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         MY MOTHER HAD BOUGHT a house in the suburbs of the city. It was a modest house on two floors, surrounded by a soggy, unkempt garden. Beyond the garden there was a cabbage patch, and beyond the cabbage patch a railway line. It was October when she moved, and the garden lay beneath a carpet of wet leaves.

         The house had narrow wrought-iron balconies and a short flight of steps down to the garden. There were four rooms downstairs and six upstairs, and my mother had furnished them with the few belongings that she had brought with her from Dronero: the high iron bedsteads, shaky and rattly, with coverlets of heavy flowered silk; the little stuffed chairs with muslin frills; the piano; the tiger skin; a marble hand resting on a cushion.

         My mother brought my sister Giulia and her husband to the house with her, and the eleven-year-old daughter of our Cousin Teresa who was to attend the grammar school, a white poodle puppy and our maid Carmela, a sullen girl with untidy hair and bandy legs who was consumed with homesickness and spent every afternoon leaning on the kitchen windowsill, gazing at the misty horizon and the distant hills beyond which, she thought, lay Dronero, her home and her old father sitting on the doorstep with his chin in his hand, cursing and muttering to himself.

         My mother had raised the money to buy this house in town by selling off some plots of land that lay between Dronero and San Felice; and she had quarrelled with all her relations, who had been opposed to the sale and the division of family property. But my mother had cherished a dream of leaving Dronero for many years, and immediately after the death of my father she began to think about it, discussing the idea with everyone she chanced to meet and writing letter after letter to her sisters in town asking them to help her find somewhere to live. My mother’s sisters, who had lived in town for many years and ran a little china shop, were none too happy about her project and harboured a vague premonition that they might have to lend her some money. Miserly and timid as they were, this thought caused them much bitter anguish, but they knew that they would never find the strength to refuse her. My mother found the house for herself; it took her half an hour one afternoon when she came into town. And immediately after agreeing to buy she charged round to the shop to ask her sisters for a loan because the sale of the land could not possibly realise sufficient for her needs. My mother adopted an air of prickly innocence whenever she had a favour to ask; her sisters had no choice and parted with a sum of money which they had no hope of ever seeing again.

         Then my mother’s sisters were tormented by another anxiety, that my mother, having moved to town, would take it into her head to help them in the shop. And this premonition, like the first, was duly realised. The day after she alighted in town with the cases, the beds and the piano, my mother had abandoned a dazed and bewildered Carmela in the new house, surrounded by sawdust and straw, and, fur-coated with beret jammed askew over wiry grey hair and cigarette clutched in gloved hand, was pacing about the shop giving orders to the delivery man and dealing with customers. Her sisters dejectedly sought refuge in the stockroom, sighing as they listened to the imperious clatter of her high heels. Long familiarity had made words almost superfluous: a sigh told all. The two of them had been living together for more than twenty years in the dark, old shop frequented by a handful of regular customers, elderly ladies whom they regarded almost as friends and whom they would engage from time to time in little whispered conversations between the glove trays and the tea services. They were genteel and timid and dared not tell my mother that her presence disturbed and irritated them and that they were even a little ashamed of her, of her brusque manner and vulgar, moth-eaten fur coat.

         When she got home, sighing wearily and moaning over the lack of system at the shop, my mother threw off her shoes and stuck her feet in the air to massage her calves and ankles because she had been standing around all day, and she moaned about those sisters of hers who still had no idea how to run a shop after twenty years, and here she was having to help them out without seeing a penny for her pains, and she moaned about her own stupid generosity which always made her work herself to a shadow for others with never a thought for herself.

         I had been living in town for three years. I was now in my third year at the university reading literature, I shared a one-roomed flat with a friend and gave private lessons. In my spare time I also worked as a secretary in the editorial department of a monthly magazine. So, what with one thing and another, I managed to pay my own way. I knew that my mother had told everybody that her main consideration in moving to town was to be near me, to keep an eye on me and make sure that I dressed warmly and had enough to eat; besides, it was no good for a young girl to be all alone in a big city where all kinds of things might happen to her. As soon as she bought the house, my mother showed me the room she had allocated to me; but I immediately, and quite sharply, told her that I intended to go on living with my friend and had no desire whatsoever to return to the bosom of the family; anyway, the house was too far out of town, a full hour’s journey from the centre. My mother had not insisted. I was one of the few people who could actually intimidate her and she never dared to argue with me. Even so, she wanted me to have my own room in the house; I could sleep there whenever it suited me. In fact, I did sleep there sometimes, on a Saturday night. In the morning my mother came to wake me bearing on a tray breakfast consisting of coffee and a fried egg. Convinced that I was undernourished, she watched with satisfaction as I ate the egg. She sat on my bed in a new dressing-gown of flaming red silk, her hair in a net and her face smothered with a cream as thick as butter, and told me about her projects. She had any number of projects. She had enough and to spare for the parish poor. This was an expression she often used. Firstly, she wanted to persuade her sisters to give her a share in the shop; because, when all was said and done, it was hardly right that she should slave away for them and never see a penny for her pains. She showed me how her ankles had swollen after standing about at the shop all day. Then she wanted to open a small art gallery. The difference between her gallery and every other gallery in town consisted in the fact that she would offer her visitors a cup of tea every afternoon at five o’clock. She was still debating whether or not to offer little cakes or biscuits with her tea. There was a certain kind of home-made biscuit, delicious but cheap, that one could make with cornmeal and raisins. She had plenty of cornmeal, in Cousin Teresa’s storeroom in Dronero. Enough and to spare for the parish poor. And she would ask her sisters to lend her some pretty trays. There were some extremely pretty French-style trays in the shop which nobody seemed to want to buy and it was such a shame to leave them just sitting there gathering dust, and my mother was convinced that the reason her sisters had never made a success of the business lay in their lack of any notion of presentation, and if she managed to set up her art gallery she could turn to good account any number of little things that had been lurking at the back of the stock room since time immemorial: she would set a cut-glass vase of chrysanthemums here, and a china bear holding a table lamp there, and would steer her visitors’ conversation towards the china shop and so drum up business for her sisters who would then have no option but to give her a share in the shop. And as soon as that happened, she would take driving lessons and buy herself a little runabout because she was sick and tired of waiting for trams.

         The art gallery, she said, would also be interesting and amusing for my sister and myself, providing an excellent way of meeting people and making new friends. Was she not right, she asked with an enquiring look, in suspecting that my friends were rather few and far between? She had noticed that I seldom went out in the evening and seemed to know no young men. I always looked tired and worried. She would have liked to see a more animated expression, the sort of expression one could expect to see on the face of a young girl of twenty-three with her whole life before her. She was glad that I took my studies seriously and that I was so sensible and level-headed but it would have pleased her to see me with a group of friends, jolly young people to go out and do things with. For example, I never, as far as she could see, went dancing or played any sport at all. I would find it somewhat difficult to get married if I went on like this. Perhaps I hadn’t thought much about getting married as yet, but she felt that I was made for marriage and for having lots of children. She looked at me, expecting a reply. Was there no young man who sought my company, no one who interested me a little? I shook my head and turned away from her, frowning and biting my lip. I found these probings extremely distasteful. So she changed the subject and began to examine my petticoat on the chair and picked up my shoes from the carpet to examine the soles and heels. Was this my only pair of shoes? She had found a shoemaker who made shoes to measure very reasonably, and his shoes were quite lovely.

         I washed and dressed beneath my mother’s attentive gaze. She was unhappy about my grey skirt which I had had for three years, and above all about my dark blue jumper with its baggy, threadbare elbows. How on earth had I got hold of such a garment? Surely to goodness I had something better to wear? And what had happened to those two new dresses that she had had made for me?

         Disgruntled, my mother left me and went upstairs to get dressed. She was back in a few minutes to tell me that Giulia and her husband had used up all the hot water for their baths and now she would have to wash in cold water. It wasn’t that important, she could have a bath later at her sisters’ house, but it was still annoying to be unable to bathe in one’s own home. Ah well, it was a relief that Chaim had got round to having a bath for once, though even after a bath he still smelt un-fresh, still had that peculiar odour of mustiness and decay. She failed to understand why he took so little trouble with his appearance. If he was not particularly successful in his profession, the reason undoubtedly lay in his appearance. He would insist on wearing that dreadful old jacket with the leather collar which he could get away with in Dronero but looked positively ridiculous in town. And had I ever noticed his hands? Ugly hands with broken, chewed nails and hair all over them. How unpleasant for his patients, to be pawed with hands like those.

         I reminded my mother that Chaim had had many patients in Dronero; in town he was still unknown. Nevertheless, he did have work here, because he had friends at the hospital who recommended him. He had a junior post at the hospital and went there every morning, then, in the afternoon, he visited his patients, chasing all over town from one to the other on his moped. What he needed was a practice of his own in a good central location. My mother had promised to give him the money for this as soon as she had won a certain lawsuit against the local council in Dronero, concerning a property dispute; she had made the promise lightly, finding it easy to part with money that was so far away and so unlikely ever to be hers: the litigation had already dragged on for more than three years, and Cousin Teresa’s husband, a solicitor, had told us that our chances of winning were nil. So the doctor continued to chase all over town on his little moped, in a peaked cap and the old jacket that my mother despised. The truth was that he had no money for a new overcoat: he earned little, and had to hand everything over to my mother for household expenses; he kept back only some change for his cigarettes, and every time he lit a cigarette he got an accusing look from my mother.

         My mother’s morning routine was unvarying: I knew every gesture by heart. She would sweep to and fro between the bathroom and her bedroom giving orders to Carmela; she brandished her lavender powder puff, creating a perfumed cloud; licking her index finger, she would draw it along her eyebrows and over her eyelashes, then, peering into the mirror, she would pluck a hair or two from her chin, wrinkling her nose and puffing out her cheeks with a malevolent gleam in her eye; she would smear her lips with a greasy lipstick, pick at her teeth with the tip of a nail, give her woollen beret a good shake, and, pulling a wry face, cram it on her head and secure it with a hatpin; then, standing in front of the mirror, smoking and humming a popular song, she would slip into her fur coat and turn round a few times to check on her stockings and the heels of her shoes. Then she would leave to go to her sisters, to see what they were having for lunch and whether they had counted the takings.

         My sister Giulia sat on a deckchair in the garden, the poodle on her lap and a rug around her legs. She had been ill and had been advised to rest. However, it was my mother’s opinion that a life of such total inactivity was doing her no good at all. Both here and in Dronero, both before and after her illness, my sister had never done anything from one day’s end to the next. Every now and then she would get up from her deckchair, fasten the lead onto the dog’s collar and walk round the walls of the house with our little cousin Costanza. The lifestyle of a ninety-year-old, said my mother; how on earth could she work up an appetite? And my mother had still not discovered if Giulia liked living in town or not. She begged me to ask her; she refused to ask her again herself because Giulia’s replies were always the same: a flutter of the eyelashes, a shake of the head, a smile. And my mother was heartily tired of this kind of response. Even my own replies were none too satisfactory, she said, and she never knew what I was up to, but at least I had an intelligent face and one could tell something from my expression, whereas poor Giulia was an idiot and her expression told one nothing at all. That little smile of hers made my mother want to hit her. And anyway, what pleasure could Giulia possibly get from living in a town if she never went further than the newspaper kiosk on the corner? The only company she seemed to enjoy was that of the miserable little dog she had bought from a farm worker in Dronero and our little cousin Costanza. She never went to the cinema and had refused point-blank when my mother had suggested her joining the local cultural society. My mother had joined this society; the members listened to lectures and read magazines.

         
             

             

         

         My sister’s marriage had been a profound disappointment to my mother. She had been so confident of Giulia’s marrying well. She had taken her on holidays to Chianciano and Salsomaggiore, resorts where my mother could take the waters for the good of her liver and where Giulia could meet eligible young men, and had swallowed glassful after glassful of bitter, tepid water while watching Giulia play tennis, her white dress swirling round her slim legs. The grace of those slender, shapely legs beneath the pleated skirt, the delicate line of the sloping shoulders beneath the thin blouse, Giulia’s profile when strands of her hair escaped from her loosened chignon and she raised her white arms to replace the pins, compensated my mother for the intense boredom of a combination of smelly water and the spectacle of a game of tennis. Sipping her water, my mother rehearsed her consent to Giulia’s marriage now with one and now with another of the young men leaping athletically around the courts or strolling along the terrace; or she composed the wording of the announcement she would make in Dronero of Giulia’s engagement to the extremely wealthy Tuscan industrialist of noble descent who at that very moment was sitting, all unawares, at a nearby table and gazing vacantly before him.

         Giulia was soon tired and came to sit down with my mother, her racquet abandoned on her knees and a cardigan flung round the slack shoulders. My mother glanced towards the Tuscan industrialist’s table to see whether she could detect a flicker of interest in the vacant eyes. But the industrialist showed no reaction whatsoever and seemed, indeed, not to have even noticed Giulia; suddenly, he waggled a feeble finger in the vague direction of a girl in the distance and made a noise in his throat like the trilling of a bird. My mother decided he was dotty, shrugged a scornful shoulder and dismissed him from the story of her life.

         The men were hardly swarming around Giulia, my mother thought, perplexed. Occasionally a young man would show some interest, ask her to dance for an evening or two, sit near her and try to engage her in conversation. But it was not easy to have a conversation with Giulia. A shrug of the shoulders, a flutter of the eyelashes, a smile: this was her conversational repertoire. And how could it be otherwise for the poor girl? She had no interest in the arts, never read a novel and slept through concerts. So my mother tried to fill the void left by Giulia’s silence; my mother kept herself up to the minute where modern art and literature were concerned, she belonged to a lending library and even living in Dronero had all the latest books sent to her. No event in art or politics escaped my mother’s attention. She had opinions about everything. Even so, the young men would only stay with Giulia for one evening or two at most, then they faded away and my mother would see them, in the distance, chatting and dancing with other girls. But Giulia never seemed to mind. She sat quietly, immobile, her legs tucked neatly beneath her skirt, her fingers interlaced and upon her lips that foolish little smile.

         At last, one summer brought a romantic development. The boy was unexceptionable, the match all that my mother could possibly have desired. Giulia had met the boy in Viareggio, where she had gone with Cousin Teresa for the month of August. Meanwhile my mother was confined to her bed in Dronero, with a leg in plaster following a fall down the stairs. What with the heat, the pain and irritation of her leg sweating under the plaster, and the letters from Cousin Teresa speaking of the probability of an imminent engagement, my mother felt she would really go out of her mind. Twice a day she received a visit from Dr Wesser, who would call to see how her leg was doing and stay to keep her company for a while. Dr Wesser was a Polish doctor who had sought refuge in Dronero during the war and had chosen to remain. My mother’s attitude towards him was a mixture of benevolence and contempt and not for one moment could she have imagined that this skinny little doctor slumped in an armchair chewing his nails and looking about him with a timid smile would one day be her Giulia’s husband. My mother’s thoughts at that moment were all beating around a beach in Viareggio where even now Giulia might be out on the water in a boat with her young man. She begged Dr Wesser for sedatives to still the twittering of her nerves and demanded to know when she would be able to get up because she was burning with impatience to go to Viareggio and see what was happening. She read Dr Wesser the letters from Giulia and Cousin Teresa. Dr Wesser knew Giulia as he had attended her when she had scarlet fever. Giulia’s letters were short and clumsy and remarkably lacking in detail; they seemed, observed my mother, like the letters of a seven-year-old writing to Father Christmas. Yet between the sparse lines, pathetically childish though they were, one could discern the glimmer of a tremulous happiness. My mother asked Dr Wesser if there was no way she could scratch her leg under the plaster: it was itching and pricking quite unbearably.

         At long last the plaster cast was broken off with a hammer. At long last my mother was able to get up, and within three days she had assembled a holiday wardrobe: spotted skirts, checked skirts, flowered skirts, beach sandals. She felt rather annoyed with Cousin Teresa for having written so little about the physique, the family and the finances of the young man. She had confined herself to the statement that this was a good match.

         When she arrived in Viareggio, my mother found Giulia in bed with a fever at the hotel, and Cousin Teresa sitting beside her applying wet cloths to her forehead. It was nothing to worry about; Giulia had merely caught a slight chill from getting overheated and sitting in a draught. My mother dragged Cousin Teresa out into the passage, scolding her furiously and firing a hundred questions at her all at once. Who, for heaven’s sake, was this boy? What did he look like? Did he have any money? What was his family like? And why come to a seedy little guesthouse like this when they could have chosen a nice hotel?

         But Cousin Teresa explained that the boy and his parents had transferred themselves to this same hotel a few days ago, having let their own villa. My mother was taken momentarily aback: if these people were having to make do with a small guesthouse like this, with its narrow passages smelling of floor polish and chicken stock, they were unlikely to be enormously wealthy. And, if they were rolling in money, why on earth did they need to let their villa? Cousin Teresa explained that these were well-to-do people of a kind my mother had never before come across: they had a fine old palazzo in Lucca and a holiday villa here in Viareggio complete with bath, refrigerator and garage. The father was a respected judge, the son was also going into law, and he was so much in love with Giulia that he had brought his whole family to stay in the guesthouse so that he need never be separated from Giulia for a moment.

         In no time at all, my mother was sitting in the garden with the judge, the judge’s wife and the boy, fanning herself, smoking and wafting the smoke away from a long ivory cigarette holder. In her excitement she had almost forgotten all about Giulia lying in bed upstairs with a fever. She talked non-stop, pouring out all the words, the phrases, the speeches that she had had to bottle up through the long lonely seasons in Dronero when darkness gathered outside the windows and the only visitors she could expect, predictable and despised, were Cousin Teresa and Dr Wesser. And over the last few weeks, immobile in bed with her leg in plaster, her frustration had been even more acute as she wove fantasies around every letter that arrived from Viareggio and fanned herself and smoked cigarette after cigarette lying back against the pillows and surrounding herself with a host of imaginary people, shadowy, protean forms who smilingly agreed to everything she said. And now here she was, face to face with those who were shortly to become Giulia’s new family: an old gentleman, rather dandified in a dark jacket and white trousers; an old lady with a shaky head; and a boy with fair, curly hair who regarded her with a wide grin and an expression of genial wonder and drank fizzy orangeade from the bottle. To these people my mother poured out the story of her life in one steady stream: the death of my father from a heart attack; her years of widowhood, burdened with responsibilities and with the property to administer; the simple, homespun education she had given her daughters; her liver complaint and Dr Wesser’s advice; her political opinions, formed by sound common sense and a youthful faith in progress; the difficulties she had had to overcome, living in the country, to keep abreast of contemporary developments in the arts. At times she was nearly overcome by her own emotion: her throat constricted and a sob crept into her voice; at long last she was playing the role she had always dreamt about, that of a mother, full of anxious solicitude, preparing to confide her daughter into the hands of a young man with good intentions, good prospects and a good character. She was so wrapped up in her own performance that she almost forgot to look at the young man in question; later, when she tried to call him to mind, all she could remember was a blond crew cut and two fleshy lips clamped around the neck of a bottle.

         Those few short hours in the garden of the guesthouse were the only ones my mother ever passed with the judge’s family. During the night my sister began to spit blood, a doctor was called immediately and she was rushed to hospital; three weeks later my mother and Giulia returned to Dronero travelling by sleeper. And nothing more was ever heard of the boy with the blond crew cut. Cousin Teresa related how the boy’s mother had nearly had a nervous collapse when she heard about Giulia spitting blood, and her head had shaken and bobbed about so much that it looked as if it was about to roll off her shoulders; she had insisted upon the family’s immediate return to Lucca, tearing the boy away from that guesthouse whose very walls seemed to her to be dripping with blood. Cousin Teresa said that as they were leaving, the boy, obviously very upset, had shaken her hand in a corner of the passage with his eyes brimming with tears; but she too had decided to leave at once, frightened and anxious lest she and her daughter, who had slept in the same room with Giulia, might not also be infected.

         So my mother was left all alone in the little hospital room with Giulia who lay there, as still and as white as a corpse, with her beautiful hair spread out over the pillow and her lips cracked with fever. My mother was furious with Cousin Teresa for leaving her like this, and paced up and down the hospital corridor like a bear in a cage, wearing a spotted skirt now crumpled and dirty because she had too much on her mind to think about changing, even though when it came to skirts she had enough and to spare for the parish poor.

         Every time she thought about the boy with the blond crew cut my mother became enraged. Not one spark of generosity had he shown! No crumb of comfort had he offered! And to think that he had disappeared without even saying goodbye! Without a single word of any kind! The very memory of the blond crew cut and of the afternoon spent with his family now filled her with disgust. But once the fear for Giulia had begun to subside, and the doctors had assured her that given the resources of modern medicine Giulia would make a complete recovery, once back in Dronero with Giulia installed in the big bed with its flowered silk coverlet, propped up with two plump pillows and with the tonic prescribed by Dr Wesser on the table beside her, my mother, thinking of all the high hopes she had cherished within these familiar walls, began to ask herself precisely what had passed between Giulia and the boy. Had any promises been made? Any undertakings given? She dared not mention the subject to Giulia herself who still lay, weak and wasted, against the pillows, with a little shawl around the white arms veined with blue, her hair tied back with a black velvet ribbon and the usual feeble smile on her lips that conveyed nothing at all. Was she grieving? Who could tell. At night my mother’s fancy continued to trip around the city of Lucca and the fine old palazzo where the judge’s family lived, with its vaulted ceilings covered with fifteenth-century frescoes which, according to Cousin Teresa, would sooner or later become a national museum. She went to see Cousin Teresa and plied her with endless questions about those weeks in Viareggio until Cousin Teresa begged her to leave her in peace; she had told her everything she knew, the business had ended badly and there was nothing they could do about it.

         Nevertheless, throughout the winter my mother continued to wait anxiously for the post, every day more convinced that a letter would arrive from the boy with the blond crew cut either for Giulia or herself. It never came. Instead, she got a constant stream of letters from a night nurse at the hospital in Viareggio to whom she had imprudently promised a job at the hospital in Pinerolo where a friend of Dr Wesser’s worked. But since then my mother had had a slight disagreement with Dr Wesser and had never mentioned the matter to him.

         My mother had suspected for some time that Dr Wesser was in love with Giulia. He spent hours and hours with her, translating German poetry for which Giulia patently did not care a fig, and showing her all his family photograph albums full of Polish gentlemen in fur coats and top hats and ladies with long ropes of pearls and plumed headdresses; poor unfortunates murdered during the war, unhappy Jews who had been torn from their beds by the Nazis and herded off to their deaths in some unknown place. Dr Wesser had no family now apart from a younger brother who had left Poland with him and now lived in town, working at a chemical plant; he was the only person left in the world whom Dr Wesser loved. Giulia listened patiently to the doctor’s dreary narrations, and to please him she leafed through the albums looking at the pictures of Dr Wesser’s parents, a refined and confident couple and how sad to think of them dying like that, probably in one of those freezing camps, breaking stones; and there between them stood the doctor and his brother, small children dressed up as Cossacks for some carnival ball.

         Giulia was much better now and was able to get up and go for walks. The doctor would accompany her sometimes, pushing his moped and probably telling her more tragic stories about his dead relatives; quite unsuitable for a young girl, thought my mother, becoming more and more irritated with Dr Wesser whenever she saw, from the vantage point of her balcony window, the tall figure of Giulia flanked by that of the doctor scarcely reaching her shoulder and bundled up in the brown coat given him by the association for Jewish refugees, a three-quarter-length garment with a leather collar and half belt, neither jacket nor overcoat. My mother thought resentfully of all the favours she had done Dr Wesser; of how, when the Germans had come to Dronero and the doctor had hidden in Cousin Teresa’s house, she had taken him cigarettes every day; and of how, when he had had colitis, she had given him wool to make a warm stomacher; and she thought of all the bottles of maraschino he had got through on those evenings when he had sat with them around the stove translating the poems of Hofmannstahl for Giulia, ‘Hofmannstahl’ scoffed my mother with a shudder, imitating the doctor’s heavily aspirated aitch and the way he fiddled with his tie and smoothed the hair on his temples with little, quick movements as he read. My mother had now begun to treat Dr Wesser badly, always finding some pretext or another: she asked him about a book she had lent him years ago and knew that he had mislaid; she complained that the tonic he was prescribing for Giulia was indigestible; and when he came round to see her one rainy evening, she whisked his wet jacket furiously off the sofa. The doctor picked up his jacket, hung it on a hook and went on reading Hofmannstahl to Giulia in his gentle, monotonous voice.

         Sometimes my mother heard the doctor and Giulia laughing together. She had no idea what they were laughing about; and that the doctor could ever have the slightest desire to laugh after all his family tragedies, that he could laugh and play the fool with all the worries he had, with no money and a brother who was often out of work, she found incomprehensible. The doctor had no house of his own but rented a room above the bar, where he cooked his own supper of some Polish hash over a tiny gas ring and washed his own few items of clothing, hanging them over a line stretched between the bed and the wardrobe to dry. In the wardrobe, among the books and socks, the doctor stored the cheese and eggs that his patients on the outlying farms gave him; he attended everybody, even if they could not pay him, and everybody loved him; even the eggs he was given he seldom ate himself, but gave them to the children he saw playing in the street, saying that growing children needed eggs more than an old man like himself. Not that he was old, not above forty at most, but he carried himself badly and walked awkwardly, with one shoulder higher than the other and shuffling his feet; and when he became friendly with Giulia, he suddenly appeared to my mother to be positively ancient and the most unprepossessing person she had ever seen.

         One evening, when Giulia was sitting in an armchair near the stove with a box of oddments of wool on her lap, making multicoloured dolls for our little cousin Costanza, the doctor told my mother that he and Giulia were planning to get married in the coming spring. My mother had been expecting this for some time, yet the words hit her like a blow in the stomach. She turned to look at Giulia and saw exactly what she had expected: her face was calm and sleepy and wore its usual silly little smile; Giulia was holding a length of wire and twisting a piece of wool around it. She had been doing this for some days now, producing shapeless little dolls that looked like nothing on earth and had no character at all. Did she want to marry the doctor? My mother shouted at her, snatching the box of wools from her lap. Giulia raised her arms as if to fend off a blow and her face flushed bright red. Seeing this, my mother felt a great surge of pity for her; she replaced the box and went to sit in a corner, turning her back on Giulia and the doctor; and from her corner she said yes, by all means go and get married, after all she was old now and nothing mattered two pins to her any more.
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