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            Part One
The Pig Keeper

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Tora e Piccilli (Caserta), 1942

         

         In Tora they knew me as the pig keeper, the only son of Tommaso Raffaele Fortunato Buonasorte (nicknamed Furtunà), an illiterate,
            weak-lunged mushroom hunter, owner of fifteen pigs, and member of the Caserta branch of the Fascist Party.
         

         
         We were country folk, knew all about the soil and animals but nothing about people. My father would say there was no point
            going to school—one pig plus another pig makes two pigs, and once you know that you can work out the more difficult stuff.
         

         
         “If you know how small things work, then you’ll understand the big ones,” he would say as he mixed meal and bran in the metal
            bucket to feed the animals that waited impatiently.
         

         
         “Yes,” I’d reply, even if it wasn’t true, since nobody in the village had more than forty pigs or more than forty goats, and
            you couldn’t imagine the size of the world simply by knowing that one pig plus one pig makes two pigs.
         

         
         Our surname is Buonasorte, which means “good fortune.” The old folks who spent their days sitting in the village square used to say that words contained the truth or its opposite. Looking at the story of my own family, starting from my father’s parents, who worked in the quarry at Maddaloni, both killed in the December explosion, and ending with me, born with a crippled right leg, it’s not difficult to work out which way to interpret our surname. 

         
         We sold our pigs at the market, or my father would slaughter them in the yard in front of the sty. For each of them, I could
            remember who their parents were and who their brothers and sisters were. I could go back five years and trace the two main
            lines of ancestry from which each one came. Each pig passed something down to their offspring, except for Nero, who seemed
            to have been born from the oak trees in the woods. Once I dreamed of the wooden trunk opening and the old oak tree groaning
            like cows did. Nero was wild, ferocious, untamable. He was the most dangerous animal in the district, and my father couldn’t
            wait to sell or slaughter him. He was the only one I was afraid of, and the only being on this earth I wanted to resemble.
         

         
         

         My father appeared at the pigsty that day around eleven. He’d been to the village to get medicine for my sister Rosetta, who’d
            been coughing all night. I’d heard her from the other side of the wall; she seemed to have a gaping hole in her chest. “It
            will go, it will go,” my mother kept saying, but it didn’t.
         

         
         Rosetta had bronchitis for the second year running, and we’d heard that twenty children in Naples had already died of whooping cough. My mother laid the image of the Madonna of Pompei on Rosetta’s chest and told us to make the sign of the cross. My father waited ten minutes to see whether the Madonna’s intercession might save the money for Dr. Scognamiglio, then at three in the morning he set out for the village. 

         
         “It will pass, Rosetta, it will pass. Don’t you worry. The doctor’s coming. He’ll tell us what you have to take, and if he’s
            no help then the Madonna’s sure to protect you.”
         

         
         Dr. Scognamiglio put aside the image of the Madonna of Pompei that my mother had meanwhile slipped beneath Rosetta’s undershirt
            and asked her to open her mouth. Then he felt the bones of her arms.
         

         
         I noticed the doctor’s gaze as he entered the house. He had the same expression after he had examined Rosetta’s throat.

         
         He handed my father a note with the name of the medicine to buy. My father tried to read it, stumbled and stuttered over the
            letters, then passed it to my mother.
         

         
         Between one cough and another, Rosetta was the only one able to read it.

         
         “Well done,” said the doctor, though what he meant was that the one person in that house who could read the name of a medicine
            might die that night.
         

         
         “You don’t need to read it. Just go to the pharmacist and hand him the note,” the doctor explained as he put the stethoscope
            back in its leather bag.
         

         
         Once Scognamiglio was past the two-headed tree that grew in front of our door, my mother and father opened the drawer to count
            out the money. I went to sleep picturing the banknotes on the table and not knowing whether I would see my sister again the
            next day.
         

         
         

         “Water for the animals?” was the first thing my father asked on his return from the village.

         
         “I’ve changed it.”

         
         He looked at the trough.

         
         “And you think this has been changed?”

         
         It was teeming with flies.

         
         I kept my eyes low.

         
         “It’s the first thing you need to learn, and don’t you forget it. If the animals die, we die too.”

         
         He spoke calmly at first, then kicked over the bucket, spilling the water that was left in the bottom. The patch of water
            spread over the ground, and a tiny stream trickled toward my feet.
         

         
         I’d have preferred it for once if he’d thrashed me like he thrashed the animals, to let me know he valued me as much as them.

         
         “Move yourself. Get water for the animals.”

         
         The animals were aware of something, and Nero began to get agitated. My father grabbed my shirt by the neck and lifted my
            head so that I would look him in the eye.
         

         
         “These pigs are more Christian than you and me together. Do that once more and you’ll see what will happen to you.”

         
         He was right.

         
         At that moment Nero charged forward and struck the wooden slats of the fence with his wild, muscular animal head. My father
            took one step back, letting me go. It was a violent blow. The wood bowed, and a few splinters remained buried in Nero’s head.
            If pigs had stronger teeth, we’d have reason to be more frightened of them than of wolves.
         

         
         “He’s gone mad, this piece of shit,” my father said.

         
         Nero had defended me.

         
         My father took the rake and went up to the fence.

         
         “Wicked bastard,” he shouted, beating him across his back. I thought he was going to do him harm.

         
         “Stop,” I shouted.

         
         Nero fled to the opposite corner. My father didn’t go inside the pen since Nero could knock you down with a headbutt.

         
         “I’ll kill you. You’re the next one,” my father kept muttering, using that dialect that connected our village’s living and
            its dead, that single language spoken by men and animals when time began.
         

         
         “I’ll fetch the water,” I said. “I won’t do it again. It was my fault.”

         
         Those blows were meant for me, but he had found a way of making me suffer more.

         
         My father had ambitions. I was his only son, and with me at his side he thought that he could create the small farm he dreamed
            of. But my body and my lack of interest in financial matters fell short of his expectations, and the boy who walked around
            the village dragging his leg had become a source of shame. My shorter leg had been a punishment more for him than for me.
            Maybe this was why he stared silently at the photos of fresh young army recruits in the newspapers.
         

         
         Furtunà had his own way of keeping quiet, holding his chin with one hand and always working at something as if he were terrified
            of the emptiness. In the village he was known as a good person, but at home we dreaded his fits of anger. If he didn’t take
            it out on me, then it was my mother. I never understood what drove him to believe in fascism with such vehemence.
         

         
         

         It took nine buckets of water in all to fill the water troughs, or eighteen half buckets, or thirty-six quarter ones. I scored notches in the aluminum with my knife. If the water stopped always where I had made the long notch, I knew exactly how many times I’d have to go to the waterspout. Once the troughs were half full, the animals would lean over to drink. The more they drank, the more my father was right. Nero alone decided not to give him satisfaction. He was the leader and would drink last, and only after my father had left. 

         
         “Now listen here,” he said. “They’re arriving in a few days, and we need to be careful.”

         
         “Who’s arriving?”

         
         “Hasn’t anyone told you?”

         
         I shook my head.

         
         He picked up a stick from the ground and waved it in the air as if he were drawing something.

         
         “It’s not good they’re sending them here.”

         
         “Who are they sending here?” I asked.

         
         In fact I’d heard the old folks talking about it in the village square, keeping their voices low as they do with anything
            you’re not supposed to say. They thought it wasn’t good and kept asking, Why here? They must have had some inkling that it
            would affect everyone’s lives. They said that a list had arrived from Rome with names written by Mussolini himself, but almost
            no one in the village could read, and Mussolini might have written anything on the list. The better informed said the list
            was in a drawer in the podesta’s office, folded in four, and with a seal like all secret documents.
         

         
         “They can’t send them off to war, and they don’t want to let them wander free,” my father said, “so they’re sending them here,
            as if we were not Italy. That’s what I’ll say at the next meeting. If they send one of them to us, I’ll make him sleep and
            eat with the pigs.”
         

         
         The buckets filled to the last notch were heavy. I tried to spill as little water as possible along the way, even though my father’s presence made me nervous. I could still feel that thrashing he’d given to Nero on my own skin. 

         
         “On the first thing they do wrong, I’ll sell them off in pieces at the market,” he said, and I wasn’t sure whether he meant
            the pigs or the Jews who would be arriving in Tora e Piccilli in a few days.
         

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         The village festa saw the arrival of some actors. They were a rough bunch and toured remote places like ours, though we didn’t
            know this. We listened and split our sides with laughter. We were an easy audience that laughed at anything, and the actors
            had only to tell the joke about the man who kept twitching and whistled every other word, and they were home and dry. There
            were people in the audience from Civitella and Tuoro and even my mother’s relatives from Sessa Aurunca. It was cold that evening,
            and my aunt Tina wore a light cotton cardigan because it was the best clothing she had. She wanted to look smart. “Now she’ll
            catch a cold and ruin the evening for us all,” my father Furtunà said.
         

         
         No one there had a wedding ring on their finger. They had donated them years before to the “Gold for the Fatherland” campaign.
            I always thought the real purpose of the campaign was not to stockpile precious metal but to send the message to Italians
            that they were married to fascism.
         

         
         The flags fluttered in the breeze. The podesta climbed onto the stage and gave the Roman salute, and we did the same.

         
         I had never heard Mussolini speak. I tried to imagine his voice from the photograph we kept on the kitchen wall. Furtunà had cut it out of a newspaper and pinned it next to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, so when we made the sign of the cross each morning, it was hard to tell which of the two was being worshipped. Mussolini stood in a field with his bare chest, flabby belly, and white cap and was bundling corn, while the holy face of Jesus that stared at us with his blue eyes and blond hair looked like one of the German soldiers we saw every so often in the village. 

         
         The podesta articulated every phrase, pausing in silence after each one. People said he sounded just like Mussolini. Some
            people gave the Roman salute; others shouted, “Long live the Duce!” Some said members of the Fascist hierarchy were there
            among the audience, watching for those who didn’t applaud.
         

         
         I was there for the actors. I had seen them the year before and remembered some of the lines by heart. They made us laugh
            just by the way they dressed. There was a man who played a woman, with a skirt, fake tits, lipstick, and a tight little hat
            with a flower on top. Now and then, as he spoke, he would lift his skirt, and even without seeing anything we’d burst out
            laughing. We couldn’t help it. You’d feel the laughter coming from someplace far from your belly, and you could no longer
            keep hold of your body. The women blushed as they laughed. Even the priest, who watched the show from the front row, kept
            a hand over his face so as not to see but was careful to leave a gap between his fingers.
         

         
         The actors made us laugh because they were telling the truth. They said things everyone knew but no one would say out loud.
            That was what the actors were for, to say things in front of the whole village. I laughed, imitating the other men.
         

         
         Then someone came onstage dressed as a soldier. He pretended to be lost and asked which road to take to the war.

         
         “Have you seen a battalion go past? I’m in no hurry. I could just as well stay here. They’ll get me on their way back, then they can tell me how it went.” 

         
         His uniform was at least two sizes too big and covered his hands when he raised his arms. It was his sad face that made us
            laugh. He had a special kind of bad luck that was funny. I liked him more than the others.
         

         
         The next day in the pigsty I repeated the lines I remembered. I had recited them out loud on my way home and kept recalling
            them during the night. But even if the words were exact, they didn’t work. I tried to improvise a joke about a woman who wore
            a light cardigan despite the cold.
         

         
         “Look at me!” I said out loud.

         
         The pigs turned, and with their eyes fixed on me, I could no longer speak.

         
         That was my first audience.

         
         

         It was Teresa who explained the meaning of the word geography during one of our afternoons together. But when I said, “This is the geography of my family,” she replied, “You don’t use
            it like that.”
         

         
         I thought of my father as the ditch full of lime at the far end of the woods, of my sister as the abandoned chapel that was
            said to be haunted by the soul of the old dead priest, of Nero as the scary old oak tree in which not even the birds would
            build their nest.
         

         
         Rosetta went to primary school, was in the class of Signor Anastasi, the only teacher at Tora e Piccilli. I asked her to show me how to write a word. Sometimes she said she didn’t know, and when she wanted to, she showed me by writing in the air with her finger. I followed the movement and imagined it on paper. 

         
         Furtunà would listen to our conversation in silence. Or he would say I should stop always asking her the same things. He would
            break off a piece of bread with his hands and chew noisily. In the kitchen, all you would hear were his teeth and my mother
            preparing the meal, chopping the onions and carrots.
         

         
         The only letters I knew at first were in the names of the pigs. Gaba, Eba, and so on. For those that came after, I used names
            that I didn’t know how to write: Grosso, Macchia, Cattivo, Nero. They were names that nature had chosen for them: Grosso was
            sturdy, Macchia was spotted, Cattivo was bad-tempered, and Nero was black.
         

         
         My father said it was wrong to give a name to an animal that would then be sold or slaughtered. But I didn’t agree.

         
         I couldn’t use Rosetta’s notebooks to practice my writing, so I stole them when I went to the market, and even though I never
            really felt guilty, I never admitted it even to Teresa.
         

         
         Don Aniello Panzer arrived from Naples and parked his truck at the end of the space beside the white wall full of holes where lizards hid. He was the first one there in the morning. He opened the front and side hatches, and when people started to arrive, he reeled off the chant that seemed like a prayer, listing his wares: a succession of words always in the same order. He obviously knew them by heart, and not everything he recited was in the truck. But those things he did have were cleaning products, broomsticks, umbrellas, thermal vests, cotton and woolen socks, men’s underpants, pliers with rubber-covered handles, adjustable wrenches, tin snips, plumber’s tow, springs, nails, candles, wax matches, and then other things that had been there for years and which no one wanted. Everything he showed you was German, he said. That’s why they called him Panzer. 

         
         “Don Aniello, won’t you try some of my provola cheese from Amalfi? It’s German too,” Don Michele would call out to tease him. Don Michele came from Salerno with a truckful
            of provola and salame and politely offered an olive to every passerby.
         

         
         “What do you know? You live in the middle of nowhere,” Don Aniello would reply. “I come all this way, and this is how you
            thank me. The Germans are another civilization altogether compared to us. They make things that work, not like the Italians
            or the Neapolitans.”
         

         
         The only items that interested me in Don Aniello Panzer’s truck were those he had at the side hatch, the place on which he
            could keep less of an eye. There were boxes of black and colored pencils, set squares for technical drawing, metal and wooden
            compasses, little prayer books with guardian angels on the cover. I was looking for notebooks. Arranged in three piles, those
            with ruled pages, those with blank pages, and the others squared. When Don Aniello Panzer paused to chat with someone about
            her daughter’s wedding trousseau, I would steal a notebook. I held my stomach in and slipped it under my belt. The cardboard
            cover would stick to my skin, and I had to remove it carefully when I got home, like gauze soaked in spirit that becomes a
            single thing with the scab, and you don’t know which hurts more, the wound or the medication. It left a rectangle with its
            red border, the same size as the notebook.
         

         
         The first thing I did was sniff them. The smell of new paper reminded me of a place in the woods where the wind carried the aroma of grass and mushrooms. Teresa told me that paper was made from trees, and I seemed to recognize every single trunk I had encountered. In the pigsty I pretended to write. I drew pothooks, circles, dotted lines, then the letters that I knew, and finally I joined it all together to create something that resembled writing. I didn’t know how to write but had created a language. When every page of the notebook was completely full of signs, I burned it in the bucket with some twigs from the woods. Then I went to get another notebook, which I kept hidden in the wool of the mattress, and began again. 

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         One afternoon I left the pigsty to visit Teresa. The sky had filled with clouds, and the smell of rain came from somewhere
            near. I walked through the woods following one of the tracks that had formed naturally.
         

         
         “Teresa.” I spoke her name quietly to myself, as if to remember the reason for the scratches to my arms from the thorns where
            the path narrowed. When you cross through woodland, it tries to coil itself around you and swallow you like a giant carnivorous
            plant.
         

         
         “Teresa,” I repeated.

         
         I found her in her father’s office on the first floor, where customers came for their receipts.

         
         “If you’ve come for those bits of rope, return tomorrow. My father’s over there.”

         
         She continued to study the accounts book in front of her as she spoke. She ran her fingers down the page, then paused to mark
            it with her pen.
         

         
         “I haven’t come for the ropes,” I said.

         
         “What do you want, then?” She stopped reading and turned toward me. I knew exactly how she moved her head.

         
         In my personal geography, Teresa and the sea were alike, for I had only distant information about each of them. Everything
            I knew, I knew from what she had told me. She had told me about the Alps, about Pompeii and Herculaneum, about the Colosseum,
            the pyramids, the ocean. A part of her came from all these places; she seemed encapsulated in the things she liked, and maybe,
            like woodland paths, she needed to be discovered by joining together disparate fragments.
         

         
         She told me about the sea because she and her family went each year to a house in Amalfi. There was a metal stairway that
            took them straight down to a beach of smooth, colored pebbles that shifted as they walked. Some of them she kept on the bookshelf
            in her room. They looked like glass. Teresa spent her time reading and sunbathing on that small beach. Her father came back
            to the village, to the ropeworks, while she, her mother, and her aunt stayed at Amalfi, sunbathing until the end of August,
            together with some other women who had rented the house next door. Teresa returned with her face tanned and white strap marks
            from her swimming costume. I went straightaway to visit her to see the strip of light skin that began at some indeterminate
            part of her chest and went round the back of her neck. I peered at that line through the freckles that emerged each summer
            from her suntan.
         

         
         Before arriving, I washed my face in the stream and attempted to tidy my hair. The cold water tightened my skin, which felt
            smooth and clean. That was how I imagined hers to be. On the last stretch of road, the drops of water disappeared from my
            face, and that sensation evaporated.
         

         
         She began to teach me to write the first letters of the alphabet. She told me how to hold the pen and how to keep between the lines. Writing was connected to the body, like carrying buckets of water or pushing the cart to market. I memorized her handwriting, which we used as an example. We had only just begun, but then she told me her father didn’t approve. So we never mentioned it again. Each time her father saw me he asked about the pigs and about some pig fat I ought to bring him. He did it to remind me of my place and that certain laws could not be changed by anyone. I had to remember I was there thanks only to his daughter’s charity: I was tolerated in their house because I was a cripple. There were other suitors in the village, though she never mentioned such matters to me. Then her father felt the hair on my forehead, still wet from the water from the stream. 

         
         “Dry yourself. Be careful. If you take ill, your father has only you.”

         
         I always hoped not to meet him.

         
         

         I never thought much about whether Teresa was pretty. Yes, she was, though maybe less attractive than other girls whom I imagined
            all the boys were after. She had dark hair and classic features, like those of her mother and her cousins. All the women of
            Tora e Piccilli had been born from a single woman, so all resembled each other. Yet hers was not a joyous beauty. Her face
            had a dramatic disposition; it had a melancholy, restless beauty.
         

         
         “Read this,” I said, handing her the leaflet. There were drawings with faces of men bordering on deformity. Large, curved
            noses, the upper part of the skull bigger than the rest. Enormous ears.
         

         
         “Read it,” I insisted.

         
         Those drawings fascinated me, and at the same time they disturbed me.

         
         “It’s some kind of nonsense,” she explained. “The words describe what is drawn. Here it says, ‘Jews have a nose shaped like
            a six.’ ”
         

         
         “What does it mean?”

         
         “You know what a six is?”

         
         I went to the desk where she was sitting and wrote the number 6 on a piece of paper. The circle was too large, and the upward stroke didn’t follow the curve, but it was enough for what
            Teresa wanted to show.
         

         
         She took the piece of paper and placed it on her nose, and the 6 became a big, curved nose.
         

         
         “Do those coming here look like that?” I asked.

         
         “That’s impossible, don’t be silly.”

         
         “That’s what it says here.”

         
         “So you imagine everything printed on a piece of paper is true?”

         
         “Have you ever seen one?”

         
         “You remember Signor Horowitz? He came from Caserta to buy thirty-meter coils for his building sites. I was always the one
            who prepared his order. He knew English because he’d lived with his mother in London as a child, and each time he came he
            would teach me a new word. Dog, water, sky, yellow. I still remember them. He was Jewish. Everyone knew that.”
         

         
         “And what did Signor Onovis look like?”

         
         “Horowitz.”

         
         “Horowis.”

         
         “As fat as my father, as bald as my mother’s brother who lives in Salerno, with a big nose full of hairs like Don Franco, not as smelly as those who work here at the ropeworks, and generally ugly like all the men I know. Where did you get this leaflet?” 

         
         “My father brought it home.”

         
         “Can your father read?”

         
         “Almost nothing. He says there’s no point.”

         
         “This stuff doesn’t interest me.”

         
         “Why do you think they’re sending them here?”

         
         “My father says they’re forced labor. The government sends them here to work on the land.”

         
         “But why here?”

         
         

         Teresa was a year older than me. When she turned her neck, you could see the movement of her muscles, as if the workings of
            her body were transparent. She was the best-educated person in Tora e Piccilli, along with Signor Anastasi, the primary school
            teacher. Whenever a letter arrived in the village, the farmers would go to her for two reasons: to get her to read it, and
            because they knew she’d tell no one about it. Teresa held the secrets of the poorest families of the village and found the
            right words to give news of births, deaths, marriages, and sudden illness. The farmers always thanked her with gifts of eggs
            or a piece of cheese, whether the news was good or bad. Once she came home with a goat after an inheritance had been announced.
         

         
         Every afternoon she worked at her father’s ropeworks. She kept the books in order and counted the goods that came in and went
            out. If she found workers stealing a length of rope to sell, she’d say nothing to her father and would alter the books. In
            that way, the books altered reality.
         

         
         “My father steals more than his workers. It’s as simple as that.”

         
         I didn’t know much about what she did at school. She hardly spoke about her classmates. It seemed that she and I, for different reasons, had no friends. 

         
         I knew only a tiny part of her. The remainder was submerged like the city of Atlantis or like blocks of ice that float in
            the frozen sea and only a small part can be seen. It was she who had told me these things.
         

         
         When other boys poked fun at me, she protected me like Nero had done with my father. They would grunt like pigs, or walk about
            on their hands and knees, or pretend to roll in the mud. They would imitate a limping pig. I felt a seething pain that turned
            to anger and would run after them. But even if it seemed I was moving at incredible speed, my leg only let me take short steps.
            My anger found no outlet, so I talked to myself or to the pigs.
         

         
         I never understood why Teresa had chosen to side with me. I felt she was doing it not for me but because deep down she too
            hated the village. She loathed the families like hers that would gather outside the church on Sundays, hanging around the
            podesta so that everyone would know their beliefs—in the Church and in fascism, one God in heaven and one on earth.
         

         
         Teresa was the only person to say that one day she would leave. And knowing her, I knew she meant it.

         
         “Where will you go?” I asked.

         
         Rome, Naples, Milan. Sometimes even Paris or London.

         
         “They’re our enemies,” I replied.

         
         “I have no enemies,” she said.

         
         As I watched her writing in the ledgers, I thought how we would both carry on our family businesses and would turn into our
            parents.
         

         
         “I’ll be the one to decide,” she said.

         
         Her hair had the smell of hemp from the ropes, and each time I entered the ropeworks, I seemed to see her everywhere. But even in the woods I sensed her aroma as I walked past beech trees and wild geraniums. 

         
         Teresa lived on the floor above the factory, and her window overlooked the yard, which was also where the trucks loaded. Over
            the metal doorway, at the entrance to the building, were the words glicine ropeworks. They were written in white letters on a green metal plate, like the writing on the grocery store in the village square.
            The first and last letters were larger than the others, under which was the design of a rope that joined the G and the S. Glicine was Teresa’s family name. One day she explained that glicine, wisteria, was the name of a plant and also a color.
         

         
         “Tell me what the color of wisteria is like.”

         
         “Colors can’t be described. I’ll have to show you.”

         
         “Tell me at least what color it’s like.”

         
         She thought for a moment. “It’s like a violet that’s been kept two days in water.”

         
         Theirs was the only ropeworks around Tora e Piccilli. With ropes, Teresa said, people can tie themselves so they won’t fall,
            or they can pull things, but a man at Caserta had used one of their ropes to hang himself. Things in themselves are never
            good or bad.
         

         
         The ropes in the storeroom were arranged according to length: ten, twenty, thirty meters. The second criterion was thickness,
            and on that basis, you could work out what weight it would hold. The ropes were coiled around enormous reels that were the
            same shape as the cotton reels my mother kept in a tin box and used for mending Rosetta’s stockings.
         

         
         I don’t know whether Teresa and I were friends. We were a boy and a girl, and at Tora e Piccilli, and in every other place I could imagine, boys and girls married and had children. It was never the role of a girl to protect a boy, and on the morning that she did, Teresa had decided what kind of relationship ours would be. 

         
         That Sunday we were in the yard outside the church. The only position I was allowed to play on a soccer field was goalkeeper,
            and I did it with all my heart. Everything depended on who was the center forward of the opposing team and whether he wanted
            to score a goal or whether he wanted to poke fun at me and take kicks against me. Renato, the pharmacist’s son, kicked the
            ball along, then fixed one leg to the ground as if it were a crutch, and moved forward with the other. Everyone laughed and
            looked toward the goal. I laughed too because I didn’t know what else to do and because I would have done anything to be one
            of them.
         

         
         Teresa had been following what was going on. She and I had never spoken before then. Living in a village like Tora means you
            know everybody. Everyone knows whose son you are, whose grandson you are. They know who owned the land your father now cultivates,
            and who lived in your house before you did. We had never spoken before then, and we would never have done so if she hadn’t
            been so deeply struck by the cruelty of the others. I saw her come onto the field. She had pulled a branch from the cherry
            tree by the church and advanced toward the center. No one noticed her. She was a skinny girl half the size of those she was
            approaching. In her hand she held a long, gnarled branch that rather resembled her. She went up to Renato and, once within
            striking distance, lashed out violently, whipping his bare legs. One single blow. I watched her arm summon all the strength
            it could, then release it.
         

         
         That was the exact moment at which I started to think about Teresa. A mass of confused thoughts about her hair and those thin arms I would like to have held. Only later, when I started to visit her, did I come to recognize the movement. It was the same movement that the workers made in the ropeworks when they lined up the ropes on the storeroom floor. They would stretch out their arm and run a kind of wave along the rope. A whipping movement. She had repeated the oldest movement she knew, the one that was an innate part of her family. Teresa must have known that Renato wouldn’t recover from the blow straightaway, or else he would have beaten her to death. There was blood all over the church ground. It was red, glistening, and resembled the blood painted over Jesus’s hands on the statue that portrayed him on the cross. 

         
         Teresa then ran in my direction.

         
         “You can’t stay with them, you understand?” she shouted. “You must go straight back to your father!”

         
         But I didn’t want to be saved. My greatest desire was to be like the other boys in the village, and if it weren’t for her
            obsession about saving people, maybe I would have succeeded.
         

         
         “Get out of here,” she shouted.

         
         She put her hands on my chest, and after the first step I began to run as best I could.

         
         During the night I dreamed of that touch. Her light pressure, her nervous arms that stretched out. She was trying to catch
            her breath. I could see her chest heaving. With the pressure of her hands on my chest I began to run. She did the same. We
            were side by side for just a few meters, then she ran ahead, and I watched her turn toward the village while I headed into
            the countryside.
         

         
         Renato was taken to the hospital. His leg now had a mark that would stay with him forever.

         
         An incident of such violence had never been seen at the church playground. Teresa’s family made a donation, and the priest held a Mass during which the saint was carried around the field. Teresa was put at the head of the small procession that followed the statue. She wore a veil that hung over her eyes. She held a candle in her left hand and had her right hand on her heart. When asked why she had done it, she made no mention of me. The procession beseeched the saint to purify the ground. The priest prayed, then knelt at the place where the blood had been spilled and remained silent for a moment. He had inconvenienced a saint for the sake of a boy who kept pigs. I followed the procession with the other villagers. I begged forgiveness from the statue, the Madonna, the podesta, Mussolini, the priest. I made the sign of the cross three times and recited half of the Angel of God with the words I could remember, inventing the others as I went along. 

         
         The following week I went to the ropeworks to thank her. I waited until my father had gone to the village, closed the pigsty
            door with the wooden pole, and took a shortcut through the woods. It was the first time I had taken that path, and it seemed
            as though I were sharing a secret with the trees.
         

         
         “Why have you come?” she asked.

         
         “I’ve come to thank you.”

         
         I spoke in Italian, not in the language we spoke in the village, which seemed debased by the animals and the land. I searched
            for words that would make a good impression.
         

         
         “You stink,” she said.

         
         I took a corner of my shirt and lifted it to my nose.

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         “Before thanking me, you need a wash.”

         
         She took me to the yard and made me wash my face, arms, and hands at the spout they used for rinsing the reels and the ropes.
            The water was cold.
         

         
         “Get into the sun. That way you’ll dry straightaway,” she said with a smile. “Don’t you have any clean clothes apart from these?” 

         
         “These are what I wear in the pigsty.”

         
         “Not even those for Sundays or festas?”

         
         “It’s not Sunday today. Is this where you make the ropes?” I asked.

         
         “That’s what it says outside,” she replied.

         
         “I can’t read.”

         
         “I’ve often told my father we could get rid of the sign. No one in the village can read. A picture of ropes would be quite
            enough.” Then after a pause she said: “Sorry, I didn’t want to offend you.”
         

         
         “That’s all right. It’s true.”

         
         “What do the pigs do all day?”

         
         “They stay in their pens. Now and then we take them out. They wait.”

         
         “What do they wait for?”

         
         “To be taken for slaughter or to the market.”

         
         “Do they know?”

         
         “They cry. They know how much time has gone by.”

         
         Teresa let me see where they reeled the rope, the storehouse, and the office where her father worked. His desk was on a wooden
            platform. From there he could see the workers winding the thin strands around a wooden twister and the rope that gets longer
            and thicker with each turn. Teresa kept an account of the rope sold, materials bought, and time sheets for each worker. Sometimes
            she called me Davide, sometimes Buonasorte, as if I were two different people.
         

         
         

         When her father wasn’t there, Teresa would ask to take the place of one of the workers. I had seen her do it myself.

         
         “If your father found out, he would sack us,” they would say. “We have families to think about.”

         
         “All this stuff about families. Everyone in the village has a family. It’s all we have.”

         
         “You say that because it makes no difference to you. You don’t think about us.”

         
         “I just want to help out, and I want to know how it’s done.”

         
         “Your father would be furious. You know what he’s like.”

         
         “He’s always furious. Anyway, who says my temper is any better than my father’s?”

         
         She had learned to wind the ropes and could reel those that were thinner in diameter. It needed too much strength for the
            thirty-meter ropes. Her temper was no worse than her father’s, and the workers knew it. She always liked going one step further
            in whatever she did, and it was thanks to her that on the feast of the Epiphany all the workers were given a basket with wine,
            cheese, and eggs.
         

         
         In my afternoons spent at the ropeworks I learned about multiplication and division. I learned that Italy is shaped like a
            boot, which makes me smile even today. I learned that Tora e Piccilli are two tiny villages and that Caserta is not Italy’s
            biggest city, like everyone said in the square or after they had been to see a marvelous doctor close to the royal palace
            there, and that there are other cities twice or three times the size. Maybe ten times.
         

         
         Teresa was afraid of nothing. She wasn’t even afraid of touching Nero. She said she had never seen an animal so big, and when
            Nero saw her approach the fence, he lowered his head.
         

         
         “Don’t touch him. He could attack,” I said.

         
         “I’m frightened, and therefore I have to touch him.”

         
         Teresa moved forward. Nero pulled back a few steps, but there was no more space behind him. Stuck in the corner, he was nervous and afraid. 

         
         “Good boy, I’m not going to hurt you. If I have to come here, then we have to be friends.”

         
         She rested her hand on his head.

         
         Nero calmed down.

         
         “My father says, when the time comes, I can join the Young Fascists, but I don’t want to,” she said, stroking Nero’s head.
            “When the time comes, as he says, I’ll go off to my aunt in Rome.”
         

         
         “You have to take two buses to get to Rome.”

         
         She shrugged her shoulders. “It doesn’t matter how many.”

         
         “And what will you do?” I asked.

         
         “I’ll find a job, carry on studying.”

         
         “You don’t want to get married?” I asked.

         
         “Like my mother, or like yours?”
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