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Milan, January 16, 1927
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I get off the streetcar right in
front of the little building where the doctor's office is located:
a straw-yellow building in Art Nouveau style, as I like it, with
the elevation marked by the sinuous lines typical of the German
period and curved windows withplant-themed decorations.

The air is brisk, but the sky is as
clear and bright as Milan knows how to be when it is free of the
fog. That seems like a good omen to me!

As I enter the hallway, I am met by
the doorman, a short, stocky man in a long gray work shirt under
which I catch a glimpse of a white shirt and a dark tie. On his
head is a soft cap and a somewhat sad look.

He asks me in a gentle but firm
tone, "Where are you going, Miss?". For a moment I am interjected,
then I reply confidently, "I'm going to see Dr. Perez!"The doorman,
smiling, "Please, third floor," and points me to the elevator.

I get into the elevator that is
taking me to my first appointment with a psychoanalyst doctorand I
realize that in my head I am humming 
disdainful Ombretta - of the Missipipì - don't be coy - but
kiss me here.

I am amazed at myself: this morning
I was so worried about this completely unknown encounter, and
alsoquite skeptical about the real possibility that it could really
help me with my photophobia.

I have wondered a thousand times in
the past few days how it is possible that just by talking we can
heal from a physical disorder, but also whether I will really feel
like telling a stranger about my life.And now here I am
humming!

I am curious and very excited.

Sometimes I just don't understand
myself...

The elevator looks like an iron
cage, and for a moment I am afraid of being locked inside, but it
is very elegant, its bars creating a fan-shaped pattern, similar to
the flowers of ancient Egypt. The interior is cozy, with the two
folding seats in magenta-red velvet and wooden walls, alternating
with etched glass, that allow me to follow the movement outside,
without feeling trapped.

Distracted by these thoughts and
the refrain in my head,I ring the doorbell under the pleasantly
rounded polished brass plaque and, when the doctor opens the door
asking my name, I hear myself answer him, unexpectedly, "Ombretta!"
and then I hadn’t the courage to reveal the truth: "I am Nausicaa
Crespi."

I was a little taken aback because
I expected a nurse or a secretary to open the door, certainly not
him in person but, perhaps, thismodality istypical of a
psychoanalyst doctor.

He invites me into his office,
seems kind and attentive even though he maintains a certain
distance, which makes me feel safe. 

He must be Dad's age, he is tall
and slim with a black mustache and goatee,a pair of glasses with
round lenses and a nice tortoiseshell frame. He is wearing a
grisaille suit with a vest from which a white shirt and a blue silk
tie can be glimpsed, the latter definitely made by Ratti of Como,
because it is very similar to one I gave Dad for Christmas. 

I take off my rust-colored wool
coat with a pink fox fur collar and place it, along with my soft
leather gloves, on the small armchair he pointed out to me: it is
Art Nouveau style, with a sloping back covered with milk-white and
gray striped silk, very comfortable to look at. 

After sitting down in front of the
desk, I feel strangely at ease, despite all the doubts that have
accompanied me so far: I'm used to, if need be, taking medicine
that quickly heal me but who knows how long it will take if we just
use words, and then I don't know if I'll have interesting and
useful arguments to expound...

I look around and realize with
pleasure that the room is cozy: on the desk top is a wooden
hourglass with pink sand, lit by a lamp with a yellowish alabaster
shade.

I observe, too, a small globe
inlaid with different wood essences, to indicate different
continents, and a beautiful light mahogany pipe rack that I
immediately thought of giving to Dad, for his next birthday.

To my left is a closet with two
glass doors that hint at lots of books, stacked in the most
unthinkable ways.

I search my eyes for the chaise
longue where, I am told, patients of this new method of treatment
lie. Its sinuous wave shape, with its Vienna straw warp and bright
color, immediately makes me love it.

The floor, almost entirely covered
with a carpet in warm colors of burgundy red and forest green,
reminds me of a similar one we had in our old home on Via dello
Statuto, and makes me feel a bit "at home."

I am in this studio because it was
recommended to me a few days ago by Annie Besant, the famous
English scholar whom I met at the Theosophical Society meeting,
where she gave an introductory lecture on Indian Yoga. 

After her very interesting talk, I
approached her to congratulate her and, with unexpected
naturalness, told her about myself. 

Perhaps Madame Besant's welcoming
attitude or perhaps that bright but also somewhat mysterious smile
of hers, as if she knew things unknown to most, prompted me to an
unusual openness, almost in the hope that she knew of a special
cure for this strange disease of mine.

"I am going through a very
difficult time because I have just found out that I have
photophobia and no one seems to be able to cure me," I said all at
once.

"The various doctors, whom I have
approached, have explained to me that the name of this annoyance of
mine with light, which results in having to live in half-light or
dimly lit rooms, comes from the Greek 'photo'/light and
'phobia'/fear, so literally 'fear of light.' However, no one could
tell me how to overcome this fear!

It all started a few weeks ago: I
was painting and suddenly began to have decreased vision
accompanied by an extremely painful reaction to morning light.

The family doctor gave me an
ointment that eased the pain, but the photophobia remained and
forced me to stay in semi-darkness until daylight became
bearable.

My father has taken me to the best
ophthalmologists in Milan but, each time, we leave their office
discouraged.

I feel deeply unhappy and in a bind
because I am a painter, a pupil of Maestro Casorati, and I have
just bought a ticket for a trip on the liner 
Il Conte Rosso, which should take me to New York next
October, to exhibit one of my paintings at the 
International Exhibition of Modern Art in Brooklyn, but
now I risk not being able to paint or leave because of this
disorder."

As I'm telling her all this, I'm
thinking that, luckily,my father has had special glasses flown in
from America with tinted lenses that filter sunlight and that
airline pilots usually use.

I have to wear them all the time
when I go out in bright light, unfortunately, and these last few
days I have become so despondent that I haven't left the house at
all! I made an exception tonight because Dad insisted, knowing how
fascinated I am with the study of oriental disciplines, and also
not to make him too worried about me....

I realize, now, that I have opened
up completely to Besant, like a balloon suddenly bursting, and I
marvel because it is not my usual way. I am rarely so spontaneous
and uncensored, only with those who seem to me to pose no
danger.

She is a woman with the sweetest
face, piercing eyes, thick white hair, and the profound wisdom of
one who has arrived at sixty having fully lived.

In an affectionate tone she tells
me, "I am truly sorry my dear, I understand well the difficult time
you are going through. In my many trips to Europe, I have had the
pleasure of meeting a Swiss psychoanalyst doctor who is very well
known in these years, Carl Gustav Jung, who treats the physical
ailments with a word-based therapy and which is close to our
theosophical view of the threefold composition of body, soul and
spirit in man. I strongly suggest that you meet with an excellent
student of his, Dr. Perez, who has his practice here in Milan, in
via De Bernardi; you will see that he can be of help to you."

She added, smiling, "Go ahead and
tell him that I advised you."

Having even just an indication, a
possibility of resolution to my ailment not only comforted me
greatly, but also gave me the right determination to check out, as
soon as possible, this new road ahead of me.

So I scheduled an appointment for
this morning.

I took the opportunity to take the
new streetcar that has been running in downtown Milan for a month
now; I was intrigued because it had been describedas remarkably
elegant, with folding doors instead of the usual iron gates and,
even, with a smoking lounge.

Now here I am, sitting across from
Dr. Perez.

He is holding his pipe,
extinguished perhaps as an act of consideration for the
patients.

Some news about him I already have
because Dad has inquired after him: he is from Zurich, he graduated
in medicine with Dr. Jung, whose psychoanalytic treatment he became
a student of, and every two weeks he comes back to Zurich for
supervision of his cases.

He asks me why I am here and
invites me to tell him a little about myself.

I am a good middle-class girl from
Milan and perhaps I should express myself in general terms for a
kind of appropriate confidentiality, but I am determined to solve
my problem, so I get straight to the point: I tell him about
photophobia, my painting, and the exhibition in New York. 

Now I think he's going to prescribe
me some new medication and instead, to my surprise, he asks me to
tell him about my family.I remain for a moment as if stunned: I did
not expect this at all! 

I begin the story in a hesitant
tone: "I live with my father, a university professor of History of
Ancient Philosophy at the Università Statale, my mother lives in
London with my younger sister."

He, silently, takes notes in a
small ruled notebook with a 
Montblanc fountain pen and asks me a few more questions,
so I continue, "Dad is fifty-six years old, his name is Giovanni,
he is tall and solid, he has thin lips and exceptionally black
hair, with a Rodolfo Valentino cut. He is limping from a war wound,
about which I don't know much, but he walks without the use of a
cane. 

He smokes a pipe, like you, and
every day he reads the 
Corriere della Sera. We are very close because we are
bound together by a thousand common interests: epic and fiction,
art, operas, such as 
Carmen and 
Bohème, or Gershwin and Amstrong’s jazz, the love for
travel, philately and cinematography.

He is the one who chose my name:
Nausicaa.

Moment of embarrassment, I clutch
tightly the burnt sienna-colored clutch bag I have been holding in
my hands... I have just realized that I have revealed the initial
little lie about my name, but he doesn't seem to have noticed and I
continue my tale: "Ever since I was a little girl, my father has
been reading me stories at night, and one of our favorites is
Odysseus' meeting with Nausicaa in the Odyssey."

I feel an overwhelming desire to
quote it from memory: 
I bow to you, lady: are you goddess or are you mortal? If
goddess thou art, of those the vast heavens possess, Arthemis,
sure, the daughter of the greatest Zeus, for beauty and grandeur
and figure you seem to me.

In Dr. Perez's eyes I catch a
sincere attention and no hint of judgment or criticism, and, almost
speaking to myself tenderly, I add, "I like my name and I like to
imagine myself as the daughter of King Alcinous, wise and
powerful.When I think of the relationship between me and my father,
only literary figures come to mind such as King Lear and Cordelia
or Antigone in the tragedy Oedipus at Colonus, when she accompanies
her blind father and says: 
'It is my task, O father: quiet the one foot on the other
compose. On my loving hand thy old head recline.'"

"I would not, however, want you to
think that ours is a tragic relationship, far from it!", I feel I
must point out ". I just want to say that it is a bond so deep, so
special, a bond of the soul that I cannot explain except by using
these literary representations: in his eyes preciousI feel, loved
and admired... it is as if I am surrounded by a light that protects
me and makes me go into the world safe, without need of anyone
else.

I remember a picture, hanging in my
room, which I am very fond of, from when I was about six years old,
on Lake Como where we go on vacation: I have two long braids and I
am standing, leaning against him, half-hidden.It is as if my father
is a tree supporting me. He is the place of answers. I always tell
him this, but he smilingly replies that I think this way because I
am very young, but that soon his answers will not be enough for me.
I don't think that is possible."

After a moment, I add, "However,
strangely enough, he is also someone for me to protect."

Confronted with this word, which
came out of me so mindlessly, Dr. Perez stops taking notes and
looks at me questioningly, but without saying anything.

I feel the need to justify the word
"protect" and hasten to add, almost unwillingly, "Protect him from
my mother!"

I remain silent, my heart pounding
and wondering why I said this and, more importantly, why I said it
to a stranger.

I am uncomfortable, but at the same
time I feel liberated, as if I have put my heavy burden on his
desk.

I feel that a high internal wall
has been nicked by a small crack, not only allowing a stranger to
catch glimpses of shreds of my hidden thoughts, but also putting
myself back in intimate contact with this emotion so strong, almost
forgotten.

I would still like to move on and
not talk about it anymore, but instead he invites me to continue,
"Speaking of your mother, what about her?"

I would like to answer hastily that
she has been living in London for a few years, but I feel that I
cannot get away so easily and I try to arrange the sentences so
that it does not appear what it is: my mother and I cannot stand
each other!

A maelstrom of thoughts I don't
like floods my mind, I take a long breath to fill the time before
accepting that I have to answer the question anyway. 

I hope it has relevance to my
ailment and is not purely a curiosity of Dr. Perez, but I quickly
reflect and tell myself that he doesn't really seem like the kind
of person to ask inappropriate questions. 

So, with unexpected spontaneity, I
begin to relate, "Sometimes I really think she hates me, I feel her
anger toward me as if it were an object that you can touch. I know
it sounds absurd to say, but I feel she’s competing with me. There
are certainly subterranean reasons that I don't understand, but
what I feel is that she resents me because my father loves me. Then
again, she doesn't love him, and I hate her for that!", I add in a
lapidary tone.

"One evening, before she left for
London to visit my grandfather who was sick, I heard them arguing
in the living room while I was already in bed. She said to him, in
a sharp tone: 'I married a lame man, and I thought you and your
mother would be grateful to me. For you I gave up..."

I am suddenly silent and even now I
fell that pain for my father, almost physical, as if my heart is
breaking into a thousand pieces.

I perceived his humiliation in his
grave silence and hated my mother so deeply that I could have
killed her.

Then I start talking again, "So
when my father, in an admiring tone, tells me that I look like her
I can't stand it, even though I know he is referring to the fact
that she is an intelligent, brilliant, cultured woman and this has
always had a strong hold on him."

I don't know why I tell Dr. Perez
all this, it's as if a stream of thoughts arises within me and
spontaneously turns into words, giving me a great sense of
lightness.

Is it because of the wall that
begins to crack?

Is it a hidden but powerful need to
throw these thoughts out, away from me?

Or maybe something else, that I
don't know?

After a few moments of silence I
return to the topic I like best: my father!

I continue, "These days he is
reading me 
Piccolo Mondo Antico by Fogazzaro. Do you know him? It
talks about Ombretta..."

Again I realize that I have
betrayed myself.

This time he looks up from the
notebook where he is taking notes and observes me, smiling
sympathetically, then says, "Don't worry. In this room you will
continue to be Ombretta, at least for a while."

I don't quite understand what is
going on, but I am relieved that he didn't resent my lie (or did
he?) and I briefly tell him the plot of the novel: "Franco, a
passionate, idealistic, noble young man who writes poetry and
music, falls in love with Luisa, thoughtful but somber. Maria is
born, nicknamed 
Ombretta, because that is the name of the heroine of an
operatic aria by Rossini, which they listen to in the family, but
the child drowns in the lake after a few years, and this death
contributes to the dramatic souring of the marriage."

I have spoken all in one breath,
serenely, because I have slipped with pleasure into the literary
sphere that is so familiar to me, but I catch a quick glance from
the doctor at the hourglass on the desk and realize that the grains
are about to run out, so I freeze suddenly.

I feel wrong because I have talked
so much, I have not allowed him to tell me anything or ask me
questions more pertinent to my illness, and strangely it also seems
to me that,in recounting the plot of Fogazzaro's novel, it is as if
I have revealed dark secrets about my family.

I don't know what will happen
now.

I notice that my breathing is a
little short, I no longer smell the scent of 
Clan Original tobacco coming from the unlit pipes on the
desk. I am in a kind of suspended world, and I wait.

Dr. Perez asks me if we want to
meet again, to continue our interview, and suggests that I write
down in a notebook the impressions I got from our meeting, and
whatever else I want.

I am immediately reminded of
another journal, Leopardi's Zibaldone, which Dad made me read when
I was still a child. I vividly remember the several volumes with
the black cover and gold title, the very thin parchment pages that
I feared would break every time I turned them, the weight of each
volume in my small hands, the scent of ink coming from the fragile
pages...who knows where it went?

I can already imagine myself
writing the diary of my analysis, in the evening, at the desk,
wearing my favorite nightgown, the long one, peach-colored silk and
three-quarter sleeves, while listening to jazz music on the
radio.

It all sounds a little crazy, me in
the midst of two eras, the late 1800s and the 1900s, so different,
in a time marked by war and postwar, but also in the midst of
cultures and countries as distant as Italy and America, where I
hope to go soon.

I feel immersed in events so
distant from each other, yet so intimate to me: the war that caused
my father's being lame and the postwar period, with its new
technological discoveries, modern literature, and American jazz...
myself going to New York with my painting. 

It all sounds extraordinary and
crazy at the same time! 

 I let go of the daydream and agree to make another
appointment. As Dr. Perez walks me to the door, I feel very
flustered but, at the same time, liberated.

I'm not sure if I like feeling this
way.

As I walk down the stairs, I wonder
if I really want to come back: it felt really strange to talk for
an hour with a stranger who has been mostly silent, but I am going
to heal and inside I am trying to convince myself that this is the
right choice...hopefully.

As soon as I get home, Dad, sitting
in the living room in his favorite Frau 1919 chair, with the
newspaper on his lap and his pipe lit, asks me in a seemingly light
tone, but with a vein of hidden concern, "How are you? How did your
first appointment with Dr. Perez go? What did he tell you about
photophobia, can he help you heal?"

Only at that moment do I realize
that he didn't tell me anything! 

I don't really know what to say,
partly because I now recognize that I want to go back there,
despite all my initial uncertainties, and alsobecause I wouldn't
want my father to think that he is not a good doctor.

I opt for a simple, "We did a
general framing of how I feel, to get to know me," and after all,
that doesn't seem like a lie. 

Then I quickly shift the
conversation to what Rosa, our housekeeper, has left for us to
prepare for dinner.

It always softens me to see Dad
sitting there, reading the 
Corriere della Sera or one of his beloved books. I know
all about that chair because it was one of the few gifts he gave
himself after Mom left for London. It is famous for a peculiar
extension for foot support and a small arm lectern where Dad rests
his pipe. The goose-down seat cushion is super soft, and when he's
not home, I often sit there and read because it's cozy as if it
were a kind of kennel....

When I come home, I like to join
him in the living room and sit next to him and tell him the little
incidents of my day. He always listens to me with a loving gaze,
although sometimes he good-naturedly scolds me for something I have
said or done.

                                   
                                                                   
                                                                   
                       



A complicit and protective
atmosphere is always created between us that I will never know how
to give up...
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