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PART ONE


(Three months to The Ceremony)
















 





IF ONLY MEN looked up at the sky, they would see different things. Not the things they usually see: the blackened asphalt, the yellow leaves, the puddles, the dogshit, the used chewing gum, the unmatched earrings, the coins that only the luckiest can spot.


No, they would see different things.


They would see the cockpits of planes glittering in the sun, clouds frolicking like dolphins in love, treetops swaying in the wind, the sky changing colour, the horizon curving with the turning of the seasons, they would see the first star of the evening and the last of the morning, the lights going on and off on the top floors of the apartment buildings, they would see flower-filled terraces, roofs bristling with antennae, sheets hung out to dry on washing lines.


They would also see a young man standing in pants and T-shirt on the terrace of a small loft on the top floor of a Fascist-era apartment building that had once been working class and was now much coveted by property companies.


He is leaning on the handrail of the terrace and looking down, towards the still-illuminated signs of the petrol stations and the scooters stalking the overcrowded morning buses. If he looked up instead of down, the young man would see a dark unidentified object slowly but inexorably approaching.


Behind him, beyond the large glass door wide open on the dawn, her long black hair spread over the white pillow, his girlfriend is lying asleep on a small, uncomfortable but hypoallergenic double mattress, and inside his girlfriend, someone else is asleep—as it’s early days yet, it might be better to say “something” rather than “someone”—something is asleep, something the young man doesn’t yet know but will get to know in three months’ time.


Hard to say why he’s woken up so early: maybe a bad dream, or maybe he’s just feeling nervous because it’s not long now till The Prize Ceremony.


Don’t be deceived by the fact that he’s in his pants and T-shirt on a terrace in Rome on this bright spring day. The young man is a writer, a writer at the beginning of his career, so he won’t be offended if we call him The Beginner (it’s what everyone calls him anyway). That’s what he is, because he’s written and published just one novel, but one that hit the bullseye. You don’t actually have to have read it to know that it’s one of those books that will last, one of those once-in-a-lifetime novels, the work of a young man who already seems mature, as the critics have been at pains to point out.




 





On the other side of the city, almost in open country, some twenty kilometres as the crow flies from the terrace on which we have just left The Beginner, in the house of the caretaker of Prince—’s estate, a full bladder drew the attention of the owner of the body in which it was imprisoned. This owner was a thin, white-haired man who loved—indeed, insisted on—being called The Master, and as we have no objection, that is what we shall call him.


The Master grunted beneath the blankets and groped on the bedside table for the lamp switch. This clumsy gesture only succeeded in causing a tottering pile of books on a little table to fall. The Master finally managed to locate the switch, but the lamp did not come on: the fuse had blown again. One time it had been the alarm clock, another time the hairdryer, another time the electric shaver… When he won The Prize, he would have those dammed kilowatts per hour increased from two to at least six. In fact, if the book did as well as he said it would, with the advance on the next one he would even ask to be connected to the industrial three-phase. And then tumble-driers, air-conditioners, record players, cassette decks, television sets, video recorders, refrigerators, washing machines and dishwashers would all start together, simultaneously, like the elements in a mighty orchestra of domestic appliances playing the last movement of a symphony. But at the moment, with the tiny advance granted by The Small Publisher who brought out his books, all that was as remote as it was unlikely.


What’s more, if they had The Master’s CAT scan on their desks, no publisher would ever give him a single euro as an advance, regardless of the quality of the book. But all in good time. The priority now is to let a bit of light into the room and allow The Master to pee, because he can’t hold it in much longer.


The Master threw his tired legs over the edge of the bed and searched under the bed with his foot, but succeeded only in shifting a few balls of dust. He was looking for his flannel slippers, which always got stuck in the most absurd places, as if they took advantage of the night to walk home, calmly doing without his feet. Unable to find his slippers, The Master placed his cold feet on the floor. He grabbed a dark heap lying on the armchair that had been pushed up against the bed in the hope that it was his dressing gown (it was), put it on (inside out) and stood up. That was what the second of the three finalists for The Prize did.




 





“Damn and blast!” We can assume that this was the oath uttered by The Master who, in his clumsy move to the arched window, had knocked over the chessboard precariously balanced on the desk.


The Master threw open the blinds and a weak light penetrated his den. That’s a bit better now, he thought.


In a manner of speaking. The morning light was dim but there was enough of it for him to contemplate the mess: the chessboard on the floor, the pieces scattered around the room. To the not easily quantifiable intellectual damage—very difficult, if not impossible, to remember the positions in that thrilling endgame—had to be added other possible damage, the alabaster pieces being quite hazardous to his bare feet. The Master’s oath was not entirely ascribable to the disaster of the chess pieces. It was also and above all related to the stab of pain at the level of the perineum which this movement had caused him: even though they had taken out the stitches more than a month ago and the scar was now completely healed, it still hurt.


As he went back towards the bed, tacking amid the disorder of his room, The Master tried as best he could to co-ordinate his movements in order to cross a space as yet barely illuminated by the first light of day: crumpled clothes on the armchair, books covering every surface and creating unsafe architectural structures, overflowing ashtrays balanced on the shelves of the bookcase, a pair of chipped Chinese vases, a portrait resting on the floor with the frame gilded and the content so dark and greasy as to make the subject impossible to distinguish, the small electric heater with only one bar working, and the (constantly slow) wall clock marking six something… Wherever he turned his gaze, The Master found something that reminded him that his life up until now—and it was already quite a long life—had not gone as he had expected. Although he was now of an age when he could no longer even remember how he had expected it to go, which actually made him feel him a little better. What he did know was that his discontent encompassed more or less everything. It needs to be said in all honesty: The Master was really disappointed by life. But given what was to happen later, life could have said the same of him.


In the meantime, The Master headed for the bathroom to satisfy the urge that had roused him from his bed, and all at once realized, or recalled—at The Master’s age they amounted to pretty much the same thing—that the flushing of the toilet the day before had let him down. He looked disconsolately at the chain hanging uselessly like a bell pull for calling the servants in a house belonging to aristocrats who have been guillotined. He had vowed to call a plumber the next day, which unbeknownst to him had already become today, but in the meantime he needed to find a solution. And fast.


He thought of doing it in the bidet or the sink, then had qualms and told himself that these weren’t things a Master did. Fortunately he now saw his slippers, his old flannel slippers as nibbled as a donkey’s ears, in a corner of the bathroom, next to the shower, and put them on. Then he pulled his dressing gown around him and went out into the cool of the morning.


Prince—’s estate was bathed in a cold, transparent light. Tall grass besieged the pigeon house: the base for his squadron of homing pigeons—now decimated by illness and by a beech marten that had found a hole in the wire netting—which needed a good clean inside and a coat of paint outside. But not today: afterwards, afterwards.


After The Prize. After the victory. After the glory. When it was all over. Then, a bit of manual work would actually be… relaxing, thought The Master.


He lowered the slack elastic of his pyjamas and at last, in the meadow damp with dew, at the foot of a centuries-old pine, in the bright morning of what had once been open country in Lazio and was now a green island surrounded by concrete, he gave himself up to the sweet relief of urination. The operation lasted an indeterminate length of time, but long enough for The Master to become intoxicated with the alcoholic scent of resin, to feel the morning breeze caress his face sandpapered with beard, and to contemplate the majesty of the age-old pines and oaks that populated Prince—’s estate. Those trees, shrouded in morning birdsong and hidden by the dawn mist, seemed to him magnificent. One in particular filled him with pride, the one he had chosen as the target of his foaming jet. Being a man of letters and not of the jungle, The Master was not to know, first of all that the pine was a cedar, a Lebanese cedar to be precise, and that, to the detriment of its power, it was sick and would soon collapse onto the roof causing considerable damage to the house of the caretaker of Prince—’s estate.


Millions of greenflies, little parasites as big as lice behind the rough bark, were patiently emptying the trunk from inside, reducing it to a sickening mush not unlike sawdust.


By a cruel, subterranean analogy, the same thing was happening in The Master’s exhausted body, inside which millions of tumorous cells lurking tenaciously in the prostate—removed, though belatedly—were proliferating in his organism, joining forces in metastases that would soon attack his old bones and reduce them like the cedar on which he was peeing, although rather more quickly.


In any case, that was of no concern to him right now, because the fall of the cedar would happen well after the end of this novel, and unfortunately, well after the end of The Master himself. And this in spite of the encouraging opinion which a well-known urologist would soon be expressing during his check-up—marked down, in his secretary’s diary, for that very morning.




 





Elsewhere, while The Beginner was sweeping the terrace of what remained of his glass door (an event closely related to the dark unidentified object approaching slowly but inexorably) and The Master, unaware that he was entitled to an over-70s card allowing him to travel free on public transport, was punching his ticket on a bus heading to the central area where the well-known urologist had his clinic, a beautiful young woman closed behind her the door of a house in a residential neighbourhood.


Ever since the young woman, who had recently become The Second Wife in front of witnesses and a minister of the Lord after the annulment of The First Marriage by a church tribunal, had resumed work after her pregnancy, that precise moment—ratified by the liberating slam of the reinforced door, the click of heels on the gravel drive and the hum of the twin-cylinder engine of the Fiat 500 as it started up—represented for the man universally referred to in the captions to his photographs as The Writer the most beautiful moment of the day.


Most beautiful because The Writer, the third and last finalist for The Prize, could only write in the morning. Not, however, before observing a whole series of what could be seen either as procedures or as rituals, depending on whether they were viewed from a secular or a religious standpoint.


First of all, then, The Writer went into the bathroom, evacuated his intestines with great satisfaction, then showered and shaved, as he did every day, in order to remain close to an ideal (a fragile one) of (his own) youth. Still in his bathrobe, he went to the big bedroom windows, drew back the curtains and looked out. A radiant spring morning in Rome. The clear sky, the newly pruned hedge—although here and there troublesome clumps broke its evenness—the sonorous noise of tennis balls that reached him as if from the far end of the neighbourhood—who on earth was winning? The Writer sighed, closed the window and drew the curtains in order not to fall into temptation.


After which he got dressed in the kitchen left untouched by The Filipino (who at the moment was not here), emptied into the sink the lukewarm coffee that The Second Wife had left for him with instructions to heat it in the microwave, and prepared a prodigious pot of coffee with all the meticulousness of a bomb disposal expert defusing a device. As he waited for the coffee to rise with a gurgle, The Writer looked through the sheaf of newspapers The Filipino had placed on the kitchen table before disappearing (what on earth had become of him?).


To say that he read them would be an exaggeration. What he did was leaf through them. An oblique, distracted, summary glance at the headlines, then straight to the sports page, and only then to the arts page. He checked if any colleague or journalist had written anything about him or about his latest book, the one which was up for The Prize—they had—and thought about whether he should let it go or reply, thus contravening the first principle that had made him a beloved, successful writer: Never respond. To anybody. Whatever they said. Because the only sure way to hurt a person isn’t to talk ill of them (what naïvety!) but not to talk about them at all. If you don’t talk about something, it means it never happened. Silence equals death.


From a jug, The Writer poured himself a little orange juice, already oxidized, took a bite of the now cold toast The Filipino had prepared for him (he ought to be dismissed without mercy) and looked at the page, forcing himself to be as detached as possible. In the dead centre of an imaginary triptych which he formed with the other two, there was an old photograph of him, with the copyright of a well-known agency. There he was, near the bottom of the page, younger and bolder than he was now, equipped with an invincible smile, worn jeans and creased shirt, challenging the photographers against the background of a dazzling park: “Well? Is that all you want to know?” he seemed to be saying to the ravenous lenses of the digital cameras. Beneath it, a caption: Forty-six years old, Writer. His photograph was mounted between the two others, in a forced iconic cohabitation, which gave him an unpleasant feeling, the kind of discomfort we feel when we are hemmed in by a crowd. The other two photographs captured an old man with unkempt hair and a mean-looking face, and a young man with a ridiculous goatee and an expression of impunity (or was it stupidity?) typical of youth. Even though he knew both of them, the sight of those faces made him nauseous.


That was why The Writer immediately went on to read the article. The author of the piece commented on the “trio”—as the shortlist of finalists was known in the profession—vaguely summarized the three books in contention, and finally speculated wildly on the likely winner of The Prize. The commentator considered the old man, whom in a couple of passages he also called “The Master” (though not without a streak of irony, thought The Writer), to be out of the running, and The Writer to be the favourite. The Writer instinctively put a hand just under the belt of his bathrobe, and took another bite of his cold toast. Like a condor (Vultur gryphus) circling over a plateau in search of a moving prey, The Writer skimmed over the rest of the piece, which was just idle chatter, and went straight for the prey, the last sentence, extracting from it a juicy morsel: “Even though victory seems within reach, the game is far from over: to win The Prize, The Writer will have to watch out for The Beginner…”


But if The Writer had to watch out for The Beginner, who did The Beginner have to watch out for? That was something the newspaper did not say.




 





And yet on the terrace of his loft, The Beginner would have had convincing reasons to watch out. Starting with that dark object approaching, an object The Beginner could not see because he was looking down, or at best in front of him.


As he was staring at the digger on the subway construction site, motionless in the brown morning air, his mind was elsewhere. He was thinking about The Prize, about what he would say at the event due to be held in a famous theatre that afternoon, and about other small details, the result of his insecurity and his incurable desire to please. Nevertheless, beyond the galaxy of The Prize, there was something on the ground that captured his attention.


On the crane on the building site, towering over the digger, there sat a large flock of seagulls (Larus michahellis), rubbing their wings, creasing their feathers and jamming their gullets between their tail feathers. The Beginner had re-emerged from his thoughts and was now watching them, his curiosity aroused: they seemed to have fallen in line, as if waiting to swear an oath. There must be some kind of logic in their arrangement, but what was it? The biggest and strongest had secured the best places along the arm of the crane, the most sheltered places and the closest to the tower. Those on the end of the arm, on the other hand, the most exposed to the wind, were trying to regain ground, to move up the line, only to be forced back with a lot of pecking as soon as the attempt became more insistent. Until, exasperated and phlegmatic, they would launch themselves into the air, circling around the crane, and after one complete turn find that their places were gone, having been immediately occupied by other seagulls. And so they hung suspended in the air, beating their wings against an imaginary mirror, before again roosting in the few free centimetres at the extremity of the arm. And this merry-go-round went on uninterruptedly, like an impossible quadrille in which the dancers step on each other’s feet because the platform is too narrow.


All at once, a shudder ran down the line of seagulls, spreading along the crane’s metallic conductor. Their feathers stood upright, their wings opened and the line broke. The seagulls rose in flight and circled the arm, unsure whether to come to rest or leave. Then they flew away, scattering nervously, as if something had disturbed them.


The Beginner felt a shudder at his back. Maybe it’s the brisk air of the morning on my bare neck, he thought. Maybe I shouldn’t go out on the terrace in my pants, he thought. Maybe I’m getting a fever, he thought.


But no, it was none of these things. It was as if he felt himself being watched by the menacing eyes of a stranger. He sensed a looming presence, the atavistic but indemonstrable certainty that he was not alone on that terrace. A sensation which lately he had already felt at least once.


He inspected the terrace: the rack of dormant jasmine, the stone vases in which lizards took shelter on hot summer nights, the rubber hose coiled in a corner. A slow pan of the buildings surrounding the terrace offered nothing better: closed windows, lowered blinds.


He leant over the railing: the small, faded pedestrian crossing beneath the pines, the pines themselves climbing vertiginously, their tops challenging the roofs of the buildings, not a single passer-by in that measly stretch of street, only a Carabinieri car returning in resignation from a night patrol.


Even though the sensation had become even more distinct and intolerable, The Beginner did not yield to the instinct to turn: there wasn’t anybody on the terrace because there couldn’t be anybody. So he decided to go back inside.


The question is: as he closed behind him the massive glass door that slid obediently to the end of the runner, and especially as he drew the heavy curtain to stop the light from flooding the room so early, could The Beginner imagine the fearful crash which, in a fraction of a second, would shatter the window into a thousand pieces? No, he couldn’t. You can bet on it.




 





With the house at last empty and silent, The Second Wife trapped in the Fiat 500 as she drove alongside the river, The Baby fast asleep in her room and The Ukrainian Nanny ironing in the linen cupboard beside the screen of the baby monitor so firmly imposed by The Second Wife and equally firmly challenged by him (only two months old and already on video—how can we complain if they end up on Big Brother?), The Writer only had one thing left to do. Something shameful, unforgivable and irrevocable: to write.


The Writer sat down on the ergonomic stool The Second Wife had given him for his birthday (sceptical at first, he had had to think again: it did wonders for his backache), switched on the computer, waited for the smiling face of a baby, which he had chosen as a screensaver, to appear, looked for a particular file with the suffix .doc to which every additional word added a nerve-wracking amount of time waiting for the word processor to launch, and double-clicked on it. During that interminable moment it took the application to load the file, so slowly as to make him regret having opened it, the telephone rang at the far end of the living room.


Someone answer it, thought The Writer. Damn, just when the file had opened and he had glimpsed—maybe—a clause to be moved to the next paragraph.


“Someone answer it!” This time the words, which he had previously only thought, emerged from his mouth. But the telephone kept ringing, and nobody had responded to its call.


Anyway, seeing that The Filipino wasn’t there and that not even the author of a novel can guarantee that every character will be available at all times, and given that nobody in the whole house was lifting a finger to answer the telephone, which was still ringing, The Writer had no choice but to get up from his desk.


A pity, just when the sentence was on the verge of coming together, first in his brain and a moment later on the keyboard. The telephone rang again, and The Writer approached it. Against the light, the corridor was shiny with wax polish, the surface of the floor looking like asphalt after a nocturnal shower. The telephone rang, and The Writer walked, without speeding up or slowing down, taking care not to slip on the polished floor, as a painful domestic experience had taught him. The telephone rang, and The Writer reached it. The telephone rang, and The Writer lifted the receiver.


“Hello?”


“It’s me.”


There was only one person in the world who could call and say “it’s me” without being The Second Wife. Let alone The First.




 





“This is your prostate.”


“What is?”


To hear this line, you would have to be in the centre of Rome, in the prestigious clinic of an even more prestigious Roman urologist. The Master had answered mechanically. His attention had come to rest on a poster hanging on the wall, just behind The Urologist’s armchair.


He couldn’t take his eyes off the image, which was surrounded by a plethora of diplomas and testimonials to victorious campaigns around the world. Where had he seen that painting?


“This.”


The Urologist pointed with the tip of his pen to a darker area floating in the grey sea of the scan. A kind of lunar crater shaped like a chestnut, a pyramid built on the moon by an alien civilization and recorded by a space probe: his prostate as shown by the ultrasound.


Those eyes, once bright and now watery, had become small and sharp over time after perusing thousands of close-packed lines in cheap editions in the gloom of furnished rooms, but still managed to establish a familiarity with that picture.


It was a reproduction of a painting. At the bottom there was a small semicircular bay, a cove imprisoned between an inlet and a bare, twisted tree. In the centre, a man standing on a rock, his trunk tilted forward, leaning towards the water. Behind him, an elemental horizon and a flake-white sky. From every part of the picture, hundreds of creatures, fish, birds, reptiles, were converging on him, like lines towards the vanishing point in a study on Renaissance perspective. Turtles, crabs, lobsters, a seal or a sea lion—The Master couldn’t tell which—even a shark and a hippopotamus, as well as seaweed and plants, all seemed attracted by the man’s magnetic force. The animals had come from the depths of the sea, the expanses of land above sea level and the boundless skies to hear his words.


“And this dark patch…”


In the Wien Museum in Karlsplatz. That was where he had seen it. Vogelpredigt des Hl. Franziskus: in his mind that caption echoed like the chorus of a song. As a young man, The Master had studied German for a while, not enough to master the might of Germanic philosophy as he had hoped, but sufficient to remember the name of that little painting.


“…is the tumour.”


“But didn’t you take it out?”


“Of course we took it out. Why else would we have done the operation?”


The Urologist laughed, The Master didn’t.


“This is the image of the prostate we removed, and this is the area affected by the carcinoma, do you see?”


The Master could not see. The professor traced a kind of half-moon, making a mark with the cap of the biro on the surface of the image. “In your case a radical prostatectomy was the only solution. The result of the biopsy on the lymph node was negative, which means the tumour probably wasn’t invasive. In any case, I’m convinced we caught it in time!”


In time, maybe. But we need to see where we caught it, thought The Master.


“The picture seems reassuring.”


“Which picture?”


“What do you mean, which picture? The clinical picture, what else?”


The one The Master was looking at, that was what else. The Master abandoned his prostate, sunk there in the murky backdrop of the scan, and took shelter again in the intense contemplation of that image.


It was a painting by Oskar Laske, a pupil of Otto Wagner, St Francis Preaching to the Birds. How envious he felt. Not so much of the painter, who wasn’t even all that gifted—too graphic for his taste—but of the saint.


The Master would have liked to read his poems and stories to men and animals, and have them listen admiringly, docile and grateful. Basically, St Francis’s sermons were readings ante litteram. The birds were the readers, and the wolves the critics. And the cruel wolf of Gubbio that St Francis had single-handedly tamed and made as playful and tail-wagging as a puppy was that critic (the only one) who spoke well of him only because every time one of his books came out The Master wrote to him expressing respect and admiration for his latest literary effort.


“Anyway, look, a cancer of the prostate at your age isn’t a rare occurrence, you’re not the first and you won’t be the last, and there’s very effective chemotherapy now which is less stressful for the organism…”


Hypnotized by the painting, The Master felt as if the spaceship of his youth were abducting him in a cone of light and carrying him back in time.


Now the spaceship had taken him to Vienna, a crash landing in the Resselpark, the prostate still in its place, ready to produce all the quantity of seminal liquid that the hypothalamus had requested, with a raging snowstorm beating down on the city, and on his young shoulders.


The snowflakes were whirling about him with such fury that he had felt as if he were being attacked by a swarm of frozen wasps. Floundering in the storm, he had headed straight for the massive building at the far end of the park. Beyond the curtain of snow a light could be glimpsed inside the building. Without knowing what the building was, he had pushed open the door and gone in.


Wooden floors and warmth. Light and silence. A refuge for wayfarers sheltering from the cold? More than anything else, a museum. A deserted museum. Nobody to greet him at the ticket office, nobody in the cloakroom. Hesitant at first, The Master had taken this as a sign of charitable welcome, and pushed on inside, starting to walk through the warm, desolate rooms, still half numbed by the cold, until he had noticed a human presence at the far end of one of the rooms. He had taken off his steamed-up glasses and approached. The human figure had turned out to be a girl, standing motionless in front of a painting. The Master had come up behind her to get a better look at both the girl and the painting.


The painting was St Francis Preaching to the Birds by Oskar Laske. The girl was very beautiful. She was staring at the painting as if it were a window wide open on a dream, and she was crying: her cheeks were streaked with big tears.


“…by a study carried out on a number of Asian and African men who had died of other causes, more than 30 per cent of fifty-year-olds given post mortems present signs of a carcinoma in the prostate…”


The Master ignored this bothersome interference and reestablished radio contact with the spaceship of memories.


Without a second thought, he had asked her in his laboured German, “Why are you crying?”


“Because St Francis was good,” the girl had replied.


“…in eighty-year-olds the figure reaches 70 per cent. In any case, from now on you’ll have to undergo regular PSA tests, but I feel moderately optimistic in your case.”


When they left the museum, it was still snowing, although less hard. She had put her arm through his as if afraid of getting lost. They had taken shelter in a café near the Naschmarkt, where they had laughed, drunk hot tea and eaten Sachertorte.


“…without a prostate you will encounter a number of small inconveniences…”


Then they had ended up in a pension behind the opera house and made love all night, while outside it had snowed without respite.


“Such as impotence…”


Where did that memory come from? Did the prostate have a memory and was this one of its reminiscences? Why had he never thought of it again until today? Were they his memories or his organ’s memories? The Master wondered.


“Are you listening to me?”


The Master left the girl sleeping in the unmade bed in the pension, and nodded at The Urologist.


“I was saying that without a prostate you will encounter a number of inconveniences, such as impotence. But at your age certain appetites are probably…”


The Urologist said this as if he were a priest hearing the dying confession of a whoremonger. The Master looked at him sternly.


“Impotence, and incontinence.”


“Am I going to piss in my pants?”


“You see, since the demolition phase of the prostatectomy, the bladder, the distal urethra and the periurethral and perineal muscles have remained intact. Except that we had to reconstruct your urinary tract, establishing communication between the bladder and the remaining urethral segment. This will cause you problems with urination.”


The Master got off the spaceship. “Are you saying I’ll have to wear incontinence pads?”


“You’ll have to undergo rehabilitative treatment to strengthen the muscle fibres and the perineal region.”


“Doctor, I’m in the running for a very important prize. There’s a strong possibility I’ll win it. I can’t risk pissing myself onstage.”


“It’s just a matter of doing some very simple exercises, for instance, interrupting the flow of urine.”


“…”


“When you feel the urge, go to the toilet and try to interrupt the flow suddenly… then start again… then interrupt it again, on and off, on and off… like a tap… Treat it like a game.”


“…”


“Another very useful exercise worth repeating is this.”


The Urologist stood up, walked solemnly to the middle of the room and planted his feet firmly on the floor.


“Back straight, legs open…”


The professor threw his weight onto his thighs, bent his knees and slowly crouched, down, down, down, as if intending to shit on the carpet.


“Then pull yourself up by contracting the perineum.”


The Urologist got back into a standing position, although not without a certain effort. A bead of sweat glistened on his tanned forehead. Then he straightened his coat and sat down again.


“Another exercise, which also involves contracting the perineum, is to contract it as much as possible and then…” The Urologist coughed twice, sharply. “Or else blow your nose. All these exercises involve the abdominal muscles. The important thing is to keep up the contraction. Is that clear?”


“Almost. How do I contract the perineum?”


“Clench your buttocks, damn it! Now we really should end there. Oh! Perhaps before you go you’d be so kind as to inscribe something… for my wife, you know, she has all your books.”


The fact that she had all of them didn’t mean she’d read them, but The Master kept this thought to himself.


The Urologist opened a drawer and took out a book still in its cellophane wrapper, which he proceeded to tear off without any embarrassment.


The book, thought The Master, was like one of those whales that die choked by plastic bags. On the cover was an erotic scene, a detail from a Greek vase. It looked less like a book than a brochure for a guided tour of an Etruscan tomb. And then they complain my books don’t sell, thought The Master. Angrily, he grabbed the pen.


“To?”


“I’m sorry?”


“What’s your wife’s name?”


“Oh, Sara. But, well, actually… it isn’t for my wife… Write ‘to Alessia’, or rather, no, ‘to Alessia’ sounds wrong, write ‘for Alessia’.”


So now as well as teaching me how to pee, he also has to teach me how to write, thought The Master.


Behind the trendy glasses, The Urologist’s eyes oozed self-satisfaction.


The biro traced a nervous inscription on the title page. As he autographed the copy with a grimace, he was already trying to contract his perineum—or at least to clench his buttocks…


“My secretary will give you an information leaflet summarizing the exercises, along with a measuring cup and a urination diary.”


“A measuring cup? And what the hell is a urination diary?”


“It’s a diary in which you note down the frequency with which you urinate, and the volume of urine you expel. It’s a very useful tool. Please keep it with you at all times and write everything down, symptoms, sensations and so on… Anyway,” said The Urologist, “don’t worry, you have in front of you… I won’t say a bright future, but at least a future. Which isn’t to be sniffed at.”


He turned a dazzling smile on The Master and held out his hand. The Master shook it without vigour. As he left the consulting room, his steps made no noise on the carpet. It was as if he were floating. Could a man without a prostate actually be lighter? How much did a prostate weigh?


The Master’s questions remained unanswered. He paid the secretary for the consultation: two more like this and the advance from The Small Publishing Company would be gone. The secretary handed over the urination diary—a little notebook with a dark cover—and an anonymous-looking plastic measuring cup. Of the two things, he couldn’t have said which was the more demeaning. The secretary came to his aid.


“Don’t worry, it comes in a bag,” she said, inserting the measuring cup into the top of the bag and immediately extracting it again, as if the bag could bite. Suddenly The Master had an idea. Instead of heading for the exit, he turned on his heels. The secretary watched him anxiously, unsure whether or not to intervene. Without knocking, he walked back into the consulting room. The Urologist, who was on the phone, instinctively looked up and covered the receiver with one hand.


“Excuse me for a moment… What is it?”


“Could you give me the scan?”


“What’s the matter, missing your prostate?”




 





There was a fearful thud, and glass showered the room like dew. The Beginner felt tiny fragments of glass frost his bare legs, and a weak current of air filled the room, made the curtains billow and lifted the corners of the tablecloth. Glass everywhere, on the carpet, on the cupboards, in the kitchen sink.


“Darling, where are you?”


The crash had woken The Girlfriend.


“Here.”


He gently moved the curtain, then drew it right back.


“Are you all right?”


“Yes.”


“What happened?”


He walked barefoot, a fragment of glass lodged in his right foot. He brought the foot up to the height of his left knee, twisting the sole inwards, and extracted the splinter. A small amount of blood came out. He didn’t feel any pain, although he probably would later. But first of all, before anything else, there was that dark patch in the middle of the terrace. Whatever it was.


He advanced towards the dark—or rather, black—patch—or rather, mass—in a corner—or rather, in the middle—of the terrace, two metres—or rather, one metre from him, and two from what remained of the pane of glass.


“What was it?”


“…”


A huge black bird lay lifeless on the terrace, its half-open beak looking like a congealed streak of lava, its eyes a cobalt blue, its stiff legs pointing skywards, its wings outspread as if crucified.


“That’s disgusting… What is it?”


Standing in the doorway, her breasts pushing against her nightdress, The Girlfriend looked on in horror as The Beginner walked towards the bird. He was silent for a while.


“A parrot.”




 





The police helicopter flew over the ring road around Rome, bestowing its blessing from the sky on a sesquipedalian traffic jam between the Cassia Bis and Flaminia exits. From above, the tailback looked like a steel lizard sleeping in the sun. Among the vehicles caught in the bottleneck, there were two which deserve closer attention.


Neither of the two drivers was in a position to know the reason for the tailback. It was in fact due to a rather delicate operation: the removal by the fire brigade of a nest of white storks (Ciconia ciconia) from a speed camera. The presence of the winged couple had interfered with the sophisticated equipment, which explained why it had recently been malfunctioning, resulting in a large number of fines and an equally large number of appeals.


Now although the drivers of the two cars worthy of closer attention were as unaware of each other as they were of the storks, there was a relationship between them, one that was both coincidental and elective. Not so much because the two of them were listening to the same song on the same radio station, which can happen, but because they were two of the three finalists for the same Prize.


The Writer looked at the woman on the seat beside him. The woman was silent. The Writer raised the volume of the radio:


…y me pintaba las manos y la cara de azul…


…pienso che un sueño parecido no volverá mas…


The Beginner lowered the volume of the radio and looked at the cardboard box on the seat beside him. In the mysterious darkness of the box, something was about to happen.


All this was going in inside these two cars caught up in the traffic jam. The Writer was on his way somewhere, The Beginner was coming back from somewhere. But where?


“To the sea?”


“To the lake.”


He had never liked lakes. They had always made him feel really sad, like empty restaurants, cover bands, fifty-year-olds on motorbikes and inflatable swimming pools in gardens. He had only said it for fear of meeting someone who might know him, which would have been quite likely if he had headed for Fregene or Circeo on a fine day like today.


She was passing through the city, or so she had said, and had hired a car.


“Would you like to drive?”


“You drive on the way there. I’ll drive on the way back.”


She had agreed to this pointless arrangement with a touch of amusement, as if it were one of the games they had played when they were younger. The Writer had wanted her to drive so that he could get a better look at her. If only she’d take off those sunglasses! Then The Writer could read her intentions in her eyes.


How many years had passed since he had last seen those eyes, sometimes as calm and clear as an Alpine lake, sometimes green and sparkling like a beetle’s wings?


They had taken the Via Cassia, heading north. As she drove, she occasionally pushed back the blonde hair that kept falling over her face and nervously touched the frames of the big Bakelite glasses that only a diva could have worn with the same nonchalance.


He would have liked to talk, to tell her everything that had happened between the last time they had seen each other and now, but he couldn’t concentrate enough to find the words (which may seem strange for a writer, but there it is). And not only because of the inhibition her beauty had always exerted on him, and not even because he did not really know where to start—but rather because something was interfering with his thoughts. And that something was the feeling that he had forgotten something important, as if he had not switched the gas off before leaving home, or had left his car with the headlights on. The food for The Baby? No, that wasn’t really a problem, The Filipino would pick it up (talking of whom, was he back yet?).


As they got farther from the city and the landscape became less oppressive, the unpleasant sensation also began to abandon him, as if the origin of the sensation were the city itself, or something undefined but now too distant to harm him. Warehouses gave way to cultivated fields, vineyards and vegetable gardens, villages with curious names, cut in two by the road like watermelons split on market stalls, old men on benches in squares or at the tables of bars looking impassively at the passing lorries.


The car with The Writer and the mystery woman on board was rolling down the Via Cassia on a journey without direction and without time.


This may be the moment to reveal the identity of the mystery woman: she was the great love of The Writer’s youth, and for the purposes of her fleeting appearance in this story we shall call her The Old Flame, not so much because she’s old, no, that wouldn’t be very tactful, but because it’s an old story, an affair that once flamed passionately and is now like a lamp with its wick dry.


We can talk freely about her, given that The Second Wife is in her office and can’t hear us. She is sitting at her desk, replying to the mountain of e-mails that have accumulated during the night and the early hours of the morning.


Some time later, just before The Second Wife stepped away from her desk for her lunch break, The Writer and The Old Flame were walking beside the lake, which was streaked with silvery light.


They were walking unhurriedly, already drawn into the tranquil lakeside rhythm. They sat down first at the tables of a café, then moved to those of a restaurant, one of the many which, with the somewhat homespun optimism so common in the provinces, had already put tables outside.


They drank house white and ate seafood salad (even though they were at the lake) and fish (even though they were still at the lake) with potatoes.


At last she took off her glasses, and he saw her eyes. They were girlish eyes, just as he remembered them, still bright, but obscured somehow by an invisible veil of sadness, like a pale sun behind a cloud of ash.


“I read your last book,” she said. “It was very moving.” Then she added, “There’s something I have to know.”


“Go on.”


“I’m the main female character, aren’t I?”


The Writer smiled without replying. At the beginning of his literary career, every time someone close to him saw themselves in one or other of his characters and demanded an explanation, he would give a reply of an aesthetic and literary nature, to the effect that novels are works of fiction, it’s all a process of casting a critical eye on reality, even in an autobiography the narrator doesn’t exactly correspond to the author, you always start with a real event and transfigure it through your imagination… and so on.


Then, as time had passed, he had given up. Not so much because he didn’t find such replies satisfactory (although that was part of it, of course), as because the others found them unsatisfactory. The only thing, the ultimate thing that you could do when someone asked a question like that was to say, “Yes. It’s you.”


Even though this could provoke a quarrel or bring a friendship to an end, it was the only possible reply. The only one capable of satisfying that morbid curiosity, that sordid voyeurism, the only truth that people really wanted to hear. For some unknown but human reason, recognizing themselves in a character in a novel made it possible for them to recognize themselves as individuals in the real world. It was like a literary Eucharist that signified their rebirth, their transition to a new life.


Once, a friend who had recognized himself in a character had phoned him to say he was very angry with him. The Writer had listened patiently to his friend’s hasty conclusions and then, instead of rebutting them point by point, had said, “You ought to thank me. Thanks to me you’ve discovered you exist.”


“Well? Is she me or not?”


“Yes. She’s you.”




 





“What’s that smell?”


“We’ve got a gorilla under the knife.”


“A gorilla?”


“Yes, a gorilla from the zoo. Extraction of a wisdom tooth.”


We are now inside a veterinary clinic just outside Rome, where The Beginner knew a young vet who had once come to see The Girlfriend’s cat and diagnosed toxoplasmosis.


“I don’t have much time, I have to go back into theatre in a while.”


“Are you operating?”


“I’m not operating, but I’d like to assist because it’s a procedure that doesn’t crop up every day.”


“I can imagine.”


“What did you want to show me?”


The Beginner handed over a huge cardboard box, which had once held a pair of boots The Girlfriend had bought from a shop in the Via Condotti.


The Vet opened the box. “What is it?”


“I was hoping you’d tell me. That’s why I came.”


Holding the black parrot by one wing, The Vet took it from the box. The stiff body, the tilted head, the unfolded wing sticking out at an angle of forty-five degrees: in that pose the black parrot looked like a diligent seminarian raising his hand to ask a question. The Vet placed the bird on a metal surface, lit a powerful lamp with a telescopic arm and began to examine it.


“I don’t understand… Where did you find this?”


“On my terrace.”


“That’s impossible. These birds don’t live in the wild. It must have escaped from a cage.”


“Certainly not mine.”


“And how did it die?”


“Forget the post-mortem. What I want to know is, what is it?”


“A parrot.”


“Even I can see that. I mean, what kind?”


“I’m no expert on parrots. It could be a macaw or an Amazon, but the colour’s really strange, and the size… It may be a genetic anomaly. You should talk to an ornithologist, I have a friend at the Natural History Museum, if you like I can—”


“There’s no need, it’s not that important.”


“Listen, let’s do something. Leave it with me. I’ll photograph it and e-mail the photos to my friend. Then we’ll get rid of it.”


“Get rid of what?”


“The body.”


“No, no. I’ll take it back.”


“You know you can’t just throw animals in the dustbin.”


“I’m not planning to throw it anywhere.”


“Oh? What are you planning to do with it, then?”


“Bye.”


He was planning to stuff it.




 





The Master stopped on the pavement and looked up at the apartment block, heedless of the sun and the usual early afternoon traffic. With its faded façade, cracked plaster and chipped window sills, the building exuded an air of listlessness, of exhaustion, as if it were asking only to be demolished, or at the very least abandoned. But The Master did not notice all these details, shielded as he was by the Polaroid lenses of his magnificent glasses, which were held together with adhesive tape. The halls of Roman apartment blocks always smell of fried eggs, rubber and polished brass. Often, as in this case, the lifts are out of order. The Master looked at the stairwell spiralling up into the air like the thread of a bolt. He knew those stairs well, from having so often climbed them, driven on by the promise of victory, and just as often descended them again, dragged down by the gravity of defeat.


And he knew equally well that, if it had not collapsed yet—and this could be said both of him and of the building—this really was his final opportunity to climb to the top floor and win this last prize. Which would actually be the first.




 





Even though there were not many people in the restaurant, and nobody was paying too much attention to them, even the most distracted of the waiters would have immediately dismissed the hypothesis that The Writer and The Old Flame were husband and wife. The theatrical way she arched her back, the gesture with which she moved her hair away from her forehead, her shrill, childish voice, and the way he kept both filling her glass with white wine and filling the silence with his words were all signs of an invisible grammar that said more than his words ever could.


The Writer nodded distractedly at The Old Flame’s account of the failures disguised as successes with which she had dug the grave of all those years during which they had lost touch with one another. A trench filled with the corpses of lovers executed with a karate chop to the back of the neck, wounded friendships and the carcasses of projects left in the rain to rust. The years that separated him from her, as she went on with her stories, now seemed to him like a pontoon bridge about to be swept away by the current of a swollen river.


The Writer looked at The Old Flame: her face, spared the botox that had already devoured half her contemporaries (one, though not the only, reason he had left The First Wife for The Second) was still beautiful, although there was only a trace left of the almost indecent beauty of her youth, like a mark seen through a sheet of paper.


Park in front of a plastic surgery clinic, and take a book to read. Sooner or later you’ll see what remains of the woman who drove you mad go in (or come out). That was the Zen concept of revenge The Writer applied to the female body. Whereas he became more interesting the older he got: “mature” according to his young female admirers, “youthful” as his older lovers said.


After lunch The Old Flame wanted to get an ice cream. The Writer, who was more tempted by the thought of taking her to a cheap hotel—partly because he couldn’t believe he had come all these kilometres for an ice cream—acceded to her wishes. With ill-concealed annoyance, but he acceded to her wishes. And then what also put paid to The Writer’s erection (not even an erection, for now only a kind of intoxicating tingling of the bladder) was the lemon that smelt of detergent and the cone-shaped wrapper, which was why his ice cream ended up in a bin, while The Old Flame finished hers, even saying how good it was, which The Writer found excessive or at the very least irritating, and which put him on guard against the dangers of this woman who had re-emerged from out of the past.


In order not to think about the waste of that morning, The Writer looked at the sheet of water in front of him, shining like the bottom of a steel pot left to dry in the sun. Suddenly, he recalled Latin translations he had done at school. Texts that recounted how, one day thousands of years ago, after a back-breaking journey, two immense armies had confronted one another by that same lake, strangers who had come to fight and die on those tranquil shores.


“Why did you go to Africa?”


“Because I wanted to do something good for people.”


“You could have done something good for me. There was no need to go so far.”


A pair of herons (Ardea cinerea) landed in the middle of a cane thicket like two inexperienced parachutists, stirring The Writer’s dark thoughts.


After the ice cream, The Old Flame had suggested with touching candour (or was it deceit?) that they take the little boat that did a circuit of the lake and moored at one of the two small islands. The Writer had agreed, partly because of that half-hearted intention that had crept into his mind—and his pants—and partly out of weakness. And partly, too, because the thought, watered by the wine and fermented by the first sunshine of spring, that he had forgotten something was maturing in the dark cask of his consciousness, and was turning into the clear, bitter feeling that he had left the nest unattended and was now somewhere he shouldn’t be, in the company of someone he shouldn’t be with.


These thoughts abandoned The Writer when The Old Flame smiled at him and took his arm as the boat left the landing stage, glided smoothly onto the waters, and set sail for a possible adventure.


“Why did you leave me?” said The Writer when The Old Flame placed her head on his shoulder, but he said it so softly that the noise of the propellers and the wind covered his words.


Years before, when The Old Flame had still haunted his heated fantasies, when she had appeared at the most inappropriate moments of the day in the form of an auroral ghost, when her white face had sunk in the deep waters of his dreams like a mermaid, The Writer would have taken advantage of a moment like this to throw her in the lake.


The boat was empty apart from an elderly couple who were sitting in the stern, although inside the cabin for fear of catching cold, but they had got on a lot earlier than The Writer and The Old Flame and didn’t seem the slightest bit interested in them.


It would only take a push, the noise would cover the screams, and the temperature of the water would do the rest. Of course, there would be witnesses (waiters and barmen), but he could always counter with his version for the police and the press: we parted after lunch, and that was the last I saw of her. Unfortunately, that version would be sunk by the ticket they had bought at the landing stage: a stupid stub in the bundle of a sleepy ticket-seller would land him in it. It’s incredible sometimes how the obtuseness of objects can threaten the most intelligent of minds.


Anyway, alibi apart, there would never be a better moment. Courage certainly wasn’t lacking, quite the contrary. What had diminished in all this time, thought The Writer, wasn’t his courage, but the motive: so weak now, he couldn’t even remember it.


That day The Old Flame had entered the little rented room where he lived, where they made love and studied for their exams and dreamt of growing old together, and, instead of undressing in the most natural way and getting under the blankets, had informed him with disarming candour of her sudden pitiless intention to dump him, The Writer had immediately thought of killing her.


Strangling her, then and there. Throwing himself on her and choking her with his bare hands, pressing his mouth to hers, his lips on hers, squeezing her throat until those big eyes rolled backwards in their sockets like a tortoise on its back. Obviously he hadn’t done it. He had merely begged to see her again, lain in wait for her, rung her bell at night and talked to her through the entryphone. But the thought of killing her, as a final clarification, a miracle cure for that incurable pain, had never completely abandoned him.


The only thing that had lightened the nights of sobbing on those pillows still imbued with the smell of her hair, beneath the same sheets that had wrapped her scented body, was to think about the various ways in which he could kill her. Because he could not accept the idea that others apart from him could enjoy her—he was aware that it was a childish thought, and for that very reason an innocent one—which had initiated him into a kind of dionysiac priesthood of bodies.


Among the various ways in which he had imagined her dead after she had so inexplicably abandoned him, some images had imposed themselves more strongly than others.


In the dead of night, The Writer, eyes wide open, flew up through the worm-eaten beams of his room, took the roof off her building and flew into her bedroom, where he found The Old Flame’s corpse waiting: someone had already done his dirty work for him. Then he imagined wrapping her naked and still-warm body in a soft Persian rug he saw displayed every day in a shop window on the way from his house to the faculty. As if obeying an ancient ritual, he would wash her in a tub of hot water with a bar of herbal soap, the expensive kind she liked so much, which smelt of sandalwood, musk or cypress, then he would dry her, brush her hair, put a flower behind her ear and give her a last kiss on her cold lips, before wrapping her in a shroud. Only then, like an unscrupulous antiquarian or a seasoned grave-robber on a rainy winter night, would he would load her in the boot of his car and, driving carefully and smoothly, take her to paradise, because that was where she deserved to be, seeing that she had died so young and beautiful.


At other times, he had only managed to get to sleep at dawn, exhausted, cradled by another terrible image: The Old Flame’s saponified corpse floating just under the surface of the water, her hair spread like golden seaweed, the Botticellian features of the face, her mouth open in a smile of benediction—deep down, she forgave him—and her eyes, those wonderful eyes staring up at the sky, as if waiting to commence her ascension into heaven.


But now that The Old Flame had come back to him, having passed through all those years and all those feelings unscathed, wrapped in a beauty too tragic to still be convincing, now that she was squeezing his arm in a nervous grip in the stern of this flat-bottomed boat and tilting her head as a sign of forgiveness, now that he had the strength and clear-headedness to bring that long-imagined plan to fruition, The Writer became aware of something really tragic: he no longer felt anything for The Old Flame.


There had been a time when he had experienced that story in a heroic way, like a stylite stuck up on the high column of pain, indifferent to time, exposed to the rain and wind of love. But now? Everything had changed. He did not love her, nor did he hate her. He did not even want her, as he had at the beginning of that strange morning. What was she to him, now? A fragile legend, a decapitated Venus. That was what she was. An elegant way to say that she had become—simply, odiously and irredeemably—of no more interest to him than the rest of the human race.




 





In Rome strange things happen that can only be explained by the fact that they are strange and happen in Rome.


Among the many, some had struck the imagination of The Beginner as soon as he arrived in the capital.


The flower-sellers for example. An excessive number of flower-sellers. Flower-sellers in the streets, in the squares, at traffic junctions, on street corners, flower-sellers outside schools, barracks and hospitals. Every damned day, at all hours of the day, in all weathers and all seasons, with their plastic buckets beneath the spouts of the fountains, the flower-sellers were there.


One flower-seller for every person in love in the city, The Beginner had thought the first time he had noticed that unusual presence.


There are flowers for leaving people and flowers for winning their hearts, flowers for seduction and flowers for betrayal, flowers for lying and flowers for swearing, flowers for birth and flowers for death. There are flowers, and above all flower-sellers, for every state of mind of every inhabitant of Rome. Every Roman has his own personal flower-seller, ready to rescue him at those moments in life when he finds himself powerless to deal with the amazing meaninglessness of existence, stunned, dazed, without ideas or words, his head as empty as a vase, which can only be filled with equally stupid and senseless flowers. Pointless, wonderful, scented tributes to human frailty.


But the strangest of all the things that happened in Rome was something else: moped chains without mopeds. Sheathed in coloured rubber tubes, tied to posts, to traffic lights, to bus shelters, to traffic islands, bolted to the bars of gates or basements, with the links intact and the padlocks closed, in defiance of the laws of theft. Every time The Beginner saw one, he couldn’t help wondering how it had ended up there, imagining the events that had led up to its being there, events of which the chain represented nothing other than the obscure seal. Maybe the thief had opened the chain without forcing the padlock. But how? With a hairpin like you see in spy films? Or with one of those tools that only thieves and panel-beaters use? Or maybe, more simply, he had the keys. But if so, how did he get hold of them? What if it was the actual owner of the moped who had stolen it? But did it make any sense to steal your own moped? And besides, even if you could get past these logical obstacles, you had to assume that after opening the padlock and stealing the moped the thief had taken care to turn back and lock everything up again. All of which implied a great deal of time at his disposal, combined with a remarkable degree of self-control and a fanatical love of order that was positively anal.


So much for the chains. Then there were the mopeds themselves. Abandoned at the sides of the street, and gradually cannibalized, as if invisible mice or mechanical bacteria picked the bodywork clean at night, starting with the softest parts, first the saddles with their foam-rubber fillings, the plastic chain guards, the rubbery wire casings, then the more difficult Plexiglas windscreens, the tough indicator fairings, the indigestible Bakelite rear-view mirrors, until the mopeds had been reduced to sinister skeleton-like frames.


Something else apparently inexplicable, which also happened in Rome, and at that precise moment, was that the shoe box on the seat beside the driver’s seat of The Beginner’s car was moving. Or rather, that something inside it was moving, and as we know that what was inside was the corpse of a black parrot, that could only mean two things: one, that the parrot wasn’t dead, and two, that it was alive.


When the box jumped, The Beginner, who had been planning to consult the Yellow Pages in search of a good taxidermist as soon as he got home, took fright, skidded, got back on the carriageway—provoking in a motorcyclist a fervent and moving invocation of the dead people in his family—pulled over and cautiously opened the box. From under the lid, electric eyes were staring at him with a look of hatred.




 





The Beginner came out of the shower and stared at his own naked body in the mirror. The down that climbed like ivy up his abdomen from his pubes and sprouted on his chest, the swollen belly, like that of a drowned man or of Christ being taken down from the cross, or like the ascitic fluid that accumulates in the abdomen in the sick or the cirrhotic: he wasn’t looking well. Lately, because of The Prize and the official duties it involved, he had had to put up with an exhausting number of events and presentations which, when they were over and everyone could relax, always ended in cocktails. Almost a month had passed like that, a whole month during which The Beginner had eaten out almost every night, a month during which he had never gone down to the supermarket to do his shopping. He would return home with aching feet, his head heavy with chatter and wine, ears humming with the rumble of stupid questions and the clinking of glasses and plates. He would take off his shoes, unbutton his shirt and instinctively go to the fridge, open the door in search of a drink to cure (or feed) his headache and contemplate that illuminated space: half a lemon floating in a sidereal void, as if part of a conceptual art installation. Before closing the door, attracted by that moist emptiness, he would stand there for seconds on end listening to the hypnotic hum of the refrigerant in the coils of the machine. This—he was almost convinced—must be the closest thing to the noise of an intelligence at work. If there had ever been such a thing as the sound of writing, an inner, metaphysical sound, it absolutely had to be just like the sound of his refrigerator, so different from the vulgar pounding of a keyboard.


For reasons that could not easily be verbalized, he felt that his fridge had strong analogies with a cool kind of writing currently fashionable, especially among young authors. When he was a bit clearer about the concept, he would write a nice essay about it and send it to one of those literary blogs where all the losers who can’t get their books onto bookshelves badmouth each other and which are the equivalent of a soya beefsteak for a carnivore forced to subsist on a vegetarian diet.


It was especially in the mirrors of fitting rooms, the photographs on documents, and in shop windows that he saw how old he had grown. There were even a few white hairs in his beard, although at the moment they were confined to the chin and sideburns.


And yet The Beginner, in spite of that swollen belly, and those timid white hairs in his beard, in spite of the fact that even The Girlfriend had reprimanded him in a recent quarrel (“You’ve changed”), didn’t feel as if he had changed. Since the publication of his book, something had certainly happened to him, and not just to his physical appearance. But he wouldn’t call it a change—no, more like an evolution. That was it, he felt a better man, a reptile about to slough off its skin: soon he would be free of his old skin and its hindrance, and would be equipped with a bright, shiny shell of certainties, harder and tougher new scales that would protect him from even the most fearsome predators.


The Beginner came out of the bathroom in his dressing gown and looked at the parrot in his cage in the middle of the room.


On the way back home, having overcome his fright at that unexpected resurrection, The Beginner had seriously considered the idea—an idea he had not yet entirely ruled out—of throwing the box in a dustbin.


But something had held him back from doing so, and it wasn’t so much public-spiritedness or sensitivity about recycling as a kind of respect for the dead, or rather, a solidarity with the risen: it must be extremely tedious to go back to hell. So he had decided to stop at a pet shop he knew from having once looked for new toys for The Girlfriend’s cat there, before the moggy had found an effective antidote to boredom beneath the tyres of a speeding vehicle.


An assistant had hastened to satisfy the customer and his extravagant requests.


“What’s your parrot like?”


“It isn’t mine.”


“All right but… I mean, what kind of parrot is it? Big, small…”


“Big.”


“Is it a cockatoo? An Amazon? A grey? A macaw? A parakeet?”


“Maybe.”


“Maybe what? Which of those?”


“I don’t know. All of them. Give me the most expensive cage you have.”


He had chosen a big cage, the biggest they had in the shop. The assistant had even gone down to the basement storeroom to fetch it, and had re-emerged with a huge cage, almost an aviary: it had taken the two of them to load it on the roof rack of the car. The Beginner had also bought a perch, an expensive manual on the raising and care of parrots, and two food troughs. Now he had to figure out what to put in the food troughs.


“Mostly they eat seeds, but there are species that also eat vegetables. If you were just able to tell me more precisely what kind of parrot it is…”


“Seeds and vegetables. Mine eats everything.”


He had bought a basic feed, thinking that he could easily supplement the parrot’s diet with fruit and vegetables (The Girlfriend was a vegetarian, and there was never any lack of greens in their apartment).


So that was why the same cage that had crossed the centre of Rome on the roof of The Beginner’s car now hung in the middle of the room, abnormal in comparison with the dimensions of the little apartment.


Cautiously, The Beginner approached the cage. The bird was no longer looking at him with hatred, but had assumed a tough-guy look, like a terrorist ready to blow himself up with everyone in the building rather than reveal where he has planted the bomb.


The seeds in the food trough and the water in the bowl were untouched. The bird seemed stiff and distant, as if stuffed. The Beginner distinctly heard the creaking of the old lift and recognized The Girlfriend’s energetic steps on the final flight of stairs. The key turned in the lock. The door opened.


“…”


“Hi, darling.”


“What is this? A joke?”


“No, a present.”




 





According to an unwritten code, those competing for The Prize were not supposed to put in an appearance at The Academy before The Ceremony, a simple hygienic measure designed to guarantee the transparency of the voting and let the machinery of The Prize proceed calmly and correctly. The Master was perfectly well aware of this. But he was also aware that he wouldn’t get another chance.


He rang, and as soon as someone came to open up he crossed the threshold of The Academy with his head down, like those who enter an underground train without waiting for the others to get off. The intern who was working there stammered something, but was pushed back by the weight of this old dehorned bull. The Master was at home, he knew the labyrinthine layout of the apartment by heart. The corridors lined with books, the drawing rooms wallpapered with books, the bedrooms covered with books, even the toilet was tiled with books: every hallway, every chapel of this dilapidated apartment which was now the offices of The Academy was filled with books, which had accumulated over the years like files in the basement of a Roman courthouse.


The ladies who every year dragged themselves up to the top floor didn’t know. The critics didn’t know. The journalists didn’t know. The writers didn’t know. Even The Master, who had lived long enough to know—or to think that he knew—everything there was to know, didn’t know. Know, that is, how many books could still be crammed in.


It depends on the materials and the construction techniques, but generally the average weight a floor is able to bear is about 200 kilograms per square metre, which is calculated by gradually filling water mattresses or by using hydraulic jacks. What weight were the floors of The Academy able to bear? What was the maximum load per square metre? Hard to say.


How many plates can a waiter carry without dropping them? How many betrayals can a wife take before she walks out? How many kilometres can a car engine go before it gives up the ghost? How do you recognize the snowflake that will cause the branch to snap?


And what is the title—and how many pages does it have—of the book that will make the floors of The Academy collapse?




 





“Are you writing?”


This is the only question never to ask a writer. Even though the question may seem relevant, his activity is private and not public. Which is why the answer will inevitably have to be evasive, like the answer to such indiscreet questions as: Do you pay your taxes? Or: Are you faithful? Besides, the question is partly tautological and partly voyeuristic, analogous in a way to asking an adolescent if he masturbates. If on the one hand it’s quite likely that he does, on the other it’s difficult to obtain an explicit confession, and even if you were able to obtain it, would it be sincere? You would have to know if he does it frequently, how satisfied he feels, or how guilty.


“Are you writing?”


This question, uttered for the second time without receiving an answer, had come from the attentive and delightfully flighty young woman who was handling publicity for The Beginner’s book. The Beginner replied with a vague tilt of the head and puffed again at his cigarette while waiting for the event to begin.


It is generally believed that nicotine helps concentration and relaxes nerves and muscles. That is why restless young men smoke as they wait to become men while their wives are in the delivery room, why tormented students flush away their cigarette butts in the university toilets before they sit down in front of the examining board, why unhappy women smoke after making love with married men. So was it for one of these reasons that The Beginner was smoking before going up on stage? No. It was for another reason. He was smoking to think, or rather, to remember. Apparently nicotine helps the memory. Apparently.


The Beginner was trying to remember something situated a little way back along the straight line of his life, something that had happened when the Italian Cultural Institute had invited him to London to present his book, which had recently, and perhaps undeservedly, been published in Great Britain.


Among the first memories he recovered was one of himself on the plane, sitting in economy class, watching the stewardess mime that idiotic procedure about emergency exits—as if at the crucial moment you were really in a fit state to keep a steady nerve and follow the instructions. But that wasn’t the memory he was trying to focus on. At last the smoke of memory dissipated and he saw himself out in the street, a street in London.


It was when he was in that street, doing something he shouldn’t have been doing, that he had felt that unpleasant sensation for the first time, that sense that he was being followed, spied on, as if someone were scrutinizing him through a periscope sticking up from a manhole or in an enemy satellite in orbit above his head. It was the same damned sensation he had felt on the terrace before the aerial attack from the parrot.




 





How does it feel to be successful? Not an easy question. The Beginner signing copies couldn’t have said, and The Master cursing the defective boiler or waiting in the rain for the 246 bus that was late arriving might have been able to say how it felt not to be successful.


If you’re looking for the right man to answer your question, there he is, wrapped in his raincoat, which is swelling in the breeze like a fish’s gills in a current. Without giving any explanation, he has just left the car in the forecourt of the car hire company with the keys in the instrument panel, crossed the parking area with long strides, walked for a while by the side of the road and hailed a passing taxi with a confident, relaxed gesture, which only ever happens in American films. But not in Rome. Where taxis never stop. Never.


“There’s Rome for you,” the taxi driver had said, indicating a car that was trying to go the wrong way down a busy street in order to avoid the electronic traffic surveillance system that guards the historic centre. And he had said it only to draw the passenger into the spider’s web of a conversation riddled with deadly clichés. But The Writer had immediately understood what kind of taxi driver he was dealing with: the kind who transforms a ride around the block into a political rally. That was why he had remained taciturn, resolute in his silence: he had sensed the trap and had no intention of falling into it. All the driver could do was weigh him up—anyone who doesn’t speak always instils fear—with suspicious glances in the rear-view mirror.


And it wasn’t clear from those glances whether or not the taxi driver had recognized The Writer. He might have, given that The Writer was one of the few writers whose countenance was well known even to those normally unversed in such matters, perhaps because he was constantly being talked about in the newspapers, or more likely because of that successful TV programme he had presented years earlier, when he was still surfing the foamy crest of his world-beating debut. The driver was still staring at him, unsure whether or not the buttocks of a famous person were resting on the back seat of his Zara 6. Once he had won The Prize, such confusion would be a thing of the past. Taxi drivers would open their doors to him with a smile and shake his hand before letting him out, honoured to have had him in their cabs.


But for the moment, it wasn’t so much a famous man as a pensive man who was framed in the narrow concave surface of the little mirror as he looked distractedly out of the window. He was looking at the traffic police taking away a car, Japanese girls laden with designer bags, barmen in black aprons coming out of bars, double-parked delivery vans, but only looking. What he was thinking about was what he had done to The Old Flame. He had not thrown her in the treacherous waters of the lake, or pushed her between the jaws of the propellers while the roofs and bell towers on the coast shrank as far as the eye could see. He had not kissed her, he had not raped her (there had been a moment in which he had thought about that), and he had not slapped her and left the mark of his five fingers on those innocent cheeks. He had done worse. To return for a moment to the fatal question, if our hypothetical journalist trying to retrace their extramural excursion had ended his report by asking, “How does it feel to be successful?” The Writer would have been able to reply with an example. He would have paused for a long time, then explained solemnly that, for example, owning a private island might be something that would approximate fairly closely to the concept of being successful. Actually, he would gloss, owning a private island surrounded by sea means being successful, while owing a private island surrounded by a lake means being successful but not quite so much, a local, circumscribed success. Besides, not all Italian authors were as successful as he was in having their books available on the foreign market.


But to go back to the islands of the lake, we have said that one of the two was private, the other not. Which is why, the private one not being The Writer’s—successful as he was, he wasn’t quite that successful yet—it’s worth focusing on the other one and on what happened there.


On that island, there was a Renaissance villa that was open to visitors. Once they had landed, The Old Flame considered this a romantic and inevitable destination. The Writer had consented: even though he already knew things would end badly, he still wanted to know how.


“Come on, let’s go up!”


The Old Flame insisted on wanting to go up and visit the villa. So her childlike enthusiasm had not abandoned her, that generalized, irritating awe at things. She could go into ecstasies over a pebble in a river, a mediocre romantic comedy or a flock of sheep beyond the guard rail on the motorway. Her enthusiasm, in short, was always on the hunt for pretexts to manifest itself.


And The Writer hated that because, deep down, he rather envied her, being someone who never got enthusiastic about anything. He had tried, but he just couldn’t. And as if that wasn’t enough, apart from enthusiasm, he had also lost interest, wonder, indignation. He wasn’t interested in the decay of political life, didn’t become embittered about the widespread corruption, wasn’t offended by the vulgarity of public taste or the morbidity of crime reporting, any more than he was offended by the duplicity of friends or the predictability of lovers. Not because there weren’t things around that were worthy of admiration or disgust. The things were all there, in their place. It was he who wasn’t in his. As time had passed, it was if he had become blind to the world. He was aware of noises, he sensed movements, variations of light and colour: something was definitely happening behind that plasterboard wall that separated him from reality. Saying what it was, though, was difficult, because whatever it was, it was something that didn’t concern him. The Writer was inside, immersed in a liquid, shadowy sleep, the kind in which he imagined people in comas floated, as if wrapped in an enormous placenta through which he was vaguely aware of the unknowable territory outside. And yet, at the end of that dark tunnel, there was something. A golden glare, a silvery shimmer, a burst of blue flame that illuminated the cave of his existence for a moment: winning The Prize. That victory was light for his dull eyes, oxygen for the blocked pores of his skin. He half closed his eyes and saw the plaque and the cheque being handed to him, heard the thunderous applause, the popping of corks, the clink of glasses, buried his nose in the inky pages of the reprint, carefully ran his finger along the sharp edge of the wrap-around band, looked at the newspaper headlines and shielded himself from the grapeshot of the photographers’ flashes…


But these glorious thoughts crumbled like snow in the palm of a hot hand, and his bad humour grew on the glacier of his consciousness like an avalanche, became heavy and massive and rolled downhill threateningly.


“Shall we go up?”


The Old Flame had stopped outside the entrance to the Renaissance villa, which had once been used as a shooting lodge by an old local family.


So now you want to go up. Why didn’t you want to go up that day twenty-five years ago? Old as it was, that humiliation still stung, as if The Writer had rubbed his face with an excessively alcoholic aftershave.


“It’s best if you don’t go up.”


With these words, so many years earlier, The Old Flame had stopped him from going up to her apartment to meet her parents. The Writer had prepared well, had gone over in his mind the words he would say, had tried out the best smile in his arsenal and suppressed his own embarrassment: the woman meant too much to him, and so did this meeting. But just outside the front door she had suddenly changed her mind. He had insisted, but she had been so cold and resolute as to brook no argument. Putting off that encounter could mean only two things: either she didn’t think he was ready, or she didn’t consider theirs an important enough relationship to involve the families. But if that was how things were, why had she come to his parents’? To create a diabolical asymmetry, to gain a moral credit with which to keep him in check for ever?


The Writer had emerged devastated. In a few seconds, he had been crushed beneath the weight of imaginary, immovable guilt feelings, and a resurgent sense of inadequacy had taken possession of him. The Old Flame had noticed it, and in order to compensate him had taken him down to the cellar. She had taken him by the hand like an air hostess guiding a lost child in a terminal, and had led him down to a typical city cellar, a claustrophobic space lit by fluorescent lights, into which not even a serial killer would gladly descend. Once there, as if they were staging the reconstruction of a rape for a drama documentary, surrounded by the smell of deflated tyres, yellowed paper and kerosene, she had dropped her jeans down to her calves and had let him take her standing up against the wall of the room. At the height of her orgasm, he had put a hand over her mouth to prevent the sound of her pleasure spreading through the unreal emptiness of that icy cellar.
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