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School closed on the second
Saturday in June. A few days later, the workers came into the
fields now golden with corn and, with sharpened scythes, prepared
the road for the tractors and the reaping machine. The red Fiat 35
caterpillar pulled the steel beast, which devoured the corn stalks
and spat them out onto the ground in the form of sheaves. Long rows
of little menhirs stood in formation along the mountain slope. The
sun beat mercilessly down on the heads of the “casual labourers”as
they speared the corn with their pitchforks and tossed the sheaves
onto the cart: Znèr slowly but methodically transformed the load
into a yellow pyramid, a five metre high mountain which joined the
other mountains unloaded into the barn. The day of the feast was
near. Only one more week and Masadoni would arrive.





Znèr was the first to
appear on the scene, his shoes still dew-soaked. He got up at
sunrise, crossed the river and, coming from Ronzano, climbed
several kilometres up the mountain side trampling the pearl-strewn
grass. His family was a heavy burden. To maintain it, he did day
work. In the evening he went into the village to Feo’s and offered
his strong arms to anyone who needed them the next day. He was
always the first on my Uncle Renzo’s list because, with his
precision and steadfastness, he gave good value for money. What is
more, he was mild mannered, good-hearted and had a lot of mouths to
feed. More than anything, he was a great player of ‘morra’. He was
invincible and a colourful character too. When work in the fields
was interrupted by bad weather, my father opened up the disused
cowshed, pulled out the wicker chairs and uncorked a big bottle of
red wine. Znèr was transformed from humble servant to king. With
brazen authority he shouted out the numbers, beating his fists on
the table. He stared at his opponent with a terrifying sneer while
a light lilac-coloured froth played on the wine.





At sunset the roar of the
huge Fiat 105 could be heard from the direction of the pinewood. A
little later, the ruby coloured outline of the tractor could be
seen on the “wagon slope”. Behind it, the threshing machine, the
most beautiful machine in the world. It was red too. Low lying,
long and elegant like a panther getting ready to pounce. On the
deck sat Masadoni, his legs dangling in space, his back upright,
and a murderous smile on his face. When they arrived in the
farmyard now white from the dust, his men leapt catlike from the
tractor and the thresher, just like the assistants in the circus
when they get the next scene ready. They put the 105 to one side of
the yard and the panther on the other, pulling a thirty-metre long
leather belt from to connect them. They turned on the engine of the
big beast: the belt started to revolve and the most beautiful
machine in the world, in all its redness, began to anumate: cog
wheels, bolts and the deck where the workers stood. It was all
vibration and movement in the sodium light of a summer sun. All the
while I sat on the little wall and watched the “dog’s head”rising
and falling at the back end of the thresher. The lengthening of the
shadows was the sign that the trial run was at an end. The farmyard
was at last ready. Masadoni and his men took off their pale blue
overalls with a theatrical flourish and went up to the women who
had brought cool water and wine. They all sat in a circle on the
grass and their boss, looking into his glass of wine, told them of
his latest adventures. The sky above Monte Rosso began to take on
an orange glow, then indigo and finally violet. You only had to
turn away for a moment and the sun had gone.





Turo was as slow and lazy
as Gus Goose, Grandma Duck’s helper. He was always the last casual
labourer to arrive and walked with his flat feet wide apart like a
duck. His shoulders dropped straight down from his neck and you
didn’t know where they became arms. There was always a filterless
cigarette stuck in the right corner of his mouth and everything he
did was in slow motion. Nobody had ever seen him angry or in a
hurry. He had never done anyone any wrong, but my father used to
say that he could have strangled the man who invented work with his
bare hands, slowly and effortlessly. Turo lived with his wife and
three daughters in a small cottage in the middle of a wood of Scots
pines. When you went in, you smelt the perfume of resin and
everyone seemed happy.





A triumph of aromas
pervaded the kitchen. Sage, rosemary and juniper: the women were
busy preparing the meal for the threshers. Tomorrow the men would
break their backs working all day: when all was done they would be
rewarded with a banquet worthy of a feast day. I wandered around
among the saucepans and casseroles, beside myself with joy. Those
hours without light would never pass. Night would be endless. My
bed too small for me. Turo, Znèr, Torén, Gino and Venan, Masadoni
and his workers came into and out of my dreams. Long zinc wires
filled the darkness: they used them to keep the bales of straw
together.





Before he married Clarice,
the young Torén was digging a huge hole in the ground and he ended
up covered by the earth. All the workers in the vicinity started
shouting “Torén is under the ground, Torén is under the ground”.
When they pulled him out he was half dead; they forced a glass of
grappa down his throat and began to call him “Torén under the
ground”and to this day that is his name. Dragging his feet, he
turned up in the yard very early in the morning and my mother said
“Torén under the ground”is coming. She went up to him with a bottle
and poured him a small glass of wine even if it wasn’t his first
one of the day. One summer Torén disappeared. Clarice had been
admitted to hospital. She had a tumour in the stomach. They
operated. She went home. In September the whole village was at her
funeral. Torén followed the big black hearse, dragging his feet
behind it, scuffing the tips of his new shoes on the ground.





When Znèr arrived from
Giarale with the soles of his shoes soaked through, I was sitting
again on the little wall, listening to the music of the 105. The
belt was turning and the panther was warming up its muscles. I knew
that Turo would be the last to arrive in the yard and that only
then would my uncle throw the first sheaf of corn. The men were all
at their posts. Two had to fling the bundles of corn on the
machine. One would throw them in the panther’s mouth. Two others,
the strongest ones, had the job of carrying the sacks full of
grain. Others the bales of straw which Znèr would pile up in the
barn above the cowshed. My job was with the wires for tying the
bales. I would take one and put it on the trestle, start the handle
to make the loop knot, and put them ten at a time into the belly of
the machine. At seven o’clock, Turo arrived in the yard preceded by
his bandy legs, the points of his shoes flying into space. My uncle
and Masadoni looked at each other, gave the thumbs up sign and the
Fiat 105 was revved up to top speed. The clanging of the pistons
made the air solid. When nobody could hear anything any longer, the
first sheaf was thrown. In thirty seconds the farmyard was
enveloped in a vast cloud the colour of corn. Everyone was blinded
by dust.





Vanni liked to stand in
front of his shop door. He was the tailor of Querceta, but for some
years now he sold everything. In particular, off the peg stuff.
Even “Lubiam”clothes. He was a smart, handsome man with silver hair
combed back. He voted for Saragat, had a Fiat 1100D and a wife
called Anna. Anna told my mother that Gianni would have made a
perfect husband had it not been for the wine. Vanni liked a
drink.





The cherries in the large
garden ripened the same time as the corn. Just after the ones in
the vegetable garden. They were yellow and red. The tree was
enormous. My arms weren’t long enough to hug it completely. When a
hint of red began to peep among the leaves, one morning I found the
ladder propped against the tree. It appeared as if by magic, like
the presents at the fireplace on the day of Santa Lucia. My father
knew I loved to lose myself in that great tree, plucking the
swollen fruit just as the sparrows did. From the top you could see
the whole valley, the Baganza flowing down there at the bottom, the
distant mountains grey and hazy, the sun on high in a sky too blue
to be true.





It was the year of the
football World Cup. Around eleven in the morning, while I was
standing under the acacias to be caressed by the day’s last breath
of fresh air, I heard the hum of Beca the postman’s Motom 50. Beca
had only one arm. He had lost the other when his car crashed
headlong down into a ravine. When he spoke to you he made sudden
grimaces of pain and said “My arm is hurting”. He meant the missing
one because, even if they had amputated it, he still felt the pain.
He felt pain in the hand and wrist that were no longer present. The
loss of a limb and the pain didn’t stop him driving his modified
red Motom or playing football. What is more, he knew everything
about soccer. When he brought the letters he told me the latest
news. His favourite team was Juventus and Menichelli was his hero.
Now he was concentrating on the World Cup. As he drank ‘Idrolitina’
in the shade of the horse chestnut he said to me “I guess we will
lose against Korea”. “But Beca” I replied “Korea is the most stupid
team in the world...” “I’ve got the feeling that we will lose”.
When Pak Doo Ik put the ball past Albertosi, my father turned
white, my brother lost control of his legs, and I said “I knew we
were going to lose”. But I cried all the same, a little for the
goal, and a little for Beca’s arm.





From June on, every Sunday,
the Fiat 1500 of Bruno Alfieri, manager of the City of Parma’s
Municipal Public Services and my father’s cousin, raised the dust
in the farmyard and then, as softly as a cat, came to a stop under
the acacias. Bruno, his wife, his mother, Roberto, Massimo and
Cristina got out. My cousin Cristina knew Pablo Neruda’s poetry by
heart. ”Where’s Luigi?” she asked. But I was already there waiting
for her and together we went to the sour cherry tree to soil her
delicate white shoes with green. We told each other about our
school reports, went to see the bloodsuckers in the big trough,
followed the mother hen with her chicks a while and hoped the
evening would never come.





Every time the plastic
football landed in the rosebed, it got punctured. My uncle said
something had to be done, sooner or later. So one day, we caught
the bus to go to the cinema in town, and I found myself in Farini
Street opposite Alinovi’s, the finest shop for sports goods in
Parma. Right in the middle of the window, all shiny and plump, was
a hand-stitched, light brown, leather football. It was a size 4,
had a three centimetre eyelet with four holes on each side: through
the holes fine leather laces were threaded. If you slackened them,
a plastic tube came out; here you inserted the valve of the pump to
blow up the football. It was as soft as the skin of a peach. And
rose thorns couldn’t make a hole in it.
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