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“Was killing, then, such an easy thing to do? He stopped for a moment in his run and looked back: In the long street, illuminated by a few lanterns, he saw lying on the ground the body of that Antonio, whose family name he didn’t even know, and he saw it with a precision that immediately surprised him. In that brief moment, he had almost been able to perceive the features – that thin face of someone who had suffered, and the position of the body, a natural but unusual position. He saw it obliquely, there on the slope, the head tilted on one shoulder because it had badly hit the wall; in the whole figure, only the tips of the feet were upright and projected long, long on the ground in the faint light of the distant lanterns, as if the body they belonged to had voluntarily laid down; all the other parts were truly lifeless, or rather, murdered.




He chose the most direct routes; he knew them all and avoided the alleyways that didn’t take him directly away. It was a frantic escape, as if he had guards on his heels. He nearly knocked down a woman and moved on, ignoring the curses she hurled at him.




He stopped in the square of S. Giusto. He felt the blood rushing through his veins, but he wasn’t out of breath, so the running hadn’t tired him. Perhaps the wine from earlier? Not the murder, certainly not that; it hadn’t tired him or frightened him.




Antonio had asked him to hold onto that bundle of banknotes for a moment. Soon after, when Antonio asked for it back, the idea flashed in his mind that very little separated him from absolute ownership of that bundle: Antonio’s life! He hadn’t fully conceived the idea yet, but he had already put it into action and marveled that an idea that wasn’t yet a resolution had given him the energy to strike that formidable blow, which he still felt in the muscles of his arm.




Before leaving the square, he tore open the wrapping enclosing the bundle of banknotes, threw it away, and haphazardly distributed the contents in his pockets. Then he walked with a deliberately calm pace, which soon, despite his attempts to slow down, became fast again because restraining it on level ground was difficult after having run up. Eventually, he was overwhelmed by a great anguish that forced him to stop, right under the castle, with the sentry watching the city in which the great crime had just been committed.”




On the staircase leading to Piazza della Legna, it was easier for him to moderate his pace, but he made sure to place both feet on a step before moving to the next one. He wanted to reflect, but he couldn’t find the right mindset. Soon, he realized there was no need for it, as every move he made was now dictated by necessity! He quickened his pace once again. Without delay, he would head to the railway station and attempt to depart for Udine; from there, it would be easy for him to cross into Switzerland.




At that moment, he was perfectly composed. The slight fog produced in his mind by the dinner paid for by poor Antonio had dissipated. It wasn’t the cause of the crime, but the wine, supplied by his own victim, had made the execution easier.




Had he not been light-headed, he wouldn’t have forgotten that after committing the crime, there was still much to do before securing its outcome, and with his weak and inert character, he would have always sought means and ways, ending up not acting at all, to be safe, never.




Where could he kill safely? And if there were such a place, could Antonio have been lured there? He laughed; that Antonio was such a fool that he could have been deliberately led to a more distant slaughterhouse.




He now walked openly and calmly through the street, knowing that none of the passersby could yet be aware of the crime he had committed. To them, absolutely, he was still an honest man and looked them squarely in the face, almost enjoying the last moments of the right he was about to lose.




However, at the station, the agitation from before struck him again. There, he had to take the step that would have a significant impact on his destiny. If they allowed him to leave, he would be safe. What tranquility he would feel being carried away at the dizzying speed of the train, because, with a sense he hadn’t known he possessed, from the other end of the city, he felt the news of the murder and the pursuit approaching, and he knew that if he didn’t flee, he would soon be caught.




At one o’clock, the train was scheduled to depart, and there was still about half an hour left. He didn’t want to enter the empty waiting hall too early before departure, but he couldn’t remain alone in the darkness either, not out of fear but impatience. He had gazed at the station clock, monitoring the passing time, and then observed the starry, cloudless sky.




What else was there for him to do? “If only I had someone to talk to!” he thought, almost approaching a coachman who was dozing on his carriage box. But he refrained, as he risked speaking about his crime. Surprisingly, besides the great fear of his fellow men’s judgment, he felt no remorse at all. Instead, he experienced a kind of pride for the sudden ironclad resolution he had taken and for the bold and confident execution.




He entered the waiting hall. He wanted to see the faces of those present, hoping to discern the fate that awaited him from their expressions.




On a bench next to the door, two Friulian women sat near their baskets, half asleep. At the far end, some customs officers were handling luggage, and to the left, in the beer hall, there was only one fat man smoking and sitting in front of a half-empty glass of beer.




He was amazed once again at the sharpness of his vision, and he had never felt so strong and agile, ready to fight or flee. It seemed that his body, aware of the danger he was in, had gathered all its strength to make it available to him at that moment.




His footsteps echoed loudly in the empty hall, causing a muffled echo. The two Friulian women lifted their heads and looked at him.




He knocked on the window of the ticket office to call the clerk and, with some effort, managed to wait without moving for the several minutes it took him to respond.




“One ticket to Udine!” he said.




“What class?” the clerk asked.




He hadn’t thought about it.




“Third,” he replied. He chose third class not for economy, but for prudence; he needed to travel in accordance with his shabby appearance.




“Round trip,” he quickly added, surprised by the good idea that came to him.




To pay, he took out a bundle of banknotes but quickly put them back in his pocket; there were a thousand florins there. He found a small package of ten florins and paid.




It seemed to him that the task was only half done when he had the ticket in his pocket. Actually, even better than half because he didn’t need to talk to anyone anymore. He could simply sit quietly in his compartment with those Friulian women who aroused little suspicion, and the rest was the locomotive’s business.




He needed to occupy the time remaining until departure. He put his hands in all his pockets and felt the banknotes. They were soft, as if symbolizing the life they could provide.




So, with his hands in his pockets, he leaned against a pillar by the door, the darkest spot in the waiting hall, from which he could survey the whole area without being seen. Even though he felt perfectly safe, he didn’t want to neglect any precaution.




He didn’t feel great joy at the touch of the banknotes, and he told himself it was because he didn’t yet feel sure of possessing them. In truth, even without this doubt, the thought of his crime would have left no room in him for other feelings. It wasn’t worry or remorse, but the sensation in his right arm, the arm with which he had delivered the blow, seemed to have spread throughout his entire body. The swift and brief act had left marks on the body that had done it. His thoughts couldn’t detach from it.




“Give me my money back,” Antonio had said, suddenly stopping. Having already decided not to return the package, he doubted that Antonio hadn’t guessed it, and he did nothing but make a move designed to destroy any suspicion in him. He extended his left hand to offer him the package, well aware that they were far enough apart that their hands wouldn’t touch. Antonio came too close immediately, and part of the force of the blow he received came from his movement towards the iron. He was already bending over and hadn’t yet understood what was happening to him. He brought his hands to the wound and withdrew them, now covered in blood. He let out a cry and collapsed to the ground, where he quickly stiffened. Strange! In that cry, Antonio’s voice had become serious and solemn; it was no longer the voice that had stuttered the words of a fool and a drunkard until then. “Indeed, something very serious had happened to poor Antonio,” Giorgio thought seriously.




He was abruptly brought out of his daydreams. A guard had entered quickly and had gone straight to the ticket office. Giorgio’s blood ran cold. Were they already looking for him? He stood still, suppressing the instinctive urge to dash out onto the street, but then, observing the guard’s liveliness as he spoke with the clerk, he guessed that she had come hastily to give the order not to let him depart. He left the waiting hall noiselessly, so even the two Friulian women sitting very close to the door didn’t notice his exit.




In the darkness of the square, he managed to remain so calm that he doubted whether his escape was justified, but not enough to return to the waiting hall. He decided to stay there for a while, hoping that his luck would give him some other indication to orient himself. It wasn’t a small or easy resolution to remain still, as he would only feel calm by obeying his instinct and running wildly away from that place. The sight of someone who might have had the authority to arrest him had taken away all the boldness he had boasted of just a little while ago. He sought a natural position to attract less attention and sat on a staircase. He felt uncomfortable, but he knew that it was a natural position because a few days before, after having dined abundantly for the first time in forty-eight hours, he had sat on the steps of a church and observed that passersby didn’t notice him.




Should he leave? Should he take a daring risk and blindly depart, not caring whether he would be stopped at the very departure or the next station? More than this doubt, the horror of those hours of anguish, which he had only recently experienced, held him back.




He disguised his fear as reasoning. “Leaving meant fleeing, and flight was a confession. If he were caught in the act of fleeing, he would be lost without mercy.”




He would stay, and he found plenty of arguments to make his desire not to move away from the city at all reasonable. Who could trace him? Two or three people who didn’t know him had seen him with Antonio, and they lived on the opposite side of where he resided.




But after that first act of cowardice, he no longer felt capable of boldness. His fickle mind suggested a useful daring move, but even as he toyed with the idea, he had no intention of putting it into action for a moment. He was tortured by a great curiosity to know what people knew about the murder and what hypotheses they were forming about it. He could have gone back to the scene of the crime and inquired discreetly. But of course, this would involve talking about the murder, and perhaps with the guards… all things that would make one’s hair stand on end.




No! He would immediately return to the sort of hideout that had served as his dwelling for over a year and not leave it for a long time. He would continue living as he had done until then, granting himself only those comforts that wouldn’t draw attention.




To go to his residence in “Barriera Vecchia,” he would have to pass through the spacious Via del Torrente. An insurmountable fear of the light prevented him, and by convincing himself that his fear was caution, he took a solitary alley that led him to the adjacent hill, which was wide but out of the way, scarcely frequented at that hour and poorly lit. Then, taking a huge detour, still favoring darker streets, he arrived on the other side of the city. He stopped in front of a door with one step lower than the street level. He entered, closed the door behind him, and in the profound darkness, he immediately felt calm. He had made a mistake, that walk to the station, and upon returning safely home, he felt as if he had undone it.




No one there knew about his attempted escape. In one corner of the room, he could hear Giovanni snoring, probably drunk.




He fumbled his way to his mattress, lay down, and undressed. He stuffed the jacket containing the money under the pillow and fell asleep after groping toward slumber in a jumbled fantasy. It didn’t seem to him that he was the murderer. That distant street he had glanced at while fleeing, the victim whom he had known for such a short time, and the escape to the station all came to his mind, but without moving or frightening him. In his immense weariness, it felt like the darkness he was in would never dissipate. Who would come looking for him there?
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In the gloomy society in which he lived, Giorgio was called “the gentleman.” He didn’t owe this nickname to his manners, which indeed betrayed a sense of superiority over others, but rather to the disdain he showed for the habits and amusements of his companions. While they were joyful at the tavern, Giorgio would enter reluctantly, mostly remaining silent, and the more he drank, the sadder he became. The common people hold great respect for those who don’t enjoy themselves, and Giorgio, noticing the impression he made, affected even more sadness than he truly felt.
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