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      To my young sister Elena,




      that for the absurd desire of Life




      has never received a copy of this book




      from my hands, to read it,




      but she lives so deeply inside in my heart




      to have been able to write it




      acting through my hands.




       




      [Elena Calò, May 1st, 1985 – September 25th, 2011]
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      Every free spirit has within itself dreams and follies.




      [Anonymous]


    




    

       




       


    




    

      I always wondered how many blades of grass could be counted on a square meter of land. A simple question, but the answer is not insignificant. Too many variables to consider: which field is part of the piece of land, which grass grows there, the variety of species present, the type of land and so on. These are only some of the many possible questions. Therefore, I have always shunned any attempt to study the topic, convincing myself that, in the end, it was not so important to deal with them. Not being able to classify my life in any way, I filed everything under ‘Useless Knowledge’. It would be nice to be able to know everything about everything! But it would also be dangerous and, for my part, I would find myself completely uncertain at the mercy of every situation in my life. With too many variables available to me, all my eventual choices would find their opposite plausible and measurable, slowing my decision-making process and leaving me in any case doubtful in the end that I had made the right choice. It would extinguish instinct in favor of reason, not always recognized as the best tool to overcome every situation in life and capable of leading to the correct choices. The meaning of what is right, then, is entirely relative and linked to people, the experiences of these, the historical past. And it is unfortunately, without any distinction, forced by the fashions dictated by the community, social and by Religions, without. People are formed who fit a ‘system’, when it should be the exact opposite. I would live my life as a small man at the center of a fence, and tied to it with lots of rubber bands. I might move within the space assigned to me but I could never go beyond, constantly dragged into the middle of each of my attempts to look or try to experience ‘over’ the border. So now I choose to dedicate my neurons to the really important things in life. What are the really important things? Here’s another entirely relative concept, bound as it is to personal priorities, to stimuli, feelings, emotions of each of us. The brain is easily able to be intoxicated. When it reaches its limit, it is imperative for us to stop and look within, rediscover and question our mind without worrying too much about the past that led us to this point, to draw our future near with serenity. Change route, if necessary, and clean it well. No need to advance too far with thoughts and projects, because too many events are beyond our control, they make fun of us and those that are not in the least predictable in the moment you are looking at and they speak to us. They belong to the sphere of the unknown. Need to change! I not only refer to a superficial cosmetic change, I am speaking about a profound action, radical and immediate, able to dig into the deepest bowels of our humanity, where the truest part of us dwells, where the human meets the divine in all its forms and labels. Clear everything and start from scratch, this is the challenge. But it is as simple as guessing the exact number of blades of grass contained in a square meter of land in a field.




      The skies of Burgundy have a special light and their color envelops and captivates, even when the weather is bad. If you stop and lie down on the ground to admire them looking upwards, these skies will fall on you and surround you, making you levitate. You don’t perceive boundaries; you can lose yourself totally and release the most varied thoughts. And just where the sky gives space to the valley it unfolds a mosaic of multicolored plots of land, ranging from the pale yellow of ripe wheat to the deep green of the topmost vine leaves. Here and there are grafted the dark marks of the tall trees, further stained by the shadows they produce with their thick foliage. All this is drawn on a soft, to the sight, undulating terrain, sometimes flat and others kindly laid on gracious high ground where the inevitable castle rises. At the foot of the heights of the small medieval villages with their churches, the adjoining cemetery and irrigation channels complete the beautiful bucolic picture. And the image of a time is now part of a distant past; so far away that in most cases it cannot be fully or completely understood. The narrow streets and dirt roads deep in the countryside trace similar paths made by drawing freehand. They form a perfect plot, able to connect all villages to the others, like a giant spider web. The rural houses are typically made of stone, are like the nodes of this canvas, mark the reference points for travelers intrigued by the simplicity of a reality of life that still exists in this silent countryside. Majestic in their vastness, with the typical beauty of French buildings of the twentieth century, because of the stone they are made from, for their continually vibrant colors, because of the shaded wide doors and windows in wood and wrought iron, regularly refreshed with varnish and enamel paint in pastel shades. Many of these buildings are home to thriving species of ivy, climbing to the top of the typically pointed roofs on which sprout the gifts of skylights. I imagine the panorama that can be seen from up there, as the last image in the evening before going to sleep or at the first gentle awakening the next morning. The branches that follow the profile of the walls sometimes brushing the windows; are twisted tight around the many chimneys in the hot season and then leave them in the winter, when the fireplaces are lit. Where the ivy does not cover the walls, fresh stains of compact moss complement the natural painting of the facades facing north, as if they were raw cloth patches sewn on an old crumpled dress. In many others, colorful blooming of roses, cyclamen, wisteria and jasmine stands proudly by a bed of grass, red poppies and thick clumps of lavender. Wild herbs, however, cured and scented complete the image of simple, but at the same time, relaxing, cool gardens. Horses and oxen are left free in the fields, stay far from the sheep and goats that prefer to gather in groups and spend time resting in place, eating a sprig of fresh grass once in a while. If we stop to look at them closely, they respond with slow and sleepy eyes, half-closed and with minimal movement, bored, totally unconcerned by the external presence, with no warning of any risk or imminent danger. Certainly, their order is no different from that of the others kept closed in huts and narrow fences, but undoubtedly the quality of their existence cannot be minimally compared to that of their closed in likenesses. For this reason, according to many, their meat is good. Time seems to slow down as well as the rhythms of life and emotions. Everything stretches out everything opens. Awareness of your problems dissolves and you focus on what is empty, almost unreal in a material world. I stop to look at a field that pushes the eye to the visible limits; I see the horizon. I cannot go beyond with the senses because the eye will not let me, but my mind exceeds the limit in an instant by painting in before me the intangible image of the continuation of this landscape. I feel so small in the midst of this vastness, but perceive an unending sense of security and inner fulfillment, a feeling that I have rarely felt before in my life.




      I chose to spend a few days in Burgundy to relax with my wife and forget the noise of city living for a while. It’s all so different here. In the city every now and then the desire for detachment comes over me. The everyday places annoy me like the most irritating itch, people do not satisfy me much and I am overcome by a desire for insolation: as if the only possible reconciliation can only come from the absence of city noise and of its inhabitants. Often I feel, in these moments, like focusing on the small details of a landscape: the start of a climb in the mountains, the window of a house that overlooks a lawn, a bench placed next to a country fountain. I feel that there noise is transformed into sound, combines and integrates the universal concert, the same in which a human voice can come to resemble a hand, without pushing violently to the primacy of omnipresence. When I walk on the streets, in my days of suffering, humanity seems to be an arrogant presence, for their numerous examples and their agitation. I take their panting to arrive no one knows where as a sign of desperation, of the bad, ready to keep you away with a fingernail or with weapons. And then I can’t help but feel I was born and destined for elsewhere, this is the start of a climb in the mountains, the window of a house and its lawn or a bench placed next to a country fountain, it does not matter: in all cases we are dealing with ‘elsewhere’ where the voice return to sound like a song, mine.




      Our destination was a small house on the Burgundy Canal, about half way along its total length, owned by the custodian of one of the many locks, located in the village of Gissey sur Ouche and overlooking the canal itself. We were seeking a little peace, relaxation and isolation from the chaotic world of the city, in search of ourselves. The landscape unfolded before us as in a concert of colors, reflections of the sun drawn in the pools, were captured fully. It would be difficult to return to city life; already we were aware of this, even before having experienced the place. But the best was yet to come, presenting itself forcefully before our eyes, forever invading our heart and capturing our attention.




      Gissey is a village made up of a handful of houses mostly built of stone, fully resonating the Medieval. The town hall, a school, a church and its adjoining cemetery were the only public buildings visible from the main road. Only one restaurant, quite small, offered a tourist menu at a fixed price on certain days of the week, including Saturdays and Sundays, rarely in the evening. No store, not even for groceries. Even here you could see the animals free in the fields, the birds hovering in the sky drawing circles and wide-ranging arcs, gliding and climbing as dancers guided by the perfect notes of a classic air.




      We were close to the village; we turned onto a narrow dirt road, strewn with rocks and gravel, so narrow that two cars could barely have passed at the same time coming from opposite directions. Dotted with large and deep holes here and there filled with rainwater that had not been absorbed by the ground, the road bordered the canal that stretched to our left and where we could see some small barge that proceeded in a straight line. On the barges people laughed happily, looking around drawing on the faces full of the character of folklore, faces with shiny, taut skin, colored white as milk and marked by pink candy with the cheeks tending towards bright red. Men taking photographs while nibbling at appetizers and sipping wine avidly from long glass chalices. Maybe they were already overcome by the power of alcohol. Middle-aged women sat comfortably, their legs relaxed on the benches, dark wood and metal, which furnished the boat deck. Or, otherwise, on deck chairs with seats of raw cloth, colored beige. The children leaned against their mothers tasted their ice creams, the face partially hidden by their colorful hats to protect them from the sun and hide their embarrassment because of the stares of curious traveling companions. They gave the impression of enjoying absolute freedom, or something similar, the carefree, as if they were an integral part of the environment, in communion with it. The problems of everyday life seemed not to even touch them, as if in fact there were no problems to face, as if they were totally absent. Besides the French language we heard German, English and Spanish spoken. No Italian was present, or at least no one who was speaking at the time. However, none of those present showed typical Italian facial features. They passed very close to us and you could see them well enough to almost detect imperfections in their skin. We watched the boat floating while transporting the merry party. The working engines did not produce loud noises. It seemed to glide over the water, as if urged on by the force of air. From the windows of the car, which we had turned off so as to admire and capture the scene, entered the sound of people’s laughter, their chatter and the symphony of singing birds that lived in the open space to the right of the road. On this side, a huge green expanse covered the entire field visible to us. It was framed by the hills of a darker and intense green that seemed to have been placed there so as not to immediately reveal the beauty that unfolded behind them.




      “It’s all so remarkable here,” said Sonia with a voice full of joy and palpable excitement, her eyes shone with a light that had not been seen with such intensity for some time, “Looks like another world!” It almost seems that taking that road crossed the line that separates what is real and what instead is merely the result of dreams. “It is indescribable, I’m happy!” She concluded.




      “It’s all so real but also so amazing at the same time! The colors, the sounds, the smells and images. Everything seems to have its own space, a precise position, if changed by an amateur; the isolated object would be seen as ‘out of place’. Everything is part of the picture that we are looking at in this moment and seems to carry the signature of the author, a superior and experienced entity, we cannot find a way to improve what appears already perfect to the eyes from the start. I’m happy too.”




      I turned the car ignition key again and smiling invited her to continue towards our next objective now, the house on lock 34s. As we progressed, the trees behind us closed the tunnel on the road as if they were the tents of a theater curtain at the end of an opera.


    


  




  

    




    

      



    




    




    

      




      CHAPTER 2




       


    




    

      People say, “He’s crazy.”




      Or: “He lives in a fantasy world.”




      Or again: “How can he trust things without logic?”




      But the warrior continues listening to the wind




      and talking to the stars.




      [Paulo Coelho - Manual of the Warrior of Light]


    




    

       




       


    




    

      The house was small with stonewalls. The roof was considerably sloped on both sides of the house. It was to increase the discharge from the snow during the winter, to avoid the formation of dangerous heavy ice sheets on the wooden beam structure that was visible also inside the rooms. The homeowners and custodians of the close were called Urs and Doris, a very close couple. They had divided the house into two parts, a larger part reserved for them, the other leased to tourists on vacation. In its simplicity, the house had everything that would be needed: a living room with kitchenette, a well-equipped kitchen and beautifully furnished with the necessary kitchenware, cookware and a quantity of cutlery, a comfortable sofa, a contained private bathroom but with a large shower. The sleeping loft took advantage of the highest part of the building and was reached by a robust internal staircase. Many kinds of appliances were available, useful or not, including a radio, satellite television and even wireless connection to the Internet. All this seemed almost out of place in a context that seemed to be so simple, rural, natural and minimalist. As a man of the city, I could not appreciate all these comforts entering so strongly into my life, I still promised myself to limit their use to a minimum. We were looking for absolute tranquility, detachment from the superfluous, to be immersed in nature. We certainly did not want to consume valuable time repeating the activities of the chaotic life of every day. Outside, flowers and plants that are typical of prized gardens did not surround the house. But on the contrary it was colored with delicate patches of color, from the flowers and wild shrubs, red poppies and other elegant flowers colored a deep orange, with white and purple bellflowers climbing on walls or scattered across the ground, so beautiful and dense that one was forced to pay attention not to step on them as you walked. There were herbs and shrubs that I would definitely have removed if they had grown in the garden at my house in the city, because they were not suitable or beautiful if looked at with a cursory glance. These uniquely shaped flowers showed veining and shades of color on the soft petals, velvety to the touch. And their vitality, the way they swayed in the air on their long stems, made them seem like dancers trained by a great master. All this fascinated us, capturing us in a type of spell, hypnosis. Why did this happen only there and then? I’ve seen many bluebells and flowering poppies in my life, why haven’t I ever noticed how beautiful, delicate and elegant they are? I realized my deep superficiality and this partly saddened me. On a corner of the house instead a beautiful rose was growing it had a deep red color, soft petals fine as velvet and gave off a scent that enveloped us completely, drowning the senses. We had two bicycles, crucial for getting around without using a car.




      After sharing some information with us about the area and its attractions, Urs and Doris left us to organize ourselves, welcoming us with an invitation for a drink to be taken that afternoon. The silence around us was palpable, almost uncomfortable, directly sensed by the ear, and to which we were unaccustomed. I looked at my wife and I invited her to listen. She heard the ever-present chirping of the many birds and different species, the gentle rush of the water close behind us, maintained to control the channel level, the reciprocal greetings of the owners and the people passing, with the sound of the leaves moving in the air.




      There are many locks on the canal, one for each stretch of water level, generally of a few meters. For each there is a lock house, where a caretaker lives who is responsible for opening and closing the passage of each barge canal. The opening and closing operations are performed manually, with the same movements that have survived the passage of time down to this day. Closure is formed by a watertight tank, long but very narrow compared to the width of the same channel, it is constructed by digging in the ground and reinforcing the earth embankments with stone blocks in places, otherwise on contact with the water they would be subject to erosion. The water level inside the tank is increased or decreased to allow for the barges to pass through, and is raised or lowered, bringing them to the desired level equal to that of the part of the ascent or descent channel needing to be reached. Passengers on barges seem to be always very careful and observe these maneuvers, as if they had to perform them in person. Despite the attempts of French Government Acts to automate these systems, the canal and the people working on it have always attempted, successfully, to keep this operation manual as it is still very much appreciated and admired by tourists.


    




    

       


    




    

      Urs and Doris called us for a drink and invited us to join them at the table overlooking the Lock. From that point we could enjoy a wonderful view, the eye could freely look into the distance on the canal, get drunk on its vibrant colors, the reflection of the trees laden with details that painted the stretch of water, of flowers and shrubs that populated the banks. Small families of ducks swam in a row, sometimes zigzagging, on the water surface. It was not uncommon to see these little families head to the edges of the channel in the passage of barges, and then wait for the barge to pass to reposition again in the queue to continue on their way. In its belly, the channel is home to many large fish, hardly visible from the outside because of the turbidity of the water; a military green color. It is an indispensable attraction for groups of fishermen who regularly lurk on the paths along the edges, experienced and each well-equipped, simple beginners equipped only with a cane and small net others, all with the common objective of bringing home a large fish to enjoy on their own for dinner or with family, accompanied by some tasty French dressing, good wine and a baguette. Many were seen, lined up in rows like soldiers, some more concentrated other more relaxed, almost sleepy. They left their car parked not far from their fishing positions, but strictly with all the windows open. In front of the lock a few hillocks marked a not insurmountable boundary, as it was of a modest height. No houses could be seen or buildings of any kind, shape or different use in the whole area around us. A few steps beyond the bank of the canal, opposite to where we found ourselves, there was a rather agitated creek that saturated the air with the sound of its thunderous water, slightly diverted by large boulders that could be found within, scattered here and there. The leaves that detached themselves from the branches of the trees placed on the edge fell into the water after undulating for a while, they were then guided by the current along its gradient. The stones circled with elegant movements, curled and sinuous, remained surprised, silent and unable to halt or even slow their journey. Dancing!




      It was early afternoon, the sun high in the sky warmed the air but it did not feel sultry. There was minimal moisture in the air, despite the closeness of the river. Urs sported his usual beautiful smile. Inviting us to get comfortable, he excused himself by saying that he would be away a few minutes to prepare the appetizer. From inside the house, through the small window that had been left partially open, came the dull sound of the knife that Doris worked with while cutting cheese cubes and toasted bread soaked in olive oil and spices. The knife seemed to hit a worktop made of stone, at regular intervals so as to be confused with those produced by a machine rather than a human arm. My wife and I watched them keeping our silence, feeling a sense of deep drowsiness, relaxation. After only two-hours, we had already completely lost the link to the realities of city life that seemed no longer to be a part of us.




      “But can all this really exist? Am I living a dream?” exclaimed Sonia softly, perhaps so as not to be heard by the owners who, however, would not have understood our words.




      “It is an incredible reality that I had believed was lost in time and now unfolds right here before our eyes in every detail. There is nothing to add. Let’s enjoy all this, love. Everything just for us,” I said squeezing her hands in mine.




      Urs reappeared holding two bottles, one of white wine and the other, previously opened, contained a rather dense wine, of an intense red color. He explained that it was a blackberry liqueur produced on his estate, with a very high alcohol content. It was usually used to ‘cut’ other wines or to prepare cocktails, appetizers or desserts. Rarely was it drunk as it was, also because of the slightly sour taste. He poured out about one centimeter of this liqueur into the glasses, filled the rest of the chalice with white wine, creating a mixture very similar to the color of rosé. It had a pungent, but very pleasant taste preserved almost intact by the alcohol contained in the liquor, only slightly softened by the significantly greater amount of white wine. Doris came out of the house triumphantly carrying a tray full of cheese snacks and bread prepared a few minutes before. After the usual greetings, we began to enjoy everything, allowing ourselves to be completely transported by the flavors, smells, delicate and subtle birdsong, rustling produced by the leaves on the trees moved by a light breeze that began to make us appreciate, the soft air. A few small white clouds marred the sky until that moment completely blue, softening the limitless monochrome. We talked of many things, of our city life, of our work. Urs and Doris told us part of their past, telling us of the paths and choices that had led them to that paradise. Their mood came directly to the heart, accompanied to its destination by their words. They loved that place, felt part of it. And the light that shone in their eyes, their smiles and happiness was demonstrated in every situation and were confirmed in every instant, also in the days that followed. They lived a true life, in its simplicity a full life. I will never forget an image that was inscribed on my mind as I watched Urs. He held the chalice half full in his hands, with the stem resting on the table. His gaze, lost to the horizon, he had a slight smile produced by the thoughts going through his mind at that moment. Surely they were thoughts of delicate importance, a clearing out of all kinds of problems. In the glass, the sun drew marks of light and shade an image created by the rippling of the wine moved by his hand. Urs brought his glass to his lips without looking at it, totally absorbed in its drawings, almost alienated. Opposite to him Doris talked incessantly, only slightly interrupted by a cigarette that she drew on regularly.




      Eventually we said goodbye and thanked them, then retreated into the house to get some rest while awaiting the arrival of the cool evening. After just one day we had already gathered up so many emotions to relive them that night in our dreams.


    


  




  

    

      
CHAPTER 3






      

        

          Friendship is one of heaven’s gifts to humankind “The mountains do not meet, but people do.”[Samburu, Kenya]




          Among friends, barriers fall that tend to close individuals in their small enclosure. There are no secrets between friends: “If we love one another, we do not hide our nakedness.”[Mongo, RD. CONGO]


        




        

           




          The total darkness of the night gave way to the soft light of a timid dawn. The first patches of light without a source, formed only by the glow that threw the hills into relief, with difficulty space was made for the light to pass through the thick foliage of the trees. Like a sheet, a thin, even layer of ground mist covered the cornfield, which was slightly damp from the morning dew. An atmosphere had been created that is typical of a northern European landscapes, those that are often seen on postcards and in photography books. The weir was deserted and minimal water flowed passing through the discharge. A light breeze kept the air fresh in the morning, slowly lifting the mist until it disappeared. Thus rediscovered, the tender ears of golden wheat were lit by the sun now high and free in the sky. It was only seven in the morning but the delay in the light of the sun with respect to what I see on my Milanese morning could be perceived. A small wild rabbit hopped erratically on the path in front of the door. I thought it was probably looking for food. I took a small carrot from the refrigerator and laid it outside the door, on the ground in the open space facing the street. I did this with caution, so as not to frighten it and make it run away. It stared at me with its small, round, black eyes, its body frozen, ready to spring away if needed. Obviously, my presence disturbed it. However it would not go away. I set the carrot down, slowly and backed away without taking my eyes off the rabbit. When I was far enough away, instead of taking the carrot it ran away at great speed. At first I thought something else had bothered it, perhaps a noise that I hadn’t heard or maybe an animal moving in the field. I remained alone looking at the carrot on the ground, then turned around and went back into the house, telling Sonia about what had happened. Incredulous she went to the window, overlooking the abandoned carrot and burst out laughing.




          We had breakfast in peace, reserving plenty of time, arguing about what we would do during the day: exploring the area on our bikes, camera in hand, staying to eat outside with a sandwich in the middle of one of the many colorful fields, or in some refreshment area in the neighboring villages. We eventually asked for directions from the fishermen along the way. We set off on the path, as I closed the door to the house, I noticed the carrot had gone. At first I was angry, but then I allowed myself to smile. Surely I could not expect a rabbit to thank me for having donated a carrot. Accustomed to its freedom, it was also definitely unaccustomed to any form of relationship. Sometimes even people don’t say thank you, how could I think a wild animal would do that? And yet, I thought, it came back and accepted my gift with trust. I thought back to its eyes and the intensity of that unmoving look, I realized that this was its simple but sincere way of saying thank you. People often turn their backs and walk away.




          Taking our bicycles we left pedaling energetically along the more or less stony and tortuous paths, beside the creek and listening to the incessant song, greetings were reciprocated, either verbally or with smiles, with people who watched us from the decks of the barges we passed at speed. The fishermen watched us with suspicion; perhaps disturbed by our noisy passage that, in some way, annihilated their soporific waiting. We passed centuries-old bridges that revealed bare rock sculpted by time, their edges rounded by rain and wind. Strong but intangible there came the smell of materials used in the past. We were so far away from the main roads that it was impossible to see cars or even hear the noise of engines. We passed several locks on our way, which were all very much the same. After traveling about twenty kilometers, we needed to have a little rest. So we decided to go to the next lock to ask how far the first village or town was in the direction taken by our path. We arrived at the lock that was about five kilometers from the point we had previously stopped to catch our breath. As expected, there was the house with its guardian. The house was very similar to the one we were staying in, in its size, colors and shape. However the garden was much larger and cared for, full of colorful roses. The plants, already flowering abundantly, painted patches of color that stretched from the ground up to two meters high. The colors shaded from white to bright red, through two different shades of yellow, almost orange, and pink. The walls of the house, as well as the pergolas, were entirely covered with wisteria. Its flowers in clusters of a beautiful deep purple color, and in full bloom, were growing on a bed of pastel green leaves, giving the house a sense of absolute freshness. The sills of the small windows were adorned with pots of geraniums, also multicolored. The flowers were still partially closed, waiting for the right time to show themselves in all their beauty. On the opposite side of the house, just where the rose garden ended, we could see a vegetable garden. Maybe it was just the small part of a much larger piece of land, hidden from our eyes by the house. A child was shuttling between the inside and the outside of the house, carrying a watering can with two hands as he watered the geraniums. The fresh air around us was impregnated with perfume, a mixture of fragrances among which mint and sage could be identified easily.
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