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  AIUTODIRETTO




  AIUTODIRETTO is an NGO founded to give light to a continent still in the shackles of mental slavery.




  Our main focus is to give a future to the hopeless and the marginalised.




  We aim at imbibe in the people the spirit of respect for African culture because, the black and white keys of a piano make a good sound in music.




  IF SOMEBODY HAS RICHES IN THIS WORLD AND CLOSES HIS HEART TO THOSE IN NEED, HOW CAN GOD’S LOVE BE IN HIM?




  When we try to help others, we must not do it because we expect to receive a reward but because it is something that gives satisfaction to us, to our families, to the little world surrounding us and to the whole world. This was and is our philosophy of life.




  Helping other people leads off a better world and this is the world in which our children and we also live.
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  The income of this book will totally go to sustain the Projects of AIUTODIRETTO, because we still believe in the solidarity and in the brotherhood, as I am sure, you too will do after reading this book.




  FOREWORD




  Love the truth but forgive the error. Voltaire




  Dear James, I read and read again with interest the book finalised by you. Going through the flowing stories, I was able to identify myself in a common past. In some of these I was the protagonist. Some fascinated me; some puzzled me because I wondered:




  – Were we the only good people, in the places where we dared to venture?




  – How did we manage to meet those strange subjects, those elements who crowned our African experience?




  Dear James, in your summary, are you not too partial in your considerations and evaluations? Is it possible that the most wretched people be the others?




  Nevertheless, when more relaxed I plunged again into the book, I realised that you succeeded in gathering our stories, complaints, fun, good and bad; I understood that you created the soul of the book evoking exactly our minds. The story flows as a white ribbon with a thick layer of goodness on which some negative facts are engraved as a black line; negative facts are usually the most fluorescent ones. After all darkness must give way to the bright light of the good events, which were more and more, almost overwhelming.




  I do not think it was easy for you to write and to revive some of those moments. We, the soul of this book, are still linked to the world of the solidarity; the misdoings of some organisations are not cited for undermining the general opinion. We are rather sure that the book would be a point for a better understanding the whole, in order to give the people the possibility to know and to separate what is good from what is bad.




  Your sincere friend




  CHAPTER 1




  THE SOUL OF THE MISSION




  There is a show bigger than the sky: it is the interior of a soul. Anonymous




  I well remember a very dear and enlightened teacher at my secondary school, who was keeping on saying that, if people would read the books until this time excellently written by others, many books would not be published. If the writers were really learned, they should draw in anticipation from other people's wisdom.




  In order to avoid that error, it would really have been a pleasure for me to pay heed to the admonishment of this teacher of mine before proceeding to print this book; nonetheless I believe that I would not be able to take his advice because these lines were derived from true lives, lived in reality before coming to my pen. This book is our lives, we only have lived them.




  Through the writing of these memories, I relived with passion, trepidation and joy some common stories. I did it to witness the facts and the passion that tied others and me to the black continent, things that still stick us to it. Surely it was not by chance that I had gone to work down there and that one day I will probably return there, with or without my children, to still do something and then finally to die over there.




  Not having in this life African ancestors, although perhaps I had them in the preceding lives, my DNA is surely a mutant and even physically took equatorial connotations in the resistance to the warmth and to the thirst. When I put my feet there, I experienced the feeling to have always been there. I tackled my tasks, met people, observed those places; with those people without fears and without conceit, I felt at home and one of them.




  I immediately grew weary of some white circles with their monotonous and repetitive discourses concerning some bizarreness of black people, at home; to me it seemed more evident the strangeness of the pale faced people. It was nothing difficult for me to learn how to respect the people and their rules.




  I was becoming furious when coming to know grievances suffered by local people.




  A lot of the official world make its pasture at those latitudes and rotate around it without producing any true useful relationship.




  Either there to represent a worldly or a religious asset lot of these ambassadors are surely doing their own business, just forgetting that they were sent to listen to the poor people’


  s plea.




  I have adopted my children and with them I have covertly challenged the new racist winds of Europe, with passion, without any fear. Any blame apportioned to my children it would be as if done to me; it would go to stick into my flesh, because I have produced them as mine, with me they were reborn and they have their actual lives.




  For these reasons, even though I was given birth with a white skin, I was surely born with an African soul.
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  CHAPTER 2




  THE SHINING IDEA




  Who's afraid to dream will die. Bob Marley




  A mixture of irresponsibility and a desire for something new; a strong innate call which had appeared since the adolescence and a sense to have so far lived enough in a certain way; feeling at an end of an experience and having a strong feeling for something with more intensity; put all these elements in the blender of my brain, the end product of this mixed emotions produced the decision, not at all easy, to leave for the African continent with the purpose to knock off the unfulfilled dream.




  To say the truth, the idea of Africa was not new in my head and in my heart; since when I was a little boy I had been attracted by the distant worlds; famous people like Albert Schweitzer, Father Damiano of the lepers, Daniel Comboni, the Blessed Capella were figures that fixed strong traces in the depth of my soul.




  I had already tried, when just freshly graduated, to contact an organisation with the suggestive name, Mercy and I had received an answer from its President. I did not go ahead anyway since I did not feel professionally ready.




  Once certain passions engulf in you, you cannot erase them off easily. It was so that about ten years later, triggered by a small article in the newspaper The Medical Messenger with the heading: Africa needs Doctors, I wrote to the director of that NGO looking for doctors. It was probably the right moment: preliminary interview, first evaluations: OK come to the course for selection. The selection lasted three weeks with no continuity; it was not anything thrilling in itself, if not for the motivation that had brought the various candidates there. The candidates were all somehow perplexed about those fuglemen of the organisation who were speaking from little to nothing.




  They scrutinised the candidates, they directed us to make some things which purpose seemed incomprehensible; no matter things were that way.




  At the beginning of each week, the candidates were halved until the last week. Of the thirty candidates gathered at the first week, only a dozen survivors were left. It seemed a design of destiny; they were looking for four physicians and we were exactly four doctors plus some other professionals. The dreams started to spread and to boom without banks. I already imagined myself in Lesoland, where at the end I was not sent, because, among the four doctors, only two were selected; this deeply frustrated my expectations.




  Once I recovered from the scorching disappointment, I had a brainwash and remembered the organisation Mercy. I looked through all the drawers until I found that letter: ten years had passed. I was determined to pursue my passion. I contacted the president who incredibly still remembered my old letter and more unbelievably, Mercy was looking for a health professional to be sent to Burwli.




  I will be the chosen one this time. I had already forgotten the disappointment and the strange chief executives I met at the other organisation which had dashed my hopes in the end.




  Soon after taking the contacts with this new organisation, I discovered that the managerial board was a triumvirate; among the three, there were in fact two manager women, who were not so enthusiastic and so direct in the acceptance of my candidacy. They expressed their hesitancy, citing the fact that the project needed a midwife more than a doctor; that I was inexperienced, this was true, and they put me on reserve while they pondered and appraised other people for their project of a mobile clinic; a midwife would be better for them.




  My mind was plagued with some doubts: what is a midwife going to do on a mobile clinic? Is she going to help women to deliver at the back of a car?




  Altogether, I accepted that I was inexperienced and had to humbly wait in queue.




  To say the truth, the top most persons of Mercy, after some few years, showed that their claimed experience in the field of the cooperation was not so amazing, when they refused to undertake the management of a new hospital offered to Mercy, turnkey. Nevertheless, the thing that more disturbed me and nearly marred my dream was the desertion of our project, by this organisation, at the very moment of its fantastic growth and positive evolution.




  They were able to find the midwife at the end. Unfortunately the young woman realised that, though she loved Africa so much, she had a sacrosanct terror of the bugs and eventually decided to give up. That paved my way. I conquered! My coveted passion was about to materialise despite the initial setbacks of the managers. I was sent at first to a preparatory course in tropical medicine and then, for a beautifying touch to the English language to Malta. Once I completed these preambles, I was feeling perfectly ready: Africa here I come! I was going to start off on the trail of doctor Schweitzer.




  It seemed a design of fate because, at first, I only knew the great Swiss physician from the books then, after a few years, I was honoured with some prize entitled to the great doctor, unfortunately today almost forgotten.




  The story did not go equally with the Saint Giulio Capella, founder of the Capellani, one of the examples of my juvenile dreams. If some prize had ever been proposed with that name, I would probably have made it to be swallowed by the proponents and not for guilt of the Saint, but of his followers who, of the spirit and of the witticism of the founder, Africa is my family have really lost trace or, maybe have updated it in a different way.




  Eventually the great day arrived; my dream started to materialise with my journey to Burwli.




  In my life I had never been into the black continent before. We arrived in Amakah, the capital of the former Diamond Land, in the evening. We entered into an airport that had appearances of military, with a dark atmosphere; the walls were dim, damp and dismal. I was comforted by the presence of a woman doctor, who was already used to those environments.




  Father Drago came to pick up us and he greeted us with an attitude of an old fox, well adapted to that unfriendly environment; while pronouncing inconclusive sentences, he was able to conduct us out of that airport that seemed a bedlam. When we went out, I was impressed by the cram of people that were out there: I had never seen so many black faces at a glance.




  We entered that warm and damp atmosphere, typical of the tropics, that pleasantly embraces and oppresses you, making you to feel totally wrapped and immersed in the habitat.




  From the airport to our destination, we took several roads; the city, with its few lights, soon disappeared. We entered into an obscurity that I did not perhaps remember to have ever seen. This total obscurity was interrupted from time to time by short rows of candles’flickers, when we were passing by the villages along the road.




  During the trip I remained in silence, with thousand of thoughts that crossed my mind: what I had left, what I was going to start without the least knowledge. One thing is when you go for interview and you think you know everything; a different situation is when with yourself you cannot lie.




  Will I be able to understand and to interpret the new reality? How would it be like the following morning to see the world dressed in black?




  We arrived and we were welcomed by the group of the housemaids of father Drago in a comfortable ready-built structure. Welcoming messages in English stood out on the walls. It was the first test for my practical language; oh God! These housemaids were speaking English; father Drago as well; he was so fluent when talking in English to his people. What about me; will I be able to reach this extent? Will I succeed and how long would I take?




  The supper was unexpectedly delicious, contrary to the conjecture that in Africa we should eat little and poor food.




  Then I could finally go to stretch myself on a bed, after so a long time at the airports, on the plane, seating on those pretentious seats, with footrest, headrest, everything-rest just narrow and uncomfortable with your body practically always in upstanding position. It was almost impossible to wear shoes again, because the legs and feet were swollen.




  My goodness how it was dark! There was no power station in the area. We had the electricity from a generator that parsimoniously was turned on for some hours at the early sunset. At night it did not obviously work.




  That night, far from a refreshing rest, was characterised with drowsiness, on-off sleeping, nightmares, accompanied by a distant, or maybe near, drums roll. The mind was restlessly moving to the concern of awakening the next day in a black world, to having left my world in a hurry, to thousands and thousands of things forgotten and whatever can come to your mind in a sleepless night.




  The dawn came anyway; it would have become familiar during the forthcoming years, that at the tropics, the opening of the day is at six o’ clock in the morning; that one was my first time.




  For almost one full month during those nights, I heard the roll of drums. My mind wandered to those films in which such drumming accompanied human sacrifices; I was remembering Blue Lagoon.




  Day after day passed, before I could communicate with someone, when I came to know that those drum sounds were coming from the opposite bank of the river where local people were observing funeral rites for the dead, with drumming and dances in their honour.




  Why have I not asked the missionary, who knew almost everything, about those drums or whatsoever?




  Can you imagine his sneer to the detriment for an oblivious abecedarian like I was?




  Before your departure, your dream could not so much be to contact fierce animals, that you have been told they are at the most confined in the parks, but to possess at least a small monkey or a parrot; you made these plans in the wrong conviction you needed to create an exotic environment as if living in New York or in London. You did not know yet that you would go to live in a warm, coloured, alive, populated, open environment and this, without tinsels, would be so exotic than you could not imagine anything better.




  When you are getting ready for your departure, you feel yourself in a state of total abduction and dismay; you are going to fulfil the dream of your life; you start to seriously worry yourself about what you should do, perhaps you fear you did not understand so many things. You must learn the new language, as a beginner, you must learn lot of rules of hygiene and prophylaxis. Do not drink...do not eat... do not... and eventually you must hope to remember everything. There are of course some people who want to make things their own way and later they usually have to pay for the consequences. If you have decided to be loyal to the rules, once you arrive at that dream tropical habitat, you take just little time to adjust to some perplexities on your rules of hygiene, together with a lot of other perplexities on the whole new world.




  It happens that you arrive in the kitchen and you find the house-boy in the kitchen busily cleaning the floor and after that rinsing the rag in the sink where he washes up altogether. I have been strongly recommended never to raise the voice or to scold; to calmly explain the things; I do not raise my voice and I well explain. What are the results? After some days, you observe that the rag used to clean the floor, is used to clean the table. Heck, I did not shout and I explained! Well, I explain again. Your obedient and respectful house-boy is not batting an eyelid, he listens to and performs. He has only a strange expression on his face under which seemingly he is saying: ̶These whites are strange people, let us satisfy them.




  In the meantime, when you wash your teeth and you don't know what water to use, you begin to suspect that your rules do not depend on you, whether to rinse the mouth with clean safe water or.... don't drink if it is.....
Wonder! You start to discover that there is probably some incongruity between what they taught you and what you are facing in reality.




  They taught you to always wash the hands and you are using the gel soap, the disinfected tissues, you leave the hands to dry in the sun and do not use towels that you do not know how clean they are. Altogether, you always have to deal with your house, with your house-boy, who prepared for you a fruit salad with pineapple, banana, mango and papaya; you eat it with eagerness, until you glance and you see, your ever polite house-boy, in the kitchen, wiping his nose with the same hands used to prepare the salad and would prepare other dishes soon. Then you succeed in making some logical connection in explaining as well why, despite all your precautions, you still had diarrhoea. It is sufficient to observe; when they prepare the fufu, a mixture of plantain and yam crushed together in a mortar with a wooden pestle, they use a pestle directly taken from the ground; where is and what is hygiene? Did your curiosity take you to see live how do they prepare the fufu? You are going to be satisfied; ingredients and tools: the mash is crushed into the mortar; when the poultice is too dense they add some water; again that water! Which water? The first at hand, the important thing is that it is water. After all these observations you start washing your teeth and rinsing your mouth no matter which water you use; what is the use of troubling yourself after what you have observed? Let God decide your destiny. How could you succeed to explain to your house-boy that the water from the tap is polluted? Heaven, it is clean! For their houses they have even to fetch it from puddles when there is none; it is better than nothing or having to run kilometres to find it.




  However, though not being squeamish, I didn’ t want to abdicate to some rules and factually I have been victim of the diarrhoea. I lived my years in Africa using the most elementary precautions kindly refusing offers of drinks and food in the villages; those people became used to the Yevu (white man) who was grateful for the friendly gesture but did not take anything. During the visits to the villages, I was carrying along the classical sandwich; I could always find some fruits; why looking for trouble by eating unknown things?




  If you forgot to have a body, when you are in Africa, you soon get aware of it. When you are torn to pieces by swarms of mosquitoes with so many bites and consequent hives that you cannot succeed in sleeping for the pain, then the only positive thought you can formulate is the certainty to have a body with sensory functions still perfectly functioning. The mosquitoes are a perfect test for the sensibility. You must engage in a real strategic, chemical war, studying position and resistance; you hardly win, even if you meticulously observe the suggestions given by so many experts; at the end you find again yourself with your aching hives, almost making you to shed tears from your eyes; you then hope not to be feverish from malaria in the next few days.




  When you were still a stranger in Africa, your mind could not make any different thought apart from thinking about lions, elephants and other spectacular animals. When you become citizen of it, you start to know the most common daily fauna almost banal and you easily confine the great and imaginative one to the Sundays’trips; their existence seems to be purposely to keep the parks alive. The daily fauna is more trivial and a daily presence, a part of your life. The ants come to find you; not just one most assuredly, no, you can find a true procession with station of arrival and departure in your sugar box. Try not to forget a drop of coffee or sweetened milk in the sink, because you are going to have the sink with an oceanic assembly of black or reddish elements.




  Then you must get accustomed at night to the scratch caused by the cockroaches, that, despite the plenty and all sort of vegetation outside there, no, they decided to come to eat some of your waste in your dustbin. In the house, you also get soon used to the ubiquitous geckos, which, apart from some harmless dropping, become your servant in the fight against mosquitoes and spiders. About spiders, you must not worry because you can see just few of them in Africa.




  Outside in the garden, when you see the leaves of the hedges stirring, you soon learn that the snakes are not guests of the day but of the night; the daytime noises are caused by sluggish and idle lizards that, fearlessly, walk nearby you, showing their crests and their unwrapped green, blue and yellow skin. Speaking of lizards, in Burwli, there is a type of it, definitely big, long almost one meter, called lizard, targeted and killed by the local people not for fear, rather because it seems to be delicious in the dish.




  The scorpions usually live in places in the open, always protected by some block of cement or by some old and damp foliage; the African ones are not horrifying, neither big; they are rather mangy; at times, you can also find them as visitors of your house. You learn how to cohabit with them and to aim at them with your slipper, after having carefully avoided their sting on the terminal of their tail.




  Their bites are not deadly; they only cause a locally intense irritation and pain. The classical medicine has not contrived great remedies against the kiss of the scorpion, for that, in one of my searches for solutions, I was able to find a so-called black stone; a remedy intended to be applied on the poisonous bites. A congregation of Belgian missionaries was selling it. I learned the way to prepare it and started to use it with a certain success. It was not a magic object but simply a piece of bone of big animal, charred with a particular technique; after that, it was applied and, with its porosity, succeeded in sucking the poison.




  Especially in Zariland it was common to encounter the Chameleons some simple and some more vibrantly coloured. Their colouration varied with location, depending on the environment. They were sluggish, with a long and rather quick tongue. They did not fear our presence.




  Among the ubiquitous animals in the outdoor environment, there are the termites. The anthills are real monumental constructions towering in the savannah; in Zariland they are big as true hills. The termites leave their nests when it drizzles and they launch themselves in a crazy dance against every illuminated source, until they fall exhausted and die. If you are on your way driving in a night when the termites start their dance, you may feel as if in a snow turbulence at 40 °C. They smash on your windscreen that you cannot see any more in front of you. Some Saint must be appointed to drive your car on your behalf in such a situation.




  When the termite dance happened, in Zariland, people were festive; at times, they did not even go to work so as not to lose the harvest of the giant ants, destined to a dainty dish, to be eaten with the nshima (maize pudding). The termites were contending the record of the culinary goodness with the green grasshoppers.




  One day I was on my way to the town for my usual errands and for some fun. I observed that, on the green flower-beds, where they were cutting the grass, there were tens of children busily hurrying up. I got interested and reduced the speed of the car in order to see; every child had a box full of grasshoppers. I thought that the children sometimes were cruel with the small animals and unconsciously probably they picked them to play up; why so many? Eh! They were not for playing; I discovered soon, they were to be eaten well fried in a pan.




  Among the Burwlian culinary delicacies there is the grass-cutter, a big country mouse, about 30-40 centimetres in length, that is captured, killed and skinned; then it is fixed to dry on the canes.




  Unfortunately I cannot describe the delicacy of it having never dared to overcome my reticence to taste it.
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  CHAPTER 3




  THE AFRICAN NIGHT




  By night an atheist may believe in some God. Edward Young




  The night is a magic moment of the day, dark, full of mystery, rich of love and sighs: it streams the feelings of a person. It is the moment when everything extinguishes around you. Perhaps it is really the moment in which everybody can find again his own intimacy, after the immersion of the day, when he is left to evaluate himself. It is not a case that own rectification, replaced by the most modern appraisal, is better performed in the evening that in the morning.




  How the African night wraps you up, with its mantle of total obscurity, with the low and mysterious shining of the starry sky, or with the shine of that moon with the hump down or upward or with that bright ball that you feel it so much near that it seems you are able to touch it, is a unique experience. These were feelings that I was still missing. I had been assigned a cottage near a river; on the opposite bank there was someone who loved to use the night to make it alive, with a dull and gloomy, never joyous, roll of drums; that night brought fear, lead the mind far away beyond imagination.




  During the night, when it happened to be in some Moslem area, you were certain that your sleep was going to be broken by a lamentation of the Muezzin who was greeting the dawn, too early alas! to advice the human beings to thank God before starting the busy day.




  The African night started soon and ended even sooner when you had the mischance to live in some area where the new preachers had arrived and, making competition to the Muezzin, did not find anything better than the night to proclaim, with horribly noisy loudspeakers, their sermons, songs and prayers, surely accompanied by not less loud curses from those who had to get up early in the morning to go to work.




  It is at night that the snakes come out from their burrows and the same do the cockroaches looking for their food.




  The night becomes animated with its nocturnal animals, these having the assignment to maintain some form of active life so to avoid the extinguishing of everything.




  The contradictions belong to Africa, they do not make its fame of incoherence to tremble, because the great silences and the great noises can well cohabit in it; this is Africa.




  In a black continent, the night can only be black; that celestial firmament winds you and makes you feel as one of those millions of dots it is studded with. The mantle binds the earth as the blanket that will enfold you soon in your cubicle giving you a sense of fear and peace at the same time. The total silence is broken by the bawl of the nocturnal animals. Everything seems diluted in that immense leaden basin. That moon, so great, round and blooming, illuminates the path to the humans and to the animals.




  In the night, everything becomes calm and extinguishes; those great trees that dominate the scene of the diurnal panoramas, after their moment of arrogance, turn into their shades. On the contrary, while the fluorescent world goes off, there is an awakening of a hidden world that, concealed by the discretion of the domestic boundaries, ignites and erects as the chief of the night. If the daily majestic trees disappear into shadows, other trees, hidden in the daytime, sprout without modesty in the night and create an imaginary nocturnal forest of well-erected trees, stretching toward the sky of the pleasure, in an atmosphere full of heat and life.




  In a black world, besides the night, there are many others dark things, if we remember the African byword black skin, black mind. We will see so many strange things happened to me in Africa; some that made me to suffer most have been some human relationships, defined strange with an euphemism.




  It was a common and perennial habit for me to always put my soul in the relationships; sincere, positive and proactive; I always trusted people at a first sight. I put my life and myself at risk with the purpose to support my actions and to solve problems; I had no doubt to immediately line up by my faction that for me unconditionally was the African side. I have not always been repaid with the same currency.




  However the night will be beautiful, romantic and mysterious, I prefer the brightness of the day.




  CHAPTER 4




  THE COLOURED FAMILY




  The bond that links your true family is not from blood, but the one coming from respect and joy in each other's lives. Robert Bach




  That car loaded with colourful spots, took the direction to the church, from where the last stroke of the bells was ringing.




  When I entered into the church with my grandchildren, one more graceful than the other, I was giving praise to God for the great gift I had in life and, absorbed in my prayers of thanks, I did not even acknowledge the cordial regard of the other people; the task to greet people was undertaken by my grandson Leo who was sharing and distributing smiles as if he was the king of the situation.




  Henriette, a few years younger, had a serene and reserved character.




  She loved her dad as well as her grandfather and she was usually not showing great expansiveness.




  Denis was born in Zariland; he was the youngest, the last to enter into the family.




  Leo went to the altar to read the biblical lectures, task which he perfectly executed, articulating well the words as I taught him, often not hesitating from rebuking him if he was making some mistakes. However, that day he truly read well, probably not for his grandfather's rebukes, only because he had a glimpse and saw the object of his desires seating in a bench.




  At the end of the mass, we all greeted the parish priest, whose feeling was of great sympathy for our coloured family; after that, we congratulated him and left, not before having listened to the priest reminding about the weekly parish commitments.




  – Grandpa is telling me the history of Africa, ̶Leo said to the cousins. With his quizzical habit he started with some pleasant tale; in less than no time, I stopped him while Herry and Denis had already burst to laugh, accustomed as they were to the crazy figments of their cousin.




  Herry did not fail to observe with a pinch of female coquetry:




  – I saw you looking at Pamela.




  – What are you saying, what do I care for that chap?




  – If you don't care of her, why were you keeping your eyes on her?




  – Grandpa, this is not true, I was looking at the organ.




  – You, what organ... well, nothing.




  I was able to immediately stop my talk. The two cousins started to pinch each other to be spiteful, bumping and crushing Denis in between them, until I did not bray again




  – Stoop! Here we are; we arrived. What do we prepare for lunch?




  – Casoncelli! –The three scamps to the unanimity shouted. That was the favourite food: the mythical casoncelli (meat pies) of their grandfather. I had acquired and continued the tradition of my family; my mother was making some very appetising casoncelli that in the old times were the peculiar dish of the occasions, and now had become more common, from when, my mother too old, I myself had learned to prepare them with the family’ s recipe.




  – I am going to the computer, –Henriette said.




  Denis, a bashful child, immediately asked Herry if he could go along and, obviously, he got a positive answer.




  Henriette was young but already very mature and responsible; she had almost served as nanny when Denis was still peeing in his nappies. The three cousins loved each other as brothers and lived with a strong parental bond; the skirmishes among them, in which Leo was evidently coming out as the winner, were fiddling things; Herry was playing a good part in it because she let things to go with little objections.




  Denis was the dearest little boy of the family.




  He and Henriette, unlike Leo born and bred in Europe, were born and reared for some years in Africa, experiencing the difficulties and the asperi-ties of the daily life together with their original families.




  A mark of resignation originally remained in them, typical of the Africans, who rarely worry about something, preferring to allow the time to solve things that however did not worked them out after millennia.




  Henriette in particular had not known the thoughtlessness of the children at her age; her parents had never lived together.




  In her first years of life she was grown with her mother and the maternal grandmother. These women used the child to get money from the child father and grandfather alleging, as it is habit in these awkward situations, thousands of excuses and thousand of needs of the daughter, who in reality benefited little to nothing from the support that her grandfather had never made to miss. Her father eventually succeeded in bringing her to live with himself and found a better and more serene environment for her. Altogether, she was missing her mother now, no matter what had happened with her, she was anyway her mother.




  – Grandpa, today I am going to cook, Leo arrived, shouting, - because Denis is using my computer.




  – The computer of your grandpa, you meant...It is a good idea to cook because this perfectly matches the theme of the day, the way we started it.




  In Africa the boys learn to do everything; they start doing the housework when they are children; their mothers, with so many children, cannot care for all of them; they are severe too. If they order you a thing, you must do it, they don't give you chance to escape; if they order you to clean the courtyard before going to school, you must clean it even if you will arrive late at school.




  – What a drag to have a mother like that.




  – No, not a drag, it is the education to the life.




  – Let us make a plan: teach me how to be and to behave like an African boy. Alas! It looks that my dad is also doing the housework.




  – To say the truth when your dad arrived in Europe, didn't do any housework. Probably the Mozangan mothers are not good as the Burwlian ones and they try to spoil the male children, some way as the European mothers are doing. Nevertheless, your mother was a good teacher to him. Your dad carefully and unflinchingly changed your napkins very wet from your enormous wee-wee and poop. You won't obviously remember when your grandfather too sometimes changed your napery, he was telling you to remember that soon you would have had to do the same work with him; I hope that you are still keeping track in your RAM.




  – Don’t worry grandpa, you know that I love you and I don't want you to grow old.




  – It is the life; we cannot escape it.




  – It is all right, now we don't think anything like that; now you are well and you are perfectly fit. Speaking of fitness, do we go to play tennis or to swimming-pool today?




  – Later we are going to decide involving the other two as well in the decision. Start putting the water on the fire.




  – Is this quantity all right?




  – No, it is too little, add some more. It is now all right. Add the salt.




  – Ah, no, the salt better you put it yourself, I don't like to be wrong. –Grandpa, grandpa, allow me to put it, – like a storm Henriette rushed in.




  – Please, go back to your computer, Leo immediately retorted, pretending to lift a hand against her and ending up making a caress on the face of Herry.




  – Let me see!




  Herry meticulously measured the salt in her hand and showing it to Leo put it into the water already on the fire.




  I was acting as the referee of the situation.




  – Denis? I asked.




  – Oh, he gets well by with the computer; surely he is there playing his video games; - Leo was uncontrollable that day and he could not do without acting as if a general manager.




  – Grandpa, try not to forget that the children must not be left alone to play with the computer; we have been told at school that at times the parents can discover some children while visiting some malicious websites..., he almost blushed, thing not common for Leo, habitually easy and free, with his pleasantry and openness and also for the light coffee-colour of his skin, where the red hardly appeared.




  Henriette looked down, as if she wanted to say:




  – Look at this goofy boy, saying such things in front of our grandpa.




  Then I took action to put a remedy to the situation:




  – I activated some filters in my computer; it is difficult to enter into some prohibited websites. Instead of prohibiting, I prefer that you are the ones to choose what you want and what you do not want to watch; this is better for you, to be able to use your mind and to decide. The good and the evil have to be dictated by own conscience, directed by the civil and moral wisdom. It is the complex of these things making our ethics.




  – What big words, grandpa. Then each one can only agree with his own rules and thinking that his deeds are always the most correct, giving way to a kind of personal morality.




  – Nowadays the most common way to think is exactly accordingly; each individual seems to have his own philosophic theory, his own meter for what is correct and what is wrong.




  Imagine a football game: if every player makes his own rules, what sense would the game have? The whole game would lose interest and sense and could not be played any more; what if the ball in the net for one is goal and for the other one a lost ball?




  – Like on TV, they always keep on criticising the referees. At the youth centre you can never end a football match if not with plenty discussions. I felt weary of the ball...in the ball… with the ball...The ball with the ball...




  – Leo cracked my balls with his balls..., Henriette said, while Leo grinned satisfied to have succeeded in his intent to provoke the reaction of his cousin.




  The water started to boil and I sent Leo to collect the casoncelli from the freezer, located downstairs in the garage.




  In less than no time, he had already returned, due to his agility.




  – Can I do it myself? Do I put them all in? I am terribly hungry.




  – Pour them all into the water; at the most we reheat them this evening if some remains. Did you take the butter from the freezer?




  – Oh, no, I must go down again. Henriette! You must go this time.




  – No, you go!




  – To the orders of her majesty the queen, unflinchingly he set of. When he was back, pretending to be very tired, he started puffing as if he was asthmatic; to which Herry could not restrain from giving him a light pinch on his buttock.




  – Keep away from there.




  – Oh! Listen to the big man.




  – Somebody must prepare the table. My order resounded, cutting short the scuffle.




  Henriette did not make me to repeat the order twice, because she liked to be helpful above all with her grandfather. Meanwhile Leo, looking for something to do, went upstairs to look after Denis.




  – Leo, didn't you want to learn to cook, today? – I recalled him.




  – I am coming, grandpa, I am trying to extricate a thing for Denis.




  Shortly after he appeared with his radiant smile for the good action he had done in favour of the small cousin, he asked Henriette if she needed some help, to put a definitive peace, he grabbed a knife to cut the butter. I shivered in seeing him with that knife, even so I had to think that you only could learn the housework if you start to practice it, on the contrary you never learn it. I instructed how to firmly hold the knife and together we prepared the portion that would have been fried to season our casoncelli.




  – Is something missing? – I asked.




  – The sage, – quickly Henriette responded.




  – Then you go to pick it up, – Leo said as if willing to restart the hostilities with the cousin.




  There was not need of it because Herry was already returning with her perfumed leaves in hand and she sniffed them with voluptuousness.




  – I am going to wash it.




  – Something is still missing, my voice jangled again.




  – Oh, nothing is missing at all! Your wine is there; there is water; the juice for us is there. Grandpa you are wrong, there is everything.




  – Who likes the casoncelli without cheese? – I asked.




  – Hash! It is all right, I was wrong, – quickly admitted Leo.




  – What a cook! – Henriette coquetted.




  – It is my first time; I did not say I already have the diploma.




  The fragrance of the lunch started keeping everybody silent and soon after the universal peace was undersigned around the same table in which, instead of golden pens, the forks were used.




  The heavenly atmosphere didn't last for a long time, after a greasy beautiful casoncello full of butter went to engrave a mighty spot on the T-shirt of Denis, amidst the sneer of Leo and the rebuff of Henriette; the only one who did not care at all was the recipient of the target, who continued impassive in his operation of filling his stomach.




  – Swimming pool or tennis, this afternoon? – Leo launched, – I want the tennis; we play double; Henriette and I, – then to Denis – and grandpa and you.




  Then addressing Herry:




  – Henriette, we are going to tear them apart.




  – I want to go to swim, – Denis added.




  – Let us be democratic: we vote.




  I now used to be impassive to those skirmishes; I had given up bringing an imposed solution to the problems as it was in the past, when I was still victim of my authoritarian character. The life, my children and above all my grandchildren had sweetened and bevelled me, perhaps now too soft; in reality, if I were able to abdicate the form, I would have never abdicated the principles.




  – Ready, who votes for the tennis? I abstain, so to avoid a likely parity, – I said.




  One single hand got up and it was obviously the hand of Leo.




  – I suppose that you two are for the swimming, – I continued.




  – They must vote, – the usual exuberant young fellow burst.




  – It is all right, we vote, – Henriette invited Denis to do the same.




  – Grandpa, count..., – while Leo uselessly tried to lower by force the arm of Denis.




  – I still can count up to two, even if in my brain there is some cloud, – I said while moving toward the sink.




  – Now we lift again the hands, democratically: who is going to wash up? Instead of the hands, a shouting similar to a scuffle raised, mutual indications of the hands were crossing the air pointing who would have had to wash up, because... last time... and so on.




  – Everybody quiet! Today the in-charge is the dishwasher that at least doesn't open its mouth and doesn't make any rebellion, – I intervened to appease the brawl.
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