
THE END OF WINTER 

 

Once there was a winter, long and dark, and the deep snow gripped the 

ground and would not let go for many months. The small houses in the 

hills were well stocked with sausage and chestnut flour and firewood, but 

after six months and no sign of the winter letting up, their stores were 

running low. 

 

They say that two brothers set out from Magrignana, each to a different 

corner of the woods, to find an end to the winter. They walked out from 

the house without looking back, and soon their footsteps were lost to each 

other in the snow and the silence of the frozen woods. Each was 

surrounded by silence except for the sound of his own breath and the 

cracking of the last sap freezing in the chestnut trees. 

 

The older brother set out uphill for Montecreto, but soon lost his way in 

the dark woods, although the place was well known to him, and as the 

brittle night came on he fell asleep in the warm dreaminess of those who 

are freezing. He dreamed of a warm evening beside the fire after the day’s 

work, with his muscles tired and a plate of good polenta and mushrooms 

on the table before him and the wood crackling in the fire place. He dreamt 

that his mother stood over him with her ladle and her pot and urged him to 

eat more. But this was the dream of death, and death took him before he 

could remember he was dreaming and wake up. 

 

The younger brother struck out downhill for Strettara, north to the old 

bridge over the ice-locked river. He scrambled down, falling and slipping 

when his boots could find no purchase, along the track that led to Casa 

Mucci, the landowner’s house. But at a certain point he lost his footing 

altogether and slid down the icy scree all the way to the edge of the river, 

coming up at last against a small tree which stopped him from ending up in 

the water. When he got his breath back, he looked up and saw lights on the 

other side of the river, but he could neither cross nor find a way back up 

the steep slope at his back. So he continued along the water’s edge for a 

while, looking for a place to climb up the gorge, until he came to Strettara 

and saw the bridge with its four stone lions not far ahead. In this narrow 

place between the high walls of rock the river flows fastest and deepest, 

and no-one goes there in the winter. In summer tall rocks stand clear of the 



riverbed, but in winter the muddy water roars over them and big stones roll 

along the bottom of the river, shaking the ground with a sullen grinding 

noise. He stopped at the deadly edge of the torrent and stood there 

wondering what to do next. There was nowhere to go. 

 

As he stood shivering in the half-dark at the bottom of the gorge, he heard 

a sound like a whistling, only a whistling he could never have imagined 

before. At first he thought it must be the wind cutting through the ice-

edged leaves, or the sound of ice creaking and shattering in the roaring 

black water. But the sound slowly came closer, and with it came a light. 

The boy could see a tall black man coming towards him, hopping from 

rock to rock without slipping on the ice, holding a lantern on the end of a 

long stick which he held in front of him to see where he was going. And as 

he came he whistled, a music the boy had never heard. It was a song which 

went on and on, without ever stopping or repeating itself, and it went 

higher and lower than any whistling should go. 

 

When the black man had come close to him, he stopped and held the 

lantern out to examine the boy’s face. 

 

“You will die of the cold here,” he said, and his voice was thin and fierce, 

as if the winter itself was speaking. “The night is coming on and all good 

people should be indoors with their fires and a hot meal on the table.” 

 

The boy found that he had stopped shivering. Maybe it was the light from 

the lantern, or the surprise of meeting someone in such a desolate place, 

but he was warm, although he could feel the freezing air on his face. 

 

“There are no hot meals at home,” he said. “The wood is all burned up. 

Nothing is left. Never have we known a winter like this, it will kill us all.” 

 

The black man peered closely at him, and the boy could see that his skin 

was really black, which was something he had never seen before. There 

were no black people at Magrignana, although he had heard of such. 

 

“You will die here of the cold or die at home, then,” the black man said. “I 

have no food or firewood to give you.” 

 



The boy no longer believed that death was close, because he was so warm 

in the light of the black man’s lantern. 

 

“Give me your lantern,” he said, “it will keep me warm at least while I 

return to my people.” 

 

The black man pursed his lips as if he was about to start whistling again. 

Then he lowered the lantern and took a stone out of it. The boy could now 

see that rather than holding a flame, the lantern was full of stones, each 

one shining with its own light.  

 

The black man held out the bright stone and gave it to the boy. “Go 

home,” he said. “Winter is over.” He hopped whistling onto a rock in the 

middle of the river. In a moment he was across the water and out of sight 

in the steep woods on the other side. For a while the boy could see the 

light of the lantern between the trees, but soon that was gone too. 

 

The boy looked at the stone he was holding. It was shining with a warm 

light, and he could feel its warmth spreading all through his body. He held 

it up so that it shone its light around him, and with its help he soon found a 

way up out of the gorge.  

 

“This will keep us warm,” the boy thought holding the stone fast in his 

hand, and rather than going on to the landowner’s house, he turned back to 

his home. With the stone to keep him warm and light his way, he made it 

back up the hill to his mother’s house at Magrignana, even though a killing 

wind had come up and the stinging snow was flying around him. 

 

His mother opened the door to his knock, and very relieved she was to 

have him back from such a cold and dangerous night. She set a wooden 

bowl of polenta in front of him and put the last of their firewood on the 

fire, and asked him where he had been. 

 

But the boy was too tired to tell her his story, and the stone in his hand was 

no longer warm: as soon as he had crossed the threshold, its light had gone 

out. Now it was just a stone like any other. He put it in his pocket and 

shook his head. After eating, he lay down in his cot by the fire and pulled 

the blanket up around his shoulders. He could feel a deathly cold in his 



bones. His mother sat at the table waiting for his brother to return, but at 

last she too fell asleep.  

 

The next morning, his mother was awakened by the dripping of water, and 

the soft sound of icicles breaking off the roof and falling into the snow. 

The room was warm with the last embers of the fire and bright light was 

shining in through the small window – the first sunshine for many days. 

She opened the door and felt the first warmth of spring on her face. The 

winter was over at last. 

 

She turned back to the room where her son was still sleeping and shook 

him gently to wake him up. But there was no answer. The boy was dead 

and frozen in his bed. 

 



THE FOUR ROOTS 

 

There was once a shepherd, a young man, who was keeping his sheep in 

the high hills near to the border. He usually slept in a small stone hut with 

a round window just under the peak of the roof, with his dogs to keep an 

eye on the sheep, but one late afternoon he was caught out on the hillside 

far from the hut over the mountain pass and with no chance to get back, 

and it was coming on to rain. Now rain in the hills is very dangerous: not 

only can you catch your death of cold in the freezing winds and mist 

coming over the border from either side, but the lightning seeks out 

shepherds and travellers to strike, and many have died in the brief and 

violent storms of summer. 

 

The shepherd was far from a safe place, and he looked around for 

somewhere to shelter from the rain. Some woods a little further down the 

hill looked like a good place to find shelter, and he called his dogs to bring 

the sheep in after him and hurried to get out of the weather.  

 

The dogs brought the sheep in under the trees and settled them in small 

groups as best they could while the shepherd pushed in deeper to find a 

good place to spend the night. Not far into the wood he found a large oak, 

with its four big roots writhing out of the ground like fat, muscular snakes 

of wood, and a good canopy of leaves to keep him dry. So he checked on 

the sheep one last time and then settled himself between the roots and fell 

asleep. 

 

While he was sleeping, he dreamt a wonderful dream. He dreamt that he 

was back in Magrignana with his young wife and children, all happy and 

without a care in the world. He was sitting at his table with a good meal in 

front of him and a fine bottle of wine, and as he drank he felt that he had 

never tasted such a good wine in his life before. It was dark red, warm and 

rich and as he drank it his head grew clearer rather than dull, as usually 

happened when he drank. And he looked at his wife and two small sons 

and thought that they had never looked so beautiful and happy. They were 

playing by the fire and the house was clean and warm. And he thought to 

himself: “I’ve never been so happy!” That was his dream. 

 



When he woke, he was quite dry and the roots of the tree had kept him 

warm. So he thought to himself: “the grazing here is good and no other 

shepherds come this way; I can spend a few nights here before returning to 

the hut. I have enough food to last for another few days.” The shepherds 

always carry food for a few days in their packs in case they are caught out 

on the hill. 

 

So that day he stayed on the hill above the woods, watching the flocks and 

whistling to his dogs, sometimes moving them a little higher up to the pass 

itself with its big view of the valley of his home beyond it, and the weather 

was bright and warm and no cold wind blew. In the evening he returned to 

the oak tree with the big roots and lit his pipe while the flock settled 

around him, and since there was no hurry or bad weather to hide from this 

time, he looked carefully at the roots to find the most comfortable ones to 

sit between before he went to sleep. In the end he chose two roots, not the 

ones from the night before, which formed a sort of armchair with a rest for 

his head, and there he went to sleep. 

 

Once again he dreamt a wonderful dream, even more wonderful than the 

night before. It was a dream of perfect happiness: his family and he were 

living in a big house with fine furniture, much finer than the house in 

Magrignana, and he was sitting in a large oak chair with his two fine sons, 

grown young men, at the table, and they were talking about the flocks they 

owned and which shepherds should take them into the hills. He was a rich 

man now and other shepherds worked for him. His wife was older but still 

beautiful, and she poured him a glass of the fine wine that made his head 

clear, with its warm, rich flavour and aroma. And as he put it to his lips to 

drink, he thought: “I’ve never been so happy in my life.” 

 

When he woke up that morning, he rubbed his face with his hands to get 

the sleep out of his eyes. “Has my beard grown so fast?” he said, feeling 

his thick beard. But he had been a week or more in the mountains without 

shaving, so he thought nothing of it and headed up to the high pastures 

with his flock. 

 

That night he returned to the oak in the woods and settled between the 

roots like the night before. But something was wrong. Somehow what had 

been perfectly comfortable the night before was no longer comfortable 



now. So he moved around to the next pair of roots, stuffed some grass 

between them, and fell asleep as best he could. 

 

This time he dreamt that he was an old man, with grey hair and spectacles 

but still powerfully built, seated on cushions in the same big armchair as 

the night before. Children were playing at his feet and he understood that 

they were his grandchildren. One of his sons came in and smiled at him as 

he picked up his own son to put him to bed. His wife came in, an old 

woman now, with fine lines around her eyes and her grey hair done up in a 

bun, and she smiled gently at him and poured him a glass of the wonderful 

wine that made his head clear. “How happy I am!” he thought as his wife 

sat next to him and they watched the fire crackling in the fireplace 

together. 

 

That morning when he awoke he found that his beard was grey and his 

eyes could no longer see as well as they had the day before. “So that’s how 

it is,” he said. “I must get away from this place.” He stood up, feeling 

strong and full of life, and called his dogs to move the sheep out, and set 

out towards the old stone hut. But as the day wore on, he grew more and 

more tired, as an old man grows tired, and his joints grew stiff and full of 

aches. And when he looked forwards, he saw that night was coming on 

and a cold black wind was hard in his face and he had not yet reached the 

mountain pass, and when he looked back he saw the woods so close, it was 

as if he had only just set out. “So that’s how it is,” he said again. “Well, if I 

am to die here, at least I shall die in a happy dream.” And he turned back 

towards the woods and the old oak tree. 

 

That night the roots were arranged like a low bed, with cushions of springy 

heather between them for his head and his feet. He looked at them and 

smiled a bit to himself, then he called his dogs and said: “Good dogs, go 

now and take the sheep to Magrignana if you can! No more shall we go on 

the hill together!” The dogs looked at him as dogs do, and he could not tell 

if they had understood. He stroked their heads and ran his hands along 

their narrow, bony flanks one last time, and lay down to sleep between the 

roots of the tree. 

 

Now he dreamt that he was an old, old man, lying on his deathbed. The 

bed was built of heavy oakwood with rich covers of finely worked wool, 



and candles burned in golden candlesticks at its four corners. His wife was 

sitting by his side, holding his hand and looking at him with her eyes full 

of regret for their parting, and his sons and their wives and his 

grandchildren were gathered at the foot of the bed. They were all upright, 

handsome people, strong and clean-limbed. He looked at them and realised 

that although this was a dream, he had lived his whole life in it, and it had 

been a good life, happy and prosperous. He turned his head to look at the 

table beside the bed and saw on it a glass of the wonderful wine that made 

his head clear, and his wife held him up to drink from it one last time. The 

wine was even warmer and richer tasting than he remembered, and he held 

it in his mouth for a long moment before swallowing it. “This is the best of 

all!” he thought, and then he died. 

 

The next morning the dogs came to wake him, but they found nothing 

between the roots of the oak tree. They sniffed around for a bit and barked, 

but there was no trace of their master to be found. So like the good dogs 

they were, they turned around and got the sheep into a big bunch and 

herded them over the high pass and down from the hills into the valley and 

along the river, and after five days they came to Magrignana. 

 

 



THE FOX’S TREASURE 

 

Once there was a farmer from Magrignana who was plagued by a fox. The 

fox stole his chickens every night, and those that he left stopped laying so 

that there were no eggs to make pasta. No matter how deep they dug the 

wire into the ground, the fox dug under, and if he couldn’t do that, he 

jumped and climbed over the fence to get at the chickens. After a bit of 

this, the man took his shotgun from the wall and said to his wife: “tonight 

I’ll lie in wait for the fox, and just you see if I don’t settle him for good.” 

He rummaged around in the chest of drawers in the kitchen and found just 

one cartridge, loaded it into the gun and went out to wait. 

 

Now it was still autumn, but the nights were already cold and sometimes 

freezing in the mountains. And this night the sky was clear, studded with a 

million stars, and a frost was in the air. The farmer wrapped a blanket tight 

around him and settled to wait for the fox in a place where he could keep 

an eye on the hen house, but he was very tired and after a bit, despite the 

biting cold, he fell asleep. 

 

After some time he was awakened by a commotion: the fox had got at the 

chickens again! But he was too late to catch him with his gun – he was 

only just in time to see the white tip of his tail disappearing into the bushes 

at the edge of the field. So up he got and started off after the fox with his 

shotgun in his hand as fast as he could go, leaving the blanket on the 

ground behind him. 

 

The fox was far ahead of him and moving too fast to shoot, so he followed 

it over the fields and up towards the Marina, the deserted village at the top 

of the hill, and as he went higher the cold air tore at his lungs and a pain 

started in his side, but he went on as fast as he could. Seventeen eggs the 

fox had stolen from him and four hens, and although he had to stop from 

time to time and bend over to catch his breath with the butt of his gun on 

the ground to support him, he wasn’t giving up. 

 

By now they were very high and the lights of Magrignana glittered below 

as the stars glittered above. The farmer had completely lost sight of the fox 

and all real hope of catching him, but he forged on obstinately anyway. 

Suddenly, just when he thought he was too tired to go on, he tripped over a 



chain barring his path. He picked himself up and saw that he had come to 

the Red House. 

 

The Red House was a big old house with many windows which at one time 

had belonged to a rich man from Modena who liked to spend his summers 

high in the mountains to escape the humid heat of the plains. But for many 

years no-one had come there any more, and it was in a ruinous state. The 

windows were all broken in, the stately wooden door was hanging from 

one hinge and full of holes made by woodpeckers looking for grubs, and 

the red paint which gave the house its name had almost completely gone. 

And the house, the windowsills and roof tiles, even the ivy winding in and 

out of the windows, glittered with hoarfrost under the cloudless sky. But 

this was not all: the old house was full of foxes. 

 

There were foxes at every window, their breath rising in small clouds in 

the night, there were foxes in the door and ranged in ranks in the driveway, 

their sharp white teeth glinting in the starlight: there must have been a 

hundred foxes or twice as many there, and their sharp musty smell came to 

him on the cold air. There were even foxes sitting on the crumbling 

chimney pots looking down at him, though how they could have got there 

was a mystery. And in front of them all sat the fox he had chased from his 

house, with a half-eaten chicken lying at its feet. Now he saw that this was 

the king of the foxes: he was bigger and redder and the tip of his tail was 

whiter than that of the other foxes, and his teeth were sharper and his eyes 

more black. And he was watching the farmer as the hunter watches his 

prey. 

 

“Man!” said the king of the foxes, and his voice was a kind of singing 

bark, “Fiocchi! Why have you come to the house of the foxes?” 

 

The farmer was startled, for Fiocchi was indeed his name, and it struck 

cold into his heart to hear the fox say it. But he was a man with a gun, and 

the fox was just a chicken thief, and he was not afraid. 

 

“I have come for what is mine,” he said, “for the chickens you have stolen! 

And the eggs stolen or not laid! My wife cannot make fresh pasta and my 

boy goes without because of you. Give me back what you have taken!” 

 



The king of the foxes licked the chicken’s blood off his muzzle and 

considered. “You are no longer among your people, Fiocchi,” he said, 

“and you do not know your danger. But although we are thieves and proud 

of it, eggs are easy to come by, and we will give you what is yours. 

Seventeen eggs have we stolen from you.” And he snicked his tongue and 

gave a short, high bark, and foxes came forward from the house carrying 

eggs in their mouths and laid them on the ground before the farmer until 

seventeen eggs were there. 

 

The farmer cocked his gun. “Seventeen eggs is good, but what of the eggs 

not laid, and the dead hens? Give me what you owe me!” 

 

The fox looked at him curiously. “Here are hundreds, Man,” he said, “and 

you are but one and one shot in your gun. We will tear you to pieces.” 

 

The farmer raised his gun to his shoulder and took careful aim at the king 

of the foxes. 

 

“Very well,” said the king, and he grinned his long fox’s grin, “give this to 

Mirella to cook the eggs.” Again he gave his short, high bark and snicked 

his tongue, and from one of the windows a battered old saucepan came 

flying down and landed at his feet. 

 

Again the farmer was amazed, and for a moment he felt afraid, for Mirella 

was his wife. How could the fox know her name? But once more he 

thought, I have a gun. 

 

“What of the hunger of my boy, my one year old? What will you give me 

to pay for that?” he said. 

 

The king looked at him and this time the farmer thought that if a fox could 

laugh, this one was laughing. But he merely said, “take this for your wife 

to feed young Sergio with,” and from the gable window at the top of the 

house a shining silver spoon came flying down and landed at his feet. 

 

“How do you know the name of my son?” the farmer asked. But the king 

of the foxes had already turned away with the chicken in his mouth and in 



a moment all the foxes had disappeared into the house. Only the eggs, the 

saucepan and the silver spoon were left under the freezing, glittering sky. 

 

The farmer looked around him and shrugged. Then he picked up the 

spoon, the saucepan and the eggs and stuffed them into the small bag he 

always carried with him, put his gun over his shoulder, and started off 

down to Magrignana. When he came to the chain across the road, he 

turned and called out: “we are square for now, but come to my house again 

and my gun will be waiting for you!” But the old house stood silent in the 

night. 

 

Maybe it was some fox’s magic, but the farmer saw now that hours had 

passed since he had come to the Red House. The stars had moved and the 

narrow blade of the moon was low, and in the east the sky was already 

lightening with dawn. And he felt the weariness of the night on him, as if 

he had worked hard for many hours.  

 

As he walked on along the rutted road, the bag seemed very heavy and its 

strap cut into his shoulder, and after a while he said, “surely the heaviest 

thing and of least value is that old saucepan. We have saucepans enough at 

home, we don’t need another.” So he took the old saucepan out and threw 

it far from him into the scrubby woods at the side of the road, and 

continued on his way. 

 

But the road was much longer than he remembered; his feet were hurting 

and the weariness grew on him and the bag still seemed heavy and 

awkward to carry. So he said, “the only thing of real value is the silver 

spoon; we can sell the spoon and buy as many eggs as we like!” So he took 

out the eggs and dropped them on the ground, and as they broke open he 

saw that they were fresh and good. “Well, no loss,” he said, thinking of the 

eggs he would buy, and he took the silver spoon out to look at again, and it 

seemed very beautiful and valuable to him, and the silver was cold and  

heavy in his cold hands. Content with this, he put it back in the bag and 

continued down towards his home. 

 

Now the bag was light on his shoulder with only the spoon in it, and his 

feet moved faster and the way seemed short – even the weariness was gone 

from him, and in no time at all he saw the church spire at Magrignana 



above the trees and a light in the window of his house where his wife was 

preparing breakfast, and as the first rays of the sun came over the hill he 

put his hand to the doorknob and called out, “I’m home!” 

 

He opened the door and unloaded the shotgun and set it in the corner and 

put his bag on the table and called to his wife. “Look what the foxes gave 

me for the eggs they took!” he said, and took the silver spoon out of his 

bag. But in the warmth of the room, the hoarfrost and ice that had made it 

shine like silver melted off, and he was left holding a dull tin spoon of no 

value to anyone.  

 

Well, his wife got the whole story out of him and as these things go, the 

story of the farmer and the foxes and the silver spoon was soon known to 

everyone from Riolunato to Magrignana to Montecreto, and it followed 

him to his grave. And even now when people want to say that something is 

of no value except to a fool, like a rusty old bicycle wheel or a tin full of 

nuts and bolts that don’t fit anything or a rake with half its teeth missing, 

they call it a fox’s treasure in these parts. 



THE LANDOWNER’S NEIGHBOUR 

 

Egisto Mucci of Casa Mucci at Strettara loved his land – and he owned 

most of Montecreto and Magrignana – above all other things. So it was a 

terrible shock to him when one day, on his daily tour of inspection with his 

two dogs bounding and chasing each other beside him, he found a 

boundary post in the middle of one of his fields – indeed the field between 

the house and the Lions’ Bridge just half a mile away. 

 

At first he could hardly believe his eyes: who could have had the cheek to 

erect a stone post, almost as high as a man, in the ground so close to his 

home? And what could it possibly mean? There was no boundary running 

through the field, he was certain of that. He hurried over to take a closer 

look and as he did so, he saw a tall, thin man dressed in a pale grey suit 

coming up the steep side of the field towards him, and they met at the post, 

one on each side of it. 

 

“Good morning, Mucci,” said the thin man. “It is good for neighbours to 

meet from time to time.” 

 

Mucci hardly knew how to react to this, because he had never seen the 

man before and his nearest neighbour lived across the river to Montecreto 

– what could he be talking about? But better to be polite, he thought. 

 

“I’m afraid I must be getting old,” he said, “because I cannot remember 

having met you before. Have you recently come to live in these parts?” 

 

The thin man laughed. “Oh no, I have always been here,” he said. “Your 

father and I also met from time to time, as neighbours should.” 

 

Again the landowner concealed his bewilderment. “Well then, sir,” he 

said, “as a neighbour of long standing maybe you can cast some light on 

this post – I cannot recall ever having seen it before.” 

 

The thin man put his hand on the post. “There are many such posts in the 

land,” he said, “but not always can they be seen. But since we were to 

meet today, I took care to set this one up again - and here we are!” He 



smiled. “It is good to meet you again, Mucci, after so many years. But now 

I have business to attend to, and I bid you good day.” 

 

The thin man bowed and turned to walk away, but by now Mucci’s 

surprise had turned to anger. 

 

“You are no neighbour of mine,” he said. “I know my neighbours from 

Lama to Montecreto and beyond, and you’re not one of them. And what’s 

more, this land is mine, and no-one has the right to put posts in it without 

my permission.” He took the post around its middle with both arms and 

heaved and pushed and pulled, and since he was a powerful man, he 

managed to throw it over, and it fell to the ground and broke in two. And 

the landowner stood panting next to it and glared at the thin man, who had 

stood the whole time over just a few paces away, watching his exertions. 

 

“That is hardly neighbourly of you, Mucci,” he said calmly. “Your father 

would never have done such a thing. But you are not your father, it 

seems.” 

 

“Leave my father out of it,” said Mucci. “He’s been dead for more than 

thirty years and I’m the owner now. And now get off my land!” 

 

“Be careful, landowner,” said the thin man. “You should know that 

quarrels between neighbours have a heavy price, and no-one can tell who 

will pay it.” 

 

The thin man bowed and turned away again, but as he walked down the 

field towards the bridge a long wavering whistle came from him and the 

two dogs raced down the slope and fell in behind him and would not 

answer to Mucci’s call, and soon the thin man and the dogs had 

disappeared into the valley.  

 

Now Mucci had a young and beautiful wife who had come to Strettara the 

previous autumn, just one year after the death of his first wife. Her family 

had been glad to find such a good match for her even though her husband 

was almost twice her age, and she enjoyed being the wife of the richest 

man in the district. As for Mucci, he was glad to have a woman in the 

house and in his bed, especially one who, as he admitted to himself, was 



much too young and beautiful for an old man with no particular social 

graces or good looks. But being the richest man in the district, he felt that 

he deserved his good fortune anyway. So they got along quite well, both 

pleased with the bargain they had made, and both thinking that they had 

got the better part of it. 

 

When Mucci told her about the thin man’s presumption and how he had 

seen him off – he left out the detail about the dogs – his wife told him that 

he had certainly done the best thing, and that if he saw the intruder again, 

he should contact his lawyer and serve him with a writ. And she also said 

that he should go round his land to see if any other posts had been erected, 

and that he should throw them down and break them as he had the first. 

With this Mucci fully agreed, and he set off round his land at once, calling 

for his dogs as he went. But although he saw no sign of the dogs, neither 

did he find any other boundary posts, and when he came home that 

evening from his long walk, he was tired but satisfied that he had dealt 

with the thin man as he deserved. As for the dogs, they would no doubt 

return when they were hungry – a dog knows his master. And with this 

thought he turned in for the night. 

 

The next day Mucci kept a sharp eye out for the thin man as he did his 

daily rounds and called again for his dogs, but he saw no sign of either, nor 

did he find any new posts on his land. He had a labourer clear away the 

broken pieces of the first post and throw them into the river, and that 

seemed the end of the matter. And for the time being nothing happened to 

disturb his tranquillity. 

 

One morning a week or so later, however, he had a most unpleasant 

surprise: the stone post was back in the field, but much closer to his house. 

Once more Mucci tore it out of the ground, and this time he had the 

labourer fetch a sledgehammer and break it into many small pieces.  

 

While he was standing watching the labourer work, he heard once more 

the high wavering whistle, and looking down to the bridge he saw the thin 

man in the grey suit and his two dogs looking up towards him. But as soon 

as Mucci started down the field to confront him, he turned and walked 

unhurriedly away, and by the time the landowner came to the bridge he 

had completely disappeared.  



 

Now Mucci was very angry, and he shouted out over the river, “not only a 

thief, but also a coward? Are you afraid to meet me? I’ll find you then, just 

you wait!” And he set off over the bridge and up the track through the 

chestnut woods to Montecreto as fast as he could go to overtake the thin 

man. But although he walked all day up and down the hill and along all the 

tracks he knew, he found no trace of the thin man and his dogs. He called 

and shouted and beat the undergrowth with his walking stick in his anger 

until he was exhausted, and as the low sun was setting to the west of 

Magrignana he turned back to the river and came home at last. 

 

As he walked back up the steep field to his house above the river, he could 

see his two dogs standing under the big oak tree watching him come, and 

he said to himself “Ha! Didn’t I say a dog knows his master? Good boys, 

good boys!” And he whistled to call them down. But they just stood still, 

watching as he toiled up the hill towards them. And when he got to them 

they did not answer to his hand but simply looked at him without much 

interest, as if they didn’t know him and didn’t care to either. 

 

But it was when he came to the house itself that the worst surprise of all 

was waiting for him. For right in front of the door of his house stood a 

stone post, set in the paving stones of the courtyard, with grass growing 

around its base as if it had always been there. And leaning against it was 

the thin man in the grey suit, waiting for him. He was idly breaking a stick 

into small pieces between his hands, but when he saw Mucci he threw 

them away and greeted him. 

 

“Mucci!” he said, “you called me and look, here I am! But where have you 

been? I’ve been waiting for you!” 

 

The landowner stood with his hands on his knees trying to get his breath 

back. He hardly knew what to say in the face of such cheek.  

 

“You say you are my neighbour,” he said when he could speak again, “but 

I have never seen you before. You say you knew my father, but he never 

told me about you. And you take my dogs and now they don’t answer to 

me anymore. Who are you?” 

 



The thin man shrugged. “I am your neighbour, Mucci,” he said, “and the 

neighbour of all those who live in these parts. Now come inside and let us 

have a glass of wine together as good neighbours should.” And he went 

into the house for all the world as if it were his own, leaving the landowner 

to follow him like a fool. 

 

Indoors, the thin man was already seated at the table with a bottle of wine 

in front of him and two glasses, and Mucci’s wife was standing next to 

him. “Sit down and drink,” said the thin man, pushing a chair away from 

the table with his foot. And although Mucci really wanted nothing better 

than to throw the intruder out on his ear, he found himself sitting down and 

holding out his glass for him to pour the wine into. 

 

“Now,” said the thin man, “did I not tell you that neighbours should not 

quarrel? What need was there for you to break down my boundary posts, 

which have always been here, even before this house was built, and call 

me a thief, when here we are sitting so nicely at the same table!” 

 

As he was speaking, the landowner’s wife brought hard honey biscuits and 

a bottle of sweet vin santo down from the top cupboard and put them on 

the table next to the thin man. And the thin man looked at her and smiled. 

And as he did so, Mucci felt that the spell the thin man’s words had cast on 

him was broken, and his anger returned. He threw the glass of wine to the 

floor and stamped his foot. 

 

“Don’t you be using your clever words with me or smiling at my wife!” 

said Mucci. “Now get you out of my house before I give you a beating 

you’ll not forget!” And he stood up and took his stick from the corner. 

 

The thin man stood and said, “Many times your father and I sat here 

together, but I see now that I am no longer welcome in this house.” And he 

bowed to the landowner and to his beautiful wife, and left. 

 

As the thin man was leaving, Mucci saw that his wife’s eyes were 

following him admiringly, and this was the final straw. He struck the table 

with his stick and the bottle of sweet wine fell to the floor and broke, and 

the plate of biscuits shattered into small pieces. But his wife took no 

notice; she was watching the thin man through the window as he walked 



down the field towards the Lions’ Bridge. And as he walked, the long 

wavering whistle came from him and the landowner stood unable to move 

hand or foot, but the dogs jumped up from where they had been lying 

under the big oak tree, and his beautiful wife left the house without a 

parting glance for her husband, and all three of them followed the thin man 

down to the bridge and over it into the woods on the other side, and Egisto 

Mucci never saw any of them again. 



THE LORD'S PRAYER 

 

Maria Pia Magnani was a very pious little girl. It was almost as if her name 

had determined her character. While most children saw church on Sunday 

as a tedious duty, she positively looked forward to it, and she almost burst 

with pride when she received her first communion in a smart white dress 

from Don Romeo at the little church at Valdalbero. 

 

Pia's piety was something of a surprise to her parents, neither of whom 

were particularly religious, although they went to church on Sundays along 

with everyone else. She was a good student, always top of her class at the 

little school at Strettara, and this made them proud; but they sometimes 

thought her a bit too serious for a child of her age. But what they didn't 

know was that Pia had good reason to believe in God as much as she did. 

 

One night when she was eight years old, sleeping in the big children's bed 

with her four year old brother at her side, she suddenly awoke and sat up 

straight. At the foot of the bed was a young woman she had never seen 

before, dressed in a black dress with a wide skirt and white bodice, with a 

dark shawl over her shoulders and a white handkerchief over her hair. The 

young woman was turned away from her, looking out of the window at the 

moonlit fields running down to the river. There was complete silence in 

the room, except for the sound of Pia's brother breathing in his sleep next 

to her. Pia held her breath, wondering who the young woman could be, and 

what she was doing in the room. 

 

The young woman turned away from the window and seemed to notice the 

children in the bed for the first time. She looked fondly at Pia's brother, 

then turned her gaze to Pia and smiled at her. It was a calm, rather sad 

smile. The silence in the room was unbroken. The young woman did not 

move away from the foot of the bed. 

 

Suddenly Pia realised that the young woman must be a ghost: a friendly 

ghost, not a scary one, sure enough, but still – a ghost. She wasn't 

frightened, because the ghost was so calm, but she knew that ghosts were a 

bad thing. So she closed her eyes tight and started to recite the Lord's 

Prayer: 

 



Our Father 

Which art in heaven, 

Hallowed be thy name. 

 

She opened her eyes a little bit and looked at the young woman. Her smile 

seemed to have become sadder than before. She lifted her hand and held it 

out towards Pia, but the little girl closed her eyes and continued: 

 

Thy kingdom come, 

Thy will be done 

On Earth as it is in heaven. 

 

Give us this day our daily bread, 

And forgive us our trespasses, 

As we forgive those who trespass against us. 

 

Again she took a peak at the ghost. Now the young woman had dropped 

her hand and there was a look of despair on her face, of infinite sadness 

and loss. She was no longer smiling. And Pia thought she could see the 

outlines of the cupboard and furniture in the room vaguely through her in 

the moonlight from the window, as if she was becoming transparent. 

Encouraged, she went on. 

 

And lead us not into temptation,  

But deliver us from evil. 

 

For thine is the kingdom, 

The power and the glory, 

For ever and ever, 

Amen. 

 

As she said the last word, she could hear a long deep sigh, and when she 

opened her eyes the young woman had completely disappeared. But just to 

make sure, she said the prayer over again before she went to sleep. 

 

For some reason Pia never told her parents or her brothers about the ghost 

and how she had got rid of it; she was a sensible girl and she knew that 

they wouldn't have believed her. And after a while it came to seem more 



like a dream than something real, until in the end she almost forgot about it 

altogether. In any case, she was too busy to be much of a dreamer: she 

helped her father on the farm milking the cows before school and doing 

odd jobs and cooking in the evenings, and worked hard at her homework. 

She was always at the top of her class and showed great aptitude for 

learning, and when eventually the old teacher retired, she took charge of 

the little school at the Lion's Bridge at Strettara in her place. She was 

eighteen years old. 

 

It was a small school with only one schoolroom, and the children who 

attended it came from the houses nearby, from Valdalbero, Sassostorno, 

Magrignana and the small farms in the hills around Strettara. There were 

seldom more than five or six new children in a year, and Pia knew them all 

as she knew their families, and the children looked up to her as an older 

sister.  

 

In the autumn of one year, however, a strange child came to the school, 

one whom she didn't recognise as coming from any of the houses or farms 

nearby. He was a slim boy with brown hair and a whispery voice, around 

eight or nine years old. On the first day of school he slipped past her into 

the schoolroom and took his place at the back of the class, not meeting her 

eyes. She was used to children being shy on the first day of school, but she 

had to register him as a new pupil, and she went over to him and asked 

him for his parents' note. But the more she insisted, the more the boy 

withdrew into himself, and in the end she decided to let him alone and deal 

with him when he had got over his initial shyness. 

 

But at the end of the first day of school, the strange boy slipped out of 

class before she could stop him and when Pia followed him outside, there 

was no sign of him. He must have run over the bridge or round the back of 

the schoolhouse, and she certainly wasn't going to chase around looking 

for him. A cold wind was gusting and some early autumn leaves were 

flying in the air over the river. Shrugging her shoulders, she went back 

inside to deal with the other children. 

 

The next day the strange boy was waiting for her in front of the 

schoolhouse when she arrived, standing apart from the other children. She 

went up to him. 



 

"Good morning!" she said. "I hope today you aren't going to run off like 

you did yesterday!" 

 

The boy just looked at his shoes and said nothing. 

 

"Come inside with me," she said, "and we can enter your name in the 

school register. Where do you come from?" 

 

The boy pointed over the river into the chestnut woods where the leaves 

were turning red and brown. "Over there," he said in his whispery voice. 

"We live over there." 

 

Pia looked where he was pointing. "At Magrignana?" 

 

"No," he said, "not in the houses. We live in the trees." 

 

Well, thought Pia, he must be the son of migrant workers come to 

Montecreto for the chestnut harvest. In those days chestnut orchards 

covered the hills, and every family made chestnut flour for themselves and 

to sell. Many workers' families slept in the chestnut stores, cooking over 

camp fires in the evenings. She took the boy inside and wrote down his 

name – Gabriele – in the school register. Throughout the day he said little, 

although he seemed to follow the lessons with attention, and answered 

Pia's questions about schoolwork in his whispery voice. But at the end of 

the day he slipped out again before she could talk to him, and disappeared 

into the gusty afternoon, over the bridge and into the woods. 

 

Gabriele never missed a day of school. He never seemed to be ill, or get 

into arguments with the other children - indeed, he kept himself to himself 

and Pia never saw him even talking to the other children. It wasn't that 

they shunned him; they just went through their days at school as if he 

wasn't even there. None of them ever engaged him in conversation, and 

since he always slipped out of school and disappeared every evening 

before any of the others, it seemed that he had no contact with them out of 

school. As for his parents, not once did they come to the school to meet the 

teacher and talk about how their son was doing, or collect him on a wet 

and rainy day. He came and went alone. 



 

After a few weeks, it came to the mid-term break, and Pia wrote out the 

report sheets for each child at the school. That afternoon she gave each 

child their report to take home, and while she was handing them out, she 

noticed that Gabriele was slipping out as he always did. She ran outside to 

catch him. 

 

The boy was just starting out across the bridge, and Pia called out after 

him: "Gabriele! Gabriele! Come back, I have your report for your 

parents!" But the boy hunched his shoulders and started walking faster. Pia 

said to herself: "I really must find out where he lives and talk to his 

parents. He does well at school, but he doesn't talk to the other children. 

It's not right." And she set out after him, holding the report sheet in her 

hand. 

 

She followed him over the bridge with its stone lions and up into the 

woods going up to Montecreto. At first she called out his name from time 

to time, but the boy was going fast and evidently had no intention of 

stopping, so she soon gave up and just followed as best she could. It was a 

gusty, windy day, and leaves were falling from the trees and her feet swept 

through them with a dry rustling sound.  

 

Still the boy went up the hill, higher and higher, until at last he came to a 

clearing in the trees. And there he stopped and stood still, with his back 

turned to her. Panting from the steep climb, Pia finally caught up with him 

and put her hand on his shoulder. 

 

"Why didn't you stop?" she said, when she'd got her breath back. 

 

The boy's shoulder trembled under her hand, and he turned to face her. 

"Why did you follow us?" he said. "Now we can never go back. You 

should have left us alone. We only wanted to go to school like the other 

children." 

 

He looked into her eyes and now she noticed for the first time that his eyes 

were the colour of autumn, and his hair was the colour of fallen leaves, and 

even his face and hands were golden brown. She felt a chill come over her. 

 



"I just wanted to give you your school report," she said. "For your 

parents." But as she looked at the boy and the woods they were standing 

in, she knew that he had no parents. 

 

"You should have left us alone," the boy said again. And a wind came and 

blew the leaves of his hair and his face and his hands apart from each 

other, and lifted them high up, so that soon there was no boy at all, just a 

whirlwind of leaves flying in the air above the teacher's head. The last 

thing she saw of him were his golden brown eyes, and Pia thought that she 

had seen such sad eyes before, a long time ago. But then they too were 

gone, and a thousand small voices came from the leaves flying in the air, a 

storm of whispery words, and it seemed to Pia that they were reproaching 

her. 

 

Now Pia remembered where she had seen eyes like those before, in a 

dream of a strange young woman standing at the foot of her bed when she 

was a little girl. And as she had done in the dream, she closed her eyes and 

started to recite the Lord's Prayer: 

 

Our Father, 

Which art in heaven… 

 

As she was saying the prayer, she could hear the voices of the leaves 

growing louder and closer, and the leaves brushed against her face and her 

clothes with a rustling sound. But she paid no attention to them and closed 

her eyes tighter: 

 

… and forgive us our trespasses, 

As we forgive those who trespass against us… 

 

Now the voices of the leaves were clearer and fiercer and she could hear 

them calling out to her: "we only wanted to go to school!" and "why didn't 

you leave us alone?" And she bowed down almost to the ground with the 

grief of it, but still she recited the prayer: 

 

… for ever and ever, 

Amen. 

 



As she said the last word, the voices stopped and she could hear the sound 

of many leaves falling to the ground around her, like a long, sad sigh. And 

the young woman wept as if her tears would never stop. 

 

She stood in the clearing for a long time, still clutching the school report in 

her hand. But after a while, it started to get dark and cold. So she wiped 

her face on her sleeve and put the report sheet in her pocket and turned 

back downhill towards Strettara and the little school at the bridge. And the 

dead leaves rustled about her feet as she went. 

 

 



THE WHITE DEER 

 

It was the short snap of warm weather at the start of winter, what the local 

people call San Martino’s summer, and although the hills were already 

white with snow, the valley was warm. So nineteen year old Private 

August Bach was feeling particularly drowsy on this late November 

afternoon, thinking of his home in the Black Forest, and when he first saw 

the white deer on the hillside above him he thought little of it, accepting it 

as one accepts things seen in dreams, no matter how unusual. But the 

white deer didn’t change into something else or simply vanish, and the 

soldier suddenly realised that what he was seeing was no dream. A white 

deer was standing in the steep field a few hundred yards away, 

nonchalantly stripping the bark from a sapling.  

 

Private Bach unslung his rifle from his shoulder and took aim, but the shot 

was a long one: he couldn’t be certain of killing the deer outright. He 

looked around: the guards at the bridge at Strettara were talking to a young 

Italian girl, teasing her that they were going to confiscate her bicycle, and 

he had just come off duty. There was no reason why he couldn't stalk the 

deer: if he could just get a little closer for a sure shot, then everyone would 

be pleased to have some good venison for the company’s table. Indeed, the 

soldiers were encouraged to hunt for the company mess. So without 

making any sudden movements, he set off up the road towards Casa 

Mucci, keeping one eye on the deer all the time. 

 

But the deer must have been keeping an eye on him too, for it started off 

up the hill, not seeming disturbed in any way, but simply maintaining its 

distance. It moved in short bursts, stopping every fifty yards or so, and 

Bach followed it, keeping low between the hedgerows flanking the road. 

Every time the deer stopped to look back, he stopped and crouched low, 

and when it set off again, he followed it as quickly as he could, trying to 

make no noise. Before he knew it, he was high up above the bridge.  

 

Now he was in trouble. Soldiers – even off duty – weren't supposed to 

wander off by themselves, at least in theory, but the war had ground to a 

halt in the mountains this winter, and except for the odd rumour of 

partisans, there was no fighting worth speaking of. Relations were good 

with the locals, or as good as could be expected, and his sentry post at the 



bridge was more a formality than anything else. But still, he was in 

trouble. 

 

So getting the deer was more important than ever at this point. He 

quickened his pace in the failing light with the deer still in sight, a white 

blur through the scrub oak woods at the top of the low lying fields. It led 

him onwards and upwards, above a reservoir and along a forestry track. He 

stopped, casting around for the deer, then saw it just ahead of him. It was 

standing at the foot of a lone pine tree, tearing off pieces of the tree’s 

resinous bark. 

 

Private Bach shivered. The sun was low in the sky and a cold wind was 

blowing. The deer was standing close by, its whiteness blending with the 

white of the snow, hardly visible against the short contorted oak trees. In 

the distance, some way below them, he could hear the sound of water 

rushing violently over rocks. 

 

Very slowly, he slipped his rifle off his shoulder and took aim at the deer. 

But as he did so, his foot moved and the snow creaked under his heavy 

boots. The deer raised its head, looking right at him. For a moment they 

were both motionless, the deer and the soldier. And then the deer was 

gone, throwing up a cloud of snow as it bounded away. 

 

Bach rubbed his hands together and shrugged. On their hunting trips in the 

Black Forest his father had always warned him against sudden movements, 

and he knew that it was his own fault that the deer had got away. He crept 

forward more cautiously, following the tracks and carefully moving the 

low snow-laden branches aside. 

 

It is possible to move very quietly in fresh snow, if it hasn't frozen over 

and formed a crust that you crunch through with every step. So Private 

Bach was able to hear every tiny sound in the woods around him, and 

some distance ahead of him he could hear the sound of several animals 

barking and grunting together. It was an unusual sound, and he stood still 

to listen more closely. Were they fighting? It didn't seem so; the noises 

were calm and orderly, not angry and confused. It sounded rather as if they 

were having a conversation. He moved forward again, careful not to make 

a sound, and after a hundred yards or so he came to the edge of an opening 



in the trees. He stopped moving, hardly daring to breathe, and this is what 

he saw. 

 

The woods opened into a large circular clearing about twenty metres 

across, and the clearing was full of animals. They were gathered in a rough 

circle in the snow. He could see badgers, porcupines, various small deer, a 

couple of foxes, squirrels and mice and many other animals, some of 

which he didn't recognise. Many birds of various kinds were sitting in the 

branches over his head, also looking in towards the centre of the circle. 

And at the centre of them all stood the white deer. It turned its head slowly 

and looked at him, and all the other animals and birds looked at him too 

without making any sound. They were not afraid or startled to see him; it 

was almost as if they had been expecting him. But they made no move 

other than to stare at him for a while. Then they turned back to the white 

deer. 

 

"Here's one of them," said the deer. "This one tried to kill me just a short 

while ago." 

 

Private Bach was not surprised that he could understand the language of 

the animals – nothing was surprising in that strange afternoon, so far from 

his fellow soldiers, so deep in the snowy woods. 

 

"Why don't we kill him?" said one of the foxes. It turned to look at the 

soldier and its bright red tongue appeared hungrily between its teeth. They 

were big foxes. 

 

"No," said the deer. "It is not for us to judge them. And anyway, they kill 

each other fast enough, it seems." 

 

A crow sitting above the soldier's head shifted its weight and some snow 

drifted down. "Maybe they'll finish each other off!" it said in its croaking 

voice. 

 

"The more they fight, the more there are," said the fox that had spoken 

earlier. "And in the meantime they kill everything that moves. Soon there 

won't be anything for us to eat!" 

 



"They are a plague," said the white deer. "Like the plague that kills the 

rabbits. But every plague passes. This war between men will pass and then 

there will only be the farmers here and we are used to their hunting." 

 

The animals fell silent, thinking. Then the deer spoke again. 

 

"One day they will be swept away," he said. "The waters will rise and 

sweep them away. But who knows if any of us will remain when they are 

gone." 

 

Once more the animals fell silent. Then, one by one, they moved off, the 

foxes and the rabbits and the squirrels and the deer. One of the deer passed 

so close to Private Bach that he could have touched it. The birds launched 

themselves from their branches and more snow fell on him where he stood 

at the edge of the clearing. And in no time at all he was left alone. 

 

It felt as if it had all been a dream - except for the tracks criss-crossing the 

clearing. The woods were completely quiet once more, except for the 

sound of rushing water nearby, and it was getting very cold. He walked to 

the centre of the open space and sat on a large rock to try and collect his 

thoughts. He took his helmet off and dropped it in the snow, then sunk his 

head between his hands, not knowing what to make of it all. 

 

Suddenly he heard a sound behind him. Footsteps! He stood up to see what 

was coming. To his great surprise he found himself facing a young boy of 

around his own age, carrying a satchel over his shoulder. They stared at 

each other without moving. 

 

Giovanni Botti, a young partisan from Polinago, had set out that morning 

with a message for another troop of partisans in the hills above 

Magrignana. It had been a long walk. In his satchel he was carrying some 

bread and cheese, mostly eaten by now, a half empty bottle of Lambrusco, 

and an English hand grenade. 

 

This hand grenade had been the subject of his thoughts for most of the day. 

His commander had given it to him when he left Polinago, saying that he 

couldn't give him a rifle or pistol, but a grenade was a powerful weapon 

and easy to hide. And Giovanni had felt very proud of it at first. He kept 



slipping his hand into the satchel to feel its cold, knobbly skin, and 

imagining throwing it at some Germans to spectacularly deadly effect. But 

just before lunch the true value of this weapon was borne in on him very 

clearly. 

 

He was just passing Mocogno, about the half way mark of his journey, 

when he heard a car coming. Now cars were rare – none of the local 

farmers had one – and mostly German army staff cars. So Giovanni 

quickly ran into a small copse by the side of the road and watched as a car 

carrying three German officers came round the corner towards him. He 

flattened himself against the ground not to be seen. But to his horror the 

car stopped just twenty or so yards away, and the three officers got out to 

stretch their legs. One of them came over to the copse, unzipped his 

trousers and started pissing against a tree. The other two lit cigarettes and 

looked around at the early winter landscape. 

 

It was then that Giovanni thought of the grenade. Should he use it against 

the Germans? Surely that's what a real partisan would do. But then he 

realised that they weren't standing close together enough to be sure of 

killing them all, and what if he couldn't get it out, pull the ring and throw it 

fast enough before they started shooting at him? They all had pistols on 

their belts. He started moving his hand towards the satchel very slowly, 

mostly out of a sense of what was proper in wartime, but by now the only 

thing he really wanted was for the Germans to go away and leave him 

alone. 

 

Fortunately for him, the officer who had been pissing against the tree just a 

few yards away finished what he was at, zipped up his trousers and all 

three of them got back into the car and drove off, leaving the smell of 

cigarettes in the air. Giovanni lay trembling in the undergrowth, hardly 

able to move. But after a while he pulled himself together and had some 

cheese and wine for his lunch. While he was eating, he took the grenade 

out of the satchel and looked at it. He hated it. It was completely useless in 

a fight, he realised that now. And he realised that his companions back at 

Polinago must have had a good laugh at the sight of him strutting off with 

the bomb in his satchel, the big partisan. It made him want to spit. 

 



When he had finished his lunch, he put the grenade back in the bag with 

the bottle of Lambrusco and continued on his way, still going over what 

had happened in his head. And soon enough he passed Borra and 

Sassostorno and went down through the woods towards Strettara where, 

without warning, he happened upon the young German soldier in the 

clearing near to the reservoir. 

 

After his initial surprise, Giovanni launched himself at the soldier with all 

his strength, and with all the anger of the day's humiliations. He struck the 

young German in the head as hard as he could, and when he fell senseless 

to the ground, started kicking and punching him. After a while he stopped, 

his breath making panting clouds in the cold air. He bent over to look at 

his victim more closely, and only then realised he was holding something 

in his hand. It was the hand grenade, covered with the German's blood. He 

threw it as far away as he could with a feeling of disgust. They might as 

well have given him a stone. 

 

But what was he to do with the body? He couldn't leave it just lying there; 

it would be found, and he had heard of reprisal killings. If you killed one 

of them, they came to your village and shot ten ordinary people who had 

nothing to do with it in revenge. He had to get rid of the body. After a 

moment he had an idea: there was a stream or waterfall nearby, he could 

hear it, and he could throw the body into the water. That way it would look 

as if the soldier had slipped and fallen, and his wounds would be explained 

by the violence of the winter torrent. 

 

Giovanni took the soldier under his shoulders and started dragging him 

and his rifle towards the sound of water. The soldier's body wasn't very 

heavy, and quite soon he had come to the edge of a cliff overlooking the 

waterfall. From here he could see the lights of Magrignana, his destination, 

just a couple of kilometres away. He threw the rifle into the waterfall and 

then bent down and rolled the soldier's body over the edge of the cliff. To 

his dismay, however, the body caught on a small scrub oak growing not far 

down out of the side of the cliff, and as he was looking at it, not knowing 

what to do, the soldier's eyes opened. He was still alive! Giovanni shrank 

back from the edge of the cliff in horror. Now what was he to do? Maybe 

he should drop a big rock on the soldier so that he would fall off the tree. 



He summoned up his courage and peeked over the cliff again. But this 

time the soldier was gone. There was no sign of him anywhere. 

 

The young partisan rubbed the blood off his hands into some snow and 

threw it over the cliff after the German soldier's body. When he was 

satisfied that there was no blood anywhere, he looked out towards 

Magrignana again. It was quite late and he thought that it would be best if 

he spent the night at a house near to Strettara and continued over the river 

the next morning. But first he retraced his steps to the clearing, checking 

carefully that there was no sign of the fight. There was some blood in the 

clearing, but that would soon be covered by the big flakes of fresh snow 

that had now started falling. The soldier's helmet was still lying by the rock 

where they had fought; Giovanni picked it up by the strap and threw it far 

into the trees. Then he continued on his way. By the next morning there 

was no sign that either Giovanni Botti or Private August Bach had ever 

passed that way.  

 

The helmet lay where it fell, and no-one found it for many years. Birds and 

mice took its woollen liner for their nests, and the leather straps rotted 

away, until all that was left was the metal shell. And the metal itself 

gradually rusted in the rain and snow, until one day, many years later, an 

Englishman who had come to live at Strettara found it lying in the woods 

while he was walking with his dog, a yellow hunting dog called Jack. He 

picked it up and brushed the earth and dead leaves off it and took it home 

with him, where he put it on top of his bookshelf as an ornament. And 

there it is even now, next to two badger skulls and a glass bowl full of 

snail shells and porcupine quills. 



THE MIRACLE AT THE BRIDGE 

 

This is a story from the time of the great flood. If you ask people in the 

hills today about the great flood, they’ll look at you as if you’re mad. None 

of them remember anything about it. But it was a strange time that brought 

many changes to Strettara and the small towns around it. 

 

For several years the waters had been rising in the plains around Modena. 

They rose and flooded the low lying towns, slowly rising up the foothills 

until, over the space of several years, they arrived at the valley of the 

Scoltenna and the narrow place at Strettara. But unlike normal flooding, 

the waters didn’t disrupt the life of the flooded towns and fields. Those 

who lived above the flood could look down through it into the fields and 

villages and see the people going about their normal business underwater. 

They gathered their crops and went to market as if nothing had changed. 

And strangely, very few people fled the advance of the waters. They just 

continued living as if nothing was happening, no matter how close the 

rising waters came. Sometimes the waters surged forwards to cover a 

group of houses overnight so that their inhabitants were submerged in their 

sleep. Then you could see them looking out of their windows, going to 

school or milking their cows the next morning, but underwater. They 

would look up and stare at the people above, who stared back down at 

them through the clear water. 

 

So the people underwater and the people above the water went on living 

their normal lives as if nothing particular was happening. The only 

disruption the flooding brought was that the people under the water and 

those above it could no longer talk or have any sort of contact with each 

other. Sometimes you would see someone under the water driving his car 

up a road towards the edge of the flood, but at a certain point not far away 

he would always stop, turn his car around and drive back down into the 

deeper waters. The people watching on the banks of the great lake would 

watch him disappearing into the darker depths, then shake their heads and 

go away, back about their business.  

 

But as the people up in the air watched the people down in the water, they 

started to notice a strange thing. It seemed that the waters had the power of 

restoring things that had been lost. For instance, an old group of houses 



that had long been abandoned after its owner’s death might now be 

inhabited once more by the old owner and his family, or a widower who 

was now down below might be seen in the company of his dead wife. 

Naturally many people who had lost loved ones tried to enter the water to 

find them again, but just as the people underwater were unable to come up 

into the air, no-one ever managed to go down into the depths. They would 

walk to the edge of the flood and try to walk or run into it, but always at 

the last moment they would seem to lose their purpose and wander away 

with a distracted look on their faces. If anyone asked them why they hadn’t 

gone on, into the water, they would seem surprised by the question, as if 

that had never been their intention. And so, no-one ever purposely entered 

the water to find their dead wife, or husband or child again. The two 

worlds were separate and nothing passed between them. 

 

This story is about the time when the waters reached the Lion’s Bridge at 

Strettara, and about the strange events that took place there. This was a 

critical time, because when the bridge was submerged, Montecreto would 

be cut off from Valdalbero and Vaglio, Lama Mocogno and Borra, and 

many families would be divided, as well as much business being brought 

to an end. 

 

One morning, Don Egidio, the priest of Montecreto, announced at mass 

that he would be going down to the bridge to seek the intercession of the 

saints and the Virgin in the matter of the high waters. Something had to be 

done, and since no natural measures were imaginable, prayer seemed the 

only and last resort. 

 

Giancarlo Pradelli, the Montecreto lawyer, was also going to the bridge 

that day, but not to pray for divine intercession. He had an errand to one of 

his oldest and richest clients - Egisto Mucci, the landlord, who had become 

notorious in the area for his nonsensical stories about his wife's 

disappearance a few years previously. Mucci had called him to Strettara to 

settle his affairs because, as his rather eccentric letter to the lawyer put it: 

"I will soon no longer be in any state to manage them myself. I am not 

going away, you understand, but I will not be here. Please come and see 

me at your convenience - but before the water reaches the bridge." As 

puzzling as Pradelli found this letter - "I am not going away, but I will not 

be here"! - he had good reason to be concerned that all was not well at 



Casa Mucci. Just a few weeks previously, he had been disturbed at his 

work one morning by a loud knocking at his door. Muttering to himself 

about the interruption to his work, he straightened his tie in the mirror and 

opened the door to find a young woman standing outside, her hair in 

disarray and a small suitcase at her feet. It was Elena, Mucci's 

housekeeper. Imagining that she must have brought a message from his 

client, he asked her to come inside. But she refused. 

 

"I'll not come in, sir," she said, "I'm just stopping a moment to tell you that 

I'm leaving, I won't stay in that house a moment longer! The master... well, 

I don't like to speak badly of him, but he's turned so odd of late. He spends 

all day in the bathroom, in the bath! He doesn't leave the house anymore, 

and he hardly eats - only strange weeds he makes me pick from the edge of 

the river. It's not that he's ever done me any harm, but it's unnatural. I'm 

not staying down there. I'm leaving today." 

 

Pradelli hardly knew how to respond to this torrent of words. After all, 

Mucci was only a client, not a friend, and he was well known to be an 

irascible man, prone to fly off the handle. But at the same time, he felt an 

obligation to him – Mucci had been his client for many years and, with his 

numerous law suits, he had done a lot of business with him. He tried to 

convince Elena that she should stay on to look after her master, but she 

refused, saying that she was getting the bus to Pievepelago. She was 

heading off to Tuscany, she said, since it was no longer possible to go to 

Modena. Pradelli decided that he must visit Mucci as soon as possible, to 

see what was up with him, but what with one thing and another, he never 

seemed to have enough time – his wife was expecting their third child, a 

son at last, he hoped – and now, with the flood approaching the bridge, he 

finally decided that he must visit Casa Mucci at all costs. 

 

He hadn’t been to the old house above the bridge since before Mucci’s 

disastrous last marriage, which had ended with his young and very 

beautiful wife running off with a stranger. Privately, Pradelli had not been 

surprised by the news – Mucci’s wife was far too young and beautiful for 

her old husband, a widower of several years when they married. Who 

could blame her for running away from such a bad tempered old man? He 

walked up the dusty white unmetalled road from the bridge to the house, 

which hadn’t changed at all since his last visit some years previously, 



except there was a stone pillar of some sort in the courtyard, in front of the 

main door. He didn’t recall having seen it before, but it looked very old. 

He knocked on the door and waited. 

 

But no-one answered his knock. The house was completely silent, as if it 

had been deserted. He knocked again, to no effect, and then walked around 

the house calling out Mucci’s name. Eventually he was answered by an 

angry voice calling from the first floor. 

 

“Mucci, is that you?” he called out. 

 

“Who the hell else do you think it is? Who are you, more to the point!” the 

voice answered. 

 

“It’s me, Pradelli, the lawyer,” he called. 

 

“Pradelli? What are you doing here? I don’t have any time for you now,” 

Mucci answered. 

 

“Mucci, you wrote to me asking me to come, and here I am,” Pradelli said. 

“I can just as soon go away again.” 

 

There was silence from the house, then he heard Mucci’s voice again. 

 

“Come up,” he said. “First floor, I’m in the bath. You’ll have to talk to me 

there.” 

 

Pradelli was a bit taken aback, but he had come all the way from 

Montecreto, four miles in the heat, and he wasn’t going to let himself be 

put off by his client’s eccentric bathing schedule. He entered the house 

with its old hand-painted wallpaper and went up the creaking wooden 

stairs to the first floor. 

 

Mucci’s voice came from the bathroom: “Come on, come on. First door on 

the right at the top of the stairs! Come in, no reason to be shy.” 

 



The door to the bathroom was open and Pradelli poked his head in. His 

client was sitting naked in the bath, which was full of water. The floor was 

also flooded with water, and river weeds and mud were strewn all around. 

 

“Come in, damn it!” said Mucci. “You’re not some damn virgin’s never 

seen a man in the bath before, are you?” 

 

But Pradelli felt a strange reluctance to enter the room. There was 

something uncanny about all the water and the weeds and mud. He 

stopped at the doorway. 

 

“Mucci,” he said, “what’s going on here? Are you alright? Come out of 

there and let’s talk.” 

 

But Mucci just grinned slyly at him and stirred the muddy water in the 

bath with his feet. 

 

“I’m not coming out,” he said. “I’m getting ready. Soon I’ll be under the 

water with the others and I’ll find her again. That bitch! Left me she did, 

for that fancy chap. But I’ll find her. They say you find what you’ve lost 

under the water, and I’ll find her again. And then I’ll make her pay. And 

him, the bastard.” 

 

He was talking about his wife and the man she’d run off with. Pradelli 

scratched his head. 

 

“No-one knows what goes on down there really,” he said. “And anyway, 

she’s not around here, surely? She left with that fellow what, four years 

ago now? What makes you think you’ll find her down there?” 

 

“I know what I know,” said Mucci. “She’s around here somewhere, with 

him. And he wasn’t a travelling salesmen like they all say. I know how 

they talk about me, but they’re wrong. He’s here somewhere. And I’ll find 

them.” 

 

Well, thought Pradelli, he’s really lost his senses.  

 



“Listen,” he said, thinking to counter madness with superstition. “You’ll 

do what you like, no doubt, but if Don Egidio has his way today at the 

bridge, the waters will soon be gone anyway. They’ve all gone to the 

bridge to pray. See for yourself.” 

 

And indeed, a bell was tolling from the church at Montecreto and a long 

line of people could be seen coming down the fields to the bridge, where 

Don Egidio was already standing, dressed in his most formal priestly 

garments. Mucci started up from the bath with weeds draped across his 

ample belly and stared out of the window. “No!” he shouted. “They can’t 

do it! I’ll never find her!” He clambered out of the bath, ran out of the 

room pushing Pradelli aside, and disappeared down the stairs. From the 

window the lawyer could see his naked client run out of the house and start 

down the field towards the bridge, about half a mile distant. 

 

Down at the bridge, Don Egidio was standing surrounded by the notables 

of Montecreto: the mayor, the tobacconist and the director of the local 

bank. They were all dressed in their Sunday best, and the priest was 

particularly fine in his white surplice with a big wooden cross on his 

breast. He stood with his hands on the rampart of the bridge, looking down 

at the water, which was nearly touching the pillars.  

 

By now the bridge was quite crowded, although more people were still 

making their way down the hill, and Don Egidio judged that the time was 

right to start the proceedings. But just as he was raising his hand with the 

cross in it, he was interrupted by the arrival of a naked man who, shouting 

incoherently, was pushing his way violently through the crowd to the 

centre of the bridge where the priest was standing. To his amazement, Don 

Egidio recognised the local landlord, Mucci, who was not only naked and 

dripping wet, but covered with mud and river weeds. Mucci pushed his 

way forwards until he was face to face with the priest. 

 

“Mucci! What are you doing? What’s got into you?” said Don Egidio. 

“Have you taken leave of your senses?” 

 

Muci responded by taking a swing at the priest, who stepped sharply back. 

The tobacconist and the mayor, both of them well-built men in their late 

fifties, grabbed Mucci by the arms from behind, but he managed to get free 



and swung at the priest again, this time hitting him a glancing blow on the 

nose. Don Egidio fell to the ground with his hands over his face. Everyone 

was shouting and pushing as Mucci struggled to get in another punch. 

 

But now a woman’s scream cut through the confusion. The flood waters 

had suddenly surged up the pillars of the bridge, coming almost halfway 

up them in one swift movement. Those bystanders who weren’t involved 

in the tussle between the landlord and priest fell back towards the upstream 

side of the bridge, as if to get away from the swiftly rising water. In a 

moment the fight was forgotten and everyone looked on in horror as the 

water rose unstoppably up towards the top of the bridge.  

 

And it was now that the miracle of the bridge occurred. The builders of the 

bridge had decorated the pillars facing downstream with the heads of three 

gorgons. In the several hundred years since the bridge was built, the 

gorgons had been eroded by the severe winters and hot summers until only 

one of them, the last on the Montecreto side, was still recognisable as a 

human face. The other two were largely worn away, only vague outlines 

remaining in the stone. But when the water touched the feet of the pillars 

and started to rise up them, the stone came to life. The gorgon’s heads 

started to emerge more clearly from the stone, and the snakes in their hair 

writhed as they had in life. And when the water came up to their level, the 

gorgons’ mouths opened and a sound came from them, a long moaning 

sound that grew and grew. It grew so loud that it silenced the commotion 

on the bridge, until the three gorgons let out a shout that brought the 

people watching the water to their knees. And at this shout, the waters first 

halted their rise, and then started to recede, slowly at first, but then 

dropping faster and faster down to the original level of the river, and then 

receding from the foot of the bridge towards the valley. No sooner had the 

water receded from the bridge than the gorgons fell silent and their faces 

went back into the old stones, still and eroded as they had always been 

until that day. 

 

On the bridge itself, Mucci, who had been watching in astonishment like 

everyone else, shook himself like a dog in the ringing silence and 

clambered over the priest and up onto the rampart. He stood there for a 

moment looking down at the water, and then threw himself into the 

receding flood. He hit the water’s smooth surface without a splash and 



started swimming strongly down into the depths like an enormous fat 

white fish. 

 

Up at the first floor window of Casa Mucci, Giancarlo Pradelli the lawyer 

looked on, hardly able to believe what he was seeing. He saw Mucci and 

the priest struggling together. He saw the flood waters surge suddenly 

forwards to cover the foot of the bridge. He heard the gorgons’ cry – loud 

even at this distance – and saw the people on the bridge covering their 

ears, some of them even cowering down on their knees. He saw the 

uncanny water of the flood starting to move back towards the valley, 

draining away without a ripple on its surface and uncovering the 

submerged fields and roads. He saw the people starting to emerge from the 

water as it lowered about them – the first was an old man sitting on a 

stump in a field not far downstream from the Lion’s Bridge – and look 

around them in a daze as they took their first breaths of fresh air for 

months. And he watched as the flood continued to fall away down the 

valley, withdrawing as if it had never been there at all. 

 

After the waters had drawn back a good way, the first people started to 

walk down to the fields it had covered. They found the grass perfectly dry 

and undamaged, not at all like fields drowned during normal spring 

flooding. The ground was dry and firm underfoot, and as they walked they 

started to forget that the flood had ever been there. And when they met 

their old friends, emerged now from the flood, they shook hands with them 

and chatted as if nothing extraordinary had occurred. By the next day, no-

one had any memory of the flood and no-one ever spoke of it, except to 

recall the extraordinary day that Don Egidio the priest went down to the 

Lion’s Bridge to bless the waters of the Scoltenna and was attacked by 

Egisto Mucci with no clothes on. 

 

As for Mucci himself, no-one ever saw him again. 

 


