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‘A bad earthquake at once destroys our oldest associations: the earth, the very emblem of solidity, has moved beneath our feet like a thin crust over a fluid; one second of time has created in the mind a strange idea of insecurity, which hours of reflection would never have produced.’


Charles Darwin, Voyage of the Beagle (1839)





Prologue



‘Si abita un suolo chiamato per errore terraferma.’
‘We live on land mistakenly called terra firma.’


Erri De Luca, Naufragio in terra (2016)


Since ancient times, there have been tales of strange behaviour in the animal kingdom before a major earthquake: birds taking to the wing and bees leaving their hives in unusual numbers, dogs whining for no apparent reason, snakes emerging from their burrows and going suddenly rigid, deep-sea fish rising to the surface.


But the only fleeting warning most humans may have of what is about to overwhelm them are the sounds the earth emits when about to unleash forces capable, quite literally, of moving mountains.


In imperial China, the people of Hebei Province likened the sound they heard before one strong quake in the mid-nineteenth century to the hooves of tens of thousands of galloping horses in retreat as defeated troops took flight. In San Francisco, those who survived the 1906 earthquake say it was preceded by what sounded like a convoy of ore cars rumbling underground. Ahead of Japan’s 2011 magnitude 9 Tõhoku earthquake and tsunami, underwater microphones positioned nine hundred miles away, off the Aleutian Islands of Alaska, captured sounds emanating from the earth’s crust similar to a rocket launching into space. While in Nepal at the time of the 2015 quake, trekkers in the Himalayas say they heard a noise like jet engines powering overhead moments before it struck.


But for those whose lives and family histories have been rooted for centuries in the Apennine mountains of central Italy, the sound the earth made before it began to shake, violently, on 30 October 2016, was like a great howl, an urlo or a boato – a ferocious roar. It was, they say, as if the mountains were crying out. As if the very earth were in labour.


In a way, it was.


For as the giant jigsaw puzzle of fault lines threaded throughout the Apennines ruptured, and the central section of this cordillera that forms the spine of Italy convulsed in the country’s strongest earthquake for nearly forty years, a geological chain reaction was triggered that changed forever the lay of the land and the lives, including mine, of those above.


The clocks had gone back in the early hours of that Sunday morning. It was the end of daylight-saving time, and many took the opportunity to rest longer in bed. But not Antonio. Those who work the land had been awake since before sunrise and were already outdoors. Sundays are days for tending to chores neglected during the week, and that Sunday Antonio rose as usual at 5.30 a.m. By 7.30 he was preparing the tractor he would need to reach overhanging branches of laurel and lilac to be pruned along the driveway to his farm.


Antonio’s farm sits on the outskirts of Amandola, a small medieval town just within the boundaries of the Monti Sibillini national park, a wild and spectacular section of the central Apennines where wolves, bears and wildcats roam and golden eagles soar above forested slopes. Antonio’s family have worked this land for generations, originally as sharecroppers under Italy’s mezzadria system, prevalent until the 1970s, which saw mezzadri surrender half of any produce or profit from the land to the padrone who owned it. But after decades of back-breaking labour, while also working as a voluntary driver for the Red Cross, Antonio finally bought the farm and raised his family there.


That morning of 30 October, his eleven-year-old grandson Alessandro was by his side. Ever since he was a small boy, Alessandro had been eager to help his grandfather whenever he could and dreamt of one day becoming a farmer just like the nonno he adored. They had not yet started the tractor engine, so all was silent but for birdsong and Antonio’s patient voice explaining the task at hand.


The sky in those early hours was the colour of Venetian glass tinted turquoise blue, holding promise of a perfect autumn day. There was nothing to suggest a storm was brewing. But above the murmur of Antonio’s calm instructions, as if far in the distance, a low rumble could be heard that quickened at lightning speed to the roar of an approaching gale. A sound like a high wind tearing through mountain passes that transformed within seconds to an onslaught coming not from above but deep below, where the earth had begun to tremble. It was a sound that all who live close to the Apennines of central Italy have come to dread.


For months, hundreds of communities in and around this stretch of mountains had been braced for turmoil after a summer of being battered by a series of seemingly never-ending strong tremors and aftershocks – a sequence of such severe and enduring seismic activity as has rarely been experienced in these parts.


When the earth gave its first great heave in the early hours of 24 August it buried nearly three hundred men, women and children beneath the rubble of the medieval town of Amatrice and other towns and villages on the southern edge of the Sibillini and neighbouring mountainous Gran Sasso national park. The discovery of two little sisters locked in an embrace under the wreckage of their home for sixteen hours, the elder shielding her four-year-old sibling until only she could be rescued, was heralded as a defining moment of both sorrow and hope. Tens of thousands were made homeless and countless medieval churches and rare works of art were reduced to dust.


In the wake of the many aftershocks that followed, Italians began speaking of the earth beneath their feet as la terra ballerina, the dancing earth. The dance they spoke of was unrelenting. It shredded nerves. But Antonio was not alone in believing the worst to be over.


The first shudders on that October morning were slight. A vibration of the sort you might feel as an express train speeds by a platform. But these quickly grew in intensity to a violent agitation that triggered powerful lateral jolts, as if this central section of the Apennines were being shunted from one set of terrestrial train tracks to another. A manoeuvre that in places tore the sides of mountains apart, leaving dark gashes of freshly exposed rock which stretched for miles.


When the mountains began to howl, Antonio understood immediately what was happening. He had lived through earthquakes before.


But nothing like this.


As man and boy looked towards the fields, they saw the earth moving as if morphing from solid to liquid form. It was as if this span of pastures that stretched away into the mountains had been seized by an apprentice god intent on reshaping it with a cosmic hammer.


Long before the advent of the scientific revolution brought more rational explanations for such shattering shifts in the lay of the land, ancient civilisations did indeed attribute the shaking of the ground to the movement of gods, demons and mythical creatures. The ancient Greeks believed it was Poseidon, god of the sea, striking out in anger with his trident. The Japanese thought that a giant catfish called Namazu was thrashing about in underground mud. For Mexico’s Aztecs it was caused by a jaguar leaping towards the sun, and Native Americans in the Pacific Northwest believed that it resulted from fights between a thunderbird and a whale.


Regardless of the cause, Antonio’s only thoughts were for the safety of his family. With his grandson Alessandro clutching his waist, he urgently instructed the boy to look at the ground, as if blocking his sight might lessen the anguish of what was unfolding. But neither covered their ears, and the sound of timber groaning, of buildings splitting and collapsing, was impossible to block out.


In those moments, Antonio heard his wife screaming and, looking towards the old farmhouse, saw her scrambling from the front door behind Alessandro’s mother, father and younger brother. They escaped the building just as one of its far walls collapsed and part of an old chapel that had stood within the boundaries of the farm since 1611 crumbled to the ground.


Many of the inhabitants of towns like Amandola were still in bed or just beginning their morning routine. Brushing hair, getting dressed, making coffee, they froze where they sat or stood, some crying out ‘terremoto!’ – earthquake! – less warning than terrified confirmation.


Unable to make their way down swaying stairwells and hallways to flee outdoors, they remained trapped within walls they feared would turn their homes into tombs. Encased by shuddering ceilings and floors, rattling windows and doors, they were wrenched up, slammed down, flung back and forth, again and again and again. The smell and taste of crumbling plaster and brickwork choked them as the ferocity of the shaking gradually juddered to what many feared would be but a temporary lull.


From a distance, clouds of dust billowing from the rubble made it look like the medieval towns and villages that cling to the mountainsides, or perch on hilltops, or nestle in valleys below, had been set on fire.


In all, the earthquake that Sunday morning lasted thirty seconds. But in those thirty seconds, the history of this land that gave birth to much of Western culture and civilisation was being rewritten.





Fault Lines and Fragility



‘Human life has always been lived on the edge of a precipice.’


C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory (1941)





Chapter 1



The first time I saw mention of Amandola was in a copy of Italy magazine, bought hurriedly at King’s Cross station on my way to Edinburgh, where I was taking my daughter and a schoolfriend for a half-term break. It was a bitter February day and a blur of mist-shrouded trees and sodden fields glided by the train’s rain-flecked windows. As the girls chatted, I leafed through the pages of the magazine and sank into an account of how a Canadian architect had converted two cobblers’ cottages into a spacious home with spectacu­lar views of the Sibillini mountains in a region of Italy I knew little about – Le Marche. The photographs were inviting, and I promised myself I would visit one day.


For years, when taking my daughter to visit her Italian grandparents in Umbria, on the other side of the Apennines, I had trekked along dirt tracks throughout central Italy, often looking at little more than piles of stones, with dreams of how I might reconfigure them into a haven of rest from my busy London working life. A place where I could find stillness in a life of perpetual movement.


More than two decades of working as a foreign correspondent and feature writer for the Sunday Times, bearing witness to the darker side of humanity and reporting from over sixty countries around the globe, had taken its toll. Much of my time was spent in parts of the world riven by conflict, confusion and crises of one kind or another. From the Amazon to the Arctic Circle, Guatemala City to the Gaza Strip, Kosovo to Colombia, to Cuba and Kathmandu, more often than not I was writing about those whose lives were marked by suffering. People caught in the crossfire of civil wars and drug wars, or discarded and killed by society because of their gender, or lied to and locked up by authoritarian regimes. Their stories of sorrow and struggle stayed with me.


Raising my daughter alone also had its challenges. While my relationship with her father had failed to weather the storms of a life far removed from either of our families, in Mexico, where we first met, fell in love and where he continues to work as a doctor, my love affair with the country of his birth endured.


Although I knew Umbria well, I had never ventured across the mountains to Le Marche – partly because of the family pull to the west, but also because Le Marche’s charms are less obvious than those of Umbria and its alluring north-western neighbour, Tuscany. Lodged between the Apennines and the blue waters of the Adriatic, it has long sat askew to the rest of Italy. Even its name, ‘the borderlands’, signals the fierce sense of independence which has run through its veins since time immemorial.


But over the last twenty years, growing numbers of foreign visit­ors seeking out quieter corners of Italy have discovered the region’s mellow appeal. Much of it is given over to farmland, state forests and national parks, and significant art treasures are hidden away in small country churches with no queues. One of the most important industrial activities here is shoemaking, a cottage industry of thousands of small workshops and factories supplying behemoths like Tod’s, Prada and Versace.


Seduced by the region’s restful charm, growing numbers of those who have come from abroad to visit have chosen to settle here perman­ently, most electing to renovate tumbledown farmhouses and other rural places fallen into neglect. At first, I too dreamt of a secluded home in the countryside surrounded by rolling fields and woodland. But after one excursion to the remains of a remote lodge with a half-collapsed chapel, gold-painted stars on its cupola, I struggled to navigate the hire car back along miles of winding mud paths. It was then that my oldest and dearest friend from university, Emma, who had patiently accompanied me on my search, suggested I might want to consider restoring a townhouse instead.


Since I would be overseeing works from London, during snatched weekends and holidays between reporting assignments in trouble-torn corners of the world, I realised she was right. It was the gentler pace of Italian life and its sense of continuity I wanted to savour when I could, and what better way to do this than in the heart of a small community?


While taking on the restoration of an abandoned dwelling within the medieval walls of a hilltop town like Amandola was more unusual, I could see the advantages, the lure of freshly baked bread and a strong morning espresso or aperitivo in the late afternoon just a short stroll away.


At its height, in the late Middle Ages, Amandola was a thriving woollen milling centre with a population of more than eighteen thousand. Such was its prominence that it features on the walls of the Vatican’s opulent sixteenth-century Gallery of Maps. There was a time too, when the town and its surrounding hamlets supported more than ninety churches and small chapels, some of which formed a corona – a protective circle beyond the town walls – to ward off demons and ill spirits.


Today, despite the survival of a number of grand buildings, including a jewel-box theatre, a cinema and hospital, Amandola might be considered more of a village than a town. Named after a legendary almond tree, a mandorla, which once stood here on high ground, fewer than four thousand souls have resided here in recent years, though this number traditionally swells in summer as Italy’s city dwellers seek escape from the lowland heat to the cooler air of the Apennines, which offers welcome respite.


Many of those who come here in the summer months are also returning to visit relatives: those like Antonio, deeply rooted in this land farmed by his family for more than a century, and others who preferred to stay close to their provincial roots or lacked the opportunity to leave. Many come from Rome, which lies less than ninety miles away to the south-west as the crow flies. Yet a journey here from the Eternal City is not straightforward.


The Apennines, though often thought of as a single range, cleave into multiple parallel chains. These stretch for nearly a thousand miles from Liguria in the north to Calabria at the tip of the Italian boot. Beyond the Straits of Messina, a granite outcrop extends the cordillera further still, into northern Sicily. Here it is dominated by the brooding presence of Mount Etna, before finally bowing beneath the waters of the Mediterranean off the western shores of the Aegadian Islands.


Once believed to have been an extension of the Alps, the Apennines are now known to have been formed aeons later, roughly twenty million years ago – young in geological terms, and still evolving. Fossils of ancient sea creatures found at high altitudes offer a glimpse into such chasms of time. These petrified forms attest to their once having lain beneath primordial oceans until heat rising from the earth’s core caused our planet’s crust to rupture and migrate.


While the Apennines’ western flanks tend to more gentle inclines, created by the spreading tilt of the earth’s crust under the Tyrrhenian Sea, many east-facing escarpments are more precipitous. They were formed, and continue to be formed, by this section of the earth’s crust compressing beneath the waters of the Adriatic, causing it to buckle and fracture. Cycles of storms, ice and gushing rivers cutting into these strata over millennia have further sculpted the landscape into jagged peaks and gorges which make traversing the mountains a meandering affair.


Those in a hurry to reach destinations such as Amandola on the east circumvent the Monti Sibillini at the heart of the central Apennines by following ancient Roman roads. To the north these roads pass in the direction of Foligno along the Flaminian Way. To the south, they trace the old via Salaria, the ancient salt road that cuts through where they narrow. Both journeys from the capital take around three hours.


Others with more time navigate switchback roads that snake between 7,000-foot and 8,000-foot snaggletooth pinnacles and deep ravines with names such as Pizzo del Diavolo (Devil’s Peak), Passo Cattivo (Evil Pass) and Gole dell’Infernaccio (Hell’s Gorge). In winter these routes are snowbound. But in spring and summer they pass through high meadows painted with a patchwork of blue gentians, cornflowers, white buttercups, alpine edelweiss and wild orchids.


There are times when small towns and villages like Amandola are shrouded in the mist that envelops the Sibillini mountains; looking on from a distance they seem to almost float in the clouds rather than be tethered to the earth below. A supernal sense further deepened by the abundance of superstitions and ancient myths that envelop the Sibillini themselves. Though I knew nothing of such myths at the time, there was something that exerted a stronger pull than pure romance when I first visited Amandola in the spring of 2004.


The moment I pushed open the flaking wooden shutters on the top floor of the house in the centro storico – the historic centre of the town – I was captivated. Looking out over terracotta rooftops towards the octagonal spire of the church of Saint Augustine, I saw swifts dipping and soaring around its campanile, their high-pitched chorus accom­panying a graceful aerial ballet.


Leaning out of the window, I saw the mountains stretch across the horizon, from Monte Sassotetto in the north to Monte Vettore, known as ‘the cloud maker’, in the south. At that time of year their crests were still capped with snow, and below these white capes, a mosaic of woods and mountain pastures were threaded with small hamlets and twisting white roads.


One of Italy’s most celebrated poets, Giacomo Leopardi, a native son of Le Marche, named the Sibillini the Monti Azzurri, or Blue Mountains. Look at them long enough as the light and weather shifts and you see their slopes and valleys washed with every shade from celeste in the morning to deep indigo as daylight fades.


In his poem, ‘Le Ricordanze’, Leopardi wrote that it was these Monti Azzurri that inspired him to pensieri immensi and dolci sogni – expansive thoughts and sweet dreams. And long before I read these words in his collected works, Canti, I admit I cherished hopes that they might awake the same in me.


I had never before considered myself a ‘mountain person’. I was born within the sound of the ‘fishingboat-bobbing sea’ of Dylan Thomas’s Under Milk Wood, in a small Welsh village called Mumbles on the Gower Peninsula, across Swansea Bay from the former mining valleys and mountains of South Wales. In keeping with a popular belief that babies are born on the flood, I took my first breaths to the soft lapping of waves against a sea wall less than twenty paces from the front door of my first home; I have always been drawn to water, be it a river or a lake or stretch of coastline.


Looking out at the Sibillini that day, however, I was spellbound. Although the house itself had stood virtually abandoned for a hundred years and was in a state of severe neglect, I bought it early that summer.


Perhaps it was the prospect of bringing the old shell of a place back to life that seemed to offer solace. Six months before, a call had come in the early hours telling me a close member of my family had died that night. The shock of a life of someone so young cut suddenly short was a warning of how quickly things can fall apart. Imagining how this wreck of stones and mortar could be revived was something that felt within reach at a time when healing broken hearts seemed impossible.


But there was something too in the way Amandola is bonded to the land that enchanted me from the start. Even though it lies within the boundaries of a mountain national park and its municipal borders rise in places to heights of more than six thousand feet, the part of the historic centre where the house stands feels somehow nestled in a hollow. Of the four roads that lead into the centro storico from opposite directions, those that come from the north-west and south-east rise steeply to the brow of surrounding foothills before dipping down to cradle it in a sheltered spot.


As for the house itself, quite apart from the stunning view of the mountains from the top-floor windows, I felt it had an almost palpable sense of calm.


The last permanent resident in the house, I soon discovered, had been a priest at the turn of the last century. This detail had been offered grudgingly, in an airless notary office, during the time it took to exchange contracts with the cleric’s distant relatives, a mother and her policeman son, into whose hands the deeds had eventually passed. The duo had long since moved some distance away and appeared in no mood to elaborate.


I could see that, from their point of view, the place was unmanageable. It rambled over different levels, rising one storey higher at the front than at the back due to its position on the slope of one of the three hills around which the gathering of ancient settlements that became Amandola were situated. The thickness of some walls at its base dated the footprint of the house to sometime in the Middle Ages. One wall was still embedded with heavy metal rings where animals had been tethered and watered before trudging up to the town’s original market square.


But over the years, new floors and extensions had been added, and as the shell of the house expanded, old windows that would once have faced outwards were bricked up to form internal alcoves. The only traces of these were the remnants of heavy wooden architraves. In one corner of the basement there was the shaft of an old stone well that would also once have sat outside.


Some ceilings on the first floor had wooden beams so thick it was hard to imagine how they had been hauled into place. Others were concealed under wattle and daub panels that had begun to rot. On the top floor, at the front of the house, were two rooms with graceful domed and vaulted ceilings. But the balance of the building had been marred where rooms had been subdivided, turning it into an awkward maze.


There were no bathrooms to speak of. The kitchen countertop consisted of two stone slabs, one with a slight indent serving as a basin beneath a cold-water spigot. The roof leaked and damp and mould crept across the walls. Soot spilt out of several small fireplaces that must have fought to keep the place warm in winter. I was surprised to find light fittings that worked.


One of the greatest delights of the property, however, was its secluded garden, a rare privilege for a dwelling close to the main square. This overgrown oasis of fruit trees and unruly vines had a tall palm improbably planted in the middle and two mature walnut trees standing sentinel at the far end. Sheltered from the bustle, it had become an avian playground. Blackbird song filled the air, and small birds, searching for insects, fluttered close to crannies in its old stone walls.


The place was too large for me to take on alone, so I reached an agreement with Claudio, a local builder, and his girlfriend Alessandra from Rome, to divide it into two. With more time to tend it, Claudio took a larger share of the garden and a smaller portion of the dwelling, leaving me with the palm, vines, walnut trees and the front of the house with its vaulted rooms and windows overlooking the Sibillini.


Even before the purchase papers were drawn up, I pictured a space filled with light, calm white walls, wooden floors and stairways of locally quarried, pale travertine stone. By knocking down as many partition walls as the integrity of the building would allow, I would banish its labyrinthine feel, restore a sense of flow and create a place that unfurled, not inwards but outwards, towards the tranquillity of the garden to the south and the beauty of the mountains to the west.


During the early years, while this remodelling was being carried out, I often took a room in the grandly named Hotel Paradiso which stood at the top of a long flight of stone steps that wound around the back of Claudio and Alessandra’s share of our newly divided garden. The Paradiso, though also in the old town centre, on the crest of the hill behind my house, was an incongruously 1950s-style building with more than two dozen rooms shielded from view by a thick stand of pine trees.


Over time I developed a friendly rivalry with another regular guest – an English novelist based in Shanghai who was restoring an old house some distance away – for a corner room we both loved overlooking the mountains. For in those years the Paradiso was something of an oasis for travellers from different corners of the world wanting to set up home in this quiet corner of Italy. Of an evening we would sit for hours on the outside terrace, drinking wine and exchanging tales of our travels and experiences and the latest hurdles we faced in achieving our dream, not least the welter of bureaucracy involved.


More often, however, talk turned to hidden gems we were discovering: secluded trails through the Sibillini, small rural churches adorned with rare art, a particular restaurant or colourful festival celebrating traditional skills such as the making of hats, shoes and lace, or seasonal produce such as artichokes, chestnuts, truffles, even the humble potato, pea and fava bean.


But one of the greatest joys of being a regular guest at the Paradiso was getting to know the family to whom it belonged. Above all the great-nephew of the original owner, Oreste, a tall, amiable figure with a shock of thick salt and pepper hair, a gentle nature and quick wit who always took time to stop and chat. At first I only caught glimpses of the other members of the family when the kitchen door swung open, and I saw Oreste’s mother and wife-to-be Manuela toiling over steaming pots and pans with the hotel cook.


As time passed, however, Oreste, his mother and Manuela treated me less as a guest and more as one of the family, inviting me, in the quiet winter months, to share meals with them in front of the glowing hearth in their private quarters behind the kitchen. As we sat warming ourselves by the fire, the sound of builders working on my house drifting up from below, I loved listening to the stories Oreste and his mother told about characters who once lived in the town. One of the most colourful Oreste remembered as a boy lived in the house next to mine.


Her name was Ninetta and she was, he said, ‘a kind of fortune teller’. According to Oreste, Ninetta would lean out of her window, cigarette in mouth, and beckon in, one by one, those who stood in a huddle in the lane outside. ‘She read cards and interpreted people’s dreams. Sometimes you would hear people whispering about it when they came out of the house afterwards,’ he said with a smile, cupping his hand to his mouth. ‘We used to talk about her as children. For us it was very exciting.’


Before my house was complete, I made a start on its unruly garden. It was then that I first met Antonio, the farmer, by then in his late sixties, when he appeared at the front door of my house late one afternoon in blue overalls, cap pulled low, spade and hoe in hand. He had heard from a local shopkeeper that I needed help and wanted to offer his services. He knew the plot had been abandoned for many years and was happy someone was willing to care for it again.


Together with his nephew Luigi, a friendly road sweeper with a penchant for singing opera when in a good mood, we gradually cleared the ground of discarded bottles and crockery, transformed the weed-ridden slopes into grassy terraces connected by rough wooden steps, and planted roses, scented jasmine, geraniums and a Virginia creeper on the far wall. Antonio’s sometimes brutal pruning methods left me fearing some of his targets would never regrow. But working alongside him became one of the great pleasures of time spent in my Italian home. As we worked, I listened to his stories, many told with infectious laughter, of how Amandola had once been.


As I listened, sometimes interrupting him for explanations of the local dialect, I found myself delving into the complicated history of Italy and this region at its heart. I came to understand that Le Marche’s fierce sense of independence dated back to the Iron Age, when these lands were home to an Italic tribe, the Piceni, whose totem, the woodpecker, picus, was the sacred bird of the war god Mars. It was during such times, when Le Marche’s lengthy coastline was subject to attack by foreign invaders, that the mountains in the interior offered relative safety and the rugged, down-to-earth character of the Marchigiani is said to have been born. After the fall of the Roman Empire, however, Le Marche was sacked by Goths, Vandals and Lombards before coming under the direct sovereign rule of the Pope. It then remained a Papal State until 1861, long after many territories on the Italian peninsula were released from Vatican control.


But it was the latter years of the Second World War that Antonio reminisced about most often, when the mountains of central Italy were the scene of heavy partisan resistance, and many suffered for it. Amandola sat close to Germany’s last major line of defence before Nazi troops were routed from Italy and the town found itself occupied by a nest of Wehrmacht intelligence officers and soldiers from the autumn of 1943 until the following summer.


There was a large prisoner of war camp in nearby Servigliano where many British and American POWs were held by German soldiers under orders to shoot anyone found helping escapees. But Antonio remembered making his way through the fields at dusk as a small boy, carrying food to a British medical officer whom his family hid for weeks on their farm. One afternoon as we sat on the stump of an old tree in the shade, Antonio pulled a bundle of photographs and greetings cards from the nylon sack in which he kept his tools – cards written at Christmas over many years by the officer’s daughters, thanking the family for saving their father’s life.


Of all Antonio’s stories, among those I most loved to hear were the tales of the old ways of working the land. Especially those that touched upon the influence of the Moon and the way farmers would track its progress across the night sky to guide their tasks at hand. When I struggled to understand the term gobba, hump, Antonio arched his frame over his spade to mimic the arc of a crescent Moon. When the hump faced east, this meant the Moon was waxing and it was not a good time to plant seeds. But when it faced west, this signalled it had become a luna buona, a good Moon, which made it a good time to kill a pig, plant seeds – especially onions – and cut wood less prone to woodworm and therefore ideal for making furniture. Potatoes, on the other hand, he said, could be planted at any time since they grew underground, in the dark.


Such rituals were credenze campagnole, country beliefs, passed down from father to son around the fire on winter nights when ‘respecting the land and the rhythm of nature was sacrosanct, a matter of survival,’ Antonio explained. ‘But now technology has overridden nature and the old ways are forgotten,’ he said as he struck down hard on his spade and carried on digging, momentarily lost in thought.


When I bought my home, I had given little thought to the fact that it was inaccessible by car, and after hauling bags of garden rubbish to a skip beyond the main square with Antonio, my legs like dead weights, I sometimes regretted it. The lane leading to the house lay in a narrow pedestrian pathway that twisted around the back of a series of old stone and brick dwellings which look out over Amandola’s main piazza.


Many who lived along this path were elderly, two of them sisters who lived just a few doors apart in the tall narrow houses overlooking the square. Neither had gardens but spent hours on their doorstep, tending to a profusion of plants potted in rusty tins balanced on bricks and planks to compensate for the steep incline. Though I often struggled to understand what they said, since they too quickly lapsed into dialect, I grew especially fond of the elder sister Delia, by then in her eighties, who every morning would take her small dog for a walk up the lane past my house. When I heard the heels of her heavy leather shoes clicking on the cobbles, I would throw open my window and we would exchange greetings. Sometimes I left roses from my garden by her front door.


On warm evenings Delia, her sister and the other women in the lane, would while away their time hunched on stools or plastic benches, cotton housecoats eased open at the waist, airing their memories and concerns among themselves. Catching a few phrases as I passed by, I would hear talk of food or friends and family, some of whom might perhaps have preferred their affairs to remain private. But in the heart of a small community like this there are few secrets. And, during my first year in Amandola, I provided plenty for my Italian neighbours to talk about when the local newspaper ran an article about a near disaster on their doorstep involving an unnamed signora inglese.





Chapter 2



The stark headline the Corriere Adriatico ran on 15 September 2004 informed its readers that a ‘rocket bomb … ready to explode’ had been found in a long-abandoned house in Amandola’s centro storico.


‘A very dangerous discovery that would, at the very least, have caused the house itself to collapse had the bomb detonated,’ the story beneath continued. A catastrophe only narrowly averted due to the accortezza, vigilance, of the anonymous signora inglese. ‘But, above all, thanks to the quick thinking and professionalism of the police and other law enforcement agencies.’


I have never ventured a different version of events in my discussions with the old ladies who live along the lane leading to my Amandola home. For the truth of what happened that first summer only deepened my affection for this place.


At first, I had paid little attention to the odd assortment of belongings scattered about my old house: odd cooking utensils, cloudy demijohns, a broken wooden wine press and a strange array of scraps of metal, one of which caught my attention. It was a peculiar object, over a foot long, with a smooth, dark tip and base perforated like a giant salt cellar. I found it perched upright on a shelf in one of the upstairs rooms. It looked like a rusty old shell. But, judging by its weight, it didn’t feel spent, so I was hesitant about tossing it in a skip.


From an upstairs window, I could see my neighbour Claudio in the garden, hauling bricks for the wall he was building to mark our boundary line. I knocked on the glass and held up the shell. He put down his load, strained his eyes, then signalled he was coming to take a closer look.


‘Mannaggia!’ – damn! – he said, as he bounced the ordnance gently in his hands as if measuring it in a scales, before propping it back on the shelf. ‘I’m not sure what you should do with this. But I have a friend in the police I can ask.’


Later that day, a good humoured poliziotto called by to inspect the find. It was a hot afternoon and he showed only mild interest. Striking a pose in his knee-high black boots, tight trousers and shiny white belt, he held it up in one hand for me to photograph before nonchalantly tucking it under his arm and taking it away for disposal.


Within the hour, he was back, looking flustered and cradling the weapon a great deal more cautiously. ‘Scusi, signora, but we can’t allow this to be taken out of your house … È troppo pericoloso. It’s too dangerous,’ he said, before hotfooting it back upstairs and gingerly placing it back on the shelf, prone this time, and in a box.


A few minutes later, the wail of a police siren could be heard approaching the main square at speed. Leaning out of a top-floor window I saw two more policemen in even more dashing uniforms, one with the epaulettes and braided cap of a chief inspector, hurrying up the lane.


‘This matter requires the attention of experts, signora,’ the ispettore capo said, before ushering me politely out of my front door and motioning to his subordinate to seal it off. This left my house looking like a crime scene with red-and-white-striped incident tape wound around the brass door handles and secured to an adjacent drainpipe.
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Front door sealed off by police after discovery of unexploded ordnance


Later that day, the chief inspector contacted regional police headquarters in Ascoli Piceno and passed me a copy of the fax he sent. Marked ‘URGENTISSIMO’, in it he reassured his superiors that, following the discovery of materiale esplosivo, ‘all access to the property has been blocked pending further arrangements.’


There was talk of evacuating residents close by. Instead, a carabiniere, a member of Italy’s paramilitary police force, was posted to keep a nightly vigil and a request was sent for an army bomb-disposal squad to be dispatched from Rome. Urgency notwithstanding, I was warned it could be some time before they were able to attend.


With the chief inspector assuring me he would keep me updated, there was little for it but for me to return to London. Weeks of waiting turned into two months. In that time the chief inspector, with whom I was by then on first name terms, called with some regularity, though I got the impression it was sometimes less to inform me of progress than to while away the time.


I was not surprised therefore that I received little notice of the day the bomb disposal team would arrive and by then was five thousand miles away, on assignment in Money, Mississippi. As I drove through the cotton fields and sat listening to Black residents talk about one of the great travesties of justice that helped spark America’s civil rights movement – the 1955 acquittal of the murderers of Emmett Till – events unfolding in Amandola felt far-removed.


As reported in the Corriere Adriatico, what had seemed like an ‘innocent discovery’ was later found to be of ‘utmost danger’. Identified as a German ‘rocket’ left over from the Second World War, it was found to contain half a kilo of TNT and had a range of more than half a mile. It also had a double-trigger mechanism, which made it doubly unstable as it deteriorated with age and would almost certainly have exploded had it rolled off the shelf or been dropped.


On the day the bomb disposal squad from the Italian army’s sixth regiment of Genio Pionieri swept into Amandola, an ambulance was placed on standby in the main square, together with officers from Italy’s three main police forces; the Carabinieri, Polizia di Stato and Polizia Municipale. Cutting the security tape on my front door and marching up to the top floor, the army crew confirmed the ordnance was still live and were less than reassured seeing it resting on a rough plank held up by two nails.


When it was removed from my house for the second time, the engineers placed the device in a metal case lined with sand and drove it to a remote field where it could be detonated remotely. The controlled explosion gouged a deep crater in the ground and sent earth flying nearly thirty feet into the air.


A few weeks later, as I sat in the chief inspector’s office, he eased himself back behind his desk, festooned with several revolving wheels of rubber stamps, and asked if I had by any chance taken any photographs of the ‘bomb’ while it was still in my house. I took out my digital camera and pulled up the image of the poliziotto who first came to inspect it.


‘I thought so,’ he said, slapping his hands on the desk and throwing his head back with a deep laugh. ‘Ecco le prove.’ Here’s the evidence!


It seems the dashing young officer may have implied to his superiors he had never touched the device, let alone removed it from my house. I was afraid I might have compromised the unfortunate’s career. But the chief inspector waved his hand and carried on laughing.


Over time the saga passed into local lore and I was sometimes jokingly referred to as ‘la signora della bomba’, as if hiding an underworld connection. It was a story I enjoyed retelling.


With hindsight, however, the discovery of this explosive device feels more like a premonition of grave events that were to follow.


But in these early years, my Italian home yielded yet more surprises. Just a few months after the ‘bomb’ incident, I heard one of the workmen helping me clear the house call out as I unwound vine stalks from what was left of a crumbling arbour in the garden.


‘Vieni qui, signora!’ Come! There was a note of urgency in his voice.


Pulling gloves stiff with dirt from my fingers, I climbed the stairs to the top floor to see his head poking through a small door that led to the attic. Closer inspection of the roof had revealed it was rotting in places and most of it would have to be replaced. Two labourers were making sure the space beneath it was clear for the work to begin. To do this one had to crawl up into a loft space little more than waist-high where it passed above the vaulted ceilings.


Judging from the accumulated dust and cobwebs, the attic had remained undisturbed for decades. Parts of it were largely hidden from view by thick wooden arches holding the vaults aloft. But when the elder of the two men crawled under the rafters and shone his torch, he saw an assortment of mysterious items in a far corner. Edging closer, he found a wooden crate covered with cloth, a large box and an oddly shaped bundle, the length of his arm, stacked in a far corner.


It took some manoeuvring to get the box out of the attic. When we opened the lid, we found two statues inside. One small, the size of a loaf of bread, of a reclining saint in painted red robes, metal halo askew, with a bouquet of drooping silk flowers in her hand. One larger, around two feet tall in off-white ceramic, was of an imposing, portly figure wearing a cassock and skull cap seated on a throne with the lettering ‘Pio IX’ embossed at its base.


‘Pio Nono!’ said the older man, a stocky figure with stooped shoulders, as he lifted out the statue.


At first, I thought he was saying nonno, grandpa, rather than nono, ninth, and assumed he must have felt some special affinity for the former pontiff. Only later did I discover that Pius IX, an authoritarian figure who ruled the Holy See for thirty-two years from the middle of the nineteenth century, making him the longest-reigning pope, was a native son of Le Marche and revered in these parts.


After the older workman clambered back into the attic, he handed down first the wooden crate and then the bundle. As he did so, the cloth around the bundle loosened and slipped to reveal two rolls of stiff fabric. As one of these started to unfurl, I caught a glimpse of colour and the outline of a woman’s face. When his younger companion helped me set them down on the floor, they unravelled further and he let out a low whistle and whispered expletive. Though grimy with dirt, we could see they were large oval canvases. Each measuring around three feet tall by two feet across. Oil paintings that had remained hidden away, for who knows how long. One of them, worn thin in places, had a series of fraying holes around its edges showing where it had been unpinned from a frame. The back of each was discoloured with watermarks. But otherwise they were remarkably intact.


As I carefully smoothed away their coating of dust, delicate portrayals of angels and saints emerged. The darker of the two appeared to be a pregnant Madonna, swathed in a pink dress and blue cloak with one bare foot precariously balanced on a crescent Moon and the other pressed against the neck of a coiled serpent. The second, more damaged canvas, depicted a scene of greater tenderness and had been painted as if framed by the folds of a heavy curtain with angels looking down on the figure of a brown-robed friar, an open book on a table by his side. As the angels looked down at him, he in turn was gazing down at an infant, clutching a lily, cradled in his arms.


‘San Antonio!’ whispered the older man as he swept his cap from his head, traced the sign of a cross with his fingers and brought his calloused palms together.


I smiled. But my ignorance must have shown in my face.


‘Il santo di quello che è perso,’ he said, closing his eyes briefly before glancing up to see if I understood. The saint of that which is lost.


Content with these impressive finds, the workmen showed little interest in the crate lowered from the attic. Disappearing back under the rafters they left me alone to examine it further and I sat on the floor, unpacking its contents and laying them out on the speckled tiles.


On top was an assortment of books and papers, most of which looked like clerical records. Some were handwritten in immaculate script, partially in Latin, and embellished here and there with floral flourishes. One of these was a small journal bearing the words ‘Diarium Missarum’ and was bound with embossed black crêpe paper. The name Federico Bellesi was written in the same careful script on the inside cover. Was this, I wondered, the priest to whom this house had once belonged?


As I leafed through the journal, looking for clues, I saw its pages were full of columns marked with dates and names alongside small sums of money. Stipends petitioners must have paid for the priest to say mass on their behalf. The first handwritten entry in this account of sorrows, hopes and joys was for 24 October 1909, the last for 6 May 1912.


Next, I unearthed a sheaf of etched prints: lithographs of stern-looking men, some with elaborate whiskers, some dressed in sombre morning coats with knotted kerchiefs and wire-framed spectacles. There was a missionary almanac too, dated 1910, and a local ­magazine from the same year. There were several musty books, one intriguing­ly entitled I Limiti della Morale Sessuale, The Limits of Sexual Morality, I assumed to be a guide to the sort of behaviour a priest from a bygone age might expect of his flock.


The most intimate discovery of all, however, was a shoebox full of postcards and letters dating from 1899 through to 1918. The majority were addressed either to Distinguibilisimo Giovane, most distinguished young man, or Pregiatisimo Signore, most precious sir, before the name of the addressee Federico Bellesi, the same name as inscribed in the diary of stipends. Some of the earliest letters had been sent to a seminary in Fermo, a city with ancient roots less than thirty miles from Amandola near the Adriatic coast. Those of a later date were addressed to the same Federico Bellesi, by then an Egregio Sacerdote, esteemed priest, at a number of different churches close to both places.


Some letters were smudged and damaged and had corners nibbled away by mice. All were written in elaborate looping script that was hard to read. But as I sat listening to the thudding sounds of the workmen above my head, I carefully prised open one delicate page after another and saw some letters signed Papa, others, Nonno, Grandpa, or Zia and Zio – aunt and uncle. One of the most intriguing was a letter postmarked Boston, Massachusetts and dated 1 January 1906.


Though I longed to know more about the lives of those behind this intimate correspondence and why it, together with the paintings and other personal belongings, had lain hidden for so long, I simply did not have the time to investigate. With the house a building site and nowhere safe to store them, I had little choice but to bring the trove back to London in the hope that I might return to study it more carefully one day.


Some months later, on the advice of an artist friend, I took the canvases to be cleaned by someone she knew with experience in working with delicate works of art. With what I imagined to be a patina of smoke that had once circled up from liturgical candles carefully swabbed from their surface, the vibrant colours and finer details of the images were revealed.


In the more elaborate composition, the one I thought of as the pregnant Madonna or the Madonna and the Moon, a halo of twelve stars emerged around her against a sunlit background. The scarf covering her head and trailing behind her appeared made of fine golden gossamer caught by a breeze. The folds of her indigo cloak and pink gown were billowing too, their surface gleaming as if made of sumptuous satin. Her hands were lightly clasped in prayer, but her gaze was distracted by what lay below: the slender crescent Moon on which one foot was balanced, now brought into sharp focus and looking more like a rounded blade, a scythe, than a softly luminous arc. The coiled serpent with pinprick white eyes under her other foot near a dark-robed figure I had not noticed before. Half-hidden in the shadows, looking up at her in veneration, he had one hand outstretched and the other clutching a wooden staff. Beside him was a winged cherub with fair curls, apple cheeks and a wisp of scarlet cloth over a bare torso, hovering in mid-air and offering up to the Madonna a flaming crimson heart bearing the word ‘CHARITAS’ in golden letters.


At the time it felt somehow sacrilegious to stow both paintings away again. But I was so busy with my work and my daughter I had little opportunity to do anything else. So, carefully rolling the canvases inside a sturdy cylinder, I propped them behind the door of my study in London. From time to time, in the years that followed, the cylinder sometimes toppled to the floor, as if nudging me for attention.





Chapter 3



The restoration of my Amandola home took nearly five years and was not without its difficulties. Not least, the discovery that the temperamental plumber I used briefly had once worked as a barman, a position for which he was, hopefully, better suited. For he seemed to know little about laying pipes, as became evident when steam circled up from toilets on the top floor after flushing produced hot water.


There were surprises too in the weather. Having viewed the house in spring and sealed the purchase just a few months later, I knew little of the sudden onset of heavy snow that can envelope the Sibillini mountains within a matter of hours once winter sets in. Had I paid more attention to the presence of ski lifts snaking up into the mountains from the neighbouring town of Sarnano I might have been better prepared. I soon learnt my lesson when I failed to attach snow chains to the tyres of my car in my first winter and skidded off the road into a deep drift some way out of Amandola.


As I opened the door and sank up to my thighs, a passing car stopped; its driver offered to give me a lift into town and send someone to pick up my stranded vehicle. Seeing I was both cold and shaken, as we drew into the piazza he invited me to have lunch with him and his wife Luisa at their home nearby to warm up. It was only then that we realised we lived just a few doors apart and over the years that followed we became firm friends.


Domenico, a busy accountant with a shock of thick grey hair, ready smile and a restless air spent much of his time on the go, visiting clients in surrounding towns and villages, sometimes returning with trays of their home-grown produce – sweet red apples, fresh vegetables, jars of honey, freshly laid eggs – which the couple were quick to share. Ever since the day of our first meeting, Dom, I discovered, had my number registered on his mobile phone under the name Biancaneve, Snow White.


Luisa, a retired schoolteacher with a slight frame, delicate features and kind, patient manner was more often at home. So, on market days, I would often knock on her door as I passed, and after weaving our way through the small cluster of stalls in the piazza, picking out fruit and vegetables, we would sit chatting over coffee outside one of the cafés set back from the square under a shaded colonnade.


Market days were often the only time when some in the Sibillini’s more remote villages and hamlets ventured in to buy supplies. Then every café would fill with men who stood around drinking espressos, often laced with something stronger, while wives with weathered faces and stout shoes filled their baskets. For besides the cluster of battered vans selling fresh produce were others catering to a range of needs from kitchenware to ladies’ underwear, aprons and other items of clothing that swung from hangers in the breeze.


When the lengthy renovation of my house was finally complete, I called it Casa Luna in recognition of the means by which I had first been able to put down a deposit on its purchase: a book I wrote in collaboration with one of only twelve men to have set foot on the surface of the Moon, American astronaut and Apollo 15 commander David Scott, and his Russian counterpart, cosmonaut Alexei Leonov, the first man to walk in space.


Returning to Amandola and the comfort of my now light and airy Italian home from assignments on troubled streets in far-flung places I soaked in the pleasures of life in this quiet mountain community and the sense of grounding it gave me. Some years later I would choose to step back from the turmoil of reporting from such places, prompted in part by the sudden death of both of my parents. Though they had not lived together for many years, they died within a few months of each other, and after so long spent writing about the suffering of others, I realised I was struggling to handle my own.
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