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Also by Marcello Fois in English translation


THE ADVOCATE (2003)




To my father and mother, because it is never too late





PART ONE


The Beginning of the Beginning


“How do you know you are not him?”


“Because I know I’m me!”


The Thousand and One Nights





Invocation and Protasis



Now grant me speech.


On the night of the killing, the full moon, fat and sweaty, had been squatting for hours on the crest of the mountains. A few wisps of cloud resembled unruly hair falling over its brow. Thus it hung, the moon, drinking from a horizon as jagged as the edge of an eggshell broken in two, indolent almost as death itself, as though in its first sleep.


Then, at a certain moment, it rose, stirring itself indolently upon the rim of the earth.


An ancient moon that, arching its back to stretch itself in the silence and tardily begin its round, had spread itself fully only to the eyes of the sleepless. Thus it had little by little shed a pallor on the landscape, igniting the phosphorescent hides of the livestock, making the blades of grass glitter like razors. It had moved across the vineyards, etching against the slab of the sky a black Golgotha of crucified plants. Then it entered the little town as if arriving by chance, an absent-minded traveller, lending a feverish light to the red roofs. It penetrated the mortar of the paved streets, turning them to precious silver, and selected pristine walls on which to reflect itself. It shed its light on orgasms, ah so it did! Both the lawful and the unlawful, with its white lashes wounding the flesh of lovers, piercing through the cracks in closed doors, worming its way though the chinks in curtains, darting between the slats of fastened shutters.


Further off, where the soil was always fat with worms, it made the marble tombs shine like burning glasses, and felled to the ground the pitch-black shadows of slender cypresses standing to attention along the avenues, melting them onto the pavements. Ah, an accursed moon! That whispered of misfortunes, that night of the killing.





I


In which it is related that a pair of boots can change the destiny of a man, and that forewarnings often have an explanation, but are no less important for all that. And where we tell of Samuele’s first separation and of lambs falling from the skies


But years, many years before that night, there had been other nights in Ogliastra. And other moons too. To tell of them all would take many lifetimes. So we must concentrate on the one on which, at the age of seven, I was walking along a road with my father. He had been drinking and staggered a little, and laughed at himself for his unsteady gait.


It was a Sunday, Saint Sebastian’s Day.


We had been to a christening: the seventh son of Redento Marras, and between this Redento and my father there was holy oil, because the blacksmith of Elìni was godfather to my elder brother Gonario. And I was wearing my brother’s boots.


It happened like this. My father, Felice Stocchino, and my mother, Antioca Leporeddu, had talked and talked about their duty to be present at that christening, because Elìni was not just round the corner from our house, it was a good four hours on foot, and so on and so forth. And as if the matter of the distance was not enough, there was the fact that they had nothing to give the newborn babe to bring him luck on this earth. And to bring luck on this earth you cannot turn up empty-handed before one who has only just opened his eyes to the world. No, no, not even the poorest shepherds arrived empty-handed at the manger where Christ and the Madonna were.


In any case, my mother said there was no way out of it: a duty is a duty, the holy oil is too strong a bond. Not to attend the baptism of the seventh son of a god-relation is simply out of the question. It would be turning the world topsy-turvy. My father nodded, he did not deny it, but when you haven’t got the needful you haven’t got it and that is that. And even if they did have something to bring the infant, what about my brother Gonario, Redento’s godson, who had grown out of his boots because his feet had got bigger by the day?


“Very well,” says my father, “I have to take Gonario with me, but can I take him barefoot?” My mother and father exchanged a look.


“Take Samuele,” says my mother, “because whether it’s Gonario or Samuele it’s all the same to Redento, who hasn’t seen Gonario since the font … Those boots fit Samuele, so take Samuele with you.”


Days such as that on which my parents agreed that I should go with my father to the baptism of Redento Marras’ son are branded with the mark of destiny. One always thinks they are days like any others. But that is wrong, because things happen, and sometimes one sees things that ought not to happen or one ought not to see. So one tells oneself there’s nothing strange about it, that everything is as usual, but that is not the case. For example, that very day, while my father and mother were trying to sort out the problem of the baptism, what should fall into the yard in front of my house but a lamb?


Just like that, out of the blue. As if a cloud had become so heavy that it crashed to earth and turned to pulp. We children were playing when we heard a great thump right behind us and Tzia Mena shrieking. Then other people came running and they all gathered round to see the animal that had smashed to the ground.


Tzia Mena told the whole story. She was sweeping the yard, she stopped for a breather because her health is not what it was, then she heard a whistling sound, distant at first but then nearer and nearer … She looked up and saw that out of the skies, and she swears it by her children and grandchildren Amen!, that out of the skies a lamb was falling. It is as certain as certain that lambs don’t fly, but it is equally certain that the creature splatted there on the ground had fallen from on high. “What do you mean, ‘from on high’?” they began to ask. But Tzia Mena stuck to her guns: “Out of the sky, I tell you! From up there, from up above …”


It has to be said, though, that that woman was not a very reliable person … but let that go. However, they came to us children, me and Luigi Crisponi and Giuseppe Murru, and asked us what we had seen. Well, we had seen nothing, but heard something, that we had: a rushing of air and then a truly terrible sound, a dull thud, like a boulder falling in the distance or a sack of potatoes dumped heavily on the ground. Like when you slip and land up on your bum and before it starts to hurt you hear the sound of the bump. Yes, that’s it: maybe that sound might best match the impossible idea of a land animal falling out of the sky. After all, the church was full of saints and lambs standing on clouds, and perhaps this particular animal had put a foot wrong. We all know, don’t we, that although the clouds look solid they are tricking us. You have to watch your footing even in heaven, hanging there above the heads of us mortals. And we can add that at the Apocalypse, so they tell us, a whole lot of toads are waiting to fall from the skies onto the heads of sinners. So perhaps they were having a trial run …


The hubbub was at its height when Totore Cambosu arrived. But he, a hunter who knows the secrets of nature, told everyone to calm down.


“This has nothing to do with saints or clouds, and not even with trial runs for the Day of Judgement. It’s to do with birds of prey.” When Totore spoke, dead silence fell. He bent down to examine the animal. “Hmm,” he said, pointing at the lamb’s white back on which some red scratches could be seen. “He grabbed it here and then he must have lost hold of it.”


We all looked agog at Totore Cambuso. He is one of those who can bewitch you with the tales he tells.


The answer was simple enough. A golden eagle had picked a lamb out of the flock and carried it on high. The little creature had begun to struggle, its heart beating against its ribs and was so terror-stricken it could scarcely breathe. What’s more, the air at that height is rarefied. All the same, from up in the sky the lamb could see huge things becoming tiny: the flustered shepherd rounding up the other lambs and shaking his stick in the air; the ram who, conc’a susu, was sniffing at the mistral; the maddened dog barking and leaping in an attempt to fly. Finally he saw his mother grazing away in the middle of the flock without a worry in her head, because since the world began it is always the meek who suffer. So if only for a moment the lamb knew what it was to fly, but then it realised that you need wings to be an eagle. So he tried to fly … Then it must have been that the eagle was young and had eyes too big for his stomach. So maybe he had not even realised that the lamb he had picked out was heavier than he had thought, all the more so because the creature in his talons was wriggling and wasn’t helping at all, and so sensing that he would not manage to carry his prey all the way to the crest of the hill, he simply let go …


And the rest we know.


*


Then, amid all the confusion, along came Missenta Crisponi, afraid that her Luigi might have been up to something, and they told her about the lamb, so she turned to look at her son and went as white as a sheet, because we hadn’t noticed but Luigi had a spot of the lamb’s blood right in the middle of his forehead. So Missenda grabbed him, spat on a corner of her apron, rubbed vigorously with the damp material and wiped off the stain. Tzia Mena and the other women crossed themselves: Sant’Antoni meu … What on earth would happen next?


And how long was it, two days later? What should happen to Luigi Crisponi? He was a particular friend of mine, but his father died. He had seen very little of his father, perhaps only twice in seven years, maybe three times, who knows …? But the fact of the matter is that when he was told his father was dead he could not even remember what he looked like. Yes, of course, Bartolomeo Crisponi was a tall man, but apart from that? Apart from that nothing, and when they asked him what his father was like he said he was tall and worked in a mine, and that was all. All the same Luigi felt it at once, for the odd thing is that even without a face to remember the grief is the same. Once Serafino Musu said to him that if he had nine brothers and sisters his father must have come home a few times, but Luigi gave him a perplexed look and I made a sign to Serafino to tell him to keep his mouth shut. This Serafino is older than us and knows a thing or two. So we decided not to go on about it, but Luigi insisted.


“You have all these brothers and sisters, so where do you think your mother found them?”


Luigi Cresponi looked this way and that, then clapped a hand over his mouth and opened his eyes wide.


Meanwhile, at Shaft Nine at Montevecchio they were bringing up the body of his father, four days dead. And that dead man’s eyes were wide open too. As old people always say, when you die in the dark you look for the light. Destiny buried Luigi Crisponi’s father before he died. Therefore, perhaps to keep at bay that terrible darkness and maybe also to alleviate the taste of caved-in earth that filled his mouth, he had opened his eyes wider than you can imagine, almost as if to pierce the close-woven fabric of the dark.


Brought home in a makeshift wooden coffin, the beanpole that had been Bartolomeo Crisponi arrived one January morning. The coffin was nailed up. But Missenta refused to sit there staring at a nailed-up coffin and asked them to open it, as she wanted to see her husband one last time. And the others were telling her to let it go, it was better to remember the living. Missenta nodded, but thought otherwise. She knew what she wanted and it was her business …


So they took off the coffin lid to show the dead man to his wife Missenta. Now that the blood had left him Bartolomeo’s complexion was moon-like, almost shiny, as it had been when he was a boy: the smooth skin of a young girl.


Bartolomeo looked as if wearied by death, his eyes forced shut by the doctor at the mine, but still handsome. He was not even swollen. To all appearances he didn’t even look dead. Austere, gaunt and massive, like a phosphorescent beech-tree trunk, like a discarded plaster cast. He could have been made of a material inert and organic at the same time, a huge pale larva, shining with its own light, wrapped in a dirty sheet.


Missenta looked fixedly at her husband, then at her neighbours, seeking their approval. As if to say: You understand, don’t you, but in the state he is, his fingernails encrusted with earth, his face with the coal dust barely wiped off it, we can’t bury this man. So the women laid him out on the kitchen table and undressed him.


Bartolomeo, naked as the first of men, was ready to receive loving care. And the length of him! His legs stuck out over the edge of the table from the calf down. His feet were knobbly. Luigi Crisponi’s mother wanted no-one else in the kitchen. She wanted to be with her dead husband’s body. So the neighbours took the children home with them and fed them on bread and cheese and milk.


Once alone, Missenta began to examine that body which, though hers, had never really been hers. She did not think they had ever been more profoundly intimate, she and her husband, than at that moment, even though they had brought nine children into the world. She began to wash him with a lukewarm cloth. She was nervous but determined, lingering over details: the black nails, the coal dust in the wrinkles of his forehead.


When she had finished, she sat exhausted with her hands on her knees.


That inert, washed body all of a sudden gave her the measure of her sorrow. Which was terrible. And sharp. But it was also a profound and honest sorrow. Almost calm … As before an attack of vertigo. That instant of absolute stability, rather than peace, which comes before you fall. This was how she, Missenta Corrias, now the widow Crisponi, saw that sorrow of hers: as seriously as a sulky child.


Then she stood up. And as she did so a thought came into her head. Missenta bent towards her husband’s mouth, to kiss it. Her lips brushed his, ice-cold but soft. Still with tiny traces of soil at the corners. Bartolomeo let her, and seemed languid and relaxed, seemed for once almost to like his wife’s advances.


It was easy to kiss him: between the thought and the deed there came the perfect moment.


Then it happened.


Bartolomeo’s eyelids suddenly shot open. His eyeballs were lifeless, his look was not a look, as if he were staring at some place unknown.


Missenta wanted to shriek, but what happened was worse. She felt dizzy, she was losing consciousness, she realised she was going to fall and fall she did. And in falling she grabbed hold of her husband’s body and pulled it down on top of her.


Infernal racket! What horror can this be? Per Deus e pe’ santos, what is happening? Someone knocked on the kitchen door: “Missé… open up for the love of God … Missé, what has happened?” But the woman was turned to stone, it was not even terror but something deeper, like a sense of eternal perdition. As when we slip and fall, in fact, and are not aware of falling but almost voluntarily let ourselves go just so as not to put it all down to chance. The naked body of her man covered her now with a shamelessness he had never had in life. Knocking and more knocking, but Missenta’s thoughts were already drifting elsewhere … Try telling her now that Bartolomeo is dead. She’ll never believe you, never, never, never …


The perfect moment. And the dizziness. Missenta’s particular dizziness had endless explanations but only three names: dizziness, in fact, at the one instant when Missenta herself was able to think about it and thus give it a name; then, apoplectic fit, as Dr Milone said when he had inspected the body; while everyone else called it heartbreak.


In a word, when they broke down the kitchen door the only thing to be done was to order another coffin. Of the cheap kind.


Then it happened that one morning a bailiff turned up at the Crisponi place to tell them they had to get out of the house, that it did not belong to them, even if no-one knew to whom it did in fact belong.


That very night Luigi Crisponi had a dream.


He dreamed that he heard a terrible noise, really and truly an excruciating uproar, so he put his hands over his ears but, instead of stopping, the noise grew louder and louder. Then, in his dream, he was his father swallowed up by the earth. He was his father trying to cry out, but could only stare wide-eyed into the dark. You see, it was like what happens in visions, that someone honestly believes in what he dreams as if it were true. And in the power of that dream Luigi truly believed that he could not breathe and that there was no way at all to cleave that darkness. He believed that his father, to make up for all the gifts that he had never given him, had come to him in a vision to tell him of the thunderous horror of the long death he had died. It seemed to Luigi that he could see himself in the whites of his father’s staring eyes that were the only source of light in that dense gloom. And it also seemed to him that that dream, persisting in him as both reality and its opposite, was a kind of trust which his dying father, his eyes staring, his mouth full of earth, grimed with coal dust, was bequeathing to him. Even if he, Luigi, could not say exactly what that bequest was.


Then it happened that no sooner did he awake than he stopped asking himself questions. He realised it was absolutely useless to lay claim to anything. He understood that his father’s legacy was to be docile in the face of adversity … And he realised his mother had died for having put up a fight, for not having given way. She had died because she thought she could prevail over the destined course of her pointless existence.


Luigi thought, though not at once, indeed many years were to pass before he thought that a meaningful existence is purchased at the price of thousands of meaningless ones. His father had whispered this to him with the whites of his eyes, looking at him from the depths, from the foul bowels of mother earth.


And then, of course, troubles don’t come singly … For not so much as a week had passed before they told Luigi that they were taking him to the orphanage in Cagliari. And he said he would escape and every time they caught him he would escape again. As for me, I almost wept.


It so happened that on the day he was supposed to be taken away Luigi had a high fever and the good neighbour who was looking after him was right there on her doorstep to tell the carabinieri that the child was ill, that looking after him was no trouble to her, that she scarcely thought he would be better cared for in an orphanage. But the carabinieri told her to wrap him up well, this Luigi Crisponi, son of the late Bartolomeo, because the law’s the law and that is that.


So without more ado, I watched Luigi leaving from the window of my house and if my mother had not been at the window too I really would have cried. Domo rutta: an entire family vanished into nothing. But then the wheel spins, my mother said, and sooner or later even bad luck forgets you. But to a child the idea does not seem as clear as all that: I mean, the idea that bad luck every so often forgets you. That morning, standing at the window overlooking the Crisponi courtyard as they were taking Luigi away, I felt that there are separations as murderous as a pair of throttling hands. Then I thought of the treasure of tinfoil and bottle ends that we had buried only three steps away from the gate to Puddichinu’s field, and the catapults to take potshots at finches with, and the time when our teacher Serusi had hung signs saying “WE ARE DUNCES” around our necks and made us parade all over the school, even to the girls’ classes … The fact is, I thought the things one thinks when someone has died. And it is as if every separation were like grieving over a lost one.


It must be that I have never liked change. I have always been one of those who grow uneasy when faced by changes. My father thought this was because of my age. Yes, he said, I was still a child, but that even at seven years old one must have some idea about the world. But mine, he said, was not exactly an idea about the world, because the moment one comes to understand it, the world, that is, the first thing one realises is that it is all one long burial of the dead. Therefore, he said, I shouldn’t worry my head, because what look like changes to a child are, once you grow up, always the same thing: being born and dying, and so on.





II


In which is related a long journey on foot and, also, what happened on the way back


So came the day of the christening.


As a present my parents had bought on tick a measure of coarse dark salt, a measure of coarse sugar and a measure of coffee beans to roast. Just as Filomena Marras, Redento’s wife, had in her time. Because when you receive a present you are obliged to return it later. Which, put like that, sounds almost as if one gives a present only to get it back again, but it is simply because one cannot arrive empty-handed to launch a new baby. The point is that these occasions have to be honoured. Honoured, as in Honour. And even if a person has nothing, he always finds something with which to honour a christening, a first communion, a confirmation, a wedding or a funeral, even if he has to run up a debt as my parents did. And this is always true, because it is one of those things that go without saying.


People who know wise things say that salt is the proof that the sea breathes, for those not convinced by hearing it wheeze on autumn nights. On its own, its taste is intolerable. It is a crystal, a transitory, soluble gem.


Sugar is the proof of Eden. The fatal treasure. The one that Adam lost. For those who do not believe there can be happiness on earth. Out of the sweet came forth bitterness. Out of the good came every ill. Sugar is crystal, a snowflake melted.


Coffee is the proof that we are the centre and the confines, and within those confines there is another centre, and within that centre yet more confines. Coffee is the seed that travels over the oceans, where there are more centres and relentlessly more and yet more confines. Coffee is the gift of the toil of stooping women. It is dusty burned earth.


There: these are the terrible fruits of the blood, for the viaticum of the newborn babe.


So my brother’s boots carried me a long way, to just outside Elìni, to Redento Marras’ tanca where he was giving the party. And the party was an aroma that came to meet us, more than the babble of voices, more even than the laughter … It was the sweet-sour smell of meat from the centre of the open space where a charcoal fire lay dozing. Custodian cooks were roasting lambs and sucking pigs on the spit and swigging wine to counteract the heat. Then there were girls of marriageable age offering around baskets of pistachio nuts while mature women, mothers of families, poured steaming coffee.


Yes, everything had an odour and every odour wafted all around. Such a tasty odour, that just to sniff at it almost made a meal …


We reached the house. Filomena, Redento’s wife, offered us a seat inside. She actually told us to sit down, because we must be tired: coming all that way on foot to honour them made it a double honour, she said. But we remained standing. Filomena repeated the invitation and I looked at my father. He gave me a nod and I sat down. Filomena looked hard at me and knitted her brow:


“Old friend,” she said, turning to my father, “this is not Gonario!”


My father gave a nod in reply:


“With all respects, friend, and no offence meant, but Gonario’s out with the sheep and we couldn’t spare him from his work. He’s already nine and has to do his bit for the family … As I couldn’t bring Gonario I brought Samuele …”


Filomena scrutinised me as if she had to paint my portrait. “He’s a handsome lad as well,” she remarked to my father. Then she looked back at me: “Had anything to eat?” I shook my head.


And so to the feast.


We had witnessed the miracles of the loaves and the changing of the water into wine. The afternoon was drawing to a close among the blasphemous expletives of the morra players. At which point the master of the house poured my father another glass and said that as it was already getting dark, and for the child it was already late and seeing how far we had to go to get home, it was better we should stay there for the night.


“No est pro cosa, ma est tardu pro su pitzinnu …”


My father, looking around for me, knocked back his wine and said it was really too much trouble, and that anyway I wasn’t a child; why, at seven he was already tending the sheep for Benedetto Mulas:


“Itte pitzinnu e pitzinnu … Deo a s’edade sua …”


“All the same, compà, it is better you stay over, that way we’ll all be easier in our minds. Take my advice for once, there’s room enough for you.”


“Compà,” said my father, “you very well know we’re not going to fight over such matters. I cannot thank you enough, but if we don’t get back Antioca will be worried. So now we’ll be on our way and long life to the little one. Adiosu.”


And so saying, my father cut short the discussion and signalled to me to stop playing because we were leaving. We set off for home, me in my party togs and the boots that had been my brother’s, and my father happily tipsy.


All along the village street were pasted “Wanted Persons” posters. Those feverish faces, like the faces of martyrs, or in this case of bandits, watched us make our way out into the open country. Dead or alive as they might be. My father began to tell me about Giovanni Tolu, the bandit Epaminondas, whose mighty heart had held out against the assault of the new legal code, as the Spartan hero did against the Persians. He was as slippery as an eel whenever the police tried to grab him with their naked hands. And, far from being ferocious and bloodthirsty, he had forgiven more than he had condemned. He, Giovanni Tolu from Florinas, when they tried to catch him in nets had turned himself into air, and into water when they tried to force him out with fire. He, Giovanni Tolu, the man who refused to die, had put down roots in our flesh like an age-old tree. So said my father, who had met him as an old man.


Meanwhile the night came galloping towards us between the oak trees of Santa Barbara, and the moon burst out from the sea out beyond Tortolì. And there was a long way to go! “Your mother won’t let us into the house,” said my father, stamping his heavy boot on the parched earth. Then he laughed.


It was cold that night of Saint Sebastian, martyr of the faith, bound to a pillar and pierced through and through by the emperor’s archers. Because, my father said, justice dwells in the houses of the rich. And the black bread kind of faith, that of simple folks, is only a forgotten tale.


Walking in the clear moonlight we reached the house of Emerenziano Boi, the cooper. A dim light from his windows told us he was still at work. My father knocked three times, as wayfarers do. He asked for water.


“This time of night I don’t open the door to anyone,” shouted the cooper from within. “Not even if you were the Apostles themselves, I wouldn’t open up,” he repeated.


Whereupon my father gave his name and patronymic, so he would know who he was: “Stocchino Felice di Bernardo de sos de Crabile,” he said. “I want water for the child, he’s thirsty, we’re on our way back from the christening of Redento Marras’ newborn son, a fine lad to be sure, God bless him …”


“Go to the stream,” said the cooper.


“That’s another hour on foot,” objected my father.


“No-one ever died for the sake of an hour,” said the other and doused the light.


My father spat on the ground. “I’ll make it, I’ll make it,” I said and started towards home. My father did not move. He seemed to be waiting for something that he knew would never happen. Then he spat on the ground again and, with the toe of his boot, made a sign on the ground in front of the cooper’s door.


Describing that night it seems like nothing much, because nights cannot be described. One cannot describe the pungent odours of plants as they shake off the light of the day just past; the smell of the animals roving in search of food. Nor can one describe the sound of olive berries shaken to the ground by the petulant tramontana. Beyond description even the sharp sound of our footsteps on the rutted roadway, with each step raising a cloud of dust as red as the breath of Lucifer when he realised he was falling. Each night is a maelstrom, a breathless plunge, a memory of the abyss.


We walked in silence, straining our ears in an effort to hear the sound of running water before we got to it. I was terribly thirsty, but I said nothing for fear of angering my father …


That night resounded like a tin roof, beyond the mountains, far out over the sea, Su Tumbarinu was drumming up a storm. We heard it, muffled by distance, as if we were a couple of outsiders hearing the laughter and the dancing at a party. That sort of sadness changes the world, turns the world upside down like the hand of God scooping up an enormous cowpat. As a ploughshare does, creating waves of earth.


And then we saw the stag.


My father was walking head down, chewing bad temper like the cud. I had slipped a hand into his pocket and he had put a hand over mine. “Not far now,” he murmured. The wine had evaporated from his brain and given place to sullen rancour. In his hand I could feel the fierce thudding of his heart. “Not even water,” he muttered to himself. “Not even water …” So then we saw the stag. Glistening like a precious stone. I felt my father check his steps, so I looked up and saw it. The animal turned his head too and looked at us as if aware that in that gaze of his was all the nobility of the centuries, as if he were a spirit bearing tidings. “I was expecting you,” said that look, “you, Felice, and you, Samuele, I was expecting you.” That look spoke of blood and sorrow, exactly like the Angel of the Annunciation who foretold the Seven Sorrows of the Blessed Virgin.


It was then that my father put his hand over my eyes. In that warm darkness I learned my destiny: solitude, the death of affection, the snarl of vengeance.


This happened on the night of 20 January, 1902. The following morning Gesuina Lindiri, the widow Boi and mother of the cooper, stepped out of the house. In her apron she carried grain for the hens and potato peelings for the pigs. A ferocious wind gave no respite, the leaves were whistling like whiplashes. A gust caught her headscarf and she tried to grab at it, letting go of her apron and spilling the contents all over the yard: the grains swirled around as if tracing an invisible spiral, the peelings hung in the air a moment before tumbling to the ground. Old Gesuina, scarcely more than a bag of bones, was almost bowled over. She only just had time to grab at a ring fixed to the wall of the house, one of those used for tethering animals. Away flew the shawl, abandoned to its fate. Bare-headed as a penitent, with her skirts up and clinging to her body, the woman looked all around her: it was a blue-black morning. Gesuina crossed herself. Then she saw the mark. An “S” traced on the ground.





III


Which tells how Antioca finds she is pregnant for the fourth time and implores the Virgin not to let her have more children


Antioca Leporeddu, wife of Felice Stocchino, rose early on 15 August, 1894. She was well aware of what she had done a few nights before, of what she had allowed to happen. And now she had decided to take measures. There was a chill in the air in spite of its being mid-August, but old people say it is the weather on Assumption Day that tells you how the cold season will be. So there was reason to expect a biting winter. The sky was leaden, like the surface of a smoky old wooden spoon. Not even the birds were singing yet. And the moon seemed to be melting. Veiled like the Virgin herself. So complete was the silence she felt the urge to cry out. No sound even of breathing from the room in which her sons were sleeping. All held their breath, even the earth was holding its breath. Even the leaves. Antioca heard nothing but the beating of her own heart. To calm herself she heaved a sigh, but it was no good … She opened the chest where she kept the only good dress she had. She laid it out on the kitchen table like the mortal remains of a dear departed. She washed herself by wetting a rag in a bucket of water, undressing bit by bit because she was shy even of the sight of her own body. After washing her top half she undid her nightdress and let it fall to the ground. When she removed her knickers she saw something that she did not like at all: the strip of cloth between her legs was all too clean. Antioca Leporeddu, devoted wife and mother, counted on her fingers to make a primordial calculation. But without bringing in mathematics, she knew the perfect workings of nature. Therefore what she had decided on had to be done.
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