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  Introduction




  Returning to the evocative walled hilltop village so vividly portrayed in bestselling Vanilla Beans & Brodo and Bel Vino, The Terrracotta Madonna

  brings to life a host of complicated village characters in rivalry, scandal, heartache, bitterness, death, joy, heaven and threats. Isabella tells the tale of traumatic upheaval in medieval

  Montalcino, exposing the image of a Tuscany closer to reality than a mystical dream.




  A moving and at times humorous story unfolds as Isabella reveals the real reasons why she mysteriously exiled herself. A mapped-out destiny brought her to live in Tuscany with Luigi, her

  husband, two decades ago . . . but behind her idyllic life are secrets not a soul in the village knows anything about.




  A true and inspirational story of tragedy, success, heartache, pain, heaven, estrangement and determination. A young woman facing uncertainty, camouflaging bitter truths, struggling to succeed .

  . . sometimes failing . . . but never giving up.




  The story weaves a path around curious rituals and traditions clung to through the centuries by citizens inside a walled, inward-looking village where family feuds and secrets, odd character

  traits, a way of life and the daily rhythm were forged by a tempestuous and bloodied history, but beneath it all, the rhythm of life in this Tuscan village struggles to cope with the modern

  world.




  





  CHAPTER ONE
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  It Costs a Candle Nothing to Light another Candle




  ‘We may not hear our bell for many months. It’s a daily symbol of the rhythm of life in this village and will be dreadfully missed, but there is no time to lose. We

  must stop our bell from bonging. But we will gather all of our resources, we will unite our efforts to raise money for repairs because our defiance, the blood of our ancestors and our liberty to

  dwell on this hill is symbolised when that bell rings. Somehow, no matter what it takes, I promise, we will save our bell and tower.’




  Mayor Massimo gathers his robes of office, adjusts his red, white and green mayoral sash bearing the historic stem of Montalcino, and, with a swish, turns and bolts towards the nearest bar. A

  hubbub of chatter meets him as he pushes open the door of Caffè Fiaschetteria. Many citizens retreated to the bar before the Mayor and some moved swiftly towards the Cappellone loggia,

  hurrying to rescue children from a dreadful disaster announced by the firemen and about to happen. The bronze bell in the 800-year-old stone tower could crash down to the piazza at any moment.




  Lying in bed, hovering on the boundary between asleep and awake, my subconscious registers chiming bells. Hazy words of a promise made by Mayor Massimo drift through my mind as

  I rouse, unable to count the hour, realising, with annoyance, that I’m hearing the bells of the church of the Madonna chiming for early Mass, not the ancient bell in the belfry of the

  medieval tower which has been silent for so long we fret we shall not hear it ever again.




  Pushing open the shutters I hear my neighbour, Bruna, rustling around in her peg basket. Cleaning cloths hang from a wire stretched across her paved terracotta terrace. She’s been out of

  bed for hours and by now her house sparkles. My morning, unlike Bruna’s, will begin with a walk around the encircling walls of the village and lead me eventually to the piazza, the centro

  storico of Montalcino. Grinning at my un-housewifely start to the day, I picture Giuseppe at Caffè Fiaschetteria; he’ll see me arriving and set the coffee machine hissing because the

  most delicious caffè of the day is the one that reaches my nostrils in the morning air, the first one cleverly slid across the counter, a tiny cup and saucer rattled by a spoon threaded

  through the handle. In defiance of peg baskets and dusty terracotta floors, I’ll sip caffè with an otto, a number eight shaped warm brioche plaited with creamy custard. Special K and

  cold skim milk cannot hold a candle to aromatic caffè and warm brioche. Wicked tastes to come encourage me to dress and be gone and I’m out the door before Luigi makes it to the

  kitchen; he has his own ritual which takes him to the piazza mid-morning at the hour husbands gravitate to the bar to read the Siena paper and exchange opinions about sport and politics.




  Walking around thousand-year-old walls to reach the piazza, the heart of village life, is my preferred way to get there. Gathering thoughts about the day I think about what I’ll buy for

  lunch and dinner. This is the most important preoccupation in Montalcino, which requires copious amounts of daily mind-time. Passing medieval stone houses tucked close to one another, wooden

  shutters wide open, I watch a woman shake pillows and whip a blanket into the air above a travertine window sill. Another woman must be sweeping, I hear the swish, but the windows of medieval

  houses are high in the wall and unless she thrusts an arm out of the window to batter a rug, glancing to check if anyone is walking below, she will not see me pass. Should she forget to look, a

  flurry of dust or the crumbs of breakfast cake will float into the cobbled roadway, forcing me to dive for cover under opposite eaves. I pass guard towers that keep watch for a once feared enemy,

  which in Montalcino universally refers to the thieving Medici, winter vegetable gardens, a church in regular use and one not used at all, all within the circle of walls which embrace like

  protective arms a village in the heart of Tuscany, forty minutes and forty kilometres south of Siena. It’s the rhythm of an uncomplicated life. A life which became uncomplicated when Luigi

  said I ought to come to Italy with him, opening the way for me to escape pain and humiliation, so I forsook the country in which neither of us was born, but both of us were raised from childhood,

  and planned to get myself a new identity.




  I’ll go and see Laura at the fruttivendolo, fruit and vegetable shop, although I’m not sure yet what I need. Mirella at the grocery shop will have fresh anchovies, delicious on top

  of a wedge of pecorino sheep-milk cheese slipped under the grill. And I’ll buy more of her marinated black olives with spicy specks of red hot peperoncino, and some tasty bread. Not Tuscan

  bread, but golden doughy bread which comes a couple of times a week from the baker at Seggiano, a village on the slopes of Mount Amiata to the south. Unsalted Tuscan bread is dense and spongy,

  perfect with soups and meat dishes traditional to Montalcino, but the antipasto I’m planning will need soft dough to wrap around melted pecorino cheese. A couple of slices of prosciutto and

  two brown pears from Laura will complete our evening meal. Wrapped in thoughts about melting pecorino and brown pears I’m already passing the last village houses and heading towards a walking

  track.




  A winter wind off the Alps, the Tramontana, blows upward gusts of bleakness that hit me as I reach the dirt track, making me suck in my breath and throw up the hood of my jacket against spirals

  of raw air streaming past my head. Montalcino, a huddle of medieval houses and bell towers, is already out of sight, behind walls which rise in dry stone terraces to the crown of the hill.

  Yesterday I faced a different Tuscany, but today the valley down below is covered with white mist. Gazing at strange images I watch fingers of white thread low through the hunting woods, a stagnant

  blanket of stillness, undisturbed by wind from high mountains and blotting out patches of landscape, hiding rows of vines; only the turret of a hilltop castle stands out, ghostlike in a shapeless

  white ocean.




  The sky is slate grey, flat and low. It’s rare for morning mist or winter fog to rise from the valley and snake along village roads. Walking to the eastern wall facing the Valley of Orcia

  I might, if the wind blows holes in the curtain of mist that shrouds the valley, be able to spot the high nestling villages of San Quirico and Pienza. But maybe not.




  Wood smoke wafts across the path, a pleasant aroma, accompanied by the sound of brittle twigs snapping at the base of olive trees planted in squares in a grove. A man throws a handful of olive

  boughs on to a fire, making green and blue flames leap above a heap of smouldering ashes. Puffing smoke spirals remind me of a scolding Luigi suffered because he left it too late to ask Angelino to

  deliver a load of firewood.




  ‘Why didn’t you order in summer?’ he was interrogated. As if organising a truck load of firewood when a glowing sun blazes relentlessly from a sapphire sky is the only sensible

  thing to be contemplating in the height of summer.




  A silvery patch of sage tied with twine holds furry leaves high and dry. Laura will have fragrant sage at the fruttivendolo. I ponder lunch once more. Ravioli with butter and sage or a slice of

  fegato, liver, with lemon, butter and sage? Rounding a curve in the wall I face an elderly woman, stooping from years of tilling the land. Her scarf is tied snugly and she wears a pinny over a

  shapeless flying skirt. She seems not to be troubled by the wind clawing around her bare white knees. Down the embankment she stamps wet grass, ten metres from the wall, carrying a stick in one

  hand and in the other a small metal tray. Thrusting a boot with a rippled sole into the flattening green, then, bending her crooked back further, she pokes the bent grass with her stick, collecting

  small brown beads. They roll about when she drops a handful onto the tray. Above her head is a tree, but it’s not an olive tree. She cannot reach the giuggiole up in the tree, but bashes at

  the branches with her stick, hurrying their fall.




  Giuggiole are eaten as a winter berry in much the same way as you would eat an olive. But not by me. The skin is tough, hard to peel away, and in the centre is a big stone. The scarce pulp does

  not seem to me to be worth the effort. But the Montalcinesi love anything and everything which grows on this territory, including hard, fleshless, stony, not-worth-the-effort giuggiole. Sometimes

  this elderly woman, cradling a straw basket over her arm, searches under the pine trees near the fortress and collects skinny pine cones. She smashes them with a miniature hammer to release pine

  nuts. Probably she makes Torta della Nonna, grandmother’s custard cake. I see her in springtime, too, walking along the road leading out of Montalcino, swinging a bucket. This is when she

  picks insalata del campo, wild rucola and fennel, growing spontaneously in fields and along hedgerows.




  She lives in the village but has never forgotten when her family, loaded down with debt and not enough food on the table, was swamped by wretchedness and poverty. When she lived on a farm

  outside the walls she collected not only giuggiole, but chestnuts and figs, mountain asparagus, berries from the woods, walnuts, wild apple, mushrooms and herbs; even migratory thrush were an

  essential part of the diet of survival for the poor family in her care. She has no need to harvest from fields and hedgerows now, but it gives her purpose. She is one of the last visible traces of

  a vanishing way of life in Montalcino; a link with a sad past. Some elderly talk of the old times with affection, but most with despair. A surprising number of a younger generation of Montalcino,

  in their thirties and forties, remember the remnants of feudalism; they recall sleeping in bedrooms above cow stalls, washing at the well and a black hole toilet dug in the earth.




  Inside the walls once more, tramping through grass behind the Church of Madonna del Soccorso, I near the northern wall. Mass is over; bells hang still and mute. Arms slouched on the iron

  railing, I see nothing but a floating sea of mist, a foaming white blanket hiding everything but a lone tower between here and the hills stretching all the way to Siena. Montalcino is historically

  aligned to Siena . . . barring moments of rebelliousness in the middle ages when fragile alliances wavered, or by provocation, were willingly broken . . . but today Siena, shrouded in mist, seems

  not to exist.




  Turning from the wall, I see Signora Metella at the narrow side door of the church stepping out with a watering can just as her husband, Signor Natalino, tries to enter. A bundle of chopped

  kindling he carries blocks her path. She reverses into the gloom and when Natalino is inside, she steps back out, walking with a slow rocking gait to the faucet on the side of a well to fill the

  watering can, which is really a steel pail to which Natalino has welded a spout and a handle. Her floral wrap-around housecoat hangs to her knees and she’s protected from the cold only by a

  knitted cardigan pulled tightly, wrapped double-breasted style across her bosom. Opening an iron gate she descends three steps in her heavy boots and waters pots of azalea in an alcove at the back

  of the church. On 8 May, the day celebrating the Patron Saint of Montalcino, the Madonna del Soccorso, for whom the church is named, Natalino heaves these azalea pots onto a wheelbarrow and wheels

  them inside the church. A multitude of pink and white blooms dress the church for every May celebration.




  With chopped kindling in a wooden crate by the kitchen fireplace, Natalino comes back outside. He stops a moment at a stone bench, brushing splinters from his baggy trousers, then he moves off,

  black cap pulled down, a collarless white shirt buttoned to the neck and a waistcoat covered by a flapping black jacket, to his crudely made chopping block. Four wooden legs splay at angles so a

  log can be securely wedged before it is split. In Montalcino some of the old ways persist because the elderly, like Natalino and Metella, try to hold on to the substance as well as the memory of an

  earlier culture, but with each year that passes it’s harder to find the generation who cling to the past, or to watch them carry out the simple tasks of days long gone. Natalino drags the

  wooden workhorse closer to the woodpile and lifts it above rows of logs stacked along the outside wall of the church. Metella returns, her watering done, and nods to me as she passes. She’s

  used to seeing me standing along the iron rail, or on the dirt walking track near a length of wire strung between olive trees where I watch her take pegs from a pocket in her apron to hang the

  washing, and where Natalino digs around artichokes and onions. I’ve been watching the simple lives of this couple ever since I came to live in this village. For years I’ve received

  nothing more than a forced fleeting smile or a barely perceptible nod. If Natalino and Metella are in the garden or outside the church, our eyes sometimes meet, but theirs quickly cast down, as if

  terrified of having to do more than barely acknowledge my intrusion. Curiously, the only occasion Natalino offers a tepid smile is when we are inside the church for a wedding or First Communion, or

  unfortunately, more recently, at a funeral to farewell a friend. After years of observing their humble life it was the last goodbye to a friend which opened the way for me to speak with

  Natalino.




  Eighty-six-year-old Amelia, never without a shawl wrapped tightly around her bony shoulders, lived in a little house, just two and a half cosy rooms, warmed by a fuel stove, six paces across a

  cobbled roadway from my front door. She baked ricciarelli, almond and candied orange peel biscuits, every Christmas. Her husband, Bruno, before he died at more than ninety, walked kilometres into

  the woods every morning to gather branches and chop kindling for their wood cooker, the only source of heating in their tiny home. On my way home from the piazza some days, before Bruno was back

  from the woods, or while he was stacking wood in the cantina, I’d call in for a chat, watching Amelia stir ragù sauce or cut handmade tagliatelle on a wooden table ready for the

  simmering pot the moment Bruno walked through the door. Listening to the story of her life, as she listened to a tightly censored version of mine, brought us a closeness reserved only for those

  willing to speak of things not easily said. One freezing winter morning Amelia slipped on the icy stones coming out of the Church of the Madonna, a nasty fall for an octogenarian, leaving her with

  horrid bruising.




  ‘Isabella,’ she confided, ‘I’m so depressed. I love my little home, I’ve lived here all my life, but my second daughter, who lives past Milan, is taking me to live

  in the mountains so she can look after me. I’m afraid I will not see my little home again.’




  And she did not. Amelia lies in a slot in the wall beside Bruno, the woodcutter.




  Natalino is caretaker of the Church of Madonna del Soccorso and he and Metella live in a small apartment built into the back of the church. His duties include not only opening the doors of the

  church so people can come to pray, but as well he guards art works, sculptures and sacred objects venerated by the Montalcinesi, most tied to their rebellious history. Natalino assists the priest,

  making sure all is ready on the High Altar, incense is burning, and the tiny hand bell ringing when it should. He passes the cloth offering bag between pews, makes sure candles are alight and

  votive ones stacked up waiting to be lit, and tolls four bells in the tower, sometimes in happy celebration or to remind the faithful it’s time for Mass. Sometimes, as for Amelia, he makes

  the bells in the tower toll mournfully, sending the dead on their way, safe in the arms of the Madonna. Aware of my sadness at the passing of Amelia, he saw me standing outside the church with my

  neighbour Bruna . . . that’s how I came to know that Bruna and Natalino share the same family name . . . which is to say that centuries may pass, but heritage on the hill of Montalcino means

  family branches connect through tangled and obscure links. I broke through Natalino’s resistance.




  With every year that passes the stories of life on the land around Montalcino are lost, as are the lives of elderly who find their place in family plots in the cemetery. Grown-up middle

  generation children are not keen to talk about the poverty of parents and grandparents. Stories will soon become second- and thirdhand accounts, snippets here and there in a conversation about the

  old times. Eventually, as the middle generation grow into older years, stories will disappear altogether, remembered only in sepia photographs. Perhaps the middle generation are the last true

  Montalcinesi citizens who recall when Montalcino was a very different village, but they are being overtaken by a dynamic young generation who have never known poverty, who travel the world and have

  no recollection of the old ways of Montalcino. But are the young generation being quickly overtaken by new unstoppable external forces?




  Thoughts about a simple life, stories of an elderly generation fast dwindling, passed through my mind as I walked along the dirt track, observing deliberate yet humble devotion between Natalino

  and Metella. The modesty of their lives harks back to the mezzadria when peasants lived off advance payment for crops but were never able to pay back what they borrowed. Until Amelia’s

  funeral there seemed no way open for communication. I ventured to ask Natalino one morning, when I surprised him on the track pushing a wheelbarrow full of ash, why he throws cinders on a bed of

  onion spires, thinking this to be an opening and about which I genuinely puzzle each winter. His long silence, wary eyes darting a cold glance, was followed by a low and bitter whispered response.

  He took a step backwards, away from me.




  ‘Intanto, those things don’t interest anybody any more.’




  Natalino was born outside the village walls, the son of a contadino peasant family living in servitude and never-ending debt under the strangling agricultural laws of the mezzadria, a medieval

  system of farming where the peasant and landowner were supposed to share profit. I’ve heard about such families, but Natalino is different because, unlike my old friend Primo Pacenti, who

  produces wine down in the valley and who was also born on the land and lived under the humiliation of the mezzadria for most of his life, Natalino did not, in the 1960s, at the time of disbandment

  of the mezzadria, have the will, nor the courage, after a life of debt and toil which amounted to a battle for survival, sign a promissory note to buy, at a ridiculously low price, a plot of barren

  unproductive land on this hill. The peasant class, those contadini who did take an enormous gamble with the future, like Primo Pacenti, after decades of backbreaking work to pay off years of debt

  accumulated unjustly, were able to turn their existence around at a time society was being stood on its head. Primo and those like him forged a future that began with a small plot of barren land

  and they have the last loud and resonating laugh because many are wealthy growers of Brunello di Montalcino, Italy’s greatest red wine, grown on the hills around the village. Many cittadini,

  village dwellers, although comfortable, are less affluent than the once lowly and socially unaccepted contadini.




  One evening, after he saw me with Bruna at Amelia’s funeral, I walked to the western wall to watch the tramonto, sun set, and found Natalino sitting on a bench behind the church, garden

  tools leaning against the back of the bench. Half expecting another stern rebuke, I fired a question at him.




  ‘Natalino, you had the chance, you were offered land on this hill which was destined for the growing of wine, Brunello di Montalcino, why did you not take it?’




  He paused for what seemed like a full minute. Listening to the silence growing between us I feared I had gone too far, but Natalino was deciding if and how to answer.




  ‘It seemed too dangerous, Signora; even though other contadini took the risk, I could not do it. The thought of that commitment took my breath away and the burden of my family and my sick

  parents terrified me. I was bent low by the load I carried every single day of my life, it folded me in bitterness and worry; I just could not summon up the will.’




  I was silenced by humiliation in his voice, by the overbearing power of fate, but silence does not seem uncomfortable to Natalino.




  ‘Signora, in those dreadful times it was unthinkable to practically everyone that the future of Montalcino would be in wine. We could not imagine the bare hills of dust and weeds on which

  we broke our backs to keep a little food on the table, growing cabbages and beans among rocks, could ever return more to us than higher debt and hunger. You cannot judge my lack of will without the

  hindsight of the pain in which I lived because it is my disgrazia, my misfortune, to have had pain and suffering all around me, since the beginning of time. It warped me inside, destroying hope and

  utterly annihilating my soul, making me sink into gloom.’




  Probably it is better not to disturb Natalino. Long silences are a sign of his mind assembling what he wants to say, so I sat still, hands in my lap, watching a crimson sky and a ball of golden

  fire descend below the furthest hills, away on the horizon.




  ‘You have seen for yourself, Signora, for years you’ve passed my door, or seen me in the garden. You can see how I withdraw into myself and turn away from the noise of the world,

  away from the words of people. It’s not only that I did not want to talk to you, but a poor contadino who lived under the mezzadria, wherever in Tuscany he toiled for a Padrone, lived in a

  world of his own where there was no hope for a different future. A contadino always feels stumped when facing strangers, always afraid to say anything. But it’s not solely that he is fearful;

  often he’s choosing a discreet way, never wanting to let you question him about his past, never wanting to reveal the shame of his life, to talk about things he hides in his heart. It’s

  like being afraid to let a stranger come into your home because he can straight away see how little you have . . . the shame you feel. My life does not have anything in particular to recount, to

  tell about, and anyway, intanto, nobody is interested in these things.’




  Sharpness in Natalino’s voice cuts like a knife, the bitterness of the monotonous struggle by one who has long known it was his destiny to go without, to be deprived of things as history

  swept over and worked against him. His words about things hiding in his heart encouraged me to probe.




  ‘Natalino,’ I speak softly, eyes on the mere rim of an upside-down crescent of a fiery sun, and not on his grave face, ‘I’ve heard stories of people born when you were.

  Life on the land I never tire hearing about.’




  I had the uneasy feeling Natalino’s story was not going to end happily. His shrunken body, the slow amble as he walks between rows in the garden, the constant look of hurt and annoyance in

  round eyes set in a face wrinkled and baked from life on the land are evidence of a life of suffering.




  As a small child Natalino recalls his father, a contadino conscripted into the army, returning from the First World War after six years fighting on the River Piave in the north of Italy, his

  soul pierced by the cold, by mud trodden by innocent and unprotected feet, the vision of friends lying dead in the filth. His father never recovered, a sickly man for the rest of his life, reduced

  by fate. Natalino had five brothers and sisters and the whole family worked for a Padrone, land owner, under the mezzadria. His family, like all contadini, was debt ridden. It was rare for the

  family to see a loaf of bread and the misery of their life could always be measured by that empty bread cupboard. With his parents, grandparents, brothers and sisters, Natalino grew up working the

  farm which had two cows in the barn, a couple of calves, olive trees and a few rows of vines. By the time he was twelve years old Natalino already knew how to prune olive trees and he worked hard

  every day to put out of his mind the rumble of a stomach that told him he was always hungry. The suffering of his father enfolded him in bitterness and there was nothing to warm his heart or colour

  the endless monotony of every day. Thirty years on a farm of misery where he learned only about pain, tiredness and misfortune, with the sole satisfaction of creating a family.




  Metella was born on a neighbouring mezzadria farm. They fell in love and it seemed the natural thing to do to unite themselves in Holy Matrimony. But the colour of life was still brown, because

  the colour of the mezzadria was brown. The rolling hills of Tuscany visitors find perennially enchanting change from field to field, from hill to hill, from valley to valley, from season to season,

  transforming into shadowy silver with the arid sun of summer, to damp ochre with winter rain and to luxuriant green when the grain grows. Sometimes drenched in golden sunflowers, a carpet of red

  poppies or fields of swaying grain, after the last harvest autumn hills are ploughed into great shiny chunks, rendered down to pebble-like avenues before planting. But to the contadini the

  endlessly rolling hills of Tuscany meant nothing more than endless toil with rudimentary tools; a spade and a hoe.




  ‘Look,’ said Natalino, retrieving a hoe from the back of the bench and holding it out for me to see. ‘A hoe is never cleaned, no one ever polishes it, but look at the sheen. It

  was my hands, calloused and hardened, which day after day give it the shine of antique silver. This hoe I made myself, it’s just a piece of wood, slightly squared off, shaved and trimmed with

  the edge of a machete and a piece of iron inserted into the end. Day after day, year after year, decade after decade, I tilled with this hoe until it became so smooth it’s as if it has been

  varnished. This lustre is witness to my filth and sweat.’




  It’s the hoe I have watched Natalino use in the garden below the wall. With a slow and rhythmic movement, the drop of a shoulder, he leans forward, bending his knees, tilling rows in the

  onion patch. After a life on the land I would have thought he would not want to see this hoe ever again.




  ‘Every dawn began at the plough, pulled by oxen, with me walking behind guiding the ploughshare, which turned over four fingers. Ploughs were made in the shape of a cross with a

  ploughshare no bigger than an axe head . . . a mere scratch furrowed into the ground, barely turning over the dry crust of the earth. Our lives were tied to the seasons. We harvested olives in

  November, according to the phase of the moon. We massed olives in a barn, always with the terrifying risk of seeing them go mouldy, and when it was our turn we took them to the mill to have them

  crushed. At the mill I would back myself into a shadowy corner, keeping myself scarce, but I needed to see because it was a mortal sin if I lost one single drop of oil. Spilling oil brings bad luck

  . . . as if we needed any more . . . and if it happened, if oil spilled, on the point of a knife I tossed a sprinkle of salt over my shoulder to ward off the bad.’ A blend of ancient ritual

  and superstition shaped everything in life.




  ‘During long winter nights we worked with wood trimmed from Sanguinello plum trees making trellis, or racks, and we wove baskets and chests with dried vine tendrils. We ate walnuts while

  we worked and if it was a good season, we might have a few dried figs. Seed boxes we prepared in February, protecting seedlings from frost, and in April we’d take the covers off and find

  little plants which we broke into shoots and then sowed in the vegetable garden. With the month of June we began scything. There was a saying which passed mouth to mouth every June and, bodily

  exhausted and mentally depressed from the sheer load of work in front of me, it always made me toss my head to the heavens in disgust.




  ‘“When the grain is in the fields it belongs to God and the saints.”




  ‘What, I always asked myself, did God and the saints know about the work I did to put it there? There were many days when I cursed every saint in the calendar.




  ‘Using long hand scythes we reaped stalks of hay, fields and fields of it, one after the other, which we bundled with a pitchfork and tied into sheaves and put on a wooden cart, ready for

  the trebbiatura, threshing, which meant a never-ending line of contadini farmers, women, foremen and children. It was a cackle of noise, a seething, swarming mass of people who laboured from dawn

  to dusk to get the grain in and the threshing done. You had to give your everything, the hours of sleep were few and tiredness overwhelming. I had so many worries upon me, the sensation that I was

  living an impossible life in impossible conditions. I never worked out who, in those endless days of the throb of the trebbiatura, could talk of that harvest as some kind of festival. For me it was

  no festival, all I could think of was what a senseless life I had, a life of tribulation. My life was a nightmare.




  ‘At the end of summer the fruit was ripening, which had to be harvested, and women went out to the woods to collect cotton apples and figs which they threaded on a wire and left to dry in

  the sun. In September it was time to bring in the grape harvest. Some farms might have been making good wine, but they were few. Mostly the grapes were poor and scarce and we made wine to drink

  every day. Throwing the grapes into bins we crushed them, pushing them around with a wooden paddle. We passed the must into open vats to boil, as we used to call it. The new wine would bring a bit

  of joy, along with eating a few roasted chestnuts, and, between gossip, chatter and flirting between ourselves, the new wine brought some lightness to an autumn night. If the grapes were healthy

  and mature we would rack them and make a sweet wine, but that was to ingratiate ourselves with the Padrone. We had to give it to the owners of the farm.’




  Natalino’s eyes have not moved from the crimson wisps of cloud on the horizon.




  ‘The tilled soil, according to agronomy laws abided by faithfully by all contadini, was waiting for seeds from the middle of October. By All Saints Day, that’s the first day of

  November, the sowing had to be half done.’




  A look of perplexity crossed my face, a look of not understanding why only half the sowing had to be done. Natalino allowed himself a sardonic grimace as if to confirm that I could never

  understand.




  ‘Half behind and half in front,’ he emphasised with a right-to-left sweep of his calloused hand.




  ‘Half before and half after!




  ‘After the sowing it was time to begin the olive harvest all over again. How we worked, and every year we were more and more entangled in a web of debt.




  ‘The nights were long, especially if a cow was not able to give birth. That was when I knew my life was cursed. We waited for a birth for months because a baby calf could strengthen all of

  life; it was an economic hope. I remember when my destiny was in the hoofs of a cow which was bearing twin calves. Two calves could have gone some way towards balancing a decade of debt with the

  Padrone. I could not leave the stall, stayed there all night with my stomach churning and my mind lurching between anxiety and fear. But my life was cursed. I was not well for months after and

  could not make myself believe what had happened.’




  Remembering his cursed life, Natalino whispers, nodding his head slowly up and down.




  ‘They were both born dead, asphyxiated. I felt mortification creep upon me.’




  Most contadini resorted to a curious mixture of science, religion and black magic if a birthing animal was unwell. They would first call the veterinarian, then the priest, and then a sorcerer

  who could ward off evil, take away the malocchio, evil curse, that put bad upon them. Spells and incantations were ancient remedies.




  In 1960, with Metella and two children, Natalino went to work on a small farm hanging on the hillside leading up to Montalcino. The mezzadria was being dismantled and this was when many

  contadini took a risk and were able to buy a tiny parcel of land, destined to bring them undreamed of wealth. But Natalino was bent so low by his pain-filled life, the sickness of his father and

  his brother, Remo, who suffered from convulsions, that he did not have the will.




  Perhaps his brother Remo was sickly and frail but I wonder perhaps if he was also simple of mind. Natalino has a timid and soft smile on his face, talking about Remo. It’s a small emotion,

  but then, as if a shadow passes and the emptiness of life, or death, overtakes him, his face tightens and he replaces the smile with a harsh, bruised look.




  Natalino comes out of his gloom and a glimmer warms his eyes once more.




  ‘Metella was always by my side, she worked hard and with passion, and many times her character, and also her cordiality, helped us a great deal. She’s an exceptional

  woman.’




  When Natalino and Metella are tending vegetables behind the church, she follows quietly behind him, in humility; rarely do I hear them pass any words between them. Each knows what must be done

  and Metella does her work patiently, working with serenity.




  Some people from the land, contadini, abandoned the land and came to live in the village but their traditions and habits are very different from the lives of cittadini, the middle-class

  borghese, village people, who have always lived inside the walls. Hill dwellers were on the streets every day, on their way to work in the iron forge or bakery, having a pair of shoes mended,

  buying the bread, engaged in daily communication. They had the time to discuss with each other the problems of the day.




  Contadini spoke very little, aside from family talk behind closed doors, because in the countryside they had to be self-sufficient. They went to bed when the sun went down and rose when the sun

  came up. A contadino did not come to the village every day and when he came, perhaps once a week on market day if he had something to sell, he could not talk with village people. He dared not enter

  the piazza, he was shunned as too lowly, but, in humiliation, he walked along the dietri, roads behind the houses. Their world was a mysterious one, devoid of daily contact. The humble farmhouses

  they lived in were provided by the Padrone, but were usually more than two or three kilometres from a neighbouring house. In the rainy season and all through winter, dwarfed by distance, the

  peasants scurried along paths cut through clay. Between one farmhouse and another there was nothing but ploughed fields of brown fango, mud. Roads did not exist, only foot tracks which were not

  usable in the winter. They rarely shared a meal in the house of a neighbour because each was as poor as the other. There was no social life; conversation was limited to the times they drank a

  little wine under the trees when they harvested olives. Hours spent in silence meant they had little use for talk; it was never the habit of a contadino to make conversation.




  ‘The Padrone of that farm, the one on the slope leading to Montalcino, was a good man. Farms on our side of the hill were rich with water which sprang from underground veins that ran

  between boulders, so we had abundant water for the vegetable garden, which was a bigger garden than we had ever worked before.’




  The sale of produce from the garden was governed by mezzadria laws but a portion of everything grown was given to the contadini to eat.




  ‘But, even though we had a passion for growing vegetables, and we grew beautiful flowers as well, the popular saying tells every man that a vegetable garden wants a man dead. It will kill

  a man with relentless hard work.’




  Natalino’s eyes sparkle, just for a few seconds, as he recites one after the other the vegetables they grew.




  ‘Garlic we always grew . . . it’s the prince of perfume. Basil, that’s an aromatic plant of excellence. Bietola, chard, is optimum and onions are the undisputable protagonist

  in the kitchen. Climber beans, black and white cabbage, all types of insalata, peas and parsley, radicchio and celery, spinach and pumpkin. We watered everything by hand with an oval Zucca threaded

  on a long pole, and, with one of us holding each end of the pole, we walked along the end of the rows and watered without treading on anything.’




  I asked what he did with all the vegetables, if only a portion was given to him.




  ‘Remo sold our vegetables and flowers under the vault beneath the bell tower in the piazza. He would arrive in the piazza in the morning pulling an old wooden cart and set up beside the

  statue of Cosimo, which wasn’t at the end of the vault back then, it was near the front, on the edge of the piazza. We didn’t make a great deal of money, because with vegetables you do

  not get rich, but it was lovely work and Remo liked it. It’s the kind of work which sows something on you every day, bringing a tranquil interior.’




  A wee glimmer of happiness. His memory is enlivened with visions of Remo and vegetables. Perhaps reflection of his brother brightens his memory and paints a more colourful picture.




  ‘Life did not go well for Remo. We loved him and he lived with us always so we gave him affection and I hope a few moments of serenity. But his sickness injured me, it was a suffering that

  brought melancholy thoughts. One morning Remo was in the village selling bunches of dahlia and he walked into the Bank of Monte dei Paschi di Siena. A girl with a beautiful smile, Elena, was

  cashier. She saw him walk in and called out.




  ‘I can’t come at the moment, Remo!’




  He stood with the flowers in his arms, waiting patiently, watching Elena’s hands skip through the notes and coins until she came over to him.




  ‘The dahlia are magnificent, Remo, how can you grow such beautiful flowers? How much do I owe you?’




  Remo told her they did not cost anything; they were going to die so he brought them for her. I don’t know if it was exactly like this, but I like to think this is how it happened. Elena

  gave him a kiss on his forehead. She went off happily with her flowers and Remo went off with a tear running down his cheek which hid itself in his heart.’




  I dare not ask what happened to Remo.




  ‘Natalino,’ I begin, feeling I have left the silence long enough when he looks up in surprise that I’m still beside him, ‘ever since I’ve been living in Montalcino

  you’ve been custodian of the church of the Madonna; why did you come here?’




  ‘First because of necessity; the disbandment of the mezzadria was changing everything. The Padrone wanted to build factories and land was taken by the government, appropriated, and offered

  to the contadini; but I was already drowning in debt. Those who dared to buy had to borrow more money. But, really I came here because I wanted to spend these last times a long way from the world.

  We feel secluded here, alone; there is serenity around us, and quietness. It’s solitary work without any particular demands. Here we have time for small things.’




  A whole lifetime, decades in which Natalino sank lower and lower, without hope, suffering silently the pain of his father trodden into the ground by war, injured by the sickness of his brother,

  whose suffering he could not understand, working his body to exhaustion, incessant toil sunrise to sunset to keep them all alive.




  Natalino and Metella do no more than grudgingly acknowledge my passing when I intrude into their solitary world almost every day, walking along the track. They wanted the serenity of silence, to

  be away from people and their words, to be surrounded by small things in a world which could make no demands upon them any more. I felt an uneasy familiarity when Natolino told me they wanted to

  escape from the world.




  ‘Here, in this church,’ Natalino has justification in his voice, ‘life grows, and all too often it comes to an end when heart-torn tears are shouldered away by embracing arms.

  But there is solidarity between the people. It’s the last goodbye, but also a vivid and dear memory that this community wants to celebrate. Our people love to say goodbye to the deceased

  because it’s a coming together, a spontaneous thing born from the heart because of a life that has raised him a friend we have known all our lives. So, not even in death, not even in this

  last step, can we be completely alone.




  ‘Young lovers come here, their smiles as bright as the shining ring of their union, to make a promise in front of the altar. Bringing lilies, the children of First Communion, bearing

  innocence and goodness, pay homage to the Madonna. With votive candles the four neighbourhoods come, our Quartieri, carrying their colours with pride. And the festival of the eighth of May, when we

  celebrate the Madonna del Soccorso, is not an outward thing just because we have fireworks and the village band plays; the festival of our Patron Saint is a moment for strengthening our affection

  for each other, a moment when we look inside ourselves and have faith in our Madonna. This is a very beautiful thing.’




  I am taken back by Natalino’s capacity to communicate the strengths and solidarity of a small community after a life of near silence on the land which has given him so much pain. Perhaps

  the ending is not so sad after all; perhaps being curator at the Madonna has given him more than just serenity and solitude.




  ‘Being here, I’ve realised that in the end all of us have fears and weaknesses. We have unmentionable things that we cannot confess, but in our most desperate moments we tell them to

  the Madonna. We rise above mistakes and pain only with the conquest of daily serenity. When we were working at the farm and we heard the bells of the Madonna chiming to announce the Angelus, we

  would stop what we were doing and cross ourselves. It was a gesture, a habit, and I don’t know if that’s faith, but I do believe you have to believe in something greater than yourself.

  Signora, I must go now, but I want to tell you a proverb.




  ‘“It costs a candle nothing to light another candle.”’




  Natalino rises to close the church door, leaving me sitting rigid on the bench, sunk in thought about not confronting, let alone confessing, unmentionable things buried deep in my heart, the

  pain of my past that he cannot possibly know anything about. I don’t hear so much as his footstep. He’s lost in the shadows of the church, checking between pews to make sure nobody is

  on their knees and that candles are extinguished. On his way out he glances over his shoulder at the Madonna over the altar, calling into the gloom.




  ‘Go home, Signora, the day is over.’ I’m not sure if he is calling to Mary, or to me.




  Walking back along the track that day I still did not know why he spreads ashes around growing onions. But he made me bring back to the surface of my mind the mistakes and pain buried in my

  heart; unmentionable things not a soul in this village even suspects.




  Anchovies, black olives, pecorino and pears are still on the agenda. Pushing my arms away from the iron railing I turn towards the valley. The mist is receding and I can see a

  patchwork of dry broom and leafless chestnut trees, silver tracks made by a tractor, dark wet earth hiding seeds sown, half before, and half after, All Saints Day. Row upon row of grey trunks stand

  in regiments; sleeping vines rise up and march down the side of the hill.




  Natalino is right, it’s the small things, the umpteen buongiorno’s and thoughts about a day fraught with nothing more onerous than choosing what to eat, that make up this

  uncomplicated life. At the garden at the end of Via Mazzini, Mario, dressed in his habitual black suit, tie and black hat, with a spade in his hand, dismantles the Christmas nativity, shovelling

  the desert sand of Bethlehem into a steel box. Mary, Joseph and the Child, camels and sheep, cows and goats are consigned to boxes and the woodshed for another year.




  Via Mazzini leads to the heart of Montalcino. Once it was called Corso Umberto I, but after the Second World War, at a directive by the Fascist Government of Mussolini, most communities in Italy

  re-named any road which had been named after the royal House of Savoy. There’s hardly a village in the whole of Italy that does not now have a Via Mazzini, Via Cavour and Piazza Garibaldi.

  The narrow road is graced by façades of historic palaces tightly bound one to the other. Not Renaissance palaces – there is little evidence of the Renaissance in Montalcino . . .

  thanks to fear by Florentines that Montalcino might become too powerful – the palaces are medieval.




  ‘Buongiorno,’ I call out, pushing open the door of the alimentary, grocery shop, glancing round and greeting everyone. Mirella responds and so do three or four others, waiting their

  turn. Nobody likes to queue so I sidle up to the bench to sit and wait, listening to the daily discussion as needs and wants are transformed into neat little paper packages cleverly turned over and

  sealed at the edges. Black olives sit in two bowls, one without and one with peperoncino marinade, and an open tray of anchovies sits on the counter, sending the salty aroma of the sea wafting

  around.




  ‘Who’s next?’ calls out Mirella. One by one we rise from the bench and step up to the counter. But waiting time is not lost time; shopping is part of the daily ritual, not a

  weekly one, nor, heaven forbid, still rare in Montalcino, a fortnightly visit to bulk buy. We greet whoever enters with a cheerful buongiorno and fare well each one as they leave.




  Olives, anchovies and prosciutto crudo in my bag, after this enforced rest, I’m back on Via Mazzini. Opposite Mirella’s alimentary shop is Zaira’s door with little brass heads

  on each door knocker. She’s sweeping out the ground-floor landing and gives a wave as I pass. Further along is the façade of a palazzo built in the 1200s. Big wooden doors lead to what

  once was stabling for horses and mules. Pausing to stare once more at a Door of the Dead, I greet Claudio who is sitting on the step outside his shop, smoking a cigarette. We chat about the weather

  . . . mist receding in the valley . . . a clear sky up here. There are few Doors of the Dead left in Montalcino through which the defunct would be passed out of the house. In medieval times it was

  not thought wise to carry the defunct through the front door for fear a bad omen, or spirit, might get into the house. Doors for the Dead were bricked up after a death, opened only when the next

  family member departed this life.




  Memmo, the barber, smiles at me. No customers sit in his wartime barber’s chair, but a couple of friends are inside, not to have a haircut, but to keep him company.




  ‘Buongiorno, Rosella,’ Memmo mimics with his mouth from behind the glass panel in the door. I cannot hear his voice because the door is closed. Memmo, who is slightly deaf, has never

  got my name right. It doesn’t matter, it’s a small thing. Grappolo Blu, the Taverna belonging to Maria Pia and Luciano, is not open yet. Maria Pia will be at the butchers to buy

  sausages and shin beef for stinco for lunch at the trattoria; Luciano will be slumped in the bar, yawning, legs outstretched, waking himself up with a ferocious double shot of espresso.




  No children are about because it’s a school day, but elderly women are out, dressed up to the nines, walking with slow steps, one arm laced through that of a family member, or immigrant

  carer from some other country. When I’m eighty-five will I have personal dignity enough to curl my hair, apply make-up, dress elegantly and, every day, with leather gloves and heeled shoes,

  pick up my walking stick and step out the door to walk ten metres to the alimentary? The elderly buy two slices of salami or mortadella, one tomato, a stem or two of basil and perhaps a couple of

  mandarins for supper. Some discreetly enter one of the bars and sit for fifteen minutes on a favourite chair by the window. They like a morning chat before going home for pranzo prepared daily by

  the family.




  ‘Buongiorno, Sergio,’ I call through the half-open door of the Enoteca, wine shop. Sergio is Alessandro’s father and at this time of year, with few visitors in the village, his

  day is empty and so is the shop. He smiles and signals for me to come in for a nip of Grappa, but that’s Luigi’s vice. I make a face and shake my head. He points to an open bottle of

  Brunello, but I have not even had breakfast. My nose picks up the aroma of freshly baked brioche and nose-twitching caffè.




  That’s odd. Luciano is not slumped in the bar; he’s standing outside with Elisabetta and Alessio from the newsagent. Why is everyone outside? It’s cold and the humidity,

  dreaded by every Italian, is high when there’s a mist in the valley. Why is Giuseppe loitering outside Caffè Fiaschetteria? He should be inside making my caffè. Following the

  direction of their stares to the end of the piazza I squint, trying to see what everyone is looking at. A knot of dark-suited men loiter under the arch of the vaulted loggia under the bell tower,

  which is also odd, because no Montalcinesi will be seen gathering under that loggia. Even the Mayor is here. What’s going on?




  Torn between the first morning caffè and witnessing the loggia under the old bell tower, for the first time ever, the scene of deep discussion between important citizens, I head towards

  Ilio, an elderly village orator, who stands with other nodding heads buried in a circle of wise men who are always in the piazza to debate daily events.




  ‘Buongiorno, Ilio,’ I begin, but he does not hear me. Ilio Raffaelli was a left-leaning Mayor of Montalcino. He’s not hard of hearing, but if he has something important to say

  his thoughts take him away on an indistractable tangent as he pontificates about political creeds or whatever it is he feels Montalcino needs or lacks. When that happens, he simply does not hear

  anyone speak, let alone offer a pause for you to have a few words with him.




  ‘Just look at it,’ orator Ilio motions to grave-faced men, ‘you can see plainly that it cannot be attributed to wilful damage by uncultured youths who may have wandered into

  the village last night! No, I say this is plain and simple theft!’




  ‘I agree with you, Ilio,’ young Mayor Massimo says, ‘if it was wilful damage there would be fragments of plaster scattered around, but everything else is in perfect condition.

  Whoever did this knew exactly what they were doing and what they wanted.’




  Glancing around the loggia, a dark and gloomy place, I cannot see fragments of anything. Arches facing the roadway look just fine, and so do the stone vaults . . . but, oh, at last I see

  what’s happened. Cosimo I di Medici has lost his head! A sculptured statue of Cosimo I di Medici, centuries-old symbol of the defiance of the Montalcinesi against thieving Florentines, stands

  upon his pedestal in the deep dark reaches of the loggia. Someone has lopped off his head!




  Many times I’ve seen Cosimo physically excluded from any village festival or ceremony taking place in this piazza. Nobody visits him except tourists with cameras, although sometimes boys

  kick a football around which inevitably ends up bouncing off Cosimo’s legs or flying into his chest. He stands arrogantly, dressed as a Roman soldier, as if he controls everything in the

  whole world. As the Grand Duke he controlled all of Tuscany, but the Montalcinesi never acknowledge sovereignty by Medici, preferring to remind Florentines, and generations of kids born on this

  hill, that Florence never won a single battle with which to claim victory over Montalcino. A fragile pact between Spain and France forced Montalcino to capitulate to Cosimo I . . . but that was in

  1559.




  Cosimo once stood in the piazza, but slowly, decade after decade, he was moved further and further into darkness. Natalino remembers Cosimo standing on the edge of the piazza when Remo sold

  flowers from his wooden cart. After a few hundred years Cosimo has been consigned to dwell in the depths of the dark gloomy loggia; he is the reason no one comes in here.




  Why is everyone so stressed, so astonished by a theft and damage to a monument of a man everyone despises? Mayor Massimo comments to a journalist from La Nazione newspaper in Siena who

  has come to write about the mysterious crime.




  ‘Montalcino,’ the first citizen of the village declares, with some irony, ‘is profoundly tied historically to this statue. The hypothesis is that it is theft rather than an act

  of vandalism because the head has been sliced off with precision and no damage has resulted to the body. It’s a bitter discovery that has met us this morning, but we will find a way to repair

  the statue. Perhaps we can find a sculptor to make a copy of Cosimo’s stolen head. This is a well-made piece of art, although I have to confess, we never pay great attention to it.’




  The Siena journalist writes everything down and photographs Cosimo without his head for tomorrow morning’s paper. The knot of men begin to disperse, but I want to get closer to Cosimo.

  Ilio walks by my side.




  ‘This is the singular and only acknowledgement the people of Montalcino afford the Medici. But, it’s here as a symbol of our defiance that no one from outside our walls, no matter

  how self-important, how powerful or rich, can take away our liberty and our right to dwell on this hill.’




  Giuseppe is moving inside, closing the door of Caffè Fiaschetteria behind him; the morning’s excitement is subsiding. I’ll go and see Laura at the fruttivendolo before

  caffè, then I’ll still have time to listen to bar chatter before walking home for lunch.




  ‘Arrivederci, Ilio,’ I call. But he has seen Ivo Caprioli, who has just arrived, belatedly swooping into the piazza, silver hair flying and his undone coat flapping, as if he flung

  it on and bolted from his home as fast as his legs . . . a bit on the wobbly side . . . could carry him. The news must have just reached him. Ivo is the protector of all things ancient, a local

  historian who bemoans every tiny piece of history or culture that slowly crumbles or disappears from Montalcino.




  ‘Isabella,’ Ivo tells me every time we see each other, ‘history does not disappear after decades or centuries, it is slowly whittled away day by day. Every day there is

  something precious to hold on to with all the strength we can.’




  Ilio explains to anxious Ivo the crime, and his theory. Ivo’s eyes open in astonishment and he shakes his head, disbelief on his face. He takes a couple of steps towards Cosimo, then

  hesitates, turning back to Ilio.




  ‘Oh, Ilio, this might work in our favour. Remember a few years ago when Cosimo’s helmet, which sat beside his leg, came loose? I was sure it would fall off the pedestal and crash to

  the floor so I grabbed it and put it in the museum for safe keeping . . . well, I’m going to see the Mayor right now because this is a chance to be sure that when Cosimo’s head is put

  back on they put his helmet back in place as well.’ Ivo is mightily pleased.




  ‘Si, si, diamine!’ responds Ilio. Yes, yes, absolutely right.




  Leaving the guardians of Montalcino history and culture to their plotting, I reach the fruttivendolo and push open the door. Chatting women inspect the freshness of crates of green-stemmed

  mandarins while they discuss the pros and cons of the odd disappearance of Cosimo’s head, throwing eyes to the heavens, raising shoulders into necks and giving hand signals to each other

  which substitute for a whole language.




  Finally it’s my turn to speak with Laura because five women have tucked a cabbage or mandarins and a bag of dried beans securely under arms or in baskets and they are lingering to chat

  among themselves. Village chatter, battibecco, petty gossip, passes through this shop, but respectful and discreet, Laura discloses nothing, which means most everyone tells her all the titbits

  which come their way in the course of a day. Her dream is to open a little trattoria in Montalcino, just four or five tables, a kind of fast-turnover place where people can come for a merenda, a

  snack, maybe just a plate of pasta served with a friendly smile at the right price. She is patient while she chats with women who find relief in talking about suffering from every illness under the

  sun. Today Laura has all her earrings wherever she meant to hook them; four or five down one ear lobe and one in the side of a nostril. To her mother’s oft lamented dismay, Laura has a streak

  of rebelliousness. Just thirty, she gave her parents a scare a couple of years ago, having a malignant melanoma removed from her thigh, but she bounced back brimming with life, arriving in the shop

  wearing a difficult to describe array of loose-flying garments of a very unusual cut. That’s the way Laura communicates.




  Laura selects, gently pressing and sniffing each one, bright red tomatoes and a couple of brown pears she deems to be at the exact moment of maturity, or immaturity, for our dinner.




  ‘Ascolta, Isabella, listen, my father picked up mandarins and clementines in Siena this morning, straight from Sicily. Both are juicy and ready to eat, but there are no seeds in the

  clementines. Would you like some?’




  I choose clementines and Laura puts a quindicina, fifteen, shiny wee orange balls that smell of the tree into a paper bag. A moment of panic; looking around the shelves I cannot see sage.

  I’ve decided on ravioli with butter and sage. I might have to change my menu.




  ‘Aspetta,’ just a minute, says Laura. She opens the shop door, turns her head up the roadway, and yells loudly.




  ‘Babbo, dove sei? Vieni qua. Salvia c’é l’ai?’ Dad, where are you, come here, have you got any sage?




  In a minute her burly father, Domenico, pokes his arm in the door waving a handful of sage. The herbaceous aroma sweeps around and in unison the women raise heads and approve my wise choice for

  pranzo. Twenty minutes for this shopping expedition is reasonably speedy. Each customer has personal needs and as well as discussing Cosimo’s missing head, the women talk loudly over the top

  of each other, umming and ahhing as they report that an elderly nonna is influenzata – suffering from influenza – or agreeing with each other that a pot of soup tastes bland if it does

  not contain the right quantity of white cannellini beans, or, raising eyes to the heavens, and with an eh, oh! commiserating about an early appointment for which the dentist did not arrive . . .

  yet again. Each person’s suffering, joy and reason for being in the fruttivendolo is mulled over and dissected by everyone waiting to launch into their own suffering, joy or reason for being

  here.




  Being seen along roadways and in the piazza is of vital importance in daily life. There’s no Montalcino newspaper, just one or two monthly gazettes, so word of mouth is the only

  communication system. With tomatoes, pears, clementine and a bunch of sage, having learned who is sick and who is well, that I need at least a kilo of white cannellini beans for a pot of Tuscan

  soup, and that every dental appointment is bound to result in unjust delay, I am out the door. Laura smiles at the next customer.




  Soon it will be mezzogiorno, twelve noon. It isn’t wise to mention to friends that we’ll be having a late lunch. Montalcinesi find it impossible to comprehend that lunch tastes

  equally as good at two o’clock as it does at one. Salivating already, thinking of the delicious taste freshly ground coffee will leave in my throat, I push open the door to Caffè

  Fiaschetteria and send out a cheery ‘ciao’. The machine sputters, a comforting whir as steam pushes through coffee grinds. Discarding hat, scarf and gloves, unbuttoning my coat, I cast

  around for the tabloid from Siena, but Ilio is waving it in the air as he speaks to anyone who might perchance be listening. I’ll have to wait my turn and it could be a long wait; the bar

  paper is read cover to cover. If Ilio drops it on a table I’ll be quick and scoop it up before anyone else.




  When Ilio was Mayor, Montalcino was an undeniably poor village without enchantment, except the romantic kind which writers see in crumbling homes and abandoned churches. Often visiting writers

  were far from realistic about unplumbed medieval stone houses and the hardship of life, nor insidious creeping cold which numbed feet in windowless churches where pigeons took part in the Mass,

  flying in and out, cooing and trilling as they strutted along collapsing rafters. Ilio, who must be nearing ninety, witnessed Montalcino transform itself into a prosperous and famous village.




  Miseria! I’m too late, there are no number eight brioche left! Peeling a paper serviette from the container I retrieve a bombolone. Fat and squidgy, this wicked treat is filled with warm

  custard which squirts out when I take a bite. Grains of sugar stick to my chin and custard drips onto the serviette.




  At last the first and best caffè of the day is lining my throat. Distractedly, I listen to theories and accusations circling the bar. On a normal day we would never hear the name Cosimo

  di Medici spoken in Montalcino, although I have heard citizens recite the lines of a poem written by one of their own sons in stubborn declaration of a centuries-old cantankerous attitude to the

  Florentines.




  

    

      

        

          Glory to you, Montalcino, the last and strongest




          Rock of Siena at the final threatening menace




          Heroic rebels who slammed in the face




          Of the thieving Medici the very last gates.


        


      


    


  




  Ilio drops the morning paper and I’m off the velvet banquet in a flash, bagging the paper from a marble table while he punctuates the air in a sweeping gesture with one

  hand; the other resting firmly on the shoulder of Luicano Brigidi. Then he takes issue with a school-teacher, Andrea, who sends local stories to the Siena paper from time to time. Things are

  livening up, voices rise as they yell over the top of one another. Ilio is playing his favourite game of pretending to quarrel. It could be a lengthy debate, but the cacophony of noise makes it

  hard for me to hear what the argument is.




  Caffè macchiato, warm brioche, the morning paper and listening to friends dispute the highlights of the day is exactly what I intended when I woke this morning, even though I felt rankled

  that I mistook the Madonna bells for those of the old bell in the medieval tower. A friend, Rosella, arrives and flops down on the velvet banquet beside me and, staring me in the eye, with glee in

  her own, raising her voice above the hubbub and announcing with absolute contentment:




  ‘Ahh, Isabella, life in the piazza bar is magnificent, eh?’




  Rosella picks up her caffè and rises, involving herself in the debate a few tables away. Probably Cosimo is at the crux of all the angst. Flipping pages I graze the news. A bold headline

  leaps into focus. The Philharmonic Will Play No More, and the caption is Montalcino! Reading on, the report tells me: Sad news for the village and all citizens, that after 186 years of honoured

  service, La Filarmonica G. Puccini of Montalcino is suspended as the village band and as a school of music. My ears prick up and I turn my attention to the debate across the tables because Luciano

  Brigidi, arguing with Ilio, is the conductor of the band! They are not discussing Cosimo’s decapitated head but another village calamity. Knowing the topic I catch the drift as voices cast

  questions into the air.




  ‘Why?’ demands Ilio.




  ‘It’s a painful decision,’ confirms Luciano, ‘but there’s been a progressive fall in the number of musicians. Elderly people cannot march up and down our hills for

  an hour playing a trumpet and they have to retire, but unfortunately, due to work commitments of some and indifference by others, it’s hard to find young people with the will and the time to

  join the band.’




  At all festivals, feast days, religious celebrations, Saint Cecilia day, Easter, Christmas and Befana, and the most important day when we celebrate Mary, our Patron Saint, at the Madonna del

  Soccorso church, the band is an integral part of life, rousing citizens from beds early in the morning when they march through the village, drums and trumpets blaring.




  ‘From time immemorial,’ laments school-teacher Andrea, a drummer in the band, ‘we have given the opportunity to generations of Montalcinesi to become musicians, and it costs

  them nothing. But the situation is critical and we couldn’t get anyone to realise the danger that if we couldn’t get help, and find musicians, this association, so important to the life

  of Montalcino, is finished.’




  Looking back to the paper that’s exactly what he has reported.




  ‘It’s evident that in the village of Brunello wine someone has to assume responsibility if consigning the instruments of the Filarmonica G. Puccini to a wardrobe has any chance of

  being avoided. As it stands we have no choice but to abandon Montalcino to a life without music.’




  This is Ilio’s call to action. If tradition and culture in the village he has devoted his life to are not preserved as they should be, he will beat a direct path to the Commune. Nearly

  nonagenarians, Ilio and Ivo will both be hot-footing it to the office of Mayor Massimo.




  Every Italian piazza is folded in secrets; every stone is witness to the joys and sorrows of a community bound by a turbulent history with the difficulty of adjusting to the problems of a

  changing world. It’s a place of togetherness where social issues are discussed, polite courtesies are exchanged, where information is passed mouth to mouth, messages and requests made and

  where we find out about scandals or harmless gossip. A few years of living in Montalcino has not diminished my participation in daily encounters in the piazza, for this is the fulcrum of my

  uncomplicated life in a walled, inward-looking village, but there are disappointments.




  In this piazza citizens await, with rising agitation, the ringing of the bell from a twelfth-century tower above the old town hall. Everyone gulped and gasped when Mayor Massimo announced the

  quote to repair the tower and bell had escalated to an unbelievable €530,000. He’s hopeful the Bank of Monte dei Paschi di Siena might help save a part of daily life and an 800-year-old

  stone bell tower. One hundred deeply resonating gongs of mezzogiorno do not bong any more to put everyone on notice that it is time to wrap up the socialising and prepare for pranzo. Natalino and

  farmers in the hills and valleys hear not the rhythmic chiming of the hour, nor, at one hundred gongs, does anybody hark the news announced by the Archangel Gabrielle to Mary that she has been

  chosen by God to carry the Christ Child. Mary knows, but citizens do not remember her destiny.




  Everything ought to be the same as they were when I slipped anonymously into a simple life on this hill. I know it’s not my hill, I know I cannot ever be Montalcinese, nor, magari,

  Ilcinese, a becca morte hill dweller whose ancestors can be traced back a thousand years, but, I reason with myself, listening to my own cross-examination of why and why not, how can I preserve an

  anonymous life and a new identity in Montalcino if those responsible in this village do not do their part? I struggle with the thought that the veil of contentment through which my mind processes

  all things revolving around an uncomplicated life on this hill is dissolving. Has time eroded the veil of enchantment which I cleverly built to cover up my past?




  It’s too many years since Mayor Massimo told us that perhaps in one year, or even two, the blocked-up windows under the Cappellone loggia will be un-blocked and for the first time since

  childhood citizens will be able to feel the warm rays of sunlight filtering into the piazza. A bishop took away the sun and breathtaking view, deeming Montalcino needed a post office right in that

  precise spot . . . but the old closed-up post office blocking the view and sunlight has not budged one mite.




  An 800-year-old bell tower threatens to topple. There’s no bonging bell to announce the rhythm of life or the gongs of noon to remind that Mary knows her destiny, and now Cosimo I di

  Medici has lost his head . . . and the village band might soon be history. So many disasters nibbling away at the fabric of the place. Ivo is right. Monuments do not crumble through the centuries,

  they crumble year by year, month by month, day by day, bit by bit.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  [image: ]




  A Burnished Gold, Two-Door, Leather Upholstery, Walnut Dash, Bi-Turbo very fast Maserati




  Perhaps an old legend, a traditional tale, will not validate. Pushing open the shutters, peering uneasily into the sky, a blast of icy wind slams the shutters against the wall,

  then springs them from the stones and blows them wildly back, offering nothing to nourish hope. Clutching one shutter I bend out the window into freezing air, feeling blindly against the tugging

  wind for the iron latch, fastening the demented shutter to the wall. Now for the other one. Frigid air spits icicles into my face. Pulling myself inside I grab the window frames, jamb them closed,

  turn the handle and rub my freezing hands together. The window rattles in its sash.




  Rubbing a circle through misted glass with a palm I scan the sky for merle, blackbirds, but see nothing but thunderous storm clouds torn about the dark sky. A vecchio detto, an old legend, says

  these are the coldest days of winter; three days leading to the day of the blackbird. Every day is ruled by rain and sleet, zero temperatures and despairing black skies; winter is firmly in charge

  of all of life and we are resigned to the tradition of waiting for blackbirds.




  But not Luigi. He was obliged to leave our nest in the grey light of dawn and crowd in with grunting workers breakfasting at Bar Prato who trudge across frozen landscapes even on the coldest

  days of winter. A double espresso corretto, caffè spiked with grappa, exploded in his throat, shaking him awake and he left the hill with Alessandro, Montalcino’s taxi-driver, on his

  way to Siena on this half-dark morning.




  If blackbirds, merle, come back, so will the sun. Merle chicks are born with soft downy white feathers. According to legend, a merle was crushed every year by the bleakness of the month of

  January. Although he spent most of January in his nest he was forced to come out to catch worms and menacing January was out there waiting with unforgiving wrath to blast the defenceless bird.

  Weakened by January’s violence, tired of persecution, the merle one year decided to store provisions and hide, closing himself in his nest from the end of December, hoping to slip by

  January.




  In all legends is a hidden truth and in this one threads a grain of history. In the Roman calendar, at the time of Julius Caesar, phases of the moon led to problems with seasons for sowing and

  reaping, so Caesar introduced a more accurate calendar, inserting a leap year every four years and shortening the month of February.




  Hiding in his nest to trick January, on the last day of the month, the merle, believing he had escaped the wicked onslaught of weather, flew from his nest singing chirpily, mocking and jeering

  at January. Wily January, in fury, stormed off to February and demanded the loan of three days. January unleashed three days of ferocious storms, snow, wind, ice and rain. The sly merle sought

  refuge from January’s three-day battering by hiding in a chimney. February came and the merle flew from his hiding place. He was saved from wicked January, the worst month was spent, the

  coldest three days of the year were over, the sun shone. But his snow-white plumage was blackened by smoke from the chimney pot. From that day on the merle became a black bird.




  On the last day of January I scan the sky for blackbirds, maybe we’ll soon be relieved of the dreariness of dark skies and zero temperatures.




  Luigi is fighting a battle of his own in Siena and later today I have responsibilities in the Quartiere, neighbourhood, where we live. Each of the four neighbourhoods of Montalcino has

  maintained a unique identity for hundreds of years. It has little to do with the names of roadways because there still exist cobbled lanes, alleys and stone steps connecting one terraced level to

  another for which I cannot find a sign, though occasionally I spy hand-scrawled letters on a wall. Nor has it to do with ancient guilds; tailors, shoemakers, butchers, wool merchants, lawyers or

  doctors who, in some villages, worked and lived in nominated neighbourhoods according to trade or profession. Even ancient fountain springs or wells often distinguished one neighbourhood from

  another. In chronicles the neighbourhoods of Montalcino are identified, going back around 800 years, although back then there were only three. Travaglio, Ruga, Borghetto and Pianello, four

  neighbourhoods, dissect the village into four territories of roughly equal size. So deeply buried in the social and emotional life of the village are the neighbourhoods, Quartieri, that people do

  not tell you where they live by a road address, but by Quartiere.




  ‘I’m in Ruga,’ someone will confirm, ‘I live in the house opposite the old well with the rope bucket beside the Church of San Salvatore.’ To which a baffling

  response of recognition will come.




  ‘Oh, si, si, I know, you are next door to the vegetable garden Piero works, near the little brick arch we used to pass under to go and pick walnuts behind the church.’




  As well as living in a Quartiere, we belong to the Quartiere, and that provides an expanded family in a country where the most meaningful unit is the family. The Quartiere is a fraternity of

  friends with whom we gather and socialise, passing happy evenings at functions, but belonging also demands fidelity and responsibility and, as the years go by, the responsibility becomes greater.

  Had we not had the opportunity, as stranieri, foreigners, when we arrived in Montalcino to be invited to become part of this fraternity, known as quartieranti, I have my doubts that we would have

  garnered sufficient determination to break through the invisible barrier with which inward-looking citizens of this defensive village surround themselves. Our first elderly landlord, Ercole,

  brought us into the fold of Quartiere Pianello, and although Ercole and his wife have since died, we are lucky they considered us worthy of membership. Ercole and Lola treated us like family and an

  invitation to their cosy home for pranzo was the first invitation we received to eat with a Montalcino family. Lola prepared mozzarella crostini, tagliatelle al ragù and wild boar and

  polenta when we sat down to lunch in their tiny kitchen, and Ercole told us much about life in a medieval village, because we had so much to learn. I’ve heard it said by other stranieri,

  strangers, who have lately come to work in Montalcino that breaking into a Quartiere is one of the hardest things to overcome in their new life on this hill.




  Quartiere Pianello is like a second home where we share the joys and sorrows of our Quartiere, largely because, twice a year, Quartiere archers compete for the honour of Quartiere Pianello

  against the other three Quartieri in archery tournaments. This is not an action-packed day of sport, but a deadly serious part of Quartiere life. It brings members closer together, united against

  the enemy, filling everyone with passion for Pianello colours, which are blue and white. Several times a year the four Quartieri work together for the benefit of Montalcino, playing an integral

  role in the life of the village. Just such an occasion will see me at the sede, headquarters, before much longer.




  Staring anxiously at the telephone, I will it to ring. Where are you, Luigi? He can’t still be at the Department of Justice, can he? Chances are that’s exactly where he is and will

  be for lots more hours. It took a lot of years for Luigi to get into this agonising mess and it seems he’ll need as many to get out of it. Luigi is a passive man, prone to procrastination,

  preferring to let things peacefully, invisibly, lie dormant rather than cause himself to worry overmuch about things which I consider imperatively vital to life on earth.




  Driving in Italy, and buying and selling a car, is not an event which can be redeemed from the tentacles of an archaic bureaucracy which renders innocent citizens impotent in a sea of mysterious

  laws which take years to be activated, but when they are, retrospectively, trap you in your own web of deceit. Perhaps some citizens, like Luigi, are not completely innocent. Few Italians trust

  keepers of the law and sooner or later everyone is prone to bouts of law-breaking behaviour to escape a closing net.




  Luigi’s crazy love affair with an Italian autostrada, cruising along at an outrageously fast pace to the throaty gurgle of a Maserati bi-turbo engine, was a never exhibited passion when I

  met him, but evidenced itself the very first month we came to live in Italy. We were in the north of Italy, San Remo, where Luigi was born, at the dealership of a friend of his cousin, intending to

  buy a sensible knocked-about Fiat. But while a timid, tiny, slightly crumpled white Fiat cringed in the shadows of the showroom, a burnished gold, two-door, leather upholstery, walnut dash, biturbo very fast Maserati leapt into Luigi’s heart. Once that throaty gurgle filled the showroom it took hold of Luigi’s

  senses, his eyes glazed over and he converted to Maserati madness on the spot. Holding tightly to my own self-imposed determination awarded for never having lost a battle of wits with any mere man

  for a couple of decades, my scathing tongue sought to quell his madness. Luigi was unmoved, his blood revving in time to the throaty gurgle. That fateful day Luigi won the first of many battles to

  do with driving very fast cars in Italy. He’s been the proud owner of, one after the other, no less than four Maserati motor cars. Over the years Maserati ownership has seen him embroiled in

  the Camorra of Naples, brought to justice for suspected illegal car exporting to Albania, answering to the Justice Department in court cases for offences not his, and some which were, and a

  double-dealing crook ended up with a Maserati while we ended paying for him to have that pleasure! Driving and Maserati cars have proven to be something of a nemesis. So crazy Luigi is in the

  Palace of Justice in Siena.




  On the morning we drove away from the showroom in San Remo in a burnished gold, two-door, leather upholstery, walnut dash, bi-turbo, very fast but not very new Maserati, which, Luigi reasoned,

  cost less than a beat-up Fiat, it was drizzling with rain. The whole of Italy awaited and Luigi, in the country of his birth, was anxious to see it all in the shortest possible time. Which means to

  say he had no intention of travelling at a pace slower than that for which a Maserati is engineered. Absolute joy dripped from his childish face as his oldish-new car purred and gurgled at the

  traffic lights on a four-lane highway. As the traffic light changed from orange to green Luigi impulsively decided it would be a fun thing to be the first car away at the starting block. He gunned

  that car and in less than three seconds a bi-turbo, whatever the hell that is, kicked into action. The Maserati screamed away from the lights, gathering speed, shooting forward on two wheels,

  skidding and scudding on a wet road a hundred metres in front of every other car, and, as Luigi realised the bi-turbo had kicked in, and sought to control the skidding madness with a touch on the

  brakes, the Maserati decided not to slow but to spin, literally, twisting itself and us across two lanes of oncoming traffic. They had adequate time to brake while we spun, round and round,

  fortunately losing speed until we slid gently across the last few metres of road, mounted the kerb, and, with a hollow thud, found ourselves wedged into the side of a steel garbage bin on wheels.

  That was my hysterical introduction to life with a mad Maserati driver.
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