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      We came in the heat of summer, in August, and found the city deserted by its inhabitants, devoid even of the Holy Father who
         had fled for the relative cool of the Alban hills. Shops were closed, museums were closed, landlords had gone away. The modern
         Romans had abandoned piazza, via and vicolo to a rabble army which wandered the cobbles, cameras at the ready, in search of any inhabitant who might have had the temerity
         to stay behind. It had the look of a scorched-earth policy employed by a citizens’ army. The familiar sights – Colosseum,
         Pantheon, Castel Sant’ Angelo, Saint Peter’s – lay supine beneath the sun and the assault of the invaders.
      

      
      ‘You shouldn’t have come so early,’ Natale told us gloomily. ‘Everyone’s out of town. You can’t find anything at this time of year.’ Natale, Christmas. He was the one to help us find accommodation. He was stout and genial and Calabrese, with a command of English born on the other side of the Atlantic.
      

      
      ‘But we were told to come this early.’
      

      
      A shake of the head. ‘Not at Ferragosto.’

      
      Ferragosto: the mid-August holiday of Santa Maria Assunta. A word of curious etymology but, for any Italian, pregnant with meaning. The
         beach. Idleness. Food and sleep. Dolce far niente. Shuttered shops and shuttered cities and damn the people left behind, poveri bastardi.
      

      
      ‘Do you remember that Ferragosto when we were on duty at Fregene?’ – a doctor reminiscing in a hospital bar one summer’s afternoon years later – ‘Do you remember
         the crowds on the beach?’
      

      
      ‘They were bringing them in by the score,’ his colleague recalled. ‘Fourteen drowned.’ They roared with laughter.

      
      ‘Like … What are those animals? In Norway.’

      
      ‘Arvicole.’

      
      ‘No, you find arvicole here.’
      

      
      A debate ensued but no one knew the name except me, and then really only in English or in the ancestor of their own language
         in the only living function left to it: Lemmus lemmus. Lemming. They were drowning like lemmings that Ferragosto. Surely it is a potent word to the Italians. Pavese even named a collection of short stories for it: Feria d’Agosto.
      

      
      After the holiday, as tradition demands, the weather broke. We played scrabble and backgammon in our pensione while beyond the windows rain poured down in a flood of almost tropical proportions. Then, just as abruptly, the storms passed,
         leaving the outskirts of Rome like a suburb of Hades, bereft of inhabitants, bereft of tourists, steaming in renewed heat.
      

      
      ‘People will start coming back, you’ll see,’ Natale assured us, serving us summer pasta, which was cold spaghetti with chopped
         basilico and fresh tomatoes and mozzarella. ‘You must have patience.’ Pazienza. Oh, you need that. Rome is a city of some three and a half million people but that year there seemed to be only about five places to let at anything we might afford. We wandered dispiriting suburbs for days on end and
         saw nothing. We scanned the accommodation pages of the newspaper in vain.
      

      
      AAAAAAFFITTASI. VILLA, CINQUE CAMERE, DOPPI SERVIZI, GIARDINO, MANSARDA CON SERVIZI. PREZZO ASTRONOMICO.
      

      
      One of our few hopes was on the Via Salaria, the salt road which led the legions out through the Apennine mountains to Venice
         but which led us nowhere that day. The landlady viewed us with suspicion. I could imagine her in Southend or Blackpool, looking
         sideways for a glimpse of the wedding ring. No swimming things indoors, towels not to be taken on the beach, sand to be kept
         outside. At all costs, that. And children? We had no children. Just the two of us, and two suitcases.
      

      
      It seemed that we had come to some kind of agreement but soon after we got back to our pensione Natale phoned. ‘She says it’s not for rent any longer.’
      

      
      ‘Someone else has taken it? But you said she said –’

      
      ‘She says she’s not renting it after all. She wants it for her daughter.’

      
      ‘Like hell she does. She’s got a typed list of Rules and Regulations on the kitchen wall, like a bloody Brighton’ – generous
         in the extreme – ‘bedsit.’
      

      
      ‘Bloody what?’

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      
      ‘There was something else. She seemed to think that C … That dress she was wearing …’ A pregnant pause. ‘She’s not expecting,
         is she?’
      

      
      STRICTLY NO CHILDREN: the unwritten clause in Rules and Regulations. There is always an unwritten rule.

      
      ‘I’ll take her for a pregnancy test,’ I suggested, only half in jest. But even scientific evidence would have failed to persuade.
         No Roman is going to reverse an idea conceived in prejudice. And it was a seller’s market.
      

      
      *

      
      
      In the event, after fruitless weeks of searching, we came up with this: AVEA CENTRO STORICO. PER AFFITTO. BICAMERA CON SERVIZI, CUCINA.
      

      
      ‘Avea?’ Natale grimaced. ‘Why, that’s not even in Rome.’

      
      ‘We have a choice? We’ll go see it.’ American intonation was beginning to overwhelm me.

      
      ‘But it’s a village. I mean, squalor, know what I mean?’
      

      
      ‘It’s squalid enough living in one room in a pensione.’
      

      
      ‘Centro storico,’ C observed, reading through the advertisement again, looking on the bright side. ‘We’ll have a look.’
      

      
      And so we did, driving out north along the Via Cassia into the Roman Campagna, into Etruria, into an exhausted volcanic landscape
         still pockmarked by craters. Now the volcanoes are dead and the land is dissected by streams and cut into surprising gorges.
         Now oak forests grow at the base of the cliffs and sheep graze on the uplands and the hillsides are planted with olive and
         vine; but still the place is redolent of its volcanic past. At one point the smell of rotten eggs from some volcanic vent
         filled the car.
      

      
      ‘Not me,’ Natale assured us, adding optimistically, ‘Good for the sinuses.’

      
      The road wound down into a valley, then climbed and ran on across a grassy downland. There were shepherds’ huts on the pastures
         and tumuli which marked the graves of Etruscan nobles. We saw the occasional, the very occasional, modern house of unmitigated
         awfulness. And then, round a bend in the road, there was the village.
      

      
      Our road had come, it transpired, onto one side of a deep valley. To the right a track led down through macchia to the valley floor. The far wall of the valley was brown cliff, the rough brown volcanic tuff that has the appearance and
         almost the texture of dry fruitcake. In the middle of this valley, on a spur of the same rock, rose the village of Avea.
      

      
      It was difficult to see where rock ended and building began. The one blended into the other in a manner which was purely instinctive,
         purely native, the natural artistry of people who would have laughed at the idea of being so called. But who or when these people were was not clear. The place might have been
         a hundred, might have been a thousand, years old. It was stained and battered like a tramp steamer, pointing down the valley
         towards us with a prow that was blunted by age and weather. Trees rose up at the foot like a bow wave. The slab sides were
         pierced with windows just as though they had been portholes. The campanile was like a funnel rising up above the stepped,
         terracotta roofs. And just as though it were a ship seen on the high seas I felt that we were glimpsing Avea in the midst
         of some great voyage, through time perhaps.
      

      
      At our insistence Natale stopped the car and we climbed out to look.

      
      ‘What’d I tell you? Squalid!’

      
      I looked at the place in delight. C viewed it with a more circumspect, Mediterranean eye: ‘We’ll see.’

      
      We climbed back into the car and continued through a straggling modern suburb, then round the head of the valley and up towards
         the crenellated walls of an ancient palazzo. The main gate was a dark cave. Outside, in what passed for the twentieth century, there was a small piazza and a bar with
         tables set out beneath the trees. As we parked and climbed out of the car old men watched us from behind barricades of cloudy
         white wine. Clearly we were forestieri. The word means stranger, but the etymology is obvious: those from the forests, the tinkers and the charcoal-burners. Queer
         folk.
      

      
      Natale went over for instructions and there was a long exchange and a waving of hands, mainly but not entirely towards the
         dark maw of the village gateway. Smiling thanks, we plunged through the opening and into the centro storico.
      

      
      For some reason centro storico is always translated as ‘historic centre’, but that doesn’t work in English. Forget the ‘historic’ nonsense. It sounds like
         something got up by the National Trust. We plunged through the gate from an approximate – very approximate – simulacrum of
         the twentieth century into a leftover from the thirteenth. Not a deliberate preservation; just something someone seemed to have forgotten.
         Even the village gate, warped and riddled with woodworm, hung there on its iron hinges.
      

      
      ‘They probably still shut it at sundown,’ Natale muttered.

      
      Beyond the gate the tiny piazza was as dark and dank as a well, floored with basalt setts – selci – and walled with grey volcanic rock. Steps on the left led up to the door of the palazzo but the door itself was barricaded and a notice announced that it had been closed for reasons of safety. Alongside the palazzo – palace is just not the word – was the village church. The far side of the square was occupied by the Municipio, the council
         offices, and in the furthest corner was an opening into an alley. It was, of course, Via Vittorio Emanuele II, the strada principale. A gutter ran down the centre. The stones of both walls were scoured at hip height where cars had scraped past.
      

      
      ‘See what I mean?’ said Natale, gesturing down this runnel. ‘The only new thing is the name of the street, and that’s a century
         out of date.’
      

      
      On the corner of the alley was the only sign of life in the whole place, a flower shop from which vivid blossoms spilled out
         on to the basalt. As we passed, a voice came out of the shadows, broad and rasping in its Neapolitan tones and as foreign
         to this strange, involuted place as a drunk singing in a monastery.
      

      
      ‘Che cazzo fa’ qui?’ It asked. C winced. The owner of the voice emerged and regarded us with a mixture of amusement and disbelief. She was a small,
         pugnacious woman, perhaps little older than C but certainly a great deal more aged. She had the arms and build of a bantam-weight
         boxer, and a face which blended raw humour with a curious simplicity of expression. Half-hidden behind her heavily lidded
         eyes was a profound tiredness. She exchanged a few words with Natale, rasping her voice up and down the scale like a combination
         of apprentice carpenter and inexpert violinist, shouting with laughter at something he said. When he introduced us – gli stranieri – she wiped her right hand on her apron before deciding that, even then, it was too dirty to shake. As a compromise she held
         out the little finger for each of us to take.
      

      
      ‘Piacere. Piacere.’ The compliments were perfunctory. ‘Grazia.’

      
      I wondered what we had done to deserve thanks.

      
      ‘Her name,’ C explained. ‘Grazia is her name.’

      
      So I mumbled my own, knowing that my foreign intonation would render it unintelligible. But C’s she understood immediately.

      
      ‘Sei siciliana allora?’
      

      
      ‘Maltese.’

      
      ‘Maltese?’ Wonders would never cease. She laughed hoarsely. ‘È che cazzo fa’ qui?’ she repeated.
      

      
      And so it was explained to the flower lady what the bugger we were doing there. Did she know where the Piazza San Giuseppe
         was? Did she perhaps know of any places for rent? She answered the first question readily enough. In response to the second
         she tipped her head back and tutted her tongue against her teeth in the negative which I knew so well from C’s island. It
         is a raw, negative, Arab gesture which has spread north up the Italian peninsula as far as Naples.
      

      
      ‘Allora, niente da fare,’ Natale replied. Nothing doing, then. He added, for politeness, ‘Un bel paese, però.’ It’s a beautiful village.
      

      
      And Grazia roared with laughter. ‘Bello? Ma vaffanculo!’ Even to one whose Italian was as inexpert as mine, that clearly amounted to marked disagreement.
      

      
      ‘She’s a bit rough,’ Natale muttered as we crept away. It seemed a masterly understatement. Still laughing at the absurdity
         of foreigners Grazia, the Neapolitan fioraia, watched us dive into the alley to find our house.
      

      
      Down one of the alleys leading off from the Via Vittorio Emanuele, amongst a jumble of similar cottages, was the place we
         were seeking. It was simply impossible to understand where one house left off and another began. The buildings were piled one against the other, like children’s bricks abandoned
         in the middle of a game, the foundations of one forming the attic of another. But we found a tiny piazzetta blessed with the name of San Giuseppe and there, beside one door, was the number 5. In the wall nearby was a little shrine
         to the Madonna, with fresh flowers in a beer bottle before the statuette.
      

      
      The key to the house was held by the neighbour, an ancient and red-nosed contadino whom we found outside his own cottage working on his most prized possession – an ancient Motoguzzi motorbike. With great
         solemnity he led us up the three steps to the tiny cottage that constituted BICAMERA CON SERVIZI, CUCINA and flung open the door. Damp wafted out at us. We peered in at little more than a cave.
      

      
      ‘Okay?’ said Natale, turning to go. ‘Let’s be heading back, then.’

      
      I stopped him. C had vanished inside. I looked round, at the steep ramp which led back up to the main street, at the red roofs
         and grey walls, at the ancient chaos of the place. The village seemed to envelop us like some indifferent but benign organism.
         Over the years it had spawned, nurtured and digested thousands of inhabitants, hundreds of thousands no doubt. We were nothing.
         We could come or go as we wished. It was a curious moment, almost like one of Joyce’s epiphanies. An instant of caprice would
         mean that we would live here amidst almost mediaeval confusion. A moment of common sense would put us back to hunting for
         an apartment amongst the dull suburbs of the city. In that moment I felt the essence of choice. Pure caprice.
      

      
      ‘What are you up to?’ I called, following her in.

      
      From the living room there were five steps up into the bedroom with its corner shower cabinet and lavatory; and a turn of
         stairs led down into the kitchen. This truly was a cave, the real thing with rock walls and chisel marks and a kind of fungus
         growing on God knows what organic matter above the ancient gas cooker. BICAMERA CON SERVIZI, CUCINA. Optimistic in the extreme. The house had two rooms and a cave, on three different floors, the biggest space no more than
         four metres by four. I collided with C on the stairs from the kitchen and she grinned at me.
      

      
      ‘Calypso’s cave.’

      
      ‘What do you think?’

      
      ‘Think? It’s idiotic. But it’s somewhere. And once we are here we’ll find somewhere better. You’ll see.’

      
      ‘But that awful woman said there was nothing.’

      
      C laughed. ‘There isn’t anything for casual strangers. But this is a village’ – she qualified it – ‘a Mediterranean village. Once we’re living here, you’ll see …’
      

      
      Outside, Natale was discussing the finer points of pre-war Motoguzzi bikes with the old man. It seemed there was a carburettor
         part that you couldn’t find …
      

      
      ‘Finished?’ Natale said, looking up.

      
      ‘I think we’ve only just begun,’ C replied.
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      The landlord lived in Rome, in the Monte Parioli district. He was charming, and slightly stooped from a lifetime, one imagined,
         of bowing over ladies’ hands. I watched how he brought his lips like a precision instrument to within a millimetre of C’s
         fingers without actually touching flesh.
      

      
      ‘Molto lieto di conoscervi.’ He was delighted to meet us. He was, amongst other things, a commendatore. He was also a Fascist. I use the term technically rather than as a form of abuse: on the piano in his sitting room was a
         framed photograph of a fresh-faced proto-commendatore wearing blackshirt uniform and shaking hands with Il Duce. For some reason Mussolini was wearing jodhpurs and a shirt which
         looked like a trophy from a cossack jumble sale, but never mind: the huge jaw and domed head were familiar enough without
         the trappings of Fascist regalia.
      

      
      The commendatore saw my glance. ‘Ah, I was younger then,’ he said, wistfully stating the obvious. ‘They were stirring times … but sad ones.
         We had such hopes, and they were dashed. Of course England was not our true enemy, you understand. We admired England, just
         as your Mr Churchill admired Il Duce. It was the Bolsheviks we did not want, nor the Americans. If we had not been caught
         in the war …’
      

      
      It is in the nature of that Italian Fascism which still survives to give the impression that things went sadly wrong through
         no fault of their own. It is a creed much given to rose-tinted, or, if that metaphor is inappropriate, black-edged, reminiscence.
         Across a hillside high in the Apennine mountains, on the Via Salaria in fact, the message DVX is still emblazoned for all the world to admire, written on the hillside in almost indelible letters many metres high – a carefully shaped plantation
         of trees. Political topiary. There is something emblematic about the whole thing, as there was something emblematic about
         the commendatore’s photograph of himself in his stirring youth shaking hands with Benito Mussolini. By the time the memento can be appreciated
         in all its glory – the trees have grown to maturity, the man is in his gentle retirement – the whole thing has become something
         of an embarrassment. Those who still really believe in the whole Fascist claptrap have to do an awful lot of shouting to keep
         their spirits up. Unfortunately they also occasionally blow innocent people to smithereens in the process.
      

      
      ‘And the signora is from Malta?’ the commendatore asked, releasing C’s hand with apparent reluctance. ‘Una isola affascinante.’ For a moment I thought he said ‘Fascist’, but he meant fascinating, charming. ‘Italia irredenta,’ he added, with an ironic smile, voicing Mussolini’s claim that Malta was unredeemed Italy, historically part of the peninsula.
         As with much of Il Duce’s history, a schoolboy could have put him right.
      

      
      ‘And now it is that you come and live in Italy? I hope that our tiny house in Avea is comfort enough for you. It has great
         character but’ – he spread his hands helplessly – ‘little space.’

      
      ‘It is lovely,’ C said nobly. ‘I’m sure we will be happy. And the village is very beautiful. Maybe we will find something
         a little bigger later on.’
      

      
      ‘Certamente. Dopo ci siano altri in famiglia?’ He made an expansive gesture with the hand in front of his belly.
      

      
      Not another one, I thought. In those early days my knowledge of Italian was patchy. Understanding jumped from one familiar
         word to another with little but guesswork to help me with what went on in between. It was like watching a scene by the light
         of a stroboscope: what happened in the darkness was the essential part, the part that made sense of the fixed and frozen images
         – but that was the part denied me. Now I had a hideous vision of the commendatore snatching our cave in Avea away from us on the fictitious grounds of C’s pregnancy. And she was slim. Slim! Like Calypso herself, I imagined.
         And this time she wasn’t even wearing that bloody tent-like dress which had done for us on the Via Salaria.
      

      
      ‘No, she’s not,’ I said loudly. Desperately I added, ‘Non è pregnante.’

      
      Natale and C spluttered with laughter. The commendatore smiled sympathetically. Not everyone’s idea of a Fascist. ‘Incinta,’ he corrected me. ‘I say soon she will be, no? Not yet but soon, right? Then you find a palace! Then the little house is not
         enough grand.’
      

      
      I felt a pathetic wave of relief, and then laughter at his own words. That of course was our problem, the reason for renting
         a hole in the ground in the first place – we didn’t have enough grand. But how on earth was I going to put that into Italian?
      

      
      We moved in immediately, dumped with the two suitcases outside the main gate of the village because the van which brought
         us was too wide to enter. The same old men stared at us, apparently from behind the same jugs of cloudy white wine. Their
         expressions were suspicious. Doubtless their own ambitions were to leave their hovels in the old village for concrete and
         breeze-block monsters in the suburbs of Avea, for it is never the rustic peasant who appreciates failing water and uncertain
         electricity and roofs which leak. But there is no accounting for the habits of forestieri. Lugging our cases like refugees we walked past the tables, smiling and buon giornoing all the way. They nodded and smiled in reply but still we gained the shadows of the village gate with a sensation of relief.
      

      
      As we crossed the piazza a cry of greeting came from the depths of the apparently clientless flower shop – ‘Salve!’ In this curious and involuted place the flower woman seemed almost emblematic of civilisation. At least she too was a foreigner,
         an intruder within the walls, a city person marooned in the campagna.
      

      
      
      ‘Salve!’ we called back.
      

      
      Down the slope from the alley, Piazza San Giuseppe seemed even smaller than before. The moribund Motoguzzi still lay there
         like the victim of a road accident, bits of its carburettor strewn on the ground. Beyond it the house, numero civico cinque, seemed even more like a dwelling for troglodytes.
      

      
      ‘Did we really mean this?’ C asked uncertainly as she fiddled with the keys. But the little statue of the Madonna in its shrine
         seemed benevolent enough. The two suitcases almost filled the living room. Yet when we turned on the taps in the kitchen,
         against all odds the water ran; when we flipped a switch, the lights came on; when we bounced on the bed, the mattress sprang
         back resolutely.
      

      
      ‘It’s not so bad,’ I reassured her. ‘At least it’s an improvement on that bloody pensione – the bed doesn’t creak. What was it the old Fascist said? Additions to the family, was that it?’
      

      
      So we celebrated our arrival by doing what had surely been done in the centro storico of Avea since time out of mind.
      

      
      Avea and places like it need some explanation. Indeed the whole of the region in which Rome stands, ancient Latium, modern
         Lazio, needs an explanation. Latium is of course the land of the Latins, the people which gave Rome her language – but the
         Latins came from the south. The people to the north of the city – immediately to the north, breathing down Romulus’ and Remus’
         necks, so to speak – were the Etruscans. When Rome was still a collection of shepherds’ huts, the Etruscans had their own
         language and a great and elegant culture to go with it. They were rich, they were refined, they were powerful. They were,
         probably, the future.
      

      
      Of course, no budding power like upstart Rome could tolerate such neighbours a mere dozen miles from its territory and soon
         enough the new city came into conflict with them; soon enough the first legions were on the move across the border just a
         few miles to the south of Avea. One imagines a grim, revolutionary mob bursting into a palace and laying about it in a mixture
         of self-righteousness and envy. They stole the statues and the paintings, they stole the gods, they stole the trappings and
         the trivia, but they did not, could not, steal the culture.
      

      
      
      
      The whole process of conquest took centuries. It was the usual mixture of war and appeasement and temporary peace and betrayal
         and massacre. There was destruction by fire and the sword, there was destruction by the insidious weapon of settlement, and
         by the time it was over that border between Latium and Etruria had been shifted a hundred miles north. All this happened well
         over two thousand years ago but its effects are still there, preserved like flies in the amber of the place names. The Etruscans
         were known to themselves as Rasenna, but no one remembers that except the owners of the bar beside the main gate of Avea.
         To the Greeks they were Tyrrhenoi, which gives us the Tyrrhenian Sea; to the Romans they were Etrusci or Tusci. That name
         has become, of course, Tuscany.
      

      
      
      ‘Gli Etruschi? Sono tutti morti!’ Thus one of Avea’s worthies, laughing from behind his glass of cloudy wine. But, whether they are alive in spirit or dead
         as the histories and the villager tell us, the very name of the village, in its old form Aveia, harks back to them. Avea lay
         within the territory of the nearest Etruscan city to Rome, the first enemy city to be destroyed by the legions, the place
         from which the magnificent terracotta Apollo came. It was called Veii.
      

      
      Autumn is the loveliest season in Italy and in those early weeks C and I walked a great deal in the countryside around the
         village. We watched the woods change from green to flame; we felt the air – as hot and opaque as wool in August – veer towards
         the north and bring clarity and the first thrilling hint of winter down from the mountains. During the day the light dazzled;
         as the afternoon wore on, it slanted low and turned to peach and rose. In the chill of the evenings acrid wood-smoke drifted
         over the rooftops of the village, the scent etching itself into the mind so deeply that now, wherever, whenever, I smell woodsmoke
         I am back in central Italy at the year’s end.
      

      
      We found streams and waterfalls and secret gorges, and traces of old Etruria left in the fabric of the land as clearly as
         a potter’s thumb-print in a pot: carved tombs which the contadini now used for storing farm implements, tunnels and steps cut in the rock, fragments of pottery buried in the soil. We walked
         over the hill from the village and came upon a hidden valley and the sanctuary of the Madonna del Melagrano, the Madonna of
         the Pomegranate Tree; we found the ruins of La Mola, the water mill, with its huge grindstones still lying in the grass by
         the stream bank; we explored the site of Veii and the hot springs; we found our minds awakening to a complex of civilisation
         which is older than Christianity, as old as time – historic time – itself. The word pagano, pagan, is just the Latin word for a countryman or a villager – paganus. And wherever we wandered what struck us most was the very absence of the conqueror, the very absence of Rome, either ancient or modern.
      

      
      ‘I Romani?’ The same man – we dubbed him the Cowman – from behind the same jug of wine, but now his voice is tinged with contempt,
         because he has misunderstood and is talking not of the ancient Romans but the modern ones. ‘They’re just pigs, ill-educated
         pigs.’ SPQR: Senatus Populus-Que Romanus. But also Sono Porchi, Questi Romani: They’re Pigs, These Romans. Which makes attitudes clear enough but doesn’t explain the wildness of the countryside, the empty
         wooded hills, the pastures unsullied by building, the olive groves, the vineyards all left to the casual wanderer almost as
         though the twentieth century had not happened. Ancient or modern, where were the Romans?
      

      
      ‘A Roma,’ the Cowman explained patiently. ‘But wait till Sunday.’
      

      
      And on Sunday they did come, a few of them anyway, nosing round the roads in their Sunday cars on the lookout for a trattoria.
         Only briefly would they halt the car in the Piazza Garibaldi in front of the village gate and gaze in wonder at the ancient
         grey walls and the rotting crenellations. ‘Carina,’ they would say vaguely. Cute. And then they would shrug and pile back into the car like a detachment of an invading army
         that has found nothing worth plundering.
      

      
      Rome was, of course, the first modern metropolis on earth. At its height, in Imperial times, it was a city of one million
         inhabitants from every part of the Empire, but by then the Etruscans had been destroyed or absorbed. Their language survived
         for a while but only in the remotest villages. Perhaps they spoke Etruscan into Imperial times in the village of Avea. Anyway,
         the external threat to the city of Rome had long been pushed far away, to the limes along the Rhine and the Danube, or to the deserts of Parthia and the mountains of Persia. The Etruscans were no longer a
         problem and once the threat had gone it became perfectly respectable, even fashionable, to claim Etruscan blood. The first wife of the emperor Claudius was Etruscan and her husband even wrote a history of the Etruscan
         people. In those later days being Etruscan must have been a bit like being Welsh or Scottish today.
      

      
      But, for all its immense power, an internal danger did remain to Rome – the fundamental danger of starvation. Bread and Ciruses
         are a fine way to keep a people quiet, but you need to produce the bread. So the Campagna soon took on the role of bread basket
         and Veii and other cities were ploughed over and planted with wheat. Propertius, in the first century BC, struck the mood:
      

      
      

         Veii, thou hadst a royal crown of old,

         And in thy forum stood a throne of gold;

         Thy walls now echo but the shepherd’s horn,

         And o’er thine ashes waves the summer corn.

      



      
      But costs rose, as costs will, and for its grain the metropolis turned to Sicily and, when Sicily was exhausted, to Egypt.
         The fate of Southern Etruria was obvious: the people were dispossessed to make way for slaves and cattle. It sounds familiar
         – a classical version of the Highland Clearances, perhaps: the kind of upheaval which transforms a landscape. Priced out of
         the market and stripped of its inhabitants, the ancient land of the Etruscans plunged into decline. When the Empire finally
         collapsed, as empires will, Etruria was ruined almost beyond repair. Malaria and poverty and the rule of the Church and the
         feudal barons took over. Malaria is of course mal aria, bad air, and when he wandered this countryside in the middle of the last century George Dennis still found it rife. One
         town was ‘but the skeleton, though a still living skeleton, of its former greatness. Pestilence, year after year, stalks through
         its long silent street.’
      

      
      Malaria, poverty, the dead hand of the Church and the murderous hand of feudal barons. The land north of Rome was Orsini country.
         Their arms still stand over the gate of Avea for the Roman visitor to squint at with little understanding before he climbs back into the car and drives on to the trattoria for Sunday lunch. The Orsini were one of the two great families
         of mediaeval and renaissance Rome – the other is the Colonna. Between them they disputed the city and the Papacy from the
         Dark Ages to the Renaissance and beyond – the last Orsini Pope was Benedict XIII in 1724. Such families did well enough for
         themselves, but they didn’t do much for the peasants who lived in their fiefs. Depressed and deserted during the Roman Empire,
         exploited and crushed by their rulers ever since, ridden with malaria until the early years of this century, it was only with
         the land reforms after the Second World War that most of the contadini came into possession of the land which they had worked more or less as slaves since the Romans first occupied Etruria. That
         is another lesson I learned quickly when talking to the Cowman at his table in the Piazza Garibaldi.
      

      
      ‘Eravamo schiavi!’ he insisted, sounding each syllable with elaborate emphasis lest the point be lost in his country accent. We were slaves!
         His audience grinned and jeered, but he told the truth. For the people of Avea the good old days simply weren’t.
      

      
      Early autumn is the time of the vendemmia. Families were out in the vineyards and tubs of grapes were on the move round about the village, occasionally on the backs
         of donkeys but more often pulled on trailers behind tiny, chuttering tractors. The sharp scent of crushed grape hung in the
         alleyways. Piles of grape pressings, brown and acetic, appeared outside the cellars and we peered down into ancient caves
         where the vats seethed and the barrels stood like totems. Fruit flies, moscioni, hung hopefully in the air and met inebriated deaths in one’s wine glass.
      

      
      ‘Un buon segno,’ a good sign, Oreste assured us, lifting a carafe of his own wine – as brown as mahogany – to the light to display a small
         mortuary of the animals at the bottom. He was the garlic man, the nut man, his face as brown as his wine, his legs hideously bowed. Grinning at us with gappy brown teeth, he filled up our glasses yet again. ‘Vino genuino,’ he insisted. ‘No chemicals.’
      

      
      I regret that in this organic, macrobiotic age Oreste’s assertions sound more laudable than they are. What his wine needed
         was precisely what he withheld – chemicals. Sour as soon as fermented, it was desperate for sulphur dioxide: sulphur dioxide
         to clean the casks, to stun the spoilage yeasts and bacteria, to arrest the oxidation which turned the colour to mahogany.
         But you couldn’t say that and if you did you wouldn’t be believed, so you drank it and kept smiling. And indeed, with Oreste
         and his wife, there was a good deal to smile about. They lived in a hovel in the valley immediately outside the old village,
         one room down, one room up, a lavatory added outside as an afterthought. The family name was Buonarotti, which was good for
         a grin, and life, surely the cruellest thing imaginable, seemed a huge joke. He would hammer his awful, twisted knees and
         laugh. ‘Useless!’ he would exclaim. ‘Ruined.’ Ruined, in fact, by the Russian winter of 1942/1943.
      

      
      It was difficult to imagine Oreste anywhere but in Avea, selling nuts and dried fruit at his stall just outside the main gate
         or inviting you into his house to inspect strings of plump garlic bulbs which hung maturing in the shadows. It was difficult
         to imagine him even in Rome, the metropolis which the maps insisted was just on the horizon but which common sense told you
         was a universe away in every quality other than distance. But it was impossible to imagine him in Russia.
      

      
      He shrugged, with the ineffable fatalism of the Italian contadino. ‘We went by train. Rome, Bologna, Brennero. I don’t know – Austria, Germany, Poland, Russia. Russia, Russia, Russia.’ It
         was all one to him, the great steppe where the open sky pressed down with indifferent weight on serf and contadino alike. Light years away from the intimate countryside of Avea with its hills and valleys, its sudden gorges, its woodlands
         and vineyards and orchards. Oreste laughed at the memory. ‘Nowhere to hide. Nowhere to run.’ And in the shadows of his living room, with his wife looking on fondly – ‘Drink,
         drink!’ – his gnarled hands would take over the job of words, circling over the table and diving towards the wine glasses.
         ‘Eeeeeeoooowww! Dadadadada! Eeeeeeeeeoooowww!’ Like a schoolboy at play, except that he had seen the planes with the red stars
         on their fuselages, and the tracer bullets streaking from their wings. Two thousand miles from home he had felt the terror.
      

      
      ‘They came at us over the ice. Tanks, tanks on the ice over the river.’ He laughed at the absurdity of it. ‘There was nowhere
         to hide. Nowhere to go. And the snow! The cold!’
      

      
      Along with thousands of Italians, Oreste had walked from the banks of the Don, walked and walked and walked across the winter
         steppe with nowhere to go except away. And, gesturing with his hands above his head, he laughed at the memory. ‘Snow, snow
         this high! Forty degrees below zero!’
      

      
      Finally he was captured by the Red Army. ‘To Siberia.’ The names had gone now, if he had ever known them then. ‘Siberia, Siberia.’
         His gesture encompassed greater spaces than the mind could comprehend.
      

      
      ‘He came back to me in 1951,’ his wife said with a smile.

      
      Ten years, nine of them in Soviet prison camps in Siberia. Difficult to imagine Oreste outside Avea. But easy to imagine him
         getting down from the train at Termini Station, broken and ruined, and smiling at a country that had almost forgotten.
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      Flapping in the Piazza San Giuseppe, establishing our territory like mediaeval flags, our own washing joined the other lines
         of shirts and underwear. Villagers nodded and smiled as we passed by, anticipating rather than awaiting our own greeting.
         We were, it seemed, cristiani. I was at work during the day and so it was mainly C, flung rudely back into a way of life that was fast disappearing in
         her own island, who made the first contacts, first sensed the occult undercurrents of village life, the complex interrelationships,
         the jealousies, the friendships, the estrangements.
      

      
      ‘She’s married to the butcher’ – pointing to some anonymous woman in black – ‘and she’s second cousin to Giuseppina –’

      
      ‘Giuseppina?’

      
      ‘You know, the alimentari woman. Now, through her husband she’s also related to the man who runs the bar. And his daughter is her son’s fidanzata. You know, the young one with the squint. Then there’s the counter clerk in the bank. He’s some kind of relation as well,
         but they don’t speak because …’
      

      
      Cugino, nuora, suocero, compare, zio, nonno, bisnonno, prozia, but only one word, nipote, to cover both grandchild and nephew/niece. It is a complex, private world which is discovered only piece by piece and then
         only by the patient. The paese – the word is emblematic of an Italian attitude to life: it means ‘place’ or ‘village’ or ‘country’, anywhere that may signify
         home – the paese is not just the stones, not just the people, but a complex interweaving of the two, warp and weft combining to create that
         whole fabric which the passer-by merely glances at and sees as a picturesque old village. Just to shop there regularly was to begin to explore and unpick these strands: the butcher who was married to the woman in black and
         who seemed to found his entire trade on three pork chops and two sheeps’ heads; the baker whose daughter was a problem and
         kept going off to Rome with dubious young men; and the endearing, motherly Giuseppina who ran the grocery shop and was the
         baker’s cugina, but, more importantly, was Oreste’s daughter.
      

      
      
      ‘Her husband is the cousin of the bank manager, but he’s useless.’

      
      ‘The bank manager?’

      
      ‘His brother, Giuseppina’s husband. You’re not concentrating. He’s the black sheep of the family. Well, lame dog maybe. The
         family are all accountants or clerks or whatever but Giuseppina can’t even get him to do the tax returns for the shop.’
      

      
      ‘Tax returns? I thought that was a concept unknown to the Italians.’

      
      ‘They have to do something, even if it’s lies.’

      
      ‘I imagine it’s even more difficult if it is lies.’

      
      
      On Sundays Giuseppina sold porchetta from a stall in the main square outside the gate. This was like something from a mediaeval feast, a whole pig from snout
         to tail roasted over a wood fire. We went to watch the immolation in the yard behind Oreste’s house one Saturday. The family
         had gathered for the event. The walls of the village rose like a grey cliff over the scene. As Giuseppina skewered the pig
         with a wooden stake the audience’s comments were clear in meaning but uncertain in detail. The word culo featured prominently. The wretched beast had already been stuffed with a pounded mixture of fennel, rosemary, garlic and
         nutmeg. Once impaled, it was manipulated by Oreste into the oven. There was much grunting and laughter but for all the amusement
         there was something sacrificial about the whole affair, as though we were offering the beast up to Jupiter or Bacchus or some
         other ancient deity of the place.
      

      
      ‘It’s just as big as you!’ they called out to Oreste.

      
      ‘You look as if you’re dancing!’

      
      ‘It’s warmer than Russia, I bet!’

      
      ‘That’s how you’ll go,’ Giuseppina shouted. ‘Roasted in the flames!’ They roared with laughter.

      
      Once the pig was in place on the spit Giuseppina began pushing trunks of pine and holm oak into the blaze. She was a big woman,
         twice the size of her father, and with a great maternal dignity about her. ‘Fresh wood,’ she explained to us in case we were
         thinking of cooking entire pigs in our underground kitchen. ‘You must use fresh wood during the cooking. It gives the flavour.’
         The oven seethed. She rolled her sleeves back and took up a long-handled basting spoon as though preparing to sup with the
         devil. At least her father’s rough wine had some use. ‘Baste often and cook it until it’s golden. Maybe three hours.’
      

      
      The next day, laid out cold and richly aromatic on a bier in the main piazza, the animal was sacrificed to the greed of a
         Sunday crowd. Close at hand was Oreste’s own stall of dried nuts and fruit. The Buonarotti family, artists in their own way, were masters of the Sunday passegiata.
      

      
      Amongst the growing number of people with whom we were on familiar terms there was, of course, our very first acquaintance,
         the woman who ran the flower shop next to the Municipio. One afternoon when I had just returned from work C informed me that
         I had been summoned.
      

      
      ‘Her husband. We’ve got to go and meet her husband.’

      
      ‘Why? I’m tired and I’ve got things to do. What do I want with a flower lady’s husband?’

      
      ‘She said that she might be able to help us with accommodation. We’ve got talking to each other. I told you how villages work.
         Now you have to meet the husband.’
      

      
      And so we shut the house and walked to the little square inside the main gate. Flowers spilled out from the shop as though
         from a cornucopia, bringing a splash of garish colour to the sombre piazza.
      

      
      ‘Salve!’ cried Grazia. Amongst the stolid natives she was unmistakably a creature from the south, from the place where people made
         a noise, lived their lives in public, shouted and wept and laughed across streets. ‘Entrate! Entrate!’
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