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ers were oppressed, lives depended on a single client, quantity was the watchword in 
the name of which everything had to be sacrificed, people were prevented from doing 
research, there was no financial reservoir to tap, and elbow room was limited by the 
dependence on bank loans. In the mortar binding the bricks of the masters’ mansions 
there’s all of my father’s life. There are his mangled fingers, his lungs clogged with 
extremely fine wood dust. In that mortar there’s all the love he could feel, there’s all 
his impossible happiness.

At ten in the morning, thoughts began to turn to dust, just like the chunk of wood 
that he polished on the rotating strip of sandpaper. His thoughts started scattering in 
the air, clogged his nostrils, settled on his lungs. He went on like that. Every now and 
then, he had to take a leak. Even taking a leak was a battle. The masters checked his 
peeing time on their stopwatches, waited for him outside the toilet door and swore at 
him, they had him pay dearly even for taking a leak, they shouted at him in his moth-
ertongue, after the usual swearing: “Moviti, cojon, va a vore, no ti pai par pissâ”, which 
means: “Get a move on, asshole, go back to work, I’m not paying you to piss”. And the 
other workers, men and women, were watching him too, timing him on their chrono-
graphs, glad they had been quicker. They drew a mental graph with their record times 
in the bathroom: thirty seconds to pee, forty-five to take a shit, sixty-two for spatter-
ing diarrhea - including the asshole-cleaning, with toilet paper that felt no different 
than sandpaper. He went back to the chair legs and the chair backs. His underwear 
was soaked, the oxidized dust on his shoes was washed clear by drops of piss, like little 
crop circles on his feet. He might have a piece of hard, grey toilet paper left between 
his asshole and his underwear, which my mother would later remove before loading 
the washing machine. He started again, after those thirty or sixty-two seconds, after 
the master’s swearing; he started to move his wrists again with his polisher perfection. 
He rounded off corners, he improved shapes, he began again in that incredible clatter. 
There were no hearing protectors at that time, people simply stuffed cotton in their 
ears, blocking them even more, and the noise my father heard was even worse, as his 
hearing aid pierced his head with even more distorted and grating abysmal sounds. 
The hearing aid filled with dust, and he had to replace it once a year. I don’t know how 
much money he gave the hearing aid company Amplifon; all I know is his ears were 
constantly grazed because of the pressure from the hearing appliances – that pressure 
would later cause him a basal cell carcinoma in his right ear, which was then cut off – 
that a mixture of pus, sweat and dust kept oozing out of his ear, and that he heard a 
constant echo in his head. His thoughts were distorted by that echo, pulverized in the 
shed. They came out of him every time he exhaled and went back in, retained by his 
nose hair. They deposited on his lungs, and returned into the air when he breathed 
out again. At twenty to noon his stomach started to growl. At twelve o’clock, my father 
turned off the switch of the lapping machine, blew dust off his clothes, off his bald 
skull (When he was twelve, while he was playing he had fallen into a pit of quicklime: 
the lime had perforated his eardrum and burned his scalp. My uncle Angelo saved 
him from that first drowning. At twelve, he rehearsed the drowning that would take 
place in bed number fourteen of the Department of Medicine of the Civil Hospital 
of Gorizia.) Then he ran off to the changing-room-cum-canteen-cum-lavatory. There 
were boilers there, where the workers placed their mess tins. The bottom tin contained 
pasta or a soup, the top one a steak or cooked vegetables. My father took the whole 
thing out of the boiling water, laid a napkin on the table and enthroned his mess tins 
there. He unfastened the buckle, extracted the top bowl and attacked the bottom one 
with the boiled food. He ate out of the bowl, so fast that he chipped his teeth. If there 
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were steaks he held them in his hands, and bit into them in midair. My father didn’t 
smoke. So he didn’t take part in the ritual of frantically smoking three cigarettes in 
the dressing-room-cum-canteen-cum-lavatory, where the workers had lunch with the 
smell of shit coming up from the squat toilets. My father lay down on the concrete 
floor instead, where he had previously spread out a corrugated board. He lay there for 
the remaining twenty minutes: I wonder what he dreamed of. Maybe he kept dream-
ing of the rotating strip, maybe he dreamed of me and my brother, the sons he wished 
he could give a better life, maybe he dreamed of that better life, maybe he dreamed of 
fucking, maybe he wasn’t even asleep, maybe he was simply lying there, surrounded 
by the steaming mess tin heater, the gushing toilets, the burning cigarettes, the smell 
of soup, sauerkraut, sausages. The lunch break actually lasted fifty minutes, because 
everyone had to be back at work ten minutes earlier, standing up in silence. And eve-
ryone had to stand still and obedient until the whistle screamed. You had to sacrifice 
that time too, your digestion time, to the machine. Working at that machine was your 
way of supporting those little rascals you had at home, who kept running around 
and breaking the big nothing you were so proud of whenever you opened the door 
to your public housing apartment. He began again, and five or six more hours were 
spent working in the shed during the transition between digestion and sleep. It was 
all dust, a body that was no longer your own. Masters swearing to keep you awake, 
workmates swearing to earn ten thousand lire a month more than you. He was there, 
he caressed the wood with the strip of sandpaper, there was all the love in the world 
in those repeated actions, in that perfection, there was so much love that he had no 
more blood in his fingers, because it had all been drained by the sandpaper. He went 
to the toilet again, to draw circles on his dust-caked shoes, to soak his underwear and 
trousers in the thirty seconds he was granted. He lived that horrible life for ten, elev-
en, twelve hours on every goddamn day. He carried on, sometimes he became drowsy 
and fell into a sawdust-filled trance. He went on and on and on, until ten minutes 
after the whistle screamed. He darted off, as if resurrecting after being buried for ten 
hours. He removed the tape from his wrists and fingertips, he hung his work jacket in 
the locker, he collected the mess tins from the boiler. Other workers kept on swear-
ing and smoking. Others resurrected, like him. The master was suddenly surrounded 
by bootlickers. He reached the asbestos-cement cover, pushed the kick starter of his 
trusted Benelli. He had to pull the choke first, then gave a powerful kick with his sole 
and twisted the throttle again. At the third or fourth attempt, the horse’s heart began 
to throb. He opened the throttle all the way, his wrist hurting even more. He revved 
up, unclogging the engine. Two minutes later he pushed the choke back and bestrode 
his Benelli. In winter he wore his woollen hat, in summer his peaked cap, he shifted 
into first gear and was off. He rode his Benelli like in a Western movie, dust flew off 
him as in the wild West, he rode down his roads with many other cowboy-workers, all 
astride dying, exhausted, flooded two-wheeled horses. He tied his horse at the drink-
ing trough. He slammed the door of the saloon and ordered a quarter-liter of wine, his 
whisky, a few slices of salami or cheese, or a boiled egg. Then there was home, some tv, 
a silent dinner. Six hours’ sleep, dreams of a possible different life, dreams about the 
strip of sandpaper, which he would have to deal with day in, day out.


