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  Francesca, Francesca…….it’s not possible, it can’t be like this! The words stuck in his throat. All he managed was a gasp. Then bitter tears flowed down his cheeks. That day the woman he had loved briefly, but intensely, died. He had stayed by her side that Christmas Eve. He had brought her beautiful red roses. But now she had gone. For a moment he had thought of moving into the hospital where they had given him the bad news, so as never to leave her again. A tumour had taken her in a matter of moments. Sometimes life flows along a time path that doesn’t coincide with what men would wish. When they first met they had immediately made plans together. They wanted to travel, to go away, discover new places. She often spoke to him about Japan, about a door built with no walls around it, a door suspended between heaven and earth, a door that took to the air with the wings of a powerful bird, a door that gave onto nothing, into the void. Did that door really exist?! John had begun to dream frequently about that door. It had assumed the consistency of a dream in his imagination. Often, as they relaxed in each other’s arms on the sofa, Francesca would speak at length to him about the Samurai; ancient, fearless warriors with a noble knightly code of honour. That Japan, so fascinating and so provocative, lived on inside him. Her dreams were not over. They were stronger than ever.




  John decided to travel, with his memory of her in his heart, without ever touching Japanese soil, destination Brazil. In San Paolo he discovered a place where they kept monsters, human beings, creatures who weren’t allowed to leave their prison because they were deformed. They couldn’t be reinserted into civil society because of their diversity. They would have terrorised normal people, genetic ghosts locked forever in a castle of horrors. But was the real horror inside or outside those walls? He chose to spend a night in a laboratory where they kept foetus’ which, on account of their deformation, had not survived or had had their lives interdicted by medical judges. He met a young girl with no limbs who, when she took a shower, washed herself with a sponge held between her teeth, something she found entirely normal. She had beautiful eyes, the colour of sapphires backlit by sunshine. She was always cheerful and the light she had inside her warmed even the saddest and most depressed of souls. Then there was the boy with two heads who smiled with one and wept with the other. He told very funny jokes, which he got from the newspapers, and was an ace at mathematics. He could do sums with an infinite number of figures and remember them all by heart. One day John decided to leave for the Amazon. He wanted to meet the spirits of the forest who incarnated the forces of nature. How beautiful those children were, with their pure smiles, who ran to greet him, begging for some small gift. One morning one child took his hand and began to drag him away. John let himself be pulled and soon found himself in front of a tall skyscraper with a great many floors. The little boy asked him to follow him. He wanted to show him something very beautiful. So he followed. They got into an elevator, stopped at the eighth floor and got out. The setting was elegant. An empty, uninterrupted corridor stretched away ahead of them. The doors to its rooms were all open. They heard gasps and the air was heavy with a blend of strong perfumes, its breath smelling of sex in its most bestial and ecstatic form. They stopped in front of a room and a very beautiful, brown-haired adolescent girl came out. The pupils of her magnetic eyes sparkled with light, their blue iris reminiscent of a deep, dark sea, the kind of sea that can make you feel scared, a sea that can drag you into its depths and make you disappear. Maybe she was a siren and a powerful ancestral song would emerge from those finely drawn lips. Or maybe the melody of the spirits of the forest, with which she would drag him with her into the waves, down to a pleasure without end. John let himself go and lost himself in her arms. He followed her with his eyes and, with his heart, her dance of love, her rhythmic, cadenced movements, her dedication to the male as an inexhaustible source of pleasure. He rented a room near the crystal brothel, which he called the House of the Sirens, and went back often. He always looked for her. He became faithful to her. She would linger longer with him than was normal and would tell him about her desires, her aspirations. She wanted to leave that profession and, with money that she’d saved, go to university to study architecture and design buildings and beautiful homes. One day John decided to go back to his home town of Rome, so he took the girl with him and married her. He enrolled her at the university and she came back to life, splendid and pure in her true vocation. But every night she was there again, the prostitute who loved to give herself totally with no restraint. After all, he told himself, Toulouse Lautrec had chosen to live inside a house of pleasure in Paris, and that way had found true love, true tenderness, that human and profound solidarity among women who sleep together and protect and cuddle each other. Maybe a woman who has known sex in all its forms and expressions, has such a surreal, rarefied and abstract concept of sexuality that she ends up knowing its true essence, spiritualising and interiorising it without ever losing the ability to fall sweetly in love. The girl gave him the gift of a very beautiful baby boy. One night, while he was trying to fall asleep in an armchair next to the bedside table, lit by the soft light of a bedside lamp, Francesca appeared to him. He couldn’t believe his eyes. He sat still and admired her. She was beautiful, no longer suffering as she had in the last days she’d spent on this earth. She was smiling and had turned into a marvellous angel. Beams of powerful light shone from her eyes and her hair flowed freely in the air. At a certain point she crossed her legs, leaned towards him and said: “Trust me. In a few days you will journey to Japan. You will pass through the Winged Gate which I have often told you about and you will become a Samurai. You will be a knight and will protect the weak and oppressed. I will always be with you. Now I’ll leave you. I’m happy that you’ve found your true love. I was destined for another fate: to guide you through space, time and light in order to show you that no true boundaries exist.” John was in no way shaken by the apparition and the revelation. He had always thought and felt that she had never abandoned him. Finally he fell asleep. That night he dreamed more than once of the deformed girl with the beautiful smile and no limbs who had washed herself holding a sponge between her teeth. The girl urged him not to doubt and not to be scared of any eventual monsters, because they were benevolent and would help him. But he wasn’t scared at all, because he had always believed that true monstrosity lived in the souls of men, those who loved to define themselves as “normal”, while looking at others and accusing them of being different.




  The following morning he and Ruth – that was his companion’s name – decided to take a trip to Hadrian’s Villa, the ancient villa built by the emperor Hadrian on the far outskirts of Rome. The place relaxed him and had always had the effect of putting him at peace with the universe. They sat on the edge of an ancient swimming pool where a marble crocodile seemed to stare at them, though with a thoroughly peaceful and far from aggressive air. Perhaps it had only recently fed on a fat goat that had come by to drink. The baby in the young girl’s arms was smiling, with one of those smiles that win you over and leave you stunned by their spontaneity and purity. That little sprig was his son. He could hardly believe it. For years and years he had not wanted a child. Once, he remembered, a woman had told him that there was the risk, however remote, that she might be pregnant. He had lain stiff on the bed like a dead man, his hands crossed on his chest. He didn’t feel ready. He wanted to keep being blessed and imprisoned in the role of a son. To find himself suddenly a father, hurled into the hell of diapers and nightly tears, followed by lullabies, scared him to death. Words trembled on his lips in the stumbling babble of an idiot. John was therefore aware that paternity was a condition which didn’t belong to him. When he met Francesca he had unexpectedly planned to have at least one child with her. But it hadn’t come, and she had sickened too soon. She would never have been able to take a pregnancy to term. When he was very young he had had an affair with a blonde Australian girl. A devouring passion had swept through him. She was very beautiful, a classical ballerina, and would improvise dance steps naked before him for the sheer pleasure of being contemplated. They made love every night. But one morning she was no longer there beside him in their bed. She had gone away forever. She hadn’t even left a goodbye note. In those waves of sadness and depression he had been possessed by the thought that he might have left her pregnant. So he looked for her. But didn’t find her. She’d disappeared. That time of disillusion, desolation and loneliness had served to make him realise that women hold an immense power over life and death. She could very easily, with no doubt nor delay, have excised the bud she carried in her womb, with no thought for the man’s wishes or demands. Finally he succeeded in talking to the girl on the phone. She reassured him that she had never expected a child by him. But John was then filled with doubts and suspicions of quite another order. He began to think that he might himself be sterile and that a strange misfortune had therefore befallen him, that his seed would never generate new life. Then Ruth had performed her miracle and he had allowed amazement to enter his life. Sometimes he would hug the baby to his bare chest in the middle of the night, almost wanting to breast feed him from his soul. He would happen to look into his tiny eyes. A profound mystery lay hidden beneath their gaze, but he wasn’t able to penetrate to the heart of it. How often had he read an adult’s thoughts behind the veil of his eyes, or had perfectly synchronised his own with theirs. But he couldn’t find the miraculous root of this baby’s gaze who, what’s more, was his own son, the blood of his blood. Suddenly Ruth passed her silken hand over his lips. Then he felt her own moist lips on his and came back to reality. He found himself in Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli with his companion and their child, the fruit of a true, passionate and profound union, unsettling in its everyday presence, in the ease with which she seduced him, their sex always new and trembling.
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