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            O youth! youth! you go your way heedless, uncaring – as if you owned all the treasures of the world; even grief elates you, even sorrow sits well upon your brow. You are self-confident and insolent and you say, ‘I alone am alive – behold!’ even while your own days fly past and vanish without trace and without number, and everything within you melts away like wax in the sun … like snow …
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Ivan Turgenev, First Love
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Truth is the bottom of a well: look into it and you see the sun or the moon; but if you throw yourself in, there’s no more sun or moon: just truth.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Leonardo Sciascia, The Day of the Owl 
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         Time is an endless field scattered with part-formed memories, abandoned loves and hopes; the roots of lives and the seeds of lies.
         

         Elio’s plaintive ‘ciao’ has faded to nothing more than a whisper and his face is hazy, clouded by half-remembered smoke. How I wish I could forget him. But by trying to forget I can only remember, and my unreliable mind twists the fragments of my past.
         

         Countless years have passed since he tracked me down, arriving like a ghost to invade my carefully constructed world. I’m not sure how he found me, but he came one Saturday in late July – a day alive with birdsong and the chatter of crickets; a day of still air and silent clouds. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            2

         
 
         For ten years I had lived in a small ramshackle cottage on the edge of Dartmoor. It was a place where I could write peacefully and saw nobody, and where I had resigned myself to the inevitability of randomness and chance, although I did my best to avoid both. The chatter of others had gradually become too much for me. The attention of the people who wanted to know me – who wanted to understand my methods and inspirations – was pernicious. And so, as the popularity of my work grew, I became more withdrawn. My thoughts were no longer my own – they were public property – and my every move was watched with interest by the denizens of suited men, whose sole interest in me was the rapidity with which I could churn out another popular novel; the turn of each page was another zero on the balance sheet. So I fled their cloying words and hid myself from the world. The men in suits feared my escape – but the absence of endless cocktail parties, public addresses and book signings meant that I could finally focus my mind – turning out works for money, but also works of more merit which barely sold. Within these later works were housed my true thoughts and longings and the answers to the questions I asked myself.
         
 
         My house sat alone, isolated by the moors and accessible only via a long and winding lane that led to nowhere but a deserted farm some two miles away, and which eventually, after infinite convolutions and unsigned crossroads, made a muddy and ignominious entrance into the small village where I had been born and raised. The village’s sole amenities were a pub, a recreation ground and a local shop with a post-office counter. What had been our house and farm when I was a child sat on the outskirts of the village; removed, but still bonded to that place by a smattering of old stone-walled cottages which were disintegrating slowly with the passing years. Our farm had changed hands again and was a successful organic cooperative.
         
 
         The deserted farm near my home had been empty as long as I had been there, and I avoided it while out on walks as there was an air of desperation about the place. The rusty corrugated roofs of barns whistled and hummed in the perpetual winds – which, if blowing south-westerly, would carry the sound of slamming barn doors to my cottage. I barely remember the family that had owned it when I was young. They kept cattle. They had a son of my age and a daughter two years older. That was all I, or anybody, could remember. No one seemed to know what had become of them. Most people seemed barely able to remember me. But they remembered my parents, and I could feel their silent judgements. I visited the village only when I needed to buy food, as I could not stand the calumny of the people who remembered the past.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Returning to Devon had been a difficult choice as I had rarely been there since I departed for university in London to study classics, with a head full of ideas and a full grant in my pocket. My parents spent a life tied to the hills and rivers by poverty: financial at first, but later a poverty of spirit. Financial stability, when it came to my father, was found through the sale of his failing farm to someone with greater business acumen than he. They never went short of money again, but they lost the self-respect that had helped them to feel part of a world which they had always struggled to comprehend.
 
         I was an only child, and my father – who was a big man, laconic and bristling with indignation, his eyes burning with determination, set like green jewels on each side of his blistered nose – had been in his early thirties when I was born. Those eyes of his had seen more horrors than anyone should witness. As part of the thirteenth infantry brigade, under XIII corps with the British eighth army, he had been involved in the allied invasion of Sicily. The only time he spoke more than a few monosyllabic words was when telling tales of his march to Messina and how he had walked almost unopposed into Syracuse. It had not all been that easy though, and he would never talk about cowering on the beach during the sortie from Dunkirk – though I knew he had been part of the British Expeditionary Force. I often would look for his face in the pictures I found in books about the war – but all I ever discovered were the endless shell-shocked eyes of men taken to the edge of despair, humiliated by defeat.
         
 
         When finally the war was over and he returned home – partly deaf in one ear; his flesh peppered with fragments of metal; his mind awash with terrible images – he made his way to the village where he had grown up and there he met my mother, a girl of sixteen, who could have had no real understanding of what he had been through. That man of twenty-two must have seemed so alien to her – scarred and battle-hardened, alive with a suppressed sexual longing, his body burdened by wounds. They fell in love and bought a farm. However, it would be a decade before I was born – and I have never known why it took them so long. Perhaps my father needed to put his fears and memories in place before bringing a child into a world that turned a blind eye to slaughter and destruction.
         
 
         I remember my mother as a warm and round woman and I loved to cuddle her when I was tiny, nestling into the soapy smell of her cardigan where it stretched across her bosom. She was the world; my father and I orbited her like silent moons. She made the privations of our existence bearable. Whenever I picture her it is always through the haze of steam from boiling vegetables, or from the hot water used to pound our clothes clean. I mostly remember my father as the shadow in the corner, glowering and motionless. I studied hard, played on my own as I found it difficult to make friends, and tried my best to keep up with my father’s demands. He didn’t like to see me being idle (as he would refer to reading and studying) and preferred me to be busy helping him: moving sacks of potatoes, cutting hedges, cleaning the tractor, hosing down the farmyard. Physical work causes memories to fade behind a veil of fatigue. But when moving heavy sacks my father’s face had the grim determination of a man moving the corpses of his friends; and when the day was done his eyes held the thousand-yard-stare of total exhaustion.
         
 
         The privilege of an education, which I had been lucky enough to receive, had been denied to my parents, and my departure for higher education, although painful, filled my mother with wonder and pride. My father made no comment. But I had believed at the time that I would return to them someday, the prodigal son, wealthy and wise, and I would make him proud of me. It never occurred to me that I would become so wrapped up in my own world that I would forget my family and only hear the news of their deaths, during my final year of university, via my father’s sister. They had, in the end, been unable to cope with the hole left by the loss of the farm – for my father this had been the only thing that enabled him to bury his terrible memories. My recollection of the news, of the details she gave me, still contains all of my Aunt Grace’s sobs and wheezes crackling down a phone line. One bright spring day, a Tuesday, they rose early and drove to the coast, parked on the hills overlooking Torbay, fed a pipe from the exhaust of the car through the window, then started the engine.
 
         I didn’t attend the funeral. Not out of a sense of guilt, not because I hated them for killing themselves; it was fear that kept me away: fear of a world that I felt had trapped and killed them. Fear that I too would become ensnared.
 
         I found myself lying about their lives and their deaths – reinventing them to suit my needs. By reinventing them I was reborn: no longer the Devon farm boy turned intellectual, I was now the son of parents who had died while on safari in Africa, whose father had worked for Military Intelligence. I changed the story depending on the demands of my ego. I even invented a brother who lived in France and worked as a journalist.
         
 
         After I completed my degree I found a job as an editor for a small publishing company in Cambridge. It was there that I met my future wife, Claire. It was there I stayed until I decided that I wanted to change: to write; to be different. It was there that my wife fell in love with another man. It was from there that I fled to Italy: the country of my father’s tales; the place that haunted him.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         I suppose I eventually returned to Devon after all those years as an apology, not for having deserted my parents or for having failed to attend their funeral, but for the lie that was my life.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Being perpetually and blissfully alone I measured time by the changing of the seasons: the trees in the village turned to flame; leaves fell and damp skeletons remained; greenness would return as the snow disappeared; the heather would bloom on the moor – and all the while I aged imperceptibly, my metabolism quietly rebelling.
 
         That summer – the summer he came – was insufferably hot. For weeks I had struggled through the crystalline heat, pouring sweat on to paper as I tortured my fictitious characters. Any liquid I drank sprang straight from my skin and pooled in my armpits and around the bottom of my back; my hands and feet swelled painfully, tightening my flesh. I began retreating into the larder to work as it was cool and damp smelling, my papers spread across the marble slab that had once been used as a primitive refrigerator, seated close to the dozens of bottles of wine which rested as if sleeping under their blankets of dust. In the evenings I drank in the garden, mechanically sipping wine, and when the moon was blurred I would crawl inside to sleep: a deep unconsciousness that swept me up in its gentle arms and carried me away to destinations beyond my control. Each morning I awoke and washed down my blood-pressure medication with coffee and began my work, eating only when the noise of my stomach became an annoyance. I found order within disorder – routine and habit imparted a sense of control. The world did not impinge upon me and I had no need for the world.
         
 
         Eventually the weather broke and the air became breathable once more. With the lifting of the oppressive humidity came a lightening of my thoughts and within a matter of days my novel was complete. I placed the pile of paper on the desk in the corner of my bedroom, lit a cigarette and wandered outside.
         
 
         Later that morning I made some desultory attempts at tidying my house, but gave up and returned to the garden to sit on the bench and watch shadows drift across the moor. Sipping a coffee and wincing at its bitterness I saw a flash of light in the distance which seemed to hover just above the sparrow-brown hedges. That surprising light seemed inexplicably terrible, the physical manifestation of some subconscious childish dread: the fear of an approaching wave. It was similar to the fear and apprehension I felt whenever I passed the deserted farm. Sometime later the flash appeared again, this time further along the narrow lane to my house, and I realised with some curiosity that it was the glint of sunlight from the windscreen of an approaching car. Some primordial and barely used part of me – a dark pool within my subconscious reserved for avoiding disaster or sidestepping unseen falling objects – had awoken; but still my rational mind tried to tell me that it couldn’t be so, it was not possible … it must be someone else, someone who had become lost in the bucolic tangle of lanes.
         
 
         He arrived about five minutes later, the gravel crunch of his tyres announcing his presence, and a mob of starlings sprang from the hedge at the side of the driveway, their fluttering voices drowning the metronome of the cooling engine. As Elio unfolded from the car a cloud ventured in front of the sun and we became a faded photograph, my past and present rubbing uneasily against each other.
 
         But for a slight thinning and greying of his hair he had hardly changed – and as he removed his sunglasses I met his glistening gaze with a mixture of wonder and horror. Standing by the open door of the car he hesitated for a moment as if unsure whether he should approach me, his forehead creased by a thoughtful frown, then he moved forwards with those familiar but forgotten swaying steps. I could smell his aftershave as he came near. When he enfolded me in his enormous arms he slapped my bony back with his meat-slab hands and kissed me on both cheeks; then he held me at arms length and looked into my eyes. I was dwarfed by him – I had forgotten how tall he was, and how broad. The effect was accentuated by the cloudiness of my memory.
         
 
         “Come stai?” His voice was like the gravel under the wheels of his car, crackling with dehydration.
         
 
         I opened my mouth but words fell uselessly into the well of my incomprehension. Clearing my throat I tried again.
 
         “How did you know where I was?”
 
         Letting go of me he nodded his head sadly, his eyes focused somewhere behind me, piercing through the thin veil of the present and into the past. “It wasn’t so hard …”
         
 
         I wanted to laugh, but the sound was stifled by a vague unease. He looked around at the confusion of my messy and overgrown garden, his eyes eventually settling upon the peeling paint on the window frames of my cottage; frames which surrounded glass that was opaque with dirt and fractured by the untidy peregrinations of spiders’ webs.
 
         “So this is how writers live?” He sucked air through his teeth. There was a long pause that threatened to swallow the moors. “Come!” he gestured towards the car, “I need a hand to carry things I brought for you.”
 
         Inside the boot of the car were three crates of wine, several bottles of grappa and bags containing food. I gazed down at it all, stilled by a diffuse resentment, and wondered why … Why was he here? Why did he think he could just turn up unannounced like this, without explanation, as if only a few days had passed? Why had he brought all this stuff? He must have seen my body stiffen slightly, because he put a hand on my shoulder and spoke slowly.
 
         “I couldn’t turn up empty handed after all these years. It is just my way. You understand?” 
         
 
         Exhaling my silent reproach I began reluctantly to help him unload. We carried his gifts into the cool confines of my home, accompanied by the chinking of bottles.
 
         We didn’t speak as we busied ourselves in my kitchen. I suppose neither of us quite knew how to begin. I blushed with embarrassment as I noticed the huge piles of unwashed dishes, then flushed with a base emotion verging on anger, only tempered only by the childish dread I had felt earlier. After some time I stopped what I was doing and turned to Elio, who was looking lovingly at the label on one of the bottles of wine.
         
 
         “Why are you here?” I tried not to sound angry and frustrated.
 
         He put the bottle down and lit a cigarette, his huge form silhouetted against the milky light of the kitchen window so that I couldn’t make out his facial expression. He exhaled a chain of blue smoke from his nose.
         
 
         “To see you, Richard. I wanted to see you.” He paused as if thinking. “Do you have a coffee?” My mouth opened and closed. “I brought some good coffee with me. I wasn’t sure if you had the espresso machine, so I brought a coffee pot too ….” He shrugged.
 
         My voice was tremulous. “Elio, I … Listen, it’s not that I’m not happy to see you … It’s just. It’s been such a long time. Fifteen years, Elio. Fifteen years. I don’t understand. What is it that you want? Couldn’t you have written to me? Maybe …”
         
 
         He sat down heavily at my time-worn kitchen table and twiddled his cigarette.
 
         “As I said. I wanted to see you. It has been … too long.”
 
         “Fifteen years.”
 
         He nodded. “Yes. If you say so. Fifteen years. Two days. What does it matter? We have always been friends, haven’t we Riccardo?”
 
         I shifted my position slightly so that I could see his eyes. There was something unfathomable in them: a weariness; as if all of the world was concentrated there, looking out at me and asking: why question it? I wanted to say no, that there were people I had known less well than him, and with whom I had had more regular contact … that the very fact we hadn’t exchanged so much as one word, written or otherwise, meant that we were not friends. I didn’t say this. I remained mute; perhaps because a part of me yearned for the times when we had been close.
         
 
         A bubble burst inside my mind, setting free brief glimpses of the past. Memories of Bologna. Bologna: the red city, towed through history by invisible strings; the blue skies of summer; our walks and conversations; the squealing of lofty swallows. Elio sighed, his voice echoing along the porticoes of time. “I have been thinking about you. I wondered how you were.” He lit another cigarette using the end of his first one. The unselfconscious calmness that he exuded made me feel oddly detached, as if I was hallucinating. I twitched and jigged from foot to foot.
 
         “Have you ever thought about me Richard?”
 
         “Many things have changed Elio.” I felt my words were cruel in some way, and my skin tightened as I heard myself say them. He seemed not to notice and smiled a beneficent smile.
 
         “I should hope that many things have changed in the long time since I saw you last. We have lots to talk about. But first …” with this he stood up and loomed over me, “we must have coffee. I have been driving all morning to get here from London.” He smiled again, a smile too wide for his face, and small creases formed at the corners of his eyes.
 
         Outside the world wobbled on its axis as the day began to heat up. Clouds swelled on the horizon and the musty smell of distant times filled the air. 
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