-eight people, including thirty-four children who have not yet celebrated their tenth birthday.

   Death for death’s sake. The smell of blood, intoxicating, is the smell of the power to decide whether to spare or kill all that is still living and breathing, free. Despite the trite mediocrity of tyrants.
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