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Prologue

Hearing the racket from above, Franco wades through his pile of prunings and peers up through the trailing branches. A pair of foreign females, skin so white it’s blinding in the glare of the sun, are messing about outside Pompeo’s old place a few terraces uphill, shouting and giggling. Their upper arms are shamelessly bare. On their feet, absurdly, they have some sort of men’s working boots. One of them has found the broken shutter, looks like she’s about to climb in through it; the other is eating handfuls of cherries off the old tree by the door. Pompeo may not have used the place for years, but still, a bit of respect…

Now the first one’s inside, opening an upstairs window; she’s leaning out and shrieking happily to her greedy friend below, pointing to the sea down at the foot of the valley. Both of them in transports of delight. Franco rakes up the last few branches with his billhook, pauses to stroke his moustache thoughtfully. Should he approach them right away? Maybe not. He scrambles down the half-collapsed terrace wall, heaving the pile of branches before him, towards the far end of his land where Iolanda is piling up the greenery ready to burn – only way to keep the olive-fly at bay. She’ll be cooking lunch over the embers. Nothing like a good fresh horse steak done over green olivewood: nothing like it.

You can still hear them from right down here – singing now, and banging out the rhythm on something metallic. Pompeo’s old well bucket by the sound of it. A burst of mad laughter. Still, madness isn’t a drawback. Not at all. The Milanesi who’ve taken over the old stable at the head of the valley, and who think they can farm chickens up there, are certainly mad. So is the bearded German fixing up the abandoned olive mill down in the damp riverbed, turning the old millstone into a table, flagstones into seats. An artist. Franco shudders at the thought of the dampness in the bones, the risk of emorroidi from sitting on those cold stone benches.

His wife, busy stripping the leaves off the stuff worth keeping for winter firewood, looks up as he delivers the tangled pile of branches, observes the calculating look on his face. Found some more of your stranieri, then, she says. Invite them down for lunch, why don’t you?

Franco, unsure if this is irony, taps slowly and magnificently with a horny forefinger at a point just below his left eyeball: the sign for crafty intelligence, furbizia. First he will prepare the ground, sound out Pompeo. These must be Patrucco’s English girls come for the season. They’ll be putting up at the bar in the village; where else could they be staying? No trouble to find them when he’s good and ready.
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Glamour, we soon spotted, was not the outstanding feature of the village of Diano San Pietro. As far as the crusty olive-farming inhabitants of this crumbling backwater were concerned, the Riviera, a mere two miles away, might as well be on another planet. Down on the coast, Diano Marina has palm-shaded piazzas and an elegant marble-paved promenade along a wide blue sandy bay. Diano San Pietro, on the other hand, straggles up the steep foothills of the Mediterranean hinterland, its warped green shutters leaning into decrepit cobbled alleys overrun with leathery old men on erratic Vespas who call irately upon the Madonna as they narrowly miss mowing you down; with yowling feral cats and rusty tin cans full of improbably healthy geraniums.

The lodgings in which we are doomed to spend the next ten weeks – in the hands of Luigi, walrus-moustached landlord of the village’s only hostelry and liveliest spot in town – have turned out to be a tiny pair of echoing tiled rooms above a barful of peasants who take thriftily to their beds at about ten-thirty. Our own beds are made of some kind of weird hammocky chainmail that droops horribly under your mattress, squeaks and gibbers at your slightest movement, and are only yards from the village campanile, whose great wheezing bell rings each and every hour, each and every half-hour, shaking the whole building to its roots. Only a masochist, or someone who was born and bred here and had been heaving sacks of olives since daybreak, would try getting to sleep before the midnight-thirty extravaganza was over. Twelve long-drawn-out gut-vibrating bongs and, after a short pause, a rusty, breathless bing. One a.m. is music to our ears.

Down by the sea Diano Marina folk have consorted openly with visiting strangers ever since the elegant days of Wintering on the Riviera. No terrible retribution seems to have fallen upon them: in fact a century or so of this wanton behaviour has left them looking rather sleek and prosperous. Up on the hillside though, the grimly fascinating folk of Diano San Pietro prefer to meet the eccentric behaviour of strangers with a united front of appalled incomprehension. In San Pietro a woman does not wear shorts and a T-shirt. Not unless she wants to face a barful of seriously quelling looks over her cappuccino. No: she wears an apron, a calf-length tube, ankle socks and slippers. Her menfolk go for the faded blue trouser held up with string, the aged singlet vest which is not removed in the midday heat – certainly not, we’re not in Diano Marina here – but rolled up sausagewise into a stylish underarm sweatband, leaving the nipple area modestly covered while the solid pasta-filled midriff is exposed to the pleasantly cooling effect of any chance bit of aria that may waft by. Naturally, a large and well-worn handkerchief always protects the head during daylight hours; knotted at the corners for men, tied at the nape for ladies. Our slinky holiday gear languishes in our bags, untouched.

Still, since barefaced lying has brought me here, board and lodging paid for, wages (barring detection as an impostor) in the offing, there is perhaps a certain poetic justice in the severe lack, in my immediate vicinity, of bright cosmopolitan life, of frivolity of any kind or, indeed, of anyone under forty apart from the occasional babe-in-arms. Maybe also in the fact that my ten-week stay in Diano San Pietro will end up stretching on into infinity.

Ten weeks’ work on the Italian Riviera, board and lodging included, my sister had said, waving the job description at me. Mediterranean fleshpots, sparkling seas, bronzed suitors with unbearably sexy accents, wild nightlife… Why didn’t I come too?

What about the bit about being able to graft roses to commercial standard, I asked, examining the document. Was this not of some importance to my putative employer? Would I not find it hard to conceal my ignorance of such matters? Of course I wouldn’t, said Lucy. Not with her at my side to coach and camouflage.

After a long and gloomy winter of angst and form-filling I’d firmly established that I had absolutely no chance of getting a loan to buy the home of my dreams. I was, I now knew, a Bad Risk. The sister was doing her best to save me from despair. Enough lurking in the London gloom, skidding home exhausted through greasy city dark and drizzle. What did I care about a career? Or real estate, for that matter? Freelance horticulture would do very nicely. So here I am, middle of February, in Italy and ready to graft. San Pietro may correspond hardly at all to any idea I have previously formed of the Italian Riviera, but it is undeniably a great improvement on London. No more miserly damp horizons stopping twenty feet away at the nearest office block. Here they stretch up into the misty foothills of the Maritime Alps on the one hand, down into the intense blue vastness of the Mediterranean on the other. The sun shines warmly even at this unlikely time of year; the sky is blue; and I am seeing plenty of both.

Moreover, the Board makes up twice over for any small defects in the Lodging chosen for us by our boss to be, Signor Patrucco, whose rose nurseries lie a couple of hundred yards down the road, just past the olive mill. In under a week the lugubrious Luigi and his statuesque wife Maria have transformed us from just-give-us-a-sandwich philistines into budding gourmets, agog to meet whatever they’ll be putting on our plates tonight. Or more accurately, into budding connoisseurs of antipasti. It has taken us some time to learn that you’re meant to start with a few of these delectable antipasti things, then move on to your primo piatto of pasta. Next, the focal point of the meal: your secondo piatto of meat and vegetables or salad. Followed, if you want, by fruit or cheese. This, to locals, is so obvious that it needs no explaining: just part of the bedrock of civilization. But with no menu, no ordering, only Maria or ten-year-old Stefano, her son, appearing with serving-dish after serving-dish of delicious stuff and doling it on to your plate unless you told them not to, how were we going to work all that out? Conceptually challenged, we saw only a deliciously haphazard abundance, tried a bit of everything – or two bits of particularly good stuff, when the dish did its second round – and stopped, naturally, when we were full up. Usually before we’d even got on to the pasta course, and only, as far as our hosts were concerned, a third of the way through our meal. Causing immense consternation all round.

Maria mills in and out of the kitchen, serving course after course, neatening and tidying, prodding and petting us and the dozen men she feeds every evening, dour hanky-headed folk who, like us, have somehow found themselves short of the womenfolk you need to fix you a decent twenty-course dinner of an evening. Our fellow-diners sit in twos and threes commiserating with one another sotto voce, only livening up when we, or any other stranieri who happen to be about the place, do something particularly bizarre.

Have some stuffed zucchini flowers, says Maria. A tiny pie filled with broccoli? A few frisceüi of borage leaves in crispy batter? Now, oven-roasted baby onions, stripy-grilled slivers of peppers and aubergines with a dash of Maria’s anchovy laden bagna cauda. A couple of fat slices of rich red tomato under a big dollop of pesto – the oil from Luigi’s own trees, the basil from the vegetable patch round the back. Some little squares of fresh herby cheese tart?

How would you guess that all this was just a starter? We know it now, thanks to Luigi, whose training in abstract thinking (he is San Pietro’s answer to Antonio Gramsci) alerted him to the fact that our eccentric eating behaviour was not due to a wilful refusal to conform, but to the lack of a whole framework of reference. We have much to learn. Tonight we obligingly horrify everyone by putting salad on the plate with our pasta. Salad, of course, is not eaten with the pasta. Salad comes afterwards. It could easily, Maria explains, snatching it back off again with her serving tongs, make the pasta curdle in your stomach. A lot of wise noddings and a chorus of Ah, sì, sì’s rise from the surrounding hoary heads, confirming her words. (Nowadays, with years of experience, we know that you can get around this annoying convention by casually spearing bits of salad out of the bowl as you eat your pasta – the important thing is not to put it on your plate.) Next, as if the salad offence wasn’t enough, we give in at the end of the pasta course. No secondo? Again? Can’t we even fit in a taste of the great sizzling piles of meat that have now appeared? The secondo is the whole point of the meal!

No, we can’t. Maria is most put out. Unfair, since it’s at least partly her fault; she’s so entertained by our antipasti addiction that she can’t help egging us on to try more and more of her tasty titbits. Still, at least we’ve made it past the pasta course tonight before falling by the wayside. Our hosts are on our case, and have, they say, great faith in our potential. We will need all our strength, according to them, to deal with the monster Patrucco, our employer-to-be. By the end of our first week’s work, we will be begging for seconds.

Our attempts to join in sociably with the chat in the bar using our halting Italian haven’t so far been a great success. The taciturn and weatherbeaten card-players who more or less live in this bar, only abandoning it momentarily for home at mealtimes and returning within the hour for the obligatory immensely strong teaspoon-sized espresso, chat away to one another in dialect, not Italian, as they cut, deal and shuffle. We may as well be speaking a foreign language. No: we really are speaking a foreign language. Official Italian is for uncomfortable and probably expensive dealings with policemen, tax-collectors and their ilk, and though everyone here can understand the language perfectly well, actually to speak it out loud in front of your cronies, who are bound to snigger and cackle as you do so, is another matter entirely. It is embarrassing for our poor victims, and utterly disrupts the cosy downhome atmosphere. If we’re in luck, someone will make the odd one-sentence contribution in the national tongue for our benefit. Mostly, though, they cunningly evade this ordeal by determinedly avoiding our eye.

Ligurian, a tongue somewhere between Italian and Provençal French, is what the hanky-on-the-head folk speak for sociability, gossip and pleasure. Work, for example, is called travaio, not lavoro, round here. Not too surprising, since Liguria lies between Tuscany and the South of France, filling the mysterious gap which has existed till now in my mental map of this part of the world: a narrow strip of rugged stony foothills thirty or forty miles wide that stretches lengthwise on down the coast past Genoa, widthwise from the seashore to the high Alps of the Piedmont. We are right up at the French end, in the Province of Imperia; a province whose every scrap of steep hillside is terraced to within an inch of its life, and whose every scrap of terrace is packed to bursting with olive trees. And February has turned out, surprisingly to us novices, to be the height of the olive harvest in these parts. A topic which, when we raise it in the bar, is a big hit: so much so that one of the more daring card-players is moved to speak to us voluntarily, and in something quite like Italian.

The days when a hundred trees meant security for you and your family have gone, he announces, fixing us with a doomladen eye from under his grimy knotted headgear. Once upon a time five hundred was the sign of a rich man. A thousand and you were made. But no longer. The price of olives is so low that most of the harvest is being left to fall off the trees and rot. For the third year running.

A ragged chorus of grim Ah, sì, sì’s from a barful of hankied heads backs him up. Positively Cold Comfort Farm. We gather from the unusually animated debate that follows – not too easy to keep up with, alas, because in the excitement people tend to forget our presence and meander off into dialect – that only the mad optimists among the contadini of San Pietro are pruning and ploughing, husbanding their resources for next spring, convinced that better times are just around the corner. Waste of energy, say the doom-merchants. It takes eight years of neglect for an olive tree to dry out and end up barren for ever. Harvest and be damned. Plenty of time yet. Do your chickens, your vegetable garden, leave the trees to their own devices. You may as well come to the bar for a game of scopa instead.

How come, we wonder, if there’s no money to be made from the stuff, the bar is always packed solid at six-thirty in the morning with horny-handed folk taking their breakfast espressos before rushing busily off to get on with Important Olive Work? Best not to ask. Probably olive farmers just enjoy a bit of wailing and teeth-gnashing of an evening.

The only customer left in the Café of Doom, now that the dawn espresso rush-hour is over, is one extremely senior citizen who is standing at the bar over a nice breakfast glass of wine, communing in companionable silence with Luigi. We are sitting in the farthest corner by the window as usual, busy decoding the bar’s copy of l’Unità, the Communist daily, with the help of Maria, who has come out of her kitchen to keep us company while she shells her broad beans. Despite the total collapse of the olive-oil market, tiny three-wheeled trucks are buzzing to and fro past the window as usual, some heading off up to the groves to get in the crop, others hairpin-bending down from the hills above the village, already full of bulging greasy sacks of olives, their suspensions groaning under the weight as they round the tight bend in front of the bar and make for the olive-oil mill. You can just see the mill from here, a hundred-odd yards down the dirt-track that runs alongside the river, the back road to Diano Marina. It looks as old as the hills, four foot thick walls and low arched porticoes, crouching plump and turreted over the riverbed. A three-wheeler edges out of the yard, grinds slowly past us, heading back up the hill, loaded down with the new, thick, golden-green oil in its great straw-padded glass demijohns. It all looks fine to us, positively picturesque. Now there aren’t any olive farmers left in here to be offended, I ask Maria why everyone says their olive oil is worthless, and still does all this work to harvest and press it.

Maria gives me an old-fashioned look. Worth nothing if you tried to sell it, she says, but it would still cost money to buy, wouldn’t it? A year’s worth of olive oil doesn’t come cheap, does it?

No, we agree, doubtfully, we suppose it doesn’t. A year’s worth of olive oil… not a familiar concept. It certainly wouldn’t amount to a truckload in our case. Early eighties orthodoxy in our own land still has it that the oil of the sunflower, polyunsaturated, is the thing for health and longevity. Olive oil is something that lurks exotically on the shelves of delicatessens and Cypriot corner shops, nice but probably as bad for you as butter, and anyway only used in the occasional Fancy Foreign Dish. Or lives in tiny bottles on the skin-care counters of chemists’ shops: Olive Oil BP, stuff you rub into babies’ scalps. Or something.

Anyway, here is the explanation. Every household is pressing its own year’s supply, enough for a litre or two a week till next harvest. They’ll be tucking the demijohns away in their storerooms, decanting them bottle by bottle for their own kitchens.

Money saved, maybe, contributes Luigi from behind his bar, but nothing earned. That’s the tragedy. The good wholesome oil pressed in San Pietro this year will never so much as see the market. He doesn’t know what it’s like in England, he says, but here in Italy the so-called olive oil they sell in shops is rubbish – no one in their right mind would let the stuff anywhere near them. Processed in a factory, filtered till it has no taste left, years old likely as not. And made out of cheap nasty olives full of acidity in the first place. Then people wonder why city folk are turning to that seed-oil stuff. (The sister gives me a quick prod under the table – yes, that’s us.) It’s not just to save a few lire – it’s because they’ve forgotten what real olive oil tastes like, that’s why.

Euh! says the old man, moved (it seems) to despair at this vision of a world deprived of the flavour of fresh-milled olive oil. Luigi abandons his enquiries into the Olive Oil of England, and launches instead into an impassioned speech on the topic of Poisonous Olive Oil and the Evils of Capitalism, which, though his aged friend seems to appreciate it a lot – he’s nodding away like mad, at any rate – we can’t follow at all. We try for a quiet précis from Maria, who just rolls her eyeballs skywards and sighs. Apparently she’s heard it all before.

She gathers up her colanders in protest and sets off for her kitchens, pausing to promise us a treat of raw broad beans and salami among tonight’s antipasti; and is shocked to discover that in England we don’t ever, so far as either of us knows, eat our broad beans raw with salami. Madonna! Did you hear that, Luigi?

No, he didn’t. He’s much too busy, thank God.

Maria off in the kitchens; Luigi deep in passionate debate. Good moment to try for a third coffee. I quickly order one, hoping Luigi is on automatic and won’t notice. He turns to the espresso machine and puts the cups ready under it like a lamb, going right on talking; it looks like we’re going to get away with it. No. Something about the slow-motion way our cups are going down on the bar, the worried look in the big Saint Bernard eyes, warns us that our host is about to remind us yet again of the danger of drinking any more coffees before lunch. I dash to the bar, grab the cups with a quick Grazie, and beetle off back to our table in the corner before he can get up to speed.

We already know, of course, that an extra coffee might easily close our stomachs, preventing us from ingesting enough of our lunch to survive the afternoon. We have been warned of this possibility several times, by several people. Even the most monosyllabic of card-players is moved to speech when it comes to matters imperilling the stomach. The trouble is, though, that the coffees here are so small. They may be ferociously strong, but you only get a couple of sips to a cup. Most people don’t even bother to sit down to drink one – just stand at the bar and knock it back as if it were medicine. Which I suppose, at this strength, it is. Then they have a glass of water to quench their thirst. Hard on us English used to having the water and the coffee in the same cup, a nice long hot drink. In theory, the solution is simple: just ask for extra water in your cup. Chance would be a fine thing. Or magari as they say round here, reducing that cumbersome phrase to one elegant word. Not only is the cup no bigger than a generous eggcup anyway, but a proper coffee only comes a third of the way up it. Luigi and Maria are constitutionally unable to fill it to the top. Every fibre of their being tells them to turn that Gaggia tap to ‘Off’ at the third-of-the-way-up mark. They can’t ruin a good espresso like this. Screwing their courage to the sticking point, they get it to halfway, and that’s their limit. Unless, that is, you’re prepared to stand right over them, exhorting and cajoling. Don’t turn it off, really, yes really, just a bit more… Rather than keep going through this major drama, we accept the half-full version and then have another one. Or another two, when we can swing it. I am pleased to relate that so far, probably thanks to years of rigorous training in our own less delicate land, our stomachs have successfully resisted closure.

The World of the Rose, by contrast to that of the Olive, turns out to be quite startlingly cheerful. Introducing us to our workplace, Signor Patrucco, a fearlessly fluent Italian speaker, takes us round to inspect the premises, beaming and bouncing. To judge by his happy air of smug prosperity and bulging embonpoint, he is doing very nicely. Even better, he seems to have no intention of demanding an on-the-spot display of our grafting skills. Lucy has shown me once in England on a real rosebush, and a couple of times on various old twigs since, but I am not confident that I would come across as much of an expert as yet; not under the critical eye of an employer.

We visit the office first – more of a recycled greenhouse floating in a sea of mud, it has to be said – to be introduced to Caterina who works in there. Amazing! Not only female, but definitely youthful: about our own age. Not a hanky or bit of string about her person; just ordinary jeans and a T-shirt. A recognizable type of person at last. Caterina is, she says, from Diano Marina. That explains it. She kisses us on both cheeks, smiles and chats happily, makes faces about her boss behind his back. Not only a town girl, but evidently a kindred spirit.

Now, off to our zone of operations. Signor Patrucco’s huge flat tract of alluvial plain sits alongside the riverbed just down past the olive mill, covered with acre upon acre of ramshackle wood-framed greenhouses the size of tennis courts, their glass whitewashed against the sun. Between the greenhouses sit equally large rosebeds, open ploughed-up areas stubbly with rows and rows of ferociously pruned-back rose-stumps. This dusty, clod-filled and seriously unromantic plot of land turns out to be the unlikely source of those individually wrapped red roses that are touted around London’s West End every night. These are what we will, in a sense, be creating for the next couple of months, mating the new stem buds with the innocent species rootstock where they will breed like some collection of outlandish parasites until, in a month or two, they will be setting off weekly in great refrigerated lorries to harass the diners and dancers of Europe’s great metropolises. I find it hard to believe that fate is not playing some ironic trick on me. Is there not, I ask my sister, a faint yet horrible resonance in this rose business of the more repellent aspects of London that we have travelled so far to escape? No there isn’t, says Lucy. Stop being morbid.

As it turns out, luckily for me, Signor Patrucco is off the site most of the time, busy bulging about in his office. He has taken out a patent on one of his roses, which he has called – sign of the times – ‘Dallas’; a business move that has turned out to be most lucrative, but which is creating a lot of paperwork. So with my sister to cover for me I am able to muddle my way through the wax and string of my new career as slowly and incompetently as I like, with little fear of detection. At last, after a fortnight of fudging, fumbling, and occasionally slicing my thumb to the bone, I really do know how to graft a rose.

Mr Patrucco may be proud of us, but the same cannot be said, alas, for the denizens of Luigi and Maria’s bar. Back at base, of an evening, the older men, the village Godfathers, do their best to set the tone. They are not pleased with our presence. We have burst in on them, sponsored by the evil Patrucco, from another world; one that, as far as they can see, will be satisfied with nothing less than the destruction of their own.

Patrucco has offended them by importing his absurd Roses into the sensible world of the Olive. Think of good nutritious olive oil going to the wall, while foolish nosegays can earn you a fortune! People going hungry in the world, too. Worse still is Patrucco’s lack of community spirit. Patrucco’s pockets are filling while everyone else’s are emptying, but does he give some local lad a chance? No. He parrot-talks about profit margins and suchlike, employs a girl in the office – a girl, mark you, from Diano Marina – and takes on seasonal, casual labour. Then foreign casual labour: last year, we hear, it was two long-haired Dutch youths. Now, adding insult to injury, not just foreigners, but females. Sternly rustling the bar’s much-thumbed copies of l’Unità, these powers in the land concede us the obligatory politenesses of ‘Buon giorno’ and ‘Buona sera’ as we come or go, and not a jot more.

They silently watch our toings and froings, our immodestly bare upper arms, our nocturnal visits to Diano Marina, cradle of shiftlessness, drugs and degeneracy, a place where people shamelessly dance without partners. No doubt they have their suspicions about our seed-oil eating past as well. The younger men, the under-fifties, avoid our eyes even more than usual when these brooding presences are enthroned in their corner of the bar. Which they are most evenings till nine-thirty or so.

On Saturday nights, party nights, the company stays late in the echoing vaulted bar. The old men, when they’ve drunk enough black wine, start to sing terrible sad songs. They stand in a tight circle, heads uncovered for once, arms round one another’s shoulders, backs turned to the company, and close-harmonize with their eyes closed, voices thick with emotion: songs of dark satanic mills sucking the lifeblood from the countryside, of deserted villages and abandoned olive groves, of tradition dying out and family ties withering away, of the city-hardened hearts of ungrateful offspring, of a lifetime’s heroic struggle to wrench a living from this hard stony land all shrunk to nothing, to pain and pointlessness…

We, of course, won’t understand the lyrics of these old favourites for some time yet; they are in deepest dialect, and we’d be hard put to understand them in plain Italian. How could we guess that we are the incarnation of the bleak future they’re so depressed about? We love the singing, so sad it gives you gooseflesh: no mistaking the tragedy and despair. How has our own country come to be so culturally deprived? we ask one another. Why have we ended up with morris dancing instead of this? And, although the assembled company shows no sign of being especially keen for our approval – rather the contrary, if anything – we always, in our mad foreign way, call enthusiastically for an encore.
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Diano Marina is the obvious refuge from the brain-wrenching complexities of village life. Here, refreshingly, we are objects of interest to no one, no longer weirdly foreign but generic strangers in a town used to stranieri. Or is it Diano Marina that’s less foreign, more like Italy’s public image? At any rate down there by the sea we have less of that feeling of living in one of those crossword puzzles where you have to work out the grid as well as the answers. Today we decide to take advantage of our three-and-a-half-hour Italian lunchbreak, and rest our brains from the mysteries of peasant social relations, by going swimming in Diano’s wide sandy bay.

Although it is only March the sun is shining, the sky is a cloudless blue, the temperature baking hot. In England, this would be a scarcely to be dreamed of summer’s day. We set off on foot along the flat river road from San Pietro in high spirits, with costumes, lilos, bottles of a strange local lemonade called gasosa – or, in dialect, gazüa – and a bag of fresh rolls from Ulisse the baker. Arriving in Diano Marina twenty minutes later, we detour to the town’s rostic-ceria to buy a mouth-watering spit-roasted chicken filled with herbs which (such is the power of horticulture in this part of the world) is cut up neatly for us with a pair of secateurs, and sprayed from a plant spray with aromatic white wine, before being wrapped in silver foil.

We have the beach all to ourselves: nodding palm trees, gently lapping waves, warm sun, soft sand, mouthwatering picnic. Idyllic. But the people of Diano Marina, models of moderation though they may be compared to their neighbours in San Pietro, turn out to have one fatal flaw: their conviction that to immerse yourself in the Mediterranean outside the months of July and August is to court certain death. Seawater at the wrong time of year is even worse for your health than coffee at the wrong time of day, and the beach is only deserted because, as far as the citizens of Diano are concerned, if you put so much as a toe into the water before June you are certain to die within the week from exposure or pneumonia or both. Since almost the entire length of the bay is bordered by the wide paved walkway with its strip of palms, and is a favourite spot for the after-lunch digestive stroll, our suicide bid is highly visible. The people of Diano Marina may not actually know us personally; but, of course, you don’t need to know someone personally to feel morally obliged to stop them killing themselves.

What we had in mind was stress-free sensuous relaxation: instead we find that we are putting on a cabaret show. Not content with inducing bad self-consciousness about plumpness, pallidness, finger-licking chicken-eating manners, swimming style and suchlike, our public-spirited spectators are waiting agog to leap on us, as soon as we leave the relative privacy of the water, with dire health warnings and their own personal recipes for survival after unseasonable immersion, mostly involving grappa. One kindly middle-aged lady in startling green eyeshadow and a seasonable fur jacket even braves the damp and life-threatening sands, coming right down to the water’s edge, heedless of her own safety, to call us back from our watery grave. She listens to our foreign ravings about swimming habits in our own land, the freezing North Sea, the lukewarm weather, the windswept beaches, with the patient indulgence usually reserved for the mentally ill. Once we have done, she gently explains to us all over again the perils we face in the Mediterranean on a sunny March day.

We boldly put on another couple of these two-woman shows, hoping that people will get bored and leave us alone once they’ve noticed that, thanks to our stout Northern constitutions, we are still hale and hearty in spite of repeated immersion. But we are given no quarter, and after various ever-more-agitated encounters with our well-wisher in the fur jacket and her fellows, we give up flying in the face of this central tenet of the local faith. It is impossible to go on stoically sunbathing when all around you are wrapped in layer upon layer of winter wear and fussing about draughts. We too will have to wait for official summertime. We will abandon the sea and take to the hills for our recreation.

Henceforth we energetically and sweatily follow the steep, pester-free cobbled muletracks leading uphill and inland from San Pietro, where we potter about the olive groves nosily inspecting local agriculture, marvelling over the enormous numbers of lovely old farm buildings lying abandoned and semi-derelict around the hillsides, over the ancient igloo-shaped stone roundhouses which are dotted about the place in various states of decay, and whose design, we’re told, hasn’t changed since prehistory: strange to look at one and not know if it’s BC or AD, maybe only fifty years old.

Hardly have we adopted this new inland exploration plan when, much to our surprise, we make a friend. And, incidentally, meet our home to be.

We have finally made it to the top of the village, following the heroically steep and straight-as-a-die cobbled alley that climbs onwards and upwards, tunnelling through the various neighbourhoods of San Pietro – the frazioni Gionetti, Ughi, Colla – and crossing the toings and froings of the long-winded, hairpin-bending road half a dozen times as it does so. We are high enough to see the sea again, up where the village ends and the serious olive groves start, when Domenico appears bearing down on us, hanky on head, in a huge rusty tip-up truck. We stop and wait for the lorry to cross our path. But, grinding and squealing, it comes to a halt before us, blocking our way.

Patrucco’s girls! Mount! cries its tiny driver cheerily. We recognize one of the smallest and quietest of the bar’s leathery habitués, one whose fellow card-players enjoy tormenting him of an evening with humorous sallies concerning – as far as we can tell through the linguistic haze – his rampant sexuality.

We clamber in. What else can we do? This is the first friendly gesture we’ve been offered. Moreover we’ve grasped, thanks to our own acuity and the hints and tips section of our Blue Guide to Northern Italy, that the concept of the recreational walk hardly exists in these parts: its nearest equivalent, the passeggiata, implies something much more like a promenade to and fro in the village square after dinner. Of course our guide is an heirloom, thirty-odd years out of date, but it seems things haven’t changed overmuch here since the 1950s. Maria has already exhibited signs of perplexity over our aimless walking behaviour. Do we need something? Can’t she get it for us? Where are we going?

Caught red-handed roaming so far afield, right on the very boundaries of the village, we feel that turning down a lift might seem either mad or rude. Keen to avoid creating either impression, well aware that we are already borderline cases, we swiftly change our plans.

Our small and bristling-moustached benefactor luckily shows no curiosity about our intended destination. He is giving us a ride, he announces, to the top of the ridge. Silence falls. Having so boldly got us onboard, he seems to have been overcome with shyness. Unless it’s the language problem? A bit of gentle prodding elicits that he speaks perfectly good Italian – better than ours, at any rate – and that the load we are carrying is the amalgamated garbage of all the villages and hamlets on this side of the Diano valley. As well as owning (naturally) a respectable number of olive trees, Domenico is in charge of the valley’s rubbish disposal. We’re off to dispose of it now.

Sympathy having been established, Domenico spends the next five minutes in morbidly intense speculation about how much more per kilo Patrucco will be getting for his useless roses than a good honest olive farmer gets for his fine and nutritious crop. He is certain that we must have some insight into this matter, and our ignorance is a great disappointment to him. But there it is: we have never, so far, thought of roses in terms of their net weight. I offer, foolishly perhaps, to let him know as soon as we’ve wormed the information out of Patrucco.

Brava! Brava! he says, giving me a conspiratorial pat on the knee. I realize, too late to back out, that I have heedlessly taken sides in some as-yet-uncomprehended battle between the Olive and the Rose. Further conversation becomes impossible as the asphalt ends abruptly and we begin, with much first-gear roaring, grinding and jolting, to breast a series of scarily steep hairpin bends out of the olive terraces and on to wild broom-clad mountainside. Ten minutes of this, and we stop, shaken and deafened, at the top of a ridge mysteriously wreathed in smoke and fumes.

Eccoci! Here we are! announces our chauffeur gaily. Are we? We don’t seem to be anywhere in particular. This is a bit of mountainside like all the rest. No buildings, no machinery, nothing at all reminiscent of a rubbish-disposal plant. We stagger down from our seats; Domenico stays in the lorry battling with its controls. What is all this smoke? Is there a forest fire? Lucy and I peer cautiously over the shrubby vegetation to the landward side of the ridge. And a hundred feet below us is a scene from hell: a stinking slow-burning virtually vertical cascade of a dump. Around its black and smoking heart the whole side of the hill is a seething chaotic mess. The odd fragment of charred fridge or washing-machine, half buried under years of carbonized household waste, rotted cardboard boxes, tangles of mattress springs, peer out here and there from amongst fire-reddened rocks, while limp curls of half-hearted smoke rise from the remnants of tables, rabbit-hutches, bits of sofa and iron bedsteads which stick out at unlikely and vertigo-inducing angles from the occasional clump of broom or juniper or gorse.

Clearly the people of San Pietro have not yet got to grips with the non-biodegradability of modern rubbish. We watch open-mouthed as Domenico manoeuvres his decrepit machine back and forth on the narrow rock-strewn road until its rear wheels are balanced on the brink of the precipice. Then, at a casual flip of a lever, nine villages-worth of garbage plummets crashing off the ridge. We gaze with new respect at our driver. Hard to believe that such a small, shy, innocuous person, impressive though his moustache may be, could be the single-handed author of this gigantic natural disaster. The job well done, he fishes a squashed packet of cigarettes from his breast pocket and a bottle of wine from somewhere below his seat, deep within the chassis of the lorry.

Un po di riposo, he announces, lighting up and settling down to repose himself on a handy rock, gesturing hospitably towards another smaller pair of rocks for us to follow suit. We sit down obediently. He has only the one glass, which he is now wiping out on his vest-tails. We will share that, and he will drink from the bottle. I try to read what’s left of the scuffed and greasy label.

Colli Pia… something, it says. Impossible to make out. Is it from round here? Domenico lifts the bottle up and looks at the label, vaguely surprised by its presence. Colli what? No, no, this is his own stuff, vino d’uva, wine made of grapes.

Are there places where they don’t make it out of grapes, then?

Domenico laughs uproariously at this. Apparently I’ve made a great joke. Still chuckling to himself, he twists the screwtop off and performs a violent wrist-flicking movement with the bottle, momentarily giving us the impression that it too is being hurled off down the hillside. No: he has just sent the first inch or two of the wine flying out over the valley. My capacity for amazement exhausted, I gaze on and ask nothing. The sister has more stamina. Is the top bit no good, then? she asks.

No, that was only olive oil, not wine, says Domenico, pouring out our glass, on whose surface, confirming his words, the odd flattened globule floats greasily.

Saves wasting time with corks, he adds. Seal it with a dash of oil instead.

We accept a cigarette and settle in for a chat, sipping at our wine made of grapes and complimenting its maker. Delicious. Here on the seaward side, vague through the sun-haze, a vista of silver-green olive terraces dotted with cream and ochre hilltop villages stretches down to the azure bay of Diano. No hint of the horror at our backs, the black choking smoke from the rubbish down the other side of the ridge. Domenico, outlined against the sky, elbows on knees, puffs away at the Superking cupped in his hand, serenely undisturbed by the occasional small but ferocious explosion as an aerosol can from our load finds its way into the heat and blows up down the scree behind us.

Ah, sì, sì, he says, exhaling with a deep sigh. He, unlike many people in San Pietro, knows quite a bit about foreigners. He has even visited foreign lands. His first son left home almost a decade ago, married a Dutch girl and set up a hairdressing salon in The Hague. His daughter, must be about our age, is a nurse in Buffalo, New York.

In America? we say in chorus, somewhat taken aback, brains working overtime at reinventing what we now see are absurdly inadequate stereotypes of Italian hairdressers and Italian-American nurses. Why do they not include very small vest-and-hanky-clad olive-farming fathers?

Yes, says Domenico patiently, New York, United States. He hasn’t been there, it’s too far and his wife Antonietta is scared of flying. But he went to Holland a couple of years ago, for a whole six weeks.

How was that? we ask.

A long pursed-lipped pause while Domenico considers Holland. He lost five kilos in those six weeks, he says. He was very impressed by the land – all that pianura, that flatness. But what use is good land if you don’t grow decent food on it? Which they don’t. Everything tastes of nothing. Worse still, you never get any bread with your meals. Unless you ask for it, that is, which he didn’t like to do in case the daughter-in-law took offence. Not more than a couple of times, anyway, he adds darkly.

Like England, I say. That’s how we eat. It’s not too bad once you’re used to it.

Domenico shudders. He has seen enough of Holland. Nowadays they see their son just once a year, when he comes down to collect his share of the olive oil. To think how he and Antonietta scrimped and saved, wore themselves out to buy up their few extra plots of land, a few more olive trees, give their kids a bit of security! For what? No security there any more. No kids either. Their grandson hardly speaks a word of Italian, never mind Ligurian. What does he care about a few dozen olive trees up some foreign hill? Nothing. And who knows what his mother does with all that good oil? She certainly doesn’t use it in her cooking: not as far as Domenico could tell. But that’s life these days.

Sounds terrible, we say, on cue. But he said that was his first son – what’s happened to the second?

Nothing yet, says Domenico, not sounding much cheered by the fact. He’s only a baby. Suddenly, at forty-six, his wife found herself pregnant again, and Maurizio was born three months ago. (Aha! Here is the explanation for all those jokes in the bar.) He knows it is the destino that has sent him Maurizio. But destiny knows nothing of fair play. He and Antonietta were looking forward to a peaceful middle age and a bit of spare cash for a change. Magari! (Chance would be a fine thing!) Luigi and his Communists are right: sweat blood to bring up your kids, feed them, clothe them, educate them – and send them off as a free gift to America or Germany or somewhere. Or Milan and Turin, come to that. No justice in it. Maurizio will go like the others. He was born hating the land – screamed his head off the whole time they were getting this year’s crop in. The right sort of baby would have lain quietly watching the sky through the branches, let you get on with the job. Domenico is disperato. There is no longer any tranquillity in his home, he says. And in the bar, he adds with a small sidewise grin, he gets no peace either.

We part soulmates. Domenico, with a grasp of local customs infinitely superior to anything the Blue Guide can tell us, is unperturbed by our desire to walk back down the muletrack from here instead of riding in his lorry. Domenico has known all along, of course, that we were off hunting and gathering, foraging for food. Walking about villages may be distinctly odd behaviour, but walking about hillsides, we see now, is fine. There should still be some wild asparagus left, he says, though we’ll have to get well off the path to find a decent amount. We’ll find no funghi though, except maybe a few oyster-mushrooms on some treetrunk – we’re too close to the village. As for snails, no chance. We’ll have to wait till next time it rains. Domenico provides us with the carrier bag we have unaccountably forgotten to bring with us – never mind, he has plenty in his wine-cache under the driver’s seat – and roars off, raising a hand in salutation. No, we won’t forget about the price of roses…

We wander off down the muletrack, detouring along the groves every now and then to see if we can spot some asparagus – the only item on Domenico’s menu we feel at all comfortable with. Snails, definitely not. Mushrooms maybe, but we wouldn’t trust ourselves to recognize an oyster-mushroom. As it turns out, we can’t trust ourselves to recognize wild asparagus either. We prod hopefully about against terrace walls, by the roots of olive trees, but find nothing at all asparagus-like. Nobody around to ask, either. The hills are deserted this high up, it seems, though we can hear the odd voice of peasants a-peasanting on the terraces below. We do, however, come across our best abandoned house so far: not a two-roomed stone bothy, one up, one down, like a lot of the hillside rustici we’ve come across, but double-size, a proper cottage, with a kind of huge vaulted alcove built out from one side where some enterprising peasant architect has incorporated one of the ancient roundhouses into its walls. The real-estate yearnings I thought I’d put so firmly behind me surface again, double strength. How could anyone leave such a lovely place to go to rack and ruin? It looks as if no one has been near it for decades, its lands untended and its olive trees unkempt. I want it very badly. It ought to be mine. Two big lemon trees, a lovely little cobbled area on the higher terrace by the upstairs door, shaded by a ramshackle bit of tiled roof; by the lower door a small cherry tree which, thanks to the weird semi-tropical climate in these parts, is already fruiting at this unlikely time of year. We gather and guzzle. Delicious, though not exactly the wild mountain provender we were supposed to be after. The sister being fully occupied with the cherries, I go off for a tour of inspection, find a window whose olive-plank shutter is hanging off its hinges half-open, and naturally, with nobody around to know or care, can’t resist climbing inside to check out the facilities…

Did I say there was nobody around? Did I call these hillsides pester-free? If we are still here all these years later, that lady in the green eyeshadow and her fellow devotees at the altar of Italian health are to blame. Preventing us, as they did, from lounging innocently by the sea of an afternoon on that wide sandy beach – a beach free of cunning peasants and their machinations – they drove us instead straight into the waiting arms of a certain Franco, otherwise known as ‘Il Coltello’: Frank the Knife, local property speculator extraordinaire. Who has spotted us now; and will soon be hot on our trail.

Follow the wide and shallow riverbed a little way up the valley from Patrucco’s business premises till it comes out on the other side of San Pietro, and you find a rambling shed-festooned house with a roof-high hammer and sickle daubed on its side wall in what must once have been blood-red, nowadays weathered to a tasteful dusky orange. Its owner, Giacò, is a large, loud and laughing person who augments his dwindling olive-income by dealing in second-hand goods, his home surrounded by chaotic heaps of irresistibly fascinating ancient hardware, a junkyard terrain stretching a good quarter of a mile among the tall clumps of wild cane and the smooth pale stones of the dried-up banks of the river. Not really a river, in fact, but a torrente, which means that it is almost completely dry for most of the year, just a trickle amongst the pebbles, and only fills up when there’s a big storm, or when the snows melt somewhere high in the hills. We are getting everybody’s gifts from Italy here at Giacò’s: strangely shaped ancient espresso pots, fat round-bellied saucepans with Bakelite handles, pre-war fashion catalogues, earthenware tureens for pasta al forno, intriguing twiddly glass light fittings from the 1950s. Most of which will never see England. Destiny has other plans for them.

Intimacy between us and Giacò has grown rapidly, thanks to our frequent lunchtime visits as we work our way slowly and methodically through these delights; and to his sympathy for our plight as exploited migrant workers oppressed by the heartless profiteer, Patrucco. It has even reached the point where we get invited out of the heat into his cool, dark stone-flagged kitchen once we’ve selected our bargains of the day, to be given various wines, grappas, types of olive marinade to try; or give our opinion on the merits of goat cheeses made respectively by his sister and his mother. Today we check out a remarkable bottle of whisky which Giacò bought last night from a Moroccan travelling salesman at a most reasonable price; a whisky bottled, according to its label, in the Highlands of Scotland, and going under the long-established name of Crazy Glen.

Seeing us arriving for yet another exhaustive investigation of his wares, Giacò comes puttering alongside us through his rubble-strewn terrain seated casually sidesaddle on his aged Vespa, his several rolls of grizzled chin unshaven, wearing the usual San Pietro tattered vest and Giacò is a bit of a rebel – men’s legs here usually remain firmly under cover – a pair of battered army surplus shorts. Dismounting when we’ve selected the area we’ll be concentrating on today, he takes a seat in a shady spot and looks on with sharp-eyed bristly benevolence while we sort through the mounds of kitchenware cunningly concealed amongst stacks of old doors and windows, under reclaimed rooftiles, behind piles of those iron-and-chainmail bed bases dating from the days when the average height of an Italian must have been about five feet.

Giacò chats on, plying us with sips of his lethal homemade grappa, with tales of his life and times, of his wartime Partisan deeds and the collapse of his marriage, apparently utterly absorbed in his stories, casually announcing a price every now and then off the top of his head with hardly an interruption to his flow. Nazi reprisal killings in the piazza of San Pietro… his best mate’s grandad about to be shot… the Nazis were fools – five thousand lire – new lads would flock to join the Partisans after every reprisal… We even know all about Giacò’s wife running off with the bus driver to Venezuela, and how the bus driver’s wife blamed Giacò for not keeping his own wife satisfied, and how he was scared that this might be true and so never found the heart to try courting again…

So, of course, when we bump into Giacò back at Luigi’s bar taking his before-dinner aperitivo, we say Ciao to him and ask how business is doing. Not the right move at all. The cheery, talkative Giacò of the junkyard, he who has shared his cheese, his whisky and his innermost secrets with us, shrinks to a hunted shadow of his former self, casting around wildly for some means of escape. Muttering something inaudible he leaps from his bar stool with an agility startling in one so large and shapeless, and makes for the safety of the card tables.

Is mateyness with females in the bar not done? Can’t be that, there are always a couple of overall-clad women in here, shouting in dialect, cackling and card-playing with the best of them. They’re at the next table to Giacò now. Soon though Domenico does a runner on us in a strangely similar fashion. We spot our tiny friend at his after-dinner espresso and digestivo, bounce up to him and sit down at his table, looking forward to a chat about rubbish disposal technology and the price of roses and the wife and the baby and whether its attitude to olive trees might be said to be improving, and suchlike. A pair of white-haired Godfathers are looking on beadily from the Methuselah corner: Domenico glances over at them, opens and shuts his mouth a few times, turns tail and shoots into the loo, whence he emerges shamefaced some time later to scuttle straight out of the bar and off into the starry night.

Next time we pass Giacò’s yard, we try haltingly to apologize for whatever it was, hoping for a clue. Mah! How could we have offended him, whatever are we talking about? he says, getting out the Crazy Glen and settling down for a cosy chat. We retire to our beds some hours later, weaving horribly, much better informed about the history of the local Partisans and the struggle against Nazifascist Barbarism, but otherwise utterly unenlightened.

How to account for the apparently random mood-swings of these olive-farming folk? Away from the bar the men of San Pietro will lay down their ferocious sharp sickles and roaring chainsaws to press swigs of wine on us from the bottle-in-a-sack they all keep handy in the hollow of a nearby treetrunk, bare their hearts to us about their joys and woes, their love lives, their worries about aged parents or wayward children, their secret desires to dump everything and run away to Paris, as if we were their long-lost sisters. Or their therapists. In the bar, though, they determinedly blank us.

Maybe, I suggest to my sister, the essential feature of the relationship is that we aren’t really part of their lives, so they can say what they want, about anything, like people do with their analysts. But by the same token, in the eyes of the village, a therapeutic distance must be maintained: glowering must prevail. Why shouldn’t the menfolk of ancient olive-farming cultures have developed, over the aeons, the habit of using any strange females who happen to pass through their villages as unpaid therapists? Seems quite likely to me. Peasants are, after all, famous for their thrifty ways.
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