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	It was night. The rain poured down incessantly, lightning flashed over a gloomy landscape and the thunder crashed menacingly in the chill, shrieking wind. Poor Paolo was soaked to the skin, but he gritted his teeth, more not to feel them chattering than to screw up courage. He was walking slowly along a road that the glare of the lightning picked out in fragments from time to time. He was suffering, yet an inexplicable strength made him keep going. And the road finally brought him within sight of a distant light that beckoned to him and made him walk faster. The light gained form as he approached, and soon a large country inn loomed clearly before him. Imagine the joy Paolo felt! He ran the last few steps of the way. He could see guards at the entrance, but they didn’t seem bothered about him; so he approached slowly until he found himself in the lobby of the building. It was enormous, empty at present, perhaps because the night was already well advanced. From either side a number of staircases rose, and at the back was a receptionist sitting at her desk, endless rows of hooks for room keys ranged behind her. Paolo went up to her and in some agitation asked:


	 


	“I’m soaking wet, tired and starving hungry... Could you put me up? I have money on me.”


	 


	“Of course,” answered the woman quite calmly. “That’s what we’re here for.”


	 


	She gave him one of the few remaining keys and called a liveried porter to take him up to the room he’d been assigned. As they went upstairs, the porter asked Paolo what he’d like them to bring him to eat in the morning. Presently they stopped climbing the stairs and turned into a long, wide, deserted corridor. They walked along it almost to the other end, until they came to number 5138, on the right, and here they stopped. 


	 


	“This is your room, sir. The bathroom’s down the hall a little, on this side.” Saying this, the porter saluted him and walked off, leaving Paolo alone, with no-one to give explanations. He remembered the key he was still holding in his hand. It was attached to a small wooden disk with 5138 – Come to the One Who Loves You Inn on it. “What kind of name is that?” he wondered. “Just my luck to arrive in the middle of the night!”


	 


	The corridor felt too big and silent now, and a nameless fear gripped him. “Let’s hope this key works, at least!” The key turned smoothly in the lock and a vast, shabby room greeted him.


	 


	*****


	 


	It wasn’t yet dawn and he found no-one in the bathroom. He took a hot, reinvigorating shower and, finally dry, put on a soft pair of pyjamas that had been left folded and ready for him on his pillow. He had no sooner got into bed than he fell asleep.


	 


	He was awakened a few hours later: a tray with his breakfast had been placed on the night table and the blinds had been raised, and a room service attendant was shaking him gently, just firmly enough to rouse him from his sleep.


	 


	“Sir... it’s morning, I’ve brought your breakfast!”


	 


	Paolo opened his eyes with difficulty to the faint light coming through the windows.


	 


	“All right, thank you, I’m getting up.”


	 


	But his weariness was stronger than his hunger. As soon as the waiter had left the room, he wrapped himself in the bedsheet and fell asleep again. He was awoken once again at lunchtime, and this time the shaking was more vigorous. It was a different waiter, and he reproached Paolo for not eating his breakfast, calmly adding:


	 


	“If you haven’t eaten, it means you’re not hungry. You’re just tired and you keep sleeping, and those who sleep have no right to eat!”


	 


	At this he picked up the two trays, the one with breakfast and the one with lunch, and departed, closing the door behind him. Everything had happened so suddenly, before he was fully awake, that Paolo found it hard to believe what he’d seen and heard.


	 


	“This place is a madhouse! Who knows what’s in store for me here!”


	 


	And sure enough – poor wretch – this was only the beginning. Meanwhile he was getting hungry, and the more he thought of his enforced fast, the tighter his hunger gripped him.


	 


	“What shall I do? Shall I go downstairs and complain? Who’s got the courage for that?”


	 


	From here it was a short step to despair, and without even realizing what he was doing he threw himself face down on the bed and broke down sobbing and moaning. However, not a minute had passed before yet another waiter appeared, reproaching him harshly for his indecorous conduct. Alone once again, Paolo was seized by such a feeling of emptiness that he promptly stopped crying and sat up dumbly with a vacant expression. He stayed like this for hours, in the silence and bleakness of his room.


	 


	*****


	 


	It was supper time when another tray was placed on the small table purposely provided for meals to be eaten at. The situation seemed to be improving. Finally being able to eat raised his spirits somewhat, and everything suggested they were no longer angry with him. Restored, he dressed quickly and went out. In the corridor, he finally encountered other people. Only a few came into the corridor or left it; most were just walking up and down. Strange! There were only men in the corridor at this moment, and the ones who walked up and down, always retracing their steps without ever leaving by the stairs, were all in pyjamas. It was like a hospital. But then he saw a couple approaching, walking arm in arm. It was the first woman he’d seen in this place... no, now he thought about it he’d also seen the receptionist, but ugly as she was he’d forgotten her for a moment: short and dumpy, with squinting eyes, a long, aquiline nose and a light down on her upper lip. He would gladly have eliminated her from his memory forever. But this woman was something else entirely! She wore a white, diaphanous petticoat, embellished with delicate embroidery. She had a model’s body, long, flowing black hair that cascaded over her silken skin and the white of her petticoat, creating a contrast that magnified her beauty. She walked at a slow and measured pace, and her companion walking beside her must have been the most fortunate of men! This vision dominated Paolo’s mind for a few moments. When he managed to look away he realized he felt extremely anxious. He took a few steps in the hope of striking up a conversation with someone, but his attention was distracted by a man making for the bathroom at a brisk pace, and then Paolo felt he needed to go too. Coming out of the cubicle, his gaze lingered on the rain beating on the windows. That same hammering rain that had tormented him before his arrival at the inn! More than the drama of the recollection, he felt the pleasure of the shelter and warmth the inn gave. He returned to the corridor wanting to get to know everything and everyone in the place; his eyes were shining with joy. Meanwhile, other couples had joined the promenade. The women were all stunning and all in petticoats, and all were accompanied – by men in pyjamas. None of the couples exited via the stairs. Dazzled by all this female beauty, Paolo bumped into a young man in jeans and leather jacket leaning against the wall, his large head covered in abundant curls that shook as he whistled. Moving instinctively closer to Paolo, the young man suddenly addressed him.


	 


	“You new?”


	 


	“I arrived last night.”


	 


	“I’m Antonello and I’ve been here for three days.”
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