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            From childhood’s hour I have not been

            As others were; I have not seen

            As others saw; I could not bring

            My passions from a common spring.

            From the same source I have not taken

            My sorrow; I could not awaken

            My heart to joy at the same tone;

            And all I loved, I loved alone.

            —Alone, Edgar Allan Poe (1875)vi
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1
            A Note from the Translator

         

         By the time she wrote Her Side of the Story (Dalla parte di lei), Alba de Céspedes was already an extremely successful writer, but she struggled with the ambitious novel she originally hoped to call Confessione di una donna, or Confessions of a Woman. She wanted to astonish the critics with her style—though not at the cost of diluting her message. For, as Melania Mazzucco points out in her introduction to the Italian edition, de Céspedes intended to act as the defender of women. Like Flaubert, she could say proudly of her protagonist: Alessandra, sono io, I am Alessandra.

         The first Italian edition was published in August 1949. Later, finding the novel “too rich” and considering the American public “very simple,” de Céspedes rigorously edited the Italian text for the English-language translation by Frances Frenaye. There were then further cuts (by de Céspedes herself and several editors at different imprints) before the book finally appeared in 1952, in shortened form, under the title The Best of Husbands. In Italy, the original version was only superseded in 1994, when Mondadori published an edition that reflected the first edit De Cespedes had undertaken. It is that version, shorter than the original Italian edition, but much longer than Frenaye’s English translation, that is translated here for the first time.

         The novel opens around 1939, although perhaps because very few dates appear, and because it is such an intensely personal narrative, it 2can be difficult to correlate the plot with historical events. In June 1940, under the fascist dictator Benito Mussolini, Italy joined the Second World War as one of the Axis powers allied with Germany. The war dominates the second half of the novel, and although Mussolini is never mentioned by name, the “arrogant voice” that is frequently to be heard on the radio is his.

         During the first three years of the war, Italy was fighting alongside Germany and pursuing its own imperialistic ambitions in the Mediterranean and Africa. Following the Allied invasion of Sicily in July 1943, Rome came under attack, and the novel’s heroine and narrator, Alessandra, witnesses the aftermath of the Allied bombardment of July 19 that left horse carcasses littering the pavements of Rome’s San Lorenzo neighborhood. A few days later, Mussolini was arrested by order of King Victor Emmanuel III. Alessandra recalls, “Even though I was pleased not to be afraid anymore, I burst into tears, humiliated to think that the arrogant voice had truly been the voice of my time and my era.”

         But the war was not over. In September 1943, Italy signed an Armistice with the Allies, and Germany occupied most of the north and center of the country. Italy then declared war on Germany, initiating what was in effect a civil war within Italy itself, much of it conducted by partisans against the German occupiers. Rome was finally liberated by American forces in June of 1944, and in April of 1945 Mussolini was killed by partisans. Italy’s long-awaited freedom was achieved, but the country had now fallen within the American sphere of influence, something to which de Céspedes, with her Cuban ancestry, reacted with anger and regret. Speaking of Italy’s new relationship with the United States, she protested, “I can’t … understand how a nation could reduce itself to being a branch of a supermarket.”

         
             

         

         a few notes on terminology. Early in the novel, Lydia and the Captain meet in a latteria and later Tullio waits in a latteria for Alessandra 3and Tomaso. A latteria was a small neighborhood shop selling milk and other dairy products, and it also offered coffee and light meals. Although there is no direct equivalent, the nearest term in English would be a milk bar.

         The word babbo is an alternative to papà, the latter essentially French in origin and much used in the north. Historically, the upper classes preferred to use papà while the rest of the population—particularly in Tuscany—preferred babbo. Both words are now widely used by children, with babbo being marginally more popular in the south.

         As an Anglo-American, Hervey would more typically have spelled his name with an “a,” as Harvey. Hervey is actually the phonetic representation of the Italian pronunciation of Harvey, and for this edition the author’s original spelling has been preserved.

         
             

         

         —Jill Foulston
London, March 20234

      

   


   
      
         
5
             Her Side of the Story

         

         I met francesco minelli for the first time in Rome, on October 20, 1941. I was working on my dissertation, and my father had been nearly blind for a year because of a cataract. We were living in one of the new apartment blocks on the Lungotevere Flaminio, where we’d found a place soon after my mother’s death. I considered myself an only child, even though before my birth my brother had come into the world, revealed himself to be a boy wonder, and drowned at the age of three. There were pictures of him all over the house: many of them showed him nearly naked, protected only by a white undershirt sliding off his bare rounded shoulders; in another portrait he was lying on his stomach on a bearskin. My mother’s favorite was a small picture in which he was standing, one hand reaching for a piano keyboard. She maintained that had he lived he would have been a great composer, another Mozart. His name was Alessandro, and when I was born, a few months after his death, I was burdened with the name Alessandra in order to perpetuate his memory, and in the hope that some of the virtues that had left an indelible memory of him would show up in me. This connection with my dead brother was a heavy burden during my early childhood years. I could never shake it off: when I was scolded, it was to point out how, despite my name, I’d betrayed the hopes invested in me, not to mention that Alessandro would never have dared act in such a way. Even when I got good grades at school or demonstrated diligence and loyalty, the implication was that half the credit should be given to Alessandro, who was expressing himself through me. This suppression of my personality made me grow up reserved and unsociable, and I later mistook as faith in my own gifts what was really only my parents’ fading memory of Alessandro.

         I, however, attributed an evil power to the spiritual presence of my brother. My mother communicated with him by means of a three-legged 6 table and a medium called Ottavia. I had no doubt that he had found a home in me but—contrary to my parents’ belief—only in order to suggest unacceptable deeds, wicked thoughts, and unwholesome desires.

         So I gave in, concluding it was useless to fight them. Alessandro represented what for other children my age was the devil or an evil spirit. There he is, I’d think. He’s in charge. I thought he might take control of me as he did the little table.

         I was often left alone at home in the care of an old servant, Sista. My father was at the office, and my mother went out every day for hours. She was a piano teacher, and I realized later that she could have shown considerable talent if she’d been able to direct it towards art instead of the requirements and tastes of the wealthy middle classes, whose children she had to teach. Before leaving she’d prepare some diversion to amuse me while she was out. She knew I didn’t like loud, violent games, so she had me sit in a wicker chair just my size, and on a low table beside me she set out scraps of cloth, shells, and daisies to thread into bracelets or necklaces, along with some books. Under her affectionate guidance, I soon learned to read and write quite well; yet, as if to spite me, even this precocity was attributed to the influence of Alessandro. In fact, I thought and expressed myself like someone twice my age, and my mother wasn’t at all surprised, because she mentally replaced my age with what Alessandro’s would have been, and let me read books suited to more mature girls. Yet I now see that it was an excellent choice of books and informed by a sound education.

         After kissing me fiercely, as if we were going to be apart for a long time, she would go out and leave me by myself. A clattering of plates came from the kitchen; Sista’s thin shadow moved along the hallway. At dusk Sista would shut herself in her room in the dark, and I’d hear her saying the rosary. That’s when I’d leave my books, shells, and daisy chains and go off to explore the house, knowing I wouldn’t be caught.

         I wasn’t allowed to turn on any lights because we lived in the strictest economy. I’d start by wandering around in the half-light, proceeding 7 slowly and holding my arms out like a sleepwalker. I’d go up to the furniture, solid, old pieces which at that hour seemed to rise up from their quiet stillness to become mysterious presences. Spurred on by a feverish curiosity, I’d open doors, rummage through drawers, and finally, seeing the light retreat from the dark rooms, I’d crouch down in a corner, giddy with fear and delight.

         In the summer, I’d go and sit on the balcony overlooking the communal courtyard, or I’d stand on a little bench and look out the window. I never chose the window facing the street: I preferred the one opening onto the small wisteria-clad courtyard that separated our house from a convent. The swallows swooped gladly into the shade of the courtyard and, with the first screech, I’d get up as if called and run to the window. I’d stay there watching the birds, the clouds’ shifting patterns, and the life of that secret community of women filtered through lighted windows. The nuns walked quickly, throwing large Chinese shadows on the white blinds at the convent windows. The swallows’ cruel shrieks were lashings that stirred my imagination. In my corner at the dark window, I quietly plundered everything around me. I defined this ineffable state of mind as “Alessandro.”

         I would then take refuge with Sista, who sat near the stove in the kitchen, flushed by the burning coals. My mother would come back and turn on the light: the old servant and I would emerge from the shadows, stupefied by darkness and silence. My mute conversations with the piano and the swallows were so tiring they gave me dark circles under my eyes. Taking me in her arms and apologizing for her absence, my mother would tell me about the young daughters of a princess, Donna Chiara and Donna Dorotea, to whom she’d been teaching music for years without results.

         My father came home fairly late, as southerners do. We’d hear his key turn in the lock—a long, thin key that was always sticking out of his vest pocket—and then the sharp click of the light switch. We’d be in the kitchen, where my mother was helping Sista prepare supper: but 8 as soon as she heard the sound of the lock, before her husband even entered the house, she’d hurriedly smooth her hair and go through to the dining room, sitting down with me on a hard sofa. She’d pick up a book and pretend to be engrossed in it. Then she’d ask, “Is that you, Ariberto?,” her bright voice expressing joyful surprise. During my early years, my mother put on this little comedy every night, and for a long time it was incomprehensible to me. I couldn’t understand why she frantically opened a book if she couldn’t keep on reading it. All the same, I remained fascinated by her call ringing through the house harmoniously every evening, making my father’s ugly name sound romantic.

         My father was a strong, tall man with a crew cut. When I was an adult I came across some pictures of him in his youth, and I could see how he might have been successful with women. He had deep-set, very black eyes, and full, sensual lips. He always wore dark clothes, maybe because he was in the civil service. He spoke little, contenting himself with a disapproving shake of his head, while my mother spoke animatedly. She’d describe things she’d seen or heard in the street, spicing the story with clever observations, and enriching it with her imagination. My father would look at her and shake his head.

         They often argued, but there were no scenes or noisy quarrels. They spoke quietly, skillfully launching sharp, biting verbal blows. I’d watch them, dismayed, though I didn’t understand what they were arguing about. If it hadn’t been for their angry expressions, I wouldn’t even have known they were fighting.

         When this happened, Sista, who was always listening behind the door, would come and get me. She’d take me to the kitchen and force me to recite the rosary or the litany. Sometimes, to distract me, she’d tell me the story of the Madonna of Lourdes, who appears to the shepherdess Bernadette, or the one in Loreto who travels in a house carried by angels.

         
             

         

         meanwhile, my parents went to their bedroom and shut the door. The silence thickened around me and our old servant. I worried that I’d 9 see, in the doorway, one of those spirits summoned by Ottavia on Fridays, which my childish imagination pictured as creaking white skeletons.

         “Sista, I’m frightened!” I’d say, and Sista would ask, “Of what?” But her voice was uncertain, and she kept looking towards my mother’s room, as if she, too, were frightened.

         They spoke softly, and I couldn’t hear a single word. Silence was a sign of the storm, spreading along the dark hallway and into the four rooms of our house: an ambiguous silence that seeped out from under the closed door and saturated the air, insidious as a gas leak. Sista, hands trembling, let her knitting fall to her knees. At last, showing signs of impatience and anxiety, she’d take me to my room, as if dragging me to safety, and begin hurriedly undressing me, tucking me under the sheets. I obeyed, mutely letting her turn out the lamp, defeated by the silence coming from the master bedroom.

         Often after these distressing evenings, my mother would tiptoe into my room at night, kneel beside my bed, and frantically clasp me to her. She didn’t turn on the light, but in the dark I made out her white nightgown. I threw my arms around her neck and kissed her. It was an instant: she would soon escape and I’d close my eyes, exhausted.

         My mother’s name was Eleonora. I inherited my blond hair from her. She was so blond that when she sat against the light from the window, her hair seemed white, and I was astonished to see it, as if I’d had a vision of her future old age. Her blue eyes and her transparent skin came from her Austrian mother, a fairly well-known actress who had abandoned the stage to marry my Italian grandfather, an artillery officer. In fact, my mother had been given that name to remind my grandmother of playing Nora in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, which she performed on gala evenings. Two or three times a year, on the rare afternoons she took off, my mother would have me sit beside her and she’d open the big box labeled “photographs” to show me pictures of my grandmother. She looked extremely elegant in her costumes, wearing large 10 hats adorned with feathers or strings of pearls in her loose hair. I could hardly believe she was really my grandmother, our relative, and could have come to visit us, entering through the front door of the building, which was forever ringing with the sound of the hammer of the porter, who was also a shoemaker. I knew the titles of the plays she’d been in by heart, and the names of the characters she’d played. My mother wanted me to have some knowledge of the theater, so she told me the stories of all the tragedies, read the most important scenes to me, and was cheered when I remembered the names of the characters as if they were family members. Those were wonderful times. Sista listened to these tales from her seat in the corner, hands under her apron, as if she wanted to vouch for the truth of such marvelous stories with her presence.

         In the same box there were photos of my father’s relatives, small landowners from Abruzzo, little more than peasants. Women with ample, tightly corseted bosoms, hair parted and combed into two heavy curls falling on either side of a solid face. There was also a picture of my paternal grandfather in a dark jacket and floppy bow tie.

         “They’re good people,” my mother said, “country folk.” They often sent us sacks of flour or baskets of tasty stuffed figs; but none of my aunts was named Ophelia or Desdemona or Juliet, and I wasn’t such a glutton that I preferred an almond tart to Shakespeare’s romantic tragedies. So, in tacit agreement with my mother, I looked down on our Abruzzese relatives. We opened their baskets, covered in rough canvas and sewn shut, with no interest and in fact with something like tolerance, despite our poverty. Sista was the only one who appreciated the contents, jealously stashing them away.

         Sista was absolutely, if nervously, devoted to my mother. She was used to serving in poor homes where the women used coarse, vulgar language and confined their interests to their larders and kitchens, so she had instantly fallen for her new mistress. When my father wasn’t there, she followed her around the house and returned to her own work at night to make up for lost time. If she heard her playing the piano, 11 she quickly abandoned everything else, pulled off her apron, and ran to the living room; she’d listen to scales, études, and exercises just as she would sonatas.

         She liked sitting quietly in the shadows: throughout my childhood, the darkness was always brightened by the shining eyes of this woman from Nuoro. She didn’t say much—I don’t think I ever heard her talk at length—and seemed bound to our house by the irresistible attraction my mother’s person exercised over her, revealing to her a world she’d never known, not even in her brief youth. So although she was very religious, she stayed with us despite the fact that my mother never went to mass and didn’t raise me according to a strict Catholic morality. I think she felt that living with us was sinful; she may even have confessed it and promised to end it, but she found herself increasingly mired in this habitual sin. When my mother wasn’t there, she must have felt the house like a vein drained of blood: the long, lonely hours of the afternoon went by wearily. If her mistress was even slightly late, she instantly began to worry that, distracted and absent-minded as she was, she’d been run over by a tram or a carriage: she’d imagine her body lying inert on the paving stones, her forehead pale, hair slick with blood. I knew that a painful yelp was stuck in her throat as she sat still and silent, fingering her rosary beads or warming her hands at the brazier. Yet an unlikely sense of decorum stopped her from waiting for my mother at the window. At such times, I, too, was seized by a chilling, irrational fear and clung to Sista’s side. Maybe she thought she would have to go back to working for fat ladies, excellent housewives, and I would be sent to my grandmother in Abruzzo. The light fell gradually, drowning us in waves of darkness. Those were exceptionally sad moments. At last Mamma would return, announcing, “Here I am!” from the doorway as if responding to our desperate call.

         Sista also served my father loyally and meekly. She served him and respected him: he was a man, the head of the house. In fact, if she needed anything, she found it easier to ask him, because she recognized him 12 as her own kind: humble, inferior. I discovered later that she was aware of his sordid affairs—given the thousands of clues—but they didn’t really bother her since she had seen so many married men act like that, first in her village and then in the city.

         At first, I couldn’t understand why my parents got married, nor did I ever learn how they met. My father was no different from the standard-issue petty bourgeois husband, the mediocre father, mediocre employee who repairs electrical switches in his free time on Sundays or devises clever gadgets for saving gas. His conversation was always the same: inadequate and spiteful. He often criticized the government or the bureaucracy with scant evidence, and he complained about office quarrels in the usual jargon. There was nothing spiritual in his physical appearance, either. He was tall and heavy, and his broad shoulders made him physically overbearing. His typically Mediterranean black eyes were sweet and moist, like September figs. His hands alone were uncommonly lovely—he wore a gold serpent ring on his right—and their shape and color recalled some noble, ancient race. His soft, smooth skin burned as if it held rich blood captive. It was this secret heat that revealed to me, embarrassingly, what had propelled my mother towards him. Their room adjoined mine and sometimes in the evening I’d stay up, alert, kneeling on my bed with my ear against the wall. I was consumed by jealousy, and it seemed that “Alessandro” really was behind my base actions.

         Once, when I was very small, not yet ten years old, I surprised my parents embracing in the dining room. They were facing the window, with their backs to me. One of my father’s hands was resting on my mother’s hip, stroking it hungrily. She was wearing a thin dress and she surely felt the dry heat of his skin. But it didn’t bother her, that was clear. All of a sudden he placed his lips on the side of her neck, at the top of her shoulder. I imagined that his lips must burn like his hands: my mother’s neck was long, white, and very delicate, and it would have been easy to leave a red mark on it. I expected her to resist, to react 13 impulsively, and yet she stayed beside him, becoming lazy, slow, voracious. I turned to leave and bumped into a chair. At the noise my parents turned and looked at me in surprise. My face was tense and angry. “What’s the matter, Sandi?” my mother asked. But she didn’t come to me, didn’t hold me; we didn’t run off together. On the contrary, she let out a hollow, forced laugh. “Are you jealous?” she joked. “Are you jealous?” I didn’t reply. I stared at her, suffering bitterly.

         I went back to my room, consumed with silent rancor. I could still see my father’s face: he was smiling mischievously, complicit with Mamma. For the first time, I felt he’d invaded our cozy feminine world like an insidious enemy. Before that, he’d seemed like a creature of another breed entrusted to us, his needs exclusively material. That was in fact all that seemed to interest him: we often ate leftovers from the previous meal while he had a steak: his clothes were frequently ironed, while we hung ours outside on the balcony to rid them of their most obvious wrinkles. I was therefore convinced that he lived in a different world, where the things my mother had by her example taught me to disparage had pride of place.

         Around that time, I began to consider suicide, believing my mother to have betrayed our secret understanding. From then on, the idea returned countless times to tempt me, whenever I feared I’d be unable to get through a difficult moment or simply a night of uncertainty or anxiety.

         The inadequacy of my religious education has always kept me from resigning myself to an unhappy life with the thought that it’s only transitory. The thought of suicide, however, which I clung to as a last resort, was a great help during difficult times. Thanks to that thought, I managed to appear cheerful and carefree even in the depths of despair. As a child, I’d imagined committing suicide by hanging myself from my window, which had a grate over it. Sometimes, though, I thought it would be enough to run away from home, leaving at night and walking, walking, until I fell down exhausted and lifeless. In any event, 14 that wasn’t feasible since my father locked the door every night before going to bed: three turns of the key.

         Sleep calmed my desperation and my intentions. Nevertheless, during that period I often begged Sista to take me to church. I was like my mother, with her sudden impulses; sometimes for three or four days in a row she, too, would go to church at dusk, kneeling and singing, captivated by the music. But I prayed to the Lord to let me die. Nor did I consider my invocation a sacrilege: in our huge apartment block, God was called on to defend the most unspeakable cases. Years later, word got around that the lover of the woman on the second floor had pneumonia and was close to death. We also heard that the woman had urgently requested from the nearby parish a triduum, three days of prayer, “according to her intent,” which by now everyone knew very well: that her lover should live, become strong again, so that she could go on betraying her husband with him. All the women in the building attended the triduum. The woman from the second floor knelt in the front pew, her face hidden in her hands. The others refrained from crowding around her, in order to show respect for her modesty, her reputation, and her secret: they came to the service as if they’d just wandered in, one near the holy water stoup, another in front of a side altar. All of them, however, addressed God with the same fervor, indignant that he should continue to make the poor woman suffer.

         I’d leave the house towards evening, hanging on to Sista’s hand. I felt serious and contrite as I walked, as if nursing a vow of holiness instead of some reprehensible desire. Passing through the gray streets of our neighborhood, we headed for the church, rising sleek and white between the large apartment buildings along the Tiber. It was the outer limit of our walks, as if the river marked the boundary of our domain and, with it, our freedom.

         On the Lungotevere in the happy season, the plane trees were crowded with sparrows, and at sunset, as they flitted around capriciously looking for the best branch to sleep on, the old trees hummed 15 like beehives and quivered with the birds’ short, restless flights. I wished I could linger and look at the trees, but instead, arm in arm with Sista, I plunged into the dark cavern of the church. The greasy smell of human bodies and the oily aroma of incense stagnated in the aisles, and the shadow to which Sista and I were sentenced by my mother’s absence loomed over us. I barely knew the first prayers of our religion, but that reddish half-light, the hymns, and the strange scent immediately awakened my faith, igniting it like a flame.

         I watched my hands tremble in the light from the candles. I stared at them intently, hoping to discover the blood of the stigmata; I felt my face growing thinner, like Santa Teresa’s on a statue my mother liked. Little by little, I lost the weight of my flesh and rose into the pure air of heaven, stars sparkling between my fingers. A sweet, raging river of words flooded my breast along with the organ music. They were the words my grandmother had recited in the theatre, the most beautiful words I knew, and with them I addressed God. He responded in the same language, and from then on I learned to recognize him in words of love rather than in altarpieces.

         Everyone in the church looked serious and sad. They felt no joy in prayer or song. I loved them and wanted them to be happy, and I knew that all they needed was to be taught how to pray in the language of love. I could have saved them, but I didn’t dare: I was held back by the thought of Sista, who considered me merely Alessandra, a child. Everyone thought of me as only a child. But when the service was over and the last notes of the organ propelled us along the Tiber, the swallows recognized me and greeted me joyfully, as they greeted God.

         
             

         

         we lived on Via Paolo Emilio, in a large apartment block built during the reign of King Umberto I. The entrance was narrow and dark and collected dirt, because the porter, as I mentioned, was busy working as a shoemaker, and his wife was lazy. 16

         The gray spiral staircase was lit only by a skylight high overhead. Despite the secretive, somewhat disreputable appearance of the entrance and the stairs, the large block was inhabited by middle-class people of modest means. One rarely saw men during the day: they were almost all at work. Dispirited by the constant struggle to make ends meet, they left early and came home at fixed times, a newspaper tucked in their pocket or under their arm.

         The large block, therefore, seemed to be inhabited by women only. It was in fact their undisputed territory, they went up and down the dark staircase innumerable times throughout the day, with their shopping bags empty, full, with a bottle of milk wrapped in newspaper, taking children to school with their baskets and lunchboxes, bringing them home, their blue smocks peeking out from under coats that were too short. They climbed the stairs, never looking around; they knew the writing on the walls by heart, and the wood on the bannister was bright with the constant polishing of their hands. Only girls went down quickly, drawn by the fresh air, their shoes clattering over the steps like hail against a window. I don’t remember much about the boys who lived in the building. Early on, they were rough kids who spent the entire day in the street and played soccer in the parish garden; then, when still very young, they were taken on by their father’s employer. And soon they assumed their father’s appearance, schedule, and habits.

         Yet although the building looked sad and abandoned from the outside, it inhaled through its large inner courtyard as if through a generous lung. Narrow walkways with rusty railings ran past the internal windows, their arrangement revealing the age and situation of the inhabitants. Some piled up old furniture out there, others kept chicken coops or toys. Ours was adorned with plants.

         The women felt at ease in the courtyard, with the familiarity that unites people in a boarding school or a prison. That sort of confidence, however, sprang not so much from living under a common roof as from 17 shared knowledge of the harsh lives they lived: though unaware of it, they felt bound by an affectionate tolerance born of difficulty, deprivation, and habit. Away from the male gaze, they were able to demonstrate who they really were, with no need to play out some tedious farce.

         Like a convent bell, the first slap of the shutters signaled the beginning of the day. With the dawn of the new day, they all resignedly accepted the burden of struggles renewed. They took comfort in the idea that every quotidian action was echoed by a similar action on the floor below, by another woman wrapped in yet another faded housecoat. No one dared stop, for fear of arresting the motion of some precision mechanism. Instead, everything that contributed to their lives as housewives unconsciously drew attention to its inherent, if modest, poetic value. The clothesline that ran from one balcony to the next, making it easier to hang the sheets, was like a hand reaching out solicitously. Baskets went up and down from one floor to another with a borrowed utensil, something suddenly needed. Nevertheless, the women didn’t talk much in the course of a morning. During a quiet moment, someone might come and lean on the railing to look at the sky. “The sun is so beautiful today!” In the afternoon, though, the courtyard was empty and silent. One knew instinctively that behind the windows, rooms and kitchens were being tidied. A few old ladies sat on the balcony sewing, and maids shelled peas or peeled potatoes, tossing them into a pot on the ground beside them. Towards evening, they, too, went back inside to do their chores, and that was when I was alone in the courtyard, as if it were mine by right.

         In summer, after supper, the men, too, would often sit on the balcony in shirtsleeves or even pajamas; you could see their cigarettes pulsing like red fireflies in the dark. But the women barely said “Good night” to one another, and their talk was different. Sometimes they spoke about their children’s illnesses. But everyone, bored, went in early, closing their shutters, and a great black emptiness fell over the balconies. 18

         My mother rarely appeared in the courtyard and only, as I said, to water the flowers. This reserve, annoying though it was to the residents, earned their admiration. So even if we were very poor, our family enjoyed special consideration because of my mother’s delicate beauty, her elegant bearing, and her unfailingly calm and serene mood.

         There was no lack of pretty and confident women in the building; some even had a bit of culture, having been teachers or office employees before they married. Yet my mother exchanged nothing with them but a brisk “Good morning,” or a passing comment on the weather or the market. The only exception to this was Lydia, who lived on the floor above ours.

         My mother often took me to her apartment so I could play with Fulvia, her little girl. They’d leave us alone in her room, which was always cluttered with toys, or on an internal balcony that was also used for storage. The two of them would lie on the bed, talking quietly yet so animatedly that if we interrupted them to ask for a shawl to play with, a piece of paper or a pen, they’d give us their instant permission so we’d leave them in peace. At first I didn’t understand why my mother was friends with a woman with whom she had nothing in common. But I noticed that I, too, was coming under the influence of her daughter, my only friend from then on. She seemed older than I was, though she was actually a few months younger. She was pretty, with dark hair and lively, dramatic features. She was already so developed at twelve or thirteen that men would watch her go by when we went out with Sista. She looked like her mother, who was attractive, somewhat plump, and spirited, and favored shiny low-cut silk dresses that showed off her cleavage.

         Mother and daughter were almost always alone because Signor Celanti was a travelling salesman. When he came home, they felt they were hosting a stranger, and they didn’t hesitate to let him know how inconvenient it was to have him around, interrupting their usual rhythms: they ate quickly, went to bed early, were short on the phone; 19 one would pretend to have long-lasting migraines while the other wouldn’t stop playing irritating and tiresome children’s games. Their house, a frequent destination for visits from the neighbors, was abandoned the minute Lydia announced, “Domenico is back.” Ultimately, both of them—perhaps without meaning to—rendered the house so inhospitable, so untidy, and so dull that Signor Celanti soon took off again with his suitcase, but not before praising the advantages of hotel life and the cooking in northern cities.

         As soon as he left, Lydia and Fulvia would become their usual selves and go back to living as they always did. Lydia resumed her endless phone calls and went out in the afternoons, trailing the pungent scent of cloves, like a scarf, all the way down the stairs.

         She’d go to the Captain. It was this captain she whispered about with my mother. Fulvia and I were well aware of it. She only ever used his title: the Captain says … the Captain likes … as if she didn’t know his name or surname. But it didn’t seem strange to me at the time: other women in the building had the Engineer or the Lawyer, and we didn’t know anything else about them, either.

         Lydia talked about their romantic trysts, their long walks, and the letters a young servant brought her. My mother’s heart beat faster just listening to her. When I was a little older, I realized that the visits to her friend often followed evenings when she and my father were shut in their room, and silence spread through the house.

         My mother had met Lydia when she was asked to give Fulvia piano lessons. Lydia came to knock on our door, and—as often happens in such buildings, where you worried that, showing up unexpectedly, you’d find the apartment a mess and people half dressed—she refused to come in, saying what she had to say at the door. Her visit caused some astonishment: no one had ever come to see us, not even for the usual and very widespread habit of asking to borrow a little salt or a few leaves of basil. My mother really wanted her to come into the living room, a dark room that was never aired out. Lydia admitted later that she’d come only in 20 order to see my mother up close, since her beauty and her reserve provoked gossip and rumors. It was an immediate success: Lydia, fragrant with talcum powder, was cheerful, lively and colorful, like a just watered plant. My mother was lethargic and small-breasted. She was attracted to Lydia’s full, lush bosom, which seemed to have its own, independent animal life. After a few lessons, which Fulvia took reluctantly, content with learning enough to pick out the popular songs, they became friends. My mother would go to them at a set time, as she did with her other pupils. But the moment she got there, Lydia called from her room: “Come in here, Eleonora.” She’d immediately start talking, unfolding her vivid stories and offering cigarettes. And so the hours went by.

         I became jealous, with the vehemence that proves the authenticity of all my feelings. One evening, encouraged by Sista, I risked going up to ask my mother to come home. It was the first time I’d taken the stairs farther than our landing: I felt I was in another world. I hesitated. Sista prodded me from below: “Be brave!” and I knocked.

         “Tell my mother it’s very late,” I said with a stern frown.

         Lydia smiled. “Come in,” she invited me, and when I appeared uncertain, she repeated it. “Come in and tell her yourself.”

         I had hardly ever been in anyone else’s house, so I was instantly overcome with curiosity to see how they lived, what their rooms and beds were like, what objects they had on their furniture. Lydia closed the door behind me and I stood, ecstatic, in front of some prints of mythological subjects: nymphs dancing in a meadow.

         “I’d like you to meet Fulvia. You’ll be friends.” It was summer. Fulvia was in her room, half naked in a long voile dress of her mother’s. Her hair was up and she had lipstick on.

         “I’m Gloria Swanson,” she said, and when I didn’t understand, she initiated me into the game. “Come here,” she said, undoing my braids. “I’ll dress you up like Lillian Gish.”

         Fulvia, in short, attached herself to me as Lydia had to my mother. It was due largely to our naïveté, which goaded them on, and to their 21 perhaps unconscious desire to destroy our sense of order. Excited by the amazement they awakened in us, they unveiled the secret life of the large building we’d lived in for years. When seen through Lydia and Fulvia’s tales, all those women we met every day, grazing elbows as we climbed the stairs, appeared larger than life, with romantic histories like the characters Grandmother had played onstage. We finally understood the reason for the silence that fell over the deserted courtyard every afternoon. Released from their thankless tasks and making a brave stand against the dull life they had to live, the women fled the dark rooms, the gray kitchens, the courtyard that, as darkness fell, awaited the inevitable death of another day of pointless youth. The old women, bent over their sewing, stayed behind like pillars, guarding those neat, silent houses. They didn’t betray the young women: rather, they helped them, as if they were members of the same congregation. They were bound by a silent and long-standing scorn for men’s lives, for their cruel and selfish ways, in a repressed bitterness that was handed down from one generation to the next. Every morning when they got up, men would find their coffee ready and their clothes ironed, and they’d walk out into the crisp air giving no thought to the house or their children. They left behind rooms musty with sleep, unmade beds, and cups stained with milky coffee. They always came home at a specific time, occasionally in small groups like students, having run into each other on the tram or on the Cavour Bridge, and they’d continue together, chatting. In the summer, they’d fan themselves with their hats. As soon as they came in, they’d ask, “Is supper ready?,” taking off their jackets and revealing worn suspenders. “The pasta is overcooked,” “The rice isn’t done yet,” and with comments like these they spread ill humor. Then they’d sit down in the only armchair in the coolest room to read the newspaper. They only ever gleaned news of disasters from their reading: the price of bread is rising, salaries are falling, and they always ended up saying, “We’ll have to economize.” They never found anything good in the papers. Soon they went out again. You’d hear the door slam 22 behind them just as a minute before or a minute after you’d hear doors slamming on the other floors. They came home when the house was dark, the children asleep, and the day over—spent, finished. Once more they took off their jackets, sat down by the radio, and listened to political debates. They never had a thing to say to the women, not even “How are you feeling? Tired? What a pretty dress you’re wearing.” They never told stories, didn’t enjoy conversation or jokes, and hardly ever smiled. When a man spoke to his wife, he’d say, “You all do …,” “You all say …” lumping her with his children, his mother-in-law, the maid—all of them lazy, spendthrift, ungrateful people.

         Yet they had been engaged for a long time, as was traditional with middle-class southerners. The young men had waited hours and hours just to see their beloved come to the window, or to follow when she went for a walk with her mother. They’d written passionate letters. It was not uncommon for girls to wait many years before getting married, since it was difficult to find a secure job and save enough money to buy furniture. They would wait, preparing their trousseau, and trusting in the hope of love and happiness. Instead, they found life draining—the kitchen, the house, the swelling and flattening of their bodies as they brought children into the world. Gradually, beneath an appearance of resignation, the women began to feel angry and resentful about the trap they’d been lured into.

         Nevertheless, they usually got by in their onerous daily existence without complaining, and they didn’t keep reminding their husbands about the young women they’d been or how they’d been promised a peaceful, happy life. In the beginning, they’d tried: they’d spent many nights crying, their husbands asleep beside them. They’d flattered and tricked, pretended to faint. The most sophisticated had tried to interest their companions in music, novels, taken them to gardens they’d strolled in when they were in love—hoping they’d understand and mend their ways. But all they did was destroy their cherished memories of those places, because there, where they’d uttered the first anxious words or exchanged 23 the first kisses, still infused with unsatisfied desire and curiosity, their husbands couldn’t find anything to say that wasn’t trite or unfeeling. During the first years of marriage, a number of women had nervous breakdowns or crying fits. Lydia said one had tried to poison herself with veronal. Ultimately some accepted that they were just too old, or had lost all their charm and appeal. But they were the ones who were newly married, or who felt constrained by a solid Catholic faith. By now, most of the others waited every afternoon for a husband to say, “I’m off,” as he slammed the door shut. Those who had grown-up girls waited for them to leave as well, with friends their own age. They’d carefully prepare a snack, put it in a bag, and send the younger children to the park with the maid. All the others went out to do what they wanted or what interested them. No one asked the women, “And what will you do?” They were left with piles of laundry to mend and baskets of clothes to iron, stuck in their miserable routine.

         Life was more bearable, Fulvia said, in winter. The women, grown lazy with the cold, would sit next to a brazier or in the kitchen, watching the rain slide down the windows and caring attentively for children with seasonal illnesses. In winter, they might find some bitter reward in that snug domestic life, and at night would fall, exhausted, into a dull, obliterating sleep.

         The approach of spring dotted the trees on Prati’s bleak streets with red buds, and the mimosas and honeysuckle pressed against the gates, spreading their strong scent in the air; it reached right into our old courtyard. The women would throw open the windows to hear the swallows calling as they flew back and forth with shrill invitations. Unable to hold out any longer, they broke away from worries and sorrows as if from hateful constraints. “Jesus, forgive me!” they’d say as they passed the picture of the Sacred Heart in the hall and shut themselves up in their rooms. A short time later, they emerged transformed. They all liked dresses with floral patterns on a black background, wide hats that shaded their faces. They put on lipstick, scent, and powder, sheer gloves, 24 and presented themselves like this to the older women at the windows, who barely looked at them: they recognized the perfume, the determined voice saying, “I’m going out.” And even if she happened to be their son’s wife, they didn’t dare say anything, bound by a solidarity stronger than kinship.

         Their lovers, Fulvia told me—sometimes I managed to catch a glimpse of them from the window—were waiting on the street corner. It was an unnecessary precaution, since everyone in the neighborhood knew who they were. Often they were younger men of a slightly higher class. I imagined a lover would be a fairly attractive man, well dressed, romantic-looking. I was amazed to see that almost none of them were like that. But it all became clear when Fulvia told me that the lover of a mature lady on the third floor, a lawyer, always called her Baby.

         My mother and I were perturbed by these stories and the mysterious presence of those men besieging our house from a distance. We’d go downstairs in silence, dreamy and distracted, and make our way back into our dark apartment, among the heavy furniture, the books, and the piano. I immediately went to lie down; my mother would turn out the light and sit on my bed. If my father called her during those moments, her answer was curt and resentful. Meanwhile, Alessandro surfaced in me, asking obscene questions and stirring up a tumult of new and unmentionable feelings. The letters Fulvia had told me about were blank as they passed before my eyes: love letters, handed on by young servant girls and the old doorman. I wished I could steal them and read them all.

         My mother stayed quietly with me on my bed, and finally left without kissing me. I watched her slender figure go through the door. Not long afterwards, Sista came in and shook me out of my drowsy state.

         “You’ve been with them. Say the Act of Contrition and the Ave Maria.”

         
             

         

         then two notable events took place: my mother met the Pierce family and had her first sessions with the medium, Ottavia.

         The Pierces were a family of English origin who had moved from Florence to Rome that year. The mother, an American, was very rich, 25 yet unlike many of her compatriots she didn’t waste her money on balls and frivolous parties, using it instead to buy art and aid young musicians. The Pierces lived on the Janiculum in a villa surrounded by large trees and tall palms. The view from there was enchanting: Rome’s cupolas were framed by the windows like family portraits, and you could see the Tiber flowing under the bridges like a ribbon through lace. My mother would often suggest the Janiculum Hill for our Sunday walks so my father and I could admire the villa’s grounds from a distance. Actually, we sometimes pressed on, all the way to the side gates. Then she’d let me climb up on the wall, and she’d point to the three large windows on the first floor which belonged to the music room: inside was a grand piano Mrs. Pierce had had sent from America, her harp, and an ultra-modern gramophone that changed records automatically.

         It was a very beautiful villa in the classical style, with dense vegetation that made the garden impassable. I saw large, elegant dogs go by, and my mother assured me that there were also white peacocks on the lawn, though I never did see them. We were both fascinated by that mansion, but my father didn’t share our enthusiasm. Maybe he felt the instinctive dislike of the poor for conspicuous wealth. He’d hurry us along, impatient to get to a nearby trattoria and drink a lemon soda.

         Every Sunday evening, he took us to a café. I always loved gelato. But having seen the grounds of the Pierces’ villa from a distance, I was brooding and distracted; I fiddled with my spoon and left most of my gelato to melt into a yellow puddle. My mother did the same: this tendency of ours to become lost in thought irritated my father beyond words. He mistakenly saw it as contempt for our situation and his inability to earn much money.

         Yet neither my mother nor I ever gave a thought to the way we lived. She had worn the same dresses for years, and although she occasionally freshened them with a buckle or a ribbon—or perhaps because of this—they were now so out of fashion that wearing them seemed an ostentatious eccentricity. She didn’t own a fur coat, only a shabby black one with which to face the rigors of winter. Her beautiful hair—still 26 long and gathered in a bun on her neck—was humbled under modest hats an older woman would have rejected. Our café was extremely cheap, and our fun was limited to those Sunday walks. The two of us studied the villa for some time, if only because we were drawn to the large trees planted in groups or in couples like people, and we realized what a privilege and a delight it must be for the Pierce family to look at them. Nor was it their only privilege. My mother considered them fortunate partly because, thanks to their money, they could follow their natural spiritual inclinations without worrying about day-to-day needs.

         Absorbed in these thoughts, we sat at a small iron table on a pavement crowded with more tables and people like us: mother, father, and children. From their windows in tall gray apartment blocks, residents eyed our gelato resentfully until it disappeared from our bowls. The tram grazed the pavement as it passed and each time a harsh screech of metal drowned out our listless conversation. I couldn’t stop thinking about the ivy- and moss-covered trees behind the grand gate, the damp green lawns where white peacocks walked (though I hadn’t seen them), the three tall, gabled windows, the grand piano and the harp alone in the shadows.

         That piano held a great allure for my mother, and this was due not only to its beautiful sound but also to the fact that she didn’t use it for teaching scales, exercises, or tedious sonatinas. She could play it freely, as if she were in her own home. The reason she had been called to the Pierces’ villa was rather unusual. The first day she went there, the mistress of the house had not received her in a rush, like other women, who’d present her with a new student and leave after a few minutes; she had invited my mother to tea, and she spoke about her art collection, her travels, and, finally, her family. Her husband was an industrialist who collected Brazilian butterflies in his spare time, and she had a married daughter in London as well as two younger children living with her, Hervey and Arletta. The former—who wasn’t well, she said quickly—often travelled. 27

         It was Arletta my mother was to concern herself with, not to teach her the piano but to awaken in her an interest in music, as other teachers were trying to interest her in painting and poetry. The girl had not an ounce of artistic sensibility, her mother quietly confided. She explained how painful that was for the other family members, who lived almost exclusively for such things. Hervey was often away from Rome in part for that very reason. In fact, he’d left only a short time ago and would be gone for about a year. Arletta’s personality had become so intrusive that it couldn’t be ignored in the daily life of the house. She flaunted her preference for popular songs over chamber music, pulp novels over the classics of literature, and it would be necessary to educate her tastes gradually. She was very young, and willing, so perhaps she was curable.

         Soon afterwards Arletta came in, and, given that she could have guessed what had just been said about her, my mother felt some embarrassment when shaking her hand. She told me she had imagined her differently: lively, cheeky, prone to argument and sarcasm. But she was my age, a little chubby, and rather homely. Arletta immediately offered to take my mother to the music room, and the way she turned the gilded handle revealed the reverential fear the room aroused in her.

         The vast room was in shadow. Delicate branches were intertwined outside the windows, and the afternoon sun coming through the leaves of trees that reached up to the window sills turned the room the color of the deep sea, giving it the murky aspect of an aquarium. The dark bulk of the piano rose like an island in a corner, and the harp’s subtle gold, touched by shafts of sunlight, shone through the motes of dust. There was no furniture in the large space apart from some Empire-style chairs softened by lyre-shaped backrests and two deep sofas. Near the window, four tall music stands for violins threw huge, transparent, skeleton-like shadows over the white wall. My mother and Arletta tiptoed, afraid of disturbing all that silence and order. When she reached the center of the room Arletta stopped abruptly: in the light from the window, her white arms and white dress made her look like a large jellyfish. 28

         “Signora,” she said, “I’m afraid. My brother doesn’t want me to come in here.” She seemed truly intimidated. “He feels that I’m resistant to music,” she added. “In fact hostile to it. It’s not my fault. I don’t understand it. Hervey’s right. He’ll travel a long way just to hear a pianist, and when he’s in Rome you might say that he lives alone in here with his records and his violin. I know very well that he doesn’t want me to come in here, because he’s afraid I’ll leave something in the air to disturb him even when I’m not around. It’s painful for me, Signora—it’s as if I had some secret illness and were contagious. You must cure me. It might be best to start with easy things, for children. I must get better,” she said determinedly. And added softly, “Because I love my brother Hervey more than anything.”

         My mother took her hands and thanked her for being frank. She opened the windows in order to dispel the room’s mysterious atmosphere, and the branch of a fir tree reached into the room like an animal that had been lying in wait. Despite that, the large room remained stubbornly impenetrable and secret, the musical instruments like characters with thoughts and feelings.

         “It’s Hervey,” Arletta repeated, looking around fearfully, and my mother also began to feel uneasy. “My mother doesn’t even dare to come in and play when he’s not here.” Arletta pointed to a white satin chair next to the harp. “When my mother plays, Hervey lies on the sofa and closes his eyes to listen.”

         “And you?”

         “I stay in my room, or go for a walk in the garden. At some distance, so he can’t see me from the windows.”

         Arletta spiritedly defended her brother when my mother boldly expressed disapproval of such bizarre behavior. “Oh, no, Signora! Hervey is an artist. He plays the violin, or he’ll sit at the piano and improvise. Mother says the pieces are wonderful. No,” she said, “it’s really my fault.” She added sadly, “Lady Randall, my sister Shirley who lives in London, plays the piano beautifully.” 29

         
             

         

         to make space for her new student, my mother had to give up others, since she was at Villa Pierce twice a week for nearly an entire afternoon. Unaware of the special nature of these lessons, my father had advised her against this: he worried that once she lost the students who had been studying with her for years, it would be difficult to find others if the Pierce family should suddenly disappear, and the new source of income with them.

         However, she showed herself not only determined but obstinate. On days when she went to Arletta, she was restless from the start, as anxious as if she were going to a party. Given my nature and my feelings for her, I would have been jealous of the new student if my mother, on her return, hadn’t been demonstrably warmer than usual. In fact, after spending several hours at Villa Pierce, she seemed animated by a new enthusiasm. When she came home, her quick, light step shook our gloomy, somnolent rooms.

         She often brought back sweets, a bag of sugared almonds she’d received as a gift. This irritated my father, and I myself ate them reluctantly. Maybe he feared that, in becoming acquainted with a way of life so different from ours, his wife might regret the life she led during the rest of the week. Indeed, most of my mother’s previous students were from the middle class, girls who were studying to become teachers so they could in turn make a living. Thus my mother got no personal satisfaction from her work and never met anyone the least bit interesting or notable. It was only to help my father provide for our needs that she had to go out whatever the weather and squeeze into the tram, climb up and down staircases like ours, enter sordid little apartments that smelled of the food eaten that morning and evening. It cheered me that afternoons at Villa Pierce offered her a pleasant holiday, and I willingly helped Sista relieve my mother of the burden of her household jobs. I even learned to mend, work I didn’t mind doing because I could sit silently by my favorite window while my thoughts ran free. 30

         Those thoughts were not a little disturbed by my acquaintance—through Ottavia, the medium—with the mysterious and terrifying characters who lived in the sky, where I watched the swallows darting at sunset.

         Ottavia had been going to the Celantis’ house for some time, and Fulvia had often spoken of her when we were alone in her room or chatting on the terrace. I once caught sight of her on the stairs: a sturdy middle-aged woman, her gray hair cut like a man’s. She always carried a large purse stuffed with sacred images, medals on red ribbons, lucky charms made of coral, and packets of herbs against the evil eye, and she was followed by a young boy whom she introduced as her nephew, a kid of about fifteen whose head was shaved even in the harshest months of winter. There was something wrong with her left leg and she limped, but she didn’t struggle or show embarrassment: every step was an arrogant thump, a statement. Enea, the boy, followed her at a distance, and, as far as I can remember, he was always dressed in black, with black gloves and black socks that gave him the look of a young priest. He had clear, olive skin, and his eyes—dark, soft, long-lashed—were like my father’s.

         According to the Celantis, Ottavia had been going up and down the dark staircase in our building for years. She had a special way of announcing her arrival, rapping three times carefully and precisely to make sure the men were not at home; if they were, she’d pretend she was on the wrong floor. This took place on Fridays, the day most propitious for seances. On that day, starting in the morning, a heavy aroma of incense filled the stairway. On the landings, the doors were left half open, and girls went warily from one apartment to another, borrowing a white cloth, a small table. In short, a thinly disguised excitement brightened the whole day.

         From morning onwards, the dead all returned to live in their houses. Hearing a noise in the next room, Fulvia said calmly, “That’s Uncle Quintino.” The women got up early and worked hard at their chores, 31 perhaps so the dead would remember what a bitter thing life was. They’d head for the spot the dead had occupied for years, and speak harshly, sarcastically, blaming them for their death as if for a betrayal, a cunning escape. Now and again they’d sigh, staring at the empty chair, once their mother’s or grandmother’s. Then slowly, delicately, they’d dust off the back, as if arranging a shawl. From the empty chair that day, eyes watched them, unflinching, resigned. Even though I was excluded from the seances at first, I, too, was aware of an invisible presence. All it took was a creaking sound to make me turn around, drenched in sweat, my heart racing. Alessandro, I whispered, afraid. I realized that he wasn’t resigned, like the others, to being a silent shadow. He wanted to play a part in our lives, using me to do so.

         My mother, on the other hand, seemed uninterested in these activities, and didn’t believe in prophetic revelations. She wasn’t, in any case, curious about the future, since at the time she had no hope that our monotonous life would ever change. My father would keep his government job until he retired; she would go on teaching until she was old. And the dreams she sometimes confided—the possibility of becoming a famous pianist, the country house we might have had—lasted no longer than the time it took her to recount them.

         After she started going to the Pierces’ villa, however, she began to show more interest in those sessions. She laughed despite herself when Lydia told her that the spirits’ predictions always came true. And yet it was only when Lydia hinted at the possibility of communicating with Alessandro through Ottavia’s automatic writing that she showed some hesitation. Still, she put off the invitation once again: “We’ll see.”

         
             

         

         as i said, my brother Alessandro drowned to death. It’s very rare for a child of that age to drown in the Tiber, a river both confined and defended by high walls. It was all because of a babysitter’s negligence, and that’s why my mother never had one for me. She preferred to leave me at home for entire afternoons, suggesting that I go out and get 32 fresh air on the balcony, rather than hand me over to someone she didn’t know. She gave in to my going as far as the church with Sista, but unwillingly.

         Alessandro had been entrusted—as the poor used to do—to a girl barely older than thirteen who had just arrived in Rome from the country. The stunted trees and dusty gravel of the city parks held no appeal for her; she was used to feeling fresh, damp grass under her bare feet. The tall apartment blocks and noisy streets truly frightened her, and she spent long hours crying in her windowless room, miserable about being so far from the meadows and the river. That’s why every day, disobeying her mistress, she’d walk some distance, carrying the child, to get to the banks of the Tiber just beyond the Risorgimento bridge. At the time it was an undeveloped wasteland called the Piazza d’Armi. Once there, she climbed down to the riverbed, took off her socks and shoes and my brother’s, too. She lay down happily on the green shore, under the vast sky, listening to birdsong and the water’s gurgling as she had in her village. The child played next to her, making mud pies and running among the reeds along the river’s edge. After the accident, she insisted that Alessandro had been happy at those times, and confessed she had persuaded him to become more confident in the water. She said it had all happened in the blink of an eye. She was lying on the grass in the shade of the reeds, eyes closed, arms under her head. She heard a splash, a short cry instantly muffled. She jumped to her feet just in time to see a little hand waving in the water like a flag. Then: nothing. The water was smooth and clear. She didn’t call for help; she stood there, bewildered and unhappy, as if the river had carried off her handkerchief.

         She went back home: “The river has taken the boy.” A crowd rushed to the spot and though the boatmen searched and shoveled, the little body never surfaced. For years my mother recoiled from looking at the river; she stared straight ahead when she crossed the bridges and wouldn’t even talk about it. But every year, on the twelfth of July, the 33 three of us left the house: my mother dressed in black, me with a black bow at my waist or in my hair, and we’d walk silently to the bridge and cautiously descend the bank. The sad spot was still marked by a large cluster of rustling reeds. My mother would walk to the water’s edge and stand there, watching the water as intently as if it were her child’s face. Then she’d throw the flowers she’d brought into the river: always large white daisies. She threw them slowly, one by one, and they lay just on the surface of the water, spinning away with the current. In the evening she’d call us into the living room and play Bach.

         To her free and unbridled imagination, this son, stolen by the water, seemed to have been destined for extraordinary things. Though she always loved me dearly, I felt that her love for Alessandro was of a different kind. She found in me the character she’d inherited from her mother: the same dangerous sensitivity. In fact, I’d often catch her staring at me with a gaze that was full of love but imbued with such genuine pity that I felt like crying without knowing why. My preference for solitude and long hours at the window and my love of poetry did not escape her. The discovery of our affinities sometimes elicited an unexpected and impulsive tenderness in her, yet sometimes so alarmed her that suddenly, as if threatened by an unseen danger, she’d pull me away from the window or my solitary games and order me sharply: “Get away from there. Go upstairs and see Fulvia. Don’t sit around in this house. Go and play with girls your age. Get some fresh air. Go!”

         My mother was convinced that Alessandro would have been different from us. She maintained that he would have gained everything she had lost in life: he would even have become a great pianist. She imagined the trips we would have taken, accompanying him to the great European cities: she described Paris, Vienna, the bridges on the Seine and the Danube, Buda and Margaret Island. She had never been abroad, but she knew those cities by heart because her mother had described them to her in every detail. It seemed almost impossible that so many wonderful things should exist, and sometimes I suspected her of making 34 them up: she spoke of the people we’d meet, rulers, princes, and artists whose names we read on the covers of musical scores. She described the women Alessandro would have known: some would actually cross oceans to meet him. I felt they would all have been beautiful and unhappy like Ophelia and Desdemona, and I listened, enthralled. At such times, the resentment I harbored towards Alessandro would dissipate. My mother would fall silent but remain rapt, her eyes staring. I imagined her seeing the dark throat of the bridge and the Tiber flowing rapidly and insidiously, because, turning pale, she covered her face with her hands.

         
             

         

         it was a Friday morning when Ottavia came to our house for the first time. My mother, Sista, and I stood by the open door, as if expecting the priest’s blessing at Easter. Fulvia and her mother were waiting with us.

         Ottavia entered and immediately asked for a brazier with a small fire going. When she got it, she threw on it a handful of incense taken from a large packet in her purse. She handed the brazier to the boy who was trailing her and ordered my mother to give her a tour of the house. We stopped in every room, and while Enea religiously waved the brazier in every corner, leaving a thick cloud of scent, Ottavia stood still, eyes lowered, reciting prayers for the dead. Then she’d start walking again, her gait uneven but strong.

         When we’d visited every corner of the house she stopped and asked, “Where?”

         “Best in the living room,” Lydia replied, glancing at my mother for her approval.

         We went in and shut the door. It was a room we rarely entered—only when my mother invited us to the piano—and it held the most somber furniture in the house. Even the air struggled to get in, choked by heavy curtains, provincial and outdated. Ottavia wanted the windows to stay shut, the curtains drawn. Sista watched us, her forehead creased with reproach. Swiftly and confidently, Ottavia placed on the table the green-shaded lamp my mother used for the piano at night 35 and around it she threw talismans threaded on a red ribbon. She took out paper and pencil and asked us to gather around as she prepared to write.

         I sat between Fulvia and Enea; Fulvia appeared excited and intrigued while Enea stared at me so insistently that every few minutes I had to turn to respond to the summons of his gaze: this young man who dared to share the daily company of spirits made me uneasy. My mother took a spot next to the medium and put her hands on the table, face up. In the circle of light, she once again seemed different, different from all other women in the world, and it bothered me to see her next to Lydia, who could stay nonchalant even at moments like this. The medium’s hand began to quiver over the white paper. Fulvia whispered, “He’s here.”

         I was scared. I must have turned pale, like my mother, and Enea’s constant scrutiny made me even more uncomfortable. All this time, Ottavia was writing, and she read as the syllables formed themselves: “Bles-sings-on-all-who-are-gath-ered-here.”

         Lydia glanced at the paper with the help of a lorgnette. Then, as if recognizing the writing of a relative: “It’s Cola.” Ottavia nodded.

         Cola was a spirit guide. Ottavia explained later that he had to work off his sentence, which meant remaining bound to our world, through her human life, until such time as he could ascend to the higher spheres. She spoke of Cola as she would a living person, an old lunatic relative who had lived as her lodger for many years. She described his character, tastes, even his quirks. She told us that when Cola wanted to communicate with her and didn’t find her ready to write, he’d often persist, making her drop whatever she had in her hand or hiding something from her—irritable, like someone who’s lost patience—until she took a piece of paper and a pencil and began to write. She told us she had even seen him a few times, but in the evening, by the light of the candle stubs she kept burning. He was tall and stooped, perhaps sad or worried. She had seen his face only once, for a moment: his features were not 36 well defined, and yet he expressed a profound melancholy. When he appeared, Ottavia said, it was a sign that he needed an intercession said for him.

         On that first day with Ottavia, it wasn’t possible to communicate with Alessandro. When Ottavia asked Cola about him, my mother clung to the table, stunned.

         I’ll go and see, Cola wrote, and he left us as if retiring to an adjacent room, with the gait Ottavia had described. I didn’t understand how he could walk on clouds or in the air. He came back and wrote, He’s busy right now. He can’t come. It will happen next Friday.

         My mother bowed her head when she heard this message about the appointment. I started to tremble, and Enea took my hand to give me courage. His hand was dry and hot like my father’s. I shivered at his touch, not daring to pull away, whether because my nerves were already shaken or on account of the smell and the dark. But certainly I felt an impetuous desire to move closer to him, detecting in his dry warmth a secret and unmentionable attraction.

         Cola, meanwhile, was dictating rapidly. He said he could see events in my mother’s future that would change the course of her life.

         “Why?” she asked, leaning over the table, with a naïve and surprised look.

         The writing stopped for a while. The pencil would approach the paper, then hesitate and pull away. Suddenly Cola started writing so quickly and unevenly that Ottavia could barely keep up.

         After the spirit had dictated to her, she remained thoughtful for a moment, not revealing his message. Her hand was still trembling. At last, she looked up at my mother with a grave expression. She looked in my direction, perhaps questioning whether she could speak freely. My mother gave her a quick nod.

         Unable to contain her curiosity, Lydia leaned over the paper and read through her lorgnette, and then lowered the lenses. She, too, began staring at my mother. 37

         Alarmed, my mother asked, “Say something! Is it bad news?”

         Ottavia shook her head and looked at her with deference. “He says you will have a great love,” she announced.

         Astonished, my mother did not reply but blushed like a newlywed. Lydia shook her out of it by patting her arm gleefully. “Oh my dear, my dear!,” all the while giving her knowing looks and smiling suggestively. The medium smiled, too, pleased to have discovered, despite her natural modesty, this wonderful, unexpected quality. Hesitant, but persuaded by the others, my mother returned the smile. Then she looked at me, stunned.

         I jumped up and ran to embrace her, upsetting the calm in the room.

         
             

         

         all this happened a year before my mother’s death, so I must have been around sixteen. I was already taller than my peers, but still had my hair in two braids that hung down to my chest. I had no womanly curves; the white blouses I wore could have concealed the lithe and slender bust of a boy. And since my face, which had a northern character, fairly regular and composed, didn’t allow for either dimples or charming creases when I smiled, I feared for a long time that my masculine appearance was due to Alessandro’s diabolical incarnation in me.

         I spent most of the day by myself. At school, being at the top of my class soon isolated me in a circle of cold suspicion, and I made no effort to leave it. School life didn’t interest me much, and my success at my studies was attributable only to my inability to do anything carelessly or halfheartedly. On the other hand, I was troubled by my classmates’ apathy and vulgar behavior. Making fun of the teachers—who were, as I recall, kind and fair—responding with sarcasm and humiliating remarks to people who dedicated their time to teaching and improving us seemed to express a rude, vulgar character. I couldn’t ignore the fact that the person I loved more than anyone in the world—my mother—was a teacher, and so I couldn’t bear the idea that she, too, might be treated poorly by her students; nor did I consider it clever to parade ignorance 38 or bad grades, showing not the slightest interest in what served to refine and elevate the spirit.

         Naturally, my schoolmates made fun of me. I pretended not to be upset, which only increased their insistent derision. Yet something happened one day that almost got me expelled from school, and which seems worth recounting. One of the classmates I sometimes talked to was a girl called Natalia Donati. She wasn’t very pretty, mostly because of her thick glasses, and she wasn’t all that intelligent, but she was sweet and sensitive, and readily affectionate. She was rumored to have a crush on an older boy called Andreani, who was in his second year of high school. In fact, she couldn’t see him go by without blushing. As we walked home together, she confessed that simply exchanging a few words with him during recess made her feel weak. She was always watching him, and she probably made a nuisance of herself trying to join, uninvited, the groups he was in.

         Her actions did not escape her shrewder classmates, who took advantage of them to play a tasteless joke. Natalia confided to me that she’d received an affectionate letter from Andreani followed by a declaration of love. He begged her in both not to reveal or to betray the secret of their love to anyone, during recess, in order to avoid malicious comments.

         She read me the letters in a public park, the only green space in the middle of all those gloomy, identical houses in Prati. Natalia had wanted to go there because “I don’t like reading his letters on the street with people going by.” It seemed a sensitive reaction. She sat on the edge of a bench and got choked up when she repeated the passionate words of her beloved. Yet as I witnessed her emotional confusion and the importance she attached to his words, and contrasted the writing with the total indifference he normally showed her, it occurred to me that the letters might have been faked, and were the cause of the hilarity that had started spreading through the classroom every time Natalia stood up to answer a question. 39

         I finally discovered that the letters had been drafted by Magini, an older boy who was repeating a year. He’d written them with the approval and advice of a few other bold, unscrupulous classmates. I didn’t dare reveal my discovery to Natalia. We often walked home together, perhaps because I was the only one who knew about the secret. When we parted, she would kiss me on both cheeks and promise to go on confiding in me all the emotions her secret aroused.

         Another letter arrived, and again Natalia read it to me on the bench in the public park. The phrases, so cleverly constructed, caused me unspeakable pain. I felt I ought to reveal the truth, yet I didn’t want to be the one to hurt her. I must have looked distressed, because she watched me for a moment and then embraced me, saying that I mustn’t lose heart: soon I, too, would have a devoted lover.

         We walked home arm in arm. Natalia spoke with such enthusiasm that I almost believed that her story was true. But when we said goodbye and I saw her go off looking radiant as she blew me a kiss, she appeared so pitiful in her little green coat and thick glasses that I decided to do something to defend her.

         The next day, I confronted Magini after the final bell. I grabbed his arm as he was crossing the courtyard and whispered to him hurriedly.

         I didn’t know him very well, but since he was older it seemed better to speak to him frankly. I told him about Natalia’s enthusiasm, about her sensitivity and the importance she gave to those letters. He was pleased to discover this, and said that the joke had worked. He patted his pocket and confided that there was a new letter for Natalia, an invitation to come to the Giardino del Lago the next Sunday, where, instead of Andreani, Natalia would find her classmates waiting to laugh at her.

         I turned pale and pleaded with Magini not to go through with his plan. He laughed and shook his head. I turned to him in all seriousness and, overcoming my instinctive reserve, tried to help him understand how important romantic feelings are to a woman, and that it was criminal to joke about them. He kept laughing, and then he started laughing 40 about love itself, not just about Natalia. I looked him straight in the eyes and tried once more to dissuade him. My plea was heartfelt and emotional. He replied that the letter would be delivered the next day, and said that if I wanted to, I could come with them to the Giardino del Lago.

         I was flooded with savage, whirling rage. Magini was in front of me, and he gave me a sly smile in parting. In a flash, I raised my arm and hit him in the forehead with my heavy case of compasses.

         He was a tall boy, and he fell full length in the entrance hall. His friends gathered around as the blood gushed from his head and congealed in his bushy eyebrows.

         I was marched off to the headmaster’s office and left there. I could still see the thick, scarlet drops falling from the boy’s forehead onto his white shirt. I couldn’t bear the sight of blood—or of two people who resort to violence when arguing. I couldn’t understand how I’d got involved in a situation like this. The headmaster finally arrived. He was already an old man and he knew me well, since I’d been at his school for some years. Before then, I’d been to his office only in order to be praised. He spoke to me kindly, inviting me to explain the reason for my deplorable act. I held out, looking straight at him and wondering if an old man could understand the importance of a love story or if he would laugh like Magini. Confronted with my silence, he started to interrogate me, advancing a few hypotheses. I remained silent. Finally, he took my hands and suggested that perhaps Magini had allowed himself certain liberties and I’d acted in self-defense. So I spoke, asking him to keep it secret. I told him that afterwards I’d been horrified by the blood, but in the moment I’d wanted Magini to fall down dead. He looked at me, worried, but said, “I understand.” Then he spoke to Magini and his classmates. Thanks to my habitual good conduct, I wasn’t expelled from school. It was said that we had quarreled over a book. However, Natalia now considered me violent and vindictive, and I lost her friendship. 41

         I told my mother what had happened that same day.

         I led her to the window overlooking the nuns’ garden: it seemed easier to talk there, where we had spent so many hours in sweet confidence. I stood in front of her and told her the whole story, in detail and at length. I wasn’t trying to justify my part in it so much as to help her understand, maybe so I myself would understand, how it all could have happened.

         Her look intimidated me; I thought she must consider me a child still because of my braids and my slim body. She listened to me attentively, her cheek resting on one hand. She didn’t interrupt when I confessed that I’d hit him in the head and he’d fallen down, or when I talked about the blood that flowed from his temple onto his white shirt. Although startled, she didn’t scold me; she stayed and listened until I finished.

         She then got up slowly, took me by the shoulders, and, looking into my eyes, asked, as if she were speaking to a grown woman, “So love is very important for you, too, isn’t it Sandi?”

         I stared at her and nodded a frenetic yes before bursting into a flood of tears, which had nothing to do with what I’d done. I felt a wistful emptiness opening up inside, given a name by my mother’s unexpected question. I clung to her, frightened, as I had when I was a child.

         We looked through the window, holding each other close, cheek to cheek. Outside—how well I remember it—were low clouds, and the wind blew fiercely before giving way to rain. With the storm coming, the nuns had carefully closed each window, and the convent wall looked impenetrable. The weakest leaves had fallen from the branches and were twirling in furious gusts of wind.

         Consoled by the warmth of my mother’s arms, I felt a bitter peace settle in me. But suddenly I started. “What about Papa?”

         “We won’t say anything to Papa,” she replied. After a brief pause, she said quietly, “We can’t tell him everything. Men don’t understand these things, Sandi. They don’t weigh every word or gesture; they look 42 for concrete facts. And women are always in the wrong when they come up against concrete facts. It’s not their fault. We’re on two different planets; and each one rotates on its own axis—inevitably. There are a few brief encounters—seconds, perhaps—after which each person returns to shut him- or herself away in solitude.”

         The wind hissed through the cracks, making me shiver.

         “You’re almost as tall as I am,” said my mother. “You’re a woman now, not an adolescent.”

         I recall having a sense at that moment that she wouldn’t be with me for long: her words came from a faraway place, as if she were already speaking across some vast space or through water. I held her as if to keep her there, and didn’t dare look in her face for fear of seeing some sign of farewell.

         “That’s why I wished you were a boy,” she went on. “Men don’t have all the subtle reasons for unhappiness that we do. Men adapt. They’re lucky. And I wanted to leave behind a lucky person. My mother tried everything to get me to give up music, novels, poetry. She wanted me to enjoy myself, to be stronger than she was. When I was still young, she used to tell me gloomy and painful love stories, hoping to arouse an instinct for self-preservation. They were dark, terrible, and shocking tales, and she told them in a low, tragic voice that revealed her training as an actress. I couldn’t listen to her. I would cry and try to get away, but she held me by the wrists. She was a peculiar woman, and she showed a sort of determination in this, a cruel, Germanic determination. I used to get up at night to read poetry in German or Werther, which was really difficult. I practiced the piano with such intensity that I once had a nervous breakdown. She stopped treating me like that, but one day as she parted my hair over my forehead, a habit of hers, she said, ‘It’s too bad! I wanted you to be happy.’”

         “Was Grandmother happy?”

         My mother paused for a moment. “I don’t think so. Maybe before she was married, when she lived out a great love story every night on 43 the stage. Then … No, she definitely wasn’t happy then. Hers was a marriage of passion, but up close it seemed like any other. There was nothing left of the overwhelming emotion that had driven her to leave the theatre: absolutely nothing. They actually seemed bored living together. Neither had much patience, and my mother was a tempestuous woman. She died fairly young, so I don’t have many memories of her. But I remember a few things very well. In the summer, for example, she would take me on vacation to Tyrol. We would walk beside fields of grain, in the high mountains that amplified our voices, every word we said. She walked quickly, one hand holding up her long skirt, and the other pulling me behind her, all the while reciting bits of some play. She recited in German, which I didn’t understand very well. And that voice was so different from her usual voice that I began to suspect she was inhabited by a secret creature who showed up only at those moments. Someone who continued living onstage in her stead, with the scent of powder, dust, and wax, in a dressing room bedecked with tall baskets of flowers, where every evening she found a fabulous love story hanging in the wardrobe along with her costume and her wig.” After a short pause, she added, “No, she really wasn’t happy. I remember the desperate way she used to hold me and kiss me.”

         My mother held me as she spoke. She didn’t know it, of course, but hers, too, was a desperate embrace. I shivered, lost in sudden pity for myself as a woman. It seemed to me that we were a gentle and unlucky species. I felt weighed down—through my mother and her mother, the women in plays and novels, the ones looking out on the courtyard as if from behind bars, and others I met in the street, with sad eyes and enormous bellies—by a centuries-old unhappiness, an inconsolable solitude.

         “Mamma,” I asked in desperation, “can one ever be happy in love?”

         “Oh, yes! I think so. You just have to wait. Sometimes,” she added quietly, “you wait your whole life.” 44

         
             

         

         that conversation changed the relationship between my mother and me. From that day on, though she made no reference to it, she stopped babying me and began confiding in me like a sister. She paid less attention to how I spent my days, knowing I was alone for long periods, and of course she understood that that was how I would come to a greater understanding of myself, and ask myself all the questions one does at that age.

         So she spent entire afternoons at Villa Pierce without remorse. She’d come home and say, “My arm hurts. I played for hours without stopping.” She threw herself on the bed and called me to her in the pale twilight. Her hands looked colorless on the dark bedcover of the marital bed; a happy excitement coursed beneath her skin, tinging her cheeks a delicate vermillion that made her look younger. I hadn’t often seen her rendered so pretty by those colors: only when she talked about her childhood or told stories from Shakespeare and seemed to be feverish.

         Something, however, was troubling her, and it was Hervey’s hidden presence that both people and things in the grand villa seemed to obey. Her tone was nervous and mildly irritated when she spoke of this Hervey.

         “They arrange flowers the way he likes them, buy paintings by his favorite artists, and sometimes in the afternoons I hear violent strokes from the axe as the trees he dislikes are felled, executed. No, no, I am always telling Arletta: you need to fight back. When I stop playing to rest, and we go for a short walk around the garden or have tea, she immediately starts talking to me about her brother.”

         “And what does she say?” I asked, curious.

         “Oh, I don’t know,” she replied casually. “I hardly listen to her.”

         But I knew that wasn’t true.

         I once saw her go downstairs when the Pierces’ car, which came for her every day, stopped at the entrance. She went down quickly, like girls 45 who have recently left adolescence behind and are longing to get down to the street to see how they look to men, and test their feminine powers. No one would have expected that only an empty car awaited her.

         But it wasn’t empty. From then on, Hervey waited inside for her. There weren’t any photographs of him in the rooms at the villa, but on the piano lay wax molds of his hands: white, severed at the wrist, and separated, because, as Arletta explained, they had served as models for a statue of St. Sebastian.

         “I touched them once when Arletta left the room,” she said. “They aren’t cold, you know. Wax has a delicate human warmth.” She told me she’d put one on her arm. When I was by myself, I put a hand on my arm, then on my neck, to feel the same sensation. It was disturbing.

         One evening I asked my mother why Hervey didn’t live at Villa Pierce.

         “He’s sick,” she replied, but in an odd tone, surely the one Arletta used, and even the servants, when they spoke of Signor Hervey. No one, however, ever gave the illness a definite name. Maybe it was the fact of his being different that led them to blame some physical anomaly for his different ways of speaking, feeling, and living.

         And yet, Arletta confirmed, as a boy Hervey had sometimes even played soccer. He had built toy gliders, and considered becoming an engineer. The gliders were often discussed when Hervey wasn’t there. It was in fact one of the first things my mother learned about him.

         “And then what happened?” it occurred to her to ask. And they began to speak in that submissive, hushed tone. Then war broke out: Hervey was fifteen, Shirley nine, and Arletta a newborn. The Pierces had been living in Brussels in a villa similar to the one in Rome, but the gates faced a grand city boulevard, where many people passed by. As evening approached, Hervey would leave his study and go sit behind the gate. You no longer saw the placid middle classes slowly making their way home for dinner but lots of young men already in military uniform, with rifles on their shoulders, pistols or bayonet at their hips. Weapons, in other words. The soldiers held no appeal for Hervey, as they 46 usually do for boys; he felt instead a sort of repugnance. He’d make an excuse to stop them and call them over to the gate. He looked at their uniforms, the regimental insignia, and tried to see the faces under the berets. Then he’d say, “Don’t go to war. You shouldn’t shoot people who’ve done nothing wrong.” The soldiers were astonished to hear a young boy speaking like that. He went on.

         “Throw away your uniform. Escape! Escape to the countryside and hide.” Small groups of curious onlookers formed near the gate. Unnerved by the attention he had aroused, Hervey ran to the safety of his room.

         It was then that he stopped building gliders. In fact, if he heard the dark hum of an airplane overhead his face paled. He had sudden and inexplicable fevers, and in his delirium he spoke of men buried alive in a submarine that couldn’t rise off the seabed. “They must be saved!” he’d say. “Save them! Free them! They like a calm sea. They’re sailors—fishermen.” He dreamed of swimming in the distant depths of the sea, amid coral reefs and pearl banks. He ranted in his delirium: “I’m knocking at the hull: knock-knock-knock. No one’s answering anymore!” Famous doctors came to examine him and Hervey looked at them, flushed with fever. “No one’s responding anymore,” he repeated, eyes wide with terror. “No one’s responding anymore.” The doctors visited, and Violet Pierce trailed after them, waiting for some word.

         Afterwards, while washing their hands, turning the soap calmly between their fingers, they said to Hervey’s mother, who hadn’t stopped looking at them for a moment, “He’s a very healthy boy, Signora.”

         “What about his fever?”

         They remained silent, carefully drying their hands, every finger, every nail. And she waited.

         “Nerves, Signora, nerves. A bit of neurasthenia.”

         Hervey didn’t go to the big park anymore, nor did his parents urge him to do so. He didn’t want to see the large advertisements for war bonds on the city walls, showing men with their chests ripped open by horrendous wounds, their uniforms stained with blood. “It’s not 47 necessary to fight wars.” He was pale as he looked through the bars of the gate.

         By now, people knew the boy. Some actually waited for him to appear just to pelt him with curses or insults. He was tall and blond. “German!” they yelled when they saw him. “Boche.”

         He would reply, “I’m not German. But would it matter if I were?”

         And they hissed, “Boche! Sale boche!” They threw stones; a rock hit him on the cheek. The youngest climbed up high on the bars of the gate to mock him from there.

         “We shouldn’t hurt anyone,” Hervey said, with no ill will. “We should love one another, even the Germans. Every man is a world created by God.”

         They kept railing at him. “Protestant!” they yelled. “Spy! Boche!” They threw stones at his legs. Hervey turned and calmly walked back to the house, blood dripping onto his clothes. His mother fainted when she saw his injuries. The next day three or four people came to the house and asked the Pierces to set off at once, to leave Belgium, because they were foreigners. For their own safety, it was said. “For safety,” they also searched Harold Pierce’s drawers.

         The Pierces went back to England. When the war was over, they came to live in Italy because Hervey wanted to study music.

         “That’s how it all started,” Arletta concluded, shaking her head. “With his hatred of war. As I’ve told you, he even thought at first that he might become an engineer. I would have liked an engineer for a brother, someone who built bridges and houses. But Hervey doesn’t like houses. He never looks out at our lovely view, you know. The belvedere is right at the top of the villa, and from there you can see cupolas and houses, all the houses in Rome, pink, red, and yellow. So different from the sad houses in London. A vast panorama like the one you see from the Janiculum. My father and I are the only ones who go up there to enjoy it. My mother doesn’t approve of our taste. But believe me, Signora, it’s really beautiful up there in the evening. You can see the city trams 48 flashing, big neon signs, all the lights … From Hervey’s window all you can see is a tall cedar of Lebanon, which is very old. My brother always tells the story of that tree. I don’t know how to tell it, and it’s rather long. If I told you, it would lose all its flavor: I don’t have his storytelling talent, which makes everything extraordinary. But, anyway, apparently there’s a horse locked in that tree. At night, when the branches are rustling, Hervey hears it neighing.”

         In repeating all this, my mother’s voice grew warm and subdued like Ottavia’s when she read the spirits’ messages. The gloomy furniture stood out in the faint light of the room like dark rocks. My father had wanted a large photo of his parents on the wall opposite the bed. They were shown half length, shoulders touching, eyes staring gravely at the photographer. They were wearing dark clothes, and, against the milky white backdrop of the enlargement, they, too, were solid rocks, cliffs.

         “Mamma,” I said quietly, “I don’t believe Arletta’s brother is ill. You remember how Papa puts a finger to his forehead and acts like he’s twisting a screw? He says we’re ill.”

         “Is that what he says?” She turned to look at me, hoping perhaps to discover in my eyes the real significance of my allusion. Then she hugged me, and we sat there, in a silent embrace on the tall bed. Surely, inwardly she called me “my baby,” “Sandi,” “sweetheart, sweetheart,” but I had to guess everything and ask nothing; to understand this from her desperate way of embracing, which had also been, she said, her own mother’s way. And I felt that in no other way would I, one day, be able to hold the woman who was my daughter.

         
             

         

         the following year, Arletta started playing the piano. Every day, all winter long, my mother went to Villa Pierce, leaving me on my own. It was a sad, rainy winter, or maybe it only seemed so because I was lonely. But certainly when I look back on those days I have the scent of wet earth in my nostrils, and through the windows I see the sky white with clouds. 49

         Left by ourselves, my father and I often had the opportunity to talk. In fact, he seemed to want to be close to me, not because he took any interest in my education or in knowing me better but to while away the time by chatting. He’d sit beside me, hoping I’d be willing to pass on gossip or information about the girls in the building, whom he knew from having seen them go by on the stairs. He didn’t know what to do with himself when he wasn’t in the office and had finished reading the paper. He read it diligently, including the classifieds—even though he never bought or sold a thing—and the most inconsequential provincial news. In his view, it was right and proper to read the paper, while reading books was wasting time. And he was uniquely occupied in wasting it: he sat in an armchair filing his nails, looked out the window, went down to have a coffee at the café on the corner. Twice a year he went to Abruzzo to see nonna, and came back with the proceeds from selling olives and dried figs.

         We all went to the station together—Mamma, Sista, and I—to help him carry two huge baskets full of provisions from the train to the tram. We were unused to the noisy, crowded streets of the center, and at the station our eyes widened at the sight of so many people coming and going, heading for unknown towns. My mind went back to my mother’s descriptions of the wonderful cities where her mother used to act. Our heads in the clouds, we took off, suspended on the gray smoke puffing from the smokestacks as if on the tail of a comet. The hissing of the pistons set our hearts racing wildly.

         Mamma said, “These are the tracks that go to Vienna,” and we squinted in an effort to follow them all the way there.

         Sista called us. “The train is here,” and her serious tone and stern appearance—black dress, black kerchief knotted under her chin—brought us back to our dreary routine. Still dreaming, we stepped back, frightened of being run over by the wheels of a locomotive. At last, the sight of a basket draped with a white cloth sitting next to a window told us that my father had arrived. 50

         As he hugged us, he announced, “I’ve brought caciotta and capocollo.” He liked to eat well. He had the look of a gourmand, and his way of dressing was entirely fitting for an older man who wants to please the ladies. He always carried a comb with him, and a case containing a few light cigarettes, even though he rarely smoked. On Saturday afternoons before he went out he would put brilliantine in his hair and mustache, and a sharp scent lingered in the rooms after he closed the door behind him. It really bothered me, and I would open doors and windows to get rid of it; I didn’t feel that I was really alone until it had completely vanished. I didn’t love my father. I always felt like answering him curtly or harshly, though I was habitually courteous with everyone, no matter who.

         Sometimes he would sidle up to me while I was sitting in my corner by the window. His presence disturbed me so much that I acted hostile and rebellious.

         “What are you doing?” he would ask, interrupting my reading.

         “Can’t you see?” I answered sharply.

         “Right. What’s it about?”

         Begrudgingly, I showed him the title page.

         “You like reading, eh?” He added, “You’re like your mother.”

         His tone was subtly veined with contempt, and he always assumed that tone when he said, “your mother” instead of “Mamma.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “Well, you’re not like other women. They like going to the cinema, sitting in cafés, and sewing or working or tidying the house when they’re at home. You two are princesses.”

         He often resorted to that word, letting the noble title sum up our laziness, indolence, and taste for useless, refined things. Though trembling with rage, I maintained an icy calm so as to exclude him from the intimacy of my resentment.

         “Why do you say that?” I asked, not looking at him and proceeding to cut the pages of my book. “Is it because we spend too much money?” 51

         “Oh, no, not really.”

         “Is the house a mess? Do you not like the food?”

         “On the contrary.”

         “Do we ask for expensive clothes or entertainment?”

         “No, definitely not.”

         “Well?” I asked, finally looking at him with great antipathy. “Well?”

         “Well, I don’t know, but you are different from other women, I can tell you that. Maybe it’s because of the books. But there’s something not quite right about you two.”

         He put his index finger to his temple and pretended to be turning a screw. This gesture of his, often repeated, had the power to exasperate me. I felt the urge to hit him, but with a great effort I lowered my eyes to my book instead and resumed reading. He stayed in his chair, since he had nothing to do; he cleaned his nails with my paper cutter, all the while observing me as if I were anyone, a girl sitting next to him on the tram. When he looked at me like that, I instinctively felt like pulling my skirt over my knees.

         There were long, embarrassing silences. Then he finished his lengthy examination of my person.

         “You’re thin,” he said. “At your age girls already have a bust.”

         I flushed as if I’d been slapped, and a humiliating sense of discomfort spread through me, under my skin. I did not acknowledge his right to speak to me about such intimate things, far beyond what was allowable in a fatherly relationship.

         “You’re like your mother.”

         “My mother is a beautiful woman,” I protested vigorously.

         “Yes” was his calm response. “But she has no bust.” He got up to read the paper and listen to the radio, leaving me defeated.

         My father’s temperament and his weakness in the face of beautiful feminine figures had not escaped Fulvia, who told me, “Your father really likes women. I see it in the way he looks at me. A few days ago 52 he stopped me on the stairs and said, ‘You’re Alessandra’s friend, aren’t you?’ I nodded and got away. He wanted to start right in. But married men disgust me.”

         Many years later, Fulvia told me that, around that time, my father often waited for her in the stairwell. He didn’t make declarations of love or try to kiss her: he just wanted to touch her a certain way. She also said that despite the revulsion his hands roused in her, she’d never dared defend herself, restrained by a sense of subjection to an older man, the husband of one of her mother’s friends. So she let him touch her, pretending that she didn’t yet know the significance of those gestures, that it was just playful behavior.

         Fulvia was very pretty then, or maybe pretty isn’t the right word. She was attractive and provocative, like many Roman middle-class girls her age. She had shiny black hair, always carefully styled, and a voluptuous bosom, which she didn’t bother to hide. If someone whispered a compliment while we were out together, she would answer aloud, with a spirited retort, ignoring my timidity and blushes. She wrote regularly to a boy who lived in the building opposite ours and used sign language to speak to him from her window; and with another, a classmate, she would go walking in the country instead of going to class. In any case, she didn’t have to lie, because she was free all day; Lydia often spent the entire afternoon with the Captain.

         When it came down to it, Fulvia was careful with that freedom. When her mother went out, she’d sit at the dressing table and amuse herself by painting her lips and her eyes and trying out various hairstyles—a low bun at her neck, gathered in a wave over her forehead—she’d seen in movie magazines, which she read avidly. Like almost all the girls in the building, she wore shabby clothes at home: ugly cotton housedresses, faded and shrunken after too many washes and torn under the arms; old shoes for slippers. In summer she’d actually go around naked under a short floral dressing gown belted tightly at the waist. When she was on her own, she spread olive oil over her face and 53 then put slices of potato and lemon juice on it, even though her skin was very clear. In fact her skin—fine, transparent, and velvety—was the most beautiful thing about her. Whenever we were by ourselves I wanted to ask, “Can I touch it?” But I never dared.

         I, on the other hand, was becoming more and more solitary and reserved. If it hadn’t been for Fulvia, I would have spent entire days by myself. I sensed that my new age was transforming me, and I felt a dismayed fascination. What had happened at school with Magini certainly hadn’t done anything to make me popular. The words I exchanged with the teachers were often the only ones I uttered all morning. My classmates showed no interest in me. “She’s stuck-up, not nice,” I heard one day. Another time: “She’s ugly.”

         Even Fulvia would often ignore me for days. And then she would suddenly call me from the courtyard. “Come on up,” she would order. As soon as she called me, I would shut my book and climb the stairs two at a time.

         I would find the door half open, and in that silent, empty house Fulvia would be busy with some grooming, which didn’t stop just because I had arrived. On late summer evenings, we would sit talking on the little balcony, so high over the city it seemed as if the big building we lived in were holding us aloft in triumph. From there you could see only deserted terraces, red rooftops, and a bell tower that sheltered swallows. We made a seat by placing a narrow wooden plank over two large empty pots. Sometimes Fulvia would lie down on the plank, leaving only a small space for me at her feet. Her robe opened to reveal her shoulders, her breasts, and her legs, which I studied with avid curiosity.

         “I’m hot. Fan me,” she would say, interrupting our chat.

         I obeyed, allowing her to treat me like a servant. I felt that Alessandro was in love with her and wanted to consume her with his eyes, and I was too innocent to be able to accept these impulses consciously. I got pleasure from looking at her while she talked. She had a 54 brusque way of speaking, almost impudent. For her, love was something quick, petty, a little dirty. She had started spending a lot of time with classmates who used bad language, told off-color stories, and smoked. Fulvia behaved like a man with them; with all except for Dario. Dario was the guy who lived in the building opposite. He went to university, and when exam time came there was a light in his window until late at night. He took his books along even when he went to the country with Fulvia: he would sit down, lean against a tree, and study while she sunbathed.

         “I often take off my blouse,” she admitted.

         “And what do you have on underneath?”

         “Under that? Nothing. I’m brown all over,” she said, opening up her top at the neckline.

         “What about Dario?”

         “Dario studies and acts as lookout. He warns me. He’ll go, ‘Cover up! Someone’s coming,’ and if my eyes are closed he throws pebbles at me to wake me up. When he gets tired of studying, he’ll come and lie on the grass beside me.”

         I glanced at the door, worrying that my mother might surprise us talking. Then I turned back to Fulvia. Blushing, I asked her, “Tell me. Tell me again. Explain.” I wanted her to tell me about Dario. “Do you love him?” I asked. She replied that she didn’t and said she felt nothing about their letters or meetings. I didn’t understand why she did all that, so one time I broke through my habitual reserve and timidly questioned her about it.

         She gave me a serious look. “What am I supposed to do? I’m not worth much. It’s not like I’m you.”

         I interrupted, protesting vigorously. I didn’t think a woman should ever resign herself to such bitterness.

         One evening as dusk was falling—she was lying on the plank and I was sitting at her feet—she told me how babies are made. 55

         
             

         

         between fulvia’s stories and the seances, it was difficult for me to sleep at night. When my parents retired to their room and my mother’s voice was silent behind the closed door, I felt alone, abandoned to the countless dangers hiding in the shadows and in my own thoughts.

         In her presence, I made light of my young friend’s recent explanations, but they kept me awake and troubled for hours. I rarely went to church to confess, and until then I’d had little awareness of guilt. But suddenly I understood what sin really was, and I felt its misery as well as its dark and irresistible power. And yet it seemed that only in blind obedience to love could you be persuaded to agree to those acts, perhaps paying for them with your life, like Desdemona or Francesca. Fulvia had said, though, “It has nothing to do with love.” When I objected, she added, “Dario says the same thing.” But I couldn’t believe it. I worried that she was trying to trick me with her habitual cynicism and indifference.

         In bed in the dark, my agitated mind would go through the couples I knew, their lives and feelings. It seemed incredible that those men, who couldn’t spare a single loving word for their companions during the day, suddenly expected them to be ready for those dreadful embraces at night. In the morning, the women seemed to carry in their eyes the memory of an exhausting humiliation as they returned to their chores.

         Once I began to imagine those things, I felt a sort of tender compassion for my female neighbors. I was alone on the balcony, curled up in a corner like a dog. And they were alone in their movements, which, seen from afar, seemed like acts of folly: vigorously shaking a rag, repeatedly beating a carpet with a stick. Each of us alone in her world, a black dot on the map: Europe, Italy, Rome, Via Paolo Emilio 30, apartment 6, apartment 4, apartment 1. Like a dog, I would have welcomed a gesture of affection from anyone; they received a quick approach from a man who, for an hour, held them in the warmth of his life.

         I knew it wasn’t easy to resist. During the seances Enea would sit beside me and take my arm with his warm, dry hand. I didn’t dare move 56 away, won over by the novelty of that contact, which was also odious to me. He came to the house once to say that Ottavia was ill. He walked through the door and looked around as he spoke: the door was still open and I was leaning against it, my hand trembling.

         “Are you alone, Alessandra?” he asked. I nodded and he gently pushed the door closed. I had never met him outside of the seances, and he seemed to bring with him the odor of incense; spirits fluttered around his arms. “I’ve been wanting to find you alone for a while now,” Enea said, coming closer as I backed up against the wall. He was already grown up. His gaze fell on me and wherever it fell, my flesh became soft, as if the bones beneath it were collapsing. “I’m in love with you. Do you know that?” He drew near, bringing with him all the heat of his body.

         Maybe I’ll be disgusted, I thought. If he comes any closer I might be sick.

         When he brought his mouth to mine I dodged to get away from his breath. Luckily I was disgusted, disgusted. I threw open the door, and a cold wind rushed in. “Get out of here now,” I said quietly but harshly. “Leave.”

         The stairway was dark. If he had tried again to approach me I would have defended myself: I thought of the scissors lying open on the work he had interrupted. I didn’t want him to touch me. And in my eyes he read such a strong aversion that he left, murmuring, “You’re an idiot.”

         I went back to my corner and threw myself into an armchair. Enea seemed still to be swirling invisibly through the house like the spirits after those sessions. I was afraid my mother would notice something when she came home.

         “How do you know?” she asked when I told her that Ottavia wouldn’t come the next day.

         “She sent Enea to tell us,” I replied. I sat opposite my mother and stared at her, silently commanding her: Look at me carefully, Mamma. Look into my thoughts. 57

         Once, surprised by the intensity of my gaze, she asked, “What’s wrong, Sandi?”

         “Nothing,” I answered, but I wished she wouldn’t believe me.

         But she always believed me. It was probably my fault, since I hadn’t been open with anyone for some time. My mother walked by me, her movements graceful and pure, unaware that my mind was populated by unhealthy curiosity, horrible thoughts.

         “Good night, Sandi,” she said with a caress.

         “Good night, Mamma,” I replied, but inside I was calling her desperately. Don’t leave me! Help me! My mother didn’t understand, and, if my mother didn’t understand, no one would ever understand. Maybe it was this icy solitude she wanted to keep from me when she seemed to want to stop me from growing up and becoming an adult. I clung to the thought of her. Mamma, I’m afraid! I shouted, and even though I couldn’t find my voice, surely she would hear me like this, too, as she had till now. But she no longer heard me, and without her help I was weak, sinful. Seeing me turned towards her, my mother caressed my hair and smiled, calling me “My baby.” Afraid of being alone with my thoughts, I had Sista sit by my bed until it was late.

         “Sista,” I once asked suddenly, “have you ever been in love?”

         “No,” she replied.

         “Really? Never ever?”

         “Never.”

         I looked at her even features, her clear forehead: she must have been pretty once.

         “Why not? Didn’t anyone from your village ever court you?”

         “Oh, yes! when I was young.”

         “And what happened?”

         She hesitated a little before replying quietly, “Men are pigs, Alessandra.”

         I sat up in the bed, furious. “Go,” I said. “Go to bed, go on.” Then I turned to the wall; my mother was sleeping on the other side of it, her 58 hand under her cheek as usual. And I hoped that in the silence of the night she could hear me crying, calling desperately for her help.

         
             

         

         at the time, I knew very few men, and I can say that their ways and their voices were more or less mysterious to me. As soon as my father noticed that I was becoming fairly attractive, he hurried to make me leave the co-ed school and enrolled me in an all-girls’ high school headed by an old maid whose face was half hidden by an irregular, violet-colored birthmark.

         So my awareness of being a woman brought with it a sense of guilt. I was ashamed to find every sign on my body that revealed this condition, making it obvious not only to me but also to others.

         If I happened to brush past a man on the stairs at home, I instantly reddened and hurried by, as if to hide. And yet when I was alone, I couldn’t overcome my unhealthy curiosity. In the tram I watched men’s gestures attentively, the way they took their wallets from their pockets and counted their money; I looked at their fingers, yellowed with nicotine. Whenever I was crushed in a crowd, I’d put my face to a raincoat or an officer’s coat and breathe in the strong odors of tobacco and leather, the scent of a different breed.

         Now and again, my father would announce a visit from one of his colleagues. He loved receiving his friends in the dining room and insisted on offering them a glass of wine, something my mother did not approve. All afternoon I was curious, wound up at the thought of the evening’s visit. When the bell rang, I had to calm myself in order not to show the apprehension that gripped me at the thought of introducing myself to a man, shaking his hand and talking to him.

         My father and his friend were on the other side of the table; on our side my mother and I sat gracefully, watching them as if from a box at the theatre. We had so many pleasant and interesting things to say, and I wished I could talk about some of the books I’d read, my mother perhaps about music. But they never asked us any questions. 59

         They would say I had grown and act amazed—as if growing were a choice, a liberty I’d taken. My father would immediately add that he was getting old, and the other would say, “Yes, yes,” but they laughed knowingly, suggestively. Then, in a few sentences, they would quickly switch to talking about the office, and would seem more at ease.

         We found it incredible that even at night they enjoyed returning to the petty problems of the office, reliving the misery they endured for the better part of their daily lives. And yet they worried whether they’d be granted the day off as a holiday approached. “They have to give it to us,” they’d say. “They will.” And they would laugh heartily, crudely, showing how certain they were that the government was afraid of them.

         As it happened, my father knew nothing about politics. The only thing he gained from reading the newspapers was a sort of dull, irritated sarcasm, chiefly where it concerned state employees’ salaries. When they were granted a minor pay raise or a bonus, he would show us the press release in the daily paper, pat us on the back, and wink, as if it were the result of some personal maneuvering on his part. He felt no solidarity with the state, only the suspicion he would have felt towards someone who was always on the verge of cheating him and whom he wished he could outsmart. He frequently mentioned his little tricks for doing as little work as possible, and sometimes he’d talk with his friends about an overzealous superior they’d nicknamed Codino. Just hearing his name entertained them. “Did you see Codino?” they’d say, laughing blithely. It seemed that from the bathroom window in the summer you could see the female treasury employees taking off their black aprons before they went out. My father and his friend accused each other of being regulars in the lavatory at that hour. I blushed and Mamma did, too, but she didn’t turn to me, so as not to have to see me looking at her. I stared at my father as he carried on contentedly, and it bothered me that he had stooped to my schoolmates’ level. I tried to feel sorry for him, but I couldn’t. It seemed to me that the tenderness you might feel for a man shouldn’t spring from pity. I didn’t want to pity a man. 60

         “Did you see that we’re closed on Thursday? They had to give us the day off.” They spent the holiday like this. This was their way of resting, of enjoying themselves: sitting in front of a glass of wine, waiting for the office to open again the next morning. But it was a paid holiday, and therefore they had put one over on the state, even if it cost them hours of boredom and monotony. On holidays, my father would ask, “What time is it?” like someone at the station waiting for a night train.

         “You are the state,” I remember my mother once saying.

         “We are?” my father replied, feigning ironic surprise. “Us?” he repeated. “Him and me?”

         “You, too, like everyone.”

         Those two started laughing again. “Ha, ha!” and they leaned back in their chairs. “If we were the State, we’d show you.”

         “All I’d need is a year,” the other one said with unexpected and slightly threatening seriousness.

         “What are you saying?” my father replied. “A month, a week.” They finally settled on twenty-four hours as the time they would need to ensure the good of the country, and tossed back another glass of wine.

         “First of all,” my father said, “I’d like to see Codino scrub the toilets.”

         I didn’t dare believe that these were truly “men.” Books had taught me very different things about them. I knew they weren’t like that. I knew it with such conviction that I sometimes felt a furious desire to get away from them, to chase them away, so that my dream of a man like Devushkin, in Poor Folk, wouldn’t die. At the time, reading the novel had fascinated and moved me. No, no, I said to myself, and maybe I shook my head—no, no—because Mamma took my hand under the table and squeezed it hard.

         
             

         

         we often talked about men at Fulvia’s house. In fact, I would say we rarely spoke about anything else. In the evening, mostly in spring 61 and summer, several girls gathered on the terrace she used as her sitting room. Some of them lived in the same building; others were schoolmates or neighbors.

         These gatherings revolved around Fulvia: she had great power over her contemporaries, who, like me, went there in order to obey her. She often treated them harshly, actually ordering them to “Go and get me a glass of water from the kitchen.” Or she’d say, “I’m hungry now. I’m going to eat.” And, with an indelicacy that made me blush, she would bite into some bread dipped in oil or a nice piece of fruit, in front of all those greedy eyes.

         If her mother was out, Fulvia dared to smoke two or three cigarettes. “They’re the Captain’s,” she said. We widened our nostrils, intoxicated, as the blue smoke rose in front of us. “Those are nice,” Aida said. “My brother smokes Nazionali.”

         “They’re Egyptian,” Fulvia explained, and the mysterious Captain’s taste for exotic goods heightened our fascination with him. “He’s on inspection today,” Fulvia sometimes confided. Lydia stayed home on those days, and gave us a remote smile, like a young widow. Her lush bosom, to which she sometimes pinned a flower, seemed bursting with unrestrained passion. We imagined the Captain confined to his barracks like a patriot in exile.

         Fulvia often read us her letters from Dario or notes classmates had put in her exercise books. One of her classmates, Rita, said that even the teacher, a thirty-year-old man, was smitten with Fulvia.

         “Yes, and then he gives me only a pass,” replied Fulvia.

         “But he should have failed you!”

         We laughed, knowing it was true. Maddalena, a soft, rosy blonde in the same class, claimed that her brother, too, had fallen in love with Fulvia. Since then, she assured us, Giovanni had turned into the most caring and attentive brother. “He even comes to pick me up at the gates,” she laughed. It was clear that she would have been happy if Giovanni had become engaged to Fulvia (at the time, and at our age, we used the 62 word “engaged” for any little crush). Maybe he had enlisted her to act as a skilled go-between and she found she had a taste for it.

         “Come with me to Villa Borghese tomorrow. Giovanni will be there. When it gets dark, I’ll leave you on a bench by yourselves.”

         “Go!” the others urged. “Go, Fulvia!” It was as if they were all waiting in the shadow of the villa.

         I watched her earnestly, wishing I could hold her back by the arm.

         “I don’t like your brother,” Fulvia replied. “He calls me ‘Signorina.’ He must be stupid.” She often repeated that just to humiliate Maddalena, and Maddalena bridled at the insinuation, as if the standing of her entire family were compromised by her friend’s facile sarcasm.

         One day, when we were all gathered on the balcony, Fulvia said to Maddalena, “I never see your brother anymore. What’s he up to? Did he enter a seminary?”

         Everyone started laughing, making fun of him. Aping a priest’s gestures and casting a sidelong glance, Aida recited the rosary in a fake whine.

         Maddalena watched with suppressed rage. “Laugh, yes, laugh,” she said. “Go ahead and laugh. If only you knew what I found in my brother’s drawer …”

         “What!” everyone asked, suddenly curious.

         Not answering, Maddalena said, “Laugh, go ahead and laugh at Giovanni.”

         “What did you find? Love letters from Greta Garbo?” Fulvia asked scornfully.

         “I found a photo of a woman, completely naked, with her face in her hands. A really beautiful woman.”

         Silence fell. The girls went quiet and looked first at Maddalena admiringly, because she had a secret, and then at Fulvia, who they thought would be humiliated and defeated. But she sprang to her feet.

         “More beautiful than me?” she said, dropping her bathrobe and standing naked against the gray water tank. The girls looked at her 63 and squealed. I instantly looked away, even before making out the shape of her body, and ran away. Through the kitchen, the dark corridor. My hand was on the latch when Fulvia caught up with me.

         She was still naked, but she was clutching her robe in an effort to cover up. She pounced on me, cornering me at the door to her house. I saw her face and shoulders as a confusion of white.

         “You despise me, right?” she said, pressing against me so I couldn’t escape.

         I had no strength. “Leave me alone,” I murmured.

         “You despise me, right?” she repeated, caressing my face. “You’re right,” she mumbled. “Forgive me. Go on. Leave, Alessandra. Get out of here.”

         She stroked my hair and kissed me as tenderly as you would a little sister. Then she opened the door and pushed me out. I heard her saying on her way back to the balcony, “That stupid girl ran away.”

         
             

         

         it was nearly a month before I saw her again. Still, my instinct was to go straight back to her and beg her forgiveness. I could hear her singing and laughing and it tortured me. I felt that I was the one in the wrong, I who carried my body around like a sin. I wished I could tell her about Alessandro’s presence in me, but I didn’t dare: I was afraid she’d treat it like a birth defect, as if my shoe concealed a cloven hoof. During those hot days, I read in the paper about a girl of twenty who discovered she was a man. I cut out the article and hid it in a book. I couldn’t believe I was a girl just like everyone else. Above all, I felt there was more honesty in my friends’ sincerity than in my false reserve.

         
             

         

         one day, I was sitting on the balcony carefully mending some of my father’s old socks when Fulvia called me.

         “Alessandra!”

         I looked up to see her looking concerned. 64

         “Come here,” she said, relying on feminine solidarity, and not referring to what had happened on the balcony. “Aida’s brother was arrested,” she explained as soon as I entered the apartment. Taking my arm, she led me to her room as if we’d only said goodbye an hour before.

         Aida was sitting on the bed, looking serious. The others sat around her; Maddalena had a doll on her knees.

         “What did he do?” I asked.

         Instead of answering the others looked at me hesitantly. I thought it must have been something shameful that no one wanted to mention.

         “Did he steal something?” I asked quietly.

         I’d never seen Aida’s brother. I knew his name was Antonio and he was training to be a typographer. I knew his tastes, his flaws, his personality, as I did those of all my classmates’ brothers. Sisters talked carelessly, since kinship made them incapable of seeing the least charm in their brothers. But Antonio, whom Aida had described as reserved, introverted, and a great reader, had always sparked my interest. It upset me to imagine him surrendering to petty greed and theft.

         “No,” Aida said. She stared at me, hoping I’d guess. Everyone else stared at me, worried.

         I lowered my voice to ask, “What, then?”

         Aida finally answered. “He was arrested with the communists.”

         My hand flew to my mouth in a gesture of terror, and I dropped into a chair beside Fulvia.

         None of us knew exactly what that word meant, and yet we had never dared to utter it. Like a dirty or obscene word, it didn’t belong in our vocabulary. We all looked at Aida, and I took her hand and stroked it to comfort her.

         “But how did it happen?”

         “The police went to the typographer’s and then they came to take him away. We were at home alone. I was the one who opened the door.”

         “You? What happened next?” asked Fulvia. 65

         “They came in and looked around. I’m not sure how, but I knew immediately that something awful would come of that visit. I knew it, and yet when they asked, ‘Antonio Sassetti?’ I told them, ‘My brother is in his room.’ That’s exactly what I said.”

         “And then what?”

         “He was lying on his bed as if he were waiting for them. I went in first, hoping to be able to warn him, but they were right behind me. One of them started searching his books and took a stack of them. My brother got up, put on his raincoat and went away with them. He stopped to kiss me at the door.

         “‘Ciao, Aida,’ he said. ‘Tell Mamma I’ll be back soon—maybe tomorrow.’ But I knew very well that he didn’t believe it. My throat felt tight. I couldn’t even say goodbye. I stayed there listening to the steps on the stairs, his and the others. Then I went back to his room. The lingering smell of his Nazionali cigarettes made me burst into tears.”

         “Have they written anything about him in the paper?” Maddalena asked.

         “No, nothing. Papa went to the police station. First they wouldn’t say anything, and then they said he was a communist. No one has come to our house since, and when we go by the porter gives us a mean look through his window. Papa heard that they’re all young like Antonio. There are quite a few students, too.”

         “What do communists do?” Maddalena whispered.

         “I don’t know,” Aida replied. “I really don’t know. They’re not happy. Antonio was never happy. Friends often came to see him and they seemed unhappy, too. They were never lighthearted like other young men his age. I’d open the door, and every time it seemed like they’d just had bad news. They came to Antonio and read. We thought Antonio was hoping to educate himself so he could leave typography behind, and his friends wanted the same thing. It’s odd, but, thinking back, I remember that when it got dark and I went to Antonio’s room to close the shutters, they would look up from their books, their eyes full of sadness. 66 God! What sad expressions they had! They never saw me as a young girl to joke around and have fun with. I thought it was because of the window, which was high up, so that very little light got into the room. But Antonio had that look during the day, too.”

         All at once I felt a rush of admiration for Antonio. Aida said he looked like her, with black hair and brown eyes. I felt it was truly noble to allow yourself to be taken away and imprisoned because you’re unhappy.

         “We’re not happy, either,” Fulvia said, looking at the window behind which Dario studied, locked in his bad mood. “We’re never happy, and I can’t understand why. It’s like something’s suffocating us, something from which we’d like to free ourselves.”

         She was leaning against the windowsill, looking sideways towards Dario’s window. I wasn’t sure whether she was questioning or challenging him. She looked really beautiful standing there like that, dressed in a simple blouse, her hair done naturally.

         “We think we want to free ourselves of old prejudices, or of our families, or of some of the principles they want to impose on us,” Fulvia went on. “But maybe not. Maybe it’s the silence around certain things that’s suffocating, that gets us here.” She brought her hands to her throat. “We’re unhappy, right? and we believe it’s …” She didn’t dare say the word. “… that it’s …”

         “For love,” I suggested quietly.

         “Right,” she said. And she paused. “But maybe not only that. It seems that men actually know the truth but hide it from us, just as we hide bad news from children.”

         “Antonio knew it, I think,” Aida said, “and that’s why he looked at me in such a melancholy way.”

         I hesitated before asking, “Did Antonio have a girlfriend?”

         “I don’t know,” Aida replied. “He never talked about himself. He’d say ‘Good morning’ and ‘Good night,’ smoking his Nazionali one after another, but not saying anything.” 67

         Maddalena was silent. She had brought her doll with her, a habit that made her seem a child, still, in her relatives’ eyes, and maybe in her own. It was a pretty cloth doll dressed in pink, its mouth half-open in a smile and its lively eyes crystalline blue. Maddalena gouged out an eye while we talked, digging at the cloth with her nail. Now it was on the floor staring at us. Little by little, she got the other eye out, too, and slowly tore off the doll’s hair with the cold cruelty of a scalper. She squashed the nose and then, using the tip of her finger, pushed it back into the face, which—bald and eyeless—suddenly seemed like a skull with red-painted cheeks.

         Maddalena then dropped her chin to her chest and began to cry. “My doll,” she said, “my doll …,” staring at its horrible face.

         As if summoned by her crying, Lydia appeared, and she consoled her, telling her she was too big now for that kind of toy; it wasn’t right at her age. She gave her a red flowered silk scarf of hers to calm her down.

         “They’re still children, just children,” she said to my mother that evening. And she told her how Maddalena had cried over her ragdoll.

         
             

         

         it occurs to me sometimes that I’m going on too long about what happened before my marriage to Francesco. But surely no one would know anything about me, about my character, and who I am, if I silently skipped over the way I lived and what I felt then. However dark and uncomfortable it was, that time now seems truly to have been a time of perfect happiness, the more so because I was privileged to live beside the extraordinary being who was my mother. She may not have been perfect according to contemporary morals, but her imperfections, her weaknesses, and the warm compassion behind her every action were the features that spoke of her, so alive and present, a poetic legend. My mother was distant, like a character in a book, one of those women you would like to be but never quite manage to be. If I were to lose my memory of my childhood and of her, I would have lost everything that was important to me and gave me joy, along with my life story, since even 68 today, thanks to these memories, it’s easy for me to enrich the long hours of solitary meditation that make up my monotonous days. After all, I learned as a child to be happy in my own company. We were poor, and the poor are accustomed to entertaining themselves with their own thoughts. Our poverty and my early preference for being alone, a habit that led me to focus my attention on myself and my feelings, turned out to be my only asset. But I have to admit that the overwhelming importance I always gave all that and my natural tendency to live in a committed and responsible way were in large part the cause of my present situation.

         Maybe I wasn’t like the other girls I knew: in me, everything was transformed, became magic, produced an echo. I was attached to everything around me with yearning affection. For example, the plants on the balcony: their leaves and petals were so wholly a part of me I seemed to nourish them with my own blood. As soon as I got up in the morning, I would run to the balcony to greet them. I’m not embarrassed to confess that if it was cold I would kneel to warm them with my breath.

         At that time, I became aware of happiness as a living presence. It visited me when I sat with my mother by the window. We got into the habit, the two of us, of staying home on Sunday afternoons, spending our time embroidering and sewing. Sista sat behind us mending her black clothes. On the terrace opposite the nuns, too, enjoyed their Sunday rest, and were giddy with the fresh air; sometimes they’d join hands and move in a circle, laughing innocently, their skirts opening in dark whorls.

         I sewed in silence, but I was full of plans. I dreamed of becoming a professional seamstress, working calmly with white linens on my lap, my horizons limited to the soft, bright sky I saw arching over the courtyard. The nuns’ modest laughter and the squeak of my mother’s needle through cloth convinced me that I belonged to a kind and pleasant world. Behind me, Sista whispered the rosary. I felt so pious and devout that I wanted 69 to imitate her, but it didn’t seem necessary. At such times, my very life was a prayer.

         My mother worked quickly. I was moved by the sight of her slender neck, bent over her work, her gentle profile, the gossamer mass of her hair; and the effort she put into her sewing recalled the way she played the piano in the evening. Something in her had been awakened since she’d started going to Villa Pierce: as she embroidered, she invented fanciful arabesques and flowers no one had ever seen before.

         Those were the long evenings of spring. Heavy clusters of wisteria spilled over from the nuns’ garden, its scent bringing a glow of sweat to our temples. In the chapel, the candles were lit behind the red stained-glass windows.

         “It’s impossible to see anymore,” my mother said. “Your papa will be back soon.”

         At first, he had protested our decision to stay home on Sundays. Then he started warming to his freedom and finally took control of it. He’d go out right after breakfast and come back at lunchtime. He’d go to the bathroom to wash his hands and mustache before joining us at the table.

         Once, when Sista had gone off to prepare the meal and we were alone, my mother said in a flat, hushed tone, “You must wonder why I married him …”

         She had never spoken to me about those things before that moment, just as she’d never let me see her undressed.

         “I don’t think it would be easy for you to understand,” she went on, “and these days it seems absurd to me, too. Incomprehensible. But then …”

         “Yes. I do understand. I understand very well …” I quickly cut her off and she looked down and didn’t continue. She didn’t imagine me to be an expert on life at that point—she was surprised and a little dismayed, as when I’d confessed to having injured Magini at school a few years before. It was true that her marriage had raised many questions 70 in my mind, but that was before I started conjuring up Enea’s imaginary presence at night.

         Before, I’d often asked myself how my mother could be intimate with a man who acted like an irritating stranger all day long. When I was still a child, she’d stick her head in my door to wish me good night, and I wanted to pull her in and keep her there. Through the opening in the door, which she kept narrow, I could see my father taking off his shoes.

         The mirror on the wardrobe reflected their high, imposing bed, covered in white, a bed that had come from Abruzzo and in which one of my father’s sisters had died, or so they told me. The wallpaper was the color of iron. I was afraid that my mother, so slender and fair, might never leave that gloomy room. I watched her, holding my thin arms out to her.

         “Come and sleep with me, Mamma,” I called out, my voice breaking with sobs.

         My mother shook her head, gently pushing me away. “Don’t be afraid,” she said. “A night goes by quickly: tomorrow we’ll be together again.” She closed the door slowly. There followed a terrible silence, not interrupted by word or whisper. Standing on my bed, I pressed my ear desperately against the wall to reassure myself that she was still alive. But I didn’t hear anything. When I was older, I imagined Enea’s steps approaching my bed in that silence.

         “Yes, I understand,” I said, cutting her off when she tried to explain the reasons for her marriage.

         My father had said that theirs had been a short engagement. My mother was very young; she had only just turned seventeen.

         “On Sundays we went out in a boat on the river, do you remember, Eleonora?” Saying this, he thrust out his chest and sat back in his chair, as if he could boast of those excursions as glorious and heroic acts. “Do you remember?” he persisted, and he searched her with his eyes, forcing her to turn and say, “Yes, yes, I remember.” Then he began to joke around, saying that my mother sat at the other end of the boat to put 71 some distance between them. He described her as pale, frightened, and worried about losing her hat. “Her face was extremely pale,” he said laughing. He enjoyed teasing her and describing her timidity. “She tried to get away from me, you know that, Alessandra? She acted hard to get. She’d go, ‘No, I’m not coming on Sunday; I have things to do.’ And then she’d come anyway. I didn’t have to beg too hard. She always came, right, Eleonora?” Tears welling up in my eyes, I ran to hug my mother. “We’d get out on the riverbank and have a snack in a meadow. Do you remember that meadow?” He went on interrogating her in order to direct her thoughts and force her to revisit various details.

         “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I remember all of it.”

         “We’d come back towards evening and you’d gotten some color, right, Eleonora? Right?” If she didn’t answer, he immediately repeated himself. “You’d gotten some color, right?” He wouldn’t take his eyes off her during his interrogation. His bright eyes slid over her until she finally replied, almost breathlessly, as if she’d been running, “Yes, of course. My face got red from all the fresh air and sun.” He laughed and laughed at her answer. With a look, my mother begged him to stop so I wouldn’t understand. But I understood very well, and I hoped I wouldn’t fall into the same trap that had taken away her youthful innocence.

         
             

         

         my mother had been going to Villa Pierce for almost a year now, and the afternoons spent with Arletta, the information the girl gave her about Hervey, the flowering of the hydrangeas and the acacias—everything that happened up there had now become our sole means of entertainment. I say “ours” because, when she got back, she relayed every detail with such accuracy that I had the illusion I’d been there, too. Her tales, enlivened as they were by the spell of her voice and the grace of her gestures, thrilled me so much that as evening approached and, with it, the time of her return, I was overcome with impatience. If she was late, I felt she was cheating me of some benefit, mine by right. 72 As soon as she entered the house, I’d ask, “So?” It was like reading a beautiful novel in installments.

         Of course, it seemed impossible that that life really existed. In fact, between Arletta’s stories about her brother and the ones my mother told me every evening, sometimes even my mother got confused. She’d draw her hand across her forehead. “No, maybe that’s not how it went,” she said, searching her memory for some point of reference. She was so unnerved that she was afraid of Hervey’s next visit, as if it represented an abuse or threat.

         “I won’t go back if he returns. I really won’t!” she exclaimed. Arletta had given her the piano scores for his favorite pieces and begged her to perform them, watching my mother’s hands as they moved over the keyboard.

         “I’d like to play the way you do,” she said, staring at my mother with repressed envy. My mother was almost afraid. “I could play for my brother and stay in this room with him for hours and hours. But I can’t. You can, though,” Arletta announced. A hungry look lit up her chubby, good-natured face. “You can accompany him while he plays the violin. Hervey will stand here, beside you. Here, let’s try it,” she said, moving a music stand. “Here.”

         The air around the music stand shifted, forming an eerie space. My mother tried to smile; she said playfully, “That’s enough now.” But Arletta persisted. “Let’s try.” She asked why my mother always dressed in black. “I wish …” she began, and then she drew near and touched the fabric of my mother’s jacket at the shoulders. “If you weren’t so tall, I could lend you one of my dresses.”

         While my mother reported all this, you could read her face like a book. We were in her room, she was lying on the bed, and, since spring was advancing, we left the window open. From the courtyard you could hear a woman’s harsh voice scolding her child, the child crying, the spiteful slamming of shutters. You could hear oil sizzling in the pan, and the room filled with the unpleasant smell of onions. Ashamed, I 73 went to close the window. And yet as I closed it I held the entire courtyard in an embrace. It was as if we were living people, and those in Villa Pierce angels: unapproachable. Had it not been for the extraordinary fear animating her gaze I would have believed my mother was dreaming the evening she came back and said quietly, “I met Hervey.”

         From that day on, everything changed for us. Or maybe everything had already changed the first time she skipped swiftly, lightly, down the stairs and the big car took her away.

         Maybe I should have felt abandoned, or judged her harshly. Instead—I remember it so well—a gentle peace spread through me: I was happy. Only, I didn’t ask her, as I had on other evenings, “So?” urging her to tell me what had happened. I sensed it would have been tactless. Now, I, too, would stay out of the music room, outside the gates, like everything that belonged to the courtyard. But I didn’t suffer. And since the event suddenly seemed to have been predictable for some time, I was amazed that only now did she have that expression of fear in her eyes. She asked if Papa had come home, and when I said no, she drew a sigh of relief. She headed for her room, and I imagined that she wouldn’t ask me in as usual in the evening. In fact, she didn’t. I stood in the dark corridor a little while and then went into the kitchen and sank into a chair. Sista watched me for a moment.

         “She met Arletta’s brother, didn’t she?” she asked, and I nodded.

         Nevertheless, for several weeks my mother didn’t mention Hervey again. She became unusually reserved and distracted. If Papa said something to her at the table, I had to touch her arm gently to get her attention. She often went up to the Celantis to telephone to rearrange lessons. She scheduled almost all of them in the morning. I’d hear her get up in the dark, very early, and speak quietly to Sista, trying to make up for the time she spent at Villa Pierce.

         She went there every afternoon. Before she left, she’d look into the dining room where my father sat by the radio. “Well, I’m going,” she’d say. Sometimes she’d suddenly turn back and embrace him as if she were 74 leaving on a trip. When she came back in the evening, she’d sit by me at the window. She no longer told me anything. But her silence was the first story about Villa Pierce that seemed true.

         At sunset, the nuns could be seen walking on the terrace during a brief period of recreation. They walked in pairs or in affectionate groups, skirts rustling. Sometimes the young sisters chased each other, making small, prudish, bashful movements, and they were all so pretty and feminine they seemed to have put on that severe garment in play. Spring definitely transformed them. You could actually see the season bursting forth everywhere with arrogance: on the convent wall, the new leaves of wisteria went from a timid green to a bold and lively green in a matter of days. Tufts of grass pushed up between the old stones like crests: crazily, whimsically. Everything participated in my mother’s love, and it seemed to me as if the season were renewing itself for her.

         Soon, the gold of the first stars appeared on the delicate veil of sky. The trees turned gray, then black, striped with the night’s shadows.

         “Come here,” Mamma said, inviting me to sit with her in her chair.

         My father pulled us out of the darkness, suddenly turning on the light. “What are you doing here?” Dinner was ready, the house tidied. I thought I could feel his regret when he couldn’t find a reason to scold us. “Insane!” he said to himself, tapping his forehead with his index finger. “Insane!” And then he looked at us for a long time, studying us, trying to work out the reasons for our different nature.

         “You’re both pale,” he remarked. Then he turned to my mother. “You look ill.’ And as a matter of fact the pink tint that was always blooming on her prominent, angular cheekbones had disappeared. Her skin had gone white, like wheat that grows in a dark cellar.

         “Eleonora, you’re becoming ugly,” my father said to her one day.

         We were still at the table. My father was the only one who had coffee and on rare occasions he would light a cigarette. Unused to smoking, he held the cigarette in a pretentious way, balanced between his index and middle fingers. He’d bring it to his waiting lips and exhale long, 75 thick mouthfuls. She looked up, staring at him with a combination of spite and sarcasm. Perhaps she expected him to say, I was joking.

         But “You’re ugly,” he repeated. “I’ve noticed: you became ugly some time ago.”

         My mother looked at him another moment or two before she burst out laughing. I’d never seen her laugh like that, throwing her head back against the chair. She wasn’t vain; I’ve already mentioned that she always dressed in a hurry and put her hat on without even looking in the mirror. So I was surprised by her confident laugh and the way she sat upright.

         Suddenly, she stood up and practically flew around the table, disappearing into the gloomy sitting room, where we heard her start playing passionately: a pastoral motif recalling green meadows, the freedom of morning. Gradually it became intense, diabolical, and ran wild in happy arpeggios, festive silvery ringing. She played with an arrogant look, as if she were still laughing, with her head thrown back the way it had been at the table. I wanted to run to her—“Mamma!”—admonishing her—“Mamma!”—so she’d stop. It seemed as if she’d lost all control, and was unconsciously displaying her most intimate feelings. But my father’s gaze kept me in my seat.

         When she finished, she came back to the dining room, stood next to the table and leaned towards us, smiling triumphantly. Her cheeks were lit with deep color.

         “Do you know what that was?” she said, referring to the piece she’d just played. And not waiting for our reply: “Sinding’s Rustle of Spring,” she said. “There’s not much to it, right? But it’s like running a race on the lawn in the early morning.” She started twirling happily, dancing around the table, repeating the notes of the motif: “Da dah, dee dah, da, da dah da,” she sang in her glass-like voice. “Do do, da dah, da.” It seemed to me that grass and hyacinths should grow under her feet, and springs bubble up, cheerful bodies of water … “Dee dee, da dah.” Maybe the window would open and she would fly away like a swallow. Sista sat 76 still, watching her, her hands folded on her lap. My father looked serious. I adored her and wanted to kiss the hem of her dress. “Da dah, dee dee.”

         All at once she stopped, panting, and stood with her back against the credenza. “I’m going to play that at a big concert,” she said. “It will take place in a few days at Villa Pierce. You are invited.”

         
             

         

         my mother had always dreamed of giving a concert. My father would counter that it was expensive to do so and we didn’t know anyone who would be able to afford tickets. Paying no heed, she continued to discuss the music she would want to play, the resounding success she would have. Cheered by her descriptions, she walked back and forth animatedly across the room in an attempt to dispel her husband’s objections, voicing the hope that our situation would improve. Maybe she, too, knew that it wouldn’t happen. Yet she asked only for approval, for hope that would allow her to cultivate such dreams. “Right?” she’d ask him, smiling. And he’d shake his head, saying he couldn’t see how this concert could take place.

         I watched my father and the bitterness hidden in my gaze was so aggressive that I hoped it would reach him and hurt him. No, no, he shook his head. And all my mother’s dreams slipped away.

         But now, maybe because winter was over, it seemed that the sad, dark period of her life was coming to an end, like a season. I had never thought her old, as children so often do, and in any case she was then barely thirty-nine. After the meeting with Hervey, she seemed to have become a girl again. When we went out together people would turn to look at her even though she was dressed modestly, not wearing anything extravagant or flamboyant. Yet it was difficult to find another woman with such grace, such innate harmony. She bore me on her arm as a tree bears a branch. She’d pause before crossing a street, apparently worried about being struck, but I knew that she saw nothing: carriages, cars and bicycles slid past her like a river. 77

         I caught her acting equally distracted at home, standing in front of a wardrobe or a drawer she’d opened without remembering why. Sometimes she would linger in the armchair by my window, looking outside, her head inclined slightly to one side. God, how young my mother was then! Her cheeks, I noticed, still had the freshness of a child’s, and all her gestures seemed to become even more modest and chaste, as if she were not a married woman, had never known a man’s desire, and hadn’t given birth to me. Her love for Hervey, which others would have judged guilty, in my eyes enveloped her in a magic veil of innocence, and a word, a laugh, or a gesture could sully it. I know that at such moments my mother felt very close to God and those teachings of his that inspire one to be good, pure, and honest. She was so thin that her dress seemed to contain only breath. Yes, my mother in love was the sweetest thing I’d ever seen.

         “Let’s go,” I whispered to Sista, and we left her alone at the window.

         We went to sit quietly in the kitchen. I almost held my breath so that in the silence of the house my mother would feel guarded and protected, as if by a shell. I sewed busily, pricking my finger with the needle to punish and humiliate myself. I was unhappy. I felt that the vile curiosity awakened in me by Enea was preventing me from being like my mother. So I often turned my thoughts to Antonio, Aida’s brother. He wasn’t happy, either, Aida had said, but, rather than give in to the cause of his discontent, he’d allowed himself to be taken to prison. I envied him his ability to be strong, even though it generated such profound melancholy. He would have been able to defend me, to free me from Enea. And although I had never seen him, I promised myself to him, intending to wait months for him, even years, and telling myself, I’m his girlfriend. I tried to reassure myself with that thought, indifferent to the fond sympathy that veiled his unknown eyes. In my imagination, we would be married. I would go and pick him up at the prison gates. But it was another city, another prison; I was an 78 adult, serious, wearing an old raincoat. I leaned against a gatepost and waited for a long time. When Antonio finally came out and I saw him for the first time, his appearance was already familiar to me: he had a downcast face beneath brown hair, a pointed chin, sunken eyes. He was holding a package and I instantly offered to carry it, but he didn’t want me to, so we set out walking in silence, the bundle between us. We had the air of poor people. I pondered the fact that this was my first romantic encounter, and I remembered how brisk and lively my mother’s step was after she met Hervey. I, on the other hand, walked with difficulty next to Antonio, who was burdened with that large package, and I vainly hoped we’d come across a garden or a lovely, tree-lined boulevard: a bit of green, in other words. We walked next to a factory wall blackened with smoke. It was on the outskirts of a big city, with chimney pots thick against the sky and in the distance the sea: leaden and flat beyond a dark beach.

         Antonio, I called out. And I wanted to say something loving, to smile, to shine even in the midst of that desolation. But when he turned his melancholy eyes on me I said, Let me carry that package for you. He shook his head—no, no—and we went on walking in silence.

         So I carried two secrets inside: the vile impulses suggested to me by Alessandro and a desire to rebel against cowardice, as Antonio had done. These feelings fought within me, making me even less sociable. From the window I watched people passing in the street and tried to guess their secrets. Maybe everyone had an unmentionable struggle going on inside, a shameful flaw. My mother, though, carried Hervey proudly in her gait, and in the bold tone of the piano.

         
             

         

         for her concert, my mother had a new dress made for me in black-and-white checked taffeta. Proud of my dress, I asked her, “What color will yours be, Mamma?”

         Momentarily perplexed, she said, “I’ll wear one of my usual dresses, Alessandra.” 79

         A little later, however, I surprised her in front of the open wardrobe, fingering her dresses one by one. They were all in neutral colors: sand, gray, and two or three were made of raw silk, saddened by a white lace collar: dresses for an older person. Troubled at having been caught in indecision, she seemed to ask my advice with a look. Her dresses hung limp on the hangers.

         I said quietly, “They’re like so many dead women, Mamma …”

         We held one another, trembling. Then all at once she let me go, went to her chest of drawers, and took out a large box that I had never seen. The box was tied up with old twine and Mamma tore it open at once. When she took off the lid, pink and blue veils appeared, feathers, satin ribbons. I had no idea she possessed such a treasure, so I looked at her in amazement, and she in turn looked up at her mother’s portrait. I realized that these were Juliet’s veils, or Ophelia’s, and I touched the silk in veneration.

         “How can we use them?” she asked me, uncertain. We knew absolutely nothing about the demands of fashion—we were lost before all those lengths of voile.

         “We’ll have to ask someone, Mamma.”

         She put the veils and the silk back and took my hand. Clutching the box under her arm, she walked to the front door, where she met Sista coming back from the market.

         “Sista, I’m going to have a new dress!” Mamma told her, caressing her shoulders as she passed.

         “A dress made from Juliet’s and Desdemona’s veils,” I added, showing off.

         We shut the door before her astonished eyes and went straight upstairs to the Celantis’ house. I knocked cheerfully so they’d hurry to open the door. Fulvia arrived right away, wearing her percale dressing gown.

         “We have to make a dress for Mamma with Ophelia’s veils!” I exclaimed, hugging her. Lydia came toward us shaking her hands to 80 dry her nail polish. They joined in at once, not asking a single question.

         “In my bedroom, there’s a mirror.”

         Though it was almost midday, the room was still dark and untidy. A small lamp was burning on the nightstand near the unmade bed. Socks and underclothes lay in a heap on the chair and shoes were strewn here and there over the carpet. The stuffy smell of a closed room mingled with the cloying scent of nail polish.

         “May we?” my mother asked hesitantly.

         But Lydia was ushering her in. “Come in, come in,” not bothering to straighten the bed or pick up the underwear. She opened the window and in the sunny morning air the room’s slovenliness was all the more evident.

         She opened the box with cries of enthusiasm. I laughed with childish excitement and hugged my mother, who was smiling, bewildered. Fulvia meanwhile had taken off her dressing gown and was running around draped in one of the silks, which was perfectly suited to being a dress, while Lydia was wrapping her head in a veil like an Indian.

         Amused, my mother watched their creations before asking shyly, “Do you think it would be possible to make a dress for me out of these fabrics?”

         “An evening gown?” Fulvia asked.

         “Oh, no. A dress—how can I put it? I’d like to wear it on the day of the concert.”

         “Let’s see,” said Lydia. “Take off your clothes.”

         My mother hesitated for a moment. She put her hands to her neck, where the long row of buttons that fastened her dress began. I’d never seen her undressed in all these years. Never had I seen her go around the house in her nightgown, like the other women in the building, in the extreme August heat.

         “Take off your clothes,” Lydia repeated. “What, are you embarrassed? We’re all women, aren’t we?” Fulvia laughed. 81

         Already each was brandishing her favorite fabric.

         “Come on, Eleonora, come on,” they insisted. My mother began to take off her clothes, revealing her white, extremely fine skin, her thin, elegant arms: the slight swelling of her chest barely lifted her slip.

         “You look like a girl,” Lydia said.

         “A bride,” Fulvia added. “We’re dressing a bride.”

         I urged them on. My mother’s face was completely red. Busying themselves happily around her, as if to violate her hidden grace and modesty, Lydia and Fulvia wrapped her in a light blue silk that left her arms free and crossed at her décolletage.

         “That’s it, without a doubt,” Fulvia pronounced.

         “Let’s think about this carefully. Go out and then come back in,” said Lydia.

         “What?” Mamma hesitated.

         “Yes, come through the door. Let’s see you.”

         My mother went out. For a moment the doorway was empty. I heard my heart thumping and I was afraid she wouldn’t come back, leaving us with only the memory of that light blue dress. Dismayed, I was about to call her when I saw her hand pull the faded velvet curtain aside. She entered lightly, a shy smile on her lips. She looked beautiful.

         Fulvia and I applauded her enthusiastically. “That one!” we shouted, “that one!”

         Lydia applauded along with us, but suddenly she signaled us to stop and said seriously, “Wait a minute. Are you sure he likes light blue?”

         Stunned, we girls became uncertain, in a silence veined with apprehension. My mother hesitated before replying, “I don’t know.”

         “Perhaps he’s said something about your other clothes …”

         “We’ve never talked about my clothes, and anyhow I don’t have any colorful dresses.”

         “But it’s very important. The Captain, for example, can’t stand green. All men have a color that bothers them or irritates them. The 82 Mariani woman, you know, on the first floor? She told me he never allows her to wear red.”

         My mother had sat down and was contemplating the lovely light blue fabric in her lap. “I don’t know,” she repeated. “I really don’t know.” She didn’t know how to navigate these questions with ease, and she felt lost.

         “Have you ever noticed whether he wears a blue tie?”

         “He almost never wears a tie. He wears a white shirt, open at the chest, and he rolls his sleeves up to his elbow.”

         Her head was resting against the wall and she looked toward the window. Beyond the empty balconies of our neighborhood, you could see the green of the park on the Pincio. She spoke quietly, hands on her lap in the folds of gauze, and we listened attentively, as we did when my brother spoke to us through Ottavia.

         “The curtains in his study are white. The sofa is pale, too—gray. It’s a large room, and he’s always in there, like gypsies in their caravan. On the walls are tall shelves packed with books, and paintings that depict shells, extraordinary shells from the Caribbean Sea, painted by a Mexican artist. He told me that the painter dives underwater to fish. He blinds the fish with light, and when they’re dazed they rush around and bump into his mask. And then there are photographs: of gazelles, chamois, puma. And photos of trees, framed as if they were portraits of friends.” She paused before continuing. “No. I really can’t imagine what his favorite color is. He might not notice the color of a dress. I don’t think dresses are very important to him. And yet …”

         “… And yet?”

         “Every time I arrive and he looks at me, I want to be as beautiful as a woman in a painting.” She got up and ran to embrace Lydia, Fulvia, and then me. She nearly flew to the mirror and stopped in front of it, studying herself. “Make me beautiful!” she said, clasping her hands to her heart. “Make me beautiful.” 83

         
             

         

         i would like the absolute innocence and genuine candor with which my mother spoke about Hervey to be clear.

         At the time, they hadn’t yet uttered a single word of love that might have made her feel guilty about their relationship. And I myself, by continually questioning her about him, reinforced her conviction that she wasn’t doing anything wrong, since their friendship could be understood by a girl my age, and, what’s more, her daughter.

         When she talked to me about their encounters, it was as if she were reciting a poem, and so I understood that hers was truly love as I’d always imagined it should be: anxious, fabulous, enchanted, and yet unyielding in its terrible majesty. In fact, my mother’s life had changed with its appearance: she became even more intelligent, as if everything up to now had appeared to her behind a veil. When she returned from Villa Pierce in the evenings, she would tell me about walks in the park, breaks in the music room: my mother at the piano accompanying Hervey on the violin.

         Sometimes I asked, “What about Arletta?” and she avoided giving me an answer. Then one day she told me that Arletta had gone with her governess to spend some time in England with her older sister. Once my mother said, “When I go into the music room I always feel she’s coming towards me in her white dress.” Then she hid her head in her hands, and I stroked her hair, gently encouraging her to feel no remorse if one day all she could remember of me, too, was a profile framed by her favorite window.

         It may seem that these stories were cruel to me, showing as they do that Hervey was her constant preoccupation and the greatest concern of her life, unless one considers that she had never been in love before, and—having missed the life of a girl and a woman—couldn’t be satisfied by being only a mother.

         I could reproach her for having subjected me to that climate of perpetual exaltation, which, above all, made me completely devoted to the 84 myth of the Great Love and thus unintentionally led to the painful situation I find myself in today. I could reproach her, perhaps, if she hadn’t already paid for her ambitions. And now that I’m forced to write about her and look into the most intimate and dramatic moments of our life together, it’s not really to accuse her of having made me what I am but to explain those of my actions which would otherwise be clear only to me.

         My current situation is helpful, since it allows me to examine myself harshly and to acknowledge thoughts and actions I would at other times have avoided revealing to anyone. That’s why I believe no man has the right to judge a woman without knowing what different material women are made of. I consider it unjust, for example, that a tribunal composed exclusively of men should decide whether a woman is guilty or not. For if there is a single morality respected by both men and women, how can a man ever really understand the subtle reasoning that drives a woman to passion or despair, and which is innate, part of her from birth?

         A man may not be able to understand how love governed everything in the large building we lived in; not even the men who lived with us noticed. They thought love was a brief fairytale for their companions, a brief passion necessary for a woman to secure the right to be mistress of her own house, have children, and dedicate her entire life to the problems of shopping and the kitchen. Yes, they actually believed that the smell of food, a heavy shopping bag hanging from her arm, hours of patient mending and standing over children with the rod could replace the romantic love that had led to their meeting. They knew so little of women they believed that this was really their life’s plan, its ideal. She’s frigid, they’d confide to their friends with a sigh. She does nothing but keep house and look after the children. And, with these facile conclusions, they refused to acknowledge a problem for which they accepted no obligation or responsibility. All they would have had to do was listen to women’s private discussions, which they broke off when men came around, the way children do when their parents approach; or look at the books on the nightstands in bedrooms where one or two babies were 85 often sleeping with them; or notice how women opened the windows after supper, sighing quietly. They’re tired, they’d say, not bothering to question why they were tired. They might go as far as thinking, They’re women, but not a single one asked himself what being a woman meant. And none of them grasped that behind every gesture, every bit of self-denial, all that feminine bravery was a secret desire for love.

         To our eyes my mother in love was endowed with an extraordinary privilege. Even though she wasn’t close to anyone apart from Lydia and Fulvia Celanti, the curiosity elicited by the big American car and a few indiscretions on Ottavia’s and our friends’ part brought the other inhabitants of the building up to date on the love affair. Often, one of them would call my name as I passed by, pay me some compliment, and take the opportunity to ask me an innocent question about my mother, and I felt cheered by the warmth of increased affection around me.

         The spring of 1939 was dazzling, or at least it seemed so, owing to my state of mind. Actually, as I recall, the sky had never been so blue nor the air so mild. Yet I must admit that in addition to the sweet restlessness of the season there was the turmoil brought on by my romantic image of Hervey. He had disrupted not only my mother’s life but as a consequence mine as well, and the Celantis’. Because of him, Fulvia and I had become sarcastic and contemptuous with our young male friends, and we didn’t find the same pleasure in their conversation. And he certainly had something to do with a few of the disagreements between Lydia and the Captain at the time. Once when I was going into a latteria on Via Fabio Massimo, I saw them sitting silently before two empty glasses stained with whipped cream.

         No one had ever seen the Pierces’ villa, and I myself couldn’t say exactly where it was. Yet when I talked about it I embellished it with attractive details. I talked about peacocks and white greyhounds. I’d read about orchids growing wild in trees in the West Indies, and I credited the great oaks at Villa Pierce with those splendid parasites. I went as far as describing a pond rippled by the placid gliding of black 86 swans, where my mother and Hervey ventured out in a gondola. I’m not sure Fulvia always believed me, but she liked listening to me.

         “Tell me more!” she would demand. Ultimately, in speaking of Hervey I was speaking only of myself. I attributed to him my desires, my impulses, and in conversation I lent him the speech of my monologues at the window. It seemed to me, therefore, that I was the one accompanying my mother on those romantic walks, I the one sitting with her at the piano. And it was to join me that she would fly down the stairs.

         We would fall silent. Fulvia sometimes tried to recover herself, with a mocking, petulant laugh. We would walk together arm in arm: these were late summer evenings, forlorn, and a desolate peace hung over the streets.

         Mamma insisted that we should not go beyond the bridge that marked the boundary between our neighborhood and the rest of the city. It was a sort of affectionate obsession with her, as if she could in some way stop me from growing up. Fulvia urged me to break my promise, proposing that I lie when I got back.

         “No,” I replied. “I don’t like misleading people,” and she was surprised by my abhorrence of lies, taking it for cowardice.

         “But your mother would never know,” she reassured me.

         “It’s not for her,” I explained, “it’s for myself. You think I’m really good, but it’s not true. I’m tempted by the devil every day.”

         “You believe in the devil?” she asked sarcastically.

         “Yes, I believe the devil is the sum of the temptations, the traps that we constantly set for ourselves. There are days when I just can’t take it anymore and I’m hanging by a thread. If I learned to lie as well, I’d be lost.”

         “What is it that tempts you?”

         I was silent for a moment. We were sitting in a public garden near Castel Sant’Angelo, like two soldiers on leave, as people went by and children played tag. 87

         I looked down to confess: “Everything.”

         Fulvia turned to look at me, surprised by my confidence, then looked again into the distance. Suddenly thoughtful, she said, “It’s really difficult, isn’t it? I feel I could easily become a saint, or just as easily one of those women men pay. Maybe you won’t understand and you won’t respect me anymore.”

         “On the contrary, I understand completely,” I said quietly. And after a pause I continued. “There’s only one thing, besides my difficulty telling lies, that helps me: it kind of disgusts me when men get too close. The other day, at Maddalena’s, when some boys came and we were dancing together, you all thought I was standing aside because I wasn’t a very good dancer. But it was actually because I couldn’t stand having a stranger’s hand on my back—it burns through a thin dress. The next morning the dress will still smell strongly of smoke and of a man, which irks me. Do you understand?”

         “Yes, I do. I understand.” She was thoughtful for a moment. “I understand that you like men more than I do.”

         “Why would you think that?” I said sharply.

         “Because that’s how it is. Dario’s mouth on mine doesn’t bother me a bit. I just dry my lips, go right back to the room where everyone’s dancing and start flirting with someone else. You saw that, right?”

         “I did.”

         “I can’t justify what I’m always reading in books—a woman’s need or the instinct she feels to defend herself, her doubts before she gives in to a man or even before kissing him.” She went on, “Last year I went to the beach at Fregene with Dario and others in the group. Sometimes I went just with Dario. We’d take a boat and push it out into the water, where we’d dive in and then take off our bathing suits.”

         “In the water?”

         “Yes. We threw them in the boat—it was gorgeous. My hair stuck to my cheeks, with the thrilling cold. The sea was green, pale blue, and we brushed past each other swimming under water. Our white bodies 88 looked like fish in an aquarium. I was happy, the way fish are, or seaweed …”

         I laughed to hide my discomfort. “What if the boat had gone off with your bathing suits?”

         She shrugged. “It was anchored. Sometimes Dario’s hand would lightly brush me, but it was a watery hand, and it made me laugh. I wish I’d been unsettled, you know? I wish I’d protested, or else enjoyed the audaciousness of what I was doing. Nothing. Nothing. I’d like to feel at least once what you feel when a man gets close to you.”

         We were walking along the Tiber in the Borgo neighborhood, under the changing shade of the plane trees and the banter of sparrows nesting in the branches, chittering loud enough to drown out our conversation. At that hour, many priests were hurrying by, caught out by the first Ave Maria.

         “Shall we cross?” Fulvia asked with a smile. She gave me a slight shove when we went by bridges.

         “No, no,” I pleaded.

         “You are so innocent!” she said tenderly.

         I hung my head, perplexed by my betraying her like that. By now I’d realized that my constant inhibitions and my struggles only served to restrain an overly passionate nature. My body was my defense: thin, plain, still childish. Men passed me by without noticing me.

         “You’re innocent,” Fulvia continued. “That’s what attracted me to you the first day I noticed you on the stairs. You were going past with your mother and she was holding your hand. That’s it! I’ve finally realized what one feels, looking at you: the irresistible desire to take you by the hand and have you enter their life for good. Lots of men will ask you to marry them, I know it. It’s not possible, after seeing you, to resign oneself to having you for only an hour. You’re like your mother.”

         No one had ever spoken to me before about how I was or how I appeared. Little by little, I took shape from the keen interest Fulvia took in me: I was no longer a jumble of desires, uncertainties, and 89 aspirations but someone fully formed, with a defined appearance. Until that moment, I’d believed that others had not the slightest opinion about me. Which is why, hearing Fulvia talk, it was as if I were seeing myself in the mirror for the first time. I clung to her arm, her fine skin, her warmth.

         “Antonio’s in there,” I said as we walked by the huge building.

         We leaned against the parapet beside the river, looking at the windows protected by grating and the writing on the façade: “Penitentiary.”

         “No, he’s on an island now,” Fulvia said, lowering her voice.

         “But what has he done?” I felt impatient.

         “No one knows.”

         The answer was always the same. We hardly spoke of Antonio now, and I was convinced that it was true that no one knew. My father, irritated by my repeated questions, had forbidden me to get involved with those things. Aida said her brother had been accused of printing flyers.

         “What did they say?” I immediately asked.

         And Aida, too, said, “Nobody knows.”

         I stared at the prison windows, and within myself I called to Antonio so insistently that I suddenly thought I saw his face appear behind the bars. In his desolate glance you could read his bewilderment, which the others expressed in those two words: “Nobody knows.” I remember what Aida said on the first day, which was that Antonio and his friends weren’t happy. From then on, my awareness of their painful condition was a constant rebuke to me.

         In the gray light of dusk, many people passed between us and the prison, talking, reading the paper, laughing. Two women went by in a carriage, one of them powdering her nose. They seemed very busy doing everything possible so that they wouldn’t have to think, so that their day as well as mine seemed like a whirlwind of incessant activities, their firm intention to thwart an examination of conscience. Perhaps if 90 they’d been able to ask themselves, they all would have discovered that they weren’t happy.

         “It’s terrible,” I said quietly.

         “It is,” Fulvia repeated. “It’s terrible to be locked up in there when it’s such a lovely time of year out here.”

         She looked around eagerly. The last of the evening sunlight was gently tinting with pink the rooftops and the luxuriant treetops on the Janiculum behind the prison. “Villa Pierce is up there, isn’t it?” she asked.

         I nodded.

         “Can’t we see it from here?”

         “No,” I replied brusquely. “You can’t see it from here or from anywhere. It’s hidden by trees. It’s never visible.”

         We started walking again in silence.

         “You know what,” she said abruptly, “sometimes it seems as if Villa Pierce doesn’t exist, or Hervey, either.”

         “Why?”

         “I don’t know. It’s just my impression. I remember reading a story in a book about a wayfarer who was crossing the forest at night, hungry and exhausted. He despaired of holding out against the cold and his own fatigue. Suddenly in the distance he saw a light from a house. He went in and found what he needed to eat and drink, warmed himself at a big fire. An elegant old man and an elderly woman welcomed him, treating him with courtesy and a thoughtfulness he had never known till then. They took him to bed, tucked him in, and he fell into the most pleasurable sleep of his life. But the next morning he woke up lying on the ground at the edge of the forest, near the main road. The house and the elderly couple had vanished.

         “Oh!” I exclaimed. “And who were they?”

         “His parents, whom he’d lost as a child. It was really them, as if they’d grown old somewhere else, far away from him. Isn’t it a beautiful story?” 91

         “Yes. But you were saying …”

         “Right. That’s how Villa Pierce seems to me. I feel there’s something ghostly about Hervey, too, and Eleonora. You know, sometimes I also have the feeling that she must be about to disappear and not come back, as you fear.”

         “Be quiet,” I said, trembling, as we came to the neat chessboard of streets near our house. We walked arm in arm, huddled close in the unexpected cold, and I held my mother’s life in my hands just as we dangle a lovely colored globe, suspended in the airy freedom of the sky and bound to us by the fragile complicity of a thread.

         
             

         

         the day of the concert, my father and I had lunch by ourselves. Mamma had been invited to Villa Pierce. It was the first time we had eaten alone, across from each other, as we later did for many years. I recall that it felt like a bad omen, but, out of instinctive solidarity with my mother, I decided to pretend I was entirely comfortable. I was still feeling excited after helping her put on her light blue dress. I thought it had turned out really elegant. Lydia had insisted on a seamstress with a good reputation, and, in order to pay the bill, Sista had had to make her first trip to the pawnbrokers at Monte di Pietà, taking with her a gold brooch that had belonged to Nonna. My mother looked beautiful in her light blue dress. Swelling over her breasts and hips, the silk softened her thin figure and its color matched her eyes. The sight of her, ready, in the rooms where I usually saw her going about modestly in her dark clothes, brought my hands to my mouth to stifle a cry of surprise.

         She came towards us, holding out her dress like a girl at her first dance. That light step would have made it easy for her to leave, but with the air of doing nothing very serious. I stared at her with intense love for a long moment before waving goodbye and bursting into tears. I clung to Sista, hiding my head in the hollow of her shoulder and breathing in the sour smell of cooking and black clothes that was the backdrop to my solitary days. 92

         My mother stopped, perplexed. “Why are you two crying? Sandi, why the tears? Dear God, what have I done?”

         We couldn’t explain it. Sista and I had a secret understanding, similar to the fear that enveloped us when we sat in the kitchen waiting for her and, with every moment that passed, marked by the big hands of the clock, the worry grew that we would never see her again. She couldn’t understand that her presence was the only good thing in our lives. We smiled at her through our tears. And then she, too, smiled and embraced us, moved to see us sharing her joy so intensely.

         “I’m a bit scared,” she said, hesitating at the door. She added, “I’m really scared.” But she soon overcame her fears. She started down the stairs quickly, every now and then leaning over the bannister to look at us once more.

         “Goodbye!” she called out, throwing us a kiss, and the squalid stairwell lit up with her smile.

         
             

         

         the car returned later to pick us up. I’d been ready for some time, and as soon as I heard the horn my heart began beating wildly.

         My father said, “Just a moment,” and pretended to read something important in the paper. We descended the stairs slowly, one behind the other, and I walked in the odious scent of brilliantine.

         We sat apart from each other in the car, fidgeting. My father displayed indifference, even boredom, but I knew he was proud to be driven by a uniformed chauffeur in an expensive car. I was thinking about how Mamma went to Villa Pierce from here every day. And surely her dreary daily life slid away from her during the drive: behind her, the street we lived on, the large apartment block, the dark rooms, my father, Lydia, Sista—all of it subsided without a sound. Ah: maybe it was when driving down the grand leafy avenue on the Janiculum that she forgot me, too.

         The gate was open, and the car entered, crushing the gravel, which responded with the noise of oars scudding through water. In the entrance 93 hall, Violet Pierce, her white hair tinted violet, received her guests. We were welcomed as enthusiastically as if she’d been standing there waiting for us to arrive.

         “Do you play the piano, too?” she asked me distractedly.

         Intimidated, my father and I sat at the back of the room. On the seats there were small programs announcing the “Concert given by the pianist Eleonora Corteggiani.” The pianist Eleonora Corteggiani was Mamma: Corteggiani was my father’s surname, the name I used at school. Yet it seemed to me that she wasn’t part of our family, and that she went by that name because it was the same as hers. I looked around, but didn’t recognize the music room she had described to me.

         Many of the guests spoke English, and we were very uncomfortable, like people who have ended up on their own in a foreign country with an unfamiliar language and customs. I looked around for Hervey and instantly felt sure he wasn’t there. To pluck up my courage I stared at the piano, where I’d soon see my mother’s cherished figure.

         It was a grand piano, extremely long and shiny, very different from the old Pleyel upright we had at home. My father looked at it with distaste, and in that moment I couldn’t help but feel bound to him by our common discomfort: our house, Sista sitting in the kitchen, the voices from the courtyard, the dark and dusty stairways seemed more suited to us, even more welcoming. Let’s leave, I was about to say to Papa, let’s go home, when we saw the liveried servants close the door. Signora Pierce put her hand up to ask for silence, and, from a small side door, my mother appeared.

         She stepped lightly over to the piano. She then stopped and placed a hand on the music stand, and at that moment the audience applauded. It wasn’t just respect but something elicited by her presence, like a cry.

         She was very pale, and the Ophelia gown made from veils, which had seemed so remarkable within our own walls, looked old-fashioned here.

         “Your mother’s too thin,” my father said. “I’m going to get her to take a restorative cure.” 94

         I turned to look at her. With those words, he pretended not to notice that his wife was an extraordinary woman. He enjoyed testing his right to criticize her and make her respect his decisions. I wanted to respond harshly and sarcastically, but at that moment my mother began playing a Bach prelude and fugue.

         I’d heard that piece and the ones that followed countless times. But those, too, seemed different there. Maybe because she was hidden by the music stand, I began to doubt that it was really my mother playing them. The touch was that of a very strong, brave person, different from the one we usually heard speaking in a submissive, yielding tone, complying meekly with her husband’s orders.

         The audience applauded enthusiastically after every piece. My mother did not stand up to thank them but bowed her head instead, demonstrating her confusion. During the pauses Violet Pierce sailed between guests, surely whispering something flattering about my mother, because she looked towards the platform and smiled. She glided close to us, too, pausing for a moment to say, “Isn’t she wonderful? Non è maravigliosa?” She must have forgotten who we were.

         Then she stopped next to an armchair in the first row and started talking rapidly in English. Although I didn’t understand anything she was saying, I could tell from the look on her face that she was addressing Hervey, and I felt a sudden stirring of emotion. It was easy to guess that she was trying to persuade him to do something. At last my mother, who’d kept her eyes on the keyboard all this time, turned to look at him, in invitation. Immediately, Hervey climbed onto the platform.

         My mother had never described him to me, and all I knew was that he was very tall and had blond hair. Nevertheless, from the very first moment, his appearance matched the idea I’d formed of him. He took up his violin and began tuning it, facing my mother and getting ready to perform with her, not giving a thought to the audience. Even though I couldn’t see his face, I recognized signs of a distant affinity between us, as there is between plants in the same family. Maybe because of his 95 slim figure, or because of the nape of his neck, which, curved over his violin, was similar to that of a horse, everything I liked in life seemed to be united in him—beautiful animals, beautiful trees—and not just what I liked in a man.

         He began playing. I didn’t know the music. It revolved around a pastoral theme, the kind my mother said he preferred, and, instead of accompanying him, the piano made a fitting reply to his every phrase: the violin called, the piano gave a hushed response, in peaceful dialogue. Yet, little by little, the tone and the intensity grew, as if the questions were becoming quicker and more insistent. It seemed with the final beats that the piano was trying to flee, and the violin was running after it.

         When the music stopped, we all had our hearts in our throats, as if we’d been following them in their chase. There was a moment of silence before the audience recovered and began to applaud. My father remained silent, pale in his dark suit.

         I clapped my hands, struggling to contain the cries of joy echoing inside me. The audience applauded frenetically. Violet Pierce climbed onto the platform to congratulate the performers. It was over. My mother, blushing, stood up from the piano and made as if to escape, but Hervey took her arm and held her back. They looked at one another and smiled, bewildered at having manifested a feeling they believed themselves to be unaware of. Still smiling, they turned towards us.

         I was too moved to keep clapping: I looked at them, lost in thought, as the tears filled my eyes. I felt proud and tender towards her, as if I were her mother and she my daughter. Through that veil of bright and trembling tears, I watched my mother and Hervey leave the earth, holding hands and rising, rising, her light blue dress lifting them like a cloud. And through that veil of tears I couldn’t distinguish their features; they seemed to be the same sex, neither man nor woman: angels. In fact, they were both tall, and looked like brother and sister, perhaps because of the color of their hair. The confusion lingered in my mind for 96 a moment, leaving me awed and uncertain. I couldn’t explain their mysterious resemblance, the harmony that breathed through them. Detached from the earth, they quivered in the opalescent aquarium of my eyes, and my mother smiled as she had when she turned to say goodbye before disappearing down the stairs.

         At last, at the audience’s request, she sat down again at the piano and started playing Rustle of Spring, which she had performed the evening she told us about the concert. Once again, we heard her laugh through the music. Many in the crowd were on their feet.

         “Let’s go,” my father said, putting his arm through mine. We crossed the large empty rooms, pursued by festive peals and the rippling notes of the piano. It was still light outside, but the huge trees were cloaked in shadow. The music followed us from the windows, gently pushing us along. We hastened our steps, eager to get away: once outside the gate we could no longer hear the piano.

         My father leaned on me, relying on me. Later, when he went blind and I took him out for walks, I recognized his way of leaning from that evening. His face suddenly looked older and weaker, something that often happens in moments of weariness to faces that have long maintained a youthful aspect. He didn’t comment on the concert, nor did he dare repeat that my mother was thin. Instead he broke down, leaning on my arm and dragging his feet, incapable of expressing his emotions except through some immediate physical reaction. And rather than feeling compassion for him and for a life that had deteriorated after generating mine—which I perceived as strong and young—I was, I must confess, cheered by his collapse. I felt that Mamma and I had the secret of eternal youth: the same things would bring us joy and excitement today and for many years to come; we would rise above time and physical decline, give ourselves over to pleasures my father had never known. I felt I was carrying all that is fleeting in our lives, in this person hanging on to my arm: flesh that ages and one day decays. I was disgusted, and I felt the loathing and aversion I’d felt when Enea 97 tried to push me against the wall so I would feel his body. My mother was my father’s only bridge to the poetry of life. She had stayed with him for years, inviting him to follow her. Now she was gone and he was alone.

         I led him home slowly through the alleyways of the Borgo. The voices and the smells of the street rose up to greet us. This was our neighborhood, these were our people, and my mother seemed to have ended up there by mistake.

         I looked at my father. Without realizing it, he had entrusted himself to a young girl like me, whose thoughts and habits he’d often ridiculed. The scent of his brilliantine brought back the sight of him sitting at the table, the paper open and his gold ring on his finger, studying us and shaking his head sarcastically.

         Moved to pity by that memory, I said, “Come, come on, Papa,” and helped him cross the street.

         As soon as we got home, my father asked Sista if supper was ready, and though it was early, wanted her to serve it. Sista didn’t dare ask a thing. She put the soup tureen in the center of the table and then stood dumbfounded, hands crossed on her black apron, staring at the place where the signora usually sat. My mother had a habit of folding her napkin into the shape of a rabbit. At that moment, the sight of it moved me like the sight of Alessandro’s toys, which she devotedly kept in a drawer. Outside the window, the precious shadows of twilight were falling, the ones we awaited together sometimes; and now I was alone. I surprised myself by filling in for her, doing the things she always did in the evening: I prepared Sista’s plate and I used the same words when I gave it to her, the same affectionate tones.
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