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THE LAST MAN STANDING





Part One



Leonardo pushed back the curtain and took a long look at the courtyard where three cars were parked, one of which was his own. The open space was surrounded by a metal net three metres high with barbed wire at the top. The previous evening, though blinded by the light the guard had shone in his face, he had noticed the outline of the little tower, but he now realized it had been skilfully constructed from old advertising panels, sheets of metal, sections of railing, a shower cubicle and a fire escape. One of the two searchlights above it was pointed at the courtyard and the other directed at the desolate emptiness beyond the fence.


He looked out at the flat fields covered with low bushes where the road stretched into the distance, with occasional bends despite the fact that nothing seemed to be in the way to make them necessary. The sky was a monotonous unmarked grey for as far as he could see it, reminiscent in every way of the last few days.


A man appeared in the courtyard.


Leonardo watched him slowly make his way to the cars and walk round them, peering through their windows: he had a leather jacket and trousers with big side pockets. He could have been about thirty, with the compact physique of a rugby player.


Why not tonight? he thought, watching the man stop in front of the boot of his Polar.


The man took a screwdriver or knife from his pocket and with a simple movement flipped open the boot.


For a few seconds he studied the jerry cans inside as if trying to work out what might be in them, then unscrewed the cap of one and sniffed. When he was quite sure of its contents he replaced the cap, grabbed a can, closed the boot, and went away just as he had come.


Leonardo let the curtain fall back and went to the bedside table where he had put his water bottle. Taking a sip, he sat down on the bed. He could hear steps from the corridor, and the noise of something with wheels being pushed towards the stairs.


That evening he had hesitated for a long time before deciding whether to leave the cans in the car or take them to his room, but after thinking the matter over for a long time he had come to the conclusion that all in all he had done the right thing, or at any rate the least wrong thing, and that if the cans had been in his room it would have been worse.


He went into the bathroom, took his washbag from the shelf and put it into the holdall he was packing on the bed. He stowed the vest and pants he had been wearing before he showered in a side pocket, then slipped on his jacket and went out of the room, leaving the key in the door as he had been told to do.


Passing down the corridor he glanced at the pictures on the walls: dead pheasants on big wooden tables, baskets of fruit and pewter pots. There was the still the pervasive odour of boiled vegetables he had noticed the previous evening, and after the rain that had fallen in the night the fitted carpet smelt of damp undergrowth.


An elderly woman was clutching the handrail on the stairs. When he asked her if she needed help, the woman, wrapped in a most unseasonable tailor-made wool costume, looked at him with total indifference as though he had been nothing more than the sound of a closing door, then turned her face to the wallpaper. Leonardo apologized, pushed past her and went on down to the hall.


The surroundings, despite their gesso statue, artificial plant and carpet covered with cigarette burns, had clearly had quite a different appearance only a short time before. He could see marks where shelves and brackets had been roughly stripped from the walls, and big lead pipes ran the length of the ceiling. The door to the courtyard was protected by a heavy grille, through which the cars and the entrance gate were visible. Occasional circles were spreading in the puddles, and he could sense that the air was already heavy and sultry.


“Have the dogs been bothering you?” the man behind the counter asked without looking up from the papers spread in front of him. He was no longer wearing the green sweater he had had on the previous evening when he had demanded payment in advance and shown Leonardo how to use the hot-water token for the shared bathroom.


“There are packs of dogs all round the enclosure at night. We’ve tried poisoning them, but it doesn’t help.”


Leonardo watched him sign a paper in a sloping hand. His shiny head looked as if he were in the habit of greasing it with fat and polishing it with a woollen cloth every morning. A lot of postcards showing places which were now inaccessible had been clipped with clothes pegs to the metal frame of a bed propped against the wall behind him. On the counter you could still see where objects, now vanished, must once have stood. One space looked as if it might once have held a computer. A telephone had survived, even if no longer attached to any cable.


“I think something’s missing from my car,” Leonardo said.


The man turned to detach a couple of fuel tokens from the metal net and copied their code numbers into a register. When he had done this he took a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket and lit one. He took a puff and looked at Leonardo through the smoke.


“Are you sure?”


“Yes.”


“Certain?”


“Absolutely.”


The man dropped ash into a saucer with a picture of a saint on it. He had a leather armband round his wrist and his right ear looked as if it had been chewed. Leonardo imagined these two facts must be connected in some obscure way which would have required time to work out.


“The guard was in the watchtower all night,” the man said. “No-one could have got into the enclosure.”


“Yes, I’m sure that’s true.”


The man studied Leonardo’s thin face and long, mostly grey, hair. He was probably reflecting that the man before him did not work with his hands and was physically inactive.


“Then you must suspect the other guests,” he said.


Leonardo shook his head.


“No, not at all.”


The man took in Leonardo’s frank gaze, then puffed out his cheeks as if this would help him to think. His eyes were the colour of glass bottles that had spent years in a dark cellar.


“Denis!” he shouted loudly, then picked up his cigarette from the edge of the saucer and bent his bald head over his papers again.


A moment or two later a door opened behind him and the lad Leonardo had seen in the courtyard emerged.


“My brother,” the man behind the counter said without looking at either of them. “He looks after security.”


Seen close up, the lad looked younger than thirty. He had thick wool stockings and the side pockets of his trousers were full of short cylindrical objects.


“This gentleman says something’s missing from his car,” the bald man said.


The boy considered the tall body and narrow shoulders of Leonardo in his linen jacket, as if bewildered by a utensil which must have once been useful but had now become obsolete.


“I was on guard all night,” he said, “and we haven’t opened the gate yet this morning.”


There was no shadow of defiance on his face. Only the boredom of someone compelled to go once again through an over-familiar rigmarole.


“I don’t doubt that,” Leonardo said, “but I also know that someone’s forced open the boot of my car.”


“What have you lost?” asked the boy.


“A can of oil.”


“Motor oil?”


“No, olive oil.”


“Was it the only one you had?”


“No, I had four.”


The boy was silent, as if all possibilities had been covered. His brother stopped writing.


“If you like, we can call the police.”


Leonardo thought about it.


“How long would they take to get here?”


“We use a private security firm and they don’t much like to be called out. Once we had to wait two days.”


Leonardo looked at his own hands pressing on the desk: they were long, thin and emaciated. The man continued to stare at him.


“Maybe you only had three cans and are making a mistake,” he said.


Looking up, Leonardo saw the boy’s back disappearing through the door he had come in by.


“I’m glad we were able to sort out this misunderstanding,” the man said, lowering his bald head over the counter. “You’ll find breakfast in the dining room.”


The room Leonardo entered had been divided by a plasterboard partition, from the far side of which kitchen and laundry noises could be heard.


The old lady Leonardo had met on the stairs was sitting at the table nearest to the door, while a fat man of about forty breakfasted by the window. He was apparently a commercial traveller, with two black cases leaning against either side of his chair. On a round table in the middle of the room were a pot, two Thermoses, some bread, a few cups, a rectangular block of margarine and a bowl of jam of unappetizing colour. A clock on the wall showed ten past eight. No staff could be seen.


Leonardo poured himself a cup of coffee and took it to one of the three free tables. He put his bag down and took a sip: real coffee diluted with carob.


It reminded him of a conference on the circularity of Tolstoy’s writing many years before in Madrid, and the dinner that had followed at a restaurant whose unmarked entrance had seemed like the way in to an ordinary block of flats. The chairman had been forced to spend the whole evening dealing with invective hurled by his wife against enemies of bullfighting. Most of those present must have been used to the woman’s heavy drinking and aggressive defence of this spectacle outlawed only a few months earlier by the government, and they seemed not to be bothered by it. Then, at the end of the evening, with the restaurant nearly empty, a young woman – probably a student in the company of some lecturer whose more or less official mistress she was – had sung a song she had written in which she maintained that love was nothing more than a means to an end. None of those present had either the strength or enough reverse experience to contradict her. The coffee they had then drunk, each imprisoned in his or her own guilty silence, had been like the coffee he had before him now, except that at that time you could still find decent coffee everywhere.


As he lifted the cup to his lips again Leonardo became aware that the old lady was looking at him. He nodded to her, but she continued to stare without responding. Her sparse hair had been built up into a gauze-like structure through which light weakly filtered from the skylight. Her fingers were covered with jewels and everything in her appearance seemed calculated and tense in some way about which it might almost have been blasphemous to speculate.


Leonardo took a book from one of the side pockets of his holdall and leafed through it till he found the story he was looking for.


It was a story he had read many times since the age of twenty-two, and for which he had always felt unconditional love. Both in moments of utter despair or fierce hope the story had always adapted itself to his mood, revealing itself for what it was: a perfect piece of design. He had always advised his students to read it, both those with literary ambitions and those who imagined that a man in his position must be able to offer them useful pearls of practical wisdom. Many years had passed since the last time anyone had expected any such thing from him, but if it ever happened again, now or in years to come, he was certain that his answer would have been the same: A Simple Heart, he would have said.


When he had finished reading Flaubert’s description of Madame Aubain, for whom Felicité was so ably performing her duty, he took another mouthful of coffee and it tasted better. The sun had come out in the courtyard and through the window he could see it reflected from the car windscreens. The incident of the oil can seemed remote and thus of little significance.


“I’ll be home by this evening,” he told himself.


Raising his eyes for a moment as he turned back to his book, he met those of the old lady, who had silently approached him.


“Please sit down,” he said, removing his holdall from the free chair.


The woman skirted the short side of the table and sat down. The skin between the few deep creases on her face seemed strangely young and taut. She had carefully outlined her lips with deep scarlet.


“I’m sure no-one has recognized you,” the lady said.


Leonardo shut his book. The woman nodded severely.


“I couldn’t fail to. You’ve been one of the great delusions of my life.”


“I’m sorry.”


“I was so naïve. I spent years in the arts and should have realized better than anyone the huge gulf between the artist and the shabbiness of the man.”


Leonardo took a mouthful of coffee.


“What was your own field in the arts?”


The woman checked the architecture of her hair with her left hand.


“Opera. I was a contralto.”


Leonardo complimented her. The man at the other table was watching them; his heavy hands restless, the rest of his body motionless. Leonardo imagined he must be having ignoble thoughts.


“May I ask you a question?” the woman said.


“Please do.”


“After what happened, did you continue writing?”


“No, I stopped.”


The woman screwed up her eyes, as if reliving one of many memories.


“I could not sing for nearly two years when my daughter was born because of her health problems. I nearly went mad. And I don’t say this out of empathy with you. The situation I found myself in was very different from yours. I had done nothing wrong.”


Leonardo finished his coffee.


“Then you started again?”


“Of course,” the woman exclaimed. “One engagement after another. Not many contraltos can boast of singing till the age of fifty-two, but I had a voice other women could only dream of. I was on stage two days after I lost my son. Have you any idea what it means to lose a son and two days later find yourself singing Rigoletto in front of a thousand people?”


The fat man got up from his table and passed them on his way out.


“Goodbye,” the woman said.


“Goodbye,” he answered.


Leonardo followed the man with his eyes as far as the door. Rembrandt without the beard, he thought.


“An arms dealer,” the woman said. “Stays here two nights a month.”


Leonardo would have liked more coffee.


“Do you come here often?” he asked.


“I’ve been living here for a year. If that’s not often, I don’t know what is.”


The sound of the commercial traveller’s car attracted their eyes to the window. He manoeuvred his luxury off-road vehicle and went out through the gate which was being held open by the man from reception. The two acknowledged each other, then the bald man closed the gate and padlocked it, slung his rifle over his shoulder and slowly walked back.


“His car’s bulletproof,” the woman said. “That’s why he’s able to come and go as he pleases.”


Leonardo nodded and removed some perhaps nonexistent speck from his shoulder.


“Where did you live before you came here?” he asked.


“In P.,” the woman said. “But when this business with the outsiders started, my daughter persuaded me to move in with her. After a few months my son-in-law was called up for the National Guard and my daughter decided it would be safer to move to Switzerland. So I told her to go and find a house, then come back for me. She knew this place and brought me here so I’d be alright in the meantime.”


The old woman said no more, as if that was the end of the matter. Leonardo smiled weakly.


“Will you be staying here much longer?”


The woman gave him a sharp look.


“Where else should I go?”


“But I thought your daughter was waiting for you in Switzerland.”


“She’s not in Switzerland anymore,” the woman said, removing a crumb from the table. “When her husband died, she married again, a German. Now she lives in Germany. She has suffered, but for the better: her first husband was an inconsistent man. He died at V., so far as we can understand from whoever writes those official letters. But the one she has now seems a lot better, altogether another kettle of fish.”


“Why don’t you join her?”


The woman looked at him as if he had just wet himself.


“Don’t you ever watch television? Have you no idea what’s happening? When the lines were still working, my daughter used to call me every day and beg me, I’m not exaggerating, beg me to let her come and fetch me. But I always said no. That it wasn’t worth the risk. I’m ninety-two, I lack for nothing here, and she’s the only child I have left. You have a daughter too, if I remember rightly?”


Leonardo lifted the cup to his lips, regardless of the fact that he had finished his coffee.


“Yes.”


“Does your wife allow you to see her?”


“No. I haven’t seen her for seven years.”


“So I thought.”


For a moment they studied different corners of the room in silence.


“Now I must get on with my journey,” Leonardo said.


“Where do you live?”


“At M.”


“Is that the village where The Little Song of Tobias the Dog is set?”


“Yes.”


“So you’ve gone back to your childhood home?”


“Yes.”


They heard a horn. A small tanker had stopped in front of the gate. There were two men in the cab.


“Not that I wish it for you,” the woman said, “but perhaps sooner or later you’ll want to start writing again.”


Leonardo smiled and shook his head. They watched the bald man open the gate and the driver bring the lorry into the courtyard. Once out of his cab, the driver put on work gloves and attached a thick ridged pipe to the tank while the bald man opened a manhole cover fastened to the ground by two locks. Both men had a pistol in a holster under their jackets. Leonardo stared at the ochre countryside and a sky the colour of curdled milk.


“I really must be on my way,” he said.


He picked up his holdall. The woman fixed her eyes on the yellowing lily of the valley in the centre of the table and waited till he had reached the door before calling him by his surname.


“The best possible interpretation is that you did something stupid,” she said. “But no-one can ever forgive you for what you did.”


Leaving the hotel, he drove north on the same secondary roads as he had come by. The autostrada would have saved him several hours, but he had heard of fake checkpoints at which travellers were robbed, and for this reason he preferred a less obvious route well away from the larger towns.


He drove with the window down, the hot, clammy wind filling his shirt; from time to time he took a mouthful of water from the bottle beside him. Since starting out three days before he had passed about a dozen cars and several military convoys. The villages he passed through were mostly deserted, with only an occasional old man sitting in a doorway, a boy on a bicycle, or the face of a woman drawn to her window by the sound of the car.


About noon he stopped to fill up with petrol. When he sounded his horn a man came out through the gate to the service station while another stayed in the doorway with his rifle lowered. Leonardo got out of the car, let himself be searched and said how much petrol he wanted. The man, who might have been about fifty, and wearing a rock band T-shirt, got into the Polar and drove it into the enclosure. Leonardo tried to check through the grille how much was being put in, but the back of the car was hidden by the prefabricated hut where the two men lived, and where a young woman with dark skin and curly hair was leaning out of a window. Leonardo imagined she must be tanned from working all summer in the open, unless she was an outsider who had got in before they closed the frontier.


The man in the T-shirt brought the car out again.


“See you later,” Leonardo said as he paid.


“Take care,” the man said, turning away.


Leonardo pulled over a couple of kilometres after the service station. Before getting out of the car he had a look round. The countryside was flat and the yellow grass, mostly unmown, was bending over in the hot wind. A long way off was a hut and the ruins of what must once have been a kiln for making bricks. Then a line of mulberries and some electric pylons disappearing into the distance in the direction of an almost invisible group of houses.


Leonardo listened to the silence for a while, then got out of the car and checked that the cans were in place. He opened them and sniffed to make sure the contents had not been replaced while the car was being filled up, then he closed the boot and mopped the sweat from his forehead with his handkerchief. He became aware of an acid stench of decomposition.


He looked into the ditch separating the road from the fields. There was a dog lying in it, its belly swollen, a swarm of flies whirling round its eyes and open mouth. A black labrador killed by another dog or poisoned.


He was about to turn back to the car when he heard a whimper.


A few metres from the dead dog the ditch disappeared into a small tunnel no wider than a bicycle wheel. He understood at once what was going on.


He returned to the car, started it and moved off. He switched on the radio, but the preset came up with nothing, so he switched it off again and drove for several kilometres without slowing down until he was forced to stop at a crossroads.


Checking to make sure that there was no other car with right of way, he noticed a group of men not far off in a field. There were six of them, armed with rifles, and they seemed not to have noticed him: two were using a long pole to explore the ditch that bordered the field, while the others were following them with their eyes on the grass.


Leonardo put the car into gear to drive on but, as he engaged the clutch, six, ten, perhaps twenty dogs jumped out of the ditch the men were searching and all began to run in the same direction. Taken by surprise, the men hesitated, then started yelling and shooting at the tapering shapes racing through the grass. The dogs had almost reached a water channel that would have given them protection, when, for no apparent reason, they turned at right angles so offering the wider target of their sides to the hunters. Leonardo saw one or two roll over in the grass, others vanish as if swallowed up by a hole, yet others explode into reddish puffs of air. Then the shooting stopped and the men spread out to comb the field. An occasional isolated shot followed, then total silence.


Leonardo realized his foot was still on the clutch. He put the car in neutral and took his foot off. The engine struggled, but did not stall.


The men went back to the irrigation trench from which the dogs had come. Leonardo saw some of them go down into the ditch and throw out what looked like small soft bags full of earth. After a few minutes there must have been about thirty of these, piled in a heap.


Then the men scattered across the field and dragged the carcasses of the dogs towards their puppies, and when this was done one of them took a can from his knapsack and poured the contents over the heap.


Leonardo closed his eyes, his chilled sweat-soaked shirt sticking to his chest. When he opened his eyes again a column of black smoke was rising in the air. He stared, paralyzed, for a few moments with the acrid smell of burned fur coming into the car through the window, then he engaged the gears and did a U-turn. Moving away, he thought he could see in his rear mirror the men waving their arms to attract his attention, but he continued to accelerate.


He recognized the place near the ruins of the kiln. He drew up and, while dust from the verge of the road enveloped the car, he went to the ditch. Lowering himself in, he slithered down it until he was lying on his face in the earth, a few centimetres from the dog’s carcass. Disgust forced an inarticulate sound from him and when he touched his bare arms he realized they were dirty with yellow slime. He wiped them on his shirt, got up and walked quickly to where the tunnel passed under the road.


No sound was coming from inside it; all he could hear was his own laboured breathing and the rapid beating of his heart.


Bending down he looked inside. The tunnel was blocked by filth, stones and refuse brought by the water. But nothing moved or made any sound. He smacked his lips. There was no response.


Leaping up again he checked the road: the pyre was no more than a couple of kilometres away and he could not be certain the hunters would not follow him.


Kneeling down he stuck his head into the tunnel and thought he saw a movement. He reached in, and as if he had been breaking a membrane, was struck full in the face by the smell of death. Suddenly what he was doing seemed just as incomprehensible to him as when, years before, after one of his books had just reached the bookshops, he had been unable to explain to himself how he had spent three years of his life writing a complicated poem in a difficult and antique verse form, which many of his readers, and most of his critics, had already dismissed as an affected minor work.


He lay face down on the ground so as to be able to stretch out an arm, but also because his twisted position was making his head spin. His hand touched something soft and cold. Pulling it towards him, he saw it was a dead puppy covered with ants. He threw it behind him near to the body of its mother and when he heard the thud as it hit the ground he retched, as if his gesture had validated the existence of a hidden part of himself that had now emerged into the light with pangs like childbirth.


Reaching into the tunnel again, he felt something tepid and let it slide across the palm of his hand like a baker collecting a loaf from the far end of the oven.


He pulled the puppy out. It instinctively hid its muzzle between his fingers. It must have been the first time it had seen the light. It was wet with urine and yellow liquid had dried round its half-closed eyes. Leonardo climbed out of the ditch and sat down in the shadow of the car. Grabbing his water bottle from the seat he took a long drink, poured some water into his hand and tried to wash his arms and neck, then tried to get the puppy to drink from his hand, but the animal seemed stunned by sleep or hunger and did not react. Even when he cleaned the incrustation from its eyes, the dog continued to keep them closed. It was black and its ears were hanging sideways, giving it an air of resignation.


He put it down long enough to take off his shirt and stretch it over the seat. He settled the dog on top and was about to get into the car when he was stopped by a sudden pain in the pit of his stomach. With long strides, his naked thin torso marked by large moles, he ran towards the edge of the road, and was only just able to drop his trousers in time before a gush of diarrhoea emptied him.


Gasping for breath and bent double, he got back to the car door and took a toilet roll from the inside compartment. He wiped himself carefully, wetting the paper with a little water.


Sitting down in the driving seat, he took a casual shirt with horizontal brown stripes from his bag, and began searching on the map for a road that would help him avoid the crossroads where the pyre would certainly still be burning. He found one that would not take him too far off course: it was a case of going back about ten kilometres and crossing the river. His wristwatch said a quarter past three. To the north blue mountains closed the horizon. By eight it would be dark, but if he couldn’t get home by then at least he would be on a familiar stretch of road.


He drove slowly, taking great care at corners as if his new passenger must not be disturbed. The dog never moved, and every now and then Leonardo reached out a hand to check its little heart, which beat rapidly under his fingers. Towards five it urinated, and when the light started to fail, it began lolling its head and emitting little blind whimpers. Leonardo stopped the car and cleaned its eyes which were encrusted again, then held a piece of the cheese he had eaten for lunch to its mouth, but the dog seemed not to recognize it as eatable and turned away in irritation.


He went off to urinate in the shelter of a clump of acacias, then got back into the car, put on his jacket because the air was getting fresh, and took the dog in his arms.


He looked down at the plain from the height of the first foothills. With the dying of day the sky had cleared and now the sun was sinking behind the mountains, the vault of heaven a deep unshaded cobalt.


It won’t eat and tomorrow it’ll be dead, Leonardo thought, holding the dog close.


Far off the lights of A. and one or two other villages were shining softly, with the lights of some factory prominent among them. For several months now the minor roads had no longer been lit, the football league championship had been suspended, and the television closed down after the evening news at ten, not starting again until the news at ten the following morning.


He smiled at the swarm of lights and the beauty of several fires burning on a hillside to the east. The dog’s breathing had relaxed and the heat of its body through his shirt was warming his chest; it had the smell of things which are new to the world and still have no name. Like the smell of a birthing room or a cellar where cheeses ripen. Or a paper mill. A smell of transition.


“I won’t give you a name,” he said, stroking the puppy’s head with his finger.


When he arrived in the square the church clock was striking eight.


He opened the door of the hardware shop. Elio looked up from a newspaper he must have salvaged from some packaging. The last newspaper had reached the village four months before. Leonardo went to the counter and put down the two cans he had brought in, then wiped his brow with his handkerchief.


“Only one more in the car,” he said.


Elio neither nodded nor shook his head. He and Leonardo were distant cousins, but their friendship had nothing to do with blood or books or with other passions that can link men like hunting, the mountains and sport. It was seven years now since Leonardo had come back to the village but he was still a town man, while Elio belonged as much to the hills as any man could. He spoke the dialect, he knew what was going on, he had tried the women and played in the Sunday football matches against other villages. In the days when there were still summer tourists, he had spent long periods sitting with the other local twenty-year-old boys on the low wall that bordered the square, studying the German and Dutch girls at a distance, before taking them in the evening to the vineyards, to the river and up into the highest hills from where he had convinced them they would be able to see the sea. When he was called up for the National Guard, he had done the usual thing and given a big party, then disappeared for three days without anyone knowing where he was. He had served two years at the frontier until, in the winter of ’25, he had been hit by the bullet which now saved him from being called up again. As soon as he was demobbed he had taken over the hardware business from his father and married the woman who had been his fiancée since he was nineteen: a woman with strong thighs and few frills; a type more likely to bore him than break his heart.


“What shall I say about the missing oil?” Elio said.


Leonardo raised his shoulders.


“Tell them it was stolen from me. That’s what actually happened. Tomorrow I’ll bring the money for you to give back.”


Elio fixed him with his calm eyes. He was not yet forty, of a reflective temperament and Leonardo’s only friend.


“What’s happening out there in the world?”


Leonardo put his handkerchief back into his pocket. The mud had dried on his trousers in a dragon-shaped pattern.


“Yesterday some soldiers stopped me before L.; they told me to go back the way I’d come and sleep in the car because the road was closed until the next day to let a convoy of armoured vehicles through.”


“Were the soldiers from O.S.R.A.M. or from the Guard?


“O.S.R.A.M.”


“Then there was no convoy: they were just sweeping up. According to the television most of them have stopped coming, but a few groups have managed to get through.”


Leonardo looked around the shop. Most of the shelves were empty, and despite Elio’s efforts to make what little was left go a long way, one had an impression of well-concealed desolation. A passer-by unaware of the situation would have imagined the shop had been hit by floods, or that the proprietor had liquidity problems and was on the verge of going out of business.


“I’ve checked the vineyard for you over the last few days,” said Elio. “If it doesn’t rain, you should be able to harvest the grapes in a couple of weeks.”


“Good.”


“How do you plan to do it?”


“How do I plan to do what?”


“Harvest the grapes.”


Leonardo brushed hair from his brow with a gesture he had used since childhood.


“Lupu and his people,” he said. “As usual.”


“You think they’ll come?”


“I’m sure they will.”


Elio shook one of the cans and watched its contents move about until they settled again, then looked out at the square where two silhouettes were passing silently under the only functioning street lamp.


“Even if they do come you’ll be wrong to make them work.”


“What do you mean, wrong?” Leonardo said with a smile.


Elio lifted his handsome shoulders.


“It’s two years now since anyone has brought in outsiders for harvesting, and those who were linked in one way or another to local firms have not been reemployed.”


“Lupu and his family have permits and they all came in before the borders were closed.”


“Permits or no permits, it may have been alright last time round, but this year there’s bound to be some problem.”


Leonardo propped his long slender pianist’s hands on the counter. He had never played the piano, but several women had told him he had the right hands for it. Only one woman had ever said he had ‘a writer’s hands’. A girl he had met on the train to Nice. When they got out at the station they had shaken hands and he had never seen her again. But that had happened long before he had married Alessandra. After his marriage he had never allowed any woman to come close enough to him as to comment on his hands. Apart from Clara that is, and such a thing would certainly never have occurred to her.


Suddenly he felt very tired. There was a pain in his leg: sciatica.


“Let’s not discuss that now,” he said, “we’re tired. Just come and get the other can, because I want to show you something.”


They went out into the fresh night air. The village was sleeping peacefully; like a child with an ugly scar on one cheek, who has fallen asleep pressing the scarred side against the pillow. The window of the hardware shop, bright with metal tools, was like a Nativity scene. Leonardo opened the door of the Polar and the internal light revealed the dog huddled on the seat. It was sleeping quietly, revived by the fresh air or the little water Leonardo had finally succeeded in getting it to lick from his cupped hand.


“Did you find it or was it given to you?” Elio asked.


“Found it.”


Elio, short-haired and with an aquiline nose, looked at the dog as one might look at a car damaged in an accident that will either need work to make it roadworthy or have to be scrapped. Leonardo said he had tried to get it to eat some cheese, but without success.


“There are always Luca’s baby bottles,” Elio said. “But if Gabi finds out you’re using them for a dog …”


He considered the problem, drumming his fingers on the roof of the Polar. The sound rang out clearly all over the square and up the narrow streets leading to the upper part of the village, the castle and the stars shining above it.


“I’ll give you a rubber glove,” he said. “You can fill it with milk and make a hole with a needle at the end of one finger.”


“When they stole my she-goat and I had to feed her kids, it worked. It won’t cost you anything to try.”


“Alright,” Leonardo said.


The dog was sleeping with its back turned away from them, showing the pink skin of its stomach. It had a few light-coloured hairs, wet with urine, round the point of its penis. One of its eyes had begun weeping again.


“I’ve heard there are packs of dogs on the plain that attack people,” Elio said. “I hope he’s not from one of those.”


“We travelled together a good few hours and he hasn’t attacked me yet,” Leonardo said with a smile.


Elio shifted his weight to the other foot.


Leonardo’s home was a modest little farmhouse, but on the better side of the hill and secluded. His father had died when he was six and his mother, to make ends meet, had sold the half facing the village to a surgeon from T.


During his years as a university student, when he came home to see his mother at weekends, Leonardo often travelled with the surgeon’s family who liked to escape the city in search of a little tranquillity in the hills. The wife, many years younger than her husband, was an intelligent woman who wore high-necked jerseys over her enormous breasts. They had two sons: one born at six months who suffered from dyslexia, while the other was a brilliant chess player. When the surgeon was killed in a road accident, his wife no longer felt like making the journey to the house and telephoned Leonardo’s mother to tell her so. Both had wept at great length. Two weeks later the wife had sent a removal firm to take away their furniture, and from then on that part of the house stayed empty and unsold.


Leonardo parked the car under the lime tree, hoisted his holdall onto his shoulder and carefully lifted the dog who was still asleep. On the veranda floor were two letters; no surprise and he did not bother to pick them up. The fridge was empty apart from a small amount of milk left in a glass bottle; he sniffed the milk, and finding it acceptable, poured it, before doing anything else, into the glove, pierced the point of the little finger with a needle and put it to the puppy’s lips. But the animal ignored it.


Leonardo sat on the sofa for a while, one hand on the puppy’s hot body, wondering whether rescuing the dog had been wishful thinking. An irrational gesture that had put him at risk and in the end would benefit neither of them.


Going into the bathroom he undressed, put his clothes into the washing machine and looked in the mirror. On his pale chest he had a deep red mark he must have acquired while crawling into the tunnel. He shuddered at the thought of what he had done and for a moment thought he could smell the nauseating stench of the dead puppy and its mother on himself.


Without waiting for the water to warm up, he got into the shower and roughly scrubbed his body and hair, reflecting, as he had not done for some time, that everything leads to ruin and that in his case this had happened to him in utter solitude. He felt extremely tired, but even more empty and discouraged.


When he was dry, he put on some periwinkle-blue underpants and went back to the sofa, where the dog was sleeping in the same position as he had been left. The kitchen was equipped in a functional manner. None of the furniture had belonged to his family: he had never cared for arte povera, and when he moved away he had sold everything to a junk dealer. He had then bought himself furniture in African teak, basic and without any fancy design. He had added plates, glasses and other necessary kitchen equipment from the catalogue of a major store and had everything delivered.


At the time he had attributed his choice to his haste to get organized and to the disorder of the time, but when he thought about it he soon convinced himself he would have done the same anyway. Throughout his life the objects he worked with, chose and gathered round himself had always been a matter of indifference to him.


He found some crackers in the cupboard and sat down at the table to eat them, by the light of the small neon tube above the cooker. The house he had been living in for the last seven years was one that, in the days when architectural magazines still existed, would have been worth photographing. He had had a large window put in facing the vineyard and the veranda where he could sit and enjoy the sunset behind the chain of mountains that closed the horizon like a zip. On the western side of the house was a strip of meadow, and on the other side of the courtyard was an outhouse, its ground floor kept as a storage area and its upper floor reconditioned so as to be able to accommodate a dozen people.


Leonardo finished the crackers and continued to gaze at the night through the great window.


Maybe better warm, he thought.


He heated the milk for a few seconds in a small pan, then poured it into the glove again. When he approached the dog with it, he moved his eyes behind closed lids, nothing more. When Leonardo squirted a little milk on his muzzle the puppy instinctively licked himself. Leonardo repeated the action until the dog realized where the milk was coming from and timidly began to suck the rubber finger. In the end they both stretched out exhausted, side by side on the sofa. The clock showed eleven-twenty.


“Bauschan,” Leonardo said.


Bauschan was the dog protagonist of a story by Thomas Mann, a story Leonardo could only vaguely remember, but which had taught him that familiarity can develop between a man and his dog; something he had never experienced himself, having never had an animal of his own.


“Beddy-byes now,” Leonardo said, placing the dog on the carpet to prevent him from falling in the night.


The air on the veranda was chilly. Leonardo picked the two letters up from the floor and glanced at them long enough to recognize the ‘return to sender’ stamp, before going back into the house to his bedroom where he opened the wardrobe and took a box with coloured stripes from under his jackets. Lifting the lid, he slid the two letters in on top of the others which were now almost filling the box to the top. Taking off his bathrobe, he pulled on a pair of white linen trousers and matching shirt, then went back into the bathroom to comb his hair in front of the mirror, cleaned and filed his nails, took the book he had started reading that morning from his bag, and went out.


He walked round the house to the west side, which had two small windows on the second floor and an arched door. He opened the door with a key he had taken from a nail before leaving the house, and went in.


When he was a child this room had been home to a dozen casks: his father and his grandfather had known every virtue and defect of each cask at least as well as they knew the individual combination of courage, patience and malice in each of their children.


His family had been wine producers for many generations, but in his last years his father had given up the work, selling the grapes to some local wine grower. Nevertheless the casks had remained in place until, seven years before, Leonardo had sold them together with the rest of the furnishings of the house. Then he had filled the space, about ten metres by four, with bookshelves he had had made to measure and fixed to the walls by a carpenter. Apart from thousands of books there was nothing but an armchair and a standard lamp on a carpet in the middle of the room. The floor was exactly as Leonardo had found it: earth trodden down so hard that you could not even scratch it with a pointed object.


Leonardo contemplated his books, which he had missed constantly, almost physically, during the four days he had been away, then lit the little standard lamp and sat down in the armchair. Twenty minutes later he had finished the story of Felicité for the umpteenth time and carefully replaced the book in the shelf reserved for the French nineteenth century.


He woke about ten, and realizing the time, ran into the kitchen where he found Bauschan collapsed on the carpet. He’s dead, he told himself, but when he touched the puppy and called him by name, he raised his muzzle towards the warm breath of Leonardo’s mouth. Then Leonardo noticed traces of faeces about the room and realized that the dog had been exploring during the night. So, after washing the animal’s pus-encrusted eyes and giving him a little more milk from the glove, he took him round the house.


As he did so he became convinced the best place for the dog at night would be the studio. This square empty room had nothing in it that could be destroyed. It contained only an office chair and a coarse wooden table under its big window.


It had been an attempt to reproduce the conditions in which he used to write in his studio in T., a pied-à-terre off an internal yard in one of the city’s main squares, where he had never wanted a telephone or doorbell or even his name on the door. But this project had been shipwrecked and the romance interrupted by the tumultuous events that had overturned his existence, and he had never got beyond the line he was writing when the telephone rang and started the massacre.


He looked at the little white portable typewriter abandoned in the dust on the table. It had been a present from Alessandra so he could write on trains and in hotels. He had punched out two novels on those keys, expending many hours of his life on them at a time when writing was indispensable to him for defining himself to himself and to others. Then suddenly his writing had vanished, just as stadiums and competitions and training and sponsors can vanish from the life of an athlete when he inadvertently severs his Achilles tendon by stepping on a piece of glass while playing on the beach with his six-year-old son. This was exactly how writing had disappeared from his life, and it had become a different life; and all this only a few years before his publisher went bankrupt and the newspapers and magazines he used to write for closed down and reading became something comparable to the final extravagant request of a condemned man.


“The room’s very well lit,” he told the puppy. “When you open your eyes you’ll see for yourself.”


Leonardo washed his ears carefully in the shower and examined and disinfected the wound on his chest. Its lively pink colour reassured him and, since the pain of his sciatica had subsided, he decided to cycle into the village. He searched for a shirt with a large pocket and a square foulard to go round his neck, then put on the linen trousers he had folded on the chair and went out.


The distance from house to village could easily be covered even by a cyclist as unfit as he was. The dog, his head sticking out of the pocket, enjoyed the fresh breeze downhill and hung his head on the uphill bits as if helping to pedal. When he reached the first houses, Leonardo left the asphalted road for an unmetalled track that cut through a luxuriant hazel grove, ending in the yard of a large, neglected but busy farm.


“Ottavio!” he called.


Two very dirty and mischievous-looking sheepdogs emerged barking from the back of the farmhouse. Leonardo offered them a friendly hand, but they kept their distance and continued to bark.


“Who’s there?” someone shouted from the cowshed.


“Leonardo.”


The dogs for some reason went quiet and moved off, going to lie down in the shadow of a tractor. The yard was a mess, with sacks of animal feed, buckets and agricultural implements all over the place. Under cover in one corner was what might have been an ancient estate car or hearse. Leonardo was studying it when Ottavio emerged from the cowshed.


“What’s this?” he asked.


Ottavio wiped his hands on his trousers.


“A hearse.”


“Yours?”


“Of course, do you think I clutter up my yard with other people’s stuff?”


It was covered by two old sheets sewn together. On its small roof was the pointed shape of a cross.


“What are you going to do with it?”


“Not much you can do with things of that kind.”


“Then why did you buy it?”


“The funeral director at D. has moved to France. He’d been in debt to my mother for as long as I can remember so he paid up with what he had. He was an honest man, he could have left without a word. What’s that in your pocket?”


Leonardo looked down; the dog had turned round and all that could be seen was the end of his tail sticking out of the pocket. Leonardo extracted him carefully and showed him to Ottavio.


“How old would you say he is?”


“Ten days,” Ottavio said, after a cursory examination. “Maybe crossed with something useful for herding cows. Do you want to keep him?”


Leonardo looked at the dog, who seemed to be struggling to open his eyes.


“I think I do. Can you sell me any milk?”


Ottavio stared, his face red and sweat in the hair round his ears.


“Have you come here on purpose to annoy me?”


“How do you mean?”


They went into the cowshed past the immobile haunches of some twenty cows, about ten animals on each side, then passing through a metal door found themselves in a room tiled to the ceiling, in which a fan was stirring air charged with disinfectant. Ottavio took off his outdoor shoes and Leonardo did the same, placing his sandals in a small wardrobe. Both put on coloured clog-like rubber shoes. There were two large zinc vats in the room, and shelves with cheeses of various sizes. Ottavio uncovered one of the vats. It was full of a yellowish liquid with what looked like thin metallic plates floating on the surface, and it smelt like shoemaker’s glue.


“What’s this?” Leonardo said.


“This morning’s milk.”


Leonardo stepped back from the overpowering smell. Ottavio closed the vat and went to a window facing the back of the farm, which Leonardo knew to be where he kept his heifers and orchard. Ottavio parked his elbows on the windowsill and contemplated his property.


“Do you hear the planes going over at night?”


“Sometimes,” Leonardo said. In fact, being a heavy sleeper, he had heard nothing at all. It had always been like that. Once he slept for five hours in an armchair at Lisbon airport, missing all the flights that could have taken him home. Returning to his hotel he had got in touch with Alessandra, who had no difficulty in believing him, then gone to bed to watch a bit of television, but without being able to keep his eyes open to the end of the film.


“When the planes go over, the cows play this trick on me. A few months ago it was only now and then, but now for a whole week I’ve had to throw away all the milk. The big producers add powdered milk, but I don’t want that on my conscience. I don’t even give this stuff to the pigs.”


Seen from behind, Ottavio was a short stocky figure with no sharp edges; veins bulging on his arms even when he was not lifting anything heavy. He was five years older than Leonardo but looked five years younger.


“Can you trust a married man?” Ottavio said.


Leonardo said yes and thought of Elio. Ottavio nodded.


“Then just ask him about women’s periods. My daughter hasn’t had one for two months but can’t be pregnant. And my wife, who hadn’t had a period for years, has started getting them again.”


Leonardo looked at the ascetic white of the tiles. Someone was singing a song somewhere accompanied by the regular beat of something like an old pedal sewing machine.


“I think,” Ottavio said, pausing to add emphasis to what he was about to say, “that those planes are dropping something; something to calm us all down, because if not we’re all going to go mad.”


They went out into the yard where a light wind from the mountains stirred scraps of straw and blew hair about. The two dogs watched them closely from under a bench by the wall. As he mounted his bicycle, Leonardo could feel the puppy’s hot urine running down his chest to his trouser belt. He pretended it was nothing.


“They’ve seen those two in the woods again,” Ottavio said, “and they’ve also found a fire and the bones of a goat.”


Leonardo swept his hair back from his brow.


“Must be campers,” he smiled.


But Ottavio fixed Leonardo’s pale greenish eyes.


“It’s not the time for that kind of crap, Leonardo, can’t you see how the wind’s blowing?”


Leonardo looked down at his foot on the pedal. A nail had gone black where the old woman, sitting down at his table in the hotel, had accidentally placed the leg of her chair on it.


“Have you done anything for the dog’s eyes?” Ottavio said.


Leonardo looked straight at him.


“What can one do?”


Ottavio shrugged.


“If you want my opinion, wash them with his own pee; he won’t like it, but if you don’t he’ll never open them again, because they’re full of parasites.”


At Norina’s grocery shop he bought some tinned tuna, a couple of dairy products, some sardines, two packets of rusks, jam and a pack of pasta, then got the baker to give him a French loaf and some baci di dama biscuits. There were no customers in either shop and the proprietors simply served him, took his money and called him professor when they said goodbye.


On the other hand the woman at the pharmacy, one of those waiting for oil, asked him how his journey had been as soon as she saw him come in. Leonardo said it had been fine and asked if he could have some cotton wool and sterile gauze. Before he left the woman complimented him on the dog and remarked that they would meet again in the evening when the oil was distributed. Leonardo said Elio would see to everything.


As he made his way to the bar pushing his bicycle, he remembered a painting by Balthus of a young girl – who could have been the pharmacist when she was young – and the way she had not yet lost her adolescent confidence in the sensual gesture of raising her arms and doing her hair. It was said that nearly all women born with that quality lost it when they grew up, while those who had it later in life had nearly always picked it up along the way, not having originally possessed it. This to him seemed to reward hard work rather than talent, something that hardly ever happened in nature, and the thought generated a surge of good humour in him.


Pulling his shirt out of his trousers and checking that the smell of the dog’s urine was not too powerful, he went into the bar.


“Our professor!”


The postman was leaning against the ice-cream freezer with another man who did not live in the village, but was there to see his invalid mother. They were in the corner of the shop where it had once been possible to leaf through a national daily or local weekly and sports magazines. Now the fridge was silent and back numbers of a hunting magazine were stacked on it. Danilo, the proprietor, and three other men were sitting round a table playing cards.


“Good morning,” Leonardo said.


None of the four looked up from the cards to answer his greeting.


Leonardo went to the bar and stood at an angle to it, so as to be able to keep an eye on the bicycle which he had left outside with his shopping bags slung from its handlebars. The postman whispered something to the man beside him who smiled, revealing very irregular teeth: he was dressed for fishing and a thick white beard under his chin linked his ears by the longest possible route. The postman, in contrast, had a freshly shaven face; he was separated from his wife and it was several months now since he had given up explaining to people why letters were not reaching them or were arriving weeks late. In any case, the explanations he offered came from a ministerial circular which, as everyone knew, meant that they had only a limited connection with truth.


Danilo slammed down his last card, then got up and went behind the bar, and without Leonardo saying anything made him a cappuccino without froth. When it was ready he put it down on the bar and, giving an expressionless glance at the dog’s snout sticking out of Leonardo’s pocket, went back to his cards. His companions had totted up the score and dealt the cards for the next hand. All four looked contrite, as if only playing to punish themselves.


“But I think,” the man with the postman said, “they must be found. We have to know what they look like and find out what they plan to do.”


Leonardo looked down at Bauschan’s smooth head. A fly had settled on one of the dog’s ears; he smiled and blew it away.


“I’d like to know what the professor thinks,” the postman said.


Leonardo looked at him. In the first months after his return, the postman had come every morning to deliver letters from the solicitor, the court, the publisher and readers offering either support or expressing disappointment at what had happened, but with the passing of time the only letters that kept on arriving were written in his own hand and returned by the woman to whom he had sent them. A correspondence that made sure Leonardo and the postman still met roughly once a week.


“About what?” Leonardo said.


“We know you’re just back from a trip. You must have some idea what’s going on.”


“The professor has other things to think about,” said one of those at the table. “Unlike the rest of us.”


No-one laughed, but the men near the fridge exchanged glances with the card players. Leonardo took a sip of coffee and wiped his lips with a napkin from the dispenser.


“I saw nothing unusual,” he said.


The postman drank from the glass of white wine he had on the freezer.


“You must have been lucky,” he said smiling. “To listen to this lot it seems they’re everywhere.”


An alarm went off. Danilo pressed a button on his big wristwatch and the alarm stopped, then he went to the counter and used a remote control to switch on the television in the corner of the room. The other players had already put down their cards and turned their chairs to face the screen. After the music introducing the broadcast, a woman newsreader with an expensive hairdo commented on images of an encampment in the middle of a wood with shacks of cardboard and sheet metal hidden in luxuriant vegetation. The camera showed men in uniform circulating among these rudimentary shelters with their camp beds and improvised pallets, blankets, gas cookers and other objects.


Finishing his cappuccino, Leonardo walked towards a wall with two doors, one leading to the toilet and the other marked “Private”. A man with a shaved head was sitting on the floor in the space between two video poker machines. His sharp, serious face was like a tool used for prising open doors. His eyes were black but not at all malicious.


“Will you come to supper with me, Sebastiano?” Leonardo asked.


The man looked up but did not move. His legs were drawn up to his chest, hiding his mouth.


“Please come, we’ll make some pasta,” Leonardo said.


It seemed to take Sebastiano a long time to get to his feet, and he made Leonardo, himself more than one metre eighty tall, look tiny. Sebastiano was as thin as a rake. He had large bones and hairy legs sticking out from a pair of Bermuda shorts stained with fruit. He looked like nothing so much as an enormous prehistoric bird.


“Can I pay?” Leonardo asked, turning to the bar.


Without taking his eyes off the television screen, Danilo placed the palm of his hand on a black book beside the till to indicate that he had marked it down. Now the newsreader with the expensive hairdo was giving the latest news about the eastern front, while a small panel was showing images of a road block where three National Guards armed with machine guns were forcing several unkempt and very dirty people to get out of a car.


Before he left the village, Leonardo gave Elio the money he should have repaid him the evening before, then he and Sebastiano set off for home, pushing the bicycle. It was mid-September, but the one o’clock sun was hot on the asphalt, making it shimmer in the distance. Leonardo asked Sebastiano to walk on his left, so as to give shade to the dog asleep in his pocket.


Lupu and his family arrived early in the morning.


Leonardo, woken by the sound of cars, came out onto the veranda in pyjamas and raised an arm in the grey light of early morning to greet them. They did not have the van of previous years but two cheap secondhand cars, and they were not wearing their usual dinner jackets over white singlets, but T-shirts with slogans in English and well-worn trainers.


“I’ve been waiting for you,” Leonardo said.


Lupu stood beside his car staring at Leonardo, as if trying to make out something he should have been able to see even at that distance. Despite his tanned skin and powerful arms, there was an unfamiliar fragility about him. His cousin, who had got out of the second car, was looking at the vines sloping down beyond the low fence of the yard. All the others had stayed inside the cars.


“Come in,” Leonardo said, “I’ll make you some coffee.”


At a nod from Lupu, his wife got out of the red car with their small son and older daughter and Lupu’s two brothers, both similar to him, even if different in build. The daughter was seventeen now and already a woman who had learnt to show herself off to her best advantage, while her mother had grown thinner in the face and broader in the hips. In the second car were Lupu’s cousin’s wife and a teenage boy Leonardo had not seen before. This boy had different eyes from all the others; uncertainty seemed to have produced something sharp and fearless in him. None of them were wearing gold on their necks, fingers or wrists.


They sat on the veranda and accepted the coffee Leonardo had mixed from real and ersatz coffee, then put their cups on the floor and watched the rising sun dispel the grey from the vineyard and the forest beyond the river.


Bauschan was gnawing at one of Lupu’s wife’s sandals. Leonardo called him and the dog sprang over to him. His eyes had been open now for a couple of weeks, turning out to be a silvery light blue. Ottavio had established that he was a cross between husky and some sort of hound with his pendulous ears, plus a touch of setter in his back and gait. There were broad black patches on his ash-grey coat.


“That’s a dog who will follow you even if you throw yourself in the river with a stone round your neck,” Ottavio had declared before launching into a long speech from which Leonardo understood that the dog would grow to medium size and would be incapable of excelling in any of the special qualities of his ancestors, but would preserve a decent dose of each.


“Now go and have a rest,” Leonardo said. “You can settle in over the store like in previous years.”


He took the cups to the sink and washed them, then looked out of the studio window. Lupu and the others were standing in the middle of the yard, holding plastic bags and old triacetate sports bags with the logos of firms, banks and sponsors that no longer existed.


The teenager was the only one not carrying anything; he was talking to the others in an excited voice. He could have been sixteen, but was probably one of those boys who long retain the traits of adolescence only to lose them at a stroke from one day to the next. When the adolescent had finished speaking, Lupu said a few words. The boy lowered his eyes as if they had suddenly grown heavy and they all moved towards the storehouse.
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