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Maria Messina (1887-1944) is one of the foundational female writers in the history of Italian literature during the early 20th century and is listed in “Le Autrici della Letteratura Italiana” (The Female Authors of Italian Literature).




She wrote her last novel, this one, in 1928, while being afflicted by advanced-stage multiple sclerosis. The novel, like some of her other novellas, deals with love relationships and the condition of women.
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Santa Maria Square, somewhat isolated, had nothing beautiful about it. Yet, Miriam willingly spent almost the entire day working diligently in front of the low window that faced the church. While she threaded the needle or searched for embroidery scissors in the basket, she would occasionally gaze outside for a few minutes.




In truth, there was nothing beautiful to see, and Severa was not wrong when she said that sitting there felt like looking through the grating of a convent.




The square, usually sparsely populated, was closed off on one side by the high noble palace of the Renzoni family, with its pinkish wall that turned reddish as soon as it rained, and the medlar tree that hid two windows. On the other side was a majestic yet dilapidated building that was supposed to be demolished to widen Carlomagno Street (but the work never started to avoid destroying a small bridge with columns where it was said that Charlemagne himself had set foot). Opposite the building was the church of Santa Maria Inter Vineas, with its bell tower truncated by lightning, the bakery next to the bell tower, and the rectory attached to the church (with its last window facing the entrance of the lane that led to the Capuchins, all crooked and cobbled, accompanied by the rumbling of the Tronto River).




Funerals would stop in front of the church: simple funerals accompanied by a few people with only a few lit candles; pompous funerals with fresh flower wreaths, carriages, a large crowd, and sometimes a band followed by a bunch of kids who seemed to mimic the procession. A little earlier, the parish priest could be seen entering the sacristy to get dressed. At the entrance, many candles would be extinguished, the entourage would thin out, and the carriage would quickly disappear into the lane, wobbling over the cobblestones, regardless of whether it belonged to a rich or poor family.




It was not a melancholic or unusual spectacle because, being the closest church to the Capuchins, all the deceased were taken there, and it was a common sight to see many funerals passing by.




Even glancing at the funerals and later asking who had died, while opening the window, served as a kind of distraction for Miriam, who worked there all alone.




In the middle of the square stood a fountain that was constantly rushed to fill containers, eagerly awaited by two or three gossiping women holding large copper basins. Some elderly women would knit while waiting, so as not to waste time.




Between one stitch and another, Miriam also looked towards the fountain, amused by certain little scenes that didn’t always repeat in the same way.




One moment, a young girl couldn’t manage to fill her basin and waited for the pitiful help of someone passing by; then two little girls tried to carry a pitcher together, stopping to catch their breath after a short race and immediately grabbing the handles again, with enthusiasm and joy. In the early morning, milkwomen would stop by the fountain to dilute the milk, pretending to rinse their measuring containers; a crying kid would run to the fountain to wash a scratch he got while rolling around with his friends. The fountain was also a meeting place for lovers; there was a girl chatting with her friend, offering him a clean jug for a sip of fresh water; another girl, leaving her basin, ran away quickly. The water flowed, creating its soft music, and as it overflowed from the container, it spread until a woman poured the water from her basin into it and placed it back under the spout. The basin was filled several times for the convenience of those who wanted water, and finally, its owner walked away, turning at every step, with the disheveled headscarf in her hands. Then, a child placed a bottle under the spout, and a young woman who came behind him with her basin forced him to move the bottle away to fill her basin first. He got angry. The child hurried to call for backup, returning triumphantly with another boy wearing a fur cap and a polka-dot shirt. He boldly approached the young woman, but suddenly stopped, embarrassed, with his head down, as she, beautiful and flourishing, looked him up and down, hands on her hips. The child stomped his feet.




Miriam smiled, setting aside her work on her lap.




Being beautiful counts for a lot. She squinted her eyes, almost mortified, as she suddenly remembered this morning, while combing her hair, she noticed she was rather plain-looking.




“Oh, Miriam, you waste too much time!”




She shook herself, as if feeling urged, and bent her neck, resuming her work.




Sometimes, staying like this, quietly, she thought a bunch of silly things! She looked at the clock on the marble table: any moment now, Santa Maria would start ringing the bells. The bell-ringer was talking to the baker, in front of the slightly ajar door of the bell tower, ready to grab the ropes.




Certain times in the morning seemed quite long. Then, she eagerly awaited the noon chimes. Perhaps because there was too much silence.




Until lunchtime, everyone was busy with their own chores, and if, at times, one couldn’t even hear the sounds coming from the kitchen, a little distant from the dining room, it seemed as if the house was uninhabited.




Even Pierino was busy, and when he heard the bells, he came to set the table. He went back and forth, with his zig-zagging walk, making a hundred trips from the kitchen to the dining room, carrying what was needed for the table. He knew how to set the table nicely, and his eyes gleamed when he received a word of praise. He spoke loudly to himself as he placed the items, reminding himself of the positions:




“Here, father… here, miss… here, Severaccia… And Miriam? And mother? Pierino made a mistake. Pierino must start with the miss.”




He started again from the beginning. He moved away, then approached again to admire the table set with glasses upside down and napkins folded into triangles.




“And your place?” Miriam asked.




“Pierino’s place doesn’t matter. Today, Pierino will sit between you and mother. This way, Pierino won’t see the miss, and Severaccia won’t watch him eat.”




“Are you still angry with the miss?”




“Not angry. Pierino doesn’t matter to the miss.”




He replied with a smile, his expressionless smile that looked like a grimace on his pale face dotted with elderflowers. Miriam, who knew about his deep sorrow from the night before, stroked his hard and straight hair when he came close.




“Don’t think about it anymore,” she said.




The poor boy had been sent away a little abruptly by Miss Corinna, who was receiving certain colleagues. Usually, she let Pierino into the room, even if there were visitors. In fact, if she offered tea, she gave him a biscuit. But last night, to avoid being disturbed, she had locked the door. They had important matters to discuss. Their voices reached into the dining room. Not a chance of tea and biscuits!




But how could they make Pierino understand that Miss Corinna had not meant to slight him?




The little front door slammed shut.




“Go to the kitchen,” exclaimed Miriam. “Go and help mother.”




Severa entered right at that moment, with the collar of her cape raised up to her ears. She said, placing her red velvet cap on a plaster figurine on the marble table, “What a nuisance, having to go out in this strong wind!”




Miriam looked at the figurine, drowned by the cap. She would have been upset if it had broken!




“One day or another,” she remarked, folding her work, “it will fall to the ground.”




Her sister shrugged and sat at the table with the annoyed air of someone who doesn’t want to wait.




“Has she arrived?” she asked, nibbling on the bread: a large loaf cut into quarters in the basket.




“I think not,” replied Miriam. “But don’t touch the bread. It’s not nice to leave the table messy for her!”




“Is it nice not to be the mistress in my own house?” retorted Severa.




“For goodness’ sake, Severina, don’t sing the same tune again!” exclaimed Miriam, getting up as if she wanted to escape somewhere. She changed the water for the calendula flowers on the marble table, took the cap away after caressing the figurine, noticed that the salt cellar and spoons were missing from the table, and adjusted the carpet in front of the sofa.




“Useless effort, that!” observed Severa. “She’ll come in with muddy shoes, and goodbye, carpet.”




“Perhaps…” replied Miriam. She immediately added, signaling her to be quiet, “Good morning, Miss!”




“Good morning!” responded Miss Corinna, entering. “Your effort is not in vain, because I don’t walk on the carpet. Alright?” she exclaimed cheerfully.




Miriam stammered a few words, feeling mortified, while Miss Corinna, having seated herself at the table, began to tell a story that had happened at school. Severa interrupted her to attend to the kitchen, but Miss Corinna continued to tell the story to Miriam, still feeling embarrassed and uneasy. She would have kept talking even if only Pierino remained in the room, just for the pleasure of listening to her own voice, fresh and trilling, accompanied by girlish giggles that had worked and didn’t want to feel too alone in a house of strangers.




She had two tufts of hair on her temples, curled with a curling iron, which the wind had lengthened, and she wore short sleeves as if it were summer.




Mrs. Emilia brought the steaming tureen to the table, fogging up the water pitcher. Her face was red and glossy because she had just left the stove and was all out of breath.




“And father?” she said to Miriam as she began to ladle out the soup.




“Here he is,” replied Miriam, after listening. She moved to offer her arm to her father.




He slowly made his way forward, bent over his cane, struggling to take the few steps needed from the door to the table. He stopped, leaning on the cane, touching his cap to greet Miss Corinna. As usual, he said when he sat down, “Excuse me for keeping it on…”




They ate the soup without speaking, because they were hungry. Pierino, always ravenous, quickly stuffed himself while looking around suspiciously; Miss Corinna occasionally spooned some into his bowl with a wink. The simpleton responded to those winks, which he believed only he noticed, with a contented grunt. Peace was restored.




In the torpid silence of the room, warmed by the food, they heard Severa’s dry voice advising the father not to drink too much.




Maestro Santi replied, “I haven’t had a drink yet!…”




The bottom of the empty glass was stained red with wine, and Severa stared at it full of indignation.




Then Miss Corinna refilled that poor accusatory glass, exclaiming, “Don’t listen to her, professor! A finger of wine, at your age, is beneficial.”




“Alright…” Severa retorted. “… But if she were your daughter…”




“As Francesco Redi said in Bacco in Toscana?” interrupted Miss Corinna. “Do you remember, professor?”




If the amiable blood of the grape Does not always refresh the veins, This life is too fleeting, Too short, and always in pain.




“But you see…” coughed the maestro, and the skin on his Adam’s apple tightened. “That poet there didn’t have a daughter like Severina!”




“Well done, Mrs. Emilia!” Miss Corinna said, clapping her hands on a burnt tray, to cut short the discussion.




They also ate the chestnuts in silence because they had nothing more to say to each other.




“Coffee in the living room, please,” the lady requested, getting up. “I have just enough time to prepare the lesson for the Institute.”




Her voice was a bit tired and discontented.




Miriam cleared the table, giving Pierino the plates to take to the kitchen. The mother looked at Severa and almost timidly said:




— I have the laundress here. You, who do nothing…”




“I’m going right away,” exclaimed Miriam, and she grabbed the cup and coffee pot before her sister could say no.




“I, who do nothing,” Severa retorted as she left the room, “I have to go out right away…”




Then the maestro seemed to breathe freely and looked at his wife, expecting something.




“Yes, my dear, treat yourself to a nice smoke! And don’t worry because everything’s going awry for her this morning!” exclaimed Mrs. Emilia, searching for the box of matches on the marble table.




“She’s a treasure, that girl,” he murmured, “and sometimes…”




“A treasure,” Maestro Santi repeated. “But certain girls, when they mature, become harsh.”




The two sisters had started working together because Severa was adjusting a bodice, and the sewing machine was in the dining room.




They had nothing to talk about, and their conversation revolved around the same people: Mrs. Zelinda, who felt unwell, Countess Lalla, who went for a stroll in Piazzetta wearing culottes as an example, Miss Corinna, who disapproved of the culotte fashion that everyone was talking about those days. Small talk that slipped by without interesting them. But when Miriam mentioned Miss Corinna, Severa exclaimed:




“The doctor would do better not to meddle in what doesn’t concern her!”




“You always have something against her,” observed Miriam, regretting having mentioned her.




Severa stared at her, angry. She tossed the bodice onto the sewing machine, then picked it up again, saying:




“I can’t stand her. If I look at her, I feel like grabbing her by the hair.”




She waited for Miriam to respond. She repeated:




“I can’t stand her. When I think that she pretends to have authority over us…”




“Oh, no!” interrupted Miriam. “She’s so polite! She never orders any of us, even though we’re obliged to serve her.”




“Well,” replied Severa, “it’s precisely this obligation that makes me hate her. If you had listened to me! I didn’t want to take her into our house! Do you remember?”




“How could I listen to you?” Miriam said, sounding as if she wanted to justify herself. “The first of the month, when she brings her rent, it’s a long-awaited day! We pay the baker and butcher with that money; we give a down payment to the grocer…”




“What a servile soul you have! You find joy in the fact that a stranger pays you! Already…” she grumbled. “You resemble our mother, who can’t live without cooking and frying to bring dishes and puddings to the table! Without the professor’s rent, farewell to delicacies!”




Miriam lowered her head, feeling hurt. Hearing her, Severa had a point.




But if the mother had no other way to earn money? If the lessons that father taught at home were scarce and didn’t bring in much? If even she earned little by embroidering lace to send to the Small Industries?




Pierino could never do anything.




Well, yes, Severina, who set aside her small savings without caring about the family’s needs, who refused to work seriously, was unfair! She murmured:




“Taking in a respectable lady, a teacher, by the dozen is not indecent! And it has nothing to do with gluttony.”




They remained silent for a while; only the humming of the sewing machine, running at full speed, could be heard. The wheel suddenly stopped.




“Good needles are hard to find!” Severa said.




“Poor machine!” Miriam replied. “Thank goodness you don’t use it often!”




“Come on!” Severa retorted. “I was born before you, and I know how to handle it better than you!”




After changing the needle, she continued:




“I can’t stand her. Be honest for once. Do you like her with her airs of a superwoman? At the table today, she brought up ‘Bacco in Toscana’ to confuse me. To tell me that I’m an ignorant. But if I had continued studying, if my fate had been less unkind, I’d be able to respond to her as an equal.”




Miriam sighed. It hurt her not to be able to counter her sister’s words, who always seemed to be right, even when saying wrong and unjust things. She felt small, very small. She exclaimed:




“Don’t think your fate is unkind! There are worse off than you!”




— Worse off? Of course! Because I will overcome this fate! I won’t let myself be overwhelmed like you, like our mother, like so many others I know, and I don’t pity them, in fact, they infuriate me because each of us has the destiny we deserve.




“Not this,” said Miriam. “Poor Pierino…”




“Pierino…” repeated Severa. “Pierino eats spoiled grapes, as Geremia says.”




Miriam looked at her, curious.




“But you don’t know who Geremia is, luckily!” exclaimed Severa with a chuckle. “You know nothing, understand nothing, and if you did, you’d be desperate!”




“You’re just mean!” said Miriam, confused. “There’s no point in reasoning with you!”




“See, even you are bothered by being taken for an ignorant?”




They worked silently for a while. Miriam didn’t even look up to glance outside.




The square was deserted, and occasional gusts of wind lifted clouds of dust. The fountain splashed and grumbled undisturbed, and the church door was locked. It was dark, with large dark clouds gathering rapidly around the bell tower, obscuring the reddish remnants of the sunset.




Miriam felt oppressed. The silence, if her sister stayed in the dining room, became tedious and heavy like fog. Just to break the silence, she said:




“How is the dressmaker today?”




“As usual. When I went in this morning with the velvet she needed, she was lying on the bed. She had been crying. She got up at dawn and hadn’t sewn a single stitch. The table was cluttered with hats and hat frames. Tonight, Saturday, is the delivery day. Until noon, it was a constant coming and going. The doorbell was maddening. Ding! ‘Is the lady’s hat ready?’ ‘I’ll send it soon.’ Ding! ‘The countess is waiting for her hat to go out!’ ‘I’ll send it right away.’ What misery! The baby was crying in the cradle, the husband had gone out ‘to try another attempt.’ And she was struggling to sew, wiping away tears so as not to wet the ribbons and feathers she was handling. Oh, the hats the ladies will wear tonight! They’ll want to haggle over the price, the ladies, and Manetti will say with her childlike voice, ‘I can’t! It takes away from my effort!’… The truth. But no one will believe her.”




“And will the hats be delivered tonight?” asked Miriam, moved.




“Who knows? I left her struggling with two or three hat frames.”




“Even you, Severina…”




Severa looked at her surprised.




“What do I have to do with it? I go to her to learn the trade. It’s not my job to help her. And besides! My help wouldn’t alleviate her misery!”




She added:




“Tonight, her husband will return without hope of finding work, and the money earned from the hats will be used to feed them. And she’s pregnant again! It takes more than my help! If the ladies who make such a fuss paid well and promptly!”




“Poor Manetti!”




“Certainly, poor Manetti! But it’s all her fault. When she got married, she was poor, and her husband was already unemployed. When you don’t reason with your brain, this is what happens.”




Silence returned to the room. Severa was the one to break it.




— Now I know how to assemble a hat on my own,” she said. “Soon, I’ll leave Manetti and build up a good clientele, working from home. With a bit of skill… But if I had a small capital!”




Her whitish eyes, which turned gray in certain light, dilated with the anxiety of a desire that seemed too big and far away.




She got up, a bit excited, and quickly climbed the stairs leading to the residence of Mrs. Zelinda, the old landlady.




She pushed the door and approached the armchair of the sick woman with a concern that would have surprised those who knew her.




“How are you feeling?”




“So-so, dear. I’ve been waiting for you for so long!”




Severa adjusted the blanket on her legs, attended to some humble task, and then sat down.




Mrs. Zelinda, like a child being rocked, began to doze off. She opened her eyes to ask:




“Did you lock the door?”




“Yes, Aunt.”




“Did you bring the bottle of syrup to the bedside table?”




“Everything is in place, Aunt. When I’m here, you can rest assured.”




“I’m here, dear. My life would be sad without you. Who can you trust?”




“No one, Aunt. Absolutely no one.”




“Mercenary people, who charge for a bit of assistance… and if they don’t charge, who knows what they’re waiting for… The world is a tangle of interests.”




“You are unfortunately right, Aunt! It’s very difficult to find a devoted heart that does good for the sake of goodness!”




Mrs. Zelinda closed her eyes again, blissful, under the watchful gaze of Severa. She was gasping for breath. She seemed to wake up to say:




“I felt unwell. You weren’t here. I rang to have your mother come up.”




“I worked without a break for a minute,” replied Severa. “But I’ll leave everything, Aunt, and I’ll dedicate myself to you even during the day.”




“No, poor girl!” said Mrs. Zelinda. “You’re still young, and you have to provide for your future.”




“Don’t worry, Aunt! I have devoted myself to you, and I don’t think about anything else.”




“You are an angel, dear! But you won’t have sacrificed yourself in vain!”




The anxiety returned to shimmer in Severa’s eyes. She got up, excited, with an excuse, and sat down again, intertwining her hands until they hurt, to calm herself.




“Rest, Aunt.”




Mrs. Zelinda was not her relative. She was ninety-two years old and had a long and complicated history—a story that did not interest Severa, who viewed the landlady as a rich, suspicious, and sick woman from her personal perspective. Recently, she had noticed her presence and had begun to surround her with care and attentiveness. Above all, she had cunningly nurtured her natural distrust. She had dismissed the maid and the cook on her behalf. Once alone in the field, she found it quite easy to distance every acquaintance from her. She never spoke ill of others, no, she showed indulgence for their faults! But she knew how to make a slightly unkind allusion on purpose, which would provoke a negative judgment of the old lady, who was already convinced not to believe in the disinterestedness of this person or the sincerity of that person. Then, Severa seized upon that negative judgment, gravely approving, as if she knew something she didn’t want to say.
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