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When | was twenty months old my sister Rosa was born. Her name was
her maternal grandmother's. Unlike Concetta, Rosa - again according to my
mother - was beautiful, white and pink in complexion, brown hair framing a
harmonious face embellished with two beautiful blue eyes: a flower, like her
name! So much so that when my mother went to the fountain to get water
with Rosa in her arms, her friends asked her how it was possible to give
birth to two completely different daughters. .foar,i,18 - Chista cca, Rusina,
yes you billicchia, but the other...- .foar,p,16 This one, Rosina, yes she is
beautiful, but the other... they said with a grimace of the lips the friends.
Meanwhile, in this situation | continued to be restless, as if | sensed the
premonition of my ordeal, which, thank God, was endured, even if not with
resignation.

To tell the rest of the story, first, | must introduce you to my aunt Antonia, in
short, .foar,i,18 zi 'Ntuoia. .foar, p, 16 she was my mother's older sister,
there was a seventeen year difference between the two. She was a short,
plump woman, with dirty hair that fell into her eyes. Her neglected face
looked older than she was and there was only so much humiliation in her
blank gaze. At twenty, at that time marriageable age, she married her first
cousin, who had just returned from work in the Sempione tunnel, who had
been widowed and had a three-year-old son. This man, my uncle Michele,
foar,i,18 uncle Micheri, .foar,p,16 was a short man and looked like the
plebeian copy of King Vittorio Emanuele lll, he lived in a house he owned in
a very characteristic street of the town for the steps almost two meters wide.
It was a beautiful house. On the ground floor there was the carpenter's shop
with a large central counter with a vice, two wall cabinets where he kept
rasps, chisels, gimlets, gouges and augers, a lathe to round the feet of the
tables he built, a grinding wheel which served to sharpen planes and
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blades, a wood-burning stove with a saucepan to liquefy the glue, boards
stacked everywhere, a few saws attached to the wall, some lucky charms
such as horseshoes, goat horns and turtle skins, in short, one of those
places that now they belong only to the world of memories.
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As you know, after my brother's death, | have to look after my aunt and |
can no longer take care of the countryside, which is why | thought of selling
it. Why don't you buy it? This way your wife would have the opportunity to
breathe good air... Initially Uncle Michele was hesitant about her but then he
went to visit her and was also convinced to buy her. In a short time the
contract was stipulated and the property became his. Thus, the lookalike of
Vittorio Emanuele llI, increasingly shrewd and treacherous, proposed to
aunt Antonia: - you will learn to pick figs and let them dry. When you have to
wash clothes you will go down to the river and get the water needed for
drinking and cooking by digging a hole in the sand to purify it. - we could
retire to live in the countryside: | will work as a carpenter for the families who
live in the nearby hamlets of San Basilio, Vallancazza, Badiavecchia and
Piano Vigna. It will be uncomfortable in winter when the river swells with
water but | will overcome this obstacle. You, on the other hand, will be able
to enjoy the countryside. With her gaze lowered, Aunt Antonia, once again,
did as she was ordered: .foar, i, 18-Cuomu tu voi, eu fazzu.- .foar, p, 16 As
you want, | do, she obediently replied the poor girl .
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They called him to cut down a tree and left it to dry for a couple of years.
The tree trunk was then mounted on a wall. The carpenter held the saw
from above and an assistant below: .foar,i,18 "Serra serra mastro dascio
who dumé fagimmo a cascia" .foar,p,16 (Saw saw or great master that
tomorrow we will make the chest).
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Meanwhile, my father returned from Sardinia, stayed just a week, enough
to get my mother pregnant, and left again. It was 1939 and the following
year Antonietta was born. | still vaguely remember that my aunt Antonia took
me to Novara to see my mother and | saw my sister for the first time. |
wanted to stay at home to cuddle little Antonietta but my aunt, more and
more in control of my life, as rigid as a soldier, told me: .foar,i,18 -
Turnemmu at home, I'll make you a beautiful causitta - .foar ,p,16 (Let's go
home, I'll make you a nice doll).
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In those days a woman of Venetian origin was the midwife of San Basilio.
When the river was in flood in winter, uncle Michele carried her on his
shoulder .foar,i,18 (a ciancalea) .foar,p,16 for purchases at the pharmacy in
Novara. She stopped at home and said "Antonia, give her a shawl, it's cold".
You poor aunt, | don't know if you understood that you were Michele's lover.,
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Before leaving, the mother tried to leave the grandfather's house in order,
as the poor guy was left alone. She thought about putting in electric lights,
at that time the prerogative of the lords. Before she used "u lusu" to oil.
Uncle Michele was disturbed by this: a few days later he called the
electrician in turn and had him also install the light in his house, so when |
went to the village | too enjoyed a little light on the steep wooden stairs.
When | had to go to the toilet .foar,i,18 (in latrea), .foar,p,16 basically a
simple hole that was on the ground floor behind his laboratory, there were
always coffins stacked next to it, which the uncle built to be ready in case of
request.

On the morning of March 1st 1942, dressed in blue satin with light blue
sleeves, together with my uncle and grandfather Tore, | accompanied my
mother and her little sisters to the post office in Piazza di San Sebastiano,
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that is, yes, to the bus, which would take them to at the Vigliatore railway
station. Her 4-year-old sister Rosa didn't want to come up and her uncle, to
convince her, said to her: .foar, i, 18-if you don't come up you'll get two feet-
foar, p, 16 (I'll fart you twice) .
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Surprisingly, the result was positive and | was admitted to the second
class: | was ready to go to school, but the problem of the apron arose. Uncle
Michele had gone to the shop the previous day and bought a remnant of
black fabric. Aunt Antonia made my uniform for me within a day. More
money was needed to purchase the folder. My uncles had money but they
were obsessed with saving so he, the miser, did his best and made me a
plywood folder with a window clip. They didn't even buy me a pen. My uncle
built one with a thin piece of wood with a nib attached to the end. They
couldn't replace the two notebooks and the pencil and had to buy them. On
October 1st of 1942 my aunt accompanied me to school. First she had gone
to the mayor to ask for a birth certificate which the school required because
| was out of class. The teacher was full of kindness and welcomed me with
kindness, but | was afraid of her, perhaps because instead of her right arm
she had a rubber prosthesis due to an accident that occurred as a child in
her father's pasta factory. | was assigned a seat in the front rows. My new
companions, who hadn't seen me the year before, intrigued by my
presence, muttered among themselves: .foar,i,18 - But why is this sicca-
sicca? - .foar,p,16 (Who is this skinny little girl?). | was very intimidated and
ashamed, | couldn't open my mouth and | didn't even answer the questions
that the teacher lovingly asked me.
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| took the laundry to wash and took it to my aunt secretly from Michelillo
otherwise there would be trouble. He didn't even feel love for his father: one

day one of his half-sisters came to Castrangia to tell them that he had died.
“If you don't go away, .foar, i, 18 I'll kick you in the butt” she told her.
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The people of Messina who bought the eggs probably had a chick in their
hands. The figs had to be sipped, only a few could be eaten, the others
were left to dry in the sun to sell or preserve for the winter. In the month of
October, beautiful chestnuts were made in the evening. If there were any
peeled ones left over, my uncle would leave them on the table in the little
room (not on the plate but on the mat greased by the oil that dripped from
the lamp) and in the morning, when he got up at four to go to work, he
would wake me up and hand me the chestnuts and say to me: "You have
breakfast". | obeyed and ate them out of hunger, but they tasted like oil and
Inevitably gave me a stomach ache. The uncle bragged around: - | love my
niece, | even prepare chestnuts for her when it's still late at night -. My uncle
actually had hatred in his eyes. Every now and then they were yellow, fiery
red when he got angry: even if small, those eyes invaded his face. They
were small and deep like narrow holes with hate pouring out of them.
Meanwhile, dysentery and worms triumphed. Every now and then my aunt
gave me a teaspoon of oil. This keeps the worms away, she muttered to
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convince herself... then she began with the .foar, i, 18 "prichentu":-Mazzai
un vermu gruossu quennu ia pagana, ua u mazzu chi sugnu all Christian.
Or on Monday you hear, or on Tuesday you hear, or on Wednesday you
hear, or on Thursday you hear, or on Vinardi you hear, or on Sabutu you
hear, matteia du jurnu of Easter u viermu sturdudu a tierra casca.-
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foar,p,16 When someone called her from the balcony her aunt kept her
head spinning. They then advised her to take a small glass of ferroquine on
an empty stomach. She convinced her husband to buy it and in the morning
she gave me a glass too.

Furthermore, superstition also reigned in that house. His uncle always had
a headache from the wine he drank, but according to him the cause was
someone's evil eye. The wife had to ward him off: she took a plate with
water, poured in some salt and a drop of oil and then began with the
prichentu for the headache: .foar,i,18 - Ogliu biridittu, ogliu santissimu, trasi
ta sta house and chase away this morocchiu, ogliu biriditto get out and
chase away this mammucca... foar,p,16 (Blessed oil, most holy oil enter this
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house and chase away this evil eye, blessed oil get strong and chase away

this devil...).
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Sometimes they invited me to have a bowl of soup. The seamstress asked
me to help her do cross-stitch embroidery on children's clothes. Once | had
a crisis of sadness and left the job half done. Another time, out of spite, |
took the ash from the brazier and sowed it along the staircase. They said:
foar,i,18 “Who eve foar? Will | catch a disease?”. .foar,p,16 In the end they
understood me and forgave me.
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In November of every year they took me to the Sant'Ugo fair which took
place in Piano Vigna. In this location the paternal grandparents set up a
shed where they prepared grilled meat and sausages which they sold
together with a good glass of wine. For me it was an opportunity to be
together with my paternal relatives, taste good meat and drink a colored
soda, look at the stalls selling braziers, lanterns, earthenware pots, quarts
and .foar,i,18 bumbaelli. .foar,p,16
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| remember that as a child, when we returned from Castrangia, before
arriving in the village there was a chapel dedicated to the Savior. The zizi
stopped for a moment and said in a loud voice .foar,i,18 "oh mothers, oh
mothers...". .foar,p,16 | thought it was a prayer. When | became older |
understood that she instead called her deceased mother, as the cemetery
was located just above the chapel. | had never visited the cemetery
because zizi didn't even go for the feast of the Saints. | knew that on that
occasion people bought flowers from Miss Signorino in a place called
"Fussadello" and went almost in procession to decorate the tomb of their
loved ones. Once | proposed to zizi: "Why don't we go and visit your
mother's grave too?".

4 E "commare"zt

She replied that she would be sorry. - It is useless to invoke .foar,i,18
“mothers - mothers” .foar,p,16 if you don't want to bring her even a flower. -
At these words she almost moved. We went to Fussadello to buy some
chrysanthemums. On All Saints' Day | went to call grandfather Turi to take
us to the tomb of "mothers”, for me grandmother Rosa. My grandfather had
recently had that tomb rebuilt because during the war the only bomb that fell
in the cemetery had destroyed it.

Even though | was proud to have won another battle, my thoughts were
with my parents day and night. | tried to distract myself when | was in the
lab. | began to enjoy sewing: | prepared the wadding for the shoulder pads, |
blew on the charcoal iron. When the iron was hot the big girls ironed the
pieces to make clothes. To keep it taut, weights sewn between two ribbons
were placed in the hem. | went to buy them from my godfather who sold rifle
material. They were pellets that | had to flatten with the hammer. Sometimes
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| even flattened my fingers... Meanwhile, Mrs. Orlando held paid cutting
courses for the older girls. | was sitting far away but | was listening to
understand something from the lessons. Once the uncles said that we
would go to Fantina to visit the "commare" and the "compare”, those who
slept with us when they came to Novara for important errands. Once the
godmother asked zizi "How old are you?" And she said: .foar, i, 18-I'm blind
to my eyesight, | don't think about it-.foar, p, 16 (if I didn't have sight, | don't
remember).

With grandfather Turi's tip | went to buy a piece of green fabric, to test my
ability | made a skirt. The day of departure for Fantina arrived (two hours on
foot). We got up at 4. | wanted to surprise Zizi by wearing my skirt. It was so
narrow | almost couldn't walk. When they saw my creation they began to
say: - We raised it and now that it starts to grow it acts like an owl. It makes
us ashamed. And | pointed out: "I'm not taking this away, if you want it's like
this, otherwise, you go!" But in my heart | thought "how can | walk in such a
tight skirt...". We arrived at our destination anyway. The commare asked
where | had had such a beautiful skirt made. .foar, i, 18-Sa figi illa-.foar, p,
16 (she made it herself) she replied zizi. - So when we have to sew
something we come to her -. Owl pride...
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In one of the many letters sent to my parents | had expressed the desire
for a wristwatch. Having learned that Mrs Agostina had come from
Domodossola, | went to see her. As soon as she saw me she hugged me
and she gave me a package sent by my parents. | opened it and to my
surprise | found a brown lamb fur coat with curls as big as a finger, a felt hat
and a box with a watch. | was trembling with joy as the lady placed it on my
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wrist. She gave me a glass of water to pick me up and | ran home. The next
day when my uncles came to Novara they said that if | wore that fur they
would think | was crazy: no one in town owned anything like that. | wore it
with pride anyway. | would roll back my sleeve to let everyone notice the
little watch. | often gave it rope, so in a short time it broke. Going to
Castrangia | met some elderly people who asked me the time. To avoid
making a bad impression, | looked at the now irremediably broken watch
and said that | had forgotten to wind it. .foar,i,18 - Thank you very much -.
foar,p,16 They greeted me and continued on their way.
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Meanwhile, | was starting to get familiar with the new job. Back then, fur
collars were used to attach to coats. The skins were wetted with a sponge
and finally nailed to a wooden board by pulling them from all sides. | was
reminded of when in the laboratory in Sicily | crushed the leads to put on the
bottom of my clothes. Here too there was some hammering on the fingers. If
there was a bit of sun they were dried in the garden on the street, so | had
to act as sentry for the precious Persian lamb, fox, mink and rat musqué
skins. While | was taking care of them | liked watching the cars and people
passing by. | even inhaled car exhaust fumes and tried to soak in that city
scent, so new and intoxicating for the little girl who grew up in pure air. The
city passed by before my gaze and | even lost track of time. My father
explained to me that there the day was divided into hours, whereas when |
lived in Castrangia | only knew the rising and setting of the sun. Sometimes
while | was taking care of the skins an elderly lady from the upper floor
would come to keep me company. She spoke in strict Piedmontese and |
didn't understand a thing: .foar, i, 18 "What a beautiful fiola, da ndua ti
vegnat (where do you come from)? Cuma ti se ciamat (what's your name)?".
| change. "Ti mi capisat mia (don't you understand)?". .foar,p,16 When the
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skins were dry Miss Tilde cut the shape of the necks for the seamstresses
who ordered them.
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