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For all those who accept reality
just enough to change it.


We can ask and ask but we can’t have again
what once seemed ours for ever.
J. L. Carr


What was previously thought to be nonsense
is, in fact, almost certainly the case.
Jeffrey J. Kripal


I became friends with Ada Guadalupi in the June of ’96, at the start of a summer that would shape my existence the way the wind shapes the land. Mum and I had recently moved South, and I was not adapting well. My troubles began straight away, on our first night in the farmhouse that had been Grandpa Ferdinando’s and now was ours, when I woke up needing to pee, terrified that I wouldn’t make it to the loo.

Yes, I do appreciate the funny side of this – now. At thirteen, I didn’t. I had been fully blind for a grand total of eight months, too short a time to master my new life; once or twice I had lost my way to the bathroom and peed myself like a baby, and even though I’d learnt the route since, the humiliation stayed with me. Half-asleep, I reached out for my cane, stood up and headed out, or so I believed, until I ran into a wall where I was expecting a door. I must have overshot, I thought, and shifted left. The wall was still there.

My brain finished rebooting. I had instinctively followed my Turin routine, but there was a silence around me which did not belong in a city: no hum of cars, no high-pitched sirens, only a faint chirping of crickets. I was not in Turin. I was not home. I was in the village of Portodimare, a thousand miles south of everything I knew, in a room which – up until this year – I had occupied for no more than one week every summer. I’d gone to sleep without first practising the itinerary from bed to loo – a rookie mistake.

The sighted master any place the moment they are in it, whereas I need practice. To the sighted, space is a container of things, such as trees and houses and people; to me, space is movement, a dance of things reaching to me with their sound while I reach out to them with my limbs and my cane. As I move, space moves with me, and I need to get the rhythm right, for if I fall out of time and pick the wrong landmark to turn past, I find myself down the wrong alley, and by the time I notice it I am utterly lost. I am a drummer, playing beats with feet, cane and hands. I practise a new place in the same way as a musician practises a new song; if I lose the rhythm, I lose the way, because the rhythm is the way, and I need to practise until I get it right, and then keep practising until I cannot get it wrong, until my body takes over.

I hadn’t rehearsed that room, that house, at all. I was not a deft blind person yet – there is only so much you can learn in eight months.

My anxiety racked up a notch. I badly needed to pee. I turned my back to the wall and stepped towards the bed, from where I hoped I’d manage to make my way to the door, using what visual memories I had. Tricky, but doable.

The bed was not where I thought it was.

Because I had followed my Turin regime, I must have veered right after leaving the bed; I had to correct to the left on my way back. Pee bubbled in my bladder like soup in a cauldron, sending steam up to my brain. It took me precious moments I didn’t have to realise that I had to correct to the right, because I was going the opposite direction, towards the bed rather than away from it. I veered right, too much, for my cane still didn’t encounter the bed. It found another wall. There were walls everywhere, encroaching on me from all sides. Where was this one? Left of the bed, or right, or…?

I was lost.

I was lost in my own room and I was going to wet myself.

Fuck. The indignity of it made me furious. I spun round, sweeping my cane in a semicircle, a Hail Mary for something, anything, that would help me locate myself.

My cane bumped into something hard.

I edged closer, tested the darkness with my hands, and felt sweaty cotton and a soft surface giving under pressure – a mattress. The bed. I swept my hand over it, searching for the pillow, to locate the bed’s head, and thus its orientation. I can make it. Or not: the soup in my bladder would slosh over any moment.

I knew that I had to go through the bedroom door – which was on the wall parallel to the bed’s feet – and turn right under a small archway, which gave on to a hall with four doors, and the second from the right was the loo. I walked quicker than I normally would, quicker than it was wise for a blind boy. I managed not to trip, found the door and marched out in triumph.

My cane bumped into something once again. I hadn’t a clue what it could be, so I squatted to touch it, letting my hand sink into a collection of broken objects, hard and cold. I almost cut myself on the edge of one of them. A brick in a pile of rubble. Like the one Mum had mentioned that afternoon. My parents were renovating the property; builders were at work during the day, knocking down walls, raising new ones, changing the layout of the house.

I waved the cane to the left, where I remembered there being a wall.

There was no wall.

I reached out further. My arm was extended to full length, the cane too, and I was trembling by then, as I still couldn’t find any wall. The references I remembered from my sighted days were gone; I was lost again.

It’s not fair. My eyes welled up. It’s not fair, it’s not fair, it’s not fair. When I’d found my way, the way had changed; I couldn’t win a game stacked against me. I had no option left other than to pee here, on dirt and broken stones, and tomorrow everybody would pretend not to notice, but I would know they did. I hated myself for that, and I hated myself for these baby tears. I sniffled and took a hand to my eyes to wipe them.

I felt on the back of my palm, not exactly a breeze, but a cold spot, like the ones said to manifest when a ghost is close. A ghost, or a draughty window. There’s one in the corridor. The tears stopped as quickly as they’d come. There was still a chance.

I trailed the cold, slow steps this time, squeezing my dick between my thighs (I wore only pants; it was too hot for pyjama bottoms), willing the window to be in its place. When I touched the glass, it was like unwrapping the best Christmas present ever. I groped for the handle. I found it and turned it right, too quickly for the old wood. It got stuck. I took a breath, turned the handle again, slower, and pushed the window open.

I pulled down my pants and fire exploded out of my bladder, along my dick, and out of the window, a blazing waterfall splattering on the pavement two floors below. It felt amazing. I peed and peed and got high on the unadulterated joy of it. I whipped my dick to shake off the last drops and pulled up my pants. I was pleased with myself, like when I’d managed to complete Wario Land on the Game Boy just before the Game Boy had smouldered out.

I stood there, facing a landscape I couldn’t see, quaffing the last traces of urine in the cool night air, the sweet scent of victory. I listened to distant waves coming ashore, the ever-present crickets and a lunar barking of dogs. Packs of strays roamed the countryside, where they found no shortage of things to bark at – foxes, hedgehogs, cats, the moon.

A change in sound occurred.

I noticed when I tried to switch back from the barking to the waves, finding their sound was gone. The sea had stopped making any noise. And now that I was paying attention, the crickets had stopped. Only the barking remained, fading away. Soon that was gone too; and the night was perfectly silent.

I could still hear my own breath, my beating heart, the brushing of my palms on the windowsill, but no sound, no sound at all, reached me from the outside. It was the silence our world would make if our world were dead, if it had stopped moving and breathing. I swallowed. I had no way of discerning what crawled under the cover of that silence, sneaking closer.

The air was thick with the anticipation that comes before something momentous is said. I expected to hear a voice, a call – human, or otherwise. I heard something else: a breeze barely blowing, like the breath of a child fast asleep. Before I could fully appreciate the uncanniness of it all, it was over. The night sounded like itself once again, with waves and crickets joining the wind. Not the dogs: those didn’t return.

I shut the window and forgot about it, as we do with things we would rather not confront, when we are pleased with ourselves.

* * *

The near-miss tragedy with the loo made it plain that I had to get a grasp of my new home. I told Mum that I was going to explore the farmhouse and the fields, to which she said, ‘I’ll go with you.’

‘You can’t! That’s the point. I don’t want to rely on you for ever.’

‘Just to get you started. I helped you in Turin.’

‘And how many times did I manage to go out alone in Turin?’

The answer was none, so she said instead, ‘You didn’t have enough time to learn.’

‘Mum, I’m begging you. It’s difficult enough as it is.’

That shut her up. She and Dad didn’t like to hear me say that blindness was hard, and not some great, madcap boy’s adventure.

The Masseria del Vento – the Grange of the Wind, to use its full name – had been built in the seventeenth century, one of the countless fortified masserias dotting the countryside. Puglia, the region in the heel of Italy, used to be invaded every other day by anyone who had ever built a boat, so the locals, that is, the descendants of older waves of invaders, came up with these self-sufficient structures, halfway between a modest castle and a glorified farm, in which to take refuge when a new wave came. Small communities would live in the vicinities of a fortified masseria, and when the invaders du jour arrived, they would retreat within the walls, where they would keep producing their own food and wait for the invaders to get bored.

Our place was never one of the most formidable, and it hadn’t aged well; today budding invaders could simply wander in from one of the many points where the walls had crumbled. But the property comprised a decent-sized vineyard, century-old olive trees and an area of Mediterranean scrub scattered with more trees – carob, almond, walnut, peach, apricot, plums and a copse of eucalyptus. Wild prickly pears stood here and there, with fruits whose mad colours were wasted on me now.

Back in my sighted days I’d liked all of that. Now I found it daunting. Walking down a city road is a cinch, once you get the hang of it; cars are frightening, but after you get used to their roar, you appreciate the easy rationality of the road layout. The countryside is another matter. Mediterranean scrub will get you lost in a heartbeat. There are no straight lines, no neat corners or markers, and what sparse landmarks you might come across – rocks, shrubs – are almost indistinguishable from one another to the unskilled touch of a newbie blind person. Also, it can shift: a passing herd of sheep might upturn rocks, change the shape of shrubs, and the next time you go there you better get the hang of the change at once, or you will be hard-pressed to find your way back without help. Nothing is certain in a living world; nothing is defined.

This was 1996, before mobiles were cheap enough to become ubiquitous. If I got lost, I would have to wait for Mum to come and find me. I wasn’t planning on straying far. No big deal, I thought. I had never ventured out on my own in Turin, a city full of strangers and fast-moving things, where walking was easier but also riskier. Here, I thought the only danger was humiliation. I was wrong about that, as I was wrong about a great many things that summer.

My young brain was a blank page easily written on. I learnt in no time the way from bed to loo, from bedroom to staircase to kitchen, from kitchen to garden door, from garden door to porch table. Seven steps, turn right, three steps, turn right, twenty steps, turn left. Those were simple beats. The challenging ones came in the wilds beyond the porch.

I started with the least ambitious routes: from the porch to the walnut tree, from the walnut tree to the wide-leaved carob tree that had been a favourite reading spot, from there to the vineyard. My right arm aches when I think of it. Sweeping the white cane on bare earth was hard, more of a continuous tapping than a smooth arc. I was using my marshmallow cane tip, one whose lightness and bulbous shape was meant for paved roads. It was only the following spring, if I remember, that I would discover the bell-sized flex tip for rough terrain, which I still use today.

In two or three days I was confident handling those routes and decided to venture into the vineyard. The vines were neatly planted in parallel lines, so I could enter a corridor between two rows, then get to the end of it and back without fear of getting lost. I planned to use the vineyard as a platform for further exploration: each line would take me to a slightly different point in the next field, so all I had to do was count rows and I’d know where I would end up. From there, I could push myself further, knowing that, as long as I made my way back to the vineyard, I could make my way back home. It seemed easy enough.

I first entered the vineyard late one morning. Not being able to see the other side, I couldn’t estimate how long it would take me to get there. The vines were only slightly shorter than me, and their coarse leaves brushed my face whenever I veered too much one way or the other.

There was a strong aroma – one I would come to cherish in later years – of not quite wine, but what comes before, like the yeasty scent of dough that will become bread. I touched a bunch of young grapes, each one little and firm like a milk tooth. I picked one and put it in my mouth. I spat it out immediately; it was tart, bitter. I wished I had water with me. I never carried water with me in Turin, where it was rarely that hot, and where I could just buy water at every corner.

I remember the air being motionless. The noise of the building works, until now an ever-present hubbub at the edge of my consciousness, didn’t make it here. I was lost; a dread came over me and choked my throat like a thief in the night. It was a terror completely out of proportion to the objective circumstances. I think what I felt was a sense of foreboding – of the encounter I was about to have, of the extraordinary events I was to go through before summer’s end. I think I was afraid because of things yet to come.

Don’t be absurd, I told myself. I put one hand on the vine next to me and reached out with the other to a vine on the opposite side, and I remained with my arms spread for a while, like a statue of Christ abandoned in the sticks. There we go. I was still in the same place, I wasn’t lost, I couldn’t be lost. Nothing to fear. And yet I wanted to go back to the farmhouse, to human sounds and voices.

I forced myself to push forward, until my cane told me the vines had come to an end. I moved another step and felt a breeze on my face. I was out. I was far from home, a grizzled adventurer who had just landed on the other side of the world. It gave me an intoxicating sense of freedom. It also made me uneasy. That’s enough for one day.

Or was it?

The vineyard had been a piece of cake, as I’d expected. To break free I had to push myself. On this side was an expanse of scrub, a terrain I had to explore sooner or later. Only a few steps. I’d walk in a straight line, until I reached a rock, a tree, anything I could make into a landmark; and then I would move on from there.

I gave myself forty steps. If I didn’t find a landmark in forty steps, I would turn around, re-trace my path. It’s safe, I told myself. Safe, I repeated.

I walked on, conscious of the flip-flops I was wearing. Trainers would have been better on that rocky, spiky soil, but I didn’t want to go back and change, and have to answer Mum’s questions. Eight, nine, ten steps. I barely avoided kicking a half-buried rock, and kept walking. Eighteen, nineteen, twenty. My feet were rough with grit. I was thirsty: the grape’s tartness had taken root in my mouth. The sun was beating hard. I passed a hand through my hair, wishing I’d put my baseball cap on. I’d gone for a walk with no water, no shoes and no hat; I knew the Southern ways as little as I knew the ways of the blind. Twenty-nine, thirty. A stab of pain. I panicked for a second, before realising that something had slipped between a flip-flop and my foot. Leaning on my cane for balance, I lifted the foot, and took out of my sole a tiny hard object with spikes on all sides. Some drops of a substance more viscous than sweat poured onto my fingers. I smelt it, and it was metallic – blood. Only a few drops. I flipped the thorny thing away. I wiped a layer of sweat from my forehead, and took off my soaked t-shirt, leaving me in just flip-flops and shorts. What are the signs of heatstroke?

Forty steps; no landmark.

A part of me was grateful, because if I had found one I would have had no excuse to head back. Rationally I knew I was close to the farmhouse and civilisation, but it didn’t feel like it. I felt like an astronaut whose cable had snapped; I was floating in space, unmoored. A memory came back to me of the impossible silence I’d heard on my first night in the Masseria del Vento, of the certainty that something crawled beneath it. But there was no silence here. There was a soundscape of crickets, rustling leaves, an intense chirping of birds. Something else too; a different kind of rustling, coming from below rather than above, from the soil rather than the foliage. Coming closer. And behind the rustling, I picked up an undefinable gait, a tap, tap, which sounded like nothing in nature. They sounded like steps of sorts; an animal’s, perhaps? Tap, tap.

‘Who’s there?’ I called.

The wind took the gait away, but the rustling got stronger, and whatever was coming started running towards me. I heard heavy breaths, beastly pantings. I turned and hurried back towards the vineyard, too late, for now the pantings were accompanied by guttural growls, and when the barking started I knew it was stray dogs. The breeze brought the rotting scent from their throats.

The barking got louder, and it got closer.

Every cell in my body begged me to break into a run. I managed not to listen, and just keep walking. I only had to make it to the vineyard, and then…

… then what?

The vineyard was not a magic circle, and the dogs were not foul-smelling demons; leaves and grapes offered no protection. If the dogs wanted to get me they would, and there was not one thing I could do about it.

‘Bastards!’

I was thirteen, in equal parts stubborn and naive. My mind was crammed with stories of heroes fighting against all odds to come up on top, strong men who could handle themselves in a fight and tell a Martini’s quality at first sip. So I did something notable by its idiocy: I turned towards the barking noises, flailing my cane, as if that could ever look like a weapon. I must have cut a pathetic image, but it was imposing in my head. Perhaps it still is.

‘Go away!’ I shouted. In my head it had been a threat, but I suppose it came out more like a plea. I threw my t-shirt at the dogs.

The dogs barked closer, barked furiously, barked so loud they covered all other sounds, and I started making myself ready for pain, ready to go down, yes, but with a swing, when a powerful voice broke from the depths of the Earth shouting, ‘Hey!’

The dogs stopped barking for a fraction of a second, then started again.

The voice said, ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ And there was a sense of the person moving, the voice coming from a lower point now.

The barking subsided to a growl. One of the dogs made another attempt, to which the voice commanded, ‘Don’t!’

The growling stopped. There was a rustling once again, paws moving, this time away from me.

‘Are you okay?’ the voice said.

* * *

When my tale becomes too dark, just bear in mind that I survived to tell it: I survived the summer of ’96, the savage season in which Ada Guadalupi and I trespassed into another world. It was a miracle – I use the word in its most literal sense – that I made it all the way to September. I was lucky. Others weren’t. In later years I came to consider this as a fact of life: we are lucky until we aren’t. Every summer must end, and another will come.

Before I lost my sight, my family’s summer had been long, fat. We were in good health; we lived in a spacious three-bedroom flat in Turin; we went on holiday every August, one week at Grandpa Ferdinando’s in Puglia, two weeks somewhere else. Our summer lasted for years, decades; it lasted for so long that Mum and Dad convinced themselves that through brains and hard work they had made summer eternal. As people do while their luck holds, they flat-out refused to admit luck had any hand to play. ‘We reap what we sow,’ Dad used to say.

Mum nodded and sagely added, ‘Nothing more and nothing less.’

Then the black spot came. It started, as far as I can tell, on an early evening in October 1994, at the end of an epic battle with homework. Mum was frying artichokes in the kitchen; the smell infiltrating my room was killing me. I was tired and hungry. I put away the maths book. I yawned, rubbed my eyes, and the black spot remained, in the bottom right edge of my vision, too tiny to be seen, almost. I thought it was a hole in the desk’s old, battered wood, but when I moved my head the hole moved too. It was on my wardrobe now.

I rubbed my eyes again. The hole remained. It was completely black, darker than the dark behind my eyes when I shut them to go to sleep. I was too young for health scares, and I shrugged it off. The hole would go when it would go.

It didn’t go the next morning, or the morning after that. It was a harmless puncture in reality and I didn’t have much use for the bottom right edge of my vision anyway. In a matter of days, the puncture became a part of my world and I stopped noticing it altogether; the same as a tall person sees the world from above, and a short person from below, I saw the world with a puncture in it. It was just the way it was. My parents never believed me on this, but I swear to this day that the only reason I didn’t mention it immediately was that it didn’t occur to me that it might be worth mentioning.

I forgot about the hole, and so I didn’t notice that it was growing. I noticed, sometime in December, that it had grown; it was still small, but not as small as it had been. I was with Dad in a comic book shop, flipping through a Fantastic Four book, and the hole was large enough to hide Galactus the Devourer of Worlds. I shrugged it off again, and moved my head to look at Galactus’s awesome purple and blue suit. Everything was forever changing – a month ago I had grown out of my best jumper, a week ago I had decided that The Hobbit had beaten The Neverending Story in the ranking of my favourite books – and this was just one more new development to add to the pile.

Three days later, Grandpa Ferdinando died.

* * *

My last visual memory of the Masseria del Vento is from the night of the wake. I went back there once while I was technically sighted, but by then I was in steep decline, and frightened of what was coming, so the visit didn’t leave much of an impression. In that last memory, the main building of the grange stands as it will always stand for me: white and decrepit, longer than it was tall, with a squat tower almost entirely ruined on one end, and a smaller one, intact, more or less, on the other.

I remember stepping outside with Ferdi, my big brother, to catch some fresh air. Inside, Grandpa’s body, dressed in a brown moleskin suit, lay in an open coffin in a living room full of friends and family. Food had been set on a table. Uncle Mario sat his enormous frame on a wicker armchair, crying loudly, surrounded by his famously beautiful children, Maddalena and Ferdinando, who, like my brother, was named after Grandpa. There were flowers on every table and in every corner, obscene in their colour. It was a warm night for winter, following a warm day, and it took many flowers to hide the acrid smell of Grandpa’s meat rotting.

Under the arches of the porch, Ferdi lit a roll-up. He said, ‘Thank you for coming. I needed to get out of there.’

I inhaled his smoke. I was training myself to like cigarettes, so that in five years, when I’d be Ferdi’s age, I could start smoking as well. ‘I couldn’t stand them anymore either.’

Behind us, the masseria was almost entirely dark. Grandpa had been using a handful of rooms, and light only came from those windows. The bulk of the building was left to spiders, bats and other wild things. Ferdi walked beyond the reach of the light, into the winter mist hovering over the countryside. The mist made the world soft; moonlight took its time to trickle down to us, like syrup falling in a pool of water.

‘It didn’t look like Grandpa,’ I said.

‘What did it look like?’

‘A mannequin.’

Ferdi took a drag of his cigarette. ‘People look different after they die.’

‘Why?’

‘They’re not people anymore.’

I marvelled at my brother’s wisdom. ‘Do you think they’re still alive? In Heaven.’

‘Sure,’ Ferdi said.

‘You don’t sound convinced.’

‘Grandpa was.’

‘Praise God, never the wind. He always said that.’

‘Yeah, praising God is good for you. He did believe that stuff.’

‘I hope he was right,’ I said.

Out of the mist appeared the tall walnut tree that stood on the edge of the vineyard. Not a single leaf was left on its branches. In summer Ferdi and I would gorge on fresh nuts, still not entirely ripe, which made our fingers black when we peeled off the skin. I touched its bark and said, ‘I’ve never seen this tree bare before.’

‘Give it four months.’

‘Summer won’t be the same, without Grandpa.’

‘No, it won’t.’

I had been crying a lot, and I felt I could have another go. Grandpa’s death had not been unexpected to the adults in my family, but I had been positive that he, like pretty much everybody I knew, was immortal. This idea that death was a real thing that could reach everybody, even us, was new to me. My other grandparents had all died before I was born.

‘Hey,’ Ferdi said. ‘Hey, Scrawny.’ That was what my brother used to call me, and it was, back then, a fair description of my appearance. ‘Are you crying?’

I sniffled. ‘No.’

‘There’s no shame, you know. Dad’s been crying too.’

‘You’ve not.’

‘Yeah, when you weren’t watching. Don’t tell anyone though.’

That was reassuring. I gave the lump in my throat time to subside before saying, ‘If tomorrow is clear, can we climb on the roof and watch the stars?’ It was another of my summer treats: Ferdi and I would lie on the masseria’s rough roof terrace, to look at the stars and make up our own constellations. I’d discovered Elvis Presley, a cluster of stars which looked uncannily like Elvis’s head and hairdo.

‘We can go now if you want.’

‘Not with this mist.’

Ferdi chuckled. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

‘Where?’

He froze mid-movement. ‘On the roof.’

‘But, the mist!’

He said, ‘Scrawny, what mist?’

* * *

The wild dogs were gone. I was alone in the field with this stranger who had saved my life. I was shaking like a willow in a gale, to the point that the muscles in my throat didn’t allow me to form words. I had to sit. I settled down carefully, after checking the soft earth with the side of my foot for rocks or thorny bushes. ‘You… you still there?’ I managed to ask.

‘Yes.’ The voice was female, a little husky, with the unhurried vowels of the local accent. ‘Water?’

‘Please!’

There was silence. ‘Are you handing me a bottle?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Sorry.’

I felt her coming closer. She put a lukewarm bottle in my hand. ‘Thank you,’ I barely said, before bringing the bottle to my mouth. I drank and drank until not a drop of water was left. ‘I emptied it. Sorry.’

‘No worries.’

It occurred to me that it was a ridiculous scene, me sitting there in the middle of a field, exchanging apologies with this stranger looming over me. With some effort, I stood up. My legs were still shaking. I leaned on my cane for balance and extended the bottle roughly in the direction of the voice. The stranger shifted, took the bottle.

‘Do I know you?’ I asked.

‘Don’t think so. Ada?’

‘Ada Guadalupi?’

‘That one.’

Ada was a girl my age, from Casalfranco, the closest town to Portodimare. Her family had a holiday home right next to the masseria, where they spent the summer. I was aware that she existed, but we weren’t friends. We had crossed paths in the village or on the beach sometimes, and our families had been polite with each other, that was all.

‘You must be Luca Saracino.’

‘You heard of the blind boy.’

‘I knew of a boy my age living next door. I’m sorry for Ferdinando.’

‘Did you know Grandpa?’

‘A little.’

Another silence.

‘What are you doing?’ I said. I felt frustrated; my condition made simple tasks – like talking to girls – harder than I ever thought they could be.

‘Oh fuck, sorry!’ She took my hand in hers, which was small and sweaty. ‘I was offering you my hand to shake. Kind of a welcome.’

Now that I had touched the sweat, I could smell it on her: not unpleasant, it was the gentle smell of sweat on clean skin in the sunshine. I said, ‘You’re not supposed to be here, are you?’

‘Sure I am.’

‘This is my family’s land.’

There was a silence; Ada blinked out of existence.

‘You still there?’ I asked.

‘Yeah.’ She blinked in. ‘Did I just save your arse, or did I imagine that?’

‘I didn’t mean it in a bad way.’

‘In which way did you mean it, then?’

I felt a surge of resentment. Ada could go wherever she wanted and do whatever she pleased, and took for granted she had a right to that. ‘This is our land though.’

‘And this is the girl who chased away those big bad dogs.’

‘Don’t patronise me.’

‘You know what, I don’t have to do this.’

‘No, you don’t.’

‘Goodbye and fuck you, then.’

Same here, I thought, and said, ‘Bye.’

I made to go, and realised I didn’t know which way. I tried to remember the fields, the way they looked, which didn’t help. Then I did what doctors had suggested and focused on the four senses I had rather than on the one I missed. The sun beat on my face, and was its warmth on my back earlier, or on my front? I didn’t know. I didn’t know how long ago ‘earlier’ was. I heard the birds and the crickets and, as a bass line beneath it all, the huff of the girl’s breath moving away from me. I’d got lost in my bedroom; I could easily get lost here in the open. With no water, under a scorching sun. My foot may still be bleeding from where the thorny thing had punctured the skin. What if the dogs caught a scent? Like sharks. They could do that, couldn’t they?

What if the dogs come back?

I called, ‘Wait.’

‘What?’

I couldn’t quite bring myself to say it.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.

‘Could you help me out?’

‘Doing what?’

‘Getting back to the farmhouse.’

She didn’t answer. I zoned in on her breath to make sure she was still there.

She said, ‘But I’m a trespasser.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Not in so many words.’

‘Could you take me just to the vineyard? I can take it from there.’

‘Fine.’

‘And by the way – do you see a t-shirt?’

I heard her come closer with a thumping noise.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Kicking your t-shirt. I won’t touch it. It’s gross. Here, right in front of you.’

I squatted and found it, caked in sweat and dirt. I stood up while Ada was saying, ‘I wouldn’t put it back on.’

‘Me neither.’

‘Why’s it in the dirt?’

‘I threw it at the dogs.’

‘You were holding back a pack of dogs with a filthy t-shirt.’

‘Seemed a good idea at the time.’

She chuckled. ‘A biological weapon, I see.’

‘Which way is the vineyard?’

I suddenly felt a hand on my arm, and jumped. Ada said, ‘Trust me.’ She hooked her arm under mine.

We walked in silence. Some people, and I am talking about well-intentioned people, forget that when I rely on them to walk I have to rely on them completely. Even Mum and Dad had made me trip, even Ferdi. Not Ada: she was a natural. She understood that, no matter how small, a rock would send me sprawling, and that if she were to speed up her pace I wouldn’t follow. She adopted a slow, steady gait, and almost convinced me that it was her usual one.

‘They’re not dangerous, you know,’ she said. Ada couldn’t do silence for long, which suited me. Silence is a lifeless void.

‘Who?’

‘The dogs. They’re only scared.’

‘They’re scared?’

‘Dogs don’t like having no master.’

‘I don’t like being chased.’

‘They wouldn’t have touched you. I think. Next time just pretend you’re picking up a stone.’

‘What?’

‘A stone. Bend down and pretend to pick up a stone. They’re used to having stones thrown at them. Pretend you’re picking one up and show no fear and they’ll go.’

‘Is this what you did?’

‘Indeed.’ She stopped. ‘The vineyard,’ she announced.

Yes, the vineyard; its scent merged with Ada’s. ‘Thank you.’

‘Do you mind if I come to yours for a glass of water?’

‘Sure.’

We went into the vineyard together, with me still hanging by her arm, and now that I had company the space between the vines felt smaller, more domestic. I was grateful she was with me. I am almost certain that she found an excuse to take me all the way back home, a thought that didn’t cross my mind until many years later.

Ada said, ‘Might be too much of a hassle, to give water to a trespasser.’

‘Yeah, about that. Sorry. I overreacted.’

‘Don’t say.’

‘It wasn’t about you. I was upset. Because of the dogs.’

‘I get it. We’re good.’

‘But seriously, what were you doing out there in this heat? Just asking.’

‘A walk,’ she said. ‘My parents were driving me crazy. It’s too hot to walk all the way to the beach, so I was having a stroll here.’

‘You don’t have a bike?’

‘The front tyre went bust during the winter.’

‘I used to like going to the beach.’

‘Why the past tense?’

‘Can’t go on my own.’

‘Your old people won’t let you?’

I tapped my wraparound sunglasses. ‘I’ve been this way since October. Still learning, and the beach is a bit much. My mum would take me, but I don’t want to go with her.’

‘We could go together.’

‘Some time,’ I said, without enthusiasm.

‘Dad’s getting the bike fixed. I’ll come tomorrow and get you.’

‘Can’t do tomorrow,’ I lied.

‘Another time, then.’

‘Another time.’

She took me all the way back, to the racket of building works. Mum wasn’t home, which was good. I could take cover in the shower and never tell her what happened. Ada drank a glass of iced tea in one long swallow, said, ‘See ya,’ and left me alone with the drilling and the hammering.

* * *

Dad dismissed Ferdi’s worries with another, ‘It’s nothing.’

Ferdi and my parents were arguing again, on the night of Grandpa Ferdinando’s wake of all times, and for once it wasn’t because of Ferdi, but because of me. They were doing a bad job of keeping their voices down. I could hear everything, tucked in bed under a double duvet. The room had a mustard tiled floor and a tuff, vaulted ceiling, blackened by time. The black spot was in its usual place, at the bottom right edge of my vision. The mist had followed me inside.

‘He kept saying he’s seeing mist!’

‘Have you smoked?’ Mum asked. ‘Because I can smell it on you.’

‘Everybody was smoking in that fucking room. You stink like a gambler.’

Dad said, ‘Language, Ferdi.’

‘I’m telling you, there’s something wrong with Luca.’

‘His grandfather – your grandfather – just died. That’s what’s wrong with him.’

Mum said, in her let’s-be-reasonable voice, ‘Luca’s been crying his heart out. He’s tired.’

Ferdi said, ‘There’s more than that.’

‘He was Mum’s father,’ Dad said. ‘I know you won’t give a damn when our time comes, but I was hoping you’d give up the spotlight just this once.’

I heard Ferdi’s heavy footsteps, a door slamming; then my mum’s and dad’s voices, too low for me to make out the words. I shut my eyes to try and catch some sleep. Ferdi thought there was something wrong with me, and Ferdi was always right. That night I felt the first pang of a fear which would be my faithful companion for years to come, and maybe never left – the fear that I might be flawed, and beyond repair.

* * *

The thing is, I did want to go to the beach – badly – but not as someone’s charity case. I distinctly remember how sulky I was for the rest of the day. I’d have talked to Ferdi, if long-distance calls weren’t so expensive and strictly policed; tomorrow afternoon we’d call Turin to wish Ferdi good luck on the eve of his end of school exams. Tomorrow, not before. ‘Until we’re up and running,’ Dad had explained, ‘we’re going to be a little careful with money. That’s how business works.’ Maybe, but meanwhile I missed my brother.

It wasn’t one of my highest moments, out there with the dogs; I couldn’t go for a walk in my own fields. I found myself stumbling that day, as if I was newly blind again, like an acrobat who looks down and suddenly forgets how to walk the tightrope, and falls.

I did fall, too, in the shower, bumping my head against the wall. I stopped the fall with a hand; I was lucky my wrist didn’t snap. I sat with water pouring over me, my arms hugging my legs and my chin on my knees, too weary to stand up again. There was no hurry. Mum hadn’t come back. I could stay in the shower for as long as I wanted without her knocking on the door and asking, ‘What’s the problem?’ What could be the problem? That I was trapped in a cage the size of my body and I had no way out, but the teeth and claws of the world had plenty of ways in. I imagined the dogs as these immense wolf-like beasts, eyes red, mouths foaming, razor-sharp fangs.

They’re not dangerous.

Easy for Ada to say, but everything is dangerous when you don’t see it coming. Just pretend you’re picking up a stone. It wouldn’t work for me; the pack would smell my helplessness. A girl had come to my rescue. That was beyond embarrassing. I was the man, I should do the rescuing, and instead here I was, sitting on my arse in the shower. I didn’t want to be that kind of man. Grandpa hadn’t been that kind of man. Ferdi wasn’t that kind of man.

I hauled myself up.

I had forgotten all about the undefinable gait, the tap, tap I’d heard just before the dogs attacked, for other thoughts were louder. I wondered how Ada Guadalupi looked. I had last seen her briefly three, four years earlier, and I vaguely remembered curly hair, but I could be wrong. I was sure she had to be cute. Ferdi said that cute girls think they can do whatever they want, and that they might even be right. What Ada wanted was, obviously, to turn me into her special project. I wouldn’t allow that. I turned off the tap, fumbled for my towel. I’d never talk to her again. That, I decided, was set in stone.

She came by the next day.

* * *

I woke up on the morning of Grandpa’s funeral, the day after the wake, to find Ferdi in the courtyard, kicking a leather football on his own. I made a point of putting up a front and saying, ‘Gorgeous day!’

‘Mist is gone?’

‘Totally.’

It wasn’t true, but I hoped that by ignoring the mist I’d convince it to leave me alone. Besides, Mum and Dad had enough on their plate. Me too. I’d loved Grandpa Ferdinando almost as much as I loved Ferdi.

The day rolled among clouds. The hearse drove Grandpa’s coffin over clouds, and we walked on clouds behind it; the clouds came with us inside the small church by the sea where the function was held, and from the clouds the priest grandiosely praised Grandpa’s life. When we left the church, there were clouds all around the stone building, and on the square, and on the sea behind it. I was looking at the misty sea, while my parents received condolences, when Ferdi came to me and said, ‘It’s still there, isn’t it?’

I hesitated, then said, ‘Yes.’

It took another argument, in which words difficult to forgive were exchanged, but at last Mum and Dad agreed to take me to the doctor as soon as we were back in Turin. I have a perfect recollection of that visit. I could re-enact it step by step: the ophthalmologist’s fingertips on my eyelids, the pressure of cool gas on my pupil, the eyedrops. When it was over, the doctor wanted to have a word in private with one of my parents. Dad took me to a café around the corner and bought me hot chocolate; Mum emerged from the mist a half hour later, her eyes red.

The news wasn’t great, but it wasn’t terrible either. I was going through something called retinitis pigmentosa: hidden parts of my eyes were coming undone. Dad asked, ‘Okay, what do we do next?’

‘The doctor says we cannot do much,’ she answered. ‘So we find another doctor.’ We had sound judgement and we worked hard, so good things came to us: that was my parents’ credo.

The Christmas holidays came and went, as doctors did. There were many of them, all with similar faces and similar voices. After a string of visits, after hearing the same words over and over again, and after I was stuffed with Vitamin A to no avail, we had to accept that it was likely that I would end up losing my sight, all of it. Blind people who cannot see anything at all, no shapes, no light, are very rare, a junior doctor said, as if joining their ranks would be a praiseworthy achievement of mine. There were explanations, very good medical explanations, which I could chant as a litany right now, but they were explanations, not reasons; I was told in great detail how I was going blind, never why. Of course, I know now there was no why. Some things happen because they do, and whatever meaning we want to find in them, we have to make it ourselves.

‘We could have saved him!’ I heard Ferdi bellow one night. ‘If only you fuckin’ listened to me for once!’

Ferdi was wrong; the season had turned for our family, and when bad weather is coming all you can do is brace yourself, and prepare.

* * *

A sound like a whir of mechanical wings got closer, then stopped suddenly, and whatever had existed disappeared.

I was sitting on the porch, brushing the dots of a Braille edition of an old translation of Moby-Dick (my choices for reading being somewhat limited). It weighed almost as much as the real whale, which made reading it harder. I was improving with Braille, not quickly. The rumble of building works had a numbing effect – perhaps I should have walked somewhere quieter, but after meeting the dogs, I didn’t feel like leaving the safety of the house for now.
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