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to Paola, who gives meaning …













PROLOGUE


Luigi Ippolito is lying on his carefully made bed. He is in formal dress, the buttons on his soutane shining, his shoes like polished mirrors. As he always has, and always will, he refers to himself by surname first: “Chironi Luigi Ippolito” and, without moving, he stands up to look back at himself, perfectly serene, dead, so ready he could weep. There, on the bed, lies the One, tidy and precise, while the Other stares at him, anxious and turned to stone, yet at the same time turbulent, as straight and blunt as an insult hurled in your face, standing between the bed and the window. Because the immovability of the One is like a shadow and the immovability of the Other is control. At a glance, one would say Luigi Ippolito and Luigi Ippolito are identical in every respect, except that the first, the one lying on the bed, has the imperturbable appearance of a body peaceful in death while the second, standing and observing himself, has the frowning rigidity of someone who is unsure of himself. So that while the first is immersed in the indescribable peace of total surrender, the second is struggling against an overwhelming sense of feebleness. This is why, at a certain point, to end this stagnation, Luigi Ippolito almost holds his breath, like a loving but anxious father who needs reassurance that his newborn child is still breathing. But it is not out of love that Luigi Ippolito is bending over Luigi Ippolito, oh no: the Other is bending over the One in order to read his life. And to insult him too, because this is no moment for dying, still less for playing at death; nor is it a time for surrender.


The One listens without moving, stubborn in his farce of playing dead. He does not move even though he would like to pull himself together.


Giving in to his own obvious obstinacy, the Other sits down on the edge of the rush-seat chair by the bedside table like a young widow who has not yet understood the disgrace she has suffered. He continues to watch the One, who is barely breathing. What can it be like to explore that land of silence? he asks himself. What is that accursed journey like?


Then the light seems to leave the room suddenly, so that the thick eyebrows shading the closed eyelids of the One add force to his pallor. In response, the Other lowers his voice and the intensity of his thoughts to declare himself disposed to playing the mourning game. Can he remember the solitude of exhausted fields during the sweltering heat of the summer? Can he remember the long wait in front of the snare? And life bursting from his lungs after a race? Can he remember? Those battles among the olive trees, the tremendous chirping of the cicadas, the treacherous whistling of the north-west wind. Do you remember? I wanted to live in the void, in the light of a constant present. I was obstinate. But you wanted to be silhouetted against the light. You wanted shadows. I wanted space, remember? Do you remember? It was all a constant repeating. Do you remember? And books in baskets like bread, because there was a body within that had to be fed and the urgency of being prepared for the daily march of time. And the rough surface of our shared life, like a crude rustic table on which the incantations of the past could find order. Luigi Ippolito Chironi, descended from people originally called De Quiròn, then Kirone, who, before their captivity in the Barbagia region, had bred horses that bore the holy backsides of two popes and the very secular backside of a viceroy … Do you remember? The marbles, the narrow-necked bottle, the old magazine. Oh … Our whole life balancing in the predestined chaos of memory. Like the secret order of a tidy plan. Do you remember? Do you remember the transparent hope of the glass windows?


But the One doesn’t respond to these questions; he knows what it means to be self-confident and abruptly believe himself to be both the One and the Other at the same time. Silence. This is the point they always return to.


By now the light in the little room has faded to that of a mortuary chapel since a black stain has crossed the sun’s face. The One and the Other exchange glances. The One, lying down, seems far away, but is watching the Other through half-closed eyelids. The Other, his brow furrowed, responds to this absent stare with a persistent expression of expectation. As it has always been, and always will be.


Then comes silence, set against the constant roar of reasoning. Now there seems to be nothing; nothing to think, nothing left to remember. It has all been a dream, yet no. They are exactly back at the point where being able to change anything has become impossible.


The writing-desk stands by itself in the shadowed corner of the room. Fate has allowed him pen and paper. Outside, the sky is the colour of milk. Luigi Ippolito watches himself with a mixture of understanding and pain. His body is drifting, softer than he remembered it, more pliable than ever before, yielding to the current.


But how can this story of silences be told? You know it, everyone knows it: stories only ever get told because they have happened somewhere. It is enough to hit the right tone, to give voice to the internal warmth of the dough waiting to rise, serene on the surface but turbulent inside. It is enough to be able to tell the chaff from the grain, almost thinking without thought. Because conscious thinking reveals its mechanisms and introduces terror into the story. So, as I was about to say, the stubborn brightness of a sheet of white paper leaps from the shadows enveloping the desk. Which is perhaps an invitation …










First Canto – Paradise
(1889–1900)


Scire se nesciunt








First the ancestors: Michele Angelo Chironi and Mercede Lai. Before them nothing at all. And it must be said that if this blacksmith and this woman had never met in church, it is probable, in fact certain, that the family would have vanished into the anonymity that shrouds the stories of this land before anyone has had a chance to tell them.


This is how it happened, she is saying a novena prayer to the Madonna delle Grazie, and three metres above her, he is adjusting the metal hook from which the large incense burner hangs. She is sixteen, he is nineteen. He is not even a blacksmith yet, merely a blacksmith’s apprentice, but she is already cast in iron, chiselled and magnificent, her face perfect. For him, high above her, it is like looking down into distant depths while she, looking up, feels vertigo. Just that. The air seems rarefied like when a runner pauses for breath.


Michele Angelo is solid and stout, plump as a well-fed animal. His clothes are basically light brown but, seen against the light, his substance almost blond, like the living expression of something as transient as fruit growing from honeyed seed, in sharp contrast to the crow-like blackness that surrounds him. Local girl Mercede’s hair seems shining blue, bright as an enamel brushstroke. In fact, it is really jet black, full of presence and depth, but the light on her dazzlingly white parting makes her hair look blue.


And so it is that their moment of unconscious awareness scarcely lasts a second.


Days and months pass. The nine days of the novena are over, the feast day that follows is over too, and so is the winter.


In April, Mercede, together with other local girls, goes to collect alms for the festival of San Francesco di Lula. The third house they come to is the home of Giuseppe Mundula, master blacksmith, the place where Michele Angelo lives. And she, who has always before been too timid to knock on anyone’s door, knocks on this one; and he, who ought not even to be at home, comes to open it himself. These meetings may seem destined by Fate though Fate is far too solemn a word. Mercede and Michele Angelo are fully aware that they are exactly where they had always determined to be, driven by the wordless force of desire.


Even so, now face to face, they avoid each other’s eyes. But she sees clearly that he is robust and not too slim. She is still growing and could end up becoming the taller of the two. But what does that matter? Mercede likes the amber glow that surrounds him, and invests it with a practical genetic quality: it is the seed from which her children will grow. Michele Angelo likes the way she breathes with lips slightly parted. Then there are her eyes, and everything else he would be thinking about if not distracted by the conviction that this is the woman of his life.


Something in the house has made him late for work this morning; and something has made her push in front of the three other girls to be the one to knock on the door. From the other side of the closed door he hears the knocking, thinks it familiar and, against all probability, hurries past the blacksmith to open it.


But, of course, Destiny plays no part in this simultaneity; it is simply a matter of stubbornness. Love lasts one single perfect moment; the rest is merely reminiscence of what has already happened, but that single moment can be enough to make sense of more than one life. And that’s how it was: he handed over a fitting offering for the saint, almost equivalent to a whole day’s work, and she held out her palm for it in such a way that he would lightly touch her hand. A gesture she would never be ashamed of even though, when she thought about it, it seemed more lustful than if she had offered him her virginity. Because her gesture contained an invitation, and an invitation is much worse than the simple if stupefying physiology of desire. There was nothing surprising in what she had done, only a deliberate conscious intention to make it possible for that man to touch her.


Michele Angelo kept his hand in place for a moment, just long enough to experience the softness of her skin and, perhaps, to be ashamed of the roughness of his own; but then a blacksmith, even if only an apprentice, can never, ever have soft hands.


The difference between them is already clear: Mercede knows everything and Michele Angelo knows nothing.


On their wedding night Michele Angelo is so hesitant and uncertain that Mercede, as always one to take the initiative regardless of the consequences, grabs his hand and places it on her breast. The act of a brazen woman perhaps, but apparently needed because he seems unable to bring himself to touch her, as if there were a cushion of air between her flesh and his hands. Mercede would like to feel herself drenched with explicit desire, because she has always wanted this, while Michele Angelo seems able to do nothing but hover tentatively over her, as over a loaf hot from the oven, brushing it with his fingertips before pulling back. So she looks straight into his eyes, which in the flickering candlelight seem flashing with honey, and presses his hand on her breast. Finally Michele Angelo, from that unplanned contact with soft breast and erect nipple, starts breathing heavily through his nose … When he tries to close his eyes, she stops him by pressing his hand to herself ever more firmly, leading it in a circling motion. When she senses that he has finally understood she releases her grip and lets him continue on his own.


The house where the young couple live is small, but it is their own.


There are no lights from human activity outside, so they can gaze into the perfect darkness filled by infinite clusters of stars.


A simple, basic home. A floor added above the forge.


By day, ox-drawn carts go by on the cobbles, then horses, sheep and shepherds. The curate and the doctor pass too. And soldiers: the grey uniforms of the royal army and the blue of the carabinieri. Fugitives and their pursuers also, magistrates and informers. Over that strip of land passes a history in miniature that is the fruit, almost the consequence, of some much greater history. All there is to eat in this tiny slice of the world are the crumbs from the banquet, but if you study those crumbs attentively and taste them carefully, they can teach you many things.


Despite the dark, the walls of the little room above the black-smith’s forge are phosphorescent with quicklime.


They are aware of something beyond the window, Michele Angelo and Mercede, something far beyond the languorous fever consuming them; passing vehicles telling what might be very small or very great stories. And though they are not consciously aware of it, they imagine that conversely, from the lane, the forge of life can be detected in feverish activity. For this reason, as a precaution that is perhaps pointless, perhaps not, Michele Angelo buries his face in the pillow to muffle a deep climactic groan. Without looking at Mercede, he responds to her approval, feeling her opening up to him almost like a mother.


Thinking over it many years later, Mercede says the greatest surprise was to find the attributes of a mature man in her child husband. The light curly hair covering his shoulders and chest made his skin seem even whiter. Then his beard, which from the distance of a mere kiss, could be observed and even felt growing. She is not embarrassed to say he was a good husband, caring and never vulgar. And that he loved her caresses and her breasts most of all.


With miraculous, mathematical, precision Mercede fell pregnant that very night.


But the secret of this perfect conception was their unquestioning acceptance of themselves. Time revealed defects: Michele Angelo was taciturn and touchy and Mercede was bossy and paid too much attention to what other people thought.


Nine months later, again like the precise proof of a mathematical theorem, twin boys were born, Pietro and Paolo. Over the course of the next ten years came Giovanni Maria who was stillborn; Franceschina, also stillborn; Gavino, who left for Australia; Luigi Ippolito, who died in the war; and Marianna …





Their love has travelled a long way. They have moved like two pilgrims heading for a distant sanctuary, expecting at every step to see at least the top of the bell tower, but they never see anything. So they have to love each other, again and again, in spite of everything: the dust clogging their hair, the temptation to accept a lift from a cart, or simply, drenched with rain, to abandon themselves to despair, plodding along with uncertain steps in muddy shoes, or with palates parched by scorching heat, or fingers blue with cold, and their eyes fixed on a goal that always, always, turned out to be no more than a starting point.


They have walked straight on, never turning to look back, moving as anonymously as it is possible to imagine. The edge of the road which, from high up on a gig, looks comfortable, but at ground level, trudging on shifting gravel, seems terrible and endless. Occasionally, they meet another person but never, never, anyone they recognise, because they are on their own, two and yet one, seeing nothing and knowing nothing. All they have is their love: obstinate, unyielding, banal and blind.


In just a few years Michele Angelo has extended the workshop, building a new forge behind the old one. The work has involved sacrificing part of the courtyard, but it is good to have more room now the twins are growing and the family is expanding as though spring is a season that will never end. And business has prospered because Michele Angelo has become known as the best blacksmith in the village, which has now almost grown into a town.


Because of the destiny allotted to it by the register office, if we can believe in such a thing as Destiny, the district could now be described as a modest built-up area, as if passing through a sort of restless adolescence, as yet neither fish nor fowl. But it does have the presumptuous expectation of certain suburbs that they will soon become one or the other, or both. Seen from the direction of Ugolio, Nuoro is now like the vanguard of a bare border post, with its landmark cathedral making it look like a village in the Andes. An immense circular prison set down like a bass drum on a grassy plain. To tell the truth, Nuoro now combines two different worlds: in the hills, San Pietro and the shepherds, and in the valley Séuna and the farmers. It is from this clear duality that the life of the place depends. And it is a life Michele Angelo encounters just as the hormone of modernity begins to bubble away in the village’s infantile and archaic organism, percolating city ideas (or at least those of a small town), creating via Majore, an extremely modern middle-class street, at the exact meeting point of two ancient souls. Turning two-faced Janus into three-headed Cerberus. This central position explains and synthesises everything: the feeling of caste, the gaze directed overseas, towards History. And it describes the ubiquitous persistence of certain ideas: everybody is convinced they have seen something others have not seen, and they delude themselves that they have thought things that others have not thought, but this is just because someone has taken the trouble to tell an ordinary story in an extraordinary way.


So the connecting road, via Majore, has been created to display – in accordance with a theory of what a town should have – a smart hostelry, a pharmacy and even a rustic town hall complete with market and a weighing-machine for livestock. In addition, of course, to small permanent businesses, mostly run by outsiders, and this among people only recently civilised to the point of being able to read and write and who only recently have given up on bartering. So here is this connecting road, a foreign link between two native realities, a stretch of common land running beside a sort of mossy, rocky riverbed surrounded by trees that the people of Nuoro have named the Giardinetti. But to Michele Angelo this street is above all a building project of small plaster-fronted villas … fitted with balconies.


However, in this farce of chained creatures, Michele Angelo is the exception that proves the rule … Not much is known about him, except that he must have been the product of a union consummated behind the scenes: his father could have been a charcoal-burner from the mainland; and his mother a local nobody, perhaps a servant girl. What is certain is that she did not know she was pregnant until she was actually giving birth, whereas the man never knew he had become a father at all. And it is also a fact that in that corner of the world forsaken by every sort of god, women gave birth to underweight ugly hairy things, while what this mother produced was like something from a gold and white bundle, as beautiful as baby Jesus in the manger. But, clearly, it was the fruit of a seed ill-suited to such a uterus, so that when they pulled him out she was already dead. Hence the name they gave the child, Michael: the angel with the sword … The Sisters of Charity at the orphanage liked the idea that the fruit of sin had itself avenged the sin from which it had sprung.


Mercede’s case was different. Her father had wanted that name for her even though he knew he would never see her grow up. The girl was the subject of a dispute over a violated marriage contract. It is possible the facts are otherwise, but the popular rumour was that Mercede’s parents were the nobleman Severino Cumpostu and the priest’s housekeeper at San Carlo, Ignazia Marras. Known parents, whatever the case. But – and there was a “but” – Severino Cumpostu had contracted to marry a woman of the Serusi di Gavoi family, so that all trace was lost of the housekeeper and her child, until the girl appeared in church sixteen years later at the very moment when Michele Angelo was adjusting the large incense burner.


The Chironi family was the fruit of outcasts, of two negatives combining to make a positive, in itself enough to condemn their union as a rash one. When Michele Angelo and Mercede looked at each other for the first time, he saw her raising her head as if to adore a winged statue – in fact the blond youth was leaning away from the ladder towards the pivot from which the incense burner was hanging and looked as if he was flying. And he, looking down on the girl from above, seemed to see a ruby in its natural setting of rock. He had to place her precisely to be quite sure the impression of beauty he had experienced was real, full and absolute.


So, when they looked at each other, they had no inheritance to protect and not even a story to tell; they were at the beginning of everything: he an apprentice blacksmith and she already made of iron.


They knew at once that they must rely on each other. They came from no clan with a name that had to be protected and even their surnames were a sham, dished out by bureaucracy. Michele Angelo was given the surname Chironi after the general inspector of the orphanage at Cúglieri where he had grown up, and Mercede was surnamed Lai after the employer who took her into service at the age of seven.


So there it was: the creation of a new world, one might say, because these people had given them Christian names and surnames from which everything could start.


Seven months passed between their first sight of one another and their marriage, which was almost a secret ceremony, with no trappings. It was witnessed by the blacksmith Giuseppe Mundula and the sacristan Nicolino Brotzu, and held at the church in the side chapel of St John Chrysostom.


But we are running ahead and must slow down.


We must go back to the night when this same blacksmith, Giuseppe Mundula, returning to his home above the forge, found the dead body of his wife at the top of the stairs
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The woman had died hugging her chest as if trying to stop her heart escaping from under her ribs. On her face was the worried, disgusted and sad expression of a cook who, tasting a tiny quantity of sauce from the tip of a spoon, has just realised she has ruined it.


Giuseppe Mundula either hardly thought at all, or thought too much. He was exhausted, because his work exhausted him. He was as dirty as a demon. There was his wife lying dead in front of him. She had probably cried for help when she felt her heart bursting but, deafened by the ferocious beating of hammer on anvil – even white-hot iron whistles and complains – the smith had thought he was hearing the soul of the metal and didn’t understand that it was his wife’s death throes.


All this thinking, or not thinking, had paralysed him. And the stairs, under the weight of his body, were beginning to creak as if with the sound of a tongue clicking on a palate. So after a final glance at his wife, Giuseppe Mundula took a large stride over her body and crossed the landing to the kitchen. There he poured a jugful of water into the basin and washed his hands and face just as he always did. Not even the violence of this drama (when death steps onto the stage it is always as a prima donna), nor that corpse stretched on its back at the top of the stairs, could prevent him from sitting down to eat a piece of bread and cheese … Or rather, it was perhaps the discourtesy of death in betraying him by snatching away his wife that made his supper so peaceful, more silent than ever before, because it had always been her defect to talk too much. These pluses: the silence and the satisfaction of not having to give a damn about death, made it easier for him to bear the voiceless pain growing in the pit of his stomach. It was only after he had deluded himself that he had evaded this pain with the large stride he had taken to climb over the corpse, that he was unexpectedly struck by the realisation that he was now alone. Widowed and sterile. He gagged on a taste of iron, and was forced to spit out the cheese and moistened bread.


Rising from the chair, he looked through the half-closed door and saw his wife clearly for the first time. She had never been beautiful; full of life, certainly, but never beautiful. Now that he could see her, motionless in the light of the moon, but no paler than she had always been, she seemed to him as intimate as an amputated limb, but at the same time as distant from him as any unknown woman who might have happened to die at the top of his stairs. She was so light it was easy to lift her, and with her in his arms it was easy to understand how very little she had weighed on this earth: only there at all because there was room for her, as she had always said herself.


Yet there had been a time when even she had meant something and when an ample bosom had finally managed to flourish on her dry ribs. He had known then that she was pregnant from the absent-minded precision with which she had begun looking at things. Every sharp corner of her body had softened, as had every sharp edge of her personality. She had even smiled and, occasionally, laughed. And seeing her laugh had in itself been enough to make him reflect on the silent miracle of procreation.


She had become almost beautiful then, the blacksmith’s wife. She remembered she had a name, Rosangela, and that she had once had a few dreams before life had become so prosaic as not even to allow her the concept of dreaming. When Giuseppe Mundula claimed he had never dreamed in his life she had explained that dreams were just like a feeling of real life without the weight of real life.


Now, crossing the threshold like a newly married husband with his wife in his arms, the blacksmith pondered that lightness he had never experienced.


Laid out on the bed, her body did not even crease the coarse sheets. She seemed young yet extremely old at the same time. Rosangela Mundula née Líndiri. That name had no sooner been spoken than lost, at the exact moment when that immature foetus was ripped from her womb.


She had been dreaming of a bushel of grain being constantly emptied and refilled. While dreaming of this infinite abundance, repetitive and perpetual, she had been taken with cramps. She had known at once, on the cusp between sleeping and waking, that something terrible was happening. But it would not be right to say she understood, because it was not her but the other woman who had understood, the other Rosangela, the one with beautiful full breasts who could smile and even laugh. Like the wise virgins in the parable, she had kept a lamp burning in the darkness of deep sleep and the uncertainty of dreams. So that when everything happened, when it was the end, the other Rosangela was in a position to inform the first one.


Sitting on the edge of the bed, she had felt the new life flowing out between her thighs in a tiny mucous bundle.


They never found any way to talk about this. Under their home the hammer went on beating the incandescent bar and the anvil continued to mark the rhythm, the bellows to blow, and the water to hiss as the metal was immersed. The heaviness of life returned just when they had imagined they had escaped from it.


The blacksmith’s wife returned to the world sterile, unfortunate and nameless, because that was where there was room for her.


So she began to think that if her husband were to look elsewhere for what he might expect to have, in order to make his contribution to the race, he would have good reason to do so.


But, beware, this was no mere demographic calculation on her part, no: it was the reasoning of a woman. Women always keep their front door ajar, while men always keep theirs either bolted shut or wide open.


To the blacksmith’s wife, a son was not just a matter of simple vanity but of continuity, like that bushel of grain constantly refilling itself when empty.


As she saw it, she and her husband had all they needed, yet the bushel still continued relentlessly emptying itself … And what if she were no longer there, she asked herself, as though dying were the same as going outside for a moment. So she began suggesting to her husband that he should father a child with another woman and even assured him she would bring the child up as her own. But this would make the blacksmith fly into a rage and thump the table.


So she said no more until a local woman told her that some grand lady had gone to choose herself a daughter from the orphanage at Cúglieri. The blacksmith’s wife had never been to Cúglieri and had never even thought of going there, but now she talked of nothing else … Her husband would shake his head and bolt the door, shouting “Leave me in peace!”


Unabashed, she would repeat, day after day: “Giuseppe Mundula, do you want to die leaving no-one to inherit what you have created?”


And he would say, “To hell with it all, what do I care what happens after I’m gone.”


“Just think about it.”


And he would say again, “I have thought about it. Get out of my way with all this nonsense!”


He only answered out of a sense of marital duty, but to his wife the blacksmith’s words sounded like a door being locked with ten bolts.


Now, as he lay waiting for dawn beside this dead wife who was no heavier than a slice of bread, her obsession came back to his mind.


Before the last handful of earth had been thrown on her coffin, he was already on his way to Cúglieri.


He presented himself washed, and in his best suit, to claim an heir, because he had not the slightest wish to marry again.


He began by saying he wanted a boy old enough to be able to look after himself. He had a letter of introduction from the parish priest of the Madonna del Rosario of Nuoro, which stated that he was a God-fearing and well-off widower with a clean record, an independent craftsman who owned his own business.


In the bare corridor of the boys’ section of the orphanage, he was shown about twenty possible candidates, each with a number on his chest. He immediately rejected the first two, thought about number 3, then caught sight of number 7. Number 7 was Michele Angelo. They explained to him that there could be no question of adoption since he was a widower but, having seen his references, they would be able to sidestep the problem by a form of temporary guardianship that would eventually become more permanent – as though it were a question of transferring a figlio d’anima or “soul-child” from a poor family to a better-off one. “We don’t want to make too much of a fuss,” as the prioress of the Sisters of Mercy put it. “It’s just a matter of trust, a matter of trust.”


Once they got home after a journey spent in total silence, the blacksmith asked the boy how old he was, and the boy said he was nine, or at least that was what they had told him at the orphanage. Then he said he could read and write, not very well, but he did know how to read, if he wasn’t hurried.


Michele Angelo started at the forge the next morning.


“The only way to learn a trade is to watch,” the blacksmith told the boy. “By watching you will learn what you can, and if you don’t understand anything, you can ask me.”


While he watched, Michele Angelo helped by keeping the forge in order, tidying away the tools and sweeping filings off the floor …


One evening, while they were drinking milk soup, the child spoke without bidding for the first time: “But how can you be my babbo?” he asked.


The blacksmith studied him as one might an unfamiliar insect. “I’m not your babbo,” he stated firmly so there should be no misunderstanding.


The boy carried on eating.


Nevertheless, it did not take long for Michele Angelo’s habit of saying little and observing closely to pay dividends. Within two years he had learned how to control the bellows and understand the level of fusion from the colour of the flame. At eleven, he was remarkably strong and healthy. In the kitchen he had his own bed which he had helped to build himself.


The blacksmith liked to believe that though two solitary people placed in close proximity do not necessarily form a social group, at least they can make solitude seem less bitter. And it may be that this thought was enough to make it clear that he liked the boy, even though he had no idea how to express his affection.


For his part, Michele Angelo had developed complete confidence in this adopted “soul-father”. If the blacksmith said strike now, Michele Angelo struck. If he said wait, he waited. And if he said more bellows, he made the bellows blow harder.


“One day you’ll have a forge of your own,” the blacksmith said while they were washing their hands and faces at the sink. He spoke as if were talking to himself, because this chestnut-haired boy, who was growing day by day at his side, was simply an emanation of his own capacity to give. That was it: detachment can transform a capacity to give into a marvellous deed as from detachment, paradoxically, can come real advantage.


At this stage the advantage lay in understanding without a shadow of doubt that every road must lead to a destination or goal and that staying in the world simply because there was room for him in it could not exactly be defined as having a goal. But to see oneself again as a boy, inquisitive and trusting, that certainly was. Giuseppe Mundula did not realise it, and he never would, but he was in fact doing his best to keep refilling that bushel of grain that was constantly and so desperately trying to empty itself.


Thus, after ten years, Michele Angelo was almost ready to stand in for his supposed father in the forge. And if the blacksmith felt like relaxing at the tavern for an hour or two, his young apprentice was there to get on with the work.


That was how Michele Angelo came to be responsible for attending to the pivot from which the church incense burner hung.


So there he is at the top of the long ladder, which bends and bulges, as he tests the hook which everyone says is unsafe. And it is, indeed, as loose as a tooth about to part company with the gum. So Michele Angelo, having diagnosed the fault, prepares to climb down to fetch what he needs to solve the problem. Looking downwards, to work out how he might begin his descent, he sees her. Mercede is sitting several metres below, but in his mind she is already so high above him as to be out of his reach. He is nineteen years old and has never loved before, but he understands the body the way males of this world know it, with excess and impatience … He understands his own body and its substance, but knows nothing about the bodies of others. The ladder sways under him like a cane, and when he finally reaches the ground he glances from the corner of his eye to see whether she is watching him. She is.


We have already told the rest.


[image: ]


Mercede comes on her own to six o’clock Mass in an old but still presentable dress, belonging to her employer. It falls loosely over her chest. She has bound her hair up in a white scarf. She cannot afford more than that. Michele Angelo arrives immediately afterwards with Giuseppe Mundula, in a heavy blue and violet jacket in the Nuoro style. The hair under his cap is combed into place with water and olive oil. The priest is the last to arrive; he had almost forgotten and apologises in the silence of the flickering candles. The wedding does not take long, officiated not at the high altar but in the side chapel, as though for a pair of fugitives from justice or for a love that has engendered sinful fruit prior to any sacrament.


Mercede’s dowry is herself and Michele Angelo’s desire for her. He brings her a small forge with two little rooms above it, rented to him by Giuseppe Mundula so that he can operate independently. Giuseppe Mundula has married him off, prepared him a future and even passed on several commissions to him.


And he has done this at the very moment when the trends of modernity are making many people feel they must have balconies with good views over the link road.





Two years pass.


As happens, even in the most significant stories, time moves on with little happening to catch the attention. What there is to tell is superficially trivial, but in reality a miracle, the compulsive miracle of generation and regeneration. First the twins Pietro and Paolo are born, then Giovanni Maria who is born dead.


This stillborn child was the first proof that you must pay back in proportion to what you receive, for despite the fact that the craze for balconies, iron grilles and graceful railings was bringing in more work every day, and they had not yet been married a year, it was already clear that the forge would have to be extended on the courtyard side and they might even need to take on an apprentice. Despite all this, which was pure happiness and an almost banal process of growth and multiplication, Giovanni Maria was born perfectly formed but as green as if thrust out of a swamp. They said he had been conceived too soon after the first labour, which had been long-drawn-out but not exceptionally difficult. First Paolo had appeared and then – they say it’s the elder twin who decides the order – Pietro. “Too soon,” the women of the neighbourhood said, a little critical of this newly arrived couple who were exploiting their good fortune like starving stray dogs.


“Just look at those Chironi,” they said. “Who do they think they are? Where have they sprung from? Eh?”


Mercede did know it had been unwise to allow it to happen when she was still breast-feeding. But what could she do with Michele Angelo? You have to care for your husband at table and in bed, but beyond that men should concentrate on their work?


Mercede admonished him. “You’ve made us look like animals …”


Michele Angelo frowned, but continued to concentrate on his soup.


“You can’t just pretend it doesn’t matter, Michele Angelo Chironi …” she insisted.


“Why, what harm have I done you?” he mumbled before swallowing.


Mercede shook her head and lowered her voice. “What sort of an answer is that? It’s all very fine for you.”


This change of tone took the wind out of his sails, because Michele Angelo was incapable of getting the upper hand with this woman. “You could have told me it was a bad time,” he said, pouting slightly.


“Of course, naturally,” she said sarcastically. “Just enjoy your food …” Then, smiling as if to herself, “Closing the stable door when the horse has bolted.”


So the twins were fed on goat’s milk, because Mercede had lost her own with this premature second pregnancy that had disorientated her body. She had been tormented with flushes like red-hot irons from her throat to the depths of her belly, and had occasionally lost control of her body. The second pregnancy had been exceptionally difficult with giddiness, constant nausea and acidity – the hair of the foetus, they said … And on top of that, which was logical enough, she had lost her milk.


Pietro was the sensible one. Paolo was restless. They were as alike as two drops of water apart from the colour of their hair. Pietro’s was light brown and Paolo’s a deep black. Pietro ate and slept contentedly, while Paolo constantly searched for the breast. When Mercede came near him, and he opened his mouth like a little bird for the nipple, she would murmur but almost without resentment, “Eh, ask that animal your father for it.”


It had been an unbelievably luminous May, almost summery, without any unsettled periods to detract from it: there was no rain, and only a few clouds in the sky. The twins were born in January and by May, Mercede was pregnant again.


Winter had lingered on in a constant leaden light. Until Easter the weather had been so bad it had not been possible to refill pillows and mattresses or prepare dried figs and tomatoes. Suddenly, between one evening and the next morning, May flung open the door to the light. And it was then, while Mercede’s breasts were still bursting with milk, that Michele Angelo’s desire for her became uncontrollable.


So she became a bad housewife, and was accused of being a harlot. Having lost her milk, she was forced to feed her sons on goat’s milk from a desiccated intestine, like orphaned lambs in a sheepfold.


Many years later this would lead to grief. In another spring, another May.


But not now.


*


Now, sudden prosperity enabled Michele Angelo to buy a piece of land at Lollove. A mere handkerchief planted with vines, but the main thing was: it belonged to him. The first piece of land he had ever owned. His own property. In truth, it had been Giuseppe Mundula who had seen the opportunity, but he had preferred to offer it to his adopted son. As he grew older, Giuseppe had softened and had even become able to express emotion. Bolstered by this recently acquired plot, the Mundula-Chironi family, father and son in theory rather than in flesh, threw their arms round each other. It was the closest they had ever been able to imagine approaching one another in the twelve years since they first met in the orphanage at Cúglieri.


“Affluence breeds respect,” Giuseppe said, his arm still round his son. He now considered him his son in every respect: Giuseppe was getting on in years, full of experience and with much to give, and he felt secure in the knowledge that he had not allowed loneliness to strip him of all the good things he had managed to achieve. “Remember,” he said, “those who have achieved nothing, will always remain nothing. If we leave no trace of our time on earth, we die twice over. You never knew my wife Rosangela, she was a woman and a half … Someone who really knew how to tell the difference between what needed doing and what didn’t need doing. I think I can honestly say that today she would have been happy.”


Michele Angelo nodded. In those days you could die without leaving behind a single likeness of yourself. No-one had ever taken a photograph of Rosangela Mundula née Líndiri, still less painted her portrait. She had gone without leaving a trace, except her husband’s brief descriptions of her: she hadn’t been beautiful, you couldn’t say that, vivacious more like. She would have made you sit up and take notice. She knew what was what, there could be no doubt of that. She would be up at five every day. There were no Sundays or holidays in her life. She was always saying she had too much to do, but one could never be sure what this was.


Neither of them asked how suitable this old man’s talk might be in front of that motionless stretch of stunted vines twisting round their overly long poles. The vines were a warning that people dear to one can be absent in good times. And in bad times, whenever these might occur, one hoped they would be looking the other way. All this was life, defying any possible form of death. A life of buds leading to leaves, then bunches of grapes. Perhaps this was why it was worth calling back the souls of the dead to be present at one’s own moment of happiness.


But no such soul could have come back to bless that tiny moment of well-being for Michele Angelo, as Giuseppe realised, knowing how things go and and how they have always gone. Of course, there had been Giovanni Maria, Michele Angelo’s recently stillborn son, but he had been an incomplete soul, a spirit who could never become a guardian angel. Which was why it occurred to Giuseppe to offer his own immensely powerful personal protection.


So they named the vineyard Rosanzela.


By the time the twins were able to walk the forge had been enlarged, and the house too. The ground floor had been converted into a large kitchen and two bedrooms. The upper floor stayed as it was, but the old kitchen became the principal bedroom, with two other rooms off it: a small one which remained a larder and a second, where Pietro and Paolo slept. The forge, larger and better equipped, now extended to part of the old courtyard, together with a section of courtyard purchased from neighbours.


Rosanzela yielded a sour, rough wine, but this was their own house wine, and as such a manifestation of the divine. While bread swelled and rose, and was baked and baked again to make it crisp, the wine fermented and quivered and took on colour. But the result was too dark, and had to be mixed with water because it was so strong that a single glass would have gone to your head. Some people dilute wine with honey, and some with sugar and water, but they say such stuff can only be used as communion wine as priests are only half human after all and have no palate for real wine. To be good, wine must leave a stain on the glass, be heavy and syrupy, pressed from withered grapes, crudely planted and cultivated. You did not need a scholar to understand that in that part of the world they knew how to make bread and cheese, but wine, definitely not. Nor olive oil either, to tell the truth.


Anyway, at harvest time, if one can call it that, Mercede was eight months pregnant. It was October, the harvest delayed because September had been cold and the grapes slow to ripen. Michele Angelo seemed transformed into a lord and master because he had called in several local youngsters to work for him by the day and pressed a few small coins into their hands. Everyone was involved, Mercede who had brought something to keep her occupied, the twins running about among the rows of vines, and even Giuseppe Mundula was sitting to one side looking straight ahead. Then there were the three young helpers, two girls and a boy. And Michele Angelo was playing the proprietor with an awkwardness that was revelatory of the shifting social classifications of the period.


Michele Angelo though recalls something he cannot possibly remember. It is a cold night, and he can hear a long moan like a sustained mooing. He is not quite sure what he is remembering and cannot identify it with anything physical. But he is certain it happened at night and that there was this terrible moaning. Whenever he draws a deep breath, as he looks about himself on the Corso and points out the balconies of the Deffenu or Campanelli family homes, and allows himself to say with some pride: I made those; or when he finds himself considering some personal aim and the responsibility of producing a stock of descendants so nothing will be lost; it is at such moments that he is aware of that impossible memory, that coldness and that moaning.


Even now, in front of this land that is his own, in front of his children who already exist and those yet to come, in front of the only woman he will ever love; even now, he is conscious of that moaning, and the night and the cold. It is like a reminder, a sign. That we all see ourselves as predators, but that we are really prey. That we all see ourselves as masters, but are instead servants in perpetuity. Naturally, it takes generations to get used to affluence, all the more so when it has been achieved by the sweat of the brow.


Michele Angelo is telling himself: Here I can be myself and watch my children grow, and I have been able to make sure that they will have what they need to live well in this vale of tears, but above all they must never suffer what I have suffered: the night, the cold, and the moaning.


*


When they get home from the harvest, Mercede feels unwell. The women who immediately run to her aid say she has overstrained herself in her condition. And they look for explanations: she has been jolted in the cart from the vineyard to the village, she has been on her feet all day in the sun, she has drunk too much cold water, or eaten too many grapes with her moistened bread …


But Mercede knows there is only one reason. The child inside her is dead. Again. She knows because she has felt the pain of farewell before the pain of childbirth. First an emptiness, then a laceration. Like when what you most fear in the world happens, and happens inexorably, and is made doubly cruel by the fact that you have been fearing it for so long.


So it was. The first female Chironi, Franceschina, was born dead. Pink and white as if asleep, with no sign of what might have caused her death. Mercede knew how gently her little girl had left this world, because she heard her voice just before she was born. Mercede had always seen herself as a solid pitcher, a jar for times of famine, full of candied olives, long-lasting and nourishing. Ready to carry any seed. A woman of flesh and iron. But now she feels as fragile as crystal.


She can see it all clearly, as if observing the world with a fixed stare like a model facing a portrait painter. In this precarious pose she can feel a light taking shape, one that murmurs gold and carmine.


It is clear to her that, beyond this light, is the outspokenness of things unsaid that, like a dark curtain, conceals the substance, contrasting with the invisible. A tenacity of dark shadows thrown on the slippery surface of what has not come into being. A reality that has the delicacy of blown glass, born of breath and fire. A reality that is a constant delaying, a kind of stability created from things attempted but not achieved. A smooth surface serving as a background for uncertain things that had nevertheless seemed to be certainties.


Definite in form, if deceptive in appearance.


This farewell broke Mercede. And the women round her understood that none of the explanations they suggested for what happened made any sense: the ride in the cart, the indigestion, or the heat. Because whatever the real reason, nothing could account for the terrible pain they read in the mother’s face.


That evening, while the women busied themselves round the exhausted mother, Michele Angelo left home. He had never done this before. He and Mercede had never let each other suffer alone. Yet in that terrible epilogue to a perfect day, he understood that there was absolutely nothing he could have said or done but run away. And leave in the middle of the night, for the cold of the countryside to howl.


He walked blindly for a long time, and it was not until he reached the bank of a stream that he noticed he was shivering and realised he had put nothing on over his shirt. There were things he could have said, if he had only known how to say them …


In the morning when he came home, exhausted by thoughts he could not even grasp, Michele Angelo stopped at the door of the bedroom to spy on Mercede who had fallen asleep, exhausted. The women attending her had nodded off too.


Hearing him, she smiled lightly in her sleep.


*


He stayed watching her for an indefinable time. The fire was dying out. Pietro was as still as a little corpse while Paolo was muttering and struggling in his sleep. Their suffering, like the silence, was perfect, contained in itself, immobile, unchangeable.


He went into the forge; he had a gate to finish and many other jobs waiting to be done, once there, he did not move, but breathed in the terrible smell of iron that came to him on the night air. There were a few small pieces of work he could have completed at that time of night without disturbing anyone, but he just stood there, in the midst of his creations, some still unfinished and others ready for delivery: every single tool was his, every single sliver of iron. There was nothing in that place that was not entirely his own: the walls, the roof, everything, every stone in the surface of the courtyard. Under that sky Michele Angelo Chironi had made his nest, built his lair, constructed his dam. He had a house and some land. There was a fragment of that cursed land of which he could say: I stand on my own ground, which I earned by spitting blood at the furnace from the age of nine; and here, within the boundary that encloses my land, I can breathe my own air and watch my children grow, and here I am the recognised king and emperor.


He felt a bitterness in his body that he could not have sweetened in a thousand years.


He was the only one awake that night; no-one would have seen him standing there in the middle of his forge, yet he resisted any temptation to weep, because no human race since the beginning of time has ever grown strong and invincible on a diet of tears. He was certainly furious with this fate that took from him with both hands and only gave with one, but he refused to bow his head. He was a tenacious man and had learned that certain alloys that seem inflexible may yield when you least expect them to; you must persist and, often, all it needs is one final blow. Metal is a living thing and it understands the hand that forges it. It knows the heart of the man who works it.


So, regaining full control of himself, he felt he understood that everything depended on how they were seen by others. On how these Chironi, whoever they might be, were regarded by their neighbours. And everything derived from the envy distilled in those looks. In that instant it seemed he had settled everything, as if the solution had always been there before his eyes, but he had not been aware of it. Happiness is never popular with those who are not happy. That was the point, unquestionably. Every single thing confirmed it and cried out to him in a loud voice: after just a few years he possessed a house and land, and a business that had got off to a good start … And worst of all, all this had started from nothing. From absolutely nothing. That’s what it is, he told himself: you must keep things hidden, I understand that now.


A little after this, Giuseppe Mundula, woken in the middle of the night, listened to an over-excited Michele Angelo’s conclusions. The old man confirmed and approved everything. Then, with the same imperturbable persistence with which Michele Angelo had insisted he wasn’t sleepy, Giuseppe persuaded his “soul-son” to lie down on his old bed and try to sleep …


A sky full of violet clouds dripping thick blood on the ground … A terrible fusion of Nothing and Everything … Like our consciousness that wanders among things that have been too explicitly stated until it ends up producing nothing but silence. There is so much we would like to hear said to us but that no-one ever says.
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