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For Noor, Octavio, and Alberto:
ten years later











Crescebat interim urbs munitionibus alia atque alia appetendo loca, cum in spem magis futurae multitudinis quam ad id quod tum hominum erat munirent.


Meanwhile the city was growing this way and that, building walls and striving to gain new ground; they built walls hoping for a population that would be greater, one day, than the people there at the time.


—Livy, Ab urbe condita, I, 8


nondum tamen invia Iani


ora patentis erant, neque iter praecluserat unda


But the gaping gates of Janus were still unblocked; the current hadn’t barred the way.


—Ovid, Metamorphoses, XIV, 789–90
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The Boundary


· 1 ·


EVERY SATURDAY, a new family comes to stay. Some arrive early in the morning, from afar, ready to begin their vacation. Others don’t turn up until sunset, in bad moods, maybe having lost their way. It’s easy to get lost in these hills; the roads are poorly signposted.


Today, after they introduce themselves, I show them around. My mother used to do the welcoming. But she’s spending the summer in a nearby town, helping out an elderly gentleman who’s also on vacation, so I have to do it.


As usual, there are four of them: mother, father, two daughters. They follow me, wide-eyed, happy to stretch their legs.


We stop for a moment on the shaded patio that looks out over the lawn, under a thatched roof that filters the light. There are two armchairs and a sofa, covered with white fabric, lounge chairs for sunbathing, and a wooden table big enough for ten people.


I open the sliding glass door and show them inside: the cozy living room with two comfortable sofas in front of the fireplace, the well-stocked kitchen, two bedrooms.


While the father unloads the car and the girls, who are probably around seven and nine, disappear into their room, shutting the door behind them, I tell the mother where to find extra towels, and woolen blankets, in case it gets cold at night.


I show her where the mouse poison is hidden. Kill the flies before going to bed, I suggest, otherwise they start buzzing at dawn and become a nuisance. I explain how to get to the supermarket, how to use the washing machine behind the house, and where to hang the laundry, just on the other side of my father’s garden.


Guests are free to pick lettuce and tomatoes, I add. There were lots of tomatoes this year, but most of them spoiled in the July rain.
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I pretend not to watch them, to be discreet. I do the housework and water the garden, but I can’t help noticing how happy and excited they are. I hear the girls’ voices as they run across the lawn, I learn their names. Since the guests usually leave the sliding door open, I overhear what the parents say to each other as they settle into the house, as they unpack their suitcases and decide what to have for lunch.


The cottage where my family lives is a few yards away, behind a tall hedge that forms a kind of screen. For years, our house was just a room that served as both kitchen and bedroom for the three of us. Then, two years ago, when I turned thirteen, my mother started working for the elderly gentleman, and, after saving up enough money, my parents asked the man who owns the property if they could add a small room for me—where stubby lizards slip through cracks between the wall and ceiling.


My father is the caretaker. He looks after the big house, chops wood, works the fields and the vineyard. He looks after the horses, which the owner loves with a passion.


The owner lives abroad, but he’s not a foreigner like us. He comes every now and then, on his own. He doesn’t have a family. During the days he goes horseback riding; in the evenings he reads in front of the fireplace. Then he goes away again.


Not many people rent his house other than in summer. The winters here are biting, and in the spring there’s lots of rain. In the mornings, from September to June, my father drives me to school, where I feel out of place. I don’t mix easily with others; I don’t look like anyone else.


The girls in this family resemble each other. You can tell right away that they’re sisters. They’ve already put on matching bathing suits to go to the beach later on. The beach is about fifteen miles from here. The mother looks like a girl, too. She’s small and thin, she wears her long hair loose. Her shoulders are delicate. She walks barefoot on the grass even though the father tells her not to, saying (and he’s right) that there might be porcupines, hornets, snakes.
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After just a few hours, it’s as if they’d always lived here. The things they’ve brought for a week in the country are scattered all over the place: books, magazines, a laptop computer, dolls, hoodies, colored pencils, pads of paper, flip-flops, sunscreen. At lunch I hear forks striking plates. I notice each time one of them sets a glass down on the table. I detect the calm thread of their conversation, the sound and smell of the coffeepot, smoke from a cigarette.


After lunch, the father asks one of the girls to bring him his glasses. For a long time, he studies a road map. He lists small towns to visit nearby, archaeological sites, ruins. The mother isn’t interested. She says this is her only week of the year without appointments and obligations.


Later on, the father heads off to the sea with his daughters. He asks me, as they’re leaving, how long it takes to get there, which of the beaches is nicest. He asks me about the weather forecast for the week, and I tell him there’s a heat wave coming.


The mother stays home. She’s put on her bathing suit anyway, to get some sun.


She stretches out on one of the lounge chairs. I assume she’s going to take a nap, but when I go to hang up the wash I see her writing something. She writes by hand, in a little notebook resting on her thighs.


Now and then she lifts her head and looks intently at the landscape that surrounds us. She stares at the various greens of the lawn, the hills, the woods in the distance. The glaring blue of the sky, the yellow hay. The bleached fence, and the low stone wall that marks the property line. She looks at all the things I look at every day. But I wonder what else she sees in them.


· 4 ·


When the sun starts to set, they put on sweaters and long pants to shield themselves from mosquitoes. The father and the girls have wet hair from the hot showers they took after the beach.


The girls tell their mother about their trip: the burning sand, the slightly murky water, the gentle, disappointing waves. The whole family goes for a short walk. They go to look at the horses, the donkeys, a wild boar kept in a pen behind the stables. They go to see the flock of sheep that passes in front of the house every day around this time, that blocks the cars on the dusty road for a few minutes.


The father keeps taking pictures with his cell phone. He shows the girls the small plum trees, the fig trees, the olives. He says fruit picked straight from the tree has a different flavor. It tastes like the sun, the countryside.


The parents open a bottle of wine on the patio. They try some cheese, the local honey. They admire the blazing landscape and marvel at the huge, glowing clouds, the color of pomegranates in October.


Evening falls. They hear frogs, crickets, rustling wind. In spite of the breeze, they decide to eat outside, to take advantage of the lingering light.


My father and I eat inside, in silence. He doesn’t look up when he eats. With my mother away, there’s no conversation during dinner. She’s the one who talks at meals.


My mother can’t stand this place, this town. Like my father, she comes from much farther away than anyone who vacations here. She hates living out in the country, in the middle of nowhere. She says the people around here aren’t nice, that they’re closed off.


I don’t miss her complaining. I don’t like listening to her, even though she’s probably right. Sometimes, when she complains too much, my father sleeps in the car instead of in bed with her.


After dinner, the girls wander around the lawn chasing fireflies. They play with their flashlights. The parents sit on the patio contemplating the starry sky, the intense darkness.


The mother sips hot water with lemon, the father a little grappa. They say that being here is all they need, that even the air is different, that it cleanses. How lovely, they say, being together like this, away from everyone.
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First thing in the morning, I go to the chicken coop to gather eggs. They’re warm and pale, filthy. I put a few in a bowl and bring them to the guests for breakfast. Normally there’s no one around and I just leave them on the patio table. But then I notice, through the sliding door, that the girls are already awake. I see bags of cookies on the sofa, crumbs, a cereal box overturned on the coffee table.


The girls are trying to swat the flies that buzz around the house in the morning. The older one is holding the flyswatter. The little sister, frustrated, complains that she’s still waiting for her turn. She says she wants to swat them, too.


I put down the eggs and go back to our house. Then I knock on their door and lend the girls our flyswatter; that way they’re both happy. I don’t remind them that it’s better to kill the flies before you go to bed. It’s clear that they’re having fun while the parents, in spite of the annoying flies and the girls’ racket, continue sleeping.
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After two days, a predictable routine sets in. In the late morning, the father goes to the café in town, to buy milk and the paper, to get a second coffee. He pops over to the supermarket if need be. When he gets back, he goes running in the hills despite the humidity. One morning he comes home rattled, after a sheepdog blocked the path and growled at him, even though nothing happened in the end.


The mother does what I do: she sweeps the floor, cooks, washes dishes. At least once a day she hangs up the laundry. Our clothes mingle and dry on the same line. She tells her husband, clasping the laundry basket in her arms, how happy this makes her. Since they live in the city, in a crowded apartment, she can never hang their clothes out in the open like this.


After lunch, the father takes the girls to the beach and the mother stays home alone. She stretches out and smokes a cigarette, writing in her notebook with an air of concentration.


One day, back from the beach, the girls run around for hours trying to catch the crickets that leap through the grass. They snatch them up. They put a few in a jar with little pieces of tomato stolen from their parents’ salads. They turn them into pets, even give them names. The next day the crickets die, suffocated in the jar, and the girls cry. They bury them under one of the plum trees and put some wildflowers on top.


Another day, the father discovers that one of the flip-flops he’d left outside is missing. I tell him a fox probably took it; there’s been one prowling around. I tell my father, who knows the habits and hideouts of all the animals around here, and he manages to find the shoe, along with a ball and a shopping bag abandoned by the previous family.


I realize how much the guests like this rural, unchanging landscape, how much they appreciate every detail, how these things help them think, rest, dream. When the girls pick blackberries, staining the pretty dresses they’re wearing, the mother doesn’t get mad at them. Instead she laughs. She asks the father to take a picture, and then throws the dresses in the wash.


At the same time I wonder what they know about the loneliness here. About the identical days in our dilapidated cottage. The nights when the wind blows so hard the earth seems to shake, or when the sound of rain keeps me awake. The months we live alone among the hills, the horses, the insects, the birds that pass over the fields. What would they make of the harsh quiet that reigns here all winter?


· 7 ·


On the last night, other cars arrive. Friends of the parents, invited along with their children, who run around the meadow. A couple of them report that the traffic was light coming in from the city. The adults take a look around the house, walk in the garden at sunset. The table on the patio is already set.


I hear everything as they eat. The laughter and chatter are louder tonight. The family relates all their mishaps in the country: the tomato-eating crickets and their funeral under the plum tree, the sheepdog, the fox that carried off the flip-flop. The mother says that being in touch with nature like this has been good for the girls.


At a certain point a cake comes out, with candles, and I realize it’s the father’s birthday. He’s turning forty-five. Everyone sings and they slice the cake.


My father and I finish up some overripe grapes. I’m about to clear the table when I hear a knock at the door. I see the girls, hesitant, out of breath. They give me a plate with two slices of cake on it: one for me and one for my father. They dash off before I can say thanks.


We eat the cake while the guests talk about politics, trips, life in the city. Someone asks the mother where she got the cake, and she tells them that one of the guests picked it up; the guest chimes in with the name of the bakery, the piazza it’s in.


My father lays down his fork and lowers his head. His eyes are agitated when he looks at me. He gets up abruptly and then steps out to smoke a cigarette, unobserved.
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We used to live in the city, too. My father sold flowers in that very piazza. My mother used to help.


They spent their days next to each other in a small but pleasant stand, arranging bouquets that people took home to decorate their tables and terraces. New to this country, they learned the names of the flowers: rose, sunflower, carnation, daisy. They kept them, their stems submerged, in a row of buckets.


One night three men showed up. My father was alone; my mother, pregnant with me at the time, was at home, because he didn’t want her to work at night. It was late. The other stores around the piazza were closed, and my father was about to lower his metal shutters.


One of the men asked him to open up again, saying that he was on his way to see his girlfriend. He wanted a nice bouquet. My father agreed that he’d make him one, even though the men were rude, a little drunk.


When my father held up the bouquet the man said that it was skimpy and asked him to make it bigger. My father added more flowers, an excessive number, until the man was satisfied. He wrapped paper around the bouquet, then he bound it up with colored ribbon, tying a bow. He told him the price.


The man pulled some money out of his wallet. It wasn’t enough. And when my father refused to hand over the bouquet the man told him that he was an idiot, that he didn’t even know how to put together a nice bouquet for a beautiful girl. Then, together with the others, he started beating my father until his mouth filled with blood, until his front teeth were shattered.


My father yelled, but at that hour no one heard. They said, Go back to wherever you came from. They took the bouquet and left him like that on the ground.


My father went to the emergency room. He couldn’t eat solid foods for a year. After I was born, when he saw me for the first time, he couldn’t say a word.


Ever since, he’s struggled to speak. He garbles his words, as if he were an old man. He’s ashamed to smile, because of his missing teeth. My mother and I understand him, but others don’t. They think, since he’s a foreigner, that he doesn’t speak the language. Sometimes they even think he’s mute.


When the pears and red apples that grow in the garden are ripe, we cut them into thin slices, almost transparent, so that he can savor them.


One of his compatriots told him about this job, in this secluded place. He wasn’t familiar with the countryside: he’d always lived in cities.


He can live and work here without opening his mouth. He’s not afraid of being attacked. He prefers to live among the animals, cultivating the land. He’s gotten used to this untamed place that protects him.


When he talks to me, as he drives me to school, he always says the same thing: that he couldn’t make anything of his life. All he wants me to do is study and finish school, go to college, and then go far away from them.
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The next day, late in the morning, the father starts to load the car. I see four people, tanned, even more closely knit. They don’t want to leave. At breakfast they say that they’d like to come back next year. Nearly all the guests say the same thing when they go. A few faithfully return, but for most of them once is enough.


Before heading out, the mother shows me the stuff in the fridge that they don’t want to take back to the city. She tells me that she’s grown quite fond of this house, that she already misses it. Maybe, when she’s feeling stressed, or overwhelmed by work, she’ll think of this place: the clean air, the hills, the clouds blazing at sunset.


I wish the family safe travels and say goodbye. I stand there waiting until the car’s out of sight. Then I start to prepare the house for the new family that’s scheduled to arrive. I make the beds. I tidy the room the girls turned upside down. I sweep the flies they swatted.


They’ve forgotten, or left on purpose, a few things they don’t need, things I hold on to. Pictures the girls drew, shells they picked up at the beach, the last drops of a scented shower gel. Shopping lists in the faint, small script that the mother used, on other sheets of paper, to write all about us.









The Reentry


ON A SUNNY DAY in September, two women meet on the Ponte Sisto and embrace. It’s been a year since they’ve seen each other. They step over the low rusty chain that blocks traffic on the bridge. Lovers affix padlocks to the links; distracted pedestrians tend to trip over them. It’s past two in the afternoon, and both women are hungry.


One of them, raised close to the bridge, is in mourning. Her father died a few weeks before, and she’s also grieving for her dying marriage. She’s a thin, short woman with blond hair pulled back, big green eyes, and an earlobe studded with diamonds and small gold hoops.


The other woman is a university professor. She has darker hair and darker skin and she’s taller than her friend. At the moment, she’s also happier. She’s just celebrated her birthday at the sea, so she’s tanned and feels rejuvenated. She’s been meaning to meet up with her friend who’s going through a hard time, who’s facing a separation and the loss of her father.


“When did you get back?” she asks, linking elbows with the woman in mourning as they walk.


“About ten days ago. What about you?”


“Day before yesterday.”


The two women, who both have children around the same age, met one another some years ago in the playground at Piazza San Cosimato. When they both lived in Rome they would often have lunch together in a trattoria and talk for hours.


But for the past two years the woman in mourning, the one who’s returned for her father’s funeral, has been living in another city, in a country not far from Italy. She went to live there with her two children but without her husband, who had to stay on in Rome for his job, though back then, things between them were still relatively smooth. The woman was forty-six and wanted a change of scenery; she was tired of the run-down city she’d been born in.


The professor, too, has recently returned to Rome, not to face a loss but to enjoy a year on sabbatical with her family. She knows the city well and loves it. She visits often to conduct research or to attend conferences, either on her own or with her family, at times for lengthy stays. Ancient Roman history is her field.


Today the woman in mourning has booked a table at a trattoria she’s particularly fond of. It’s one of the few, she says, that’s held out—stubbornly and marvelously—against the flow of time. “It’ll be a chance to show you something new,” she says. “Even though my city is your city by now.”


In order to reach the trattoria they walk past the elegant palazzo where the parents of the woman in mourning lived for the greater part of the year. “It’s so strange to think that he’ll never go back there,” she says now, referring to her father. He was a journalist who spoke five languages and traveled the world. In the summers her parents would decamp to the mountains, where it was cooler. Her father, who was over ninety, had died in the same bed in the mountains in which he’d been born. The city house was always empty in the summers, but now it held a different sort of emptiness.


The woman in mourning tells her friend that, earlier in the day, she’d gone in quickly to fetch a few things and that she’d been surrounded, as a result, by paintings, books, and other objects belonging to her father. Needless to say, it had shaken her.


“Were you with him when he passed away?” the professor asks.


“I was on the plane, I didn’t make it in time.”


The trattoria is on a street without a sidewalk in a warren-like neighborhood that’s always crowded. It’s the same part of the city where, years ago, the professor had rented an apartment for the summer, on the very same street where the woman in mourning had grown up. The two women liked to remark on this coincidence: the fact that they’d both lived on the same street in different stages of life, under different circumstances.


When they reach the trattoria they nearly walk by it; the façade is discreet to the point of anonymity. It looks nothing like the other trattorie nearby, always thronged with tourists. For example, it looks nothing like the trattoria that had so warmly welcomed the professor and her family every evening that first summer. That one had bottles of wine in the window and tattered white umbrellas over the tables outside, on a sloping piazza, arranged against a peeling wall. Now and then the two brothers who ran the place would set a big bottle of Averna on the table before bringing the bill.


The trattoria they enter today looks restrained by comparison, with two glass doors that correspond to two different buildings. One building is covered in bricks and the other has a smooth façade painted in large squares of pink and pale orange. One of the two doors, which is closed, flanks the entrance. The other serves as a window. They’re both made of frosted glass so that no one walking by can see inside. The two women have to ring a bell to be admitted, and since the entrance is set off at an angle one can barely glimpse the interior from the street.


Once inside, the woman in mourning greets the padrona: a thickset woman with thin-framed glasses and short white hair. Then she recognizes and greets a man sitting at a table in the corner with a boy who looks to be about six years old. From their affectionate exchange the professor understands that he’s an old friend, and that he, too, grew up a stone’s throw from this trattoria.


“Sorry to sit with my back to you,” the woman in mourning says to the man as she takes her seat.


“Let me sit there,” her friend suggests, and so they switch places and rest their purses on the empty chair between them.


The trattoria is shaped like an L. The white walls, the black molding, and the pale marble wainscoting make it feel like the spare, paradoxically immaculate interior of a butcher shop. The woman in mourning is facing her old friend sitting in the corner and the professor is facing a table of men, all well dressed, who probably work in the same office. It’s impossible to see what’s behind the corner.


On the table there’s a menu in a transparent plastic sleeve: a white sheet of paper with a typewritten list of all the dishes. It sits there untouched; neither of the women bothers to look at it.


The padrona, who is also the waitress and the cook, tells them what there is to eat. She has burly arms and wears an apron over a white cotton shirt with short sleeves. The woman in mourning asks for vegetables to start, and then a plate of pasta.


“And what shall we bring out for la moretta?” the padrona asks briskly, without looking directly at the professor.


After a moment she replies, “I’ll have the same.” But she feels nettled, as if the nearly weightless but prickly legs of an insect were to rest briefly on the back of her hand.


“What exactly does that mean, when people say la moretta?” the professor asks.


“Oh, it’s nothing, people use it to describe anyone with dark hair,” says the woman in mourning, aware that her friend looks vaguely upset.


Now that they’re seated the professor notices that her friend looks exhausted.


“Are you sleeping?”


“Not much.”


“Eating?”


“I will today. The food here is always good.”


At that very moment the padrona brings out a bottle of water and a basket with just two slices of bread. Then she brings them some boiled greens, dark and shiny.


“Here you go, sweetheart,” she says to the woman in mourning. And to the other woman: “And the same for the pretty lady.”


The new epithet, delivered offhandedly, the tone a bit harsh, also troubles the professor.


“How are the kids coping through all this?” she asks her grieving friend. Each of them has one boy and one girl.


“They’ve figured it out by now. I left them in the mountains with my mother. Here, I’ll show you.” The professor, too, searches for her cell phone in her purse.


“Your daughter looks just like you,” the woman in mourning observes.


“Yours, on the other hand, looks like her father,” her friend says. Then she asks, gently: “Is he still with that colleague of his?”


“So I gather. It is what it is.”


“How did you find out?”


“I think I already knew, or at least I sensed something. Maybe that’s why I wanted to leave Rome. Because something already felt off-kilter.”


“So you did the right thing.”


“Back then I didn’t want to face it. I thought I’d do what you did—go discover a new place with my children. But that move only speeded up a dissolving marriage.”


The woman in mourning says she’s already spoken to a lawyer, but given that she now lives in another city with her children, it’s a complicated situation.


She interrupts herself to say goodbye to her old friend, who’s finished his lunch.


“Isn’t the food here delicious?” she asks the boy. “Imagine, I used to come here when I was your age. Just like you, for lunch, with my father.”


The boy, timid, looks back at her wide-eyed without saying anything.


At that moment the padrona returns with the pasta.


“You’re talking too much, you haven’t finished your vegetables,” she says, kindly scolding the woman in mourning.


This time there’s no epithet for the professor.


The pasta, piping hot, is bland but satisfying.


As they’re eating, the cell phone of the woman in mourning starts ringing.


“I’m at lunch with a friend,” she says, then asks the person who’s called to pass by the trattoria. She explains that it’s a neighbor of her parents. He needs to give her the mail that’s been piling up at their apartment, including several telegrams that have arrived since her father’s death.


A few minutes later, the neighbor arrives with a big black envelope. He kisses the woman in mourning and gives the professor a firm handshake.


“Have a seat,” the woman in mourning says. “Would you like a coffee?”


“No, thanks. Here’s the mail.”


They talk about her father, and the woman in mourning sums up his last days, his deathbed wishes, the funeral.


“He went just as he would have wished,” she says sadly, without shedding a tear.


“He was an exceptional man,” the neighbor says. “I always admired his thirst for travel, for other worlds. We’ll miss him.”


He says goodbye to the women and leaves. The men at the nearby table are also standing up to go. A few glance at the professor, curious.


“And you, are you happy to be back in this city?” the woman in mourning asks her friend.


“Returning to Rome is always wonderful, and never the same,” she replies. Then she adds: “It’s the only place where I really feel at home.”


As she says this, however, she fears that her relationship with the city is actually quite tenuous. In the end, she has no personal link to the history she studies, nor will she ever experience the comfort of having lunch in a trusted restaurant that forms part of her family’s history, that holds within it memories of countless lunches between father and daughter, a space that soothes her friend even after such an immense loss.


Someone has turned off a few lights, so that the interior of the trattoria is darker now, as if a rainstorm is about to pass through.


“Shall we leave?” the woman in mourning suggests.


“Let’s go.”


“Let me run to the bathroom.”


“Okay, I’ll go after you.”


Alone at the table, the professor studies the tablecloth, the design of the trattoria’s logo, the neglected menu. She wonders if her family would enjoy the place. But then she asks herself if the padrona would call her daughter, who resembles her, a moretta. Regardless, she thinks that it’s good to live in a place that’s both familiar and full of secrets, with discoveries that reveal themselves only slowly and by chance.


“It’s like we’re in their home,” the woman in mourning says, amused, when she returns to the table.


The professor gets up to find the bathroom. Turning the corner, she realizes that, in addition to the padrona, there’s another woman, slightly younger, at the cash register, with black hair that looks dyed, and that there is also a little girl, maybe six or seven, who’s been silent all this time. The two women might be sisters, and the girl one of their granddaughters. They keep a distracted eye on the girl, who seems idle in that cramped space.


“Is this the bathroom?” the professor asks, pointing to a door with nothing written on it.


The younger of the two women confirms, a bit drily, that it is.


Inside the bathroom, the professor reflects on her friend’s observation—that it’s like being in someone’s home. It’s just an ordinary bathroom in a trattoria. And yet she feels ill at ease and in the way.


When she steps out, she sees the little girl seated on the floor with her legs splayed. As a result, she can’t get by. She waits a few seconds for the girl to move. But the girl just sits there, frozen. The padrona and the woman at the register don’t tell her to get up. They don’t say anything. And so the professor asks the girl:


“May I?”


The girl neither replies nor reacts, behaving as if she hasn’t heard. At this point the professor cautiously steps over one of the girl’s bare legs so that she can go back to the table.


As soon as she’s crossed the small barrier of flesh and blood she hears the girl whisper some sort of complaint, but she can’t quite make out the words. She makes sense of it from the padrona’s reply:


“You’re the one who needs to move aside for her.”


Though she says this, it’s in that same restrained, offhanded way, so that the professor feels ill at ease again.


“Let’s ask for the check,” the woman in mourning says when she sees her friend.


They leave the table and proceed to pay. The little girl is in the same spot, her stiff legs still splayed.


When the woman in mourning approaches, she immediately moves one of her legs to let her pass.


But when the professor appears, the girl blocks her way again.


Then she says to the two who appear to be sisters, pointing to the woman in mourning, who stands in front, “She’s the nice one.”


No one says anything.


The girl insists, “She’s nicer than the other one.”


The padrona replies, calmly: “All women are nice, and you’re a little brat.”


“But she’s the nice one,” the girl repeats, agitated. “I don’t like the other one.”


“You’re right, my friend is very nice,” the professor says lightly, even as she feels her spirits sink. Then, hoping to break up the increasingly rigid atmosphere with some humor, she adds, “And why is it that you don’t like me?”


But the child, like the padrona, refuses to speak directly to the professor, just as she refused to move her leg. Instead she says, to the padrona and to the woman at the cash register: “I don’t like the other one. She’s bad, very bad.”


This snuffs out the professor’s feeble attempt to win her over.


The woman in mourning, who has her back to the girl, is absorbed by the check and doesn’t pay attention. The padrona and the woman at the cash register are still mute. No one tells the girl to be quiet or to apologize.


The woman in mourning shows her friend the check. Her friend pulls out some money, quietly, mechanically, from her wallet. It’s a sum that can’t be split evenly, and the change is also uneven, and the professor ends up paying slightly more, the woman in mourning slightly less.


“I owe you five,” says the woman in mourning.


“Don’t worry, you’ll get it next time,” her friend replies.


The little girl keeps saying that the woman in mourning is nice and that the professor is bad. She repeats it as if it were some sort of inane, sinister nursery rhyme until finally the woman at the cash register snaps: “Now get up, come on, I’m taking you back to your mother.”


“Thank you, arrivederci,” the woman in mourning says to the woman at the cash register.


“Goodbye, Dottoressa,” she replies.


“Say hello to your mother,” the padrona adds.


“Can you explain what just happened in there?” the professor asks, once they’re outside the trattoria. She’s sweating, but not from the heat.


“Let it go, that little girl was rude.”


“But she was more than that. She was full of rage.”


“Forget about it. I’m sorry.”


“I’m sorry, too. You wanted to take me there, but I’ll never go back again.”


“No, you won’t.”


They cross the bridge together, stepping over the first chain weighted down with forgotten promises, then the second. They continue to replay the episode in the trattoria: the little girl’s unpunished conviction and the stubborn silence of both women. On the other side of the bridge, they hug each other.


“Ciao, ciccia. We’ll talk soon.”


“Goodbye, my dear, you be well.”


They let go, but the levity of their old goodbyes is missing.


After a few minutes, the professor reaches Piazza San Cosimato and rests on a dirty, boiling-hot bench. Her lunch sits in her stomach like a rock. She doesn’t just feel bad and embittered; she’s humiliated, gripped by a sadness she can’t control.


The woman in mourning, meanwhile, crosses the river and sits on another bench in the shade, where she sorts through her parents’ mail and reads some postcards written to her dead father, consoling herself with the condolences of loved ones, sent from near and far.
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