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			THE RING OF SILENCE

			“Good evening Mr. James…What a pleasure to see you again …” The green grocer woman greeted me gladly with a wide smile on her scarce teeth, from her little apple bench, decorated for the imminent festivities with lively silvered strips and small coloured balloons made of pretended glass of Murano. 

			 “Good evening…” I stammered with a confuse smile which almost looked like a grimace.

			 hushing myself at once, almost frightened by my hoarse voice that resounded like a out of tune instrument.

			‘You mustn’t worry…It is an after-effect of your illness’. So that good woman would  comfort me if I had watched her again. I press my jaws and swallowed because of a lump in my throat which those kind words had caused unwillingly. Perhaps I was ashamed of 

			revealing my commotion for the end of my long disease, for the green grocer’s care, for the feeling of peace which was spread everywhere. I breathed deeply: I had gone out of my home almost challenging my doctor whom, after a long and scrupulous medical examination of my bronchus and throat, had sentenced finally that I was healed, but in accordance with his authority of a physician not very indulgent towards hastily granting, he didn’t advise to walk out in such a cold weather, as he had noticed my walk still rather weak and staggering. But it was Christmas Eve, and for nothing in the world I should have given up the pleasure of buying the gifts for my five nephews and nieces, the children of my only and younger sister, five ‘puppies’ born the one after the other, punctual like five consecutive New Year’s Days, which, put in succession according to a lovely and bright procession, were very alike the steps of a little, multicoloured ladder with irregular rungs. The snow was falling in very small flakes, dotting the sky and the streets with white, shining spots, iridescent in the reverberation of the neon; I blew away a clot of snow which has laid on my lean hand, and I set off slowly, letting my glance wander around. The shops were shining, filled with the most fine-looking and luxurious goods made beautiful skillfully with the interweave of precious decorations and the fashionable ornamental arabesques, drawn upon the glasses with coloured enamels full of golden small branches that enlighten the eyes and the fantasy. On the other side of the street, lined up with rigorous diligence and till to be unlikely full of everything to which the imagination could abandon in such days, the wooden benches of the wandering sellers were standing; glossy and just painted again for the event, and of a picturesque elegance for the bizarre approach of the colours, they bordered the edge of the pavements competing with the windows for the delight of the colours and the kaleidoscope of the lights. I felt myself drawn by the edge of my overcoat: a little boy with redden cheeks for the cold and a funny scarf with yellow spots knotted around his neck, threw a handful of confetti upon me that flew as light as feathers in the air. 

			 “Merry Christmas mister…” he told me with a little joyful shout, puffing out more his plump cheeks on a large and pleasant smile. Then he held out the wicker little basket filled with small coins in which one can catch sight of various cut banknotes mixed with sweets wrapped into a smooth tinfoil and white sugared almonds with nacre reflections in the lights, and these ones surely offered by too young babies who couldn’t own one’s money to donate.

			 I took from my purse a handful of coins and threw it into the little basket, the strident jingle of the metal resounded as far as the other side of the street where the boy ran to empty out the gathered money into the red velvet big box which a clumsy Santa Claus kept into his arms. 

			 “Merry Christmas…Merry Christmas…” he was shouting to all the passers-by	, beating his feet to heat himself, and shaking from his head the funny silver bell which was hanging from his hood // like a little waving proboscis and emitted a sweet joyful sound. 

			“Welcome…welcome…” so he answered every time with a wide smile on his thin lips at any offer, while many children from everywhere ran up to & the pavement to empty out their little baskets into the big velvet box. 	Its content, that was written in great golden letters on the hoarding which an old trestle leaned against the wall supported staggering because of the pushes of the crowd, would be given to the hospice of the city in that year. Placed in an old building, damp e with the scraped walls it needed a lot of things, but above all of a heating plant and of new furniture with which to replace the old and warm-eaten ones. I shook away the confetti from my face and I set off shivering among the crowd; a light wind pinched my cheeks and inflated the coloured festoons lifting up them in the air and shaking them slowly, like waving balloons over a rustle of paper and intertwined ribbons of silk. A blond little boy rushed to pick up the star of tinfoil flown away from a window near there and in some manner he hung it again: that was Mr. Stone’s shop, a little and rather fat man, with a cordial and toothless smile and a thick small beard, as pure as the falling snow. Lover of elegance and precious things, but also careful to the little necessities of the daily life, he had filled his shop with the most different things, in a lively and coloured chaos which instilled cheerfulness and wish of buying. So on the shelves of his shop you could find everything: ancient printings of the seventeenth century, small and already framed, placed among valuable cloths of chinese silk, or tins of indelible paint and of every colour, alternated to boxes of lacquer wax and little bottle of ink, even the animal puppets of untrue fur made in China and the shawls of lace with the long fringes of satin imported from Spain. This shop was a kind of little bazar that could satisfy even the most capricious desire of purchase.

			 “It’s pretty…” I thought, made curious. My eyes had pointed over the big black monkey which was hanging from the branch of rubber behind the window. It seemed to smile and that it was playing with its long tail winded between its legs. It would have made my eldest niece mad; she used to cuddle her puppets with interminable almost moving tenderness, and slept in a little bed that looked like a huge cheeping nest of tender pets with a soft blanket of coloured wool, almost all with the jingle-bell hidden inside the belly which simulated the voice and resounded just pressing the abdomen of the puppet. From a distance behind the window I could make out the owner of the shop who entertained a woman, surely a customer: they weren’t very distant from each other and seemed intent on a pacific negociation. He kept his arms crossed behind his back and moved his head inclining it slowly, first on one hand then on the other; she was moving a necklace which hanged on her blouse and looked downwards, shaking her head, perhaps to contest her interlocutor’s proposal. 

			Then suddenly the conversation seemed to get animated: the man began to gesticulate with vehemence and to point his finger at the woman who backed uncertain, shaking energetically her head around which a white soft scarf was wrapped. 

			What happened after developed in a flash, and began and ended like a day-nightmare. Mister Stone seized the woman’s neck suddenly and started to press, while the poor woman was struggling, beating her fists on his shoulders to try to send him away, and her gestures were convulsive and frenetic like a desperate person who is forced to undergo the overwhelming strength of an incontrollable violence. Then the blows became weak and stopped, her arms fell hanging down along her body and the woman bent herself like a thin branch under the whip of the storm. The white scarf disappeared to my eyes slipping under the counter on the other side of the window.

			“Jingle bell…jingle bell…” A little group of children assembled around Santa Claus had tuned the famous singing to celebrate the arrival of a sweet fairy with a dress of azure

			damask and the long plaits as black as the ebony under the pointed hat of satin: from a bag hanging from her arm she took sweets of almond and little bundles of tinfoil filled up with sugar almonds to offer them to the passers-by who were in a hurry and joyfully wrapped by heavy coats. I took hands to my forehead, I was sure I was on the point of fainting at that moment and the frozen sweat which wet my fingers increased my confusion; I had become as cold as the marble, much more than that nevertheless icy winter evening could justify, and the presence of my medicines in the little of my gilet couldn’t even make me feel sure. 

			“Don’t make an extreme use of it…- My doctor had recommended me - An unnecessary dose can have negative effects on your nervous system causing a confusion of the mind and an alteration of the reality…but I’m sure it isn’t you case. “ So he had concluded pragmatic and smiling.

			Were they hallucinations?! No! No!...I was quite lucid and conscious of what I had seen. By instinct I got off the pavement to get across the road. The little van of a laundry appeared before me braking abruptly: the noise of the brakes split the air with a loud squeak. With my eyes wide open I took my hands to my throat suffocating a frightened shout. 

			“What are you going to do?...to kill yourself?...just tonight?...”. The hungry face of a driver shouted to me through the lowered window of the car. I tried to ask for forgiveness, then I went round the van& making me space among a group of passers-by who was carrying a gigantic artificial tree, and at wide paces I reached the opposite pavement and I found myself just facing Mr. Stone’s shop. I stopped speechless: behind the window had been lowered a thick violet curtain that made it impossible to see the inside of the store. I set out to the entrance, I hesitated, then slowly I opened the door which just creaked: three bells hanging from some gilded chains of different length and crossed over a nameplate with great gilded characters from an oriental and indecipherable writing, tinkled softly like a carillon under the inside arcade. So they announced my entrance in the shop.

			I looked around: the walls were all covered with big shelves filled with old and new books, mixed all together in a strange choice of twinkling and faded covers which raised themselves on high piles among various knick-knack of clay and puppets of fur heaped upon cloths of coloured material to be sold measuring them by metre.

			Piled in a corner, near a modern umbrella stand of dark iron, there were some wooden packed cases from which some printed labels with incomprehensible words, were hanging down partially unsticked. Almost in the center of the room, exposited as if also it were at a first glance an object on sale, was placed a little bench behind which Mr. Stone received his customers, and also on this one many objects were scattered of several kind: little statue of bronze, two or three small and variously forged lamps of brass, some sheets for notes, an old telephone with a scratched painting. All was calm and quiet: there wasn’t even a shadow of the woman and of the man who had assaulted her. Had I perhaps imagined everything?...I turned fat in a sudden wish of flying and forgetting what I had seen or imagined with my fancy altered by my disease and my medicines, but a light noise paralyzed me. With the corner of the eye I saw the curtain at the bottom of the shop that was dark and partially hidden by a more prominent and long shelf, &to lift hardly and I saw an hand to emerge on the surface. I turned round in an instinctive gesture, ready to react if it would need, the curtain was lifted up in a curt movement and from the back-shop the jovial and reddish face of Mr. Stone went out.

			 “Oh good evening mister…can I help you for something?...” 

			 “Well…I…” I moved some paces embarrassed in the shop – I want to make a present to my niece and I am very undecided…”. Meanwhile I looked around, looking at everywhere, excusing myself for my uncertainty about the object to purchase. Everything was desperately in order in the quiet disorder of the shop. 

			“Yes…I do understand you…Today I have had a lot of customers with the same problem, in these occasion it’s difficult to guess the right present for everybody and one fears not to make 

			a good impression…”. Mister Stone smiled to me; his sweet and understanding look instead of comforting me increased my worry, and as a reaction I tried to smile, looking as if I would apologize, but my mouth twisted in a grimace of embarrassment. In that moment the telephone rang; the man apologized and lifted the receiver to answer: “Oh…Are you Joice?...”. Joice was the elder sister of Mr. Stone - …How was the travel?...What are you saying?... I can’t hear you well…” – He was speaking in a very loud voice - Don’t you know when you will be able to come back? …I am sorry that your friend is ill…Well…don’t worry…I am going to look after the shop by myself…yes…and you…take care of yourself…I recommend you… “. And with these words Mr. Stone hung the receiver.

			“Let me think about that… - he said, talking to me in a benevolent voice...- if I can help you…” – and he began to examine the objects on the shelves one by one, brooding over and saying no with his head every time. Meantime I looked careless and glanced at the bench, the merchandises, the floor to see whether there were traces of blood or of anything which could make me suspect of something strange, but there wasn’t anything about that, nothing at all. 

			Unseen I got near to the back-shop, I raised the small curtain of blue organza (the only elegant thing which denoted the presence of a feminine hand about the furnishings of the shop) which hid its inside to the sight of possible indiscreet customers, I squinted at it with a rapid glance and this was what I saw, or at least what I was able to see. Inside the little room there were only a small raw wooden table with a pair of chairs covered with straw and an electrical little stove upon an old cupboard of mahogany. In the furniture nothing would have made someone to suppose the existence of a hidden hiding place. On the table one still can see the remains of a meal made of salad and hard-boiled egg; some peels of an orange were amassed in a plastic plate near a flask almost full of red wine. In that moment I felt guilty for having interrupted a supper, even if frugal and cold, to a man whom anyone would consider honest and dedicated to his work, on Christmas’ Eve too, to earn one’s living and to keep his family. 

			“Here it is!...Perhaps I have found what is right for you!...” With a smile Stone pointed at the little monkey of fur in the window and moved to fetch it. The softness of his manners and his serene look made me feel ashamed, and I hated myself , judging myself as the worst man in the world. By now it was clear that I had been a victim of a hallucination and that it was better to come back home and lie into the bed again, to rest of course, but above all to curb my whims…

			“You’ll see…your niece will be very joyful…”. The shrill voice of Mr. Stone who was removing the monkey from the rubber branch, fell through like the echo of a broken string of a violin, while I was feeling my legs becoming as flabby as the butter because of a light trembling which suddenly invaded me and immobilized my glance on something shocking: from one of the lateral shelves, the third down below, put in a pile of books, the bottom of a white scarf came out like the one that the strangled woman wore and that surely had been put in there at the last moment in a hurry and without there wasn’t even the time to hid it wholly! But her body, then, I cursed to myself, in panic for this upsetting revelation, where was the woman’s body?

			In a few instants I realized that I was in a dead end, a street without any exit with a wall which blocked the entrance: of what I had seen I knew I hadn’t witnesses and I couldn’t accuse Stone of anything without a proof at all! ‘You mad and visionary man’, they would tell me, and perhaps I would catch a complaint. Or perhaps they would shut up me in a madhouse. Outside the bell tower clock was striking a quarter to eight and Stone looked at me smiling, showing me the puppet and waiting for a gesture of mine of approval. 

			“It’s right…I’ll take this…it’s very nice…you don’t need wrap it in paper…I am taking it away so…” I said, pretending a gay voice. I paid Mr. Stone for the young monkey of plush, my mind upset by what I had seen; overcoming a feeling of repulsion, I shook hands to him and I set off to the exit of the shop with a grimace which had to look like a smile in my intention.

			“Merry Christmas…” he said to me, with the attitude of the dealer who is satisfied for concluding the business 	and is proud of himself.

			“The same to you…certainly…”. I answered, turning my back to him.

			By the glass of a frame put on a shelf, I saw reflected Stone who was slipping out of the room into the back-shop. I opened the door of the shop and I shut it, slamming it with strength so that the owner could think that I had gone out of the room	; along the road echoed the sound of the carillon which this time seemed to squeak like a horse cry. Almost unconscious of what I was doing, by now prey of absolute necessity to do all I could, I ran and curled up behind one of the packed cases, damning myself in the same time because, perhaps, I was going to get into a serious trouble. Stone went out from the back-shop.

			“Now I can shut the shop…” he talked to himself, and looked glad. I heard his paces coming near their cases, then they stopped. I hold my breath and thought desperately of an excuse with which to justify myself, in case he would discover me. Instead Stone took his hat and coat which were standing on one of the cases, switched off the lights and crossed the exit, almost in silence.

			The shop would be shut for two days at least and a sliver ran along my back when I heard the running on the door and the noise of the rolling shutter which was let down outside before the glass, also doing away so the light which came into the interior of the shop by the lamps in the street and which spread a soft, comfortable dazzle around. Now the room was plunged into darkness. After waiting some moments, I slipped away from my hiding place, I took my box of matches, and I stroke one of them. The furniture, the knick-knacks, the puppets…all appeared to me in a ghastly perspective in the game of the shadows which were trembling in the faint light, but increased in myself the absolute conviction that I had to go to the bottom of the matter.
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