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INTRODUCTION

		

		
			The modern Italian writer Dino Buzzati was prodigiously talented, achieving distinction in several genres and media—journalism and prose fiction, drama and opera, painting and illustration, even children’s literature. Among the notable aspects of his prolific career is a huge body of short fiction, close to five hundred texts spanning a forty-year period yet all falling into the category of fantasy. The Bewitched Bourgeois mounts a broad retrospective of this work, displaying the dazzling range of forms and themes that Buzzati explored over his lifetime. Ultimately, this selection makes a case for considering him a master of the short story in world literature.

			The sheer volume of texts makes clear that Buzzati was constantly producing, writing for almost immediate publication. Early on he developed the practice of publishing his stories in periodicals before collecting them in books. He collaborated with venues that not only featured prominent writers, past and present, but also reached wide audiences, appealing to popular as well as elite tastes. When he was starting out in the 1930s, La Lettura, a monthly magazine issued by the Milanese newspaper Corriere della Sera, ran some of his stories along with the writing of Nobel laureates Grazia Deledda and Luigi Pirandello. In 1948 Buzzati’s story “Panic at La Scala” was published in L’Europeo, a centrist newsweekly with a circulation of 300,000. He also became a frequent contributor to the cosmopolitan arts review Il Convegno, where the au courant reader could find innovative Italian writers like Eugenio Montale and Italo Svevo as well as translations of Thomas Mann, James Joyce, and Yevgeny Zamyatin. The great majority of Buzzati’s stories were first printed as feuilletons in the cultural section of Corriere della Sera, where he worked as an editor, reporter, and special correspondent from 1928 until his death.

			

			From such periodical publications Buzzati compiled book-length selections of stories that appeared at fairly regular intervals. These amounted to five substantial volumes, which grew from roughly twenty to fifty and more texts. They offer a remarkable inventory of fantastic premises and tropes, international in the reach of their geographical settings, at times addressing specifically Italian concerns but usually reflecting twentieth-century horrors, catastrophes, fanaticisms, and anxieties. The titles of the books join the fable-like with the journalistic: I sette messageri (The Seven Messengers, 1942), Paura della Scala (Panic at La Scala, 1949), Il crollo della Baliverna (The Collapse of the Baliverna, 1954), Il colombre (The Colomber, 1966), Le notti difficili (Difficult Nights, 1971). In 1950 Buzzati published a miscellany of stories, parables, and diary entries under the title In quel preciso momento (At That Precise Moment), which was expanded to almost twice its original size in later editions. In 1971, after he was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, he began writing nightmarish tales of illness, sexuality, and death. They would be collected in the posthumous volume Il reggimento parte all’alba (The Regiment Departs at Dawn, 1985).

			Occasionally, in an apparent effort to reach new readerships, Buzzati would reissue his work in fresh selections. Foremost among these reissues is Sessanta racconti (Sixty Stories, 1958), which includes uncollected material with previously published texts that he seems to have viewed as signature pieces, worth putting before a later generation of readers. The volume contains the title stories from his first three collections as well as stories that had seen print only in periodicals—among them, “Seven Floors” (1937), an absurdist riff on hospital bureaucracy which he adapted to the stage, attracting Albert Camus to produce a French translation; “The Shadow of the South” (1939), a colonial ghost story that travels down the northeast coast of Africa; and “The End of the World” (1944), a grim satire of Italian class superiority and religious belief. Sessanta racconti affirmed Buzzati’s continuing importance on the Italian cultural scene by winning the annual Premio Strega, the most prestigious literary prize in Italy.

			

			Although the kind of narrative that Buzzati most favored was fantasy, he cultivated different varieties of it during his long career. Influenced by writers like E.T.A. Hoffman, the Brothers Grimm, and Edgar Allan Poe, he extended nineteenth-century traditions of the fairy tale and the Gothic. In these genres, his work shifts between two registers: the marvelous, a supernatural or unnatural premise that could not occur in the reader’s reality, and the mimetic, a plausible situation where the unreal can be seen as illusory, deriving from the confusion of the narrator or protagonist. He also ventured onto the unstable ground between these registers by eliciting sympathy for a character’s uncertainty and suspending the reader between conflicting explanations of the action.

			In stories like “Our Moment” (1936), “The Five Brothers” (1951), “The Colomber” (1961), and “Alfredo Brilli, Accountant” (1975), Buzzati unfolds realistic narratives in which the marvelous abruptly intervenes, taking such forms as death personified, a sorcerer, a legendary shark, a mythological goddess. “The Shadow of the South,” however, where a mysterious Arab keeps reappearing uncannily in the most unlikely places, leaves unanswered the question of whether he is a spirit or some figment of the narrator’s imagination. By the end, the question comes to seem pointless because neither possibility would change the ideological stakes: the narrator’s speculation about the Arab’s identity and purpose so obviously involves European typecasting of the colonized subject, deeply Orientalist in its phantasmagoria.

			Buzzati was constantly reworking the relation between realism and fantasy, often relying on early twentieth-century innovations at home and abroad. He was fascinated with Franz Kafka’s writing, which circulated widely in German after the Czech writer’s death in 1924 and started to be translated into Italian during the 1930s. Il processo (The Trial) appeared in 1933, La metamorfosi (The Metamorphosis) in 1934, Il messaggio dell’imperatore (“A Message from the Emperor”) in 1935. That was the year Buzzati read the German text of Der Schloss (The Castle, 1926), which wouldn’t be translated until 1946. In a letter to an old school friend he pronounced it “more Kafkian than The Trial.” Buzzati admired Kafka’s adaptation of fantasy to realistic conventions, treating the unreal with verisimilitude, making it seem sufficiently plausible to force a reader to suspend disbelief, even to participate vicariously in the narrative, at least for as long as the reading lasts.

			

			In Italy these experiments were championed by Massimo Bontempelli, a fiction writer, dramatist, and critic who edited the journal 900. In 1927, he used the term “magic realism” (realismo magico) to describe a kind of narrative characterized by “realistic precision and magical atmosphere.” Magic realism, he argued, “invents myths and fables necessary to new times,” evoking the disorienting experience of modernity, the “feeling, amid acute distress, that our life is projected into another dimension.” The myths and fables are not strictly mimetic, however, in the sense of representing so-called modern reality; they are rather a way of seeing which “invents” the marvelous in the seemingly everyday: “we want to see the most humdrum and normal life,” wrote Bontempelli, “as an adventurous miracle: a continual risk and a continual effort to evade it.”

			Buzzati’s fantasy has a representational cast too, but he tends to use forms of representation that are journalistic. He was asked to “explain better this requirement for verisimilitude in the fantastic” during an interview given a year before his death:


			This is essentially the old rule. When I relate something of a fantastic nature, I must try the hardest to render it plausible and convincing. And when I say “I,” I’m really implying any other writer of the fantastic kind. Hence, in my view, the fantastic should be assimilated as closely as possible to daily news reporting [cronaca]. The right word isn’t “banalizing,” although in fact a little of this is involved. I mean a fantastic story will be effective only insofar as it’s told in the simplest and most practical terms. Even bureaucratic, actually. 



			

			The “terms” in Buzzati’s fiction are often newspaper conventions: profiles and obituaries of famous or unusual people, exposés of scandals, reports on disasters and scientific discoveries (which sometimes prove disastrous). His fantasies worry about social and technological trends, the glamour of cultural icons like the Eiffel Tower and the skyscraper, for instance, or the 1960s expansion in the use of plastics, where reportage supports science fiction (“Elephantiasis,” 1967). He sometimes gives the fantastic a topical slant by mentioning people in the news, figures like Albert Einstein, Charles de Gaulle, Elizabeth Taylor, Nikita Khrushchev. In several stories that play with notions of celebrity, Buzzati appears as himself, a famous staff writer at Corriere della Sera, privately composing letters to his editor that wittily confess to extravagant scams and superhuman powers (“Confidential,” 1960; “The Ubiquitous,” 1962) or complain about a double in his office, another journalist named Dino Buzzati, affixing his byline to articles he didn’t write (“Alienation,” 1969). 

			Buzzati’s stories may start off sounding like a newspaper article, stating basic facts, but then the marvelous emerges, sometimes all of a sudden, at other times gradually. “The Scandal on Via Sesostri” (1965) begins like an obituary: “Professor Tullio Larosi, holder of the chair in gynecology at the university and director of Santa Maria Immaculata Hospital (commonly known as the Maternity Hospital), died of a myocardial infarction at the age of sixty-nine.” The narrative then turns into a surreal exposé as every tenant in an apartment building is revealed to be a criminal under an assumed name. Meanwhile Buzzati’s actual journalism, like his travel article on literary sightseeing in Prague (“Kafka’s Houses,” 1965), reads like fantastic fiction: he is both author and protagonist, a literary tourist searching for Kafka’s “spirit” amid Italian accusations that he has plagiarized the Czech writer for decades.

			Fantasy establishes an unreal world that upsets dominant notions of what is real, making them seem variously unfamiliar, questionable, unreasonable—that is, unreal in turn. From the beginning Buzzati’s stories showed skepticism toward authority and social institutions, although the targets range from medieval aristocracy to modern technocrats to the professional-managerial class. Italian reviewers described his main focus as “bourgeois” values. “Panic at La Scala” is exemplary, and the topical theme showcases Buzzati’s method.

			

			The story was inspired by what he described as “this sense of very strong threat” that followed the assassination attempt on the Communist politician Palmiro Togliatti in July 1948. Togliatti was shot by a fascist student, and in response strikes and protests were organized throughout Italy to demand that the country’s first ever democratically elected government be suspended. Militants took up arms, leading to violent confrontations with police, which left thirty people dead and more than eight hundred injured. By October of that year L’Europeo was running installments of Buzzati’s satirical story about “the old Milanese bourgeoisie” who attend the Italian premiere of a controversial oratorio at the famed opera house. They wind up spending the night there, cowering in the mistaken fear that a left-wing revolution is erupting in the streets and they will soon be made its fatal victims. 

			A decade after the Togliatti events the critic Paolo Milano, writing in the muckraking newsweekly L’Espresso, described the effect of “Panic at La Scala” as “a bourgeois shudder.” For Milano, Buzzati was a writer of horror stories designed to frighten the Italian middle classes, plumbing their political unconscious by staging their worst fears. In a later story like “The Falling Girl” (1963), the satire of the urban bourgeoisie turns more darkly absurd: the cultural impact of the post–World War II economic boom is depicted as the collective suicide of young women, enthralled by the romance of the affluent, fashionable city. The bourgeois shudder might also be transnational, as in “Appointment with Einstein” (1950), where an African American gas station attendant in Princeton identifies himself as the “Angel of Death,” confronting the scientist with the diabolical consequences of his discoveries. Buzzati uses the centuries-old racist stereotype, the black devil, to challenge the scientific community, in the United States as well as internationally. The backdrop of his story was current events: The Civil Rights movement was gathering momentum as the federal government banned racial segregation in the military and in education. Buzzati was fantasizing about American news for Italian readers, giving a foreign take on cultural images that were intertwined with a history of discrimination and ideological complacency.

			

			Buzzati, to be clear, was neither a politically engaged intellectual nor an avant-garde experimentalist who championed a high modernist aesthetic. He was rather a widely known journalist at a major Italian newspaper, and he belonged to the class he critiqued, the Milanese bourgeoisie. His steady output of feuilletons gave him the opportunity to combine elite literary traditions with popular genres, a mix that the leftist cultural critic Dwight Macdonald would have called “Midcult.” Buzzati was writing fantasy for mass consumption, articulating collective anxieties with a marked tendency toward moralizing. In his stories, Poe and Kafka meet Rod Serling’s television anthology series The Twilight Zone.

			The present selection aims to be representative of Buzzati’s work in the short story while highlighting his preoccupation with recurrent landscapes, characters, motifs, structures. The stories are arranged in chronological sequence. The date and place of first publication, whether in a periodical or in an edited volume, are given in square brackets at the end of each text.

			Buzzati’s early stories tend to be more formal in tone, literary or even poetical. As the decades pass, his writing becomes more conversational with occasional flights of lyricism, and his narrators find themselves caught up in the events they relate. Buzzati develops a personal voice for himself as a character, awed or terrified but Chaplinesque with touches of Woody Allen’s schlimazel—at least in English. In the translation I sought to imitate these stylistic nuances while re-creating the basic form of the Buzzatian story as an admiring Italo Calvino described it: “precise as a machine, stretched from beginning to end in a crescendo of expectation, premonition, anguish, fear, becoming a crescendo of irreality.”

			—Lawrence Venuti

		


		

		
OUR MOMENT

		

		
			Inspector Gerardo was passing through the rooms of the ministry as he did every evening before he left. At that hour, they would be completely deserted. Yet he noticed a man sitting in the department of legal codes.

			It happened in an immense chamber with the highest ceiling, where scores of document-laden tables were arranged in rows. In that room some eighty clerks spent two years sorting through judgments delivered in the last century by the civil magistrates of the kingdom. Selected, copied, and organized according to topic, the judgments were required to furnish material for the jurists appointed to develop the new civil code. Merely the examination of the old judgments would last several years. The task was enormous and largely useless, but it had been ordained.

			In the squalid chamber, already invaded by dusk, a man dressed in gray sat before tall stacks of papers. He had bent his right arm on the table and propped his head on it. He was asleep.

			Inspector Gerardo slowly entered the room and touched the clerk’s arm. The man roused himself and rose to his feet. He was about thirty. His face was pale and weary.

			“It has already struck eight,” said Gerardo. “Why haven’t you left yet? Is this the place to sleep?”

			“I swear,” the young man pleaded, “I wasn’t even aware of it. This has never happened to me before. I get tired in the evening.”

			“After a day’s work, everybody gets tired in the evening,” said Inspector Gerardo, who didn’t seem unsympathetic. “But that isn’t a good reason. You mustn’t be well, if I may say so.”

			

			“That could be true,” the young man replied, reassured. “The work is demanding. You read, copy, read, copy—it never ends.”

			“What are you dealing with?” asked the inspector, as if to change the subject.

			“Stillicide. Two of us are working on this issue.”

			“Very well,” said Gerardo. His tone was condescending. “The right or servitude of rainwater from the eaves of a house. Interesting. But don’t you sleep enough at night?”

			“I work evenings,” the young man replied, slightly bowing his head.

			Meanwhile darkness had descended from the tall windows, and in the shadows the old tables had begun to creak here and there.

			“You’ll say I’m mad,” continued the clerk in a timid voice, “but I stay later to make progress on a project of my own, concerning the code. In my view, scrutinizing all these judgments seems basically unnecessary.”

			“Oh, is that so?” Gerardo exclaimed, sarcastic but clearly interested. “Can you possibly know more about the code than our lawmakers? What can you be thinking of?”

			“Your Excellency,” the clerk then said, “it is so kind of you to take an interest in me. Have a look at what I’ve done. You would need less than an hour to get a fair idea of it. I don’t plan on spending my life in here. I could be doing something better.”

			And so saying he pulled a thick file from a drawer.

			“Everyone’s the same.” Gerardo smiled. “Everyone says the same thing. Everyone’s misunderstood, everyone a victim of injustice. But don’t you realize how fortunate you are to be given such a sensitive task, involving so much responsibility? Don’t you realize how many others, who have studied longer than you, are still simple copyists? There are thousands of them—thousands, I tell you—in offices close by.”

			All the same, Inspector Gerardo didn’t have the heart to refuse. And that evening he left the already darkened ministry with a thick handwritten file. “Giovanni Drogo” was entered on the title page, beneath “Prospectus for a New Civil Code.”

			

			*

			One month later, Inspector Gerardo summoned Giovanni Drogo to his office. The clerk was even paler than the evening of their first encounter. With his back slightly hunched, he advanced into the austere room toward the inspector’s huge desk.

			“I have taken a look at your work,” said Gerardo, “and I don’t deny that it contains some ideas. But, my dear boy, you seem a bit naive, if I may say so. Had you written a poem or an essay, I would understand. But a proposal for a code? What purpose do you intend it to serve? Do you think you can replace the jurists who have studied these problems for decades? And then why would all these innovations be needed?” In the meantime Gerardo was leafing through the unfinished manuscript on his desk. “Does the code strike you as a site for experimentation, perhaps like the theater?”

			Giovanni Drogo was silent.

			“I’m speaking frankly,” the inspector continued. “I’ve made inquiries about you. No specific grievance. Observance of working hours. Correct demeanor. And you’re healthy. But I gather your performance is rather mediocre. Many others surpass you in volume of work. Rather than wasting your energy and intelligence on useless tasks, you’d be much better off, I believe, if you were to apply yourself with greater commitment to official business—while getting some sleep at night.”

			“Yes, Your Excellency,” replied Giovanni Drogo in an anguished tone. “But then I think about spending my entire life in here. Two years have already passed. Two years identical in every way. Who knows how many more will pass before I can leave. One fine day I’ll find I’ve become an old man, still at the same table, my life gone by that point.”

			“So you think,” Gerardo shot back, “you can be promoted with these senseless projects? Increase your output as a clerk, and the result won’t be long in coming.”

			A large clock struck the hour, and then you could hear a vast silence.

			“You are easily discouraged,” Gerardo continued. “It is essential to be more trustful. To know how to wait. You haven’t yet been fortunate—granted. But never forget: the right moment arrives for every man.” The inspector spoke slowly, in a weary voice, staring blankly at the papers scattered on the desk. “Whether it arrives sooner or later, no one is deprived of it. This isn’t optimism at all; it’s the sacrosanct truth. Often the moment of opportunity may be different from what we imagined. This doesn’t matter. Heaven denies no one something good on this earth. The right moment will come for you too. It just requires a little patience.”

			

			Giovanni Drogo stared at him as if hypnotized, nodding his head. Yet you couldn’t tell whether his gesture was assent or a nervous tremor.

			“Much depends on your health, then,” Inspector Gerardo concluded. “You need rest. Throw your plans for the code into the fire and spend a few days in the country. I am giving you three days’ leave.”

•

The gift of vacation was useless because that very evening Giovanni Drogo fell ill. Fever invaded his blood, shaking his heart more and more violently.

			On the third night of his illness, while he was lying in bed motionless and alone, Giovanni Drogo saw the door gently open and a towering figure enter.

			Till now he had never seen icy Death. Nonetheless, he recognized her immediately. Her face was pure and exceedingly beautiful, but her eyes shone with a horrifically malign light. Death advanced to the clerk’s bed, a silent shadow, sliding across the tiles.

			Drogo gazed at her and smiled. Then he lifted his right hand in a feeble gesture, signaling her to stop.

			“Death,” he said, “I am sorry you have made a useless journey and climbed my obnoxious stairs for nothing. But I can’t come with you.”

			“Always the same response,” replied Death. “Everyone says it’s too soon. But know that I’ve never waited. Why are you so afraid, young man?”

			“You’re mistaken, Death,” Giovanni Drogo said with a faint smile of disdain. “I’m not afraid—my word of honor. That isn’t why I don’t want to go.”

			

			“Tell me, tell me then!” said Death with a dreadful sound. “What terrible right do you possess to be capable of driving me away?”

			“No terrible right at all,” Drogo said, “or perhaps a ridiculous right, which, however, you can’t deny. I can’t die because I haven’t yet lived. My moment still hasn’t arrived. No one can rob me of it. For many years I’ve worked hard from morning till night, and even at night I stay up and work. I’ve always been alone. I’ve never known what love is. I’ve been surrounded by sad, mediocre things. No one has befriended me. To die now would be unjust. What awaits me may not be much, it may be no more than a single day, but not even you can deprive me of it. Let me learn what it is, and you can come back later.”

			“You’re right,” said Death, smiling (how bare and inhuman that smile!). “What you say is true. Your moment won’t be denied you. I am leaving—for now. Proceed with your life and take what is your due. We shall, however, meet again.”

			Thus Death slipped away and the door slowly closed.

			•

Another two months had passed when a porter at the ministry walked through the enormous rooms in search of Giovanni Drogo. He was found sitting at his table, completely recovered, somewhat pale but with the most serene expression on his face.

			“Signor Drogo?” the porter asked. “His Excellency, the minister, would like to speak with you.”

			Drogo rose from the table. He glanced at his colleagues bent over their papers, listened to the scratching of their pens for another instant, and set off behind the porter through the immense halls.

			“Welcome,” the minister greeted him. “I’ve read your proposal for the code, and I am truly enthusiastic about it. You did well to send it directly to me. Otherwise it probably would’ve never reached me. Of course many things aren’t applicable. But this doesn’t matter. It’s undoubtedly a useful project. You can be certain we will make use of it.”

			Giovanni Drogo smiled.

			“Since you are a capable fellow,” continued the minister, “I have decided to entrust you with the office of higher appeals. It’s a difficult job with considerable responsibility. You’ll be the director of the department. Tomorrow, in fact, I want you to take it over. I’ll have Inspector Gerardo see to the necessary formalities.”

			

			•

The next day Giovanni Drogo donned his best suit and headed to the ministry. Inspector Gerardo welcomed him with demonstrations of affection, boasted about predicting his brilliant career, and accompanied him to the office of higher appeals.

			For a good ten minutes they walked through corridors, archives, and halls. They finally arrived at a spacious waiting room with grand, imposing furniture. An ageing porter was sitting behind a table.

			Inspector Gerardo accompanied Drogo to the threshold of a vast room and left, saying simply:

			“Here you are.”

			Giovanni Drogo found himself alone in the room, which also had a very high ceiling. On the walls hung ancient paintings, blackened to such an extent that you couldn’t figure out what they represented. There were two closets, two armchairs, a large chair for him, and a colossal desk. On the desk stood a file, a lavish inkwell, various pens, and a bronze bell. All these things were brand-new.

			Drogo surveyed the scene with satisfaction. From two wide windows entered the festive light of the spring morning. Beyond, you could glimpse the trees of an extensive garden which Drogo never knew existed behind the palace of the ministry. The silence was absolute.

			Drogo left his hat on a coat rack. He sat down at the desk, opened the file, which was filled with white sheets of paper, placed the inkwell at the proper distance, and grasped the pens as if to try them out. Then he stood up and began to wander around the room.

			Quite a few minutes passed without anyone entering. Drogo thought about everything the minister had said to him—“a difficult job with considerable responsibility”—and he smiled to himself.

			After a full hour no one had yet shown up. Drogo finally decided to ring the bell. The porter immediately appeared.

			

			“Yes, Director sir?”

			“Tell me something,” asked Drogo, somewhat embarrassed. “Who held this position before?”

			“His Excellency Latroni,” the porter replied.

			“And what does this Latroni do now?”

			“He does nothing, Director sir. He died.”

			Drogo nodded and reflected for a few moments.

			“Who else is employed in the department?” he asked.

			“There are fifty-six clerks, Director sir.”

			“But who is the vice director? Why hasn’t he made an appearance?”

			“The vice director turns up only in the evening, when documents are signed. Until then he is busy with work.”

			“And what did Latroni do during the day?”

			“I can’t say, Director sir. He almost never called for me. I imagine he worked.”

			“Didn’t they ever bring him files to be examined?”

			“Every evening, when they were signed.”

			“And during the day? Nothing?”

			“I can’t say, because behind his desk—do you see?—there’s a little door that communicates with the vice director’s office. But only the director has the key. Maybe he went there during the day to ask for advice.”

			Since Drogo asked no other questions, the porter respectfully withdrew with a bow. The director of the department was alone again.

			That spring morning, which was very beautiful at first, strangely saw huge clouds rise to cover the sun, diffusing a stormy light. Yet there was no wind, as evidenced by the stillness of the tall trees in the garden.

			The room was invaded by a curious lethargy. Drogo sat down, bent his right arm on the edge of the desk, propped his head on it, and was seized by sleep.

			When he roused himself, he looked at the clock: it was five thirty in the evening. In the meantime, without disturbing him, the porter had brought an oil lamp and a box of matches to the desk. The sky was cloudy. Night was approaching.

			

			Drogo looked around himself, incredulous, as if he didn’t at first understand where he might be. Then he remembered the minister’s summons, his praise, the promotion, the new high-ranking position, certainly not very demanding and grandly honorific—his success, in a word. And he was astonished that he didn’t feel the slightest joy.

			A tormenting thought was spinning in his mind, but he couldn’t grasp it. A subtle, malign thought that poisoned the day of triumph. Drogo shook his head as if to stop thinking it. Then he grabbed the book of matches with the intention of lighting the lamp.

			First, however, he glanced out the windows and noticed the trees, which had turned black, and clouds stagnating in the sky and shadows rising from the humid recesses of the garden. He listened to the tremendous silence, without the faintest echo. Not even from the neighboring rooms did the resonance of words or steps arrive.

			It was then that Drogo suddenly tracked down the troubling thought. It was then he realized the right time had passed for him. Yes, fortune had touched him with its white wings, but it had flown away at once, down adventurous streets of dreams.

			In a few hours he had achieved what he would’ve never dared hope for. Yet now night was approaching, and probably no one was giving him another thought, neither the friends who had already forgotten him nor the minister who had turned his mind to new business, neither the porter in the waiting room nor the strange vice director who clearly paid little attention to him and would appear shortly to sign documents.

			Giovanni Drogo’s moment had already passed. It could be located in that brief stretch of time when the minister had communicated the happy news to him. Then the world had resumed its usual rhythm.

			What Drogo had to gain from life had already been generously paid. That huge office was his new existence. Days would be consumed behind that desk, one after another, monotonous and empty.

			Giovanni Drogo then thought about his days in the department of codes, the old judgments that passed before his eyes by the hundreds, the socializing with colleagues in the evening, the nights toiling in his tiny room, the light of his trusty lamp, the end of his youth.

			

			Now the clouds had blackened, and they were nearly indistinguishable from the dark outlines of the trees. The silence remained absolute. Outside, in the world, a new night was commencing for ignorant men, and for someone it could turn out to be happy. Seas, infinite plains, huge, distant cities, illuminated houses, the longest white streets, music, women, forests, moonlight—a boundless ferment of life which no longer belonged to him.

			Giovanni Drogo anxiously searched for whatever hopes he might still have. He shuddered to realize he wished only to return to what he was before, the clerk who labored day and night, who constructed impossible dreams. He wished only to be, once again, that Giovanni Drogo who had resisted Death.

			Motionless in the authoritative seat, enclosed all around by darkness and solitude, Giovanni Drogo watched the door before him, a huge door of solid walnut with eight rectangular panels covered in ornaments and emblems. It was firmly closed and quiet, drowsing in an innocent sleep. Why, then, was Giovanni Drogo staring at it with those eyes? Why did he feel that at any moment it must gently open, allowing a towering, horrific figure to slip inside, just like the first time, in his sick room, that memorable evening?

			Il Convegno, 25 December 1936

		


		

		
SEVEN FLOORS

		

		
			One morning in March, after a day’s journey by train, Giuseppe Corte arrived in the city where the famous clinic was located. He had a low-grade fever. All the same, he wanted to walk the distance between the station and the hospital, carrying his valise.

			Although Giuseppe Corte had contracted a mild form of the illness in its early stages, he had been advised to turn to the celebrated sanatorium that was devoted solely to its cure. That would guarantee him exceptionally qualified doctors and the most functional and efficient configuration of facilities.

			When Giuseppe Corte spotted it from a distance—he recognized it from photographs he had seen in a promotional circular—it made an excellent impression on him. The white seven-storey building was grooved by uniform recesses that gave it the vague character of a hotel. It was completely surrounded by a wall of tall trees.

			After a brief visit with a doctor, preparatory to a more comprehensive examination, Giuseppe Corte was led to a cheerful room on the top floor, the seventh. The furniture was neat and trim like the wallpaper; the armchairs were made of wood; the cushions were covered in multicolored fabric. The view ranged over one of the most beautiful neighborhoods of the city. Everything was peaceful, inviting, comforting.

			Giuseppe Corte immediately got into bed, and after switching on the lamp at the bedside, he began to read a book he had brought with him. Shortly after, a nurse entered to ask him if he would like anything.

			Giuseppe Corte didn’t want anything, but he happily started to chat with the young woman, asking for information about the clinic. In this way he learned about a strange feature of the institution. Patients were assigned to each floor according to the gravity of their illness. The seventh—that is, the top floor—contained the mildest cases. The sixth was reserved for patients who weren’t severely ill but still in need of care. Severe ailments were treated on the fifth. And so on, from floor to floor. Extremely ill patients were located on the second. Those on the first were beyond hope.

			

			This unique arrangement, apart from massively streamlining procedures, ensured that moderately ill patients wouldn’t be upset by the proximity of a fellow patient in the throes of death. It also guaranteed a homogeneous atmosphere on each floor. From another perspective, it enabled the treatment to be perfectly calibrated.

			As a result, the patients were divided into seven progressive castes. Each floor was like a little world to itself, with its particular rules, its special traditions. And since each floor was entrusted to a different doctor, different methods of treatment emerged—differences that were minimal but precise, despite the fact that the chief executive officer had imparted a single fundamental direction to the institution.

			When the nurse left, Giuseppe Corte felt as if his fever had disappeared. He approached the window and looked outside, not to observe the panorama of the city, even though it was still new to him, but in the hope of spotting patients on the lower floors through the windows. The structure of the building, with its deep recesses, permitted this sort of observation. Giuseppe Corte particularly focused his attention on the first-floor windows, which seemed the most distant and could be glimpsed only obliquely. But he couldn’t see anything interesting. Most of the windows were hermetically sealed by gray sliding shutters.

			Corte noticed a man standing at the window next to his. The two men gazed long at one another with increasing fondness, but they didn’t know how to break the silence. Finally, Giuseppe Corte summoned up the courage to say: “Have you also just arrived?”

			“Oh no,” replied the other man, “I’ve been here two months already.” He fell silent for a few moments, and then, not knowing how to continue the conversation, he added: “I was looking down at my brother.”

			

			“Your brother?”

			“Yes,” the stranger explained. “We were admitted together, a truly unusual case, but he has taken a turn for the worse. He’s on the fourth at this point, if you can believe it.”

			“The fourth what?”

			“The fourth floor,” explained the man. He pronounced the words with such an expression of commiseration and horror that Giuseppe Corte was nearly frightened.

			“But are they so seriously ill on the fourth floor?” he asked cautiously.

			“Oh God,” said the man, slowly shaking his head. “They aren’t hopeless yet, but there’s little cause for happiness.”

			“Then,” Corte asked with playful nonchalance, like someone alluding to tragic things that don’t concern him, “if they’re already so ill on the fourth, who gets put on the first?”

			“Oh, on the first they’re actually dying. There’s nothing more the doctors can do. Only the priest does any work. And naturally—”

			“But there aren’t many patients on the first floor,” interrupted Giuseppe Corte, as if he needed confirmation. “Almost all the rooms are shut up.”

			“There aren’t many patients now, but this morning there were quite a few,” the stranger replied with a faint smile. “The shutters are lowered where someone has recently died. You can see how all the shutters are open on the other floors. Excuse me,” he added, slowly withdrawing, “I’m starting to feel cold. I’m going back to bed. Good luck.”

			The man disappeared from the windowsill, and the window was forcefully closed. Then a light was switched on inside. Giuseppe Corte continued to stand motionless at the window, staring at the lowered shutters on the first floor. He stared at them with morbid intensity, trying to imagine the funereal secrets of that terrible floor where patients were confined to die. And he felt relieved to know he was so far away from there. Meanwhile the evening shadows descended over the city. One by one thousands of windows in the sanatorium were lit. From a distance it could have brought to mind a festive palace. Only on the first floor, down at the foot of the precipice, scores of windows remained blind and dark.

			

			•

The results of the comprehensive medical examination cheered up Giuseppe Corte. Inclined, as a rule, to anticipate the worst, he had instinctively prepared himself for a harsh verdict. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the doctor announced he must be assigned to the floor below. His fever, in fact, showed no signs of disappearing, even though his overall condition remained sound. Yet the doctor spoke to him frankly and with encouragement. His illness had made a start—he was told—but it was very mild. In two or three weeks, everything would probably pass.

			“Then I stay on the seventh floor?” Giuseppe Corte anxiously asked at this point.

			“Naturally!” the doctor replied, clapping him amiably on the shoulder. “Where do you think you should go? The fourth perhaps?” he asked, laughing, as if he were raising the most absurd possibility.

			“It’s definitely better this way,” said Corte. “When you’re sick, of course, you always imagine the worst.”

			Giuseppe Corte really did stay in the room where he had originally been assigned. He learned to recognize several of his fellow patients during those rare afternoons when he was allowed to get out of bed. He followed the treatment scrupulously and did his utmost to recover quickly. Nonetheless, his condition apparently remained unchanged.

			•

Nearly ten days had passed when the head nurse on the seventh floor visited Giuseppe Corte. He had to ask a favor, purely as a friend. The next day a lady with two children would have to enter the hospital. Two rooms were free, right next to his, but a third was needed. Would Signor Corte agree to be transferred to another room, just as comfortable?

			Naturally Giuseppe Corte didn’t cause any difficulties. To him, one room was the same as another. He might even encounter a new, more charming nurse.

			

			“I am deeply grateful to you, sir,” the head nurse said with a slight bow. “Coming from a person like yourself, I must say, such a kind, chivalrous act doesn’t surprise me. Within an hour, if you have no objection, we’ll proceed with the move.” Then he added in a subdued tone, as if the detail were entirely insignificant, “Keep in mind you need to go to the floor below. Unfortunately, no other rooms are free on this floor. But the arrangement is absolutely temporary,” he was quick to make clear, seeing Corte had abruptly sat up and was about to open his mouth in protest. “As soon as a room becomes free—I believe that’ll be in two or three days—you’ll be able to come back up here.”

			“I should tell you,” said Giuseppe Corte, smiling to demonstrate he wasn’t a child, “a move of this kind doesn’t please me at all.”

			“But this move isn’t for any medical reason. I completely understand what you mean. It’s just a courtesy to this lady, who prefers not to be separated from her children. For heaven’s sake, please,” he added, openly laughing, “don’t even get it into your head there might be other reasons!”

			“We shall see,” said Giuseppe Corte, “but it strikes me as a bad omen.”

			•

So Corte was transferred to the sixth floor, and although he was convinced this move didn’t correspond to a worsening of his illness, the thought that a definite obstacle had now come between him and the normal world of healthy people made him feel uneasy. On the seventh floor, his port of entry, you were somehow still in contact with the fellowship of men. You could consider it, in fact, almost an extension of the regular world. But on the sixth you entered the real heart of the hospital. Even the mentality of the doctors, the nurses, the patients themselves was slightly different. You had to admit that true and proper patients were gathered on this floor, even though their illness wasn’t severe. From his first conversations with his neighbors, with the staff, the doctors, Giuseppe Corte noticed how they viewed the seventh floor as a joke, reserved for patients who were dilettantes, afflicted mostly by whims. The hospital really began, so to speak, only with the sixth.

			

			All the same, Giuseppe Corte understood that to return above, to the place where he belonged because of the features of his illness, he would certainly face some difficulties. To return to the seventh floor, he would have to put in motion a complex organism, even if the move was minimal. There was no doubt that if he didn’t breathe a word, no one would think of transferring him back to the upper floor of the “nearly healthy.”

			Giuseppe Corte resolved, therefore, not to compromise on his rights and not to yield to the cajolery of habit. To his fellow patients he carefully explained he’d be with them for only a few days, he’d chosen to come down a floor to do a favor for a lady, and as soon as a room became free, he’d go back upstairs. The others listened to him without interest and nodded with little conviction.

			Giuseppe Corte’s conviction found full confirmation in his new doctor’s opinion. He too admitted that Giuseppe Corte could definitely be assigned to the seventh floor. His symptoms were ab-so-lute-ly mod-er-ate: the doctor syllabified the description for emphasis. Taking everything into account, however, he believed Giuseppe Corte could perhaps be better treated on the sixth floor.

			The patient decisively intervened at this point. “Let’s not start with this nonsense. You told me I qualify for the seventh floor, and I want to go back there.”

			“No one has said otherwise,” retorted the doctor. “My advice was not a doctor’s. It expressed sin-cere friend-ship, pure and simple! Your symptoms, I repeat, are very mild. I wouldn’t be exaggerating if I said you weren’t even sick. In my view, however, your condition differs from analogous forms of the disease because of a certain expansive development. Allow me to explain: The intensity of the illness is minimal, but the extent considerable. The cellular destructive process” (this was the first time Giuseppe Corte had heard the sinister expression) “is absolutely in the early stages, it may not have even started, but it tends—I say only tends—to affect vast segments of the organism simultaneously. This is the only reason, in my view, you can be treated more effectively here, on the sixth floor, where therapeutic methods are more routine and focused.”

			

			One day he was told the chief executive officer of the clinic, after consulting at length with his staff, had decided on a change in the subdivision of the patients. The grade of each patient—so to speak—would be lowered by a half-point. Assuming that the patients on each floor were divided into two categories according to the severity of their illness (their respective doctors had effectively made this subdivision, although exclusively for internal use), the worse of the two halves would officially be transferred to the next floor down. For example, half of the patients on the sixth floor, those with slightly more advanced symptoms, would have to move to the fifth, and those with less mild symptoms on the seventh would be transferred to the sixth. The news pleased Giuseppe Corte because in such a complex framework of moves his return to the seventh floor could be managed much more easily.

			Yet when he mentioned this hope to the nurse, he received a bitter surprise. He learned, in other words, he would be transferred, although not to the seventh but to the floor beneath. For reasons the nurse couldn’t explain to him, he’d been included in the more “severe” half of the patients on the sixth floor. He was therefore required to go down to the fifth.

			After getting past the initial surprise, Giuseppe Corte flew into a rage. He shouted they were cheating him. He didn’t want to hear any more talk of downward moves. He would go home. Rights were rights, and the hospital administration couldn’t overlook the doctors’ diagnoses so insolently.

			While he was still shouting, the doctor arrived to reassure him. He advised Corte to calm down if he didn’t want to see his fever rise. He explained that a misunderstanding had occurred, or at least partly. He acknowledged yet again that Giuseppe Corte would be in the right place if they had put him on the seventh floor, but he added he had a slightly different, even if entirely personal, conception of Corte’s case. After all, his illness could be considered—in a certain sense, of course—as falling into the sixth grade too, given the extent of the morbid symptoms. He himself, however, couldn’t explain how Corte had been categorized as belonging in the worse half of the sixth floor. Probably the administrative secretary, who had phoned him just that morning to inquire about Giuseppe Corte’s exact clinical position, made an error in transcription. Or, more likely, the administration had deliberately “worsened” his opinion a bit, since they regarded him as a doctor who was expert but too indulgent. In the end, the doctor advised that Corte not worry and put up with the transfer. What mattered was the illness, not the place where a patient was located.

			

			As far as his treatment was concerned—the doctor further added—Giuseppe Corte would have no complaint. The doctor on the floor below was certainly more experienced. It was virtually a given, at least in the administration’s opinion, that the doctors’ skills increased as you descended. The room, furthermore, was just as comfortable and elegant. The view was equally wide-ranging. Only from the third floor down was the line of sight cut off by the perimeter trees.

			Giuseppe Corte, in the grip of his nightly fever, listened on and on to the meticulous explanations with increasing weariness. He realized, finally, that he lacked the strength and especially the will to react further to the wrongful move. So without more protests he allowed himself to be taken to the floor below.

			Once Giuseppe Corte found himself on the fifth floor, his one and only consolation, even if meager, was to know that according to the unanimous opinion of doctors, nurses, and patients his illness was the least severe of all. Within the ambit of that floor, in a word, he could consider himself by far the most fortunate. At the same time, however, he was tormented by the thought that two barriers now came between him and the world of normal people.

			As spring progressed, the air grew warmer, but Giuseppe Corte no longer loved looking out the window as he did in the beginning. He would be deeply troubled by a strange shudder at the sight of the first-floor windows, always mostly closed, even though such a fear might be utter nonsense. The windows had grown much closer.

			

			His illness seemed unchanging. After he had been on the fifth floor for three days, his right leg displayed some sort of eczema which subsequently showed no sign of reabsorption. It was an infection—the doctor told him—absolutely independent of his principal illness, a disorder that could happen to the healthiest person in the world. An intense treatment of digamma rays would be necessary to eliminate it in a few days.

			“Can one have the digamma rays here?” asked Giuseppe Corte.

			“Of course,” the doctor replied. “Everything is available at our hospital. There is only one inconvenience.”

			“What?” said Corte with a vague premonition.

			“‘Inconvenience’ in a manner of speaking,” the doctor corrected himself. “I meant the equipment for the rays is located on the fourth floor, and I wouldn’t recommend you make that trek three times a day.”

			“So then I do nothing?”

			“No, then it would be better if you kindly moved to the fourth floor till the discharge stops.”

			“Enough!” Giuseppe Corte shouted, exasperated. “I’ve had enough of going down already! I won’t go to the fourth floor, even if it kills me!”

			“As you wish.” The doctor was conciliating, trying not to irritate him. “But keep in mind that I, as the attending physician, prohibit you from going downstairs three times a day.”

			The ugly reality was that the eczema, instead of fading, was slowly spreading. Unable to get any rest, Giuseppe Corte continued to toss and turn in bed. For three days he persisted in this state, enraged, until he was forced to yield. Of his own accord he requested that the doctor transfer him to the lower floor so he could be given the treatment.

			Down there Corte observed, with unconfessed pleasure, that he represented an exception. The condition of the other patients was undoubtedly very serious, and they couldn’t leave their beds, even for a minute. He, however, enjoyed the luxury of walking from his room to the room where the rays were administered, amid the compliments and astonishment of the nurses themselves.

			

			To his new doctor he insistently explained his highly unique position as a patient who, all things considered, was entitled to the seventh floor but had come to be on the fourth. As soon as the discharge stopped, he intended to return upstairs. He would absolutely not permit any new excuse. He should legitimately be back on the seventh floor.

			“On the seventh! The seventh!” the doctor exclaimed, smiling, having just finished his examination of Corte. “You patients are always exaggerating! I’d be the first to say you can be pleased with your condition. As far as I can see from your chart, you’ve suffered no great setbacks. But there’s a real difference—forgive my brutal frankness—in going from this to talking about the seventh floor! You’re among the least worrying cases, I agree, but you’re still a sick man!”

			“Then, then,” said Giuseppe Corte, his face turning red, “on what floor would you put me?”

			“Good God, it isn’t easy to say. I’ve only done a brief examination. To be able to give an opinion, I’d have to observe you for at least a week.”

			“Fine,” persisted Corte, “but you still have a rough idea.”

			To calm him down the doctor pretended to gather his thoughts for a moment. Then, nodding to himself, he slowly said: “All right. Just to satisfy you. Taking everything into account, we could put you on the sixth.” As if to persuade himself he added: “Yes, that’s right. The sixth could work.”

			The doctor thought this response would make his patient happy. Instead an expression of dismay spread over Giuseppe Corte’s face. The patient realized the doctors on the previous floors had deceived him. Here was this new doctor, evidently more capable as well as more honest, who in all sincerity—it was clear—would assign him, not to the seventh, but to the fifth floor, perhaps even to the lower part of the fifth! The unexpected disappointment devastated Corte. That evening his fever rose appreciably.

			•

Giuseppe Corte’s stay on the fourth floor marked the calmest period he had spent in the hospital since his admission. The doctor was a very agreeable person, attentive as well as cordial. He would often spend hours on end chatting about the most varied topics. Giuseppe Corte would also converse quite willingly, looking for topics related to his normal life as a lawyer and man of the world. He tried to persuade himself he still belonged to the fellowship of healthy men, still maintained his connections to the business world, and truly cared about public events. He tried without success. Invariably the conversation would wind up returning to his illness.

			

			The desire for any sort of improvement had become an obsession for Giuseppe Corte. Although the digamma rays had managed to stop the spread of the epidermal discharge, they were unfortunately not enough to eliminate it. Every day Giuseppe Corte would speak at length about his condition with the doctor, and in these conversations he would do his best to show that he was confident, indeed ironic, although without ever succeeding.

			“Tell me, Doctor,” he said one day, “how goes the destructive process of my cells?”

			“What ugly language!” the doctor playfully reproached him. “Where ever did you learn it? It certainly isn’t healthy. Especially for a patient! I never want to hear such talk from you again.”

			“Fine,” objected Corte, “but you haven’t responded to my question.”

			“But I will respond to you—immediately,” the doctor said, obliging. “The destructive process of the cells, to repeat your horrible expression, is minimal, in your case, absolutely minimal. But I’d be tempted to define it as obstinate.”

			“By ‘obstinate’ do you mean ‘chronic’?”

			“Don’t make me say what I didn’t say! I mean only obstinate. Besides, the majority of cases fall into this category. Even the mildest infections often require lengthy vitalizing treatments.”

			“But tell me, Doctor, when can I expect some improvement?”

			“When? Predictions are rather difficult in these cases.” After a meditative pause, he added: “But listen: I see you have a real yearning to get well. If I weren’t afraid of making you angry, you know what I’d advise you?”

			“Go ahead, Doctor, tell me.”

			

			“Let me put the matter in the clearest terms. If I had contracted even the weakest form of the illness and ended up in this sanatorium, which may well be the best there is, I’d get myself assigned, voluntarily, from the very first day—the very first, mind you—to one of the lowest floors. I’d even get myself put on—”

			“The first?” suggested Corte with a forced smile.

			“No no no! Not the first!” the doctor replied ironically. “Never that floor! But the third or even the second, certainly. The treatment is handled much better on the lower floors, I guarantee you. The equipment is more comprehensive and efficient. The staff is more capable. Do you know who is the soul of this hospital?”

			“Isn’t it Professor Dati?”

			“Exactly, Professor Dati. He invented the treatment carried out here. He designed the entire facility. And it’s he who presides, so to speak, over the first and second floors. His guiding force radiates from there. But his influence, I assure you, doesn’t reach beyond the third floor. You could say that as you move upward his exact methods fragment, lose consistency, get derailed. The heart of the hospital lies at the bottom, and at the bottom you must be to receive the best care.”

			“In short, then,” said Giuseppe Corte, his voice trembling, “you advise me—”

			“Let me add one thing,” the doctor continued, unperturbed. “In your particular case, we’d also have to tend to the discharge, something not very significant, in my view, but still quite annoying, since it could lower your morale in the long run. And you know how important serenity can be to the healing process. The application of the rays I prescribed for you has been only partly beneficial. Why? It may be pure chance, but it may also be the rays weren’t intense enough. The machines on the third floor are definitely more powerful. The probability of healing your eczema would be much higher. Do you see now? Once the healing begins, the most difficult step has been taken. When you start going back up, it becomes hard to go back down again. When you truly feel better, nothing will stop you from coming back here as well as moving higher to the fifth, sixth, even the seventh floor, I dare say, according to what might be called your merits.”

			

			“But do you think this move will speed up the cure?”

			“There can be no doubt. I’ve told you what I’d do if I were in your shoes.”

			The doctor had conversations of this kind every day with Giuseppe Corte. The moment finally came when the patient, weary of suffering from the eczema, decided to follow the doctor’s advice, despite his reluctance to descend. And so he was transferred to the floor below.

			•

He immediately noticed a peculiar cheerfulness reigned on the third floor, in the doctor as well as the nurses, even though the patients treated there were extremely worrying. He also realized that from one day to the next the cheerfulness was increasing. His curiosity was piqued. After getting acquainted with a nurse, he asked why on earth everyone was so happy.

			“You don’t know?” replied the nurse. “In three days we’re going on vacation.”

			“What do you mean ‘going on vacation’?”

			“Just that. The third floor will be closed for fifteen days, and the staff will clear out. Each floor gets a turn to take a break.”

			“And what do the patients do?”

			“Since there are relatively few, two floors are joined into one.”

			“You mean the patients from the third and fourth are combined?”

			“No, no,” corrected the nurse. “From the third and second. The ones who are here will have to go down a floor.”

			“Go down to the second?” Giuseppe Corte said, pale as death. “So I would have to go down to the second?”

			“Of course. What’s so strange? When we come back in fifteen days, you’ll return to this room. I don’t think there’s anything to be afraid of.”

			Nonetheless, Giuseppe Corte, cautioned by some mysterious instinct, was invaded by cruel fear. Yet seeing he couldn’t stop the staff from going on vacation and convinced the treatment with more intense rays would do him good—the eczema was almost completely reabsorbed—he didn’t dare stage a formal protest against the new transfer. Instead he demanded, heedless of the nurses’ jokes, that a sign be affixed to the door of his new room with the notice Giuseppe Corte, from the third floor, in transit. This sort of thing found no precedent in the history of the sanatorium, but the doctors weren’t opposed, thinking that even some slight discord could provoke a serious shock in a temperament as highly strung as Corte’s.

			

			It was, after all, a matter of waiting fifteen days, not a day more or less. Giuseppe Corte started to count them with stubborn eagerness, remaining motionless in bed for hours and hours, his eyes fixed on the furniture, which was brighter and more modern on the upper floors than on the second, where it assumed larger dimensions as well as more solemn and severe lines. Every now and then he would prick up his ears because he thought he heard faint death rattles from the floor below, the floor of the dying, the “doomed.”

			All this naturally contributed to discouraging him. What’s more, any disturbance of his serenity seemed to help his illness, his fever tended to climb, and his general weakness deepened. From the window—summer was now in full force, and the windows were almost always kept open—he could no longer make out the roofs or even the houses in the city, just the green wall of trees that surrounded the hospital.

			•

After seven days, one afternoon around two o’clock, the head nurse along with three other nurses suddenly entered his room, pushing a stretcher on wheels. “Are we ready to be transferred?” asked the head nurse in a tone of good-natured joking.

			“What transfer?” Giuseppe Corte asked, his voice labored. “Is this another trick? Doesn’t the third-floor staff return in a week?”

			“Third floor?” said the head nurse as if he hadn’t understood. “I’ve gotten an order to move you to the first. Look here.” He showed the patient a printed form for the transfer downstairs signed by none other than Professor Dati himself.

			At that point, Giuseppe Corte’s terror accompanied by his hellish anger exploded in prolonged screams of rage that reverberated through the entire floor. “Quiet, quiet, for heaven’s sake,” begged the nurses. “The patients here are not well!” But this was hardly enough to calm him down.

			

			At last the doctor who supervised the floor, a most kind and courteous person, rushed into the room. He inquired about the incident, examined the form, and asked Corte to offer his own explanation. Then he turned to the head nurse, angrily declaring that an error had been made, he hadn’t given any such instructions, for some time now there had been unbearable mix-ups, and he was kept in the dark about everything. Finally, after speaking his mind to the subordinate, he turned to the patient and politely expressed his profound apologies.

			“Unfortunately,” added the doctor, “Professor Dati went on a short leave just an hour ago, and he won’t return for two days. I’m absolutely sorry, but his orders can’t be disobeyed. He’d be the first to apologize, I assure you. What an error! I don’t understand how it happened!”

			By then a pitiful tremor had started to shake Giuseppe Corte. His ability to control himself had become completely elusive. Terror had overcome him like a child. His sobbing resounded in the room, slow and desperate.

			Thus, through that execrable error, he arrived at the terminal station, the floor of the dying, he who, after all, according to the severity of his illness, even in the judgment of the most rigorous doctors, had the right to be assigned to the sixth, if not the seventh floor. The situation was so grotesque that at certain moments Giuseppe Corte almost felt the urge to snicker uncontrollably.

			Lying in bed, as the hot summer afternoon slowly passed over the huge city, he gazed at the green of the trees through the window. He was under the impression that he had arrived in an unreal world, composed of absurd walls with sterilized tiles, icy mortuary halls, and white, soulless human figures. It even crossed his mind that the trees he seemed to glimpse through the window might also not be real. He actually wound up convincing himself they weren’t: he noticed the leaves weren’t moving at all.

			This idea so upset Corte that he rang the bell for the nurse and had her hand him the glasses he used for his nearsightedness, since he didn’t wear them in bed. Only then did he calm down a bit: with the help of the glasses, he could make certain the trees were undeniably real, and the leaves were moved by the wind every so often, even if slightly.

			

			After the nurse left, he spent a quarter of an hour in complete silence. Six floors, six terrible barriers, now loomed over Giuseppe Corte with implacable weight, even though his predicament was due to some administrative error. How many years—he had to think precisely in terms of years—how many years would he need to climb back to the edge of that precipice?

			But how in the world did the room suddenly grow so dark? It was still the middle of the afternoon. With a supreme effort, Giuseppe Corte, who was feeling paralyzed by a strange lethargy, looked at the clock on the nightstand beside his bed. It read three thirty. He turned his head to the other side and saw that the sliding shutters, obedient to some mysterious command, were slowly descending, closing off the path to the light.

			La Lettura, no. 3, 1937

		


		

		
THE SHADOW OF THE SOUTH

		

		
			In Port Said, amid tottering houses, openwork balconies corroded with dust, fetid hallways, calcined walls, exhalations from filth nested in every crevice, I saw a strange figure alone in the middle of a street. On both sides the wretched people of the quarter were moving along the foot of the houses. And although on closer scrutiny there weren’t many of them, the street appeared to be seething, so uniform and incessant was the swarm. Veils of dust and the dazzling glare of the sun prevented me from fixing my attention on anything, as happens in dreams. But then, right in the middle of the street (an ordinary street, identical to thousands of others, which quickly vanished in a perspective of ostentatious, collapsing shacks), right in the middle, I noticed a man, perhaps an Arab, completely immersed in sunlight, dressed in a loose white robe with some sort of hood on his head—or so it seemed to me—which was likewise white. He was walking slowly in the middle of the street, swaying slightly, as if he were searching for something, or hesitating, or even reversing a bit. He was drawing away among the dusty holes, still with that bearlike step of his, and no one was minding him. His very presence, in that street at that hour, seemed to concentrate in itself, with extraordinary intensity, the whole world that surrounded him.

			It lasted a few moments. Only after I had dragged away my eyes did I realize that the man, and especially his unusual step, had abruptly entered my thoughts and I couldn’t explain why. “Look at that comical fellow over there!” I said to my companion. I was hoping he would voice something banal that might bring everything back to normal (since I felt a peculiar uneasiness had come over me). So saying I again directed my eyes toward the end of the street to observe the man.

			

			“Who’s comical?” said my companion. I replied, “That man lurching in the middle of the street.”

			While I was speaking, the man disappeared. I don’t know if he entered a house or an alley or was swallowed by the swarm that crawled along the houses or had simply vanished into thin air, incinerated by the midday sun. “Where? Where?” said my companion, and I replied, “He was there, but he’s gone now.”

			Then we got back into the car and drove around, although it was barely two o’clock and hot. The uneasiness had passed, and we laughed readily at any nonsense, till we reached the outskirts of the native quarter where the dusty tenements ceased, the sand began, and several sordid huts were resisting the sun. Out of pity I hoped they weren’t inhabited. But on looking more carefully I noticed a thread of smoke, nearly invisible amid the waves of heat, climbing from one of those hovels, struggling toward the sky. So men were living there, I thought remorsefully, as I removed a piece of straw from a sleeve of my white suit.

			I was amusing myself with these touristic philanthropies when I caught my breath. “What a people!” I was saying to my companion. “Look at that boy, for instance, with a bowl in his hand. What does he expect—” I didn’t finish because my eyes, which were wandering restlessly, rendered incapable of lingering on anything by the light, had settled on a man dressed in a white robe, swaying beyond the hovels, in the middle of the sand, heading toward the edge of the lagoon.

			“How ridiculous,” I said out loud to calm myself. “We’ve been driving around for half an hour and we’ve happened on the same spot as before! Look at that fellow. What did I tell you!” It was actually him. There was no doubt, his unsteady step, as if he were searching for something, or hesitating, or even reversing a bit. And now he was also turning his back and drawing away slowly, encompassing—it seemed to me—a patient, implacable doom.

			

			It was him. And the uneasiness returned more intensely because I was very much aware the place wasn’t the same as before and the car, even though it had taken wrong turns, had traveled several kilometers away, a distance a man couldn’t have covered on foot. All the same, the indecipherable Arab was there, walking toward the edge of the lagoon, searching for something I couldn’t fathom. But no, he wasn’t searching for anything, I knew perfectly well. Whether flesh and blood or mirage, he had appeared to me. Miraculously he had moved from one end of the Arab Quarter to the other to find me again, and I was conscious (from a voice that spoke to me from the depths) of a dark complicity that bound me to that being.

			“What fellow?” replied my companion, with a blasé attitude. “Are you talking about that kid with the dish?”

			“Absolutely not!” I said angrily. “Don’t you see him in the distance? No one’s there but him. That man, there, he, he—”

			It was an effect of the light, perhaps, a common optical illusion. The man had again dissolved into nothing, a sinister deception. In reality, the words got stuck in my mouth. I stammered, confused, staring at the vacant sand. “You’re not well,” said my companion. “Let’s go back to the steamer.” Then I tried to laugh and said, “Don’t you realize I’m joking?”

			In the evening we departed. The ship sailed down the canal toward the Red Sea, in the direction of the Tropic of Cancer. During the night, the image of the Arab stayed with me, fixed in my mind, as I tried to think of everyday matters and failed. In fact, I had the obscure feeling I was somehow following decisions that weren’t mine. I even got the idea that the man from Port Said was no stranger to the thing, as if he wanted to show me the ways of the south, and his swaying, his bearlike hesitations were ingenuous flattery, typical of certain witch doctors.

			The ship sailed, and gradually I convinced myself I was mistaken. Arabs dress almost all the same. I was evidently confused, thanks to a suspicious imagination. Nevertheless, a faint echo of that uneasy feeling returned on the morning we docked at Massawa. That day I wandered around alone, during the hottest hours. I would stop at intersections to explore the surrounding area. I felt as if I were performing some kind of test, like crossing a footbridge to see if it holds. Would the individual from Port Said, whether man or ghost, reappear?

			

			I wandered around for an hour and a half, and the sun didn’t bother me (the renowned sun of Massawa) because the test seemed to be succeeding according to my hopes. On foot I pushed as far as Taulud and stopped to inspect the dam. I saw Arabs, Eritreans, Sudanese, faces that were innocent or abject. But I didn’t see him. I gladly allowed myself to be baked by the heat, as if liberated from some persecution.

			Then night fell, and we set out again for the south. My traveling companions had gone ashore; the ship was nearly empty. I felt alone and foreign, an intruder in a world of others. The moorings had been cast off, and the ship began to move away from the deserted wharf. No one was there to say goodbye. It suddenly crossed my mind that, all things considered, the ghost of Port Said had somehow looked after me, even if by causing me distress, which is better than nothing. Yes, he had frightened me with his magical disappearances. At the same time, however, there was a reason for pride. The man had in fact come for me (my traveling companion hadn’t even seen him). Considered with detachment, that being now seemed like a personification that held the very secret of Africa. Between me and this land, therefore, a bond existed before I suspected it. Had a messenger come from the fabled kingdoms of the south to show me the way?

			The ship was already two hundred meters from the shore when I spotted a tiny white figure moving at the end of the wharf. Entirely alone on the gray strip of cement, he drew away slowly—from what I could make out—swaying as if he were hesitating or searching for something or even reversing a bit. My heart began to pound. It was him, I was certain of it, although I didn’t know whether he was man or ghost. Most likely (but I couldn’t be sure because of the distance) his back was turned toward me. He was heading south, absurd ambassador of a world that could’ve been mine as well.

			And today, at Harar, I finally encountered him again. I am here writing in the fairly isolated house of a friend. The humming of the Petromax lamp has filled my head. My thoughts ebb and flow like waves. Perhaps it’s fatigue, perhaps the air I breathed in the car. No, it isn’t fear anymore: that happened near the lagoon in Port Said. Instead it’s like feeling weak, inferior to what awaits us.

			

			I saw him again today, while I was exploring the labyrinths of Old Town. I’d already been walking for half an hour through those backstreets, each one identical yet different. The light was very beautiful after a storm. I amused myself by casting a glance into the sporadic crevices that open into fairy-tale courtyards, enclosed between red walls of stone and mud as if within tiny fortresses. The passageways were mostly deserted, and the houses (so to speak) were silent. At times I imagined the city was dead, devastated by plague, and there was no way out. Night would have caught us in a frantic search for liberation.

			I was thinking these things when he again appeared to me. By chance the steep alley I was coming down wasn’t winding like the others but quite straight, so that you could see some eighty meters ahead. He was walking among the stones, swaying like a bear more than ever. Turning his back, he drew away. The image was extremely significant—not really tragic, not even grotesque. I don’t know exactly how to describe it. But it was him, the same man from Port Said, the messenger of fabled kingdoms, who won’t ever leave me.

			I ran down the steep stones as fast as possible. This time, at last, he wouldn’t slip away from me. Two red, uniform walls hemmed in the alleyway, and there were no doors. I ran as far as a bend in the street, expecting, when I turned the corner, to find the man no more than three meters away. But he wasn’t there. Like the other times, he had vanished into thin air.

			Later I saw him again, always the same, withdrawing into one of those alleys, not toward the sea but toward the interior. I didn’t run after him. I remained motionless, watching him with a vague sadness, until he disappeared down a side street. What did he want from me? Where did he want to lead me? I don’t know who you are, whether man, ghost, or mirage, but I do worry you’re mistaken. I’m not the person you seek, I’m afraid. The whole thing isn’t very clear, but I think I’ve understood you’d like to lead me farther, still farther, closer and closer to the center, as far as the frontiers of your unknown kingdom.

			

			I understand. And it would be wonderful too. You are patient. You wait for me at isolated crossroads to teach me the way. You are truly discreet. You even make a show of fleeing from me, with quintessentially eastern tact, and you don’t dare reveal your face. You want only to make me understand—it would seem—that your monarch awaits me in the middle of the desert, in a splendid white palace, guarded by lions, where enchanted fountains sing. It would be wonderful, I know, and I would really like it. But my spirit is deplorably timid. I scold him in vain. His wings tremble. His delicate baby teeth chatter as soon as he is led to the threshold of great adventures. This is how I am, unfortunately, and I’m really afraid your king will waste his time waiting for me in the white palace in the middle of the desert, where I would probably be happy.

			No, no, in heaven’s name. Regardless, messenger, bring the news that I am coming. You don’t even need to show yourself again. This evening I actually feel fine—although my thoughts waver a bit—and I’ve made the decision to depart. (But will I be capable of it? Won’t my spirit make a fuss at precisely the moment that he starts to tremble? Won’t he hide his head between his fearful wings, saying he won’t go any farther?)

			Corriere della Sera, 2 July 1939

		


		

		
The Seven Messengers

		

		
			Having set out to explore my father’s kingdom, I go on day after day, drawing away from my city, and the news that reaches me becomes increasingly more infrequent.

			I began the journey when I was little more than thirty years old, and more than eight years have passed, exactly eight years, six months, and fifteen days of uninterrupted travel. I believed, at my departure, that I would easily reach the borders of the kingdom in a few weeks. But I have continued to encounter people and regions that are always new. And everywhere I have met men who spoke my language, who said they were my subjects.

			I sometimes suspect my geographer’s compass has run wild, and thinking we continually proceed toward the south, we have in fact been describing circles without ever increasing the distance that separates us from the capital. This could explain why we have not yet reached the outermost frontier.

			Yet what more often torments me is the suspicion that this border does not exist, that this kingdom stretches limitlessly, and that despite the extent of my advances, I shall never be able to reach the end.

			I began the journey when I was already more than thirty years old, too late perhaps. My friends, even the members of my family, derided my project as a useless expense of the best years of my life. Few of my loyal retainers, in truth, consented to leave.

			Although carefree—much more than I am now!—I was concerned about the possibility of communicating with my family during the journey, and from the knights of my guard I selected the seven best to serve as my messengers.

			

			Ignorant of my real situation, I supposed having seven of them was an utter extravagance. As time passed I perceived that on the contrary they were ridiculously few. And yet none of them has ever fallen ill, or run into brigands, or ridden his horse to death. All seven have served me with perseverance and devotion that I shall probably never be able to reward.

			To distinguish them easily, I gave them names with alphabetical initials: Alessandro, Bartolomeo, Caio, Domenico, Ettore, Federico, and Gregorio.

			Unaccustomed to being away from my home, I dispatched the first, Alessandro, as early as the second night of the journey, when we had already covered eighty leagues. The night after, to assure the continuity of communications, I sent the second one, then the third, then the fourth, consecutively, until the eighth night of the journey, on which Gregorio departed. The first had not yet returned.

			He reached us on the tenth night while we were pitching camp in an uninhabited valley. I learned from Alessandro that his speed had been inferior to my expectations. I had thought that proceeding alone, astride a very fine charger, he could cover a distance twice ours in the same time. Instead he was able to achieve only one and a half. In one day, while we advanced forty leagues, he devoured sixty, but no more.

			The others had similar results. Bartolomeo, having departed for the city on the third night of the journey, reached us on the fifteenth; Caio, having departed on the fourth, was back only on the twentieth. I very quickly noted that it was sufficient to multiply by five the days elapsed thus far to know when the messenger would catch up with us.

			As we were always moving farther away from the capital, the messengers’ routes became longer for each trip. After fifty days of travel, the interval between their arrivals began to increase appreciably. While at first I saw one come before me every five days, this interval became twenty-five. In this way, the voice of my city was always growing fainter; whole weeks passed without my hearing any news from it.

			After six months elapsed—we had already crossed the Fasani Mountains—the interval between the messengers’ arrivals increased to at least four months. They now brought me outdated news. The envelopes reached me wrinkled, sometimes spotted with the dampness of nights spent in the open by whoever carried them to me.

			

			We still proceeded. In vain I sought to persuade myself that the clouds passing above me were identical to those of my childhood, that the sky of my distant city was not different from the azure vault now looming over me, that the air was the same, the wind’s breath identical, identical the birds’ voices. Clouds, sky, air, wind, birds—in truth, they all appeared new and different things to me. And I felt myself a stranger.

			On, on! Vagabonds encountered on the open plain told me the borders were not far. I urged my men not to rest; I silenced the disheartened words that came to their lips. Four years had already passed since my departure—what interminable drudgery! The capital, my home, my father had become strangely remote; I almost did not believe in them. At least twenty months of silence and solitude now intervened between the messengers’ successive appearances. They carried me peculiar letters yellowed by time, and in them I found forgotten names, turns of phrase that were unfamiliar to me, sentiments I could not understand. The following morning, after a single night’s rest, while we were resuming our journey, the messenger set out in the opposite direction, bringing to the city the letters I had prepared for some time.

			But eight and a half years have passed. Tonight I was having supper alone in my tent when Domenico entered, still able to smile although overcome with fatigue. For almost seven years I had not seen him. Throughout this incredibly long period, he had done nothing but rush across grasslands, woods, deserts, changing his mount innumerable times to bring me that bundle of envelopes which so far I have had no desire to open. He has already gone to sleep and will leave again tomorrow at dawn.

			He will leave again for the last time. In my diary I have calculated that if all goes well, if I continue my journey as I have done till now and he continues his, I will again see Domenico only when thirty-four years have passed. I will then be seventy-two years old. Yet I begin to feel weary, and it is probable that death will seize me before that time. So I shall never see him again.

			

			In thirty-four years (sooner, in fact, much sooner), Domenico will unexpectedly perceive the fires of my camp and ask why I have made so little progress in the meantime. The good messenger will enter my tent, as tonight, with letters yellowed by years, laden with absurd news of an already forgotten time. But he will halt at the entrance, seeing me motionless, laid out on the pallet, dead, two soldiers at my sides with torches.

			But go, Domenico, all the same, and do not tell me I am cruel! Carry my last greeting to the city where I was born. You are the last surviving link with the world that at one time was still my own. The most recent messages have informed me that many things have changed: my father has died; the crown has passed to my older brother; they consider me lost; they have constructed lofty palaces of stone where before stood oaks under which I would go to play. Yet it is still my ancient native land.

			You are the last link with them, Domenico. The fifth messenger, Ettore, who will reach me, God willing, in a year and eight months, will not be able to leave again because he would never have enough time to return. After you, oh Domenico, silence, unless I finally find the longed-for borders. But the more I proceed, the more I become convinced that the frontier does not exist.

			It does not exist, I suspect, at least not in the sense in which we are accustomed to think of it. There are no separating walls, nor dividing valleys, nor mountains obstructing passage. I shall probably cross the frontier without ever realizing and continue to move on, unaware.

			Because of my suspicion, I want Ettore and his successors, when they catch up with me again, never to resume the path to the capital, but to set out ahead and go before me. Thus I can know in advance what lies in wait.

			For some time a strange disquiet has nightly burned in me. No longer is it regret for abandoned joys as it was at the beginning of my journey. Rather, it is the impatience to know the unknown lands toward which I move.

			I have been noting—and until now I have confided it to no one—how day after day, as I advance toward my improbable goal, an unusual light that has never before appeared to me, not even in dreams, illumines the sky, how the plants, mountains, rivers we come across seem made of an essence different from that of our country, and how the air brings omens I do not know how to read.

			

			A new hope will draw me still farther ahead tomorrow morning, toward those unexplored mountains which the nocturnal shadows are hiding. Once again I shall break camp, while Domenico disappears on the opposite horizon, carrying to the remote city my futile message.

			La Lettura, no. 6, 1939

		


		

		
Personal Escort

		

		
			Outside the gate, a score of meters beyond the old customs barrier, someone is waiting for me.

			I saw him for the first time many years ago, when I was a boy. To amuse myself I had climbed the ancient walls of the city where I lived, and I saw a man standing in an outer field. He was dressed in gray, and he stared at me with interest. Since he was at least four hundred meters away, I couldn’t tell whether he was young or old, ugly or handsome, poor or wealthy. He was holding a walking stick, so he looked like he’d been taking a stroll and stopped to watch me. To climb the walls at that point, you had to scale a very steep rampart that had been severely eroded. Hence I thought the stranger was watching me with a certain admiration, and, flattered, I waved at him to say hello. He lifted his stick and shook it weakly, as if to signify a vague complicity between us: it made a curious impression on me. Not far away, in those fields on the outskirts, you would come across Gypsy caravans, so I suspected he was a Gypsy, perhaps planning to kidnap me. Nevertheless, the hour was so pleasant and serene, the afternoon sun so warm (even if rather dim), and the man’s appearance so inoffensive that my fear couldn’t last long. Yet the banal dread of kidnapping gave way to a thought that was new and disquieting for me, and that I will never be able to explain: I felt as if I had discovered that apart from family, school, and friends, another life was waiting for me, until now unforeseen, but still mine, a mysterious life which I had entered unlawfully.

			It was a brief thought. Within a few minutes I was descending the walls. And I probably would never have remembered that afternoon if three years later, after riding my bicycle to the city limits, I hadn’t noticed a man in a field who seemed to be staring at me intensely: he was in every way similar to the one I’d seen from the walls, in his overall appearance, the same calm expression, same walking stick. This could be considered an ordinary coincidence. At a distance of three years, how could my memory be so precise? And what of the countless men who may have strolled through that field, dressed almost identically, having the same build, and carrying a walking stick? Regardless, I instantly felt certain it was the same man, and relying on my bicycle for a quick getaway if worst came to worst, I drew closer to have a better look. But either because I didn’t take the right road, or because in that brief interval he had moved away, or because I was confused, I reached the field and saw, not one, but five individuals, none of whom looked at me, none of whom resembled the man I sought.

			

			All the same, the encounter aroused obscure apprehensions within me. And I suspected that I too had embarked on one of those extraordinary adventures, of a magical character, that I had read about in books. From time to time, men are in fact called by fate to take part in them, but these summons grow more and more rare as the years gradually pass.

			Yet the adventure didn’t occur. I went on with my usual life and the thought of the man standing in the field wound up leaving me. I had now grown up, and such things seemed nothing more than stupid childish fantasies.

			The situation remained this way for a decade. Then I happened to visit a foreign city for a brief period. There, as I was driving down a suburban street one night, I noticed beyond the last houses, in a smooth, tranquil field, an individual who was looking at me, signaling with a walking stick.

			Now, it’s useless to ask me how I knew he was looking at me and not someone else, with so many people and cars passing by. Nor can I say how I knew it was the same man from that distant day, the spy from an unknown realm who had pursued me around the world and was now waiting for me at the gates of the city. It was undoubtedly him.

			

			From then on I saw him many times. No matter what city I chose, as soon as I left the inhabited area or climbed a campanile to take in the panorama, I saw him. And for some time, whenever I thought about it, I was afraid: that man was obviously following me, besieging me; perhaps at night he would enter the city, walk down the deserted streets, reach my house, surprise me in my sleep, and carry out his dark purposes. And how could I defend myself? The few times I had boldly decided to confront him, something always happened to prevent the encounter: he suddenly disappeared, or other people arrived to create confusion, or I lost my bearings.

			What did he want from me? If I managed to get to him—I used to say to myself—he’d probably turn out to be some vagrant who just happened to be there, an identifiable person, and my curiosity would astonish him. Yet not even this was enough to calm me down. So I avoided the outskirts to spare myself the anxiety of seeing the threatening apparition. And I thought that perhaps if he didn’t see me anymore, he’d get bored and move far away. Would the persecution last my entire life?

			But many years have passed, I’m now an old man, and he’s still down there, beyond the walls of any city where I choose to live. And lately I’ve glimpsed him more than once, out of the corner of my eye. Although I may have been lost in the crowd that piled into a tram, or hidden behind a curtain, or protected by darkness, his placid stare was fixed on me, not anyone else.

			You could object: When I am in the country or at sea, where does he wait for me? But this is a ridiculous difficulty. If I stay in the country, he appears in the vicinity, although always at a certain distance, and for a man like him who loves the fields, there’s only the problem of choosing one among so many. If instead I travel by sea, he always knows the next port of call. As the ship approaches land, I can be certain he’s gotten there ahead of me and is calmly strolling along the dock.

			I’m aware of all this, yet now my apprehension has ended. I’m no longer afraid of him. And yet I still don’t know what he wants from me, why he makes such a great effort to follow me, or where he comes from (since he’s certainly not a creature of this world). In fact, I’ve recently succeeded, not in understanding—since this story is forever wrapped in mystery—but in suspecting something about his real intentions. I’m persuaded, that is to say, that the stranger doesn’t want to hurt me, doesn’t desire to persecute me, and doesn’t think of assaulting me at night when I’m asleep. He’s content to wait. He follows me from city to city and stays in the background, exposed to wind and rain so as not to annoy me, certain that one day I’ll finally have to stop. It may be that after many years—although I don’t know whether I should harbor this hope—I shall enter a city, or village, for the last time. I mean this city will mark the conclusion to my journey and I’ll never be able to leave it (at least not in the usual sense of the word). Only then will he decide. Only then will he pass through the gate, proceed along the streets at a calm pace, arrive at my house, and knock on the door with his walking stick.

			

			I’m not afraid of him anymore. Actually, as the days pass, I feel rather grateful for him. The years devour themselves, my face ages, the house where I lived as a child has disappeared, the friends with whom I could recall so many beautiful memories are dying one by one, every spring finds me increasingly alone, fewer and fewer people care for me, my hopes dwindle away. But he waits for me patiently. Little by little my life will become utterly desolate, but I’m certain he’ll be the only one who remains faithful to me, standing in a field on the outskirts, leaning on his stick. Only he, in the end, won’t desert me; only he will be near in the most difficult hour of my life. Why, then, should I hate him? Why hope he’ll leave?

			How things have changed since that day when I climbed the walls. Would you believe me if I said that sometimes I almost hurry to meet him, come what may, that I’m impatient to see his face at last, to know what message he’ll draw from a pocket of his gray suit and hand me with a smile?

			Corriere della Sera, 27 February 1941

		


		

		
The Bewitched Bourgeois

		

		
			One summer day Giuseppe Gaspari, forty-four, a grain dealer, arrived at the mountain village where his wife and daughters were vacationing. Soon after he had gotten there and eaten lunch, almost everyone else went to sleep, so he set out by himself to take a walk.

			He climbed a steep mule trail that ascended toward the mountain and turned around to observe the landscape. Despite the sun, he was disappointed. He had hoped that there might be a romantic valley with forests of pine and larch trees, surrounded by huge rock walls. This place, however, was at the foot of the Alps and enclosed within squat, truncated hills that looked desolate and grim. A hunter’s paradise, thought Gaspari, regretting that he could never live, not even a few days, in one of those valleys, images of human happiness dominated by fantastic cliffs, where white, castellated hotels stand on the threshold of ancient forests laden with legends. And with bitterness he considered how his entire life had been this way: he had lacked nothing, after all, but everything always fell short of his desire, leveled to a sort of via media that satisfied his needs but never filled him with joy.

			In the meantime he had gone up a good distance, and turning back, he was amazed to see that the village, hotel, and tennis court were already so small and far away. He was about to resume his walk when beyond a low ridge he heard some voices.

			Out of curiosity he left the mule trail, made his way through the thickets, and reached the top of the hill. There, hidden from the gaze of anyone who followed the beaten path, he discovered a wild gorge flanked by steep, crumbling slopes of red earth. Here and there stood a boulder, a bush, the dry remains of a tree. About fifty meters ahead, the gorge turned left, penetrating the side of the mountain. It was a place inhabited by vipers, scorched by the sun, strangely mysterious.

			

			At that sight he was overcome with joy, but he didn’t have the faintest idea why he reacted this way. The gorge wasn’t particularly beautiful. Nevertheless, it had evoked in him some very strong feelings that he hadn’t experienced for many years. It was as if he’d recognized the crumbling hills, the deserted gully that gradually disappeared toward unexplored secrets, the gentle landslides whispering down parched banks. He’d glimpsed them many years ago, on many occasions, and what wonderful hours they’d been. This was just like those magical lands of dreams and adventures, cherished at that age when everything is within reach of hope.

			•

But just below, behind an ingenuous hedge of stakes and blackberry bushes, five young boys were conferring. They were bare-chested and wore strange hats, headbands, and belts to simulate exotic clothing, maybe some sort of pirates’ outfit. One had a popgun, the kind that shoots pellets. He was the oldest, about fourteen. The others were armed with bows made from hazel branches. For arrows they used small wooden hooks fashioned from forked twigs.

			“Listen,” said the oldest one. He was wearing three feathers in a headband. “It doesn’t matter to me. I won’t worry about Sisto. You and Gino can take care of him—the two of you can manage, I hope. We just have to go slow, and you’ll see, we’ll take them by surprise.”

			Gaspari, listening to their talk, knew they were playing savages or war: The enemy was just up ahead, barricaded in a small imaginary fortress. Sisto, the strongest and most awe-inspiring among them, was their leader. To take over the fort, the five boys were going to use a wooden plank about three meters long which they’d brought with them for just this purpose. The plank could serve as a footbridge to cross a ditch or trench behind the enemy’s hideout (Gaspari really didn’t know for sure). Two of the boys would advance straight across the base of the gorge, simulating a frontal attack, while the other three came up from the rear, making use of the plank.

			

			Meanwhile one of them saw Gaspari standing at the top of the slope, that old, nearly bald man with the high forehead and bright, benevolent eyes. “Look over there,” the boy said to his friends, who suddenly fell silent and stared distrustfully at the stranger.

			“Hello,” said Giuseppe in a very happy mood. “I was watching you. So, when do you begin the attack?”

			The boys liked the idea that instead of scolding them, the strange man was practically encouraging them. But they remained quiet, intimidated.

			A ridiculous thought crossed Giuseppe’s mind. He jumped down the side of the gorge, his feet sinking into the gravel that slid beneath him, and bounded toward the boys, who all stood up. Then he asked them:

			“Do you want me to be on your side? I can carry the board. It’s too heavy for you.”

			The boys smiled a little. What did he want, this stranger they had never encountered in the village? Seeing his genial face, however, they started to consider him with greater indulgence.

			“You’ve got to watch out,” the youngest boy told him to see if he’d be frightened. “Sisto is over there.”

			“Is Sisto so terrible?”

			“He always wins,” the boy answered. “He sticks his fingers in your face. It’s like he wants to dig out your eyes. He’s nasty.”

			“Nasty? You’ll see, we’ll give him some of his own medicine!” said Gaspari, amused.

			And so they set off. Gaspari, helped by another boy, lifted the plank. It weighed much more than he’d anticipated. Then they headed for the nearest side of the gorge, making their way through the boulders at the base. The children looked at him with astonishment. It was strange he didn’t show the slightest trace of patronizing them, as the other adults did when they condescended to play. He really seemed to take it seriously.

			When they reached the foot of the slope, they stopped and crouched down behind some rocks, slowly sticking out their heads to observe. Gaspari followed their example and stretched out in the gravel, not worrying about his suit.

			

			Then he saw the rest of the gorge, which was even more striking and wild. Conical mounds of red earth that seemed very fragile rose all around, densely crowded together like the spires of a dilapidated cathedral. They had a vague, unsettling appearance, as if they had remained there for centuries, immobile, waiting for someone. And on the top of the tallest mound, which stood at the highest point of the gorge, he could see a sort of low stone wall with three or four heads sticking out above it.

			“Look up there,” whispered one of the boys. “Do you see them?”

			He nodded that he did. But he was confused. The distance was actually not that great. All the same, for a few moments he asked himself how they would manage to get up there, on that remote cliff suspended over the chasm. Would they reach it before nightfall? No sooner had he asked this question than he forgot it. What was he thinking of? It was only a matter of a hundred or so meters!

			Two of the boys stopped to wait. They would move on only at the right moment. The others, with Gaspari, clambered up the slope to reach the rim of the gorge, careful to avoid being seen.

			“Go slow. Don’t move any stones,” Gaspari recommended in a low voice, more anxious than the others about the outcome of the assault. “Buck up now. We’ll be there in a little while.”

			They reached the top of the slope and descended a few meters into an adjoining valley that was rather shallow. From here they resumed their trek, taking the plank along with them.

			The plan had been well calculated. When they came out of the valley, the savages’ “fort” appeared just below, about ten meters away. Now they had to climb down into the bushes and throw the plank across a narrow ditch. The enemy was calmly sitting down, and Sisto stood out among them. He wore some sort of mane on his head. A yellowish paper mask, intentionally frightening, hid half his face. (Meanwhile a cloud had lowered over them. The sun vanished, and the gorge turned a leaden color.)

			

			“Here we are,” whispered Gaspari. “I’m going ahead with the board.”

			He lifted the plank and slowly edged his way down into the blackberry bushes, followed by the others. They managed to reach their goal without the savages noticing them.

			But here Gaspari stopped, as if absorbed in thought (the cloud still hadn’t budged; from afar he heard a mournful shout that sounded like someone calling out to him). “What a strange turn of events,” he thought. “Only two hours ago I was at the hotel with my wife and children, sitting at the table. Now here I am in this unexplored land, thousands of kilometers away, fighting some savages.”

			Gaspari looked around. The gorge adapted to children’s games, the mediocre truncated hills, the path that ascended the mountain, the hotel, the red tennis court had all vanished. Beneath him he saw immense cliffs, different from anything he could remember, endlessly precipitating toward seas of forests. Farther beyond he saw the shimmering glare of deserts and farther still the gleam of other lights, other confused signs denoting the mystery of the world. And here, before him, on the edge of a cliff, stood an ominous fortress. Bleak slanted walls supported it, and its precarious roofs were crowned with sun-bleached skulls that seemed to be laughing. This was the land of curses and myths, unbroken solitude, the ultimate truth granted to our dreams!

			A half-closed wooden door (which did not exist) was covered with sinister marks. It groaned every time the wind blew. Gaspari was now very close, maybe two meters away. He started to lift the plank slowly so as to let it fall on the other side of the ditch.

			“Ambushed!” Sisto shouted at that very instant, having spotted the attack, and he leapt to his feet, laughing, armed with a huge bow. When he noticed Gaspari, he stopped for a moment, perplexed. Then he pulled one of those wooden hooks from his pocket, fitted the innocuous dart in the bowstring, and took aim.

			Gaspari, however, from the half-closed door with the obscure signs (which did not exist), saw a sorcerer emerge, encrusted with leprosy and damnation. He saw the figure stand erect, very tall, saw the soulless look in his eyes and a bow in his hand, drawn back with an awful force. Gaspari then let the plank go and retreated in fear. But the other had already taken his shot.

			

			Struck in the chest, Gaspari fell among the bushes.

			•

He returned to the hotel after nightfall. He was exhausted. He sank to a bench near the main entrance. People came and went. Someone said hello to him; others didn’t recognize him because it was already dark.

			Yet he was intensely withdrawn into himself and didn’t pay any attention to the people. And no one who’d passed by noticed he bore an arrow driven into the middle of his chest. The shaft, shaped and polished to perfection and apparently made of a dark, very hard wood, protruded about thirty-five centimeters from his shirt, at the center of a blood stain. Gaspari stared at it, with a horror that was restrained because mixed with a curious joy. He had tried to pull out the arrow, but it hurt him too much: the barbed point must be biting into his flesh. Blood gurgled intermittently from the wound. He felt sweat dripping down his chest and belly, soaking the folds of his shirt.

			It was thus that Giuseppe Gaspari’s hour had arrived, with a magnificence that was at once poetic and cruel. He was probably near death, he thought. Yet how sweet was his revenge against life, people, conversations, faces, the mediocrity that had always surrounded him. And what wonderful revenge. Of course he wasn’t now returning from that little valley a few minutes away from the Hotel Corona. He had come back from a very remote land, a pure land set apart from human irreverence, the kingdom of sorcery. And to get there, the others (not he) needed to cross oceans and travel great distances through inhospitable solitudes, struggling against the hostility of nature and the weakness of man, yet even then you couldn’t say they’d arrived. He, however . . .   

			He was a man in his forties who had started playing with children, believing the game like them. Except children possess a kind of angelic lightness, whereas he took the game seriously, with a ponderous, rabid faith he had nurtured unconsciously for who knows how many spineless years. His faith was so strong that everything had become real: the gorge, the savages, the blood. He had entered a world that was no longer his, the world of fairy tales, beyond the boundary that at a certain point in one’s life can’t be crossed with impunity. He said “open” to a secret door, almost believing he was joking, but the door really opened. He said “savages,” and the savages were there. The arrow in the game became a real arrow, which was now killing him.

			

			So he had paid his ransom, the price for his arduous enchantment; he had passed the point of no return. Yet he consoled himself with his revenge. His wife, his children, his friends at the hotel would all be expecting him at dinner, at the nightly bridge game. The pastina in brodo, the boiled beef, the news broadcast—it was enough to make you laugh. They were expecting him, the man who had just emerged from the dark recesses of the world!

			“Beppino,” called his wife. She was standing on the terrace overlooking the spot where the tables had been set up al fresco. “What are you doing, sitting over there? And where have you been? Still in those white socks? Aren’t you going to change? Don’t you know it’s past eight o’clock? We’re starving.”

			“ . . . Amen . . .” Did Gaspari hear that voice? Or was he already far away? He made a vague gesture with his right hand, as if to say they should leave him alone, they could go on without him, he didn’t give a damn. He even smiled. His face wore an expression of acerbic joy, although his breathing was shallow.

			“Come now, Beppino,” shouted his wife. “Do you want to keep us waiting? What’s wrong with you? Why don’t you answer? Can’t you tell me why you’re not answering?”

			He lowered his head as if to say yes, but didn’t raise it again. He was finally a real man, not a wretch. A hero, not a worm, not to be confused with the others. He was above them now. And alone. His head hung on his chest, as happens with the dead, and a slight smile was frozen on his lips, signifying his contempt. I have beaten you, miserable world. You couldn’t hold me back.

			Corriere della Sera, 21 June 1942

		


		

		
An Interrupted Story

		

		
			I’d like to finish an old story left interrupted many years ago. I found it by accident in a drawer. For the first time in my life, I happened to read a piece I didn’t remember writing, and I was amazed. There are three and a half pages in my normal handwriting. They’ve yellowed a bit, it pains me to say, and in fact they’re coated with a light patina of dissolution, weariness, and death, even though scarcely ten years have passed.

			For ten years, then, the unfinished story has waited, preserving its burden of emotion, the joy and perhaps the tears that made it grow within me. (Or did it exhaust itself somehow, without my awareness, and, no longer obeying my intention, develop randomly, but without words, compelled by some senseless caprice?) With a sad shudder, I realized I no longer recalled the continuation I had imagined. How did I want it to end? I felt as if someone else had invented it, a different man, a stranger. And he’d disappeared forever.

			In the fragment, however, I recognized one of the landscapes I am fond of, a rather romantic place where even now I like to travel. The pages contained a description of a huge house, a sort of roadside inn, which stood among several rustic dwellings in a solitary valley. On every side rose cliffs of red earth, farther above was pasture, and higher still dark woods. The mountains loomed in the distance with their impenetrable secrets. The pages also described some hunters who were gathered in the ground-floor room, sitting before glasses of wine. They were talking somewhat allusively about a strange, troubling incident that had happened, or was happening, or could happen (it’s impossible to tell from the unfinished piece). Outside the summer afternoon reigned, with its intense, silent sunlight full of expectation. The road ran by the house, white with dust, absolutely deserted as far as the eye could see. Someone insinuates, staring at me (not without irony): And weren’t there brigands in the mountains? There were, probably. And spirits too? Ghosts and specters that descend into the valley at night to frighten travelers? Precisely, my friends, spirits and ghosts. These things weren’t explicitly mentioned in the piece, but we can’t discount the possibility they might’ve appeared later on.

			

			The third page relates that in the immense quiet, a woman’s vibrant song issued from a window in the house. Her name is mentioned: Marietta. But wait—now I remember her! She was young, sweet, kind. As she tidied up the room, Marietta sang, abandoning herself to confused presentiments of love. I recall her vividly. At this point the story breaks off, suddenly left suspended.

			So the so-called plot had still not taken shape. There was only a heavy atmosphere of anticipation and mystery, the kind of vague foreboding that hangs over certain days. And now that I think of it, something else occurs to me: I remember somebody was going to come down the road, a man on horseback carrying news. He was a very significant person, one of those popularly called “messengers of fate.” At his arrival a grand, poetic event would unfold. What was it exactly? I don’t remember.

			I’m really unable to recall what the rider’s appearance might have meant. Today, nonetheless, I’d like to write on and finish the story. I think it would make me feel younger. Here I am, then, in the dog days, on a deserted road at the base of the valley. I approach the house. I see an old man sitting by the door; I could swear he wasn’t there ten years ago. “Buon giorno,” I say to him. He raises his eyes and returns the greeting.

			“How goes it?” I ask. “Still strong? Are the hunters still inside?”

			“The hunters?” he says, astonished. “What hunters?”

			The house is quiet, too quiet. There’s no sound of talking or glasses in the ground-floor room. I notice the girl’s song is missing too.

			“And Marietta?” I ask the old man. “Is she here at least?”

			This time the old man shows he understands. He turns his head to the door and shouts twice: “Marietta!” She actually appears a little later.

			

			She looks out onto the road and greets me rather nonchalantly. What a splendid woman she has become. Her smiling red lips wear an animated, brazen expression. But how different she is from before. She intimidates me, I must confess.

			“Excuse me, signorina,” I say to her (I find it impossible to be familiar with her), “did that man on horseback arrive? What news did he bring?”

			“A gentleman on horseback? I really don’t know, signore.” She smiles invitingly. “I don’t know anything about knights. I really don’t know.”

			I look at her. Her eyes are deep; they contain hidden thoughts.

			“He should’ve come from there,” I explain, pointing down the road. “He was supposed to be carrying news. Don’t you remember?”

			“I really wouldn’t know, signore. I’m sorry.”

			Then I think: how stupid I am; it’s only natural for her not to know. I left everything hanging in the air at a crucial moment. No one but me can know about that knight; without me, he couldn’t arrive. I must be the one to summon him.

			“Forgive me,” I say to Marietta. “But tell me: Do you sing anymore? Do you still enjoy singing sometimes?”

			She laughs, diverted by the idea, parting her beautiful lips. “Yes, sometimes I do, if I’m in the mood.”

			“Listen,” I insist, “I have a favor to ask you. Please don’t think I’m joking. Would you go up to your room for a moment, open the window, and sing a little?”

			“Sing? Just like that, by myself? Right now?”

			“Right now. I ask you sincerely.”

			“And what shall I sing?”

			“A song, what do I know? Whatever you like, any song.”

			“Well, if there’s really nothing else you’d like better!” She goes inside the house, and I hear her steps on the stairs.

			The old landscape is intact. The quiet summer sunlight is the same as it was that day, ten years ago. And the atmosphere seems just as mysterious and disquieting. Marietta has now begun to sing, as in the last lines of the interrupted manuscript. The beautiful Marietta will sing and at the foot of the road the knight will automatically appear, bearing his weight of destiny. Everything will be set in motion again, and after ten years the story will resume, as if I hadn’t left it unfinished so long ago.

			

			Marietta’s window opened. She looked out, and I saw she wasn’t smiling. Then she went back inside. And in the silence her voice rose.

			I listened, motionless, and my heart grew troubled. What had happened? Was Marietta the woman who was singing? Did she possess this impure voice, dripping with unconfessed memories? This voice had known so many things, so many pitiful joys and fallen illusions, so many lies. It was overburdened with shameful sorrows, and it painfully labored to contain them all. The woman who had been Marietta was singing, abandoning herself with much cruelty to confused regrets of love. I listened to her. And I remembered everything.

			You were a flower when I saw you that first time, many years ago, and this story began. What happened? A pure, graceful flower, uncontaminated. You smiled at the world like a little fountain, and spring dreams fluttered lightly about you, caressing your eyes and lips. The sweet enchantment of youth still hadn’t betrayed you. My God, what has happened? You used to sing like goldfinches at dawn, timidly turned toward the unknown happiness that was there waiting for you. Nothing of the sad world, not the slightest shadow, had fallen over you. And everything, even the most incredible tales, was possible that day, that brief day. It was beneath your window that the famous knight would have stopped.

			You were a flower, but now as I hear you again, I realize ten years have passed. The old man by the door sways his head, accompanying the desolate song; he even smiles with foolish satisfaction. I see the cliffs all around, the pastures, woods, and finally the mountains. Icy shadows. Who remembers anything about the brigands? Who’s heard any more talk of ghosts? The road is deserted, no one is approaching, there’s no echo of a distant gallop, and it would be pointless to wait. The air, yes, it still carries a dark, profound expectation. But for something else, at this point, something very different. Who knows what: maybe the knight has already passed through, maybe he arrived a very long time ago and set out again, in the opposite direction, without even stopping. Of course we shall never see him again. The old story died within me, but I didn’t notice. It was broken off in the middle, and today’s too late to start over.

			

			Corriere della Sera, 5 August 1942

		


		

		
Prank

		

		
			One night, as I was hurrying home down a deserted, muddy street, I turned the corner and heard someone running behind me, heading in my direction. “Why is he running at this hour?” I thought. “Is he chasing me?” When he was a few meters away, I turned around. Suddenly he slowed down to a walk, panting, and smiled at me. He was a young man about thirty years old.

			“Pardon me,” he said. “Was I bothering you?”

			“Bothering me?” I babbled, confused, and started walking again.

			I thought he would continue running and pass me. Yet he stood there till I had walked about another hundred meters. Then he set out again at full speed, and I heard him at my back, rushing after me. When I heard him approach, I couldn’t resist. Once again I stopped and turned around.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said, abruptly slowing down as if to avoid surprising me from behind. “Did I frighten you? Please excuse me.”

			“Not at all,” I said, calmed down by his rather urbane tone. At this point, as I observed him, I noticed he wasn’t the same man I’d first encountered. He looked quite different, slightly older, shabbily dressed.

			The third time—since naturally this scenario unfolded again—I managed to control myself, and I didn’t turn around. The rapid steps echoed behind me, and with inexpressible relief I felt they were about to pass me.

			“Not afraid this time, eh?” asked the man, openly mocking, as he stopped three or four meters in front of me. “You resisted the urge to turn around, right?”

			

			“Do you intend to go on like this?” I answered. “Do you think you’re being funny?”

			Meanwhile, in the dim reflection of the street light, I discovered he was another man, different from the first two I’d met.

			“But y-y-you,” I stammered, “aren’t you the man I saw before?”

			“Maybe,” he answered. “The important thing is that you feel as if you’re being followed. Who’s doing the following doesn’t matter much. One person is as good as the next. My only regret is that I didn’t run well. If I had run well, you’d be afraid. But you weren’t.”

			I looked him over carefully. There was nothing unusual about him. He did not, for example, seem extraordinarily strong.

			“All this is ridiculous,” I said angrily. “An idiotic prank—that’s what it is.”

			“A prank?” he said, truly amazed. “A prank? But then, then you still don’t understand?”

			Corriere della Sera, 23 June 1944

		


		

		
The End of the World

		

		
			One morning about ten o’clock an immense fist appeared in the sky above the city. Then it slowly unclenched into a claw and remained this way, immobile, like an enormous canopy of ruin. It looked like rock, but it was not rock; it looked like flesh but it wasn’t; it even seemed made of cloud, but cloud it was not. It was God, and the end of the world. A murmuring, which here became a moan, there a shout, spread through the districts of the city until it grew into a single voice, united and terrible, rising shrilly like a trumpet.

			Luisa and Pietro were in a small square warmed by the sun at that hour, enclosed by fanciful palaces and partly by gardens. But in the sky, at an immeasurable height, hung the hand. Windows were thrown open amid fearful cries as the initial shout of the city gradually subsided. Half-dressed young ladies looked out to watch the apocalypse. People left their houses, many of them breaking into a run. They felt the need to move, to do something, anything, but they didn’t know where to turn. Luisa burst into uncontrollable tears. “I knew it,” she stammered between sobs. “I knew it had to end this way . . . I never went to church, never said my prayers . . . I didn’t give a damn, didn’t care at all, and now . . . I had a feeling it would go and end this way!” What could Pietro do to console her? He too had started crying like a baby. Most of the people were in tears as well, especially the women. Only two friars, spry little old men, went along as happily as if they were on their way to a party. “Now it’s all over for the clever ones!” they joyfully exclaimed, proceeding at a brisk pace, turning toward the most notable passersby. “You’re not so clever anymore, eh? We’re the clever ones now!” they sneered. “Always mocked, always considered dunces—now we’ll see who’s clever!” Cheerful as schoolboys, they passed through the middle of the growing crowd, which glared at them without daring to react. Minutes after they had disappeared down an alley, a man instinctively rushed in pursuit of them, as if a precious opportunity had been allowed to slip away. “My God!” he shouted, beating his forehead, “and to think they could’ve confessed us.” “Damn it!” someone else quickly added. “What idiots we’ve been! They turn up right under our noses and we let them get away!” Who could ever catch up with the sprightly friars?

			

			In the meantime women and hulkish men who had been arrogant in the past were returning from churches, cursing, disappointed, and discouraged. The more quick-witted confessors had vanished—it was reported—probably hoarded by the most influential people, the powerful industrialists. It was very strange, but money amazingly preserved its peculiar prestige even though it was the end of the world. It was estimated that maybe a few minutes, or hours, or even several days were still left, but who knew. As for the rest of the available confessors, such a frightening throng formed in the churches you couldn’t even think of going there. Serious accidents were said to occur precisely because of the extreme overcrowding, and swindlers dressed as priests were even offering to make house calls to hear confessions for exorbitant prices. In contrast, young couples hurriedly withdrew to make love one last time, stretching out on the grass in gardens without the slightest pretense of restraint. The hand, meanwhile, had turned an ashen color, even though the sun was shining, and as a result it was more frightening. The rumor that catastrophe was imminent began to circulate. A few people were certain they wouldn’t see noon.

			Just then a young priest was spotted on the small, elegant balcony of a mansion, a little higher than street level (reached by two fan-shaped flights of stairs). Head sunk between his shoulders, he walked at a fast clip as if he were afraid to leave. It was strange to see a priest at that hour, in that sumptuous house peopled by courtesans. “A priest! A priest!” was heard shouted from somewhere. With lightning speed the people succeeded in stopping him before he could get away. “Confess us, confess us!” they cried at him. He paled, was dragged to some sort of pretty niche which jutted out from the balcony like a covered pulpit. It seemed especially made for this purpose. Dozens of men and women immediately bunched together, creating an uproar, surging from below, clambering up the ornamental projections, clinging to the columns and the edge of the bannister. It wasn’t very high, after all.

			

			The priest began to hear confessions. Very quickly he listened to breathless secrets from unknown people (who at this point weren’t concerned with whether the others could hear them). Before they finished, he traced a small sign of the cross with his right hand, absolved them, and immediately turned toward the next sinner. But there were so many of them. The priest looked around in a daze, measuring the rising sea of sins to be erased. With great effort Luisa and Pietro also came beneath him, managed to get their turns, succeeded in being heard. “I never go to Mass, I tell lies,” the young girl shouted hurriedly in a frenzy of humiliation, afraid that she wouldn’t make it in time, “and then any sin you want . . . add all of them, really . . . and I’m not here out of fear, believe me, it’s just that I desire to be near God, I swear to you.” And she was convinced of her own sincerity. “Ego te absolvo,” he murmured and turned to listen to Pietro.

			Now an inexpressible longing arose among humankind. One asked: “How much time till the Last Judgment?” Another, well informed, looked at his watch. “Ten minutes,” he said authoritatively. The priest heard the man and suddenly tried to leave. But the people held him, insatiable. He looked feverish. It was obvious the wave of confessions came to him as no more than a confused murmur devoid of sense. He made signs of the cross one after another, repeated Ego te absolvo mechanically.

			“Eight minutes!” warned a man’s voice from the crowd. The priest literally trembled. He stamped his feet on the marble like a child throwing a tantrum. “And me? What about me?” he began to implore, desperate. They were cheating him of his soul’s salvation, those cursed people. The devil take them, all of them. But how would he deliver himself? How take care of himself? He was on the brink of tears. “And me? Me?” he asked of a thousand postulants, voracious for Paradise. Yet no one paid him any attention.

			

			Corriere della Sera, 7 October 1944

		


		

		
Panic at La Scala

		

		
			For the premiere of Pierre Grossgemüth’s The Massacre of the Innocents (an absolute novelty in Italy), the veteran maestro Claudio Cottes didn’t hesitate to don white tie. The occasion, to be clear, fell late in May when the season at La Scala begins to wane, in the opinion of the most uncompromising. At that point, a good way to handle audiences composed mostly of tourists is to offer performances that are certain of success, not excessively demanding, chosen from the traditional repertory with complete confidence. Nor does it matter if the conductors don’t really figure on the A-list or if the singers, mainly members of the theater’s established company, don’t arouse curiosity. In this period, the refined spectator is granted an implicit trust that would cause scandal in the most sacred months at La Scala. It becomes virtually a matter of good taste that ladies not insist on evening dress and instead wear simple afternoon frocks, while men come in blue or charcoal suits with colorful ties—as if they were all paying a visit to family friends. Certain subscribers, out of snobbery, go so far as not to show up, although without surrendering their box or seat, which therefore remains empty (and so much the better if their acquaintances should care to take note of it).

			But that evening a gala performance was planned. The Massacre of the Innocents, to start with, constituted an event in itself because five months earlier, when the work was staged in Paris, it had provoked polemics throughout much of Europe. This opera (the creator described it, more precisely, as “a popular oratorio, for choir and soloists, in twelve scenes”) had people saying the Alsatian composer, a leading figure of the modern era, was embarking on a new path, although at a late age (after frequently changing direction), assuming forms that were even more disconcerting and daring than previously. His declared intention, however, was “finally to bring melodrama back to the forgotten lands of truth from the icy exile where alchemists try to keep it alive with powerful drugs.” To listen to his admirers, he had burned his bridges with the recent past, returning to the glorious tradition of the nineteenth century (yet how remained unclear). Some even found references to Greek tragedy.

			

			Nonetheless, the greatest interest arose from political repercussions. Born into a family that evidently originated in Germany, his appearance almost Prussian, although his face was refined by age and the practice of his art, Pierre Grossgemüth had settled in Grenoble many years before. But he had acted dubiously during the occupation. He had been unable to decline when the Germans invited him to conduct a charity concert, although rumor had it that he generously helped the Resistance in the region. He had done everything, in other words, to avoid the duty of adopting a transparent attitude, staying shut up in his luxurious villa whence, in the critical months before the liberation, not even the usually disquieting voice of the piano would issue. Still, Grossgemüth was a great artist, and his crisis wouldn’t have been dredged up if he hadn’t composed and staged The Massacre of the Innocents. The most obvious interpretation of this oratorio—which set the libretto of a very young French poet, Philippe Lasalle, inspired by the Biblical episode—was that it constituted an allegory of the massacres committed by the Nazis, in which Hitler was identified with the menacing figure of Herod. Yet critics on the far left attacked Grossgemüth, accusing him of masking the executions perpetrated by the victors beneath the superficial and illusory anti-Hitlerian analogy—from the petty vendettas that happened in every village to the gallows at Nuremberg. Some critics went further: The Massacre of the Innocents, according to them, aimed to be a sort of prophecy that alluded to a future revolution and related massacres, whereby it served as an advance condemnation of this revolt and a warning to those who would possess the power to suppress it in time. In short, the work was a libel in an absolutely medieval spirit.

			

			As was foreseeable, Grossgemüth denied the insinuations with few but pointed words. If anything, he said, The Massacre of the Innocents must be considered a declaration of Christian faith and nothing more. But the premiere in Paris had occasioned a battle, and the newspapers debated it at length in terms that were fiery and poisonous.

			Add to that the curiosity about the challenging musical production, including the expectations for the stage sets—which promised to be deranged—and the choreography, both of which were conceived by the famous Johan Monclar, who had been brought in purposely from Brussels. Grossgemüth was in Milan for a week with his wife and his secretary in order to follow the rehearsals, and he would naturally attend the performance. All this, in a word, endowed the event with the appearance of an exception. The entire season, in fact, hadn’t seen a soirée so important. For the occasion, distinguished critics and musicians had moved to Milan, and a band of Grossgemüth fanatics had arrived from Paris. Meanwhile the police commissioner planned an additional patrol in the event that a disturbance broke out.

			But then various officials and many policemen who had initially been intended for La Scala were stationed elsewhere. A different and far more troubling threat had suddenly emerged in the late afternoon. Diverse reports announced that an act of force by the Morzi faction was imminent, maybe that very night. The leaders of this huge movement had never concealed their ultimate goal: to overturn the established order and institute “new justice.” Symptoms of agitation had already occurred in the preceding months. Currently underway was a Morzi offensive against the law on internal migration, which was about to be approved by parliament. It could be a good pretext for an all-out offensive.

			Throughout the day groups with a determined, almost provocative appearance had been noticed in the piazzas and streets of the centro. They didn’t display badges, or flags, or signs; they weren’t organized; they didn’t try to set up a demonstration. But guessing the movement to which they belonged was much too easy. This wasn’t strange at all, to tell the truth, since similar demonstrations, harmless and quiet, had often occurred over the years. And sometimes the police had even allowed them to proceed. Classified information from the prefecture, however, brought the fear that within a few hours a large-scale maneuver would be made to seize power. Rome had been notified at once. Police and carabinieri were put in a state of emergency. Even military squads were on high alert. Yet you couldn’t exclude the possibility of a false alarm. This had already happened on other occasions. The Morzi themselves would circulate such rumors; it was one of their favorite games.

			

			Nonetheless, a vague, unexpressed sense of danger happened to spread through the city. No concrete fact justified it; not even gossip referred to something precise. No one knew anything. And yet the tension in the air had become palpable. That evening, after leaving their offices, many bourgeois hurried home, anxiously scrutinizing the vistas offered by the streets for a darkening mass that might be advancing in the distance to block the way. This wasn’t the first time the citizens’ peace and quiet had been threatened. Quite a few were getting used to it. For this very reason, the majority continued to go about their affairs as if it were an ordinary evening like so many others. Some also observed a curious development: although an inkling of big things had begun to meander here and there, filtered through who knows what indiscretions, no one spoke of it. In a tone that may have differed from normal, riddled with obscure insinuations, the usual talk at day’s end still transpired, ciao and arrivederci were uttered without elaboration, appointments were set for the next day—in short, everybody preferred to avoid any explicit mention of what filled their minds in one way or another, as if speaking of it could break the spell, bring misery, summon up misfortune. Just as the rule on ships at war is not to raise, even in jest, the possibility of torpedoes or a hit on deck.

			Maestro Claudio Cottes was doubtless among those who went extraordinarily far in ignoring such worries, a man who was candid and in some ways obtuse, a man for whom nothing existed in the world apart from music. Romanian by birth (although few knew it), he had settled in Italy when he was very young, in the golden years at the start of the century, when his prodigious precocity as a virtuoso had made him famous in a short period of time. After the public’s early enthusiasm had faded, he still remained a magnificent pianist, perhaps more delicate than powerful, who periodically made the rounds of the major European cities for concert series, invited by the most renowned philharmonic bodies—until around 1940. He was especially fond of recalling the successes he achieved, more than once, when playing in the symphonic seasons of La Scala. After securing Italian citizenship, he married a Milanese and occupied, with great integrity, the chair of piano in the advanced course at the conservatory. At this point, he considered himself Milanese, and it was generally acknowledged that few in his circle could speak dialect better than he did.

			

			Although in retirement—he retained only the honorific post of superintendent in several examination sessions at the conservatory —Cottes continued to live for music alone. He associated only with musicians and music fanatics. He never missed a concert and followed, with a sort of anxious timidity, the achievements of his son Arduino, a twenty-two-year-old composer of promising talent. We say “timidity” because Arduino was very introverted, exceedingly stingy with intimacies and refinements, possessing a sensitivity that was quite exaggerated. Ever since the elder Cottes had become a widower, he felt, so to speak, disarmed and uncomfortable before Arduino. He didn’t understand his son. He didn’t know what life he led. He realized that the advice he gave, even in musical matters, fell on deaf ears.

			Cottes had never been very handsome. Now, at sixty-seven, he was a handsome old man, one of those who would be called attractive. With age, a faint resemblance to Beethoven had been accentuated. Pleased with himself, although perhaps unconsciously, he took loving care of the long, fluffy white hair that gave him a most “artistic” crown. He was a Beethoven who wasn’t tragic, in fact affable, ready to smile, gregarious, willing to find good almost anywhere—“almost” because he rarely failed to turn up his nose at pianists. It was his only weakness, and he was gladly forgiven. “How goes it, Maestro?” his friends would ask during intermissions. “All good for me,” he would reply in the Milanese dialect, “but what if Beethoven had been here?” or else: “Why? Didn’t you hear him? Did you fall asleep?” and similar witticisms, facile as well as old-fashioned. Even when Wilhelm Backhaus, Alfred Cortot, or Walter Gieseking performed.

			

			This natural bonhomie—he was actually not embittered that his age excluded him from an active artistic life—made him likable to everyone and guaranteed him special treatment from the management of La Scala. Opera season never raises the question of pianists, and the presence of the genial Cottes in the stalls, on somewhat difficult evenings, constituted a small but reliable core of optimism. At the very least, you could count on his personal applause as a rule. And the example of an already famous concert performer was likely to induce many dissenters to restrain themselves, the undecided to approve, and the lukewarm to express more obvious agreement. All this without taking into account his appearance, so representative of the opera house, and his past merits as a pianist. Hence his name figured in the secret, parsimonious list of “perpetual non-paying subscribers.” On the morning of every premiere date, an envelope with a ticket for an orchestra seat invariably appeared in his mailbox at the reception desk of via della Passione 7. Except for first nights when the box office take was expected to be meager, in which case two tickets would appear, one for him, the other for his son. Arduino, however, couldn’t care less about it. He preferred to make do on his own, with friends, attending dress rehearsals where he wasn’t obligated to get decked out.

			Cottes junior had in fact heard the last rehearsal of The Massacre of the Innocents the day before. He had also spoken about it with his father at breakfast, in extremely vague terms, as was his habit. He had noted certain “interesting timbral resolutions,” a “very hollow polyphony,” some “vocalizations that were more deductive than inductive” (he pronounced these words with a smirk of contempt), and so forth. His ingenuous father couldn’t grasp whether the work was good or bad or even whether his son liked or disliked it. He didn’t insist on knowing. Young people had accustomed him to their mysterious jargon, another instance where he remained intimidated at the threshold.

			Now he was home alone. The housekeeper, who worked part-time, had left. Arduino was eating dinner out, and the piano, thank heaven, was mute. The “thank heaven” was undoubtedly embedded in the old performer’s heart, but he never had the courage to admit it. When his son was composing, Claudio Cottes entered into a state of extreme internal agitation. From one moment to the next, he waited, with an almost visceral hope, for something resembling music to emerge from those apparently inexplicable chords. He understood it as a weakness that he had to overcome: you couldn’t keep pursuing the old paths. Precisely, he repeated to himself, the pleasant had to be avoided as the sign of impotence, decrepitude, festering nostalgia. He was aware new art must above all make listeners suffer, and here was the sign, they said, of its vitality. But it was stronger than he was. In the next room, listening, he sometimes intertwined his fingers so tightly he made them crack, as if he might help his son to “free himself” with this effort. But his son didn’t free himself. Struggling notes became increasingly tangled, chords assumed even more hostile sounds, and everything remained suspended there or was just turned straight upside down into more obstinate frictions. May God bless him. Disappointed, the father’s hands separated, and slightly trembling they busied themselves with lighting a cigarette.

			

			Cottes was alone. He felt good. A warm breeze entered the open windows. Eight thirty, but the sun was still shining. While he was dressing, the phone rang.

			“Is Maestro Cottes there?” asked an unfamiliar voice.

			“Yes, that’s me,” he replied.

			“Maestro Arduino Cottes?”

			“No, I am Claudio, his father.”

			The call ended. He returned to the bedroom, and the phone rang again.

			“Is Arduino there or not?” asked the same voice as before, in a tone that bordered on rude.

			“No, he isn’t here,” the father replied in dialect, trying to match the brusqueness.

			“Too bad for him!” said the other voice, and the connection was cut.

			

			What manners, Cottes thought. Who could it be? What sort of friends was Arduino associating with these days? And what could that “too bad for him” mean? The phone call left him a bit annoyed. Fortunately the annoyance lasted only a few moments.

			In the mirror of the wardrobe, the old artist was now gazing at his traditional white tie and tails, loose-fitting, even baggy, suitable for his age and at the same time very bohemian. Inspired evidently by the example of the legendary Joachim, Cottes affected the coquetry of wearing a black waistcoat—just to distinguish himself from bland conformity. Exactly like a waiter. Yet who in the world, even if suffering from blindness, would have mistaken him, Claudio Cottes, for a waiter? Although he felt warm, he put on a light overcoat to avoid the indiscreet curiosity of passersby, and, picking up a pair of opera glasses, he left the house, feeling almost happy.

			It was an enchanting evening in early summer, when even Milan manages to play the role of a romantic city. The streets were quiet and half-deserted. The fragrance of the linden trees wafted from gardens. A crescent moon was fixed in the middle of the sky. Anticipating the splendid evening (encounters with so many friends, discussions, the sight of beautiful women, the predictable spumante after the performance in the foyer of the theater), Cottes set out for via Conservatorio. This route would slightly lengthen the journey, but he spared himself the eyesore of the covered canals in the Navigli district.

			When he arrived at via Conservatorio, he chanced upon a curious performance. A young man with long curly hair was singing a Neapolitan ballad on the sidewalk, holding a microphone a few centimeters from his mouth. A wire ran from the microphone to a box with a battery, an amplifier, and a loudspeaker, from which his voice issued so brazenly as to roar among the houses. The song contained a kind of wild outburst, an anger, and although the familiar words might have been about love, you could have said the young man was issuing some sort of threat. Seven or eight boys had gathered around him, absolutely stunned. The windows on both sides of the street were closed, shutters bolted, as if they refused to listen. Were all these apartments empty? Or had the tenants locked themselves inside, feigning absence, for fear of something? As Claudio Cottes was passing by, the singer, without moving, increased the intensity of his emissions to such an extent that the loudspeaker began to vibrate. It was a peremptory invitation to put some money in the saucer placed on top of the box. But the maestro, in his distress, without even knowing how he managed it, continued straight past, speeding up his pace. And for several meters he felt the weight of two vindictive eyes on his back.

			

			The maestro mentally inveighed against the busker: “Damn barbarian!” The coarseness of the exhibition ruined his good mood for some reason. When he was about to reach the church of San Babila, however, a brief meeting with Bombassei, a fine young man who had been his student at the conservatory and now worked as a journalist, caused him even more annoyance.

			“Heading for La Scala, Maestro?” Bombassei asked, glimpsing the white tie in the neckline of his overcoat.

			Naively soliciting a compliment, he replied, “Are you insinuating, insolent boy, that at my age it’s time for me—”

			“You know quite well,” Bombassei interrupted, “that La Scala wouldn’t be called La Scala without Maestro Cottes. And where’s Arduino? Why didn’t he come?”

			“Arduino has already seen the dress rehearsal. Tonight he is occupied.”

			“Ah, I understand,” said Bombassei with a smile of sly comprehension. “Tonight he preferred to stay home.”

			“And why on earth would he?” Cottes asked, perceiving the implication.

			“Too many friends are out and about tonight.” The young man nodded to indicate the people passing by. “Besides, I’d do just the same in his shoes. But forgive me, Maestro. Here’s my tram. Have fun!”

			The old man remained there, uncertain, worried, without understanding. He looked at the crowd and couldn’t detect anything strange. Except, perhaps, there were fewer people than usual, and those fewer looked grungy and stressed somehow. And then, although Bombassei’s talk remained enigmatic, memories surfaced, broken, confused, fragmented phrases about his son, some new friends who popped up recently, certain evening commitments that Arduino never explained, dodging his questions with vague excuses. Could his son have gotten himself into some mess? What was so special about that evening? Who were the “too many friends out and about”?

			

			Raking over these problems, he arrived at piazza della Scala. And at once the unpleasant thoughts fled before the consoling vision: the commotion at the door of the theater, ladies hurrying in an impetuous billow of trains and veils, the crowd lingering to watch, stupendous cars in a long line, their windows offering a glimpse of jewels, white shirtfronts, bare shoulders. While a threatening, perhaps even tragic, night was about to start, La Scala impassively displayed the splendor of bygone days. Never, in recent seasons, would you have seen such a rich and promising harmony of people, attitudes, and things. The very unease that had begun to spread through the city probably increased the vivacity. To anyone who knew, an entire world, golden as well as exclusive, seemed to take refuge in its beloved citadel for a final mad night of glory, like the Nibelungs in the royal palace at Attila’s arrival. In reality, not many knew. On the contrary, the majority had the impression—such was the pleasure of the evening—that a cloudy period had ended with the last trace of winter, and a grandly serene summer was advancing.

			Carried in the whirlpool of the crowd, almost without realizing, Claudio Cottes soon found himself in the orchestra beneath the full radiance of the lights. The time was eight fifty. The theater was already packed. Cottes looked around, enraptured like a little boy. The years had passed imperceptibly. Every time he entered that hall, his first experience remained pure and vivid, as before the great spectacles of nature. Many others with whom he was exchanging fleeting signs of greeting felt the same, he knew. In this exact space, a special fellowship was born, a sort of innocuous freemasonry, which to strangers, to anyone who wasn’t a participant, must have seemed somewhat ridiculous.

			Who was missing? Cottes’s expert gaze inspected the huge audience, section by section, finding everyone in place. Next to him sat the well-known pediatrician Ferro, who would have let thousands of little patients die of croup rather than miss a premiere (the thought actually suggested a nice play on words to Cottes, an allusion to Herod and Galilean children, which he promised to use later). To the right sat the married couple he had dubbed “the poor relatives,” both elderly, wearing evening dress which was threadbare and always the same. They never missed a premiere. They applauded everything with the same enthusiasm. They spoke to no one; they greeted no one. They didn’t even exchange a word between themselves. Hence everyone considered them top-drawer claqueurs, placed in the most aristocratic part of the orchestra to green-light ovations. Farther along was the distinguished Professor Schiassi, an economist, famous for following Toscanini year after year wherever he went to give concerts. And since the professor was short of money at the time, he traveled by bicycle, slept in gardens, ate provisions he carried in a rucksack. Relatives and friends considered him a little crazy, but they loved him just the same.

			

			There was the hydraulic engineer Beccian, perhaps worth billions, a humble, unhappy melomaniac. Over the past month, after his appointment as advisor to the Quartet Society (a position for which he had yearned like a lover for decades, driving him to make unmentionable diplomatic efforts), he had suddenly risen to such a level of arrogance as to become insufferable, both at home and at the firm. He would make hasty, superficial judgments on Purcell and D’Indy whereas previously he didn’t dare direct a comment at the last of the double basses. There, with her tiny husband, was the very beautiful Maddi Canestrini, a former salesgirl, who for every new opera was catechized in the afternoon by a teacher of music history so as not to make any faux pas. Her famous bosom, which could never be admired so completely, had truly shone in the crowd, someone said, like the lighthouse on the Cape of Good Hope. There was the Princess Wurz-Montague, with her large hawklike nose, who had purposely come from Egypt with her four daughters. There, in the lowest proscenium box, glistened the lustful eyes of the bearded Count Noce. He was assiduous only with works that promised the appearance of ballerinas, and he was indefatigable, as far back as anyone could recall, in expressing his satisfaction on such occasions with the unchanging formula: “Ah, what a cast! What flesh!” Here in a first-tier box sat the entire Salcetti tribe, an old Milanese family who boasted they had never missed a premiere at La Scala since 1837. And in the fourth tier, almost on the proscenium arch, were the poor marchionesses Marizzoni, mother, aunt, and unmarried daughter, bitterly glaring at sumptuous box fourteen in the second tier, their fiefdom, which they were forced to abandon this year because of straitened circumstances. After getting used to an eighth of a subscription to be spent in the rafters, among the pigeons, they sat rigid and composed as hoopoes, trying to go unnoticed.

			

			Meanwhile, guarded by a uniformed aide-de-camp, a plump, unidentified Indian prince was falling asleep, and the aigrette on his turban swayed back and forth with the rhythm of his breathing, jutting out from the box. Not too far away, a marvelous woman in her thirties, wearing a stunning flame-colored dress open in front to the waist, with black snakelike cords twisted around her bare arms, was standing just to let herself be admired. She was a Hollywood actress, they said, but opinions about her name were divided. Next to her, entirely still, sat a handsome, frighteningly pale boy who seemed as if he would die at any moment. As for the two rival circles of nobility and wealthy bourgeoisie, they had both relinquished the elegant custom of leaving boxes half-empty. The well-heeled “young masters” of Lombardia were congested in dense clusters of tanned faces, identical shirts, designer tailcoats. To confirm that the evening was exceptionally successful, you could observe the considerable number of beautiful women, contrary to the norm, with extremely demanding décolletages. Cottes decided to repeat, during an intermission, a distraction in which he used to indulge in his green years—namely, to contemplate the depth of such perspectives from above. And in his heart he chose as his observatory the fourth-tier box that sparkled with the gigantic emeralds of Flavia Sol, an outstanding contralto and good friend.

			Only one box contrasted with such frivolous splendor, similar to a dark eye fixed in the midst of quivering flowers. It was in the third tier, and it contained three gentlemen, one seated on either side, the third standing. Roughly thirty to forty years old, they wore black double-breasted suits with dark ties. Their faces were lean and menacing. Motionless, apathetic, alien to everything that was happening around them, they stubbornly turned their gaze to the curtain, as if it were the only thing worthy of interest. They didn’t seem like spectators who had come to enjoy, but judges of a sinister tribunal who, after pronouncing the sentence, were waiting for its execution. While waiting they preferred to avoid looking at the convicted, not out of pity, but rather from revulsion. More than one person lingered to observe them, feeling uneasy. Who were they? How could they permit themselves to sadden La Scala with their funereal appearance? Was it a challenge? And to what end? Maestro Cottes too, as he watched them, remained somewhat perplexed. A malign dissonance. He felt an obscure sense of fear, so much so that he didn’t dare raise his opera glasses toward them. At that moment, the lights were switched off. The white reflection emanating from the orchestra stood out in the darkness. There rose the lanky figure of the conductor, Max Nieberl, the specialist in modern music.

			

			If any timid or anxious spectators were sitting in the theater that evening, Grossgemüth’s music, the tetrarch’s agitation, the impetuous, almost uninterrupted interventions of the chorus perched like a flock of ravens on some sort of conical cliff (their invectives plunged like cataracts over the audience, frequently making them jump), and the hallucinatory stage sets certainly weren’t designed to calm them down. Yes, there was energy, but at what cost? Instruments, musicians, chorus, singers, dancers (who were on stage almost constantly for meticulously mimed explications, while the protagonists rarely moved), conductor, even spectators were subjected to the greatest strain that could be expected of them. At the end of the first part, the applause exploded not so much for the purpose of expressing approval as for the shared physical need to release tension. The marvelous hall vibrated from top to bottom. At the third call, the performers were joined by the towering silhouette of Grossgemüth, who responded with smiles that were uncommonly brief, almost forced, bowing his head rhythmically. Claudio Cottes remembered the three lugubrious gentlemen, and continuing to clap his hands, he lifted his eyes to look at them. They were still there, motionless and passive. They hadn’t budged a millimeter. They didn’t applaud. They didn’t speak. They didn’t even look like living people. Could they be mannequins? They remained in the same position even when the greater part of the crowd had poured into the foyer.

			

			Precisely during the first intermission, rumors that some sort of revolution was hatching outside in the city made their way through the audience. Here too they proceeded quietly, gradually, thanks to the instinctive restraint of the people. They could hardly overwhelm the heated discussions of Grossgemüth’s work, in which old Cottes took part, not to express judgments but to comment facetiously in Milanese. The bell announcing the end of the entr’acte sounded at last. Heading down the staircase near the Museo Teatrale, Cottes found himself side by side with an acquaintance whose name he didn’t remember and who, after noticing him, smiled slyly.

			“Well, well, my dear Maestro,” he said, “I am truly happy to see you. Indeed, I wished to tell you something.” He spoke slowly, his pronunciation very affected. In the meantime they were going down the stairs. There was a crush; for a moment they were separated. “Ah, here you are,” the acquaintance resumed when they were near one another again. “Wherever did you disappear to? Did I really think for a moment you had vanished underground? Like Don Giovanni!” He evidently thought that he had discovered a most witty turn of phrase because he started to laugh jovially—and never stopped. He was a dull gentleman with a dodgy appearance. He might be described as an intellectual from a good family who had gone downhill, judging from the outdated cut of his dinner jacket, the dubious freshness of his limp shirt, and his gray-rimmed fingernails. Embarrassed, old Cottes listened. They had almost reached the bottom.

			“Come now,” the acquaintance resumed warily (Cottes couldn’t recall where they had met), “you must promise to consider what I shall tell you as a confidential communication. Confidential—do I make myself clear? In a word, don’t imagine things that aren’t there. Banish the thought—how shall I phrase it?—that I’m an unofficial representative, or spokesman. Isn’t this the proper term used today?”

			

			“Yes, of course,” Cottes replied, feeling the resurgence of the same uneasiness he experienced in his encounter with Bombassei, although even more intensely. “Yes, but I assure you I don’t understand anything.” The second warning bell sounded. They were in the corridor that ran to the left along the stalls. They were about to creep up the set of steps that leads to the seats.

			Here the strange gentleman stopped. “Now I must leave you,” he said. “I am not in the stalls. It will suffice, in any case, if I tell you this: your son, the musician, would be better off if he possessed a little more prudence. He’s no longer a child, is he, Maestro? But go, go ahead: the lights have already gone down. And I’ve said too much, no?” He laughed, bowed his head without extending his hand, and quickly left, nearly running on the red carpet in the deserted corridor.

			Mechanically old Cottes entered the already darkened hall, excused himself, and reached his seat. He was in turmoil. What was that mad Arduino planning? All Milan seemed to know about it while he, his father, couldn’t even imagine it. And who was this mysterious gentleman? Where had they been introduced? He struggled to remember the circumstances of their first meeting, but without success. He felt he could exclude musical circles. Where then? Perhaps abroad? In some hotel while on vacation? No, he absolutely could not remember. Meanwhile, on the stage, the provocative Martha Witt was advancing with snakelike moves, barbarically bare, incarnating Fear, or something of the kind, which was entering the tetrarch’s palace.

			As God wished, the second entr’acte also arrived. No sooner did the lights come up than old Cottes anxiously looked around for the gentleman from before. He would have interrogated him, would have made him explain. He couldn’t be refused an explanation. But the man wasn’t to be seen. In the end, irresistibly attracted, his gaze rested on the box with the three dark characters. There were no longer three. There was a fourth man who stayed slightly in the back, wearing a dinner jacket, although he too was cheerless. A dinner jacket with an outdated cut (Cottes didn’t hesitate to look through the opera glasses now) and a limp shirt of dubious freshness. Unlike the other three, the newcomer was laughing with a sly expression. A shudder ran down Maestro Cottes’s back.

			

			He turned to Doctor Ferro, like someone who falls into water and grabs the first support offered to him regardless of what it is. “Excuse me, Doctor,” he hurried to ask, “can you tell me about the nasty-looking fellows in that box, there in the third tier, just to the left of the lady in purple?”

			“Those necromancers?” said the pediatrician, laughing. “But it’s the General Staff! The General Staff, almost complete!”

			“General Staff? What General Staff?”

			Ferro seemed amused. “You always have your head in the clouds, Maestro. Lucky man.”

			“What General Staff?” insisted Cottes, growing impatient.

			“Of the Morzi, blessed God!”

			“Of the Morzi?” echoed the old man, assailed by even darker thoughts. The Morzi: a dreadful name. Cottes was neither for nor against them. He didn’t understand them and had never wanted to take an interest in them. He knew only they were dangerous, and it was better not to aggravate them. Now poor Arduino had turned against them and provoked their hostility. There were no other explanations. That thoughtless boy had gotten himself involved in politics, then, in plots, instead of putting some common sense into his music. As a father, Cottes had been indulgent, discreet, understanding as much as need be. But tomorrow, for God’s sake, he would make his son listen! To risk ruin for a stupid impulse! At the same time, he gave up the idea of consulting the gentleman from a little while ago. He understood it would’ve been useless, if not dangerous. The Morzi are people who don’t play games. Good thing they had the courtesy to warn him. He looked over his shoulder. He had the feeling the entire hall was staring at him with disapproval. Nasty-looking fellows, those Morzi. And powerful. Elusive. Why go anger them?

			He strained to gather his wits. “Maestro, don’t you feel well?” asked Doctor Ferro.

			

			“Sorry? Why?” Cottes replied, gradually regaining his self-possession.

			“I saw you turn pale. Sometimes it happens in this heat. Ex-cuse me.”

			“On the contrary,” Cottes said, “thank you. A wave of fatigue did suddenly come over me.” Then he added in Milanese: “Eh, I’m old!” He stood up and headed for the exit. And just as the first ray at dawn erases the nightmares that tormented a man throughout the night, so the spectacle of all those people among the marble columns in the foyer—wealthy, full of health, elegant, perfumed, vivacious—pulled the old artist from the shadow where the revelation had plunged him. Deciding to distract himself, he approached a handful of critics who were absorbed in discussion. “In any case,” said one, “the choruses are memorable, it can’t be denied.”

			“Choruses are to music,” said a second, “as the heads of old men are to painting. The effect is easy to achieve, but one can never be too wary of it.”

			“Fine,” said a colleague known for his candor. “But at this rate? The music of the moment doesn’t pursue effects. It isn’t frivolous, passionate, captivating, spontaneous, easy, or obvious—and that’s all well and good. But can you tell me what is memorable about it?” Cottes thought of his son’s musical compositions.

			Grossgemüth’s work was a huge success. Whether anyone in the entire opera house sincerely liked the music of The Massacre is highly doubtful. But most of the audience desired to show that they had risen to the occasion and were involved in the avant-garde. In this respect, a sort of competition to surpass the next person was tacitly ignited. After all, when you deliberately lie in wait to discover that a piece of music contains every possible beauty, every inventive stroke of genius, every hidden meaning, then the power of suggestion proves to be limitless. Besides, when were modern works ever diverting? That the founders of new artistic movements shun diversion was commonly known. To expect it from them was an inexcusable blunder. Couldn’t anyone who sought diversion go to a cabaret or an amusement park beyond the city walls? The nervous exasperation produced by Grossgemüth’s orchestra, by voices always stretched to the highest register, and especially by pounding choruses was not to be thrown away. The audience had been moved in a certain manner, even if brutally. How could it be denied? The agitation that accumulated in the spectators and forced them, as soon as silence returned, to clap their hands, to shout bravo, to remain unsettled—wasn’t this a fine outcome for a musician?

			

			Nonetheless, the last, long, frenetic scene of the oratorio deserved real enthusiasm: Herod’s soldiers burst into Bethlehem in search of male offspring and mothers struggled against them on the thresholds of houses till the soldiers gained the upper hand, whereupon the sky darkened, and from the back of the stage a blaring fanfare of trumpets announced the Lord’s salvation. It must be said that Johan Monclar, set and costume designer and above all choreographer as well as the mastermind behind the staging, had managed to avoid possibly dubious interpretations: the scandal that nearly occurred in Paris had made him vigilant. Hence Herod did not resemble Hitler. Still, he did have a decidedly Nordic appearance, recalling Siegfried more than the ruler of Galilee. And his armies, particularly the shape of their helmets, did not allow for any misunderstandings. “Hold your horses,” said Cottes in Milanese. “This isn’t Herod’s palace. They should write ‘Oberkommandantur’ up there!”

			The tableaux seemed very beautiful. The final tragic dance between the mothers and the soldiers who carried out the massacre produced an overpowering effect, which was noted, while the chorus raged from its rocky perch. Monclar’s trick, so to speak, was incredibly simple (and not, in any case, entirely new). The soldiers were all black, including their faces; the mothers all white; and the children were represented by lathe-made dolls (according to the sculptor Ballarin’s design, as credited in the program), painted a vivid red and burnished to a lustrous finish so that their luminosity was affecting. The successive arrangement and disarrangement of these three elements—white, black, and red—against the purplish backdrop of the town, moving helter-skelter in an increasingly breathless rhythm, was often interrupted by applause. “Look at how radiant Grossgemüth is,” exclaimed a lady behind Cottes when the conductor came to the front of the stage. “You don’t say!” Cottes shot back, and then he added in Milanese: “He’s got a head that shines like a mirror!” The eminent composer was in fact bald as an egg (or shaved?).

			

			The third-tier box occupied by the Morzi was already vacant.

			In this atmosphere of satisfaction, while the greater part of the audience was heading home, the elite rapidly flowed into the foyer for the reception. Sumptuous vases of white and pink hydrangeas had been placed in the corners of the room which weren’t visible earlier, during intermissions. Standing at the two doors to receive guests were, on one side, the artistic director, Maestro Rossi-Dani, and on the other, the general manager, Hirsch, with his ugly but courteous wife. A bit behind them, because she loved to make her presence felt but at the same time was unwilling to flaunt an authority that didn’t officially belong to her, stood Signora Portalacqua, more often called Donna Clara, chatting with the venerable Maestro Corallo. Widowed before reaching thirty, possessor of a considerable fortune, related to the crème of the Milanese industrial bourgeoisie, Portalacqua had long ago served as the secretary and right hand of Maestro Tarra, who was then artistic director, and she succeeded in getting herself considered indispensable even after Tarra died. Naturally she had enemies who treated her as a schemer. But even they were ready to fawn over her if their paths crossed. She was feared, although there was probably no reason for it. Subsequent artistic directors and general managers had immediately grasped the advantage of keeping on her good side. They conferred with her when the playbill was being created, they consulted her on the selection of performers, and when some problem arose with the authorities or with the artists, she was always asked to resolve it—a capacity, it must be said, in which she was highly skilled. To respect the formalities, moreover, Donna Clara had been advisor to the self-governing institution from time immemorial, a virtually lifetime position that no one had ever dreamed of snatching away. Only one general manager had tried to set her aside: Commendatore Mancuso, who was appointed under Fascism, an excellent human specimen but inexperienced in navigating life. After three months, he was replaced. No one knew how.

			

			Donna Clara was a homely woman, short, thin, insignificant in appearance, unkempt in dress. A fractured femur suffered in a youthful fall from a horse had left her somewhat lame (hence the nickname “limping devil,” used by her adversaries). After a few minutes, however, the intelligence that lit up her face was astonishing. More than one man had fallen in love with her, despite how strange that might seem. Now, at more than sixty, benefiting as well from the special prestige that age gave her, she saw her power upheld as never before. In reality, the artistic director and general manager were little more than functionaries subordinated to her, and she was capable of maneuvering with such tact they never noticed a thing. Indeed, they labored under the delusion that they were just short of dictators in the theater.

			People entered in waves. Famous, respected men, streams of blue blood, fashionable attire that had arrived straight from Paris, celebrated jewels, mouths, backs, and breasts that even the most sober eyes did not refuse. But simultaneously what until then had only flashed like lightning through the crowd without wounding it, a remote, implausible echo, also made an entrance: it was fear. Various discordant rumors had ended up meeting, confirming each other, and taking hold. Here and there confidences were whispered in ears, skeptical titters, incredulous exclamations from those who turned everything into a joke. Meanwhile Grossgemüth appeared in the room, followed by performers. The rather laborious introductions were made in French. Then the musician was directed toward the buffet with the indifference bred by custom. At his side was Donna Clara.

			As happens on these occasions, familiarity with foreign languages was put to a rigorous test.

			Hirsch, the general manager, a Neapolitan despite his name, kept on repeating, “Un chef-d’oeuvre, véritablement, un vrai chef-d’oeuvre!” He seemed unable to say anything else. Grossgemüth too, although established in Dauphiné for decades, didn’t show himself to be overly confident, and his guttural accent rendered comprehension even more difficult. For his part, the conductor of the orchestra, Maestro Nieberl, who was German as well, knew little French. The conversation required some time before it could get on track. The only consolation for the most romantic was the surprise that Martha Witt, the dancer from Bremen, spoke tolerable Italian, in fact with a curious Bolognese accent.

			

			While the waiters slipped through the crowd with trays of spumante and pastries, groups began to form.

			Grossgemüth was speaking softly to the secretary. The topic seemed to be very important.

			“Je parie d’avoir aperçu Lenotre,” he said to her. “Êtes-vous bien sûre qu’il n’y soit pas?” Lenotre was the music critic of Le Monde who had shredded the Parisian premiere. If he were present this evening, Grossgemüth would construe it as an extraordinary rematch. But Monsieur Lenotre wasn’t there.

			“À quelle heure pourra-t-on lire le Corriere della Sera?” the innovator asked Donna Clara a second time, with the impudence typical of the great. “C’est le journal qui a le plus d’autorité en Italie, n’est-ce pas, madame?”

			“Au moins on le dit,” replied Donna Clara, smiling. “Mais jusqu’à demain matin—”

			“On le fait pendant la nuit, n’est-ce pas, madame?”

			“Oui, il paraît le matin. Mais je crois vous donner la certitude que ce sera une espèce de panégyrique. On m’a dit que le critique, le maître Frati, avait l’air rudement bouleversé.”

			“Oh, bien, ça serait trop, je pense.” He tried to think up a compliment. “Madame, cette soirée a la grandeur, et le bonheur aussi, de certains rêves. Et, à propos, je me rappelle un autre journal, le Messaro, si je ne me trompe pas.”

			“Le Messaro?” Donna Clara didn’t understand.

			“Peut-être le Messaggero?” suggested Hirsch.

			“Oui, oui, le Messaggero je voulais dire.”

			“Mais c’est à Rome, le Messaggero!”

			“Il a envoyé tout de même son critique,” someone announced with a triumphant tone. Unfortunately, no one recognized him. Then he made an assertion that has remained famous, and only Grossgemüth seemed not to appreciate its beauty. “Maintenant il est derrière à telephoner son reportage!”

			

			“Ah, merci bien. J’aurais envie de le voir, demain, ce Messaggero,” said Grossgemüth, bowing toward the secretary. “Après tout,” he explained, “c’est un journal de Rome, vous comprenez?”

			At this point, the artistic director came forward to present Grossgemüth, in the name of the independent institution of La Scala, a gold medal engraved with the date and title of the work in a blue satin case. Thanks followed the customary protests from the honoree. For a few moments, the colossal musician actually seemed to be touched. Then the case was passed to the secretary, who opened it to admire the medal, smiled enraptured, and whispered to the maestro that it wasn’t solid gold: “Épatant! Mais ça, je m’y connais, c’est du vermeil!”

			The drove of guests was interested in something else. A different massacre, one that didn’t involve innocents, was worrying them. The expectation that the Morzi would stage an operation was no longer a secret held by a few well-informed people. The rumor, by dint of making the rounds, had now reached those who are usually on another planet, like Maestro Cottes. But, to tell the truth, not many people actually believed it.

			“The police were reinforced this month,” they would say. “More than twenty thousand officers are in the city alone. And then the carabinieri, and the army—”

			“The army! Who can guarantee what troops will do at the right moment? If there’s an order to open fire, would they shoot?”

			“Just the other day I was speaking with General De Matteis. He says he can answer for the morale of the troops. Of course, their weapons are not suited—”

			“Suited to what?”

			“Suited to maintaining public order. That would take more tear gas. And then he said nothing was better than the cavalry in these cases. But where’s the cavalry now? Nearly harmless, although it produces an amazing impression.”

			“But listen, sweetie, wouldn’t it be better if we went home?”

			“Home? Why home? Do you think we’ll be safer?”

			“For goodness’ sake, signora, let’s not exaggerate now. First of all, we need to see if it happens. Then, if it happens, it’ll be a question of tomorrow, or the day after tomorrow. No one has ever seen a revolution break out at night, with houses shuttered, streets deserted. For the police, it’d be like going to a wedding!”

			

			“Revolution? Mercy me! Did you hear, Beppe? That gentleman said there’s a revolution. Beppe, tell me, what are we going to do? Say something, Beppe. Snap out of it. You’re standing there like a mummy!”

			“Did you notice? By the third act the Morzi box was empty.”

			“The same was true of the box reserved for police headquarters and the prefecture, my dear man, as well as those belonging to the army and the wealthy. General flight seemed to be the watchword.”

			“Ah, they don’t sleep a wink in the prefecture. They know what’s happening. The government has planted informers among the Morzi, even in the outlying cells.”

			And so forth. Everyone deep down would have preferred to be at home at that hour. But they didn’t dare leave. They were afraid of being alone, afraid of silence, of not getting any news, of waiting for the eruption of the first screams, as they smoked in bed. While they were there, among so many famous people, with so many figures endowed with authority, in a setting so foreign to politics, they felt almost protected, on untouchable soil, as if La Scala were a diplomatic residence. Was it imaginable, then, that all this old world, happy, noble, civilized, still so solid, and all these men of genius, and all these women, so kind, lovers of good things, could be swept away in a single stroke?

			Described as the Italian Anatole France thirty years ago, Teodoro Clissi was spry, his face ruddy as a wrinkled cherub’s, his gray moustache faithful to a long-outdated model of an intellectual. He was describing pleasantly, with worldly cynicism that seemed in excellent taste to him, what everyone feared would happen next.

			“First phase,” he said, feigning a professorial tone, grasping his left thumb with the fingers of his right hand as when you teach children how to count, “first phase: occupation of the so-called nerve centers of the city—heaven forbid it should already be well underway.” He looked at his wristwatch, laughing. “Second phase, my dear gentlefolk: withdrawal of hostile elements.”

			

			“My God,” said Mariù Gabrielli, the financier’s wife, unable to control herself. “My little ones are home alone!”

			“No little ones at all, dear signora, don’t be afraid,” Clissi said. “This is big-game hunting: no children, only adults, and well-developed adults at that!”

			He laughed at the witticism.

			“But don’t you have a nurse at home?” blurted out the pretty Ketti Introzzi, featherbrained as usual.

			A voice that was at once fresh and petulant intervened.

			“Excuse me, Clissi, but do you really find these stories funny?”

			It was Liselore Bini, perhaps the most brilliant young lady in Milan, likable both for her vibrant face and for her unrestrained sincerity, which expressed either great spirit or intense social superiority.

			“Look,” said the novelist, somewhat disconcerted but still joking. “I find it appropriate to direct these ladies to the news that—”

			“Excuse me, Clissi, but you didn’t answer my question: Would you talk about these things here, tonight, if you didn’t feel protected?”

			“What do you mean, protected?”

			“Oh, Clissi, don’t force me to say what everyone knows. Besides, what’s the use of scolding you if you have some good friends even among—how shall I put it?—even among the revolutionaries? You’ve really done well, very well. Perhaps, in a little while, we’ll establish that. You also know quite well you can count on being exempt.”

			“Exempt? Exempt from what?” He had blanched.

			“For God’s sake! Exempt from being put up against the wall!” She turned her back to him amid muffled laughter.

			The group divided. Clissi remained nearly alone. The others created a circle around Liselore a short distance away. As if that circle were some sort of bivouac, the last desperate bivouac of her world, Bini crouched languidly on the floor, crumpling among cigarette butts and splashed champagne a Balmain gown that must have cost an astronomical sum. She fiercely argued with an imaginary accuser, taking on the defense of her class. But since no one was there to contradict her, she felt she hadn’t been understood completely, and she childishly persisted, lifting her head to the friends who remained standing. “Do or don’t they know the sacrifices we’ve made? Do or don’t they know we don’t have a penny in the bank? Jewels? Here are the jewels!” and she slipped off a gold bracelet set with a forty-carat topaz. “Nice stuff! If we surrendered the trinkets too, what would that settle? No, this isn’t why.” Her voice resembled a sob. “It’s because they hate our faces. They can’t bear civilized people. They can’t bear that we don’t stink like them. This is the ‘new justice’ the pigs want!”

			

			“Careful, Liselore,” said a young man. “You never know who might be listening.”

			“To hell with being careful! You think I don’t know my husband and I are at the top of the list? Would being careful matter? We’ve been too careful: that’s the problem. And maybe now—” She broke off. “Well, it’s better if I stop.”

			The only person among them who lost his head right away was Maestro Claudio Cottes. Just as an explorer—to draw an old-school analogy—avoids trouble by widely circumventing an area inhabited by cannibals, completely forgetting about them after several days’ continuous travel to safe land, but then sees hundreds of Niam-Niam spears emerging from the bushes behind his tent and notices hungry eyes gleaming among the branches, so the old pianist trembled at the news that the Morzi had sprung into action. Everything had tumbled down on him in the space of a few hours: the first cautionary uneasiness from the phone call, Bombassei’s ambiguous words, the problematic gentleman’s warning, and now the imminent catastrophe. That imbecile Arduino! If the government collapsed, he’d be among the first the Morzi would dispose of. Too late to fix that now. Then,  by way of consolation, he said to himself: “If the gentleman from a little while ago warned me, isn’t that a good sign? Doesn’t it mean Arduino is only suspected?” An internal voice intervened in opposition: “Right, because during insurrections subtleties receive so much attention! And how can you exclude the possibility that the warning was made this evening out of sheer malice, precisely because Arduino no longer has time to save himself?” Distraught, the old man passed from group to group, nervously, his face anxious, in the hope of gathering some reassuring news. But there was no good news. Accustomed to seeing him always jovial and quick, friends were astonished that he was so upset. But they were so absorbed in their own situations that they didn’t worry about the innocuous old man, particularly since he had no reason to fear anything.

			

			Wandering around this way, hoping to turn to something that might give him relief, he absentmindedly gulped down, one after another, the glasses of spumante that waiters were offering unstintingly. His confusion worsened.

			Until the simplest solution crossed his mind. He was amazed he hadn’t thought of it before: return home, warn his son, have him hide in some apartment. They certainly didn’t lack friends who were willing to accommodate him. He looked at the clock: one ten. He headed toward the staircase.

			But a few steps from the door he stopped. “Where are you going at this hour, esteemed Maestro? And why are you wearing that face? Don’t you feel well?” It was none other than Donna Clara, who had broken away from the most influential group and planted herself there, near the exit, together with a young man.

			“Oh, Donna Clara,” said Cottes, pulling himself together. “Where do you think I might be going at such an hour? At my age? I’m going home, naturally.”

			“Listen, Maestro,” and here Passalacqua assumed a tone of strict confidence, “take my advice: wait a little longer. It’s better not to leave. There’s some movement outside. Do you understand me?”

			“What? Have they already begun?”

			“Don’t be afraid, my dear Maestro. There’s no danger. Nanni, do you want to accompany the Maestro to take a cordial?”

			Nanni was the son of Maestro Gibelli, the composer, his old friend. While Donna Clara drew away to stop others at the exit, the young man accompanied Cottes to the buffet and brought him up to date. A few minutes ago the lawyer Frigerio had arrived, someone who was always well informed, a trait that hinged on his being the prefect’s brother. He had hurried to La Scala with the warning that no one make a move. The Morzi had been concentrated at various points in the suburbs, and they were about to roll into the centro. Already the prefecture was practically surrounded. Several police units had been cut off and lacked vehicles. In short, the guests were in a tight spot. To leave La Scala, especially in evening dress, was not advisable. It would be better to wait there. The Morzi would certainly not come to occupy the theater.

			

			The latest news, which circulated from mouth to mouth with surprising rapidity, produced a tremendous effect on the guests. The time to joke was past. The buzz died down. A certain animation continued around Grossgemüth, since what to do with him remained unclear. His weary wife had reached the hotel by car an hour ago. How could he now be led down streets that were presumably overrun by turmoil? Yes, he was an artist, an old man, a foreigner. Why should they threaten him? But it was still risky. The hotel was far away, in front of the train station. Perhaps he should be given a police escort? That would probably make things worse.

			Hirsch got an idea. “Listen, Donna Clara. If you could find some bigwig in the Morzi—did you see any of them here? That would really be an ideal safe-conduct.”

			“Ah yes,” Donna Clara agreed, and she gave it some thought. “A really wonderful idea. And we’re lucky. I spotted one of them a little while ago. He isn’t the biggest of the big, but he’s still a parliamentarian, serving in the Camera dei Deputati. Lajanni, I mean. Yes, yes, I’m going to look right away.”

			The Honorable Lajanni was a dull man, unassuming in his dress. That evening he wore a dinner jacket in an outdated cut and a shirt of dubious freshness, and his fingernails were rimmed in gray. Mostly in charge of filing agrarian lawsuits, he came to Milan rarely, and few people would recognize him by sight. Until now, moreover, instead of dashing to the buffet, he had visited the Museo Teatrale on his own. Returning to the foyer a few minutes ago, he sat on a sofa off to the side and smoked a cigarette. His brand was Nazionale.

			Donna Clara went straight to him. He rose to his feet.

			“Tell the truth, sir,” said Passalacqua without preamble, “tell the truth: Are you here to watch us?”

			

			“Watch you? Really? And why on earth would I do that?” exclaimed the parliamentarian, raising an eyebrow to indicate amazement.

			“How can you ask me that? You must know something—you’re one of the Morzi!”

			“So that’s the reason. Of course I know something. I knew it before too, to be frank. Unfortunately, I was familiar with the battle plan.”

			Without noticing that “unfortunately,” Donna Clara continued with resolve: “Listen, sir, I understand it may seem a bit comical to you, but we find ourselves in an embarrassing situation. Grossgemüth is tired, he wants to sleep, and we don’t know how to get him to his hotel. Do you understand? There’s unrest in the streets. You never know what might happen—a misunderstanding, an incident. It’s quite a time. Besides, how do we go about explaining the problem to him? I don’t feel it’s very nice, with a foreigner. And then—”

			Lajanni interrupted her. “In short, if I’m not mistaken, you’d like me to accompany him, to shield him with my authority—right?” He burst out laughing in a way that left Donna Clara dumbfounded. He was cackling, waving his right hand as if to say he understood. Yes, he was rude to laugh like that, he apologized, he was mortified, but the situation was too funny. Finally he caught his breath and explained himself.

			“I’m the last person, my dear lady!” he said with his affected tone, still shaken by his own hiccupping laughter. “Do you have any idea what ‘the last person’ means? The last person of everyone here at La Scala, including ushers and waiters, the last person who can protect the good Grossgemüth—I’m the last person. My authority? This is magnificent! Do you know who the Morzi would get rid of first, of everyone here? Do you know?” He was waiting for a response.

			“I wouldn’t know,” said Donna Clara.

			“Yours truly, my dear lady! I’m precisely the person they’d give absolute priority in their settling of accounts.”

			“Would it be fair to say you’ve fallen from grace?” she said without mincing words.

			“Exactly.”

			

			“So suddenly? This very night?”

			“Yes. Things happen. Right between the second and third acts, during a brief conversation. But I think they were contemplating it for months.”

			“Well, at least it hasn’t put you in a bad mood.”

			“Not us!” he explained in a bitter tone. “We’re always ready for the worst. It’s our mental habit. I dread to think what—”

			“Fine. The embassy has returned empty-handed, it seems. Excuse me. And good luck, if you think that’s appropriate,” added Donna Clara, turning her head, since he was already withdrawing. “It’s useless,” she then declared to the general manager. “The parliamentarian doesn’t count any more than the proverbial dried fig. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of Grossgemüth.”

			Guests had followed the encounter from some distance, virtually silent, catching some bits of the conversation. But none of them had stared more intently than old Cottes. The man he now recognized as the Honorable Lajanni was none other than the mysterious gentleman who spoke to him about Arduino.

			Donna Clara’s self-confident meeting with the Morzi deputy, as well as the fact that she herself was planning to escort Grossgemüth through the city, received a great many comments. People inferred that the persistent gossip contained some truth: Donna Clara was plotting with the Morzi. Although she appeared to keep aloof from politics, she was actually maneuvering between both sides. This was logical, after all, if you knew the kind of woman she was. Was it plausible that Donna Clara, in order to remain in the saddle, hadn’t anticipated every possibility and hadn’t cultivated enough friendships among the Morzi? Many ladies were indignant. The men, however, seemed inclined to indulge her.

			Grossgemüth’s departure with Passalacqua, putting an end to the reception, only heightened the general anxiety. Every mundane pretext to stay had been exhausted. The fiction collapsed. Silk, décolletages, tails, jewels—all the paraphernalia of the festivity suddenly acquired the bitter squalor of masks when Carnival ends and the drudgery of daily life reappears. On this occasion, however, Lent wasn’t ahead. Something much more frightening lay in wait at the finish line the following morning.

			

			A group went out on the terrace to have a look. The piazza was deserted. The cars were asleep, black as never before, abandoned. And the chauffeurs? Were they sleeping, out of sight, in backseats? Or had they too scampered away to participate in the revolt? The globular street lights shone as usual. Everything was asleep. Everyone was straining their ears to discern the approach of a distant roar, the echo of riots, gunfire, the rumble of wagons. Nothing was audible. “Are we crazy?” a man shouted. “Suppose they see all these lights? It’s like a mirror signaling to them!” They went back indoors and closed the outside shutters themselves, while someone went to look for the electrician. Soon after, the huge chandeliers in the foyer were switched off. The ushers brought a dozen candlesticks and set them on the floor. Even this weighed on the guests like a bad omen.

			Because there were few couches, tired men and women began to sit on the floor after spreading out their overcoats so as not to get dirty. A line formed near the Museo in front of an office that had a phone. Cottes too waited his turn so he could at least try to warn Arduino of the danger. No one around him was joking anymore; no one was thinking about Grossgemüth’s Massacre anymore.

			Cottes waited at least three quarters of an hour. When he was alone in the small room (here the electric light had been switched on because there were no windows), he misdialed the number twice because his hands were shaking. Finally, he heard the signal that the line was free. The sound seemed friendly to him, the reassuring voice of his home. But why didn’t anyone answer? Hadn’t Arduino returned yet? But it was past two o’clock. What if the Morzi had already gotten hold of him? Cottes could barely repress his anxiety. God, why didn’t anyone pick up? Ah, finally.

			“Pronto, pronto.” It was Arduino’s sleepy voice. “Christ, who is it at this hour?”

			“Pronto, pronto,” said his father. But immediately he was filled with regret. It would’ve been so much better if he’d kept silent: at that very moment, the thought that the line might be monitored had crossed his mind. What should he say to his son now? Advise him to flee? Explain what was happening? What if they were listening?

			

			He tried an inconsequential excuse. For instance, Arduino should come to La Scala to arrange a concert of his music. No good, because then he would’ve had to leave. A trivial excuse, then? Tell him his father has forgotten his wallet and he’s worried about it? Worse. His son wouldn’t know what was happening, and the Morzi, who were certainly listening, would become suspicious.

			“Listen, listen,” he said to gain time. Perhaps the only thing to do was to tell Arduino he’d forgotten his key. This was the only plausible—and innocent—justification for such a late phone call.

			“Listen,” he repeated, “I’ve forgotten my house keys. I’ll be downstairs in twenty minutes.” A wave of terror seized him. What if Arduino came down to wait for him and went out into the street? Someone might’ve been sent to nab him. He might be parked there.

			“No, no,” Cottes corrected. “Wait till I arrive before you come down. You’ll hear me whistle.” What an idiot, he said to himself. I’m teaching the Morzi the easiest way to catch him.

			“Listen to me carefully,” he said. “Don’t come down till you hear me whistle the theme from the Symphonie romane. You know it—right? We’re agreed, then. Don’t forget.”

			Cottes hung up to avoid dangerous questions. What kind of mess had he made? Arduino was still in the dark about the danger; the Morzi were put on alert. There might be some musicologist in the group who knew the Symphonie he chose. When he arrived, he might find the enemy waiting in the street. He couldn’t have acted more stupidly. Should he phone again and speak more clearly? At that moment, the door partly opened, and a young girl’s apprehensive face appeared. Cottes left, wiping his sweat.

			In the dim light of the foyer he found the atmosphere of decline had gotten worse. Stiff, chilly dowagers were huddled side by side on the couches, sighing. Many had removed their gaudiest jewels, stowing them in their purses. Others, working in front of the mirrors, had reduced their hairstyles to less provocative shapes. Still others accoutered themselves with capes and veils, affecting the appearance of penitents.

			

			“This wait is so frightening. If only it would end somehow.”

			“Yes, it’s unbearable. And I thought I sensed something strange. We should have left for Tremezzo today. Then Giorgio said it would be a shame to miss Grossgemüth’s premiere, so I told him they’re expecting us up there, but he said it doesn’t matter. Besides, we can take care of it with a phone call. No, I don’t feel myself, and now I’ve got this migraine too, my poor head—”

			“Please! You can hardly complain. They’ll leave you in peace. You aren’t compromised.”

			“Did I tell you Francesco, my gardener, says he’s seen the blacklists with his own eyes? He belongs to the Morzi. He says there are more than forty thousand names in Milan alone.”

			“My God, is such an abomination possible?”

			“Is there any new information?”

			“No, no one’s heard anything.”

			A woman casually joins her hands and prays. Another whispers impenetrably into the ear of a friend, nonstop, as if seized by frenzy. Men, stretched out on the floor, many without shoes, their collars unbuttoned, their white ties dangling, are smoking, yawning, snoring, arguing in a low voice, and writing who knows what on the cover of the program with gold pencils. Four or five, their eyes peering between the slats in the shutters, are acting as sentries, ready to report any news from the outside. And in a corner, the Honorable Lajanni, alone, pale, slightly hunched, his eyes opened wide, is smoking Nazionali.

			During Cottes’s absence the situation of the besieged had crystallized in an unanticipated way. Shortly before he left to make his phone call, the engineer Clementi, the proprietor of a plumbing supplies business, was seen stopping general manager Hirsch and then drawing him aside. As they conferred, they headed toward the Museo Teatrale and remained there, in darkness, for several minutes. Then Hirsch reappeared in the foyer and murmured something to four people in succession, who then followed him. They were the writer Clissi, the soprano Borri, a certain textiles dealer called Prosdocimi, and the young Count Martoni. The group approached the engineer, who had remained at the museum, in the dark, and they held some sort of secret meeting. Then an usher, without providing any explanation, came to remove one of the candlesticks from the foyer and brought it to the museum gallery where they had withdrawn.

			

			Their actions, at first unobserved, stirred up curiosity, even alarm. It didn’t take much to arouse suspicion in that state of mind. A few people would go individually to take a look, acting as if they’d wandered there by chance. Not all of them returned to the foyer. In fact, depending on who peeked in the door of the gallery, Hirsch and Clementi would break off the discussion or invite them to enter in a most obliging manner. Before long the group of secessionists reached roughly thirty.

			What happened wasn’t difficult to understand if you knew the people involved. Clementi, Hirsch, and their associates tried to form their own coalition, to side with the Morzi in advance, to make clear they had nothing to do with the corrupt moneybags who remained in the foyer. Some members of their group were already known to have been kind or indulgent toward the powerful faction on previous occasions, probably more out of fear than sincere conviction. Clementi’s involvement, despite his bossy, despotic mentality, wasn’t surprising, since a degenerate son of his held a leadership position in the ranks of the Morzi. Not long ago the father had been seen entering the phone room, and those who were waiting outside had to be patient for more than quarter of an hour. It was assumed that, seeing himself in danger, Clementi was asking for help from his son who, not wanting to be exposed personally, had advised him to act at once on his own: he should assemble some sort of committee favorable to the Morzi, virtually a revolutionary junta of La Scala, which the Morzi would tacitly recognize on their arrival and, most importantly, let off the hook. After all, someone remarked, blood is thicker than water.

			Some of the other secessionists, however, would cause jaws to drop. They were typical specimens of the category that the Morzi particularly loathed. Precisely these people or at least people like them could be held responsible for many of the problems that too often provided obvious starting points for Morzi propaganda or agitation. And now here they were suddenly siding with their enemies, disowning their entire past—even conversations they had had up until a few minutes ago. Apparently they’d been plotting in the opposing camp for some time, ignoring the cost, in order to guarantee themselves a loophole at the right moment. This was done on the sly, through someone who intervened on their behalf, so they wouldn’t lose face in the elegant world they frequented. When the hour of danger finally arrived, they were quick to reveal themselves, unconcerned about keeping up appearances. Relationships, aristocratic friendships, their place in society could all go to hell. Now the crucial thing was staying alive.

			

			The maneuver, although at first proceeding in secret, soon preferred a straightforward disclosure, precisely with the aim of defining respective positions. In the museum gallery, the electric light was switched on and the window opened wide so you could see outside clearly and the Morzi, when they arrived in the piazza, would immediately understand they had true friends up there.

			When he returned to the foyer, then, Maestro Cottes became aware of the new development. He noticed the white glare that came from the Museo, reflected from mirror to mirror, and he heard the echo of the discussion unfolding there. But he didn’t understand the reasons for it all. Why had the lights been switched on again in the Museo but not in the foyer? What was happening?

			“What are they doing over there?” he finally asked out loud.

			“What are they doing?” shouted Liselore Bini in her diminutive dulcet tones. She was curled up on the floor, her back against her husband’s side. “Blessed are the innocent, my dear Maestro! They’ve founded the La Scala cell, those Machiavellians. They didn’t waste time. Be quick, Maestro. A few minutes more and registrations close. Peerless, don’t you think? They said they’ll do everything to save us. Now they’re divvying up the cake and laying down the law. They’ve authorized us to switch the lights back on. Go see them, Maestro. It’s worth the effort. They’re nice, aren’t they? The big filthy pigs!” She raised her voice. “I swear, if nothing happens—”

			

			“Come on, Liselore, calm down,” her husband said. He was smiling, his eyes closed, enjoying himself as if it were all some new kind of athletic event.

			“And Donna Clara?” asked Cottes, feeling confused.

			“Ah, always on top, the little gimp! She chose the most ingenious solution, even if the most grueling. Donna Clara walks. She walks. Do you understand? She strolls up and down, two words here, two words there, and so forth. However things turn out, she is all set. She doesn’t promise too much, doesn’t declare her opinion, doesn’t sit down. A little here, a little there. She shuttles back and forth. Our incomparable directress!”

			It was true. After she returned from taking Grossgemüth to the hotel, Clara Passalacqua was still in control, dividing herself impartially between the two parties. And for this reason she feigned ignorance of the aim of that secret conference, as if it were some whim of the guests’. All the same, it forced her never to stop because to stop would be equivalent to a binding decision. She crossed the room again and again, trying to cheer up the most despondent women. She supplied new seats, and with considerable understanding, she supported a second generous round of refreshments. She herself tottered around with trays and bottles, so she achieved personal success in both camps.

			“Psst! Psst!” one of the lookouts posted behind the shutters suddenly called out, pointing toward the piazza.

			Six or seven people ran to look. A dog was advancing along the Banca Commerciale, coming from via Case Rotte. It seemed like a mongrel. Head lowered, hugging the wall, it disappeared down via Manzoni.

			“You called us for a dog?”

			“But I thought that behind the dog—”

			Thus the state of the besieged was on the verge of turning grotesque. Outside were empty streets, silence, absolute peace—at least in appearance. Inside was a vision of total defeat: dozens and dozens of wealthy, esteemed, powerful people who were resigned, suffering the sort of shame that comes from a still unproven risk.

			As the hours passed, fatigue and numbness in the limbs were increasing, although some heads grew clearer. The strangest thing, if the Morzi had really unleashed the offensive, was that no one, not even a dispatch rider, had yet arrived in piazza della Scala. And to suffer so much fear gratis would have been bitter. In the flickering light of the candles, the lawyer Cosenz was advancing toward the group of the most respected ladies, a glass of spumante in his right hand. Famous for his conquests back in the day, he was still considered a dangerous man by some dowagers.

			

			“Listen, dear friends,” he declaimed in an insinuating voice. “It may well be—note the ‘may’—it may well be that tomorrow night many of us present here will find ourselves—to use a euphemism—in a critical situation.” Then he paused. “But it may also be—without knowing which hypothesis is the more credible—that tomorrow night all Milan will dislocate their jaws from laughing at the thought of us. One moment. Don’t interrupt me. Let’s evaluate the facts calmly. What leads us to believe danger may be so close? Let’s list the signs. First: the third-act disappearance of the Morzi, the prefect, the police commissioner, and military representatives. Still, who can exclude the possibility—pardon my blasphemy—that they were fed up with the music? Second: the rumors, arriving from various places, that a revolt was about to erupt. Third, which may be the most serious: the news my estimable colleague Frigerio is said—I repeat, is said—to have brought, whereafter he left immediately, or rather, he must’ve made a very brief appearance if virtually none of us caught a glimpse of him. It doesn’t matter. Let’s assume Frigerio said the Morzi were beginning to occupy the city, the prefecture was besieged, and so forth. Still, I ask, from whom did Frigerio obtain this information at one o’clock at night? Is it possible that news so confidential had been conveyed to him at such a late hour? And by whom? And for what reason? Meanwhile, no suspicious sign has been detected in the neighborhood, and it’s now past three. Nor have noises of any kind been heard. In short, there’s sufficient cause to be doubtful, at the very least.”

			“Why can’t anyone get news over the phone?”

			“Right,” continued Cosenz, after swallowing a sip of champagne. “The fourth worrying detail is what might be called phone deafness. Anyone who’s tried to communicate with the prefecture and police headquarters says they were unable to get through or at least they weren’t able to get any information. Well, if you were an official, and an unfamiliar or dubious voice asked you how public events were going, would you actually answer? This is happening, mind you, while an extremely delicate political phase is in progress. Even the newspapers, to tell the truth, have been reticent. Various friends in editorial offices have relied on generalities. One, Bertini at the Corriere della Sera, literally told me, ‘So far we know nothing specific.’ So I asked, ‘What about something non-specific?’ He replied, ‘I can tell you, non-specifically, that we don’t know a thing.’ I persisted, ‘But are you worried?’ He replied, ‘I wouldn’t say that, at least not till now.’”

			

			Cosenz caught his breath. Everyone was listening to him, insanely desiring a reason to endorse his optimism. Cigarette smoke stagnated with an indistinct odor of human perspiration mixed with perfume. An echo of agitated voices reached the door of the Museo.

			“To conclude,” said Cosenz, “regarding phone news, or better the lack thereof, I don’t think it’s enough to cause alarm. Most likely even the newspapers don’t know much. And it matters that the feared revolution, if there is one, still hasn’t been well defined. Do you suppose the Morzi, the masters of the city, would allow the Corriere della Sera to come out?”

			Two or three laughs broke the general silence.

			“We’re not finished yet. The fifth worrying detail could be the secession of those over there,” and he pointed at the Museo. “Let’s proceed. Do you think they’re foolish enough to compromise themselves so openly without the mathematical certainty that the Morzi will succeed? But I also said to myself: if the revolt is aborted, assuming a revolt does in fact occur, there won’t be a dearth of solid pretexts to justify that plot hatched in the gallery. Imagine: they’ll only have to deal with the awkwardness of their decision—the attempt at camouflage, the double-cross scheme, the concern for the future of La Scala, and so forth. Listen to me: tomorrow, those over there—”

			He felt uncertain for a moment. He remained with his left arm raised without finishing. In that very brief silence, a rumble arrived from a distance that was difficult to gauge, the roar of an explosion that resounded in the hearts of those present.

			

			“Gesù, Gesù,” moaned Mariù Gabrielli, falling to her knees. “My babies!”

			“They’ve started!” another woman screamed hysterically.

			“Calm down,” intervened Liselore Bini. “Nothing has happened! Don’t act like old maids!”

			Then Maestro Cottes stepped forward. Wearing a dazed expression on his face, his overcoat thrown over his shoulders, his hands gripping the lapels of his tailcoat, he stared into the lawyer Cosenz’s eyes. And he solemnly announced: “I’m going.”

			“Where, where are you going?” several voices asked in unison, vaguely hopeful.

			“I’m going home. Where else do you want me to go? I can’t stick it out here.” Then he moved in the direction of the exit. But he was staggering. Someone might’ve said he was dead drunk.

			“Right now? But no, no, wait!” they shouted after him. “In a little while it’ll be morning!” It was pointless. Two men with candles led the way down the stairs to where a sleepy porter opened the door for him without objection. “Phone,” was the last recommendation. Cottes set off without responding.

			Above, in the foyer, they ran to the tall windows, spying between the slats in the shutters. What would happen? They saw the old man cross the tram tracks with awkward steps, nearly stumbling, heading for the central flowerbed of the piazza. He passed beyond the first line of parked cars and proceeded into the empty zone. Suddenly he toppled forward, as if he’d been given a shove. But apart from him not a living soul was seen in the piazza. The thud was audible. He remained lying on the asphalt, arms outstretched, face down. From a distance he looked like a gigantic cockroach that had been crushed.

			Whoever saw him lost their breath. They remained there, stunned by fear, speechless. Then a woman issued a horrible scream. “They’ve murdered him!”

			The piazza stood motionless. No one got out of the waiting cars to help the old pianist. Everything seemed dead. And over it hung the weight of a vast nightmare.

			

			“They’ve shot him,” someone said. “I heard the shot.”

			“No way. That was the sound of the fall.”

			“I heard the shot, I swear. It was an automatic pistol. I know a lot about them.”

			No one contradicted him. Thus they remained, some seated, smoking out of desperation, others deserted on the floor, still others glued to the shutters to spy. They felt their fate advancing, concentrically, from the gates of the city toward them.

			Until a faint glimmer of gray light fell over the sleeping townhouses. A solitary cyclist passed by, creaking. You could hear a rumble similar to that of distant trams. Then a short, stooped man appeared in the piazza, pushing a cart. Starting from the entrance to via Marino, the man began to sweep with utter tranquility. Bravo! A few whisks of the broom were enough. As he swept away papers and dirt, he was also sweeping away fear. Another cyclist passed by, then a worker on foot, then a van. Milan was gradually awakening.

			Nothing had happened. Finally roused by the street sweeper, Maestro Cottes got to his feet again, panting. He looked around with amazement. He picked up his overcoat from the ground and hurried home, swaying.

			In the foyer, as dawn filtered through the shutters, the old flower-seller was seen entering with calm, noiseless steps. An apparition. She seemed to have just dressed and put on make-up for a premiere. The night had passed over her without touching her—her floor-length gown of black tulle, her black veil, the black shadows around her eyes, her basket filled with flowers. She passed through the midst of the wan assembly. And with her melancholy smile she handed Liselore Bini a gardenia, intact.

			L’Europeo, October–November 1948

		


		

		
Appointment with Einstein

		

		
			Late one afternoon last October, after a day’s work, Albert Einstein was walking alone through the paths in Princeton when an extraordinary thing happened to him. For no special reason, as his mind ran about as aimlessly as an unleashed dog, he suddenly understood what he had fruitlessly hoped for his entire life. In the blink of an eye Einstein perceived himself in the midst of so-called curved space, and he could examine it inside and out, as you this book.

			It is usually said that our minds will never succeed in grasping the curvature of space: length, width, depth, plus a mysterious fourth dimension whose existence is demonstrable but prohibited to humankind. It is like a wall enclosing us, and humans, flying straight astride their insatiable minds, rise higher and higher but still slam against it. Not even Pythagoras or Plato or Dante, were they alive today, would succeed in overcoming this obstacle, the truth being too great for us.

			Others say, however, that success is possible after years and years of the most intense mental application. While the earth restlessly tossed and turned, while smoke billowed from trains and furnaces and millions died in wars and lovers kissed one another’s lips in twilit city parks, some secluded scientist performed a heroic intellectual feat (such, at least, is the legend): he managed to discover and contemplate curved space, the indefinable sublimity of the creation, even if only for a few minutes, as one might lean out over an abyss and then immediately draw back from it.

			But the miracle occurred in silence. There were no celebrations for the bold man, no fanfares, interviews, or medals in recognition of the accomplishment because it was an absolutely personal triumph, and the scientist could only say: I have conceived of curved space. Yet he had no documents, photographs, or other means to demonstrate the truth of his discovery.

			

			When such moments arrive, however, and the mind, as through a narrow slit, supremely leaps beyond to the world prohibited to us, then what was previously an inert formula, created and developed apart from us, becomes our very life. Then are we suddenly freed from our three-dimensional anxieties and feel—the power of humanity!—immersed and suspended in something very much akin to the eternal.

			All this came to Professor Albert Einstein one very fine October evening, beneath a sky that looked like crystal, while the globes of the street lights began to glow here and there, vying with the planet Venus. And his heart, that strange muscle, rejoiced in God’s benevolence. Although he was a wise man who wasn’t concerned with fame, at these moments he nonetheless considered himself apart from the common herd, like a wretch among wretches who notices his pockets are filled with gold. Hence a feeling of pride seized him.

			But just then, as if in punishment, that mysterious truth disappeared as rapidly as it had arrived. Einstein simultaneously became aware of being in a place he had never seen before. He was walking down a long avenue flanked on each side by hedges, without any houses or estates or shacks. There was only a gas pump with yellow and black stripes, topped by an illuminated glass dome. And close by, on a wooden footstool, sat a negro waiting for customers. He was wearing a pair of overalls and a red baseball cap.

			Einstein had hardly reached him when the man rose, took a few steps toward him, and said: “Sir!” Standing, he turned out to be very tall, somewhat good-looking, formidable, with African features. In the blue vastness of the evening, his bright smile sparkled.

			“Sir,” he said, “got a light?” He held up a cigarette butt.

			“I don’t smoke,” replied Einstein, who had stopped mostly out of surprise.

			

			Then the negro said: “Buy me a drink?” He was tall, young, wild.

			“I don’t know.” Einstein searched his pockets in vain. “I don’t have anything with me. I don’t usually. I’m really sorry.” And he started to leave.

			“Thanks just the same,” the man said. “But excuse me—”

			“What do you want now?”

			“I need you. I’m here on purpose.”

			“Need me? What do you mean?”

			“I need you for something secret,” he said. “I’ll only whisper it in your ear.” His teeth gleamed whiter than ever, since night had gradually fallen. He bent to the professor’s ear. “I am the devil Iblìs,” he whispered. “I am the Angel of Death and I must take your soul.”

			Einstein retreated a step. “I have the impression,” he said firmly, “that you’ve had too much to drink.”

			“I am the Angel of Death,” the man repeated. “Watch.”

			He approached the hedge, tore off a branch, and instantly the leaves lost their color, shriveled, and turned gray. He blew on it and everything—leaves, stems, branch—flew away in a fine powder.

			Einstein bowed his head. “Damn. So this is it. But right here, tonight—on the street?”

			“This is the task assigned to me.”

			Einstein looked around, but there wasn’t a living soul in sight. Only the avenue, the street lamps, and, farther down the street at the intersection, car headlights. Then he looked up at the sky: it was clear, with all its stars in place. Just at that moment Venus was setting.

			“Listen,” Einstein said, “give me some time, a month. You’ve come just when I’m on the brink of finishing my work. I ask you only for one month.”

			“What you want to find out,” Iblìs said, “you’ll know as soon as you get to the other side. You need only follow me.”

			“It isn’t the same. What can it matter—the knowledge we gain there effortlessly? Here my work has considerable interest. I’ve worked hard for thirty years, and now I’m nearly finished.”

			The devil grinned sarcastically. “One month, you said? Don’t try to hide a month from now. Even if you move to the deepest mine, I’ll know at once where to find you.”

			

			Einstein wanted to ask him another question, but he had already vanished.

			One month is a long time if a lover awaits his beloved, but it is very brief, shorter than a breath, if one expects the messenger of death. The entire month passed, and on the last night, having arranged to be alone, Einstein went to the agreed place. There was the gas pump and the stool with the negro, except now he wore an old military overcoat on top of his overalls. It was actually quite cold.

			“I’m here,” Einstein said, tapping him on the shoulder.

			“And how’s your work? Finished?”

			“It’s not finished,” said the scientist sadly. “Give me another month! Just one more, I promise. This time I’m certain of success. I’ve been at it day and night, believe me, but I haven’t finished it in time. Still, the end is in sight.”

			Without turning around, the Angel of Death shrugged his shoulders. “You humans are all the same. You’re never satisfied. You beg for an extension, and then there’s always some excuse.”

			“But what I’m working on is difficult. No one ever—”

			“Oh, I know, I know,” interrupted the negro. “You’re looking for the key to the universe, right?”

			They were silent. There was fog, darkness that already seemed like winter, discomfort, desire to stay home.

			“Well?” Einstein asked.

			“Well, go then. But a month passes quickly.”

			It passed very quickly. Time had never devoured four weeks with such great eagerness. An icy wind blew that night in December, causing the last fugitive leaves to crackle across the asphalt. The scholar’s white mane, flowing from beneath his beret, fluttered in the wind. The gas pump was there, as always, and nearby was the attendant, wearing a balaclava, squatting as if he were asleep.

			Einstein drew close and timidly tapped him on the shoulder. “I’m here.”

			

			The negro was bundled up in his overcoat, his teeth chattering with the cold.

			“Is that you?”

			“Yes, it’s me.”

			“Finished, then?”

			“Yes, thank God, I’ve finished.”

			“The big match’s over? Found what you were looking for? Have you pried open the universe?”

			Einstein cleared his throat. “Yes,” he said jokingly, “in a sense the universe is now in order.”

			“So you’re ready to roll? Prepared for the journey?”

			“Of course. This was our agreement.”

			Suddenly the devil leapt to his feet and burst into a classic negro laugh. Then, with the index finger of his right hand, he poked Einstein in the stomach. The professor almost lost his balance.

			“Go on, get home, you old rascal. Run, unless you want to catch pneumonia. You’re off the hook—for now, that is.”

			“You’re letting me go? Then why all the fuss?”

			“It was important for you to finish your work. That’s all. And it was all my doing. God knows how long you would’ve drawn it out if I hadn’t scared you two months ago.”

			“My work? What did it matter to you?”

			The negro laughed. “To me, it meant nothing. But downstairs the big devils run the show. They say your early discoveries have already been extremely useful. You’re not to blame for it, but it’s true. Whether you like it or not, my dear professor, Hell has profited greatly from your ideas. Now they’re counting on your new—”

			“Nonsense!” said Einstein, irritated. “Can you find anything in the world that’s more innocent? They’re insignificant formulas, pure abstractions, inoffensive, impartial—”

			“More power to you!” the devil shouted, giving him another poke in the stomach. “So they sent me up here for nothing? You think they made a mistake? No, no, you’ve done a fine job. They’ll be pleased downstairs. Oh, if only you knew!”

			“If only I knew what?”

			

			But he had disappeared. Nor was the pump still there. Not even the stool. Only darkness, and wind, and in the distance, a maze of cars. In Princeton, New Jersey.

			Corriere della Sera, 5 January 1950

		


		

		
The Saucer Has Landed

		

		
			Night had fallen, and the countryside was already half-asleep. From the valleys rose downy clouds and the call of a solitary frog, which, however, immediately fell silent (this is the hour that vanquishes even the coldhearted, with the limpid sky, the inexplicable serenity of the world, the smell of smoke, bats, and in the ancient houses, the stealthy tread of ghosts). It was then that a flying saucer suddenly landed on the roof of the parish church, which stands at the top of the village.

			Unbeknownst to the villagers who had already returned to their homes, the contraption dropped vertically from space, hovered a few moments, emitting a kind of drone, and noiselessly touched down on the roof, like a dove. It was huge, shiny, compact, resembling a mammoth lentil. From some vents it continued to issue a hissing jet of air. Then it fell silent and stood still as a corpse.

			Up there in his room (which gave onto the roof of the church), the parish priest Don Pietro was reading, a cigar in his mouth. When he heard the unfamiliar drone, he got up from the armchair and went to the window to look out. He then saw that extraordinary thing. It was a pale blue color and measured about ten meters in diameter.

			He wasn’t frightened, nor did he cry out. He wasn’t even bewildered. Has the loud, imperturbable Don Pietro ever been amazed by anything? He stood there, with his cigar, observing. And when he saw the hatch open, he had only to stretch out an arm: a double-barreled shotgun hung there on the wall.

			No credence has been given to the distinguishing features of the two strange creatures who came out of the saucer. Don Pietro is a scatterbrain. In his subsequent accounts, he has continued to contradict himself. Only one thing can be known for certain: they were short and slender, a meter to a meter and a half tall. Yet Don Pietro also says they stretched and shortened themselves as if they were elastic. Regarding their appearance, not much has been understood. “They looked like two spurts from a fountain, bigger at the top and narrow at the bottom,” says Don Pietro. “They looked like two elves, or insects, or brushes, or like two huge matches.”

			

			“And did they have two eyes like us?”

			“Of course, one on each side. But they were small ones.”

			And a mouth? Arms? Legs? Don Pietro couldn’t make up his mind. “At certain times I saw two little legs and a second later I didn’t see them anymore. In a word, what do I know about them? Once and for all, leave me in peace!”

			Silent, the priest let the aliens tinker with the saucer. They muttered softly to one another in a dialogue that resembled squeaking. Then they climbed up on the roof, which has a very gradual slope, and came to the cross, the one on top of the facade. They walked around it, touched it. They seemed to be measuring it. Don Pietro left them alone for a little while, still cradling the shotgun in his arms. But suddenly he changed his mind.

			“Hey!” he shouted with his resounding voice. “You young men, get down from there. Who are you?”

			The two creatures turned around to look at him; they seemed unfazed. Even so, they got down at once, drawing near the priest’s window. Then the tallest one began to talk.

			Don Pietro, as he himself confessed, was disappointed: the Martian spoke an unknown language (who knows why, but from the start the priest was convinced that the saucer came from Mars; he didn’t think of asking them to confirm his supposition). But was it even a real language? There were some sounds, not really unpleasant, which were completely joined without any pauses. And yet the priest immediately understood everything, as if the language were his dialect. Was it telepathic communication? Or a kind of universal, automatically comprehensible language?

			“Relax, relax,” the foreigner said. “We’re leaving in a little while. Do you realize that for a long time now we have been orbiting your planet, observing you, listening to your radio broadcasts? We have learned almost everything about you. You speak, for example, and I understand. There’s only one thing we haven’t deciphered. And we’ve landed precisely for this reason. What are these antennas?” He pointed at the cross. “You have them everywhere, on top of towers and campaniles, on mountain peaks, and then you keep a vast array of them here and there, enclosed within walls, which seem to function like nurseries. Can you tell me, human, what purpose they serve?”

			

			“They’re crosses!” said Don Pietro. He noticed that these two creatures had a tuft of hair on their heads, similar to a thin brush, about twenty centimeters high. But no, it wasn’t hair. It rather looked like slender vegetable stalks, which kept on vibrating, tremulous, extremely animated. Or were they instead a few small rays, or a ring of electrical emanations?

			“Cros-ses,” the stranger repeated, emphasizing both syllables. “And what purpose do they serve?”

			Don Pietro rested the butt of the shotgun on the ground. The weapon, however, stood always within reach. Then he straightened up to his full height and tried to be solemn.

			“They serve our souls,” he answered. “They symbolize Our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who died for us on the cross.”

			Suddenly the mobile tufts on the Martians’ heads vibrated. Was it a sign of interest or emotion? Or was it their way of laughing?

			“And where, where would this have happened?” The tallest one always spoke, with that twittering that resembled Morse code transmissions. There was a faint note of irony in his question.

			“Here, on Earth, in Palestine.”

			“You mean God came here? Among you?”

			The incredulous tone irritated Don Pietro.

			“It’s a long story,” he said, “a story that is perhaps too long for wise beings like you.”

			The exquisite, indefinable ring on the foreigner’s head oscillated two or three times. The wind seemed to have moved it.

			

			“Oh, it must be a magnificent story,” he said condescendingly. “Human, I’d really like to hear it.”

			Did the hope of converting the inhabitant of another planet flash through Don Pietro’s heart? It would be a historic event. It would bring him eternal glory.

			“If that’s all you want,” the priest said rudely. “But come closer. Please come into my room here.”

			It was certainly an extraordinary scene in the priest’s room. He was sitting at the desk in the light of an old lamp with a Bible in his hands, and the two Martians were standing on the bed. Don Pietro had invited them to make themselves comfortable, and he insisted that they sit on the mattress. But they couldn’t sit, they were apparently incapable of it, and so to avoid saying no, they finally mounted the bed, standing up straight, their tufts bristling and waving ever so much.

			“Listen, little brushes!” said the priest brusquely, opening the book, and he read: “And the LORD God took the man, and put him into the Garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it. And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, Of every tree of the garden thou mayest freely eat: But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die. And the LORD God—”

			He raised his eyes from the page and saw the two tufts were in extreme agitation. “Is there something wrong?”

			The Martian asked, “Tell me: Did you eat it anyway? Couldn’t you resist? That’s what happened, right?”

			“Indeed, they ate it,” admitted the priest, and his voice was full of anger. “I would’ve liked to see what you would’ve done. Did the tree of good and evil grow on your planet?”

			“Of course. It grew on our planet too. Millions and millions of years ago. It’s still alive now.”

			“And you? The fruit, I mean. Have you ever tasted it?”

			“Never,” said the foreigner. “The law forbids it.”

			Don Pietro gasped, humiliated. Then were those two creatures pure, like the heavenly angels? Didn’t they know sin? Didn’t they know wickedness, falsehood, hatred? The priest looked around as if he were searching for help—until he made out the black crucifix in the shadow above the bed.

			

			He revived. “Yes, with that fruit we ruined ourselves. But the Son of God,” he thundered, feeling a lump in his throat, “the Son of God became man. And He dwelt here among us!”

			The other was unmoved. Only his tuft swayed back and forth like a mocking flame.

			“He came here on Earth, you say? And you, what did you do to Him? Did you proclaim Him your King? If I’m not mistaken, you said He died on the cross. Did you kill Him, then?”

			Don Pietro fought proudly. “Almost two thousand years have passed since then! It was precisely for us that He died, for our eternal life!”

			He fell silent. He didn’t know what else to say. In the dark corner their mysterious hair burned, truly burned with an extraordinary light. It was quiet, and then outside you could hear the crickets chirping.

			“And all this,” asked the Martian with a teacher’s patience, “was all this of any use, then?”

			Don Pietro didn’t answer. He limited himself to making a disheartened gesture with his right hand, as if to say, “What do you want? We’re made this way; we’re sinners, poor worms, sinners who need God’s mercy.” And here he fell to his knees, covering his face with his hands.

			How much time passed? Hours, minutes? Don Pietro was roused by his guests’ voices. He looked up and glanced at them: they were already on the windowsill, apparently on the point of leaving. Against the night sky the two tufts quivered with fascinating grace.

			“Human,” asked the usual one, “what are you doing?”

			“What am I doing? I’m praying! Don’t you? Don’t you pray?”

			“We? Why should we pray?”

			“Don’t you even pray to God, ever?”

			“Of course not!” the strange creature said, and quite inexplicably his bright ring suddenly stopped quivering, becoming limp and discolored.

			

			“Oh, you poor things,” murmured Don Pietro, but in such a way that the two didn’t hear him, as one does with gravely ill people. He stood up, and his blood again started flowing forcefully through his veins. He had felt like a worm a little while ago. Now he was happy. He tittered to himself. “You don’t have original sin with all its complications. Honest men, sages, you are irreproachable. You have never encountered the Devil. But when night falls, I’d like to know how you feel! Terribly alone, I imagine, dying of idleness and boredom.”

			Meanwhile the two had already slipped inside the hatch, closed it, and the engine was now turning with a low, very melodious humming. Very gently, almost miraculously, the saucer took off from the roof, rising like a balloon. Then it began to turn and set out with incredible speed, up, up, in the direction of Gemini.

			“Oh,” the priest continued to mutter, “God certainly prefers us! It’s better to be pigs like us, after all, greedy, vile liars, better than those straight-A students who never address a word to Him. What satisfaction could God get from such people? And what meaning does life have if there’s no evil, or remorse, or weeping?”

			He joyfully embraced the gun, took aim at the flying saucer, which was now a faint little dot in the middle of the firmament, and fired a shot. From distant hills answered howling dogs.

			Corriere della Sera, 25 March 1950

		


		

		
The Survivor’s Story

		

		
			We arrive from distant countries, from wars, from cataclysms. As the speeding train hastens our return, we look forward to the joys of our native land. Foremost among these joys is that of telling stories. We could continue for days without stopping. We could deliver lectures, write huge volumes. The things we’ve seen were beautiful, bizarre, frightening. Just to be able to tell our friends about them would be worth the pain of so much effort. The train hurries us home, and we feel we’re happy.

			But how strange! No sooner do we enter our houses than the long tale dies in our chest. We relate two or three things, and then that’s it. Suddenly we stop, feeling we no longer have anything important to say. Where have our novelistic adventures gone? Where are the dangers, mysteries, encounters of which we were proud? Have they disappeared, then? Have all the days and months and years we spent in faraway lands vanished into thin air? Does nothing remain? Oh no: every dawn, every sunset, every night lies within us, one on top of the other, intact, with profound meanings. The only problem is that when we tell our stories—what a bitter surprise!—they now appear vague, alien, boring, and no one willingly listens to them, not even our mothers.

			“I remember,” we begin, “one morning, just at the edge of the forest—”

			“But tell me,” someone interrupts, “now that you’ve returned, what do you think you’ll do?”

			“The worst encounter happened last March,” we begin, “when the order came to—”

			

			“Excuse me,” another person says, “but I’m already late for an appointment. We can get together tomorrow, can’t we?”

			“For two months,” we begin, “he slept in some sort of cave, but he had to make sure that—”

			“What about women?” someone else interrupts. “How did things go with the women down there?”

			Then you begin to understand how so many memories, etched into the vital essence of our soul, have now become the foundation of our life, whereas for the others—for everyone else without exception—they are no more than empty phantasms, mere words. Yet these are the people who love us most; these are true friends, ready to sacrifice themselves for us. Nonetheless, they don’t give a damn about our stories, don’t know what to make of our treasure. And so, all of a sudden, you realize how alone we are in the world.

			In quel preciso momento, 1st ed., 1950

		


		

		
The Caliph Awaits Us

		

		
			In the squalid boarding houses of the old quarters, in the bare tenements on the outskirts, someone suddenly gets out of bed, in the dead of night, runs into the corridor, and awakens the other tenants. “Time to go!” he shouts, transfigured by incomprehensible hopes. His face has become kinder. Is it a miracle? No one complains about being wakened at that absurd hour. “Where are we heading?” a woman asks with a smile, looking out from the door of her room. “The Americas,” someone proposes with enthusiasm. “The Indies!” “Pannonia,” says another voice. “The Caliph awaits us!” Oblivious of the difficulties, they excitedly discuss the journey, an inexplicable haste has seized them, they feel lighthearted, and the injustice of those shabby walls, torn bathrobes, foul odors, sagging faces—all that bitter truth is denied in the poetry of the night. “Come on, hurry!” he urges. “The bags! The cloaks! The ship is about to sail, and it summons us. Don’t you hear the siren?”

			In quel preciso momento, 1st ed., 1950

		


		

		
The Collapse of the Baliverna

		

		
			The inquest into the collapse of the Baliverna begins in a week. What’ll happen to me? Will they come to arrest me?

			I’m scared. It’s useless to keep saying that no witness will swear to hateful things about me; that the examining magistrate didn’t have the slightest clue of my guilt; that were I to be charged, I’d certainly be cleared; that my silence can’t hurt anyone; that even if I appeared voluntarily to confess, the charge against the accused wouldn’t be reduced. None of these points helps to console me. Besides, Dogliotti, the commissioner for accounting who faced the principal charge, got sick and passed away three months ago, so the city council member for welfare will be the only defendant in the dock. But the accusation of criminal wrongdoing is a mere formality: Could he really be convicted if he’d been in office just five days? The former commissioner could be considered responsible, if anyone, but he died the month before. The law’s revenge doesn’t reach into the darkness of the grave.

			At a distance of two years, everyone surely retains a vivid memory of the terrible incident. The Baliverna was a brick building on the outskirts, huge and pretty gloomy, constructed by the brothers of San Celso in the seventeenth century. The order died out, and in the nineteenth century the building served as a barracks. Prior to the war, it still belonged to the military administration. Afterward it fell into neglect and was occupied by a rabble of evacuees and homeless with the authorities’ silent acquiescence—poor people whose houses had been destroyed by bombings, vagrants, “the unwashed,” the down-and-out, even a small community of Gypsies. Only in time did the municipality come into possession of the property and put in place some regulations, registering the squatters, arranging for essential services, removing rowdy types. Even so, the Baliverna took on a bad reputation, which also had something to do with a number of robberies in the district. To say it was a den of the underworld would be going too far. At night, however, no one would willingly visit the area.

			

			Although the Baliverna originally stood in the open countryside, the city suburbs had nearly reached it over the centuries. Still, no other houses appeared in the immediate vicinity. Sleazy and menacing, the barracks-like structure towered over the railway embankment, over unplowed fields, over miserable sheet-metal shacks, beggarly dwellings scattered amid piles of rubble and debris. It recalled a prison, a hospital, and a fortress all at once. Rectangular in plan, it measured about eighty meters long and half as much in width. The interior contained a vast courtyard without a portico.

			On Saturday or Sunday afternoons I would go there with my brother-in-law Giuseppe, an entomologist who found many insects in those fields. It was an excuse to get some air and enjoy his company.

			I must say the condition of the bleak building had put me off from the start. The very color of the bricks, the numerous peepholes inserted in the walls, the patchwork of repairs, beams placed as props—everything signaled decay. The rear wall was especially rattling: uniform and bare, it showed few openings, which were irregular and narrow, more closely resembling embrasures than windows. So it seemed much higher than the facade, which was airy with arcades and tall windows.

			“Doesn’t the wall seem to lean outward a bit?” I remember asking my brother-in-law one day. He laughed: “Let’s hope so! But it’s just your impression. High walls always produce this effect.”

			One Saturday in July we were there for a walk of this sort. My brother-in-law had brought his two daughters, who were still little girls, and one of his university colleagues, Professor Scavezzi, who was also a zoologist. He was about forty years old, pale and flabby. I’d never found him likable because of his Jesuitical manner and the airs he gave himself. My brother-in-law said he was a font of knowledge, besides being a very fine person. But I consider him an imbecile. Otherwise he wouldn’t be so snobby just because I’m a tailor and he’s a scientist.

			

			After arriving at the Baliverna, we started to walk along the rear wall I described. The space opens into a wide strip of dusty earth where children would play soccer. On both sides of it, actually, posts had been planted to indicate the two goals. That day, however, no children were there. Instead, several women with babies were sitting and taking the sun on the edge of the field, along the grassy verge that follows the roadbed.

			It was the siesta hour, and only isolated voices would arrive from inside the tenement. The sluggish sun was beating lusterless on the grimly massive wall. Poles jutted from windows, laden with clothes hung out to dry. They drooped like limp flags, absolutely motionless. Not even a breath of wind was stirring.

			I had grown enthusiastic about mountain-climbing, and while the others concentrated on searching for insects, I felt like trying to climb up the uneven wall. Holes, the protruding edges of some bricks, old iron bars wedged in cracks here and there offered convenient grips. I definitely wasn’t thinking of getting to the top. I did it just for the pleasure of stretching, of testing my muscles. It was a desire you might call somewhat childish.

			I had no difficulty scaling a couple of meters along the pillar of an entryway that had been walled up. On reaching the height of the lintel, I stretched out my right hand toward a sunburst of rusty iron shafts, shaped like spears, which closed off the lunette (in times past an image of some saint might have been installed in this recess).

			Grasping the tip of a spear, I lifted myself up by sheer force. But the shaft gave way and snapped. Luckily I was only a couple of meters from the ground. I tried, although uselessly, to brace myself with my other hand. I lost my balance, sprang backward, and fell to my feet without any consequence but the impact of a hard blow. The broken iron shaft followed me.

			

			Behind it, nearly at the same time, another, longer shaft came off. It rose vertically from the center of the sunburst to a sort of overhanging shelf. It had to be some kind of prop that served as a makeshift repair. After losing its support in this way, the shelf—imagine a stone slab as wide as three bricks—also gave way, although without falling. It stayed there, lopsided, half in and half out.

			The damage I had accidentally caused didn’t end here. The shelf held up an old pole, about a meter and a half tall, which in turn helped to support some kind of balcony (only now were all these defects revealed to me; at first sight they got lost in the massiveness of the wall). The pole had been simply jammed between the two projections, not fixed to the wall. Two, three seconds after the shelf moved, the pole bent outward, and I jumped back just in time to avoid getting hit in the head. It struck the ground with a thud.

			Had it ended? Just to be safe, I moved away from the wall toward my friends, who were at a distance of roughly thirty meters. All four of them were standing and turned toward me. But they weren’t looking at me. With an expression I won’t ever forget, they were staring at the wall, far above my head. Suddenly my brother-in-law shouted: “My God, look! Look!”

			I turned. Above the balcony, but more to the right, the massive wall was bulging where it had just been solid and smooth. Imagine a straight edge pressing into fabric stretched taut. At first a slight tremor snaked up the wall; next a long, narrow hump appeared; then bricks worked loose, exposing their rotten teeth; and amid outpourings of dusty scraps, a shadowy crack gaped open.

			Did it last a few minutes or only seconds? I couldn’t say. At that very moment—call me unhinged, if you like—a sad blare resembling a military bugle issued from the deep recesses of the building. And all around, far and wide, you could hear dogs howling constantly.

			Memories overlap at this point: me running breathlessly, trying to reach my friends who were already far away, the women on the edge of the field leaping to their feet, screaming, one of them rolling in the dirt, the figure of a half-naked girl, her curiosity aroused, leaning out from one of the highest casements while beneath her the abyss was already opening wide, and, for the flash of a second, the hallucinatory image of the huge wall tumbling into the void. Then, past the fractures in the top of the building, the entire mass that lay behind the wall, on the other side of the courtyard, slowly moved, dragged by the overpowering force of ruin.

			

			A terrifying roar followed, as when hundreds of B-24 Liberators dropped their bombs at once. And the earth shook as a cloud of yellowish dust expanded very rapidly, concealing that immense grave.

			Then I see myself again, walking home, anxious to distance myself from the disaster. The people who had gotten the news with lightning speed were watching me in fear, maybe because my clothes were covered in dust. Above all, I can’t forget the looks from my brother-in-law and his two daughters, filled with horror and pity. They stared at me, speechless, as you stare at someone condemned to death (or was this merely my own impression?).

			At home, when they learned what I’d seen, they weren’t surprised that I was upset or shut myself in my room without speaking to anyone, even refusing to read the newspapers (I’d glimpsed just one, in the hands of my brother, who had come to see how I was doing. The front page carried a gigantic photo showing an interminable line of hearses).

			Was I the one who triggered the massacre? Did breaking the iron shaft spread destruction throughout the enormous castle by means of a monstrous chain of cause and effect? Or had the early builders themselves, through some devilish trick, put in place a secret play of balanced masses so that you only needed to remove that slender little rod to unsettle everything? Then again, had my brother-in-law, his daughters, or Scavezzi noticed what I had done? And if they hadn’t noticed anything, why has Giuseppe seemed to avoid meeting me ever since? Or have I myself, through fear of self-betrayal, unconsciously maneuvered to see him as little as possible?

			Conversely, isn’t it worrying that Professor Scavezzi insists on wanting to visit me? Although of modest financial means, he has since ordered a dozen suits from my shop. At the fittings he always wears that hypocritical smirk and never gets tired of watching me. Besides, his fussiness is irritating. Here a pleat isn’t necessary, there a shoulder doesn’t fall right. Whether buttons on sleeves or the width of lapels, something always needs to be fixed. Every suit requires six or seven fittings. And every so often he asks me: “Do you, sir, recall that day?”

			

			“What day?” I reply.

			“Seriously? That day at the Baliverna!” He seems to wink as if conveying some sly subtext.

			I say: “How could I forget?”

			He shakes his head. “Exactly. How could you?”

			Naturally I give him special discounts. I actually wind up losing money. But he pretends not to notice. “Yes, yes,” he says, “one spends at your establishment, but it’s worthwhile, I do confess.” And then I ask myself: Is he an idiot or amusing himself with these petty, despicable efforts to blackmail me?

			Yes, it could be that he alone saw me in the act of breaking the fatal iron shaft. He might know everything. He could report me, unleashing the hatred of the population in my direction. But he’s crafty and doesn’t talk. He comes to order a new suit and keeps an eye on me. He’s looking forward to the satisfaction of nailing me when I least expect it. I’m the mouse and he’s the cat. He’s playing—till suddenly he’ll claw me. He too is waiting for the inquest, preparing for the coup de théâtre. At the appropriate moment he’ll rise to his feet. “Only I know who caused the collapse,” he’ll shout. “I saw it with my own eyes.”

			Today as well he has come to try on a flannel suit. He’s more unctuous than usual.

			“Well, well, we’re nearly done!”

			“What do you mean by ‘done’?”

			“‘Done’ as in the inquest! The whole city is talking about it! One might say that you, sir, live with your head in the clouds. Isn’t that right?”

			“You mean the collapse of the Baliverna?”

			“Exactly, the Baliverna. Well, who knows if the real culprit will come out of the woodwork!”

			

			Then he leaves, saying goodbye with exaggerated ceremony. I accompany him to the door. I wait to close it till he’s gone down a flight of stairs. He’s left. Silence. I’m scared.

			Corriere della Sera, 20 May 1951

		


		

		
The Five Brothers

		

		
			On his return from a long journey, Prince Caramasàn was crossing the desert with his retinue, expecting that the towers of his city would whiten the horizon at any moment, when he came across an old, naked hermit sitting on a rock. The hermit was so emaciated that the most minute details of his skeleton were visible beneath his skin. Various pilgrims had gathered around him, some kneeling, others standing, most of them hooded, since they had come to free themselves of weighty secrets and were ashamed to show their faces.

			Caramasàn, who was pious, did not fail to offer his services to the old man. “Holy hermit,” he said, “perhaps God has guided my steps to this place so that you can refresh yourself. After so much penance, do you not need water to drink, or food, or anything else?”

			“I thank you, Prince Caramasàn,” answered the hermit, “but the benevolence of the Eternal One has thus far spared me the pains of hunger and thirst. All the same, to show my gratitude, I shall tell you something: Do you see that cloud growing fainter down there, in the direction of the city?”

			Caramasàn looked but saw nothing.

			“Your eyes,” said the hermit, “are not sharp enough. But this is no time to waste in discussions. The one who is raising the dust is Ubu Murru, the sorcerer, the evil genie, and he is galloping toward your palace. I saw him pass by a little while ago, and I asked him: ‘Where are you going in such haste, cursed demon?’ And he said: ‘I am going to the house of Caramasàn to take away his five sons. In fact, it is written that if Ubu Murru succeeds in surprising the five brothers Caramasàn together, he will be able to drive them to Hell with him. If, however, one of the five is absent, Ubu Murru will not have any power over them. I know that today they have gathered to attend their father’s return. And so I will be able to steal them away.’

			

			“This was Ubu Murru’s answer,” proceeded the hermit, “and the evil one cannot lie to me. Therefore, honest prince, mount the best horse in your stable and hurry, if you want to see your sons alive again. Ubu Murru is riding at breakneck speed, but you must ride even faster. Follow him, overtake him, precede him across the threshold of your palace.”

			Stricken with anguish, Caramasàn thanked the hermit for the warning and leapt on the back of his trustiest charger, a black Persian colt so fast that he was christened Lover’s Desire. He left the caravan and hurried away, much to the pilgrims’ amazement.

			Under the spur the colt splendidly devoured great stretches of desert, but there was no trace of Ubu Murru. Caramasàn was already beginning to despair when on the far horizon he spied a tiny plume of dust. “On, on, Lover’s Desire!” pleaded the prince, and the colt again increased his speed, although he felt his heart bursting. The plume became a little cloud, the cloud a thick billow of sand, and finally Caramasàn had a close look at Ubu Murru. His skin was blackish, and he rode bareback like a savage, his great mane of shaggy hair waving behind him like a flag.

			In the heat of the race, the eight hooves, now moving together, beat the crust of the desert so hard that the noise could be heard from a distance. The prince knew that the colt had now given everything he had and couldn’t hold up much longer. So he thought he would resort to cunning, and bowing over one of the animal’s ears he whispered: “For the love of God, make one last effort and carry us ahead of that rider.” The colt in fact made one last effort and bolted ahead of Ubu Murru, who was left biting the dust. Then Prince Caramasàn quickly slipped off his long silver belt and threw it behind him. Ubu Murru’s horse tangled his hooves in it and collapsed on the desert stones with a thump that sounded like thunder.

			In this way the prince outstripped the ill-omened spirit and no longer needed to mistreat his horse to reach his palace first. There he found his five sons waiting for him. They were named alphabetically, in descending order of age: Andrea, Barnabo, Calisto, Dario, and Enrico. After the customary greetings he told them: “Unfortunately, my sons, the pleasure of your company has not been granted to me. In the desert, a half-day’s journey from here, I encountered a hermit who made me a revelation.” And he explained everything to them.

			

			When Caramasàn finished his story—he was standing near a window, repeatedly glancing at the street to see if Ubu Murru was about to arrive—the five sons quickly split up for fear that the evil genie might surprise them together. “I shall go to the mountains,” announced Andrea, the firstborn. “I shall retire to the seacoast,” said Barnabo, the second son. And so on, with the other three also choosing different residences to insure that they would never all meet in the same place. A few minutes later Prince Caramasàn, who on his journey had so often sighed for his sons’ company, found himself alone once again. And he wasn’t much comforted by the sight of Ubu Murru, who, beaten and worn out, walked through the streets leading his even more battered horse.

			From that day on Caramasàn’s five sons lived apart for fear of death, although their love for one another was just as strong as ever. Only rarely did they meet, after taking many precautions, and never more than four of them at a time. It was a source of great suffering for their father.

			But years passed with frightening quickness and the time came for Prince Caramasàn to die. Feeling himself very close to the end, he ordered a messenger: “Summon my five sons. And tell them to rush to their old father, who is about to leave this earth.”

			The five brothers consulted one another by letter. How could they avoid Ubu Murru surprising them all united at their father’s deathbed? Thus it was decided that for their common safety, one of the five, chosen by lot, would remain far from the city. And the lot fell to Calisto, the third-born son.

			Unfortunately, old age and sickness had so clouded Prince Caramasàn’s memory that he no longer remembered the hermit’s warning. Seeing only four sons around his bed, he said: “I see Andrea, Barnabo, Dario, and Enrico, but I do not see Calisto. Where is Calisto? Is he perhaps not interested in his old father’s death?”

			

			Andrea was about to provide an explanation when the others poked him in the ribs. So he fell silent. Caramasàn, believing they were unable to justify their brother’s absence, lifted an emaciated hand and said: “Calisto has not fulfilled a son’s most sacred duty. Therefore I disinherit him. My wealth will be divided among you four alone.” And after several general recommendations, he took his last breath.

			When Calisto learned what happened, he sent to ask his brothers: “Why did you not explain to our father the reason for my absence? I would have been spared his unjust reproaches. Let me know, in any case, when I can come to take my share of the inheritance.” The brothers answered: “What inheritance can you claim? Our father disowned you, in the presence of many witnesses.” And they did not give him a penny.

			Poor Calisto’s grief and rage were such as to drive him to the brink of madness. Reduced to poverty, he gave himself over to brigandage, planning, at the cost of his own life, to surprise his brothers gathered together and thus bring their number to five. Then would Ubu Murru come to seize them.

			So the others began to fear him. And their meetings became even more infrequent. New precautions were taken: they now decided no more than three of them should meet at any one time, since if four brothers were together Calisto might come upon them, forming the fatal number.

			But this still wasn’t enough. Little by little each brother grew to abhor the presence of even one other brother, from which they somehow derived the origin of the danger. If it were necessary to move from one place to another, each of them sent his servants ahead to investigate whether one of his brothers were there, in which case they would forgo the journey.

			Thus mutual hatred was born. And in this life of anxiety only one hope remained, namely, that at least one of the brothers might die. Hence to the fear of meeting was added, even more insane, the fear of being murdered. And the brothers plotted against one another, devising ambushes, traps, poisonous draughts.

			

			Until one day Andrea, no longer willing to tolerate such a precarious and humiliating situation, returned to the desert to seek the hermit’s counsel. In the desert he found the rock and on the rock sat a penitent. Yet it wasn’t the old hermit that his father had described, but a young man who smiled pleasantly. And around him stood various other pilgrims, all of whom were hooded because they had come there to free themselves of weighty secrets and were ashamed to show their faces.

			Andrea approached the young man’s feet, and, bowing down, he asked: “Holy hermit, do you know where I can find the old anchorite who once sat where you are now sitting?” Then he related the entire story.

			“Unhappy prince,” answered the young man without hesitation, “your father and his five sons have been the victims of a deception. The old man with whom your father spoke was not a hermit. It was Ubu Murru himself, the sorcerer, the evil genie, disguised as an ascetic. And when your father rushed away to reach his palace as quickly as possible, the demon flew ahead of him, assuming the form of a galloping rider. He didn’t have any power over you. His lie was intended only to sow discord and hatred among you. And today he triumphs. Go on, Prince Andrea, hurry to your brothers, embrace them, and reveal the deception to them.”

			At these words Andrea lifted a prayer of gratitude to heaven, since his afflictions had come to an end. In that same moment four of the other pilgrims who had heard the revelation removed their hoods and with equal exultation intoned a hymn to the Eternal One. Then one of them approached Andrea and said, sobbing, “Embrace me. Do you not recognize your brother Barnabo?” And the remaining three did likewise.

			But looking at one another, the five brothers felt every joy vanish. In the course of those years they had grown old, and behind them stood a long, wretched life of fear and hatred, nor was there any time to make amends. The sun was about to descend behind the horizon of the desert, and from the opposite side the shadows of night were advancing.

			

			Corriere della Sera, 15 August 1951

		


		

		
The Time Machine

		

		
			The first great installation to slow down time was built near Grosseto, in Marsicano. In fact, the inventor, the famous Aldo Cristofari, was a native of Grosseto. This Cristofari, a professor at the University of Pisa, had been interested in the problem for at least twenty years and had conducted marvelous experiments in his laboratory, especially on the germination of legumes. In the academic world, however, he was thought to be a dreamer. Until, under the aegis of his supporter, the financier Alfredo Lopez, the Society for the Construction of Diacosia was created. From then on Aldo Cristofari was regarded as a genius, a benefactor to humanity.

			His invention consisted of a special electrostatic field called Field C, within which natural phenomena required an abnormally long period of time to complete their life cycles. In the first decisive experiments, this delay did not exceed five or six units per thousand. In practice, that is to say, it was almost unnoticeable. Yet once Cristofari had discovered the principle, he made very rapid progress. With the installation at Marsicano the retardation rate was increased to nearly half. This meant that an organism with an average life span of ten years could be inserted in Field C and reach an age of twenty.

			The installation was built in a hilly zone, and it was not effective beyond a range of 800 meters. In a circle with a diameter of one and a half kilometers, animals and plants would grow and age half as quickly as those on the rest of the earth. Humans could now hope to live for two centuries. And so—from the Greek for two hundred—the name Diacosia was chosen.

			The zone was practically uninhabited. The few peasants who lived there were given the choice of staying or relocating with a sizeable settlement. They preferred to clear out. The area was entirely enclosed within an insurmountable fence. There was only one entrance, and it was carefully guarded. In a short time there rose immense skyscrapers, a gigantic nursing home (for terminally ill patients who desired to prolong the little life they had left), movie houses, and theaters, all amid a forest of fantastic mansions. And in the middle, at a height of forty meters, stood a circular antenna similar to those used for radar: this constituted the center of Field C. The power plant was completely underground.

			

			Once the installation was finished, the entire world was informed that within three months the city would open its doors. To gain admission, and above all to reside there, cost an enormous sum. All the same, thousands of people from every corner of the globe were tempted. The subscriptions quickly exhausted the available housing. But then the fear began, and the flow of applicants was slower than anticipated.

			What was there to fear? First of all, anyone who had settled in the city for any appreciable length of time could not leave without injury. Imagine an organism accustomed to the new, slower pace of physical existence. Suddenly transplant it from Field C to an area where life moves twice as fast. The function of every organ would have to accelerate immediately. And if it is easy for a runner to slow down, it is not so easy for someone moving slowly to bolt into a mad dash. The violent disequilibrium could have harmful, even fatal consequences.

			As for anyone who was born in the city, leaving it was strictly forbidden. It was only logical to expect that an organism created in that slower speed could not be shifted to an environment that ran, we might say, in double time without risking destruction. In anticipation of this problem, special booths for acceleration and retardation were to be constructed on the perimeter of Field C, so that anyone who left or entered it might gradually acclimate himself to the new pace and avoid the trauma of an abrupt change (they were similar to decompression chambers for deep-sea divers). But these booths were delicate devices, still in the planning stage. They would not be in service for many years.

			

			In short, the citizens of Diacosia would live much longer than other men and women, but in exile. They were forced to give up their country, old friends, travel. They could no longer have a variety of lovers and acquaintances. It was as if they had been sentenced to life imprisonment, although they enjoyed every imaginable luxury and convenience.

			But there was more. The danger posed by an escape could also be caused by any damage to the installation. It is true that there were two generators in the power plant, and that if one stopped, the other began to operate automatically. But what if both malfunctioned? What if there were a blackout? What if a cyclone or lightning struck the antenna? What if there were a war, or some attack?

			Diacosia was inaugurated at a celebration for its first group of citizens, who numbered 11,365. For the most part, they were people over fifty. Cristofari, who did not intend to settle in the city, was absent. He was represented by one Stoermer, a Swiss who was the director of the installation. The ceremony was simple.

			At the foot of the transmitting antenna that rose in the public garden, precisely at noon, Stoermer announced that from this day forward men and women in Diacosia would age exactly half the pace as before. The antenna emitted a very soft hum, which was, moreover, pleasing to the ear. In the beginning, no one noticed the altered conditions. Only toward evening did some people feel a kind of lethargy, as if they were being held back. Very soon they started to talk, walk, chew with unusual sluggishness. The tension of life slackened. Everything required greater effort.

			About one month later, in Technical Monthly, a magazine based in Buffalo, the Nobel laureate Edwin Mediner published an article that proved to be the death knell for Diacosia. Mediner maintained that Cristofari’s installation carried a grave threat. Time (what follows synthesizes his argument in plain words) tends to rush headlong, and if it does not encounter the resistance of any matter, it will assume a progressively accelerated pace, with a tendency to increase to infinity. Thus any retardation of the flow of time requires immense effort while augmenting its speed takes nothing—just as in a river going against the current is difficult, but following it is easy. From this observation Mediner formulated the following law: If one wishes to slow down natural phenomena, the necessary energy is directly proportional to the square of the retardation to be obtained; if one wishes to speed them up, on the other hand, the acceleration is directly proportional to the cube of the necessary energy. For example, ten units of energy are enough to achieve an acceleration of one thousand units; but the same ten units of energy applied to achieve the opposite purpose hardly produce a retardation of three units. In the first case, in fact, the human intervention operates in the same direction as time, which desires nothing else, so to speak. The nature of Field C was such, Mediner wrote, that it could operate in both directions, and an error in maintenance or breakdown of some minor mechanism was sufficient to reverse the emissive effect. In this case, instead of extending life to twice its average length, the machine would devour it precipitously. In the space of a few minutes, the citizens of Diacosia would age decades. And there followed the mathematical proof.

			

			After Edwin Mediner’s revelation, a wave of panic swept through the city of longevity. A few people, overlooking the risk of abruptly reentering an “accelerated environment,” took flight. But Cristofari’s assurances about the efficiency of the installation and the very fact that nothing had happened placated the anxieties. Life in Diacosia continued its monotonous succession of identical, placid, colorless days. Pleasures were weak and insipid, the throbbing delirium of love lacked the overpowering force it once had, news, voices, even the music that came from the outside world were now unpleasant because of their great speed. In a word, life was less interesting, despite the constant distractions. And yet this boredom was slight when compared to the thought that tomorrow, when their contemporaries would pass away one by one, the citizens of Diacosia would still be young and strong. And then their contemporaries’ children would gradually die off, but the Diacosians would be full of vigor. And even their contemporaries’ grandchildren and great-grandchildren would leave the world, and they who were still alive, with decades of good years ahead of them, would read the obituary notices. This thought dominated the community, calmed restless spirits, resolved jealousies and quarrels. This was why they were not agonized as before by the passage of time and the future presented itself as a vast landscape, and when confronted by disappointment men and women told themselves: Why worry about it? I’ll think about it tomorrow; there isn’t any hurry.

			

			After two years, the population had climbed to 52,000, and already the first generation of Diacosians had been born. They would reach full maturity at forty. After ten years, more than 120,000 creatures swarmed over that square kilometer, and slowly, much more slowly than in other cities where time galloped, the skyline rose to dizzying heights. Diacosia had now become the greatest wonder of the world. Caravans of tourists lined the periphery, observing through the gates those people who were so different, who moved as slowly as if they were succumbing to paralysis.

			The phenomenon lasted twenty-two years. And a few seconds were enough to destroy it. How did the tragedy occur? Was it caused by a man’s will? Or was it chance? Perhaps one of the technicians, anguished by love or illness, wanted to abbreviate his torment and set catastrophe in motion. Or was he maddened simply from exasperation with that empty, egocentric life, concerned only with self-preservation? And did he deliberately reverse the effect of the machine, freeing the vandal forces of time?

			It was May 17th, a warm, sunny day. In the fields, along the fence that ran around the perimeter, hundreds of curious observers were stationed, their eyes riveted to people just like them, whose life passed twice as slowly. From within the city came the thin, harmonious voice of the antenna. It had a bell-like resonance. The present writer was there that day and he observed a group of four children playing with a ball. “How old are you?” I asked the oldest one. “Last month I turned twenty-one,” she answered politely, but with exaggerated slowness. Their way of running was strange too—all soft, viscous movements, like a film shot in slow motion. Even the ball had less bounce for them.

			

			Beyond the fence were the lawns and paths of a garden. The barrier surrounding the buildings began at about fifty meters. A breeze moved the leaves in the trees, yet languidly, it seemed, as if they were leaden. Suddenly, about three in the afternoon, the remote hum of the antenna grew more intense and rose like a siren, becoming an unbearable piercing whistle. I will never forget what happened. Even today, at a distance of years, I awake in the dead of night with a start, confronting that horrible vision.

			Before my eyes the four children stretched monstrously. I saw them grow, fatten, become adults. Beards sprouted from male chins. Transformed this way and half-naked, their childhood clothes having split under the pressure of lightning growth, they were seized with terror. They opened their mouths to speak, but what came out was a strange noise I had never heard before. In the vortex of unleashed time, the syllables all ran together, like a record played at a higher, mad speed. That gurgling quickly turned into a wheeze, then a desperate shout.

			The four children looked around for help, saw us, and rushed toward the railing. But life was burning inside them. At the railing, a matter of seven or eight seconds, four old people arrived, with white hair and beards, flaccid and bony. One managed to seize the fence with his skeletal hands. He collapsed at once, together with his companions. They were dead. And the decrepit bodies of those poor children immediately gave off a foul odor. They were decomposing, flesh fell away, bones appeared, even the bones—before my very eyes—dissolved into whitish dust.

			Only then did the fatal scream of the machine subside and finally fall silent. Mediner’s prophecy had come true. For reasons still unknown, the time machine had reversed its operation, and a few seconds had been enough to swallow three or four centuries of life.

			At this point, a gloomy, sepulchral silence froze the city. The shadow of abject old age fell over the skyscrapers, which had just been resplendent with glory and hope. The walls were wrinkled; ominous lines and creases appeared, oozing black liquids amid a fringe of rotting spider webs. And there was dust everywhere. Dust, stillness, silence. Of the two hundred thousand wealthy, fortunate people who had wanted to live for two centuries scot-free there remained nothing but white dust, collecting here and there, as on millennial tombs.

			

			Corriere della Sera, 19 January 1952

		


		

		
The Gnawing Worm

		

		
			Today I was standing at the window when I see a man pass by. He’s about my age, medium height, dark hair, moustache, properly dressed. Raising his eyes by chance, he spots me, then waves, smiling, and shouts: “Hello Andrea!”

			Who is he? His face isn’t new to me, but I can’t give it a name. Is he a friend from school or military service? To avoid seeming rude, I too say hello. Then he nods allusively, as if to say: “Hey, do you remember the good old days?” Embarrassed, I step back into the room.

			•

I ran into him on the street. He embraced me. “The other day I recognized you immediately! I said to myself: That’s Andrea Filari! But you . . . tell me the truth . . . it was strange you didn’t recognize me.”

			“Well, you understand,” I say, “you must forgive me. After so many years . . . I have such a wretched memory.”

			His face is smooth and oval-shaped, his eyes dark brown, liquid, very warm. “But I’m Molla, Egidio Molla! We were in secondary school together. How can you not remember? We were like brothers. Then my family moved to Rimini. And later you wrote me all those letters, a stack about this high. I still have them.”

			“Forgive me,” I repeat, although I absolutely can’t remember. “This was so long ago. Yet now that I give it some thought, yes, now I remember. So tell me: What kind of work do you do?”

			Information follows. I’m an antique dealer, in my father’s old business, married, no children. He’s a bachelor, a publicist by profession, head of public relations for a huge chemical corporation. He also writes for magazines. On the whole, however, I have the feeling he must have seen happier days. Then there are vague promises to get together. I give him my home phone number, he the number of the pensione where he lives. “How glad I am to see you again, old Andrea! I don’t know why, but I have a sort of premonition our meeting like this will bring me some luck.” I, on the other hand, try to cut it short. I feel uneasy. It’s so strange: no matter how hard I try, no matter how carefully I sift through my secondary school memories, I can’t come up with the slightest trace of Egidio Molla.

			

			•

When it started raining this afternoon, I hurried to close the windows, and who do I see down in the street? Molla, standing in the downpour, working on a bicycle, probably a tire or the chain. This street is lined with small townhouses, and there’s really no place where he could get out of the rain. I don’t make a sound, but he sees me at once. He laughs and makes a gesture of hopelessness, as if to say: “This takes more patience than I have!”

			What can I do? Leave him there to drown? I go down to the door and invite him inside. He’s already soaked to the bone. I introduce him to my wife. He seems shy, all smiles and compliments. His movements are lethargic. He pauses every once in a while and falls silent, staring at me with those oppressive, slanted eyes.

			“It will revive, it will, you’ll see,” he suddenly murmurs, as if he is revealing to me some marvelous news not yet released to the public.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Why, our old friendship, no?”

			How this show of affection irritates me, especially between men: I find it rather impudent. “Perhaps,” I answer icily. “In the meantime, as long as it’s raining, come and see my house.”

			I have a weakness for my house, I must confess. All antique furniture, several canvases by old masters. And then there is the library, which would impress anyone: it’s a large room completely filled with volumes (there must be more than twenty thousand). They are works of history, for the most part, particularly French history from the Revolution to the present. Molla—I might as well call him simply Egidio—was all admiration.

			

			“It’s fantastic, fantastic . . . Ah, for me this would be a gold mine—paradise. I’m writing a book, you know, I’ve been working on it for two years now. It’s about Napoleon’s marshals and I see you have everything here, texts I couldn’t find anywhere. Tell me, Andrea, would you mind—but no, it would be such a nuisance to you.”

			“What?” I ask without enthusiasm.

			“No, no, God forbid I should be a bother to friends, to a true friend!”

			“Come on, just tell me.”

			“Well, I was thinking whether you might permit me to come some time to consult certain books. I won’t disturb you. I won’t make any noise. I’ll just sit myself in a corner.”

			•

He didn’t want to waste time. In fact, he showed up the next day. It was quarter to nine. I still hadn’t left. He came in on tiptoe, as if to pass by unnoticed. He hands me a package. “I thought they might give you pleasure. I bet you don’t have this work. They’re books that belonged to my grandfather.” I open it. Pleasure, indeed: it’s one of the most common editions of Taine, such as you can buy for a pittance at the outdoor stalls.

			Yet because of my usual cowardice I pretend to be enthusiastic. I thank him and invite him to sit at my desk. He protests. “No, no. This is your place, absolutely not. I could never forgive myself for it. Look: I’ll just settle down with my papers at that small table in the corner. And you go about your business as if I didn’t exist.”

			•

When I return from the shop at one, I ask my wife: “Is he still in the library?”

			“I believe so. The poor fellow, he isn’t the slightest trouble.”

			We set the table. The clatter of dishes certainly reaches as far as the library.

			

			“But when does he eat?” asks my wife.

			“What do I know?”

			During the meal we listen carefully to see if there’s any sign of life from the library. It’s such a nuisance to know that while you’re eating, someone in the next room is going hungry.

			For four days he remained shut up in the library from nine in the morning till late afternoon without a break. Today my wife—might she never have done it!—invited him to stop for lunch.

			“No, no, signora,” he replied, “it’s out of the question, absolutely out of the question. And then I never eat lunch. No, that would be the last straw. Here I am disturbing you every day. Andrea is so good. Friendship is such a sacred thing, but it is also rather delicate. There are certain limits.”

			Maria naturally found herself compelled to insist. He held fast, staring at her with his mucousy eyes. Maria kept insisting: he might accept her invitation if for no other reason but to please her. At this Egidio finally yielded, as if it were a sacrifice for him. And at lunch he ate hardly two mouthfuls.

			•

Since Egidio has been working in the library during the evenings as well, we wound up entertaining him at supper too. His appetite has now returned. Let’s be honest: he stuffs himself. And he keeps on telling my wife: “You are a sorceress, you could tempt a saint, you know how to spiritualize, to transform into poetry the sad necessity of nourishment.” Egidio, in fact, often indulges in this sort of weak, effusive claptrap.

			Last night, around two o’clock, I thought I heard rustling in the library. Mice? I get out of bed and go see. It’s him, Egidio, still there among the books. “Don’t you ever go home? Forgive me, but you must realize I have to go down to open the gate for you, and frankly, I’m sleepy.”

			“Did I wake you?” he says, dismayed. “You can’t imagine how sorry I am. I was thinking of spending the night here; I’m used to it. Go on, Andrea, go back to bed. I don’t want you to catch cold on my account.”

			

			He nudges me back to my bedroom (Maria sleeps in another) like a mother with her child. Then he jokingly tucks me in and sits on the edge of the bed, chattering away.

			“I envy you for being able to sleep so easily. I would too, if I were in your shoes. If only you felt my bed at the pensione. This is what I call a bed. Two people could fit in it and there would still be room to move around. Look how comfortable it is.” As a joke, he lay down beside me, he on top of the covers, me beneath them. “Ah, what bliss! How lucky you are, how I—” In fun he closes his eyes and pretends to snore.

			But is he pretending? It seems much too real. I shake him. “Egidio, Egidio!” He doesn’t budge. “Egidio, wake up!” Nothing. He has fallen asleep. And he snores, sleeping like a rock.

			•

He spent the night in my bed. I was on the couch in the dressing room. I couldn’t feel him next to me. It would’ve been too much. And this morning he woke me up. I saw him kneeling at my side, on the brink of tears: “Andrea, Andrea, I’m leaving! I can’t stay here any longer. Forgive me, if you can. What I’ve done is horrible. Rob you of your bed! You must’ve realized I suddenly felt sick, but I know this isn’t any excuse. A man not as good as you might even think I wanted to exploit those books I gave you. Another man would’ve thrown me out of bed. And then—then, Andrea, let me make a complete confession: I can no longer set foot in a house where the maid shows me no respect.”

			“Who? Carolina?”

			“Yes, precisely. With my own ears I heard her while she was talking to another servant. She said: ‘That damned freeloader will leave sooner or later!’ Those were her very words. Do you see how poverty can stain even the purest sentiment of friendship?” He was sobbing. And as the tears streamed down his cheeks, he flashed those grave, unctuous looks.

			He stayed; we begged him so much to stay. He stayed, but with a slightly offended air. To the old and faithful Carolina (after twelve years) we gave a week’s notice. Egidio eats with us day and night. And then he goes to sleep in my bed. He is now the boss. But he is always timid, reserved, attentive. When my wife and I are alone, for some reason we avoid talking about him. Are we ashamed? Or afraid of being sincere? Or is there something between Maria and him?

			

			Today Egidio gave me a long, pathetic speech. He wants to repay his debts in some way. He asked me to take him to work in the shop. He says he will keep the books, receive customers, do the cleaning, anything as long as he can be useful.

			•

He has worked in the shop for two weeks. He says he’s taking an inventory of the merchandise. He maintains it’s indispensable. What this really means is that he’s turned the shop upside down and every day he puts on a great show of beavering away. Is he useful to me? On the contrary. But I know how certain things turn out. So, to avoid any lawsuits in the future, I wanted to give him a small salary. He became indignant: “Am I or am I not your best friend? Helping you is my first obligation.” After this episode, although he won’t admit it, he started acting like a victim who sacrifices himself for the good of others.

			I’m going to murder him. It’s the only thing to do. Tonight. I’ll shoot him in his sleep and then make it look like a suicide.

			•

Around three o’clock, pistol in hand, I entered his room, the one that had been mine until a few weeks ago. The blinds were open, and I could see well enough by the glare of the streetlights. It must have taken me a quarter of an hour to reach the bed. I advanced barefoot, invaded by inexpressible joy. As usual he was snoring like an animal. When I got to the bed, I raised the revolver to his temple. At that precise moment—was he only pretending to be asleep? had he sensed my presence in the room?—Egidio lifted a hand and put his palm to the barrel, as if to stop the bullet. I can’t say whether or not it was an accident, but the gun went off.

			

			I turned on the light. The entire bed was stained with blood. Egidio’s left palm was perforated. “Oh Andrea, why, why? What did I do to you? We were like two brothers, brothers, and you want to kill me. Why, Andrea? Why have you done this?” And he wept desperately.

			Meanwhile Maria arrives, terrified. “It’s nothing, signora,” says Egidio, sitting up in bed, blotting the wound with a handkerchief. “Don’t be frightened. It was an accident. Please, signora, don’t look at me like that. You should know me by now. You mustn’t be afraid. I won’t talk, I won’t, I swear to you. I’ll carry this secret to the grave. That would be the last straw, after all your kind gestures to press charges with the police!”

			I am his slave now. The house is his. He’s the one who orders the meals. He’s the one who does the family’s accounts. Maria understands and keeps quiet. A painter is redoing the name on the sign of my antique shop. “Filari” used to be painted there. It will now read “Filari and Molla.”

			This is the way things stand. Since yesterday Egidio has been my partner. The papers were drawn up by a lawyer. The arrangement is fifty-fifty. And he hasn’t put in a penny. He is still timid, considerate, modest, docile. When we are alone, his slimy glances shift from my eyes to the scar on his hand, from the scar to my eyes. And he smiles sweetly at me, like someone who knows how to forgive.

			Corriere d’Informazione, 29–30 September 1952

		


		

		
The Walls of Anagoor

		

		
			Deep within the Tibesti a native guide offered to accompany me if by chance I wanted to see the walls of the city of Anagoor. I looked at the map, but there wasn’t any city of Anagoor. It wasn’t even mentioned in the tourist guidebooks, which are usually so rich in detail. “What sort of city can this be,” I asked, “if it isn’t indicated on the maps?” He replied, “It is a great city, very wealthy and powerful, yet it is not indicated on any maps because our government ignores it, or pretends to ignore it. It acts as it will and does not obey. It lives on its own, and not even the king’s ministers can enter it. It has no commerce with any other country, near or far. It is closed. It has existed for centuries within the compass of its solid walls. And the fact that no one has ever left it—does not this perhaps signify that whoever lives there is happy?”

			“But the maps,” I insisted, “don’t record any city by the name of Anagoor, a fact that suggests it may be one of the many legends of this country. The entire thing is probably due to mirages created by the desert glare, nothing more.”

			“It is advisable for us to depart two hours before dawn,” said the native guide as if he hadn’t heard me. He was called Magalon. “With your car, sir, we shall arrive within sight of Anagoor near noon. I shall come to pick you up at three in the morning, my lord.”

			“A city like the one you describe would be recorded on the maps with a double circle, its name printed in bold letters. Yet I find no reference at all to a city by the name of Anagoor, which evidently does not exist. I shall be ready at three, Magalon.”

			

			At three in the morning, our headlights glowing, we departed and headed roughly in a southerly direction over desert trails. While I smoked one cigarette after another, trying to get warm, I saw the horizon on my left brighten and at once the sun appeared, already beating on the desert, until everywhere it was so hot and shimmering that all around you could see lakes and marshes reflecting the contours of rocks with precision. In reality, however, there was no water, not even a bucketful, just sand and incandescent stones.

			Nonetheless, the car continued to run quite efficiently, and precisely at 11:37 Magalon, who sat beside me, said, “Look, sir.” It was then that I saw the walls of the city stretching for kilometers on end. They were a yellowish color, twenty to thirty meters high, uninterrupted, surmounted here and there by turrets.

			As I drew closer, I noted encampments at various points, very close to the walls: wretched tents, ordinary tents, pavilion-shaped tents for rich noblemen, topped with banners.

			“Who are they?” I asked. Magalon explained: “They are the people who hope to enter the city, and so they pitch their tents before the gates.”

			“Ah, there are gates?”

			“There is a multitude of gates, large and small, perhaps more than a hundred. But the perimeter of the city is so vast that a considerable distance stretches between each gate.”

			“And these gates—when do they open?”

			“The gates are almost never opened. Yet it is rumored that a few will open. Tonight, or tomorrow, in three months, or fifty years—no one knows. This is precisely the great secret of the city of Anagoor.”

			•

So here we were. We stopped in front of a gate that seemed made of solid iron. Many people were waiting there: emaciated Bedouins, beggars, veiled women, monks, warriors armed to the teeth, even a prince with his small personal court. Every now and then someone with a club beat on the gate, which boomed.

			“They beat,” said the guide, “so that the people of Anagoor, hearing the blows, will come to open the gate. The general conviction, in fact, is that if you don’t knock, no one will ever open it.”

			

			A doubt crossed my mind. “But is it certain, then, that someone lives beyond the walls? Could not the city be extinct at this point?”

			Magalon smiled. “Everyone has the same thought when they first come here. At one time I myself suspected no one lived within the walls any longer. But there’s evidence to the contrary. On certain evenings, when the light is favorable, smoke from the city can be perceived rising straight to the sky, as from so many censers. It’s a sign men live inside there, they light fires and cook their meals. And then there’s an even more persuasive fact: some time ago one of the gates was opened.”

			“When?”

			“To be honest, the date is uncertain. Some people say a month to a month and a half ago. Others maintain, however, the incident occurred much earlier, two, three, even four years ago. Someone actually assigns it to the time when the sultan Ahm-er-Ehrgun reigned.”

			“And when did Ahm-er-Ehrgun reign?”

			“About three centuries ago. But you are most fortunate, my lord. Look: even though it’s midday and the air is burning, smoke appears.”

			Notwithstanding the heat, excitement had suddenly spread through the heterogeneous encampment. Everyone had left the tents and they were now pointing to the two quivering coils of gray smoke rising in the motionless air beyond the edge of the walls. I didn’t understand a word of the agitated, overlapping voices. Yet the enthusiasm was obvious. As if those two scanty trails of smoke might’ve been the most marvelous things in creation, as if they promised the onlookers happiness was close at hand. This reaction seemed exaggerated to me for the following reasons:

			First of all, the appearance of smoke did not in fact signify any greater likelihood that a gate might be opened. Hence there was no sensible motive for exultation.

			Second, such a great uproar, if heard inside the walls (as was probable), would have dissuaded the inhabitants from opening the gates, if anything, instead of encouraging them.

			

			Third, smoke, in itself, did not demonstrate that Anagoor was inhabited. Could it not in fact be the result of an accidental fire due to the torrid sun? But there was an even more probable hypothesis: the fire was lit by plunderers who entered through some secret opening in the walls to sack the dead, uninhabited city. It was most strange, I thought, that apart from the smoke, no other sign of life had been noted in Anagoor. No voices, or music, or howling of dogs, or sentries, or curious people on the edge of the walls—ever. Very strange.

			Then I said, “Tell me, Magalon, when the gate you mentioned was opened, how many people managed to enter?”

			“Only one man,” said Magalon.

			“And what about the others? Were they driven back?”

			“There were no others. The gate that opened was one of the smallest, and it was neglected by the pilgrims. That day no one was waiting there. Toward evening a traveler arrived and knocked. He didn’t know what the city of Anagoor might be, nor did he expect anything special upon entering. He asked only for a night’s refuge. He knew nothing about anything; he was there by sheer chance. Perhaps for this reason alone they opened the gate for him.”

			•

As for myself, I have waited nearly twenty-four years, camped outside the walls. But the gate has not opened. And now I am returning to my country. The pilgrims in the encampment, seeing my preparations, shake their heads.

			“Ah friend, how hasty you are!” they say. “Good heavens, what is a little patience? You expect too much from life.”

			Corriere della Sera, 27 June 1954

		


		

		
The Prohibited Word

		

		
			From veiled hints, allusive jokes, discreet circumlocutions, vague whispers, I have finally gotten the idea that in this city, where I moved three months ago, there exists a prohibition against using a word. Which one? I don’t know. It could be a strange, unusual word, but it could also be rather common, in which case it would cause some inconvenience for someone in my line of work.

			Curious more than alarmed, I went to talk to my friend Hieronimo, who is among the wisest people I know. Since he has lived in this city for more than twenty years, he is quite familiar with everything about it.

			“It’s true,” he told me at once. “We are prohibited from using a word, and everyone avoids it.”

			“And which word is it?”

			“You see,” he said to me, “I know you’re an honest person; I know I can trust you. And I am your sincere friend. Yet despite all this, believe me, it would be better if I didn’t tell you. Listen: I’ve lived in this city for over twenty years, it has welcomed me, given me work, it lets me lead a decent life—we shouldn’t forget these things. And me? For my part, I have faithfully obeyed the laws, good or bad as they might be. Who has stopped me from leaving? Nevertheless, I have stayed. I don’t want to play the philosopher, and I certainly don’t want to mimic Socrates when it was suggested that he escape from prison. But I really am averse to breaking the rules of the city that considers me its son, even on such a minute point. God knows, then, if it really is so minute—”

			“But we can talk here with complete    . No one can hear us. Come on now, Hieronimo, won’t you tell me this damn word? Who could denounce you? Me?”

			

			“I notice,” observed Hieronimo with an ironic smile, “that you see things with the mentality of our forefathers. You seem to be referring to the threat of punishment. And indeed, once it was believed that without punishment the law couldn’t have any coercive effectiveness. This may have even been true. But the idea is crude and rather primitive. Even though the law may not be accompanied by a penalty, it can still achieve its maximum value; we have evolved.”

			“What restrains you, then? Conscience? The prospect of remorse?”

			“Oh, conscience! Poor old ironmonger. For centuries conscience has certainly rendered men invaluable services, but even it has had to adapt to the times. It has now been transformed into something that resembles conscience only vaguely, something simpler, more normal, calmer, I would say, but far less challenging and tragic.”

			“If you don’t give me a better explanation—”

			“We lack a scientific definition. It’s popularly called ‘conformity.’ It’s the peace enjoyed by the person who feels in harmony with the masses that surround him. Or else it’s the anxiety, uneasiness, confusion of anyone who deviates from the norm.”

			“But is this enough?”

			“Of course it is! Conformity is a tremendous force, more powerful than nuclear weapons. Naturally, it isn’t the same everywhere. There exists a geography of conformity. In the underdeveloped countries it’s still in its infancy, in embryo, or is unfolding in a disorderly way, capriciously, without direction. Fashion is a typical example. In the most advanced countries, however, this force has now penetrated every sphere of experience, it is completely consolidated, it is suspended, one might say, in the very atmosphere. And it is in the hands of power.”

			“And how are we doing?”

			“Not too bad, in fact not bad at all. The prohibition against the word, for example, was a sagacious initiative designed by the authorities precisely to determine how far the people’s conformity has matured. Thus it was a sort of test. And the results showed we have reached a high level of maturity, much higher than anticipated. That word is now taboo. No matter how hard you search for it, I guarantee you absolutely won’t find it here among us, not even in cubbyholes under staircases. People adapted to the prohibition in no time at all. And there was no need to threaten them with charges, fines, or imprisonment.”

			

			“If all you say is true, then it would be very easy to make everyone become honest.”

			“Certainly. But it will take many years, decades, perhaps centuries. It’s obviously easy to prohibit a word, since giving up one word doesn’t cost much effort. But fraud, malicious gossip, vice, disloyalty, anonymous letters are more serious things. People have grown fond of them; just try to suggest they be given up. These are indeed sacrifices. Besides, a spontaneous wave of conformity, left to itself, is headed for evil, brutish complacency, compromise, cowardice—from the start. You have to reverse its course, and that isn’t easy. We’ll succeed in time, certainly, you can rest assured we will.”

			“And do you find this desirable? Doesn’t it produce a leveling, a frightening uniformity?”

			“Desirable? It can’t be called desirable. It’s rather useful, extremely useful. The community benefits from it. After all—have you ever considered this?—the characters, the ‘eccentrics,’ the striking personalities that until yesterday had been so idolized and fascinating were nothing more than the first seeds of unlawfulness, of anarchy. Don’t they represent a weakness in the social body? On the other hand, have you ever noticed that among the strongest peoples there’s an extraordinary, almost distressing uniformity of character traits?”

			“In short, you have decided not to tell me this word?”

			“My son, you mustn’t get angry. You should realize it isn’t because of mistrust. If I told it to you, I’d feel uneasy.”

			“You too? Even a highly gifted man like you has been reduced to the level of the masses?”

			“So it goes, my friend,” and he shook his head dejectedly. “We would have to be titans to resist the pressure of the environment.”

			“And what about       ? The supreme good! Once upon a time, you loved it. You would have done anything to avoid losing it. And now?”

			

			“Anything, anything whatever . . . Plutarch’s heroes . . . it would take better men than they . . . Even the most noble sentiment atrophies and gradually dissolves if no one pays any more attention to it. The sad fact is that we can’t desire paradise by ourselves.”

			“So, don’t you want to tell me? Is it a dirty word? Or does it have some criminal significance?”

			“On the contrary. It’s a clean word, honest and very calm. And these very qualities demonstrate the legislators’ subtlety. There already was a tacit, if rather mild, prohibition against obscene or indecent words. There was discretion, good manners. The experiment wouldn’t have had much value.”

			“At least tell me if it’s a noun, adjective, verb, adverb.”

			“But why do you insist so? If you stay here with us, one fine day you too will identify the prohibited word, all of a sudden, almost without noticing it. So it goes, my son. You’ll absorb it from the air.”

			“Well, old Hieronimo, you really are a stubborn fellow. Never mind. It means that to satisfy my curiosity I’ll have to go to the library and consult the Unique Texts. There must be a record of the law, right? They must have printed it! And it will clearly state the prohibited word!”

			“Ah, you still haven’t taken that step forward; you’re still following the old line of reasoning. You’re also naive. A law that prohibits the use of a word by using it would automatically contravene itself. It would be a juridical monstrosity. It’s useless for you to go to a library.”

			“Come on, Hieronimo, you’re making fun of me! Someone must still have decreed that from such and such a day word X is prohibited. And he would have had to use it, right? Otherwise how would the people have been informed?”

			“This is indeed the aspect of the case that is perhaps slightly problematic. There are three theories: There are those who say undercover police spread the prohibition by word of mouth; others assert that at their homes they found sealed envelopes that contained the decree of the prohibition with the order to burn it as soon as it was read. And then there are the integralists—you would call them pessimists—who simply maintain there was no need for an explicit order, since citizens are easily led in such matters. It was enough for the authorities to wish the law into effect and everyone knew it at once, through a sort of telepathy.”

			

			“But it isn’t like everyone became a worm. However small their number, there must still exist, here in this city, some independent people who think their own thoughts. There must be some opponents, heretics, rebels, outlaws—call them what you will. Doesn’t it seem likely some of them will utter or write the prohibited word as an act of defiance? What happens then?”

			“Nothing, absolutely nothing. This is precisely the reason for the extraordinary success of the experiment. The prohibition has entered people’s souls so deeply that it has influenced their sense perception.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“That through a veto of the unconscious, which is always ready to intervene in dangerous situations, if someone utters the nefarious word, people don’t hear it anymore, and if they find it written, they don’t see it.”

			“And what do they see in place of the word?”

			“Nothing, a bare wall, if it’s written on a wall; a blank space, if it’s written on paper.”

			I try one last assault. “Hieronimo, please, just out of curiosity: While I was talking with you here today, did I at any time use this mysterious word? You can at least tell me this. You won’t lose anything by it.”

			Old Hieronimo smiles and winks.

			“Then I did use it?”

			He winks again.

			But a sovereign sadness suddenly illuminates his face.

			“How many times? Don’t be coy now. Come on, tell me, how many times?”

			“I don’t know how many, really, my word of honor. Even if you had used it, I couldn’t have heard it. But at a certain point—although I swear I don’t remember when—there seemed to be a pause, a very brief moment of silence, as if you had uttered a word and the sound didn’t reach me. It might also have been an involuntary interruption, as always happens in conversations.”

			

			“Only once?”

			“Oh enough already! Don’t insist.”

			“Do you know what I’m going to do, then? As soon as I get back home, I plan to transcribe this conversation, word for word, and then send it to the printer.”

			“To what end?”

			“If what you have said is true, the printer, who we can assume is a good citizen, won’t see the prohibited word. Thus there are two possibilities: either he will leave an empty space in the line where the word appears and this will explain everything or the line will be set straight without any empty space, in which case I need only compare the printed version with the original (which I will keep, naturally) to learn which word has been omitted.”

			Hieronimo laughed amiably.

			“You’ll be wasting your time, my friend. No matter what printer you employ, conformity is such that he’ll automatically know how to act so as to evade your little trick. That is to say, he will see, just once, the word you’ve written—assuming you in fact write it—and he won’t skip it when he sets the type. You can be sure that the printers here are well trained and very informed.”

			“Forgive me, but what’s the point of all this? Wouldn’t the city benefit if I learned the prohibited word without anyone saying or writing it?”

			“For the time being, probably not. From the conversation you’ve had with me, you clearly aren’t mature. An initiation is required. In a word, you haven’t yet conformed. You aren’t yet worthy—according to the reigning orthodoxy—to respect the law.”

			“And what about my readers? Won’t they notice if they read this dialogue?”

			“They’ll simply see an empty space. And they’ll simply think: ‘How careless. They left out a word.’”

			Corriere della Sera, 28 August 1956

		


		

		
Human Greatness

		

		
			Night had already fallen when the door of the dark dungeon was opened and the guards hurled in a tiny bearded old man.

			This old man’s beard was white and stretched nearly his entire length. In the oppressive dimness of the dungeon, it emanated a weak light which made a certain impression on the scoundrels imprisoned there.

			Yet because of the darkness the old man didn’t notice at first that other people were in that cave-like cell, and he asked:

			“Is anyone here?”

			A variety of snickers and moans answered him. Then there was a series of introductions, done according to the customs of the place.

			“Riccardòn, Marcello,” said a hoarse voice, “grand larceny.”

			A second voice, also fairly deep, said:

			“Bezzedà, Carmelo, recidivist, fraud.”

			And then:

			“Marfi, Luciano, rape.”

			“Lavataro, Max, innocent.”

			A burst of hearty laughter roared through the cell. The witticism was actually very well received, since everyone recognized Lavataro as one of the most notorious and bloodthirsty of outlaws. The introductions continued:

			“Esposito, Enea, murder,” and his voice quivered with pride.

			“Muttironi, Vincenzo, parricide.” His tone was triumphant. “And what about you, you old flea?”

			“I,” answered the newcomer, “I don’t know exactly. They stopped me and asked me for my papers, but I’ve never had any papers.”

			

			“Then you’re a vagrant—ugh!” said one man disdainfully. “What’s your name?”

			“I, I am Morro—hem hem—commonly called Morro the Great.”

			“Morro the Great, not bad at all,” commented another invisible prisoner from the back of the dungeon. “But such a name is a bit too large for you. It fits someone ten times your size.”

			“Exactly,” said the little old man, extremely meek. “But it isn’t my fault. They burdened me with this name to make fun of me, and I can’t do anything about it. It even gets me into trouble. For example, once—but it’s too long a story.”

			“Go on, go on, spit it out,” one of the miscreants roughly urged, “there’s plenty of time for it.”

			Everyone agreed. In the gloomy tedium of the cell, any diversion whatever was a celebration.

			“Well,” began the old man, “one day, as I was strolling through a city whose name is perhaps better left unmentioned, I see a huge palace with servants coming and going through the gate laden with all sorts of good things. Someone must be giving a feast here, I think, and I approach to beg for alms. No sooner do I reach the gate than this hulk over six feet tall grabs me by the neck.

			“‘Here’s that thief,’ he starts to shout, ‘the one who stole our master’s saddlecloth yesterday. He even has the impudence to come back. We’ll count your bones for you now!’

			“‘Me?’ I answer. ‘But yesterday I was at least twenty kilometers from here. How can this be possible?’

			“‘I saw you with my own eyes. I saw you slip away with the saddlecloth on your back,’ and he drags me into the courtyard of the palace.

			“I throw myself to my knees. ‘Yesterday I was at least twenty kilometers from here. I’ve never been in this city—on my word as Morro the Great.’

			“‘What did you say?’ asks the brute, staring at me with gaping eyes.

			“‘On my word as Morro the Great,’ I repeat. That man, who was just enraged, suddenly bursts out laughing.

			“‘Morro the Great?’ he asks. ‘Come, come and see this louse who calls himself Morro the Great.’ Then to me he says, ‘Do you know who Morro the Great is?’

			

			“‘Aside from me,’ I reply, ‘I know no one else by that name.’

			“‘Morro the Great,’ says the giant, ‘is none other than our most excellent master. And you, good-for-nothing, dare usurp his name! You’re in for it now. Look who’s coming.’

			“You guessed it: attracted by the shouts, the master of the palace had personally come down to the courtyard. He was an enormously rich merchant, the richest man in the entire city, perhaps in the world. He draws near, asking questions, looking at me and laughing: the idea that a poor wretch like me bears his very own name amuses him. He commands the servant to free me, invites me to enter his palace, shows me all of his rooms, which are bursting with treasures, leads me even to an armor-plated apartment where gold and gems stood heaped in piles, and orders that I be fed.

			“Then he says to me, ‘This incident, old beggar who bears a name identical to mine, is all the more extraordinary because the exact same thing happened to me as well during a journey to India. I had gone to the market to sell, and seeing the precious things I carried, many people immediately crowded around me to ask who I was and where I came from. “My name is Morro the Great,” I answer. Those people frown and say, “Morro the Great? What greatness can ever belong to you, an enormously vulgar merchant? The greatness of man lies in his intellect. Only one Morro the Great exists, and he lives in this city. He is the pride of our country, and now you, knave, will answer to him for your boasting.”

			“‘They seize and bind me and lead me before this Morro, of whose existence I was ignorant. He was a very famous scientist, philosopher, mathematician, astronomer, and astrologist, venerated as if he were a god. Fortunately, he at once understood the confusion, started to laugh, ordered that I be released, and led me to see his laboratory, his observatory, and his marvelous instruments, all of which he had constructed himself.

			“‘Finally, he said, “This incident, noble foreign merchant, is all the more extraordinary because the exact same thing happened to me as well during a journey to the islands of the Levant. There I was, having set out for the crater of a volcano that I intended to study, when a group of armed men, suspicious of my foreign clothing, stopped me to find out who I might be. No sooner had I uttered my name than they bound me in chains and dragged me to the city. ‘Morro the Great?’ they said to me. ‘What greatness can ever belong to you, a miserable little know-it-all? The greatness of man lies in his heroic deeds. Only one Morro the Great exists. He is the lord of this island, the most valiant warrior who ever let his sword flash in sunlight. And now he will order your head cut off.’

			

			“‘ “They actually brought me into the presence of their monarch, who was a man with a terrible mien. Fortunately, I managed to explain myself, and the frightening warrior started to laugh at the singular coincidence. He had my chains removed, presented me with luxurious clothing, and invited me to enter his royal palace and admire the splendid testimonies of his victories over all peoples of the islands, near and far.

			“‘ “Finally, he said to me, ‘This incident, illustrious scientist who bears a name identical to my own, is all the more extraordinary because the exact same thing happened to me as well when I was fighting in a faraway land called Europe. In fact, I was advancing with my warriors through a forest when I encountered some crude mountain dwellers who asked me, “Who are you, who bear such a din of weapons in the silence of our forest?”

			“‘ “‘And I answered, “I am Morro the Great.” I thought they would be aghast at the very name. Instead they smiled with commiseration and said, “Morro the Great? You must be joking. What greatness can ever belong to you, vainglorious warrior? The greatness of man lies in mortification of the flesh and elevation of the spirit. Only one Morro the Great exists in the world, and we shall now lead you to him so you can see the true glory of the man.”

			“‘ “‘Sure enough, they guided me to a solitary valley, and here, in a wretched hut, dressed in rags, was a little old man with a white beard who passed the time, they told me, contemplating nature and adoring God. I must admit, to be honest, I had never seen a human being more serene, content, and probably happy. But for me, in truth, it was too late to take another path.’” ’

			

			“The powerful king of the island told this story to the wise scientist, and the scientist then told it to the enormously rich merchant, and the merchant told it to the poor little old man who had presented himself at the palace to ask for charity. And they were all named Morro, and they all, for one reason or another, had been called great.”

			Now, when the old man had finished his story, one of the blackguards in the shadowy cell asked, “And so, if my brain isn’t full of sawdust, that damned old man in the hut, the greatest one of all—would he be no other than you?”

			“Ah, dear children,” murmured the bearded one without answering yes or no, “life is such a funny thing!”

			Then for a few moments the prisoners who had listened to him fell silent, because even to the most unfortunate men certain things give much food for thought.

			Corriere della Sera, 13 October 1956

		


		

		
The Plague

		

		
			One September morning—by chance I was present—a gray car drove into the Iris Garage on via Mendoza. The car was an exotic make with a rather unusual body, and it had foreign plates that no one had ever seen.

			The owner of the garage, I myself, the old head mechanic Celada, who is my good friend, and the other workers were all in the office. The huge parking lot on the ground floor was visible through a window.

			A gentleman about forty years old got out of the car. He was tall, blond, very elegant, slightly stoop-shouldered. He looked around, troubled. The engine hadn’t been turned off and it was idling. Nevertheless, it made a strange noise I’d never heard before, a dry screeching, as if the cylinders were grinding stones.

			At once I saw how Celada’s face went pale. “Holy Madonna,” he murmured. “This is the plague. Like in Mexico. I remember it well.” Then he ran up to the strange man, who was a foreigner and didn’t understand a word of Italian. Still, the mechanic was able to explain himself with a few gestures, so anxious was he for the man to leave. And the foreigner left, his car constantly emitting that horrendous noise.

			“You’ve got a lot of nerve,” the owner said to the mechanic when he returned to the office. Having heard them hundreds of times, we recognized only too well Celada’s implausible stories about his trip to the Americas in his youth.

			The mechanic wasn’t offended. “You’ll see,” he said. “This is going to be serious for us.”

			

			The episode, as far as I know, was the first sign of disaster, the timid tolling that was only a prelude to the full death knell.

			•

But three weeks passed before another symptom appeared. This was an ambiguous statement from the municipal government: it announced that to prevent “abuses and irregularities,” special squads had been instituted in the highway patrol and the traffic police to inspect the efficiency of public and private auto vehicles, even at the owners’ domiciles and at garages, and, where necessary, to order their “preventive sequestration” immediately. It was impossible to guess the real motive behind such vague terms, and people paid no attention to the announcement. Who would have suspected that those “inspectors” might be none other than the officers who removed the plague dead?

			It took two more days for the fear to catch like wildfire. Then the news, however implausible it might have seemed, spread from one end of the city to the other with lightning speed: the auto plague had arrived.

			There was endless talk about various warning signs and manifestations of the mysterious illness. The infection, it was said, first revealed itself with a hollow resonance in the engine, like congestion from a cold. Then joints swelled into monstrous bulges, every surface was covered with yellow, foul-smelling incrustations, and finally the entire engine was turned into a confused tangle of crushed rods, shafts, and gears.

			The contagion, it was claimed, spread through exhaust fumes, so drivers avoided heavily traveled roads, the center of the city was practically deserted, and silence, which had been invoked for so long, established its nightmarish reign there. Oh, where were the festive klaxon and thundering exhaust of better days?

			Most public garages were also abandoned because of the promiscuity they involved. Anyone who didn’t possess his own garage preferred to leave his car in less infected areas, like fields on the outskirts of the city. Beyond the race track, the sky was reddened from fires for cars that had been killed by the plague and piled up to burn in a vast enclosure, which people called the “lazaretto.”

			

			As was inevitable, the worst excesses were unleashed: unguarded cars were stolen and stripped; there were anonymous complaints about cars that were actually healthy but were nonetheless towed away and consigned to flames because suspicion had been aroused; inspectors charged with the examination and sequestration of vehicles abused their offices; there was the criminal recklessness of those who knew their cars were infected, but still drove around in them, spreading contagion; and suspected autos were burned alive (terrible screams could be heard from afar).

			In the beginning, the panic was in fact worse than the danger. It is calculated that the first month saw not more than 5,000 of the 200,000 automobiles in our province succumb to the pestilence. Then there seemed to be a respite, which was bad, because it created the illusion that the plague had all but ended and a mass of cars returned to circulation, thus multiplying opportunities for infection.

			Whereupon the disease reasserted itself with exacerbated fury. The spectacle of cars struck by plague became commonplace on the road. The soft rumble of the engine would suddenly ripple and crack, shattering into a frenetic metallic crash. There would be a few tremors, and then the car would stop, reduced to a smoking wreck. The agony endured by trucks was even more horrible, since their powerful viscera put up a desperate fight. Lugubrious splashes and roars would issue from those monsters, until a kind of sibilant howl would announce the dishonorable end.

			•

At that time I was a chauffeur employed by a rich widow, Marchesa Rosanna Finamore, who lived with a nephew in the family’s old villa. I was doing very well there. You couldn’t say the pay was princely, but I could find consolation in the fact that the position was practically a sinecure: I did little driving during the day, even less at night, and I was entrusted with the maintenance of the car. This was a huge black Rolls-Royce, and although it was indeed a veteran of many expeditions, its appearance was incomparably aristocratic. I was proud of it. On the road, even the fastest sports cars repressed their habitual arrogance when that ancient sarcophagus came into view oozing blue blood. And the engine, notwithstanding its age, was no less than a miracle. In a word, I loved the car more than if it had been my own.

			

			Hence I too was troubled by the epidemic. Of course high-performance vehicles, it was said, were virtually immune. But how could you be certain? On my advice, moreover, the marchesa stopped going out during the day, when it was easy to catch the disease, and limited the use of the car to rare outings after dinner, such as concerts, lectures, or visits.

			•

One night, near the end of October, precisely at the height of the plague, we were returning home in the Rolls-Royce after chatting with the usual ladies to lighten the melancholy of that time. Just as we entered piazza Bismarck, I perceived, in the harmonious rustle of the engine, a brief knock followed by a harsh scratching that lasted for a fraction of a second. I asked the marchesa about it.

			“I didn’t hear anything,” she told me. “Chin up, Giovanni, and don’t worry about it. This old jalopy isn’t afraid of anything.”

			Nevertheless, before we arrived home, that sinister knock, or obstruction, or friction—I didn’t know exactly what to call it—occurred two more times, filling me with anxiety. After we returned, I stayed in the small garage a long time, contemplating the noble machine, which was apparently asleep. But then certain indescribable moans began to come from the hood at regular intervals, even though the engine had been turned off, and I was certain of the worst.

			What to do? I thought of asking the advice of the old mechanic Celada who, apart from the Mexican experience, claimed to know of a special mixture of mineral oils that had prodigious healing powers. Although it was past midnight, I telephoned the café where he played cards almost every evening. He was there.

			“Celada,” I told him, “you’ve always been my friend.”

			

			“Well, I hope so.”

			“We’ve always gotten along well.”

			“Thank God.”

			“Can I trust you?”

			“Damn right!”

			“Come over, then. I’d like you to have a look at the Rolls-Royce.”

			“I’ll come right away,” he said, and I thought I heard a soft laugh before I hung up the phone.

			I was sitting on a bench, waiting, as a wheeze issued more and more frequently from the depths of the engine. In my mind I counted Celada’s steps, calculating the time; he would be here in a little while. As I was straining my ears to hear if the mechanic had arrived, the shuffle of feet echoed in the courtyard. Yet it was the sound of more than one man. A dreadful suspicion crossed my mind.

			And here, opening the garage door, introducing themselves and walking toward me were two pairs of dirty maroon overalls, two of the excommunicated—in a word, two inspectors who removed the plague dead. I saw only half of Celada’s face: he had hidden behind the door and stood there, watching.

			“You filthy swine! Get out of here, damn you!” I breathlessly searched for a weapon—a monkey wrench, a metal bar, a walking stick. But they were already upon me, and I was soon held prisoner in those brawny arms.

			“You bastard!” they screamed, their faces contorted with rage and derision. “How dare you rebel against the city government, against the public functionaries! Against those who work for the good of the city!” They bound me to the bench after having slipped into my pocket—what supreme mockery!—the standard form for “preventive sequestration.” Finally they drove away the Rolls-Royce, which withdrew with a painful whimpering, yet full of sovereign dignity. It seemed as if it wanted to say goodbye to me.

			•

When, after half an hour of tremendous effort, I managed to free myself, I dashed into the night without even notifying my employer of the incident and ran like a madman to the lazaretto beyond the race track, hoping to get there in time.

			

			But just as I arrived, Celada was exiting the gate with the two inspectors, and he slipped away as if he hadn’t seen me, disappearing into the darkness.

			I didn’t succeed in finding him. Nor was I able to enter the enclosure and have the destruction of the Rolls-Royce delayed. I stood there a long time with an eye glued to a crack in the fence. I saw the pyre of unfortunate cars; dark shapes were writhing in agony amid the flames. Where was mine? It was impossible to distinguish in that inferno. Only for an instant, above the savage howl of the blazing fire, did I think I recognized its dear voice. It was a shrill, heartrending shout, which soon vanished into nothing.

			Corriere della Sera, 9 December 1956

		


		

		
The Writer’s Secret

		

		
			Ruined and happy.

			I still haven’t touched bottom, however, a narrow margin for destruction remains, and I hope to be able to savor it. Besides, I have reached such an advanced age that I probably won’t live much longer.

			For many years I have enjoyed the fame (a fame that has gradually grown stronger) of being an exhausted writer, in complete and irrevocable decline. It was said, or at least thought, that each work I published was a step below the previous one. And thus I continued, with progressive sinking, to my present pit.

			It is all my own doing. I have pursued this catastrophic outcome patiently and with great tenacity for more than thirty years, in accordance with a sagaciously preestablished plan.

			•

Then—someone will ask—you desired to fail?

			Precisely, ladies and gentlemen. As a writer I had achieved splendid successes, I now possessed vast renown, I had, in a word, arrived. Yet I could have gone much further. I had only to desire it, and I would have attained full glory without difficulty.

			But no. I didn’t want it.

			Rather, I preferred to descend little by little from the point I’d reached—a magnificent height, a summit, it could be called, a Monte Rosa, if not a Himalaya—returning down the path which I had surmounted in great bounds and living through the stages of pitiful decline; pitiful only in appearance, my friends, because I drew a world of consolation from it. And tonight in these pages, which I shall seal in an envelope marked “To Be Opened at My Death,” I am going to explain the reason for my decline and reveal my long-held secret.

			

			I was already forty-one years old and I was coursing through the sea of success with swelling sails, when one day I suddenly saw the light. The destiny on which I had embarked, a destiny of worldly glory—I repeat—of clamorous affirmations, honors, popularity, triumphant recognition throughout the world, appeared to me in all its miserable squalor.

			The material element of glory didn’t interest me because I was already too rich. And the rest? The sound of applause, the elation of triumph, the bewitching light for which so many men and women have sold their souls to the Devil? Every time I tried a crumb of it, a dry, bitter taste remained in my mouth. After all, I said to myself, what is the greatest manifestation of glory? Simply this: one walks down the street and people turn around and whisper, Did you see? It’s him! Merely this, and not the least bit more, gives such great satisfaction. And this recognition, mind you, happens only in rare cases, with the highest political leaders or very famous actresses. If it is merely a question of a simple writer, it would take some doing these days for someone to notice him on the street.

			But then there’s the negative side. And I wasn’t much distressed by the daily nuisances: the social engagements, the letters and telephone calls from admirers, the interviews, appointments, press conferences, photographers, radio, and so on. The cause of my concern was different—and more serious: all my successes, which gave me such meager satisfaction, were a profound displeasure to a number of other people. In my more propitious days, some of my friends’ and colleagues’ faces looked absolutely pitiful. They were splendid lads, honest and hard-working, tied to me by old bonds of custom and affection—why should I make them suffer so?

			All at once, then, I measured the sum of the pains I was sowing with my ridiculous drive to succeed. I confess I’d never thought about them. And I regretted it.

			I now realized that if I continued on the old path, I would gather new and always richer laurels, yet in return I would torment many hearts that perhaps did not deserve to suffer. The world is prodigal with innumerable afflictions, but the bite of envy is among the most bloody, deep, difficult to heal, and generally worthy of pity.

			

			•

It was up to me to rectify this situation. And I made the momentous decision. I had been permitted—thank God—to do much good from the top of the summit I’d reached. I could offer my friends consolations which were as great as the sadness I caused them with my successes. What is pleasure, in fact, if not the cessation of pain? And is not pleasure directly proportional to the suffering that precedes it?

			I decided, then, to continue writing and not slacken the rhythm of my work to avoid giving the impression of voluntary retirement, which would have been of little comfort to my colleagues. I would rather create a marvelous hoax by disguising my burgeoning talent, by writing less beautiful pieces, always less beautiful, feigning a degradation of my creative faculties. And to those who expected bold new breakthroughs from me, I could give the happy surprise of my downfall.

			The undertaking was apparently simple, because writing insignificant or ugly things usually doesn’t require much effort. In reality, however, it was difficult. For two reasons.

			First, it was necessary to provoke some negative reviews from critics. Now I belonged to the class of laureate writers, and like my peers, I was a bankable property on the aesthetic market. To speak well of me, at this point in my career, was a matter of strict observance. And, of course, once critics have pigeonholed an artist, it takes some doing to make them change their opinions. In a word: Would they perceive that I’d started writing rubbish, or would they instead remain fixed in their expectations, as was to be feared, and continue to blanket me with praise?

			Second, blood is thicker than water, and to repress the overwhelming impetus of my genius would cost me a great deal of effort. However much I was engaged in dullness and mediocrity, that light could always leak out between the lines with mysterious power. Pretending to be another person is a hard task for an artist, even if the pretense is worse.

			

			Nonetheless, I have succeeded. I have repressed my eruptive nature. I was able to dissemble with a subtlety that in itself would be sufficient testimony to the greatness of my genius. I have written many books unworthy of me: they have been progressively weaker, uninspired, desultory, poor in invention, character, and narrative. It was a slow literary suicide.

			And at each of my new publications, my friends’ and colleagues’ faces became more calm and peaceful. Little by little, I have relieved these poor people of the agonizing weight of their envy. Their self-confidence was renewed, they found themselves at peace with life, they began to love me truly again. They flourished again. For many years I had been a thorn deeply thrust in their entrails. Now I was gently removing the poisonous thorn, and it was an ineffable relief to them.

			The applause grew fainter, a shadow fell on me, and yet I lived more happily. No longer did I sense the ambiguous expression of admiration around me; I was, rather, greeted by a warm wave of kindness and gratitude. The tone of my friends’ voices regained its sincerity, and it became bright and noble as it was in the past, when as young men we experienced the miseries of life together.

			But then—it will be asked of me—were you writing only for a small group of colleagues? Was this the extent of your calling? And what about the public? The immense multitudes of the living and of posterity whose hearts you could warm? Was your art so petty, then?

			I answer: The debt I feel I owe to my friends and colleagues, it is true, is a trifle compared to the one I incurred with human beings as a whole. But from my fellow creatures, from the unknown readers scattered on the face of the earth, from the generations of the next millennium, I haven’t stolen anything. Secretly, during all these years, I have done what the Omnipotent commanded me; on the wings of divine inspiration, I have written books which were truly mine, and which would have raised me to the highest heavens of glory. I have written them, and locked them away in the large strongbox that sits in my bedroom. There are twelve volumes. You will read them after my death. Then my friends will no longer have any cause for regret. One gladly forgives a dead man for everything, even for having created some immortal masterpieces. In fact, my friends will laugh, benevolently shaking their heads: “Well, he did it, that rogue. And we thought he was senile.”

			

			You, however . . . 

			•

The writing breaks off at this point. The old writer was not able to continue because he was surprised by death. They found him still sitting at his desk. On the paper, near the interrupted pen, the white head lay motionless, in supreme abandon.

			After the members of his family read the document, they went to open the strongbox. It contained twelve large envelopes: in each one, there were hundreds of pages. On each page, there was not a single mark.

			Corriere della Sera, 2 January 1958

		


		

		
The Late Mistaken

		

		
			One morning, the noted painter Lucio Predonzani, forty-six, who had long ago retired to his country house in Vimercate, was stunned. He had opened the daily newspaper, and on the four-column page of the arts section, in the lower right-hand corner, he came across the headline:

			ITALIAN ART WORLD IN MOURNING

			PAINTER PREDONZANI IS DEAD

			Underneath it read:

			Vimercate, 21 February, night. Following a brief illness, against which medical treatment proved ineffective, the painter Lucio Predonzani passed away two days ago. At the behest of the deceased, the funeral service preceded this announcement.

			A commemorative article followed, about a column in length, full of tributes, signed by the art critic Giovanni Steffani. There was even a photograph, taken some twenty years before.

			Flabbergasted, unable to believe his own eyes, Predonzani feverishly glanced over the obituary, rapidly noticing, despite his haste, several phrases of poisonous reserve, positioned here and there with undeniable tact amid broadsides of encomiastic adjectives.

			“Matilde! Matilde!” Predonzani called as soon as he had caught his breath.

			“What is it?” replied his wife from the next room.

			“Come, come, Matilde!” he implored.

			“Wait a moment. I’m in the back, ironing.”

			“Come here, I tell you!”

			

			His voice was so alarmed that Matilde left the iron where it stood, and ran to him.

			“Look, look,” the painter groaned, handing her the newspaper.

			She looked, blanched, and with the marvelous absurdity that is often attributed to women, she burst into desperate tears. “Oh my Lucio, poor Lucio, my treasure,” she stammered between one sob and the next.

			The scene wound up exasperating the man. “Have you gone crazy, Matilde? Don’t you see me? Don’t you understand it’s a mistake, a ghastly mistake?”

			Matilde in fact stopped weeping immediately. She looked at her husband. Thenceforth her face brightened up, unexpectedly, with the same lightness that had made her feel a widow a moment before. Struck by the comical side of the situation, she was overwhelmed with mirth.

			“Oh my God, what buffoonery! It’s hilarious,” she moaned amid tremors of laughter, actually doubling over. “Forgive me, Lucio. The art world in mourning, and you healthy as a horse!”

			“Enough, enough.” He swore, beside himself. “Don’t you realize? It’s terrible, terrible. The executive editor of the newspaper is going to hear from me. This prank will cost him dearly!”

			•

After hurrying to the city, Predonzani raced to the newspaper. The executive editor welcomed him affably.

			“Please, Maestro, take a seat. No, not there. That armchair is more comfortable. A cigarette? . . . These lighters never work, truly hopeless . . . Here’s an ash tray. Now tell me: To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

			Was he acting or was he really in the dark about what the newspaper had published? Predonzani was shocked.

			“But, but in today’s newspaper, in the arts section, there’s my death.”

			“Your death?” The executive editor grabbed a copy of the newspaper, which was folded on his desk, opened it, saw, understood (or pretended to understand), felt the briefest moment of embarrassment—a matter of a split second—wonderfully regained his self-possession, and coughed.

			

			“That doesn’t work, does it? We have a strange discrepancy here.” He seemed like a father who was giving his child a perfunctory scolding in the presence of an offended passerby.

			Predonzani lost his patience.

			“Discrepancy?” he shouted. “You’ve killed me off. You have! It’s monstrous.”

			“Yes, yes,” said the executive editor calmly. “Perhaps. Let’s put it this way: the context of the news exceeded the intentions. On the other hand, I hope you appreciated the homage my newspaper rendered your art—with due merit.”

			“A fine homage! You have destroyed me, ruined me.”

			“Well, I don’t deny an inaccuracy may have been committed.”

			“You make me out to be dead, and I’m alive. You call that an inaccuracy! It’s enough to drive someone crazy. I formally demand a full correction in the same exact place. And I of course reserve the right to sue for damages!”

			“Damages? But my dear sir”—he had shifted from “Maestro” to the simple “sir,” a bad sign—“you don’t realize what extraordinary luck has befallen you. Any other painter would be kicking up his heels.”

			“Luck?”

			“Luck, of course. When an artist dies, the value of his work immediately increases. With no wish to do so, absolutely none, we have rendered you a formidable service.”

			“And what about me? Am I expected to play dead? Disappear into thin air?”

			“Certainly, if you’d like to take advantage of the stupendous opportunity. You wouldn’t want to let it slip away—good heavens! Just think: a splendid posthumous exhibition, some well-organized publicity. We ourselves would do everything we can to launch it. It would bring in a million, Maestro, even several.”

			“But me? Would I have to drop out of circulation?”

			

			“Say, do you have a brother by any chance?”

			“Yes. Why? He lives in South Africa.”

			“Magnificent. Does he look like you?”

			“Pretty much. But he wears a beard.”

			“Perfect! Let yours grow too. Then you can pass for your brother! Everything will proceed like clockwork. Listen to me: it’s better to let things go their own way. Just so you understand: the kind of correction you want, I really don’t know who would benefit in the end. You personally—forgive my frankness—would cut a rather sorry figure. It’s pointless: people who come back to life never manage to be likable. In the art world too, you know how these things go. Your resurrection, after so much adulation, would make a very bad impression.”

			•

He couldn’t say no. He returned to his country house. He hid himself in a room, letting his beard grow. His wife went into mourning. Friends came to see her, especially Oscar Pradelli, another painter who had always been Predonzani’s shadow. Then the buyers began to arrive: dealers, collectors, people who had a nose for business. Paintings that before would barely fetch forty or fifty thousand were now selling for two hundred in a snap. And so in his clandestine retreat Predonzani worked, turning out one canvas after another. Backdating them, of course.

			After a month—his beard had grown sufficiently—Predonzani took the risk of going out, introducing himself as his brother who had just returned from South Africa. He wore glasses and imitated an exotic accent. Still, people remarked on how his brother resembled him.

			Out of curiosity, he ventured as far as the cemetery on one of his first walks after his seclusion. In the large marble slab on the floor of the family chapel, a stonemason was carving his name with his birth and death dates.

			He said he was his brother. With the key he opened the little bronze door. He descended into the crypt where his relatives’ coffins were stacked on top of one another. How many there were! There was a new one, very beautiful. “Lucio Predonzani” was written on the brass plate. The lid was fastened with bolts. With enigmatic fear he rapped his knuckles on the side of the box. The coffin sounded empty. Thank goodness.

			

			•

Peculiar. As Oscar Pradelli’s visits gradually became more frequent, Matilde seemed to blossom. Mourning, among other things, became her. Predonzani followed her transformation with a mixture of satisfaction and apprehension. One evening he noticed he desired her in a way he hadn’t for years. He desired his widow.

			As for Pradelli, wasn’t his diligence inopportune? Yet when Predonzani drew Matilde’s attention to him, she reacted almost with resentment. “What’s gotten into your head? Poor Oscar. Your only true friend. The only person who truly mourns you. He takes the trouble to comfort me in my loneliness and you suspect him. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

			Meanwhile the posthumous exhibition mounted in the city was a magnificent success. After expenses were deducted, it yielded 5.5 million. Whereafter, with jaw-dropping rapidity, Predonzani and his work sank into oblivion. Citations of his name in newspaper columns and art magazines became increasingly rare. And very soon they ceased altogether.

			With pained disbelief he observed that even without Lucio Predonzani the world managed fairly well. The sun would rise and set as before. As before housekeepers beat rugs in the morning, trains ran, people ate and amused themselves, and at night young guys and girls would kiss, standing against the black railings in the park, as before.

			Until one day, when he returned home from a stroll in the countryside, he recognized the raincoat of his dear friend Oscar Pradelli in the foyer. The house was quiet, unusually intimate and welcoming. And from there he could make out subdued voices, whispers, soft sighs.

			He tiptoed back to the door. He left without making a sound, heading for the cemetery. It was a mild rainy evening.

			

			When he reached the family chapel, he looked around. There wasn’t a living soul. Then he opened the bronze door.

			Without rushing, as night slowly fell, he used a penknife to remove the bolts that sealed the newest box, “his” coffin, Lucio Predonzani’s.

			He opened it and quite calmly lay down inside, supine, assuming the pose that he imagined might serve the deceased for their eternal slumber. He found it more comfortable than he had anticipated.

			Without losing his composure, he slowly pulled the lid over himself. When a final narrow crack remained, he listened for a few moments, in case someone might have called him. But no one called.

			Then he let the lid close completely.

			Corriere della Sera, 25 February 1958

		


		

		
The Flying Carpet

		

		
			One fine day, after the noble Bessarione family had been overwhelmed by debts, their creditors descended like vultures to divide what remained of the estate. And the auction was held in the very castle where the family had led a princely life for centuries.

			The weasel-faced antique dealers arrived from the city in limousines. Wearing furs and camel overcoats because of the cold, they sat like schoolchildren on the rows of benches set up in the immense vestibule. There were also some people who were simply curious, merchants and brokers from the area.

			The objects up for auction included furniture, paintings, tapestries, clocks, armor, silver, swords, chandeliers, vases, miniatures, engravings, spinning wheels, chess sets, hourglasses, umbrella stands, riding gear, books, and porcelain. Gradually, it was all swallowed up by the buyers. The selling went very quickly and the auctioneer, a certain Professor Claudio Ger, didn’t need to tire himself with long sales pitches: so intense was the bidding.

			Until it came the turn of a small, red and blue rectangular carpet with a very detailed design. The auctioneer signaled to the attendants with a nod, as he had done with each of the most important pieces, and they carried the carpet around the room so everyone could admire it. Then he began his description.

			“This carpet,” he said, “as you will no doubt have realized at first glance, is an extraordinary specimen. Only six or seven such articles are known to exist. It displays the famous workmanship of Esckhèn, who flourished for a brief time during the eleventh century and vanished without leaving a trace. For you, who are much more astute in these things than I, further commentary would be pointless. The base price for this carpet, it is my duty to inform you, is the sine qua non for the sale. Ladies and gentlemen, the bidding will begin at one million lire.”

			

			An emphatic murmuring, obviously ironic, echoed through the room.

			“Hem, hem,” added Ger, clearing his voice, “a legend is attached to this carpet. Among the Bessariones, it is told how the progenitor of the family brought it home as plunder after a crusade or some such expedition. And it is said that this is no less than the magical carpet that flies, precisely the one mentioned in The Thousand and One Nights, with which all of you are of course familiar.”

			Suppressed snickers were heard here and there around the room.

			The auctioneer raised an envelope until everyone could see it. “And here, printed on a slip of paper, are the four formulas needed to lift the carpet, to make it turn right and left, and to descend.”

			The snickers turned to unrestrained laughter.

			“You, old Giacomo,” the auctioneer continued, unperturbed, turning to a decrepit peasant who was standing on one side of the room, “you were a witness. Tell these skeptical ladies and gentlemen a little about it.”

			Then old Giacomo came forward and in a very uncertain Italian reported that more than once, with his very own eyes, he had seen the good Count Arduino Bessarione take off on the carpet; that usually said count stood up straight on the carpet, although sometimes he sat down on it too; that the count used it only at night, for brief incursions into Paris, since he was quite fond of the ladies and the gay life; that in the morning, when Giacomo entered the count’s room to clean it, he always found him asleep in his bed, and the carpet lay in its usual place; that one morning, however, he didn’t find the count in bed, although the carpet was there, and no more was ever heard of him, a turn of events for which the only explanation was that the count might have been a little tipsy on his return trip from Paris that night and he fell asleep on the carpet, whereupon a blast of wind, say, made him slip off and the riderless carpet returned home by itself.

			

			There was more laughter, and salacious comments punctuated Giacomo’s story. All the same, several people were visibly impressed.

			“Could we not,” suggested the harsh voice of Commendatore Jackjia, the dean of the antiquaries who were present, “could we not have a demonstration before the bidding?”

			“Most assuredly,” answered the auctioneer. “To facilitate the take-off, ladies and gentlemen, we should go out onto the terrace.”

			They went outside, and the carpet was spread on the ground. “Who would like to try it?” asked Ger, waving a slip of paper. “Here are the formulas. They are difficult to read, but very brief.”

			Everyone was now strolling around the small carpet, looking at it with curiosity, careful not to touch it with their feet. Then they stared at one another, winking and smiling idiotically.

			“Who would like to try it?” repeated Ger, looking around for an appropriate subject. “Don’t you feel tempted, Melloni?”

			Melloni was a noted collector of ceramics. “Me?” he said, embarrassed. “How many passengers can fit on this carpet?”

			“It’s a one-seater, a typical one-seater.”

			“Then must I go alone?” Melloni was obviously trying to extricate himself. “But who knows how cold it is up there? And then there isn’t even a railing. I must confess that—”

			At this point the young Baron Menincalzo came forward: he was the owner of an estate in the area, an athletic fellow who the year before had driven in the Mille Miglia, the annual motorsport endurance race. “I shall go!” he announced solemnly and walked onto the carpet.

			But his wife, who was very jealous, seized him by an arm. “You? What do you think you’re doing? You’re going to do me the enormous favor of sitting still right this minute!” And she pulled him off the carpet without his making the slightest show of resistance (a little later they were seen leaving the castle).

			“Well,” the corpulent Commendatore Jackjia intervened again, “seeing the young people are so cautious, I would try it if you think—”

			“I would be honored,” said Ger. “Please, right this way, Commendatore . . . Yes, that’s it. Very well. Here, it’s better to sit down. And now for the formulas.”

			

			Jackjia was sitting cross-legged on the carpet. He took the slip of paper, put on his glasses, read it once, twice, made himself more comfortable, looked around, smiled, reddened, and finally began to utter the magic words:


			A mor dor sè

			tita sela te lé . . . 



			At this point he leapt to his feet and like a restive horse bolted a couple of meters from the carpet. He was breathless. “Oh, oh, I felt a shudder, a real shudder.” And then he berated the auctioneer: “You try, my dear sir, you fly it, you who seem so sure of yourself.”

			“Me? Me?” said Ger, as if he had suffered some terrible offense. Night fell and they were still there discussing the matter. But no one dared take a ride.

			•

After a few days I carried away the carpet for a pittance. And I still have it in my house, in the living room. Every morning the maid cleans it on the balcony with a carpet beater.

			And me? You’ll no doubt ask. Have I tried to fly it? No, I haven’t tried it. Why? I refuse to answer. Fear, you say? You may think I’m afraid if you like, but so what?

			As far as the carpet is concerned, it is quiet and good and can usually be found lying on the parquet floor. It doesn’t move, doesn’t complain. Yet every so often, at two or three in the morning, from the bedroom I hear it fidget a little, like a dog who can’t find the right position to sleep in.

			I get up, go to the living room, and turn on the light. The carpet lies motionless, but one corner is folded up, into a kind of scroll. Three hours ago, when I went to bed, this fold wasn’t there.

			Esperimento di magia, 1958

		


		

		
The Wind

		

		
			I’m waiting for her. It’s 6:00 p.m. I stand at the intersection of via Michelangelo, corso dei Martiri, viale Regina Margherita, via Masolino da Panicale, via Morandotti, corso XVI Agosto, via Capua, via Nascimbene, via Gozzi, via Materdomini, via Crispi, corso Roma, via Pasquinelli, via San Giacomo, via Palumbo, via Sella, via Bra, via this, via that. The corner where we’re going to meet is so important to me that every street I’ve ever known, and many others I’ve never even seen before, all converge at that point.

			I’m waiting for her, and the wind’s blowing. A few metal signs creak. Leaves and littered papers scrape mournfully across the asphalt. Tonight a wind is also blowing inside me, a wind that hurls my soul back and forth, and I myself don’t understand what’s happening to me, or what I’m feeling, whether it’s love or hate, pity or anger, desire for revenge or desperation.

			As a rule she makes me wait at least fifteen minutes. Yet this time I expect her to be punctual. Unfortunately, I know the reason for my expectation. As always, I try not to attract attention to myself, peering this way and that, longing to see her. It’s two minutes past six, and already my heart is beginning to pound. I would’ve recognized her at a distance of a thousand kilometers, even in a crowd. But as always she suddenly appears very close by, as if she’d sprung from the ground. She approaches, walking proudly with her youthful insouciance, nothing can stop her, the whole world stands before her, eagerly awaiting her arrival. She walks toward me, smiling. What could be more sincere, more girlishly ingenuous, than that smile?

			But as soon as she sees me, she immediately guesses, with that diabolical feminine intuition, that I know everything: the fake phone call, the unforeseen engagement, the gray car with the Swiss plates, the man at the wheel (the stranger, the pig who had taken her God knows where). I don’t look gloomy at all, I’m certain. I talk in the calmest tone. I even begin to joke about her hat, which she is wearing for the third time in the space of a week. All the same, she knows.

			

			She takes my arm, and we set off. Her smile has vanished. Indeed, she now has a gloomy expression on her face. I pretend not to notice. I continue to talk about the usual stupid things, but already she holds my arm a little less tightly. Already she’s about to pull away completely.

			“Where are we going?” she asks. Her voice is slightly unsteady. Mussed by the wind, a lock of her black hair fidgets on her forehead like a maddened little brush.

			“Nowhere,” I answer. And it’s true, since in front of us, in whatever direction we move, there’s only the wind, the black, desolate nothingness of things finished forever.

			“Listen,” she finally says, again clinging to my arm. She can put up with the most absurd situations, but uncertainty exasperates her. In those brief moments of silence, I imagine she must’ve estimated how much of the ugly business I really know and then thought out a defensive maneuver. The wind, inside and outside me, is getting worse. It sounds like a low moan progressively growing louder.

			I let several seconds pass as I control myself. Who knows why people are looking at us. They all walk in a great hurry, perhaps upset by the wind. Only we move slowly. I’m looking forward to her lie. Already I know it’s going to be perfect, constructed in a way that leaves not the slightest chink where suspicion could insinuate itself. Already I know I’m powerless to oppose her. I’ll be defeated once again.

			“What?” I ask.

			“Listen, darling,” she says. She mustn’t feel sure of herself. Who knows, maybe she’s ransacking her thoughts for a more airtight story.

			I’m silent. I can’t understand how she manages to dominate me so much or why I’m always so incredibly weak.

			“I want to tell you,” she begins, “that last night—” but a violent gust of wind suddenly overtakes us, bearing away the rest of her sentence. Unless she hadn’t finished it.

			

			“What?” I’m detached, indifferent, as if this were the most useless conversation. I flick away my cigarette. Smoking, in this wind, is like not smoking.

			“Last night,” she resumes, making her voice intimate and affectionate, holding me more tightly against her, “last night I wasn’t where I told you I would be.”

			A chill sinks into my soul. I’m petrified by a fear I didn’t expect: What if, instead of lying, she should tell me the truth for the first time? What could I do? What would I do? I sense my face becoming pale and ashen, assuming an alarmed expression. But she doesn’t notice. As she talks, she stares straight ahead, toward that immense void. I utter a silent, contemptible prayer: “God, make her tell me a lie, try to fool me, and calm me down again.”

			But it’s too late. She’s already slipping over the precipice of sincerity. Evidently she thinks I know everything, while in reality I possess only a few suspicious details. That’s why she doesn’t trust herself to lie. We’re now passing some gardens. The mass of trees, black at this point, moans loudly.

			“I went dancing with Terlizzi,” she says after a long pause. “Do you know him?”

			The arm she’s seized is numb. Do I know him! That pretentious boor.

			“I never heard of him.”

			We walk directly against the wind. She unhooks her arm from mine.

			“If she makes a full confession,” I’m thinking, “it means she doesn’t care for me any longer. If she had the least interest in me, who knows what stupendous lies she would invent.” Some new feeling is building inside me: it’s like a block of cold stone that’s gradually expanding. I find a tone that’s somewhat quiet and relaxed to ask:

			“And after?”

			“And after what?” she says without the slightest tremor, even more sure of herself, arrogantly determined to go through with it. Her voice even seems to carry a hint of irony.

			

			We’re walking apart. I don’t know where we’re going. She doesn’t ask me anymore.

			“What did you do after dancing, I meant to say.”

			Why does she begin to laugh? What wickedness inspires her so badly? And how could she know what would happen? I know so little about myself. I never would have believed I’d be capable of so much in a situation like this.

			She laughs, and by a strange coincidence the wind suddenly rages. It blows against us head on, as if trying to make us stop completely, howling in our ears, “Stop, stop! Turn back. There’s still time.” The violent wind glues our clothes to us, making them seem as if they were painted on our naked bodies. But I’m stubborn. And she doesn’t complain. We walk with our heads lowered, like charging buffaloes. Each step is an effort.

			There’s even a perverse exaltation in this struggle against the wind. It makes you feel really alive, dramatic, different.

			Until the wind becomes too strong and breaks us apart—at least that’s how it feels. As if the two of us, our words, our gestures, our miserable situation, everything around us were paper and the northern wind were tearing at it, ripping it to pieces.

			The bridge is up ahead. It had been so romantic in the past, yes, especially at sunset. Now it looks like an illu—

			“And after?” I repeat, but I don’t recognize my voice. The bridge is high, sturdily built of metal, dark, suitably fatal. We’re about to cross it when the wind pounces on us with full force. She leans against the handra—

			“You really want to know?” She tries to laugh, but the raging wind actually twists her chee—

			“Yes,” I shout. She wouldn’t hear me otherwise. “I real—”

			I really don’t know who I am any longer, absolutely don’t recall. There’s the river below. But the water’s voice, that cherished murmuring, gets lost in the wind’s battering through the gird—

			

			I too cling to the parapet so I won’t be blown away. I anticipate her words, extraordinarily har—The flaps of my raincoat are whipping my legs like a fierce flag. Then I—She stares at me.

			“Where do you think we wen—”

			“You know what I think.” I grab her by the arm and she—

			“Ahhh!” I hear nothing else. And then the revving of the—“What?” I sho—She also shouts, on—free, one might even say hap—to plunge the knife precisely here, in the—

			I hold her. She doesn’t resist. Her face is clo—It suddenly seems a child’s face, pale, frightened, her eyes so—

			Something inside me, impossible to suppress, like a gi—iron spring relea—

			She cries, “No, no. It isn’t—it isn’t true.” She cr—

			It’s so easy. I don’t beli—Her small face, which rui—behi—instantly, for an unha—tion of a sec—that beloved pallor against the dark background of the—in the wind’s how—the spl—the spl—the splash is muf—

			Corriere della Sera, 11 November 1959

		


		

		
Quiz at the Prison

		

		
			In this large penitentiary at the city limits, reserved for prisoners serving life sentences, there exists a rule which is apparently humane, but which in reality is more than cruel. Each one of us convicts is permitted to appear in public once to speak to a body of citizens for half an hour. The prisoner is taken from his cell and conducted to the balcony of an outer building where the administrative offices are located. Before him stretches the vast piazza della Trinità, and here the crowd gathers to listen. If the crowd applauds at the end of the speech, the convict is released.

			This may seem extraordinarily lenient. But it isn’t. First of all, permission to appeal to the public is granted only once—that is to say, only once in the prisoner’s lifetime. In the second place, if the crowd responds negatively—as almost always happens—the conviction is in a certain sense validated by the population itself and weighs more heavily on the prisoner’s spirit. As a result, the days of expiation later become even more gloomy and painful.

			There’s another circumstance, moreover, that transforms this hope into a torment. The prisoner really doesn’t know when he’ll be permitted to speak. The decision is purposely entrusted to the warden. A man might even be led to the balcony half an hour after he arrives at the prison. But this doesn’t exclude the possibility that he may be made to wait many years. Some prisoners, having entered the prison as very young men, were led to the fateful balcony when they were old, decrepit, and nearly incapable of speaking. Preparation for the speech, therefore, can’t be made with the peace of mind necessary for so difficult a test. The prisoner thinks: Maybe they’ll call me tomorrow, maybe tonight, maybe in an hour. The anxiety grows, and in the anxiety plans overlap so that the most disparate ideas become entangled in a neurasthenic mess. Nor does it help that the prisoner is able to discuss the matter with his fellow inmates during the too brief hour of their daily stroll. In general, there exists no mutual trust on what must be the principal topic of every meeting in our unfortunate community. In general, each prisoner deludes himself that he has discovered the great secret, the irresistible argument to unlock the crowd’s avaricious heart. And he’s afraid of revealing it to the others because they may precede him. After all, it’s logical for the people, having allowed an argument to move them, to be skeptical and distrustful if they hear it repeated.

			

			•

The experiences of those who have already given their speeches unsuccessfully could be useful, could teach the prisoner how to act on the balcony. He could at least reject methods they had adopted. But these “failures” don’t talk. We beg them in vain to tell us what they said, how the crowd reacted. They snicker and don’t say a word. It seems like they think: I’ll be in prison my entire life; you must stay here too; I don’t want to help you in any way. They’re nothing but lowlifes.

			Notwithstanding all these mysteries, a few things inevitably come to light. But nothing useful turns up in these vague rumors. It happens, for example, that in these speeches to the crowd the convicts especially emphasize two arguments: their own innocence and their domestic sentiments, both of which are quite obvious tactics. But how have they developed the themes? What kind of language did they use? Did they rail at the crowd? Or implore it? Or did they begin weeping? No one inside here knows.

			The most discouraging prospect, however, is the very crowd of our fellow citizens. Maybe some of us deserve to be hanged. But those outside, the free men and women, aren’t much better. At the announcement that a convict will speak from the balcony, they don’t flock to the square in the spirit of people who must deliver a serious judgment on which a man’s life depends; they come solely to amuse themselves, as if they were going to a fair. And the audience isn’t composed merely of the dregs of the lower classes; there are also many people of spotless morality, officials, professionals, workers, accompanied by their entire families. Nevertheless, their attitude isn’t one of understanding, but of commiseration and pity. They too are there for amusement. With our striped uniforms and close-cropped hair, we’re already as abject and grotesque as can be imagined. The wretch who appears on the balcony doesn’t find respectful, cowed silence waiting for him, as might be expected; he rather encounters booing and hissing, obscene gibes, roars of laughter. Now, what can a man who is already upset and trembling do before such an audience? The undertaking is desperate.

			

			It is related, moreover, in legendary terms, that a few convicts managed to pass the test over the years. But these are very uncertain rumors. The fact is, for nine years now, ever since I was imprisoned, no one has succeeded. Since that time, one of us has appeared on the balcony to speak about once a month. After a short while, every speaker has been taken back to his cell. The crowd had savagely booed them all.

			•

Now the guards notify me it’s my turn. The time is 2:00 p.m. In two hours I’ll have to introduce myself to the crowd. But I’m not afraid. I already know what I have to say, word for word. I think I’ve solved the terrible quiz. I’ve meditated for a long time: nine years of uninterrupted meditation—think of it. I don’t delude myself that the audience will be less wicked than the ones who listened to my defeated companions. They open the iron door of the cell, lead me through the entire prison block, make me climb two flights of stairs, enter a dignified room, and finally walk out on the balcony. Behind me the doors are bolted. I am alone, before the crowd.

			I couldn’t keep my eyes open, so strong was the light. Then I saw the supreme judges. There must’ve been at least three thousand people eagerly staring at me. Then a long, extremely vulgar hissing opened the dreadful round. The sight of my face, emaciated and upset by my afflictions, gave them extraordinary pleasure, to judge from the laughter, provocations, and sneers. “Look, here’s the gentleman! The innocent party speaks! At least make us laugh: tell us some jokes! Your mamma is waiting for you, isn’t she? And your children—wouldn’t you like to see your children again?”

			

			I stood there petrified, my hands resting on the railing. I glanced at a girl, just beneath the balcony, who seemed very beautiful to me; she pulled down her already very low neckline so I could see her quite well. “Do you like me, dear sir?” she shouted. “Wouldn’t you like to enjoy me?” And then she laughed scornfully.

			But I concentrated on my plan, maybe the only one that would save me. I didn’t let myself be moved. I refused to yield. I didn’t ask them to be silent. I made no sign at all.

			And very quickly I noticed, with inexpressible relief, that my composure amazed them. Evidently the inmates who preceded me on the balcony had adopted another tactic. Perhaps they reacted, raised their voices, begged for silence. And thus they ruined themselves.

			•

As I stood there still and quiet like a statue, the vulgar uproar gradually subsided. A few people here and there kept on hissing, then grew silent.

			There wasn’t a sound. Exercising a terrible control over myself, I still didn’t say a word.

			Finally, a voice that was somewhat civil and sincere said, “Speak, then. We are listening to you.”

			And finally I made up my mind.

			“Why must I speak?” I said. “I have come here because it’s my turn. For this reason alone. I have no intention at all of moving you. I’m not innocent. I have no desire at all to see my family again. I have no desire at all to leave prison. My life here is happy.”

			There was an indistinct murmuring. Then an isolated shout: “Don’t talk bullshit!”

			“I am happier than you,” I said. “I can’t tell you how, but when I want, I go through a secret passage no one knows. From my cell I can reach the garden of a very beautiful villa. Of course I won’t tell you which one it is; there are many of them around here. They know me there; they love me. And there’s even—”

			

			I fell silent for a suspenseful moment. I looked at the crowd. They were disoriented and disappointed. As if they were seeing their prey escape.

			“There’s even,” I said, “a young woman who loves me.”

			“Enough, enough!” someone shouted, exasperated. Knowing I was happy had to cause him extreme pain.

			“Leave me in peace then!” I exclaimed. “I beg you, good people! Have pity on me! Don’t take me away from here! Boo, I implore you, boo!”

			A roar passed through the multitude. I perceived it distinctly: it was hate for me. The mere suspicion that I had told the truth, that I was really happy, tormented them. But they still hesitated.

			I leaned out over the railing. I made my voice quaver pathetically. “Don’t say no to me. You are the good-hearted,” I exclaimed. “It costs you so little! Come on, kind people, boo this poor happy convict!”

			A spiteful voice passed over the crowd. “No! It’d be too convenient for you!” Then one clapped his hands, another, ten, a hundred. An immense applause rose with growing vehemence.

			I had fixed them, the swine. The doors behind me opened. “Go on,” they told me, “you are free.”

			Corriere della Sera, 3 December 1959

		


		

		
Confidential

		

		
			Dear Editor,

			It depends only on you whether this confession I am painfully forced to make will lead to my salvation or to my utter shame, dishonor, and ruin.

			It’s a long story, and not even I know how I managed to keep it a secret. My family, friends, colleagues have never had the slightest suspicion of it.

			I must go back to the beginning, almost thirty years ago. At that time I was an ordinary reporter at the newspaper you’re now in charge of. I was conscientious, willing, diligent, but I didn’t distinguish myself in any way. At night, when I gave the city editor my brief reports on robberies, highway accidents, and ceremonies, I almost always endured the mortification of seeing them butchered: entire sentences were cut and completely rewritten; there were corrections, deletions, insertions, and interpolations of every kind. Despite my suffering, I knew the city editor didn’t do these things maliciously. On the contrary. The fact is, I didn’t (and still don’t) have the slightest talent for writing. If they haven’t yet fired me, it’s only because of my zeal in gathering news throughout the city.

			Nevertheless, a desperate literary ambition burned in the depths of my soul. And when a colleague who was slightly younger than me published an article, or when a contemporary brought out a book, and I noticed both article and book were successful, envy bit into my bowels like a poisoned claw.

			Now and then I tried to imitate these privileged ones by writing sketches, lyrical pieces, stories. But on every occasion the pen fell from my hand after the first few lines. I reread what I’d written, and I realized the thing couldn’t stand up. Then I was seized by fits of discouragement and bitterness. Luckily, they didn’t last long. My foolish literary aspirations were appeased again. I found distraction in my work, thought of other things, and in the end life went on serenely enough.

			

			Until one day a man I hadn’t seen before came looking for me at the newspaper. He must have been about forty years old. He was short and quite stout, with a sleepy, inexpressive face. He could have easily proved odious if he hadn’t been so good-natured, polite, modest. His extreme humility was the most striking thing about him. He said his name was Ileano Bissàt. He lived in Trento and was the uncle of an old schoolmate of mine. He was married and had two daughters. He had lost his job in a warehouse because of illness and he didn’t know which way to turn to make a little money. “So what can I do about it?” I asked.

			“I have a weakness for writing,” he answered, cowering at the revelation. “I’ve written a sort of novel and some stories. Enrico [that is to say, my old schoolmate, his nephew] has read them and said they aren’t bad. He advised me to come and see you. You work for a large newspaper, you know people, you have contacts, authority, you could—”

			“Me? But I’m the bottom rung of the ladder. Besides, the newspaper doesn’t publish literary pieces if they aren’t by recognized writers.”

			“But you—”

			“I’m not a writer. I’m an ordinary reporter. That would be the last straw.” (And my frustrated literary demon transfixed me with a pin beneath the fourth rib.)

			Bissàt wore an insinuating smile. “But would you like to write?”

			“Of course. To be capable of it!”

			“Well, Signor Buzzati, don’t give up so easily! You’re young; you have time enough ahead of you. You’ll see, you’ll see. But I’ve disturbed you enough; I must now be off. Look: I’m leaving my sins here with you. If by chance you have half an hour, try to take a look at them. If you don’t have time, it doesn’t matter.”

			

			“But I tell you again, I can’t be useful to you. It isn’t a question of good will.”

			“Who knows?” He was already at the door, making low bows as he left. “Sometimes one thing leads to another. Take a look at them. You may not regret it.”

			•

He left a bundle of manuscripts on the table. Just imagine whether I had the slightest desire to read them. I took them home where they remained, on top of a bureau, buried in piles of other papers and books for at least a couple of months.

			I’d stopped thinking about them altogether when one night I couldn’t get to sleep and I was tempted to write a story. I didn’t have many ideas for one, to tell the truth, but there was always my damned ambition.

			Yet there was no more typing paper in the usual drawer. I recalled that in the middle of some books, on top of the bureau, there had to be an old notebook I’d hardly begun. As I looked for it, I made a pile of papers fall, and they scattered across the floor.

			It was chance. While I was picking them up, my glance fell on a typewritten page that had slipped out of a folder. I read a line, two lines, and stopped, my curiosity aroused. I proceeded to the bottom of the page and looked for the next one and read that as well. Then on and on I read. It was Ileano Bissàt’s novel.

			I was seized by a savage jealousy that after thirty years still hasn’t subsided. What a rotten world! The writing was strange, new, very beautiful. But maybe it wasn’t very beautiful, maybe not even good; it may’ve been simply drivel. The horror was that it corresponded to me, resembled me, affirmed my sense of self. Each piece was one I would’ve liked to have written but was incapable of. I found my world, my tastes, my aversions. I was pleased to death.

			Did I feel any admiration? No. Only rage, and the most intense rage at that: I was angry there might be someone who did the very things I’d dreamed of doing since childhood, but to no purpose. Of course, it was an extraordinary coincidence. And as soon as he published his work, that miserable man would stand in my way. He would be the first to enter that mysterious kingdom where, because of a surviving hope, I still deluded myself I could blaze a path. What kind of debut would I have made, even assuming that inspiration had finally come to my assistance? The debut of a plagiarist, a fraud.

			

			Ileano Bissàt didn’t leave his address. And I couldn’t look for it. He needed to turn up on his own. But what would I tell him?

			Another full month passed before he appeared again. He was even more obsequious and modest. “Have you read any of it?”

			“I’ve read it,” I told him. But I was doubtful whether to tell him the truth.

			“What did you think?”

			“Well . . . it isn’t bad. But you can’t expect this newspaper to—”

			“Because I’m unknown?”

			“Exactly.”

			He remained quiet for a few moments, thinking. Then: “But tell me, Signor Buzzati, sincerely. If you were the one who’d written these things, instead of me, the outsider, does it seem possible the newspaper might publish them? You’re a member of the staff; you have an in-house position.”

			“My God, I don’t know. The editor is certainly a broad-minded man, and rather adventurous.”

			His cadaverous face shone with joy: “Well then, why don’t we try it?”

			“Try what?”

			“Listen, signore. Believe me, all I need is a little money. I have no ambitions. If I write, it’s only to pass the time. In a word, if you’re disposed to help me, I’ll hand over the whole lot to you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I hand everything over to you. It’s all yours. Do whatever you want with it. I have written those things, but you can put your name on them. You’re young. I’m twenty years older than you; I’m an old man. There’s no satisfaction in launching an old man, but critics gladly bet on young people who are just starting out. You’ll see, we’ll enjoy a magnificent success.”

			

			“But it’d be a scam, a dishonorable exploitation.”

			“Why? You’ll pay me. I’ll use you as a means to place my merchandise. What does it matter to me if the trademark is changed? The accounting is correct. The important thing is that my writing convinces you.”

			“It’s absurd, absurd. Don’t you realize the risk I’d be taking? What if it were discovered? And besides, once these pieces are published, once this stock is depleted, what am I going to do?”

			“I’ll stay close to you, naturally. I’ll gradually furnish you with another supply. Look in my face. Do you really think I’m capable of betraying you? Is this what frightens you? Oh, dear me.”

			“What if you happen to get sick?”

			“For that period you too will be sick.”

			“What if the newspaper sends me abroad?”

			“I’ll follow you.”

			“At my expense?”

			“Well, it’s only logical. But I’m content with very little. I don’t have any bad habits.”

			•

We debated the thing at length. It was a dishonorable contract, one that would put me at the mercy of a stranger, that would lend itself to the most beastly blackmail, that could drag me into scandal. But the temptation was great, Bissàt’s writing seemed so beautiful to me, and the mirage of fame exerted such a strong fascination.

			The terms of the agreement were simple. Ileano Bissàt undertook to write for me whatever I wanted, giving me permission to sign it; to follow and assist me on job-related trips; to keep the entire affair in the strictest confidence; and to avoid writing anything for himself or for a third party. In return, I paid him eighty percent of the earnings. And so the partnership began.

			I went to see the editor, your predecessor, and begged him to read one of my stories. He looked at me in a certain way, winked, and slipped the piece into a drawer. I withdrew in good order. It was the sort of welcome I had anticipated. I would’ve been an idiot to expect anything else. But the story (by Ileano Bissàt) was first-rate. I had great faith in it.

			

			Four days later the story appeared in the literary section of the newspaper, much to my own and my colleagues’ amazement. It was a striking success. But the horrible thing was this: instead of being tormented with shame and remorse, I enjoyed it. And I savored the praise as if it were really for me. I came very close to persuading myself that I had in fact written the story.

			Other pieces followed, then the novel, which received a lot of attention. I became a “phenomenon.” My first photographs and interviews appeared. I discovered in myself a capacity for lies and impertinence I had never suspected.

			For his part Bissàt was irreproachable. When I exhausted the original supply of stories, he furnished me with more, each of which seemed to me more beautiful than the others. And he scrupulously kept himself in the shadows. My misgivings disappeared one by one. I found myself on the crest of a wave. I left the newspaper, became a contributor to the literary section, began to earn huge sums of money. Bissàt, who in the meantime had brought into the world three more children, bought himself a villa by the sea and a car.

			He was always obsequious and very modest. Not even with veiled allusions did he ever confront me about the glory I enjoyed solely because of him. But he never had enough money. And he sucked my blood.

			Contracts are confidential documents, but there are always leaks in the huge publishing houses. Everyone more or less knows I expect a spectacular heap of banknotes at the end of every month. But they can’t explain why I’m not driving a Maserati, why I don’t travel around with young women covered with diamonds and mink, why I don’t own yachts or stables of racehorses. What am I doing with all my millions? It’s a mystery. And thus the legend of my ferocious avarice has spread. Some sort of explanation had to be found.

			•

This is the situation. And now, signor editor, I come to the point. Ileano Bissàt had sworn to me that he had no ambitions, and I believe it to be true. But this isn’t the source of the threat. The thing is his growing greed for money: for himself, for his children, for their families. He has become a bottomless pit. Eighty percent of the earnings from our publications is no longer enough for him. He has forced me to go into debt up to my neck. And he continues to be unctuous, good-natured, repulsively modest.

			

			Two weeks ago, after thirty years of fraudulent symbiosis, there was a quarrel. He demanded insane additional sums that weren’t agreed upon. I told him absolutely not. He didn’t strike back, didn’t make any threats, didn’t allude to possible blackmail. He simply suspended the flow of merchandise. He went on strike. He hasn’t written another word. And I’m barren of ideas. For more than fifteen days, in fact, the public has been denied the consolation of reading me.

			For this reason, dear editor, I’m finally forced to reveal the terrible plot. And to ask forgiveness and clemency. Would you abandon me? Would you want to see cut off forever the career of a man who, for better or worse, whether fraudulently or honestly, did his best to bring prestige to the newspaper? Do you recall some of “my” pieces, which plummeted like fiery meteors into the swampy indifference of the humanity around us? Weren’t they marvelous? Meet me halfway. A small raise would be enough, I don’t know, two or three hundred thousand lire a month. Yes, I think two hundred thousand would be enough, at least for now. Or else, if worst comes to worst, maybe you could make me a loan? A few million, say? Whatever you do would be for the sake of the newspaper. And I would be saved.

			Unless you, signor editor, are not the man I’ve always believed you were. Unless you greet as a godsend this most convenient opportunity to get rid of me. Do you realize you could throw me out today without even a lira in severance pay? You would only have to take this letter and publish it as a story in the literary section without removing a comma.

			But no, you won’t do that. You’ve always been a kindhearted man, incapable of giving the reprobate the slightest push to hurl him into the abyss, even if he deserves it.

			And then your newspaper would never publish such a disgusting piece. What can you expect? I myself write like a dog. I get no practice. It isn’t my profession. I have nothing at all to do with those stupendous things that Bissàt used to furnish me, and that carried my byline.

			

			No, even on the absurd assumption that you might be a wicked man who wants to destroy me, you would never print this disgraceful letter (which cost me so much blood and tears!). The newspaper would sustain too hard a blow from it.

			Corriere della Sera, 3 July 1960

		


		

		
The Colomber

		

		
			When Stefano Roi was twelve years old, he asked his father, a sea captain and the owner of a fine sailing ship, to take him on board as his birthday gift.

			“When I grow up,” the boy said, “I want to go to sea with you. And I shall command ships even more beautiful and bigger than yours.”

			“God bless you, my son,” the father answered. And since his vessel had to leave that very day, he took the boy with him.

			It was a splendid sunny day, and the sea was calm. Stefano, who had never been on a ship, happily wandered around on deck, admiring the complicated maneuvers of the sails. He asked the sailors about this and that, and they gladly explained everything to him.

			When the boy had gone astern, he stopped, his curiosity aroused, to observe something that intermittently rose to the surface at a distance of two to three hundred meters, in line with the ship’s wake.

			Although the ship was indeed moving fast, carried by a great quarter wind, that thing always kept its distance. And although the boy didn’t make out what it was, there was some indefinable air about it which attracted him intensely.

			No longer seeing Stefano on deck, the father came down from the bridge after shouting his name in vain and went to look for him.

			“Stefano, what are you doing there, standing so still?” the captain asked his son, finally perceiving him on the stern as he stared at the waves.

			“Papà, come here and see.”

			

			The father came, and he too looked in the direction indicated by the boy, but he couldn’t see anything.

			“There’s a dark thing that rises in the wake every so often,” Stefano said, “and it’s following us.”

			“Despite my forty years,” said the father, “I believe I still have good eyesight. But I see absolutely nothing.”

			Since the boy insisted, the father went to get a telescope and scrutinized the surface of the sea, in line with the wake. Stefano saw him turn pale.

			“What is it? Why do you make that face?”

			“Oh, I wish I’d never listened to you,” the captain exclaimed. “Now I’m worried about you. What you see rising from the water and following us isn’t some object. That’s a colomber. It’s the fish sailors fear above all others, in every sea in the world. It’s a tremendous, mysterious shark, more clever than humans. For reasons that perhaps no one will ever know, it chooses its victim, and when it has chosen, it pursues him for years and years, for his entire life, until it has succeeded in devouring him. And the strange thing is this: no one can see the colomber except the victim himself and his blood relations.”

			“It isn’t a story?”

			“No. I’ve never seen it. But from descriptions I’ve heard many times, I immediately recognized it. That bison-like muzzle, that mouth continually opening and closing, those terrible teeth. Stefano, there’s no doubt, unfortunately, the colomber has chosen you, and as long as you go to sea, it will give you no peace. Listen to me: we’re going back to land now, immediately; you’ll go ashore and never leave it again, not for any reason whatsoever. You must promise me you won’t. Seafaring isn’t for you, my son. You must resign yourself. After all, you’ll be able to make your fortune on land too.”

			After saying this, he immediately reversed his course, reentered the port, and on the pretext of sudden illness, he put his son ashore. Then he left again without him.

			Deeply troubled, the boy remained on the shore till the last tip of the masts sank behind the horizon. Beyond the pier that bounded the port, the sea was completely deserted. But looking carefully, Stefano could perceive a small black point which intermittently surfaced on the water: it was “his” colomber, slowly moving back and forth, obstinately waiting for him.

			

			•

From then on, the boy was dissuaded from his desire to go to sea with every expedient. His father sent him to study in an inland city, hundreds of kilometers away. And for some time, distracted by his new surroundings, Stefano no longer thought about the sea monster. Still, he returned home for summer vacations, and the first thing he did, as soon as he had some free time, was to hurry to the end of the pier for a kind of verification, although deep down he considered it unnecessary. After so many years, even supposing that all the stories his father told him were true, the colomber had certainly given up its siege.

			But Stefano stood there, astonished, his heart pounding. At a distance of two to three hundred meters from the pier, in the open sea, the sinister fish was moving back and forth, slowly, raising its muzzle from the water every now and then and turning toward land, as if it anxiously watched for whether Stefano Roi was coming at last.

			So, the idea of that hostile creature waiting for him day and night became a secret obsession for Stefano. And even in the distant city, once in a while, he would wake up worried in the middle of the night. He was safe, of course; hundreds of kilometers separated him from the colomber. And yet he knew that beyond the mountains, beyond the forests and plains, the shark was waiting for him. He might move even to the most remote continent, and still the colomber would appear in the mirror of the nearest sea with the inexorable obstinacy of a fatal instrument.

			Stefano, who was a serious and eager boy, profitably continued his studies, and as soon as he was a man, he found a dignified, well-paying position at an emporium in that inland city. Meanwhile, his father died from illness, his magnificent ship was sold by his widow, and his son found himself the heir to a modest fortune. Work, friends, diversions, first love affairs—Stefano’s life was now well under way. Nonetheless, the thought of the colomber tormented him like a mirage that was tragic and fascinating all at once. And as the days passed, rather than disappear, it seemed to become more insistent.

			

			Great are the satisfactions of an industrious, affluent, and tranquil life, but greater still is the attraction of the abyss. Stefano was hardly twenty-two years old when, after saying goodbye to his inland friends and resigning from his job, he returned to his native city and told his mother of his firm intention to follow his father’s trade. The woman, to whom Stefano had never mentioned the mysterious shark, joyfully welcomed his decision. To have her son abandon the sea for the city had always seemed to her, in her heart, a betrayal of the family’s tradition.

			Stefano began to sail, giving proof of his seaworthiness, his resistance to fatigue, and his intrepid spirit. He sailed and sailed, and in the wake of his ship, day and night, in good weather and in storms, the colomber trudged along. He knew this was his curse and his penalty, and precisely for this reason, perhaps, he didn’t find the strength to sever himself from it. No one on board, moreover, perceived the monster, except him.

			“Don’t you see anything over there?” he would ask his companions from time to time, pointing at the wake.

			“No, we don’t see anything at all. Why?”

			“I don’t know. I thought . . .”

			“You didn’t see a colomber by any chance, did you?” the sailors asked, laughing and knocking on wood.

			“Why are you laughing? Why are you knocking on wood?”

			“Because the colomber is an animal that never spares its victim. And if it has begun to follow this ship, that means one of us is doomed.”

			But Stefano didn’t slacken. The uninterrupted threat that followed on his heels seemed in fact to strengthen his will, his passion for the sea, his courage in times of strife and danger.

			When he felt that he was master of his trade, he used his modest patrimony to acquire a small steam freighter with a partner, then he became the sole proprietor of it, and thanks to a series of successful shipments, he could subsequently buy a true merchantman, setting out with always more ambitious aims. But the successes, and the millions, were unable to remove that continual torment from his soul. Nor was he ever tempted, alternatively, to sell the ship and retire to undertake different enterprises on land.

			

			To sail and sail was his only thought. Just as soon as he set foot on land in some port after a long journey, the impatience to depart again immediately pricked him. He knew that outside the colomber was waiting for him, and the colomber was synonymous with ruin. It didn’t matter. An indomitable impulse dragged him without rest, from one ocean to another.

			•

Until, one day, Stefano suddenly realized he’d grown old, very old. And no one around him could explain why, rich as he was, he didn’t finally leave the cursed life of the sea. He was old, and bitterly unhappy, because his entire existence had been spent in that mad flight across the seas to escape his enemy. But the temptation of the abyss had always been greater for him than the joys of a prosperous and quiet life.

			One evening, while his magnificent ship was anchored offshore the port where he was born, he felt close to death. He then called his second officer, in whom he had great trust, and ordered him not to oppose what he was about to do. The other man promised, on his honor.

			After getting this assurance, Stefano revealed to the second officer the story of the colomber that continued to pursue him uselessly for nearly fifty years. The officer listened to him, frightened.

			“It has escorted me from one end of the world to the other,” Stefano said, “with a faithfulness that not even the noblest friend could’ve shown. Now I’m about to die. The colomber too will be terribly old and weary by now. I can’t betray it.”

			Upon saying this, he took his leave of the crew, ordered a small boat to be lowered into the sea, and boarded it, after he made them give him a harpoon.

			

			“Now I am going to meet it,” he announced. “The right thing to do is not to disappoint it. But I shall struggle, with all my might.”

			With a few weary strokes of the oars, he drew away from the side of the ship. Officers and sailors saw him disappear down below, on the placid sea, shrouded in the nocturnal shadows. In the sky was a crescent moon.

			He didn’t have to work very hard. Suddenly the colomber’s horrible snout emerged at the side of the boat.

			“Here I am with you, finally,” Stefano said. “Now it’s just the two of us.” And gathering his remaining strength, he raised the harpoon to strike.

			“Uh,” the colomber groaned, imploringly, “what a long journey it’s taken to find you. I too am wasted with fatigue. How much you made me swim. And you kept on fleeing. You never understood at all.”

			“Why?” asked Stefano, cut to the quick.

			“Because I haven’t pursued you around the world to devour you, as you thought. I was charged by the King of the Sea only to deliver this to you.”

			And the shark stuck out its tongue, offering the old captain a small phosphorescent sphere.

			Stefano picked it up and examined it. It was a pearl of disproportionate size. And he recognized it as the famous Perla del Mare, which brought luck, power, love, and peace of mind to whoever possessed it. But now it was too late.

			“Alas!” said the captain, shaking his head sadly. “How utterly wrong I’ve been. I managed to doom my own life, and I ruined yours.”

			“Farewell, poor man,” answered the colomber. And it sank into the black waters forever.

			•

Two months later, pushed by an undertow, a small boat came alongside a steep ridge leading down into the sea. It was sighted by several fishermen who drew near, curious. In the boat, still seated, was a sun-bleached skeleton: between the little bones of its fingers it grasped a small round stone.

			

			The colomber is a huge fish, frightening to behold and extremely rare. Depending on the sea, and the people who live by its shores, the fish is also called the kolombrey, kahloubrha, kalonga, kalu-balu, chalung-gra. Naturalists strangely ignore it. Some even maintain that it doesn’t exist.

			Corriere della Sera, 22 August 1961

		


		

		
The Jacket

		

		
			Although I appreciate elegant dress, I don’t usually pay attention to the perfection (or imperfection) with which my companions’ clothing is cut.

			One night, nonetheless, during a reception at a house in Milan, I met a man about forty years old who literally shone because of the simple and decisive beauty of his clothes.

			I don’t know who he was, I was meeting him for the first time, and at the introduction, as always happens, it was impossible to catch his name. But at a certain point in the evening I found myself near him, and we began to talk. He seemed a civil, well-bred man, but with an air of sadness. I complimented him on his elegance, perhaps with exaggerated familiarity (God should have stopped me). I even dared ask him who his tailor might be.

			He smiled curiously, as if he had expected my question. “Nearly no one knows him,” he said. “Still, he’s a great master. And he works only when he feels like it. For a few initiates.”

			“So that I couldn’t—?”

			“Oh, try, try. His name is Corticella, Alfonso Corticella, via Ferrara 17.”

			“He must be expensive, I imagine.”

			“I believe so, but I swear I don’t know. He made me this suit three years ago, and he still hasn’t sent me the bill.”

			“Corticella? Via Ferrara 17, you say?”

			“Exactly,” the stranger answered. And he left me to join another group of people.

			At via Ferrara 17 I found a house like so many others, and like those of so many other tailors, it was the residence of Alfonso Corticella. It was he who came to let me in. He was a little old man with black hair, which, however, was obviously dyed.

			

			To my surprise, he wasn’t hard to deal with. On the contrary, he seemed eager for me to be his customer. I explained to him how I’d gotten his address, praised the cut of his work, and asked him to make me a suit. We selected a gray wool. Then he took my measurements and offered to come to my apartment for the fitting. I asked him the price. There was no hurry, he answered; we could always come to an agreement. What a congenial man, I thought at first. Nevertheless, later, while I was returning home, I realized the little old man had left me feeling uneasy (perhaps because of his smiles, which were much too warm and persistent). In short, I had no desire at all to see him again. But now the suit had been ordered. And after about three weeks it was ready.

			When they brought it to me, I tried it on in front of a mirror for a little while. It was a masterpiece. But I didn’t have any desire to wear it. I don’t know why, perhaps because of my memory of the unpleasant old man. Weeks passed before I decided to wear it.

			That day I shall remember forever. It was a Tuesday in April and it was raining. When I had slipped into the clothes—jacket, trousers, vest—I was pleased to observe they didn’t pull and weren’t tight anywhere, as almost always happens with new suits. And yet they wrapped me perfectly.

			As a rule I put nothing in the right jacket pocket; in the left one, I keep my cards. This explains why, only after a couple of hours at the office, casually slipping my hand into the right pocket, I noticed there was a piece of paper inside. Was it perhaps the tailor’s bill?

			No. It was a ten-thousand-lire note.

			I was astounded. I certainly hadn’t put it there. On the other hand, it was absurd to think it a joke of the tailor Corticella. Much less did it seem a gift from my maid, the only person, other than the tailor, who had occasion to go near my suit. Or was it a counterfeit note? I looked at it in the light; I compared it to other ones. It couldn’t be any better than these.

			

			There was a single possible explanation: Corticella’s absent-mindedness. Perhaps a customer had come to make a payment. The tailor didn’t have his wallet with him just then, and to avoid leaving the money around, he slipped it into my jacket, which was hanging on a mannequin. These things can happen.

			I rang for my secretary. I wanted to write a letter to Corticella, returning the money that wasn’t mine. But (and I can’t say why I did it) I slipped my hand into the pocket again.

			“Is anything wrong, sir? Do you feel ill?” asked my secretary, who entered at that moment. I must have turned pale as death. In my pocket my fingers touched the edge of another strip of paper—which hadn’t been there a few minutes before.

			“No, no, it’s nothing,” I said. “A slight dizziness. It happens to me sometimes. Perhaps I’m a little tired. You can go now, dear, I wanted to dictate a letter, but we’ll do it later.”

			Only after my secretary had gone did I dare remove the piece of paper from my pocket. It was another ten-thousand-lire note. Then I tried a third time. And a third note came out.

			My heart began to race. I had the feeling that for some mysterious reason I was involved in the plot of a fairy tale, like the ones that are told to children and no one believes are true.

			On the pretext that I wasn’t feeling well, I left the office and went home. I needed to be alone. Luckily, my maid had already gone. I shut the doors, lowered the blinds. I began to take out the notes one after another with the utmost speed. My pocket seemed inexhaustible.

			I worked in a spasmodic nervous tension, with the fear that the miracle might stop at any moment. I wanted it to continue all day and night, until I had accumulated billions. But at a certain point my strength dwindled.

			Before me stood an impressive heap of banknotes. The important thing now was to hide them, so no one might get wind of the affair. I emptied an old trunk full of rugs and put the money at the bottom arranged in many little piles, counting as I worked. There were 58 million lire.

			I awoke the next morning after the maid arrived. She was amazed to find me in bed, still completely dressed. I tried to laugh, explaining I had drunk a little too much the night before and sleep had suddenly seized me.

			

			A new anxiety arose: she asked me to take off the suit, so she could at least give it a brushing.

			I answered I had to go out immediately and didn’t have time to change. Then I hurried to a store selling ready-to-wear clothes to buy another suit made of a similar material. I would leave this one in the maid’s care; “mine,” the suit that in the course of a few days would make me one of the most powerful men in the world, I would hide in a safe place.

			I didn’t know whether I was living in a dream, whether I was happy or suffocating under the burden of too tremendous a fate. On the street, I was continually feeling the magic pocket through my raincoat. Each time I breathed a sigh of relief. Beneath the cloth answered the comforting crackle of paper money.

			•

But a singular coincidence cooled my joyous delirium. News of a robbery that occurred the day before headlined the morning papers. A bank’s armored car, after making the rounds of the branches, was carrying the day’s deposits to the main office when it was seized and cleaned out in viale Palmanova by four criminals. As people swarmed around the scene, one of the gangsters began to shoot to keep them away. A passerby was killed. I was especially struck by the amount of the loot: it was exactly 58 million—like the money I put in the trunk.

			Could there be a connection between my sudden wealth and the criminal raid that happened almost simultaneously? It seemed foolish to think so. What’s more, I’m not superstitious. All the same, the incident left me very confused.

			The more one gets, the more one wants. I was already rich, considering my modest habits. But the illusion of a life of unlimited luxury was compelling. And that same evening I set to work again. Now I proceeded more slowly, with less torture to my nerves. Another 135 million was added to my previous treasure.

			

			That night I couldn’t close my eyes. Was it the presentiment of danger? Or the tormented conscience of one who undeservedly wins a fabulous fortune? Or was it a kind of confused remorse? At dawn I leapt from the bed, dressed, and ran outside to get a newspaper.

			As I read, I lost my breath. A terrible fire, which had begun in a naphtha warehouse, had half destroyed a building on the main street, via San Cloro. The flames had consumed, among other things, the safes of a large real estate company which contained more than 130 million in cash. Two firemen met their deaths in the blaze.

			•

Should I now, perhaps, list my crimes one by one? Yes, because now I knew: the money the jacket gave me came from those crimes, from blood, from desperation and death, from hell. But I was still within the snare of reason, which scornfully refused to admit I was in any way responsible. And so the temptation resumed, the hand—it was incredibly easy!—slipped into the pocket, and the fingers, with the quickest delight, grasped the edges of always another banknote. The money, the divine money!

			Without moving out of my old apartment (so as not to attract attention), I soon bought a huge villa, owned a precious collection of paintings, drove around in luxury cars, and having left my firm for “health-related reasons,” traveled back and forth around the globe in the company of marvelous women.

			I knew that whenever I drew money from the jacket, something base and painful happened in the world. But it was still always a vague awareness, not supported by logical proofs. Meanwhile, at each new collection, my conscience was degraded, becoming more and more vile. And the tailor? I phoned him to ask for the bill, but no one answered. In via Ferrara, where I went to search for him, they told me he had gone abroad, they didn’t know where. Everything then conspired to show me that without knowing it, I was bound in a pact with the Devil.

			Until one morning, in the building where I lived for many years, they found a sixty-year-old retired woman asphyxiated by gas. She had killed herself for having mislaid her monthly pension of thirty thousand lire, which she had collected the day before (and which had ended up in my hands).

			

			Enough, enough! To stop myself from sinking to the depths of the abyss, I had to get rid of the jacket. And not by surrendering it to someone else, because the horror would continue (who would ever be able to resist such enticement?). Its destruction was absolutely necessary.

			•

By car I arrived at a secluded valley in the Alps. I left the car in a grassy clearing and set out in the direction of the forest. There wasn’t a living soul in sight. After going beyond the forest, I reached the rocky ground of the moraine. Here, between two gigantic boulders, I pulled the wicked jacket from the knapsack, sprinkled it with kerosene, and lit it. In a few minutes only ashes were left.

			But at the last flicker of the flames, behind me—it seemed about two or three meters away—a human voice resounded: “Too late, too late!” Terrified, I turned around with a serpent’s snap. But I saw no one. I explored the area, jumping from one huge rock to another, to hunt out the damn person. Nothing. There were only rocks.

			Notwithstanding the fright I experienced, I went back down to the base of the valley with a feeling of relief. I was free at last. And rich, luckily.

			But my car was no longer in the grassy clearing. And when I returned to the city, my sumptuous villa had disappeared; in its place was an uncultivated field with some poles that bore the notice Municipal Land For Sale. My savings accounts were also completely drained, but I couldn’t explain how. The big packets of deeds in my numerous safe-deposit boxes had vanished too. And there was dust, nothing but dust, in the old trunk.

			I have now resumed working with difficulty, I can hardly get through a day, and what is stranger, no one seems to be amazed by my sudden ruin.

			

			And I know it’s still not over, I know one day my doorbell will ring, I’ll answer it and find that cursed tailor before me, with his contemptible smile, asking for the final settling of my account.

			Corriere della Sera, 17 January 1962

		


		

		
The Ubiquitous

		

		
			A fantastic and terrible thing has happened to me. Yet I’m still doubtful whether to tell my editor about it.

			It isn’t that I don’t trust my editor. We’ve known one another for many years now. I know he likes me. He’d never treat me badly. It’s unthinkable he would want to ruin me. But journalism is an abominable passion. You can be sure one day or another, without wanting to do so, he’ll get me into trouble so the newspaper looks good.

			No amount of prudence is sufficient in my situation. I’m already taking a chance writing this page in my diary. If anybody laid their eyes on it and the news got around, who could save me?

			It’s all the result of my old mania. I’ve always had a weakness for the literature of the supernatural, magic, ghost stories, mysteries. My small library is composed of nothing else.

			Among my books is a manuscript in folio, more than two hundred pages long and at least a century old. The frontispiece, as happens with many antique volumes, has been torn out. The rest of the book is an uninterrupted succession of absolutely unintelligible words of three, four, or five letters in italics. Here is an example from a randomly selected page: Pra fbee silon ist tita shi dor dor sbhsa cpu snun eas pioj umeno kai . . . 

			I found the book at a junk dealer’s in Ferrara several years ago. He didn’t attach any importance to it. A specialist explained to me it was one of the so-called secret tabularies which began to circulate in the seventeenth century. According to the necromancers, their texts were the fruit of revelation. And the secret consisted in this: at a certain point in the monotonous and interminable series of meaningless words there occurs a magic formula similar in appearance to all the rest of these words. The formula need only be read aloud once for the reader to be invested with a superhuman power, that of predicting the future, for example, or of reading the thoughts of others. The difficulty consisted in identifying the formula in that immense chaos.

			

			One might think the easiest way to hit upon the fateful words would be to read the book aloud from cover to cover, an approach that would take considerable time. It would, however, be worth the trouble.

			But this wasn’t the case. The formula worked only if it wasn’t preceded by other words in the reading process. In short, it was necessary to begin precisely with the right word. Given the size of the text, it would be like finding a needle in a haystack—not excluding the possibility that the needle might not even exist.

			The expert told me that for every hundred secret tabularies pronounced authentic there were at least ninety-nine frauds in circulation. Someone claimed, in fact, that only one had come into the world, and all the others were red herrings. It was doubtful, moreover, whether that unique copy was still effective, since the formula lost its power after one use.

			All the same, more for good luck than anything else, I got into the habit of opening the book at random and reading a couple of lines aloud every night before I went to bed. I began at any point on the page, wherever I felt like.

			•

I didn’t think my reading would turn up anything, mind you. It was a kind of small propitiatory ritual. You can never know. And it cost me little effort.

			Well, on Thursday evening, May 17th, after I had read aloud the randomly selected passage, a change occurred in me. (Unfortunately, I no longer know which passage it was; since nothing unusual happened at first, I didn’t make note of it.)

			I noticed the change a few minutes later. It was like an agreeable feeling of lightness and vitality. I was pleasantly surprised by it. I don’t know why I felt this way. As a rule I’m always so tired.

			

			All the same, it was late. The only thing left for me to do was to go to bed.

			While I was undoing my tie, it struck me I’d forgotten, in my study, the book I wanted to read in bed. To be exact, it was Ronald Seth’s Cape Matapan, published by Garzanti.

			At that very moment I found myself in the study.

			How did I get there? I’m a habitually forgetful person, but it was absurd to think I didn’t remember going from one room to another. Nevertheless, it was so.

			But I paid no attention to it. I’m so often distracted. And sometimes I do one thing while thinking of another.

			The phenomenon repeated immediately after, in a more impressive form. Since I didn’t find the book in the study, it occurred to me I’d forgotten it at the newspaper.

			At that very moment I found myself at the newspaper, via Solferino 28, exactly on the second floor, in my office, which was dark.

			I turned on the light, checked the time. 9:20. Strange. Before taking off my tie, I had removed my watch, and I noted clearly it was 9:18. It was impossible that scarcely two minutes had passed in the meantime.

			Indeed. But how did I get there? I remembered absolutely nothing. I didn’t recall leaving the house, taking the car, driving on the street, or entering the newspaper.

			What was happening? I felt soaked with sweat. Horrible doubts presented themselves. Did I have a blackout? Or something worse? I’d heard talk of brain abscesses or tumors revealed through symptoms like mine.

			Then suddenly an absurd idea dawned on me. It was ridiculous and foolish, but it had this merit: it excluded the hypothesis of illness, and therefore it seemed reassuring. In addition, the idea corresponded in every way to what had happened to me.

			Here it is: Had I been transferred instantaneously from my house to the newspaper through some supernatural phenomenon? Did I find the right formula in the manuscript that evening, and did I acquire the legendary gift of omnipresence?

			

			It was a puerile fantasy, an idiocy. But why not experiment at once? I thought: I want to be back at my house.

			It is very difficult to put into words the feelings of someone who suddenly passes from the real world, which we all know, to a different and mysterious sphere. I was no longer human; I was something more. I possessed an immense power that no one had ever enjoyed.

			At once, in fact, I again found myself at my house. It was a sign I was truly in a position to move from place to place faster than the speed of light. And nothing could stop me. I could dart from one country to another, I could get into the most secluded and prohibited places, I could slip into bank vaults, into the homes of the powerful, into the bedrooms of the most beautiful women in the world.

			But was it true, then? It seemed impossible to me. It seemed a dream. I still couldn’t convince myself completely. I made several other tests. I want to be in the bathroom, I thought. And I was in the bathroom. I want to be in the piazza del Duomo. And I was. I want to be in Shanghai. And I was in Shanghai.

			On a long street lined with huts. There were foul odors; the sun was rising.

			Damn, I said to myself, it took me a while to get here, never mind about the speed of thought. Then I remembered the business about time zones. Here it was dawn; in Milan, it wasn’t yet ten o’clock at night.

			In the street I saw a throng of men and women hurrying in the same direction. They began to look at me. My clothes, certainly, were out of place. Then a small group came up to meet me with an inquisitorial attitude; two of them were in military uniforms. I was frightened. I thought: I want to be in my house, in Milan. And I was home.

			•

My heart was in my throat. But what triumphant exultation I felt! A marvelous future of adventure, surprise, pleasure, and worldly success was opening before me.

			

			I thought of my job as a journalist. Stanley, old Luigi Barzini, wirephotos, and teletypes were nothing next to me. An earthquake in Colorado? Immediately I was there on the spot, beyond the police barricades with my camera. Ten minutes later, here I am writing in the editorial offices. A crisis in the Kremlin? Snap, and I was lurking behind a piece of furniture with a tape recorder, taping Khrushchev’s angry outburst. Trouble at Liz Taylor’s house? The thought was enough; already I found myself in her bedroom, behind a curtain, with my recording equipment. Compared to the Corriere della Sera, even The New York Times would look amateurish.

			I thought about wealth too. Yes, I could enter banks, jewelers’ shops, the subterranean depositories of Fort Knox. And I could carry away billions and billions. But I didn’t think about money very much. What did billions matter to me? Why did I have to steal? The newspaper pays me a high wage. Every year my plays yield me thousands. And my paintings? With my paintings alone, I can live like a great lord.

			I would rather love, and be lascivious. There was no woman who could ever avoid me, no matter how disdainful she might be. In fact, why not try it at once? I thought: I want to be in bed with A.S. (I shouldn’t mention her name; after all, I’m a gentleman).

			I was there, on my word of honor. She was sleeping, alone. The room was dark; some of the glare of the street lights filtered through the shutters.

			Yet I realized I was completely dressed, shoes and all. Here I was, in the bed of a beautiful woman, with my shoes on! And I gauged the insanity of what I was doing.

			Meanwhile, the adorable creature turned over in her sleep, bumping into me. She awoke, caught a glimpse of me, and let out a frightening scream. I thought: Home at once, and fast.

			Here, in the quiet of my home, the terrible risk I was running was finally revealed to me. Heaven help me if it were known that a man endowed with my prodigious powers was alive. Can you imagine the terror of heads of state, potentates, and military leaders, knowing that at any moment I could plunge a dagger into their backs and there was no possible defense? My life wouldn’t be worth a cent.

			

			•

Well, twelve days have passed, and I haven’t repeated the experiment again. I continue living and working as usual, but I’ve lost my peace of mind. One thought torments me: Will I be capable of resisting the temptation to exploit my secret power? Won’t I let myself be seen in transit around the world? Won’t I wind up betraying myself?

			The prospect of women, the more I think of it, is also becoming improbable. Even supposing this or that beauty might see me appear before her, while she is in bed or bathing, why in the world must she gratify me? She would raise hell, sound the alarm, and I’d do nothing but clear out.

			As for success in journalism, it would inevitably last just a short while. After the first sensational performances, the panic would spread, investigations would be organized, my appearance at any point on the globe would immediately be reported, and I’d be identified. Then goodbye, Dino Buzzati. A gunshot in the back of the neck, or a strong dose of cyanide—no one would be stopped from doing it.

			Now I tell myself: in this situation, my fondness for the newspaper, my love for the profession, my desire for glory are all well and good. But should I risk my life for them? If I talk to my editor about my power, I know he would utilize me with the utmost discretion, in a way that wouldn’t attract attention. But as everyone knows, today an inch, tomorrow a mile. If he asked me one day to do a difficult job, for the good of the newspaper, could I be so cowardly as to back down? I’d end up shuttling between Cape Canaveral, Oran, Moscow, Peking, and Buckingham Palace. And they would finally catch me in the act.

			No, when power is exaggerated, as in my case, it ends up being reduced to nothing: to use it is too risky. Therefore I may possess an enormous treasure, but, jeeze, I can’t spend a cent of it. Unless I want to die.

			So I’ll be quiet about it. I won’t disturb anyone, or awaken the most beautiful women, or spy on world leaders, or snoop around in any houses. I’ll act as if nothing at all has happened.

			

			Forgive me, dear editor. I’m suspicious of everyone. Including myself.

			Corriere della Sera, 29 May 1962

		


		

		
The Elevator

		

		
			When I entered the elevator on the 31st floor of the residential high-rise where I live, the plastic squares for the 27th and 24th floors were lit up on the chrome panel. It would have to stop to pick someone up.

			The two halves of the door closed behind me, and the elevator began to drop. It was a very fast elevator.

			It took an instant to travel from the 31st to the 27th floor. At the 27th we stopped. The door automatically parted: I looked out and felt a slight flutter, just beneath the sternum. It was like a sweet visceral dizziness.

			She had entered, the girl whom I’d run into everywhere for months and months, and at our every meeting, my heart fluttered.

			She was about seventeen. I usually met her in the morning, when she often carried a shopping bag. She wasn’t particularly elegant, but she wasn’t a mess either. She wore her black hair drawn back in some sort of Greek band that was pulled tightly over her forehead. But there were two more important details: her face was thin, strong, solid, with very high cheekbones, and her little mouth was firm and disdainful. Her face wore a kind of challenge. And then there was the way she walked: peremptory, classical, full of an arrogant corporal security, as if she were mistress of the world.

			She entered the elevator. This time she wasn’t carrying the shopping bag, but as always her hair was held back in the Greek band. This time she wasn’t wearing lipstick, but then the lovely pout on her firm, disdainful lips didn’t need lipstick.

			I can’t even say whether she gave me a glance when she entered. She turned and started to stare indifferently at the door in front of her. There’s no other place in the world but the elevator where the faces of people you don’t know assume an expression of absolute idiocy. And the girl too inevitably wore an idiotic expression. Nonetheless, hers was an idiocy that was arrogant and overly sure of itself.

			

			In the meantime the elevator had stopped at the 24th floor, and the intimacy between her and me, that completely chance intimacy, was about to be broken. The two halves of the door parted, and a man who I’d say was about fifty-five entered. He was rather shabby, medium build, nearly bald. His face, however, was distinguished and intelligent.

			The girl stood up straight, her right foot slightly turned out, as models stand when they’re being photographed. She was wearing black patent leather sandals with the steepest heels. She carried a modest little white leather bag, although it may have been vinyl. And she continued to stare at the door in front of her with supreme indifference.

			She was one of those damn women who would rather let their throats be cut than give you any satisfaction. What could a timid man like me ever hope for? Absolutely nothing. If she was really a maid, as she appeared to be, she would treat me with the peevish mistrust that all maids have for the affluent.

			The strange thing was that from the 24th floor on, the elevator slackened its speed instead of plunging to the bottom with its usual elastic vehemence, and it continued its descent rather slowly. I looked at the notice attached to the wall of the car: UP TO FOUR PEOPLE: HIGH SPEED. FIVE TO EIGHT PEOPLE: LOW SPEED. If the weight were hefty, the elevator automatically slowed down.

			“That’s curious,” I said. “There are only three of us in here, and none of us is heavy.”

			I looked at the girl. I hoped she’d at least deign to glance at me. I got nothing.

			“I’m not fat,” said the gentleman who looked fifty-five, smiling benevolently. “Yet I weigh a lot, you know.”

			“How much?”

			

			“Much too much. And then there’s this suitcase.”

			Both halves of the door had a narrow glass window, and as we slid past each floor, you could see two closed doors with their corresponding numbers. But why on earth was the elevator moving so slow? It seemed as if it were seized with paralysis.

			But I was content. The slower it moved, the longer I remained near her. Down, down we went, at a snail’s pace. And none of us was talking.

			A minute passed, two minutes. One by one the floors slipped past in the thin windows of the door, from the bottom up. How much time had elapsed? We should have reached the ground floor by now.

			Meanwhile the elevator went down and down, continuing its descent with astonishing sluggishness. But at least it was moving.

			Finally, she looked around, as if she felt restless. Then she turned to the strange gentleman: “What’s happening?”

			The other calmly answered, “Do you mean have we now gone beyond the ground floor? Yes, of course, signorina, it happens sometimes. We actually find ourselves underground. Don’t you see we’ve run out of floors?”

			It was true. Beyond the two little windows only a pitted, dirty white wall was sliding by.

			“You must be joking,” the girl said.

			“No, no. It doesn’t happen every day, but sometimes it does happen.”

			“Where are we going to wind up?”

			“Who knows?” said the man with an enigmatic smile. “All the same, it looks like we’re going to be in here for a while. Perhaps it’s better if we introduce ourselves.” He held out his right hand to the girl and then to me. “My name is Schiassi.”

			“Perosi,” said the girl.

			“Just Perosi?” I dared, holding out my hand when it was my turn.

			“Esther,” she said reluctantly. She was afraid.

			By some mysterious phenomenon, the elevator continued to sink into the bowels of the earth. It was a frightening situation: at any other time, I would’ve been paralyzed with terror. Yet I felt happy. We were like three castaways on a deserted island. And I thought it was logical that Esther would be cast away with me. I wasn’t yet thirty years old; my appearance was more than decent. How could this free spirit prefer the other man, who was already old and bent?

			

			“But where are we going, where are we going?” asked Esther, grabbing Schiassi’s sleeve.

			“Stay calm, child. There isn’t any danger. Don’t you see how slow we’re moving?”

			Why hadn’t she grabbed on to me? I felt as if she’d given me a slap across the face.

			“Signorina Esther,” I said, “I have to tell you something. Do you know I think about you all the time? Do you know I like you so much I could die?”

			“But this is the first time we’ve seen one another!” she said sternly.

			“I meet you almost every day,” I corrected her. “In the morning. When you go out shopping.”

			I had made a faux pas. In fact, Esther said: “Then you know I’m a maid?”

			I tried to make amends. “You? A maid? No! I swear I could’ve never guessed it.”

			“What did you think I was? A princess, every once in a while?”

			“Now, now, Esther,” said the benign Schiassi. “I don’t think this is the time for quarreling. We’re all in the same boat here.”

			I was grateful to him, but at the same time he irritated me: “Signor Schiassi, excuse my forwardness, but who are you?”

			“Who knows. I’m always asked that question. I would say I’m a jack of all trades. Businessman, philosopher, doctor, accountant, pyrotechnician—in a word, whatever the occasion calls for.”

			“Even a magician? Are you nothing less than the Devil, every once in a while?”

			I was amazed I had such control over myself in this nightmarish situation; I almost felt like a hero. Schiassi erupted in laughter. Meanwhile the elevator went down and down. I looked at my watch. An hour had already gone by.

			

			Esther burst into tears. I gently took her by the shoulders. “Don’t cry. You’ll see, everything’s going to turn out fine.”

			“But what if it keeps on like this?” asked the young girl between sobs. “What if it keeps on?” I didn’t have an answer for her.

			“Don’t worry, signorina,” said Schiassi, “at least we won’t starve to death. Here in my suitcase I have all we need. It’ll last as long as three months.”

			I looked at him uneasily. Did this guy know about everything beforehand? Was it he who arranged this accident? Was he really the Devil? But in the end what did it matter if he was the Devil? I felt quite strong, young, sure of myself.

			“Esther,” I murmured in her ear. “Esther, don’t say no to me. Who knows how long we’ll be imprisoned here. Esther, tell me: Would you marry me?”

			“Marry you?” she said, and the familiarity expressed in that “you” filled me with exaltation. “How can you think of marrying me in a situation like this?”

			“If the situation calls for it,” said Schiassi, “I am also a priest, my children.”

			“What kind of work do you do?” Esther asked me, after she finally calmed down.

			“I’m an industrial engineer. I make a decent salary. You can trust me, sweetheart. My name is Dino.”

			“Think about it, signorina,” said Schiassi. “After all, this could be an opportunity.”

			“Well?” I insisted. The elevator continued to descend. By now we must have sunk hundreds of meters below street level.

			Esther made a curious terrified little grimace. “Well, all right, Signor Dino. After all, I think you’re handsome enough.”

			I grabbed her by the waist and squeezed her against me. To avoid frightening her, I gave her just a little kiss on the forehead.

			“God bless you,” said Schiassi, solemnly raising his hands.

			At that moment the elevator stopped. We remained suspended. What was about to happen? Had we reached the bottom? Or was this a pause before our final plunge to catastrophe?

			

			Instead, after a long sigh, the elevator slowly began to rise again.

			“Let me go, Dino, please,” Esther said immediately. I still held her in my arms.

			The elevator was rising.

			“No way,” said Esther, seeing I was begging her. “How can you even think of it now that the danger has passed. If that’s what you really want, we’ll discuss it with my folks . . . Engaged? I think you’re going a little too fast . . . Heck, it was a joke, wasn’t it? I hoped you’d understand.”

			The elevator continued to rise.

			“Please don’t insist now . . . Yes, yes, you’re in love, I know, the same old story . . . Honestly, don’t you realize you’re an amazing bore?” The elevator rose at a dizzying speed.

			“See me tomorrow? Why would you see me tomorrow? I don’t even know you. And what makes you think I have time for you? What do you take me for? Do you think you can take advantage of me because I’m a servant?”

			I grabbed her by the wrist. “Esther, don’t do this to me, I beg you! Be nice!”

			She was offended. “Let me go, let me go. What are you doing? Have you gone crazy? You should be ashamed of yourself. Let me go, I tell you. Signor Schiassi, please, put this scoundrel in his place.” But Schiassi had inexplicably vanished.

			The elevator stopped. The door parted with a hiss. We had arrived at the ground floor.

			Esther tore herself free with a jerk. “You better stop it. Or else I’m going to make such a racket you’ll regret it for the rest of your life!”

			She cast a contemptuous glance in my direction and was already on her way. As she left the building, she marched with her head held high. And each of her defiant steps hurled an insult at me.

			Corriere della Sera, 11 August 1962

		


		

		
The Falling Girl

		

		
			Marta was nineteen. She looked out over the roof of the skyscraper, and seeing the city below shining in the dusk, she was overcome with dizziness.

			The skyscraper was silver, supreme and fortunate in that most beautiful, pure evening, as here and there the wind stirred a few fine filaments of cloud against an absolutely incredible blue background. It was in fact the hour when the city is seized by inspiration and anyone who isn’t blind is swept away by it. From that airy height the girl saw the streets and the masses of buildings writhing in the long spasm of sunset, and at the point where the white of the houses ended, the blue of the sea began. Seen from above, the sea looked as if it were rising. And since the curtains of night were advancing from the east, the city became a sweet abyss teeming with pulsating lights. Within it were powerful men and women who were even more powerful, furs and violins, cars glossy as onyx, the neon signs of nightclubs, the entrance halls of faded mansions, fountains, diamonds, old silent gardens, parties, desires, affairs, and, above all, that consuming enchantment of the evening which provokes dreams of greatness and glory.

			Seeing these things, Marta hopelessly leaned out over the railing and let herself go. She felt as if she were hovering in the air, but she was falling. Given the extraordinary height of the skyscraper, the streets and squares down at the bottom were very far away. Who knows how long it would take her to get there. Yet the girl was falling.

			At that hour the terraces and balconies of the top floors were filled with rich, elegant people who were having cocktails and making silly conversation. Music emanated from there in scattered, confused waves. Marta passed before them and several people looked out to watch her.

			

			Flights of that kind (mostly by girls, in fact) weren’t rare in the skyscraper and they constituted an interesting diversion for the tenants. This was why the price of the apartments was very high.

			•

The sun still hadn’t completely set and it did its best to illuminate Marta’s simple clothing. She wore a modest, inexpensive spring dress bought off the rack. But the lyrical light of sunset exalted it somewhat, making it chic.

			From the billionaires’ balconies, gallant hands were stretched out toward her, offering flowers and cocktails. “Signorina, would you like a drink? Gentle butterfly, why not stop a minute with us?”

			She laughed, hovering, happy (but meanwhile she was falling). “No thanks, friends. I can’t. I’m in a hurry.”

			“Where are you headed?” they asked her.

			“Ah, don’t make me say,” Marta answered, waving her hands in a friendly goodbye.

			A young man, tall, dark, very distinguished, extended an arm to snatch her. She liked him. And yet Marta quickly defended herself: “How dare you, signore?” She just had time to give him a rap on the nose.

			The beautiful people, then, were interested in her and that filled her with satisfaction. She felt fascinating, stylish. On the flower-filled terraces, amid the bustle of waiters in white and the bursts of exotic songs, there was talk for a few minutes, perhaps less, of the young woman who was passing by (from top to bottom, on a vertical course). Some thought her pretty; others thought her so-so. Everyone found her interesting.

			“You have your entire life before you,” they told her. “Why are you in such a hurry? You have enough time to rush around and busy yourself. Stop with us for a little while. It’s just a modest little party among friends, nothing special, but you’ll still have a good time.”

			

			She made an attempt to answer but already the force of gravity had quickly carried her to the floor below, then two, three, four floors below—in fact, just as you gaily dash downstairs when you’re barely nineteen years old.

			Of course, the distance that separated her from the bottom, that is, from street level, was immense, less than it had been a little while ago, certainly, but still considerable.

			In the meantime, however, the sun had plunged into the sea. You could see it disappear, transformed into a shimmering reddish mushroom. As a result, it no longer emitted its vivifying rays to light up the girl’s dress and make her a seductive comet. It was a good thing the windows and terraces of the skyscraper were almost all illuminated and the intense reflections hit her full-on as she passed by.

			•

Now Marta no longer saw just groups of carefree people inside the apartments. At times there were even some businesses where female employees, in black or blue aprons, were sitting at desks in long rows. Several of them were young women as old as or older than her. Weary of the day by this point, they would occasionally raise their eyes from duties and typewriters. In this way they too saw her. A few ran to the windows. “Where are you going? Why so fast? Who are you?” they shouted to her. One could divine something akin to envy in their words.

			“They’re waiting for me down there,” she answered. “I can’t stop. Forgive me.” And again she laughed, wavering on her headlong fall. But it wasn’t like her previous laughter anymore. The night had craftily fallen and Marta started to feel cold.

			Meanwhile, looking downward, she saw a bright halo of lights at the entrance of a building. Here long black cars were stopping (from that distance they looked as large as ants), and men and women were getting out, eager to go inside. She seemed to make out the sparkling of jewels in that swarm. Above the entrance flags were flying.

			

			They were obviously giving a big party, exactly the kind that Marta had dreamed of ever since she was a child. Heaven help her if she missed it. Down there opportunity was awaiting her, fate, romance, the true inauguration of her life. Would she arrive in time?

			Irritated, she noticed another girl was falling about thirty meters above her. She was decidedly prettier than Marta and she wore a rather classy evening gown. For some unknown reason she came down much faster than Marta, so in a few moments she passed by and disappeared below, even though Marta was calling her. Without doubt she would get to the party before Marta; perhaps she had a plan all worked out to supplant her.

			Then she realized they weren’t alone in their fall. Along the sides of the skyscraper many other young women were plunging downward, their faces taut with the excitement of flight, their hands cheerfully waving as if to say: look at us, here we are, welcome us, isn’t the world ours?

			It was a contest, then. And she only had a shabby little dress while those other girls sported outfits in the latest fashions and some even wrapped luxurious mink stoles tightly around their bare shoulders. So self-assured when she began the leap, Marta now felt a tremor growing inside her. Maybe it was just the cold. But it may have been fear too, the fear of having made an error without remedy.

			It seemed to be late at night now. The windows were darkened one after another, the echoes of music became more rare, offices were empty, young men no longer leaned out from windowsills extending their hands. What time was it? At the entrance to the building down below—which in the meantime had grown larger, and you could now distinguish all the architectural details—the lights were still burning, but the bustle of cars had stopped. Every now and then, in fact, small groups of people came out of the main door wearily drawing away. Then the lights at the entrance were also turned off.

			Marta felt her heart tightening. Oh dear, she wouldn’t reach the ball in time. Glancing upward, she saw the pinnacle of the skyscraper in all its cruel power. It was almost completely dark. On the top floors a few windows were still lit here and there. And above the top the first glimmer of dawn was spreading.

			

			•

In a kitchen on the 28th floor a man about forty years old was having his morning coffee and reading his newspaper while his wife tidied up the room. A clock on the sideboard indicated 8:45. A shadow suddenly passed before the window.

			“Alberto!” the wife shouted. “Did you see that? A woman passed by.”

			“What did she look like?” he said without raising his eyes from the newspaper.

			“An old woman,” the wife answered. “A decrepit old woman. She looked frightened.”

			“It’s always like that,” the man muttered. “On these low floors only old women pass by. You can see beautiful girls from the 500th floor up. Those apartments don’t cost so much for nothing.”

			“At least down here there’s the advantage,” observed the wife, “that you can hear the thud when they touch the ground.”

			“This time not even that,” he said, shaking his head, after he stood listening for a few minutes. Then he had another sip of coffee.

			Corriere della Sera, 16 March 1963

		


		

		
The Eiffel Tower

		

		
			When I was working on the construction of the Eiffel Tower, yes, those were the days. And I didn’t even know I was happy.

			The construction of the Eiffel Tower was a most beautiful and important enterprise. Today you can’t imagine what it meant. What is presently the Eiffel Tower has very little to do with the reality of that time. Since then the dimensions have changed; it seems as if the tower has contracted. I walk beneath it, raise my eyes, look. But I fail to recognize the world where I spent the most beautiful days of my life. Tourists enter the elevator, go up to the first gallery, the second, exclaim, laugh, take photographs, shoot films in color. Yet they don’t know, the poor devils, and they will never know.

			In the guidebooks you read that the Eiffel Tower stands three hundred meters tall. The radio antenna adds another twenty meters to this height. The newspapers of the period, even before the workers began, gave the same figure. And to the public three hundred meters seemed utter madness.

			Yet three hundred is really nothing. I used to work at the Runtiron offices, near Neuilly. I was a skilled mechanical worker. One evening, as I was setting out for home, a gentleman about forty wearing a top hat stopped me on the street.

			“Are you Monsieur André Lejeune?” he asked me.

			“Precisely,” I answered. “And who are you, monsieur?”

			“I am the engineer Gustave Eiffel, and I would like to make you an offer. But first I must show you something. Here is my carriage.”

			I get into the engineer’s carriage, and he takes me to a huge shed constructed in a field on the outskirts of the city. Here there must be about thirty young men working in silence at large drawing tables. None of them thinks me worthy of a glance.

			

			The engineer leads me to the back of the building where a drawing of a tower about two meters long is tacked on the wall. “I shall construct this tower you see here for Paris, for France, for the world. It will be made of iron, and it will be the tallest tower in the world.”

			“How high will it be?” I asked.

			“The official project anticipates a height of three hundred meters. This is the figure we stipulated in our contract with the government, so they wouldn’t be frightened. The tower, however, will be much taller.”

			“Four hundred meters?”

			“Young man, believe me, I cannot discuss it now. You must have patience. Nonetheless, it will be a marvelous undertaking. To participate in it will be an honor. And I have come looking for you because I have been informed that you are an expert worker. How much do you make at Runtiron?” I told him my salary. “If you come and work for me,” said the engineer, brusquely shifting to a more familiar tone, “I’ll pay you three times as much.” I accepted the offer.

			Then the engineer said in a low voice, “I forgot one thing, dear André. I attach great importance to your joining us, but first you must make a promise.”

			“I hope it will be nothing less than honorable,” I hazarded, somewhat taken aback by the air of mystery.

			“It’s the secret,” he said.

			“What secret?”

			“Will you give me your word of honor that you won’t speak to anyone, not even the members of your family, about anything that concerns our work? Do you promise that you won’t tell a living soul what you’ll do or how you’ll do it? That you won’t reveal numbers, measurements, data, or figures? Think about it very carefully before you shake my hand: one day this secret may weigh heavy on you.”

			On the table lay a printed form, the contract for the job, and this document contained the pledge to maintain the secret. I signed.

			There were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of workers on the site. Not only did I never meet all of them, but after we began I never saw them all, since we worked in groups without interruption and there were three shifts in every twenty-four-hour period.

			

			After the concrete foundation had been laid, we mechanics began to mount the steel girders. From the beginning, there was very little talk among us, perhaps because we had sworn to keep the secret. But from some comments I caught here and there, I got the idea that my fellow workers accepted the job only because of the exceptional salary. No one, or nearly no one, believed that the tower would ever be finished. They considered it folly, beyond the capabilities of human strength.

			Nevertheless, with the four gigantic feet planted in the earth, the iron framework rose into view. On the other side of the fence, at the edges of the vast work site, a crowd stationed itself day and night to gaze at us as we maneuvered up above like ants, hanging from the web.

			The arches of the pedestal were successfully welded. Four vertical columns rose nearly perpendicular and then were joined to form a single column which gradually grew thinner. In eight months the tower had reached a height of one hundred meters, and the workers were given an outdoor banquet, at a restaurant on the Seine.

			I no longer heard any words of mistrust. In fact, a strange enthusiasm pervaded workers, foremen, technicians, and engineers, as if we were all on the eve of an extraordinary event. One morning, early in October, we found ourselves immersed in fog.

			It was thought that a blanket of low clouds had come to a standstill over Paris, but this wasn’t so. All around the sky was clear. “Look at that tube,” said Claude Gallumet, the smallest and quickest worker in my group, who had become my friend. Some sort of whitish smoke issued from a huge rubber tube fixed to the iron framework. There were four tubes, one for each corner of the tower. They produced a dense vapor, gradually forming a cloud that remained entirely motionless; amid this great cotton-wool umbrella we continued to work. But why was it there? Because of the secret?

			When we reached two hundred meters, the developers gave us another banquet. Even the newspapers mentioned the great occasion. Yet the crowd was no longer stationed around the work site; that ridiculous cap of cloud hid us completely from their gaze. And the newspapers praised the device: that condensation of vapor, they said, kept the workers who were hoisted up on the aerial structures from seeing the abyss beneath them, and thus it prevented vertigo. What patent nonsense! First of all, every one of us was quite accustomed to the height by this point. In cases of vertigo, moreover, no mishaps would have occurred because each of us wore a solid leather belt which was securely fastened to the surrounding structures by a cable.

			

			The tower continued to rise. We reached two hundred and fifty, two hundred and eighty, three hundred meters. Almost two years had now passed. Were we at the end of our adventure? One evening we were assembled under the great cross of the base, and the engineer Eiffel spoke to us. Our undertaking, he said, had come to an end, we had given proof of our perseverance, skill, and courage, and in fact, the construction company was awarding us a special bonus. Whoever wanted to return to his home could do so. Yet Eiffel hoped there might be some volunteers who were willing to continue with him. Continue what? The engineer couldn’t explain what he meant, the workers must put their trust in him, it would be worth the effort.

			I stayed on with many others. It was a kind of mad conspiracy which no stranger suspected because each one of us remained faithful to the secret more than ever.

			So at a height of three hundred meters, rather than top off the structure with a spire, we mounted more iron beams one on top of the other toward the zenith. One bar on another, one brace on another, one girder on another, with countless rivets and the din of hammers—the entire cloud vibrated with them like a sound box. We were in flight.

			Until, by dint of the ascent, we had left behind the group of clouds, which remained beneath us. And although the people of Paris were still unable to see us because of that vaporous screen, in reality we expatiated in the pure, limpid air of mountain peaks. On certain windy mornings we could see the distant Alps covered with snow.

			

			By this time the tower had reached such a height that traveling up and down it was taking us more than half the working hours. There weren’t any elevators yet. From day to day the time available for productive work decreased. The day would come when we would have to start our descent immediately after we arrived at the top. And then the tower wouldn’t rise any more, not even a meter higher.

			So we decided to install some of our sheds up there, between the iron beams, like nests, which couldn’t be seen from the city because they were hidden by the mist of artificial clouds. There we slept, ate, and at night played cards when we weren’t singing grand anthems of dreams and victories. We took turns going down to the city, but only on holidays.

			It was in that period that you slowly perceived the marvelous truth—the motive, that is, for the secret. And we no longer felt like mechanical workers. We were pioneers, explorers; we were heroes, saints. We slowly began to realize that the construction of the Eiffel Tower would never end. We now understood why the engineer had wanted the sesquipedalian pedestal, those four cyclopean iron claws which seemed absolutely exaggerated. The construction would never be finished, and for eternity the Eiffel Tower would continue to rise toward the sky, advancing beyond clouds, tempests, the peaks of Gaurisankar. As long as God gave us strength, we would continue to bolt one iron beam on top of the other, always higher and higher, and after us our sons would continue the work, and no one in the flat city of Paris would know. The dreary world would never know.

			Of course, sooner or later, they would lose their patience down there, protests and petitions would be made to parliament, people would say, “Why on earth haven’t they stopped building that blasted tower? They’ve already reached the anticipated three hundred meters, so they should have finished off the thing.” Yet we would find pretexts. Better still, we would manage to put some of our men in parliament or among the ministers, we would hush up the affair, the people of the lower world would resign themselves, and we would be in sublime exile, always farther and farther up in the sky.

			The sound of gunfire was heard down below, beyond the white cloud. We went down a considerable distance, passed through the fog, and looked out from its lower boundary with a telescope. Toward our work site, in a concentric formation, with a threatening attitude, advanced the gendarmes from the royal guard, the police, the bureaus of inspection, the garrisons, the battalions, the army, and the navy. May the Devil flay and devour them all!

			

			They sent up a courier with an ultimatum: “If you bastards don’t surrender and come down immediately, in six hours we’ll open fire with rifles, machine guns, and light artillery, and you’ll be done for.”

			So a filthy Judas had betrayed us. The son of the engineer Eiffel, whose great father was dead and buried for some time now, turned pale as a ghost. How could we fight? Thinking of our dear families, we surrendered.

			They took apart the poem we had raised to the heavens, amputated the spire at a height of three hundred meters, and thrust on it that ugly little cap which you still see today.

			The cloud that hid us no longer exists. Because of this cloud, in fact, there will be a hearing in a Parisian court. The aborted tower was painted entirely gray, and from it hang long banners which wave in the sun. Today is the inaugural ceremony.

			The president arrives in top hat and tails, drawn in the imperial coach-and-four. The blasts of the fanfare dance in the sunlight like bayonets. The dignitaries’ platform blooms with very beautiful noblewomen. The president reviews the platoon of cuirassiers. The vendors of badges and cockades circulate through the crowd. Sun, smiles, prosperity, solemnity. On the other side of the fence, lost in the throng of poor wretches, stand we, the tired old workers of the tower. We look at each other, streams of tears running down our gray beards. Ah, youth!

			Corriere della Sera, 19 March 1964

		


		

		
The Scandal on Via Sesostri

		

		
			Professor Tullio Larosi, holder of the chair in gynecology at the university and director of Santa Maria Immaculata Hospital (commonly known as the Maternity Hospital), died of a myocardial infarction at the age of sixty-nine. His death was an unsettling event for the tenants of the apartment house at via Sesostri 5, of which he was the proprietor.

			For fifteen years, that is, ever since I came to settle in this city, I have lived in a small apartment on the third floor of that very building, and I feel very comfortable there. The offices occupied by my firm, meanwhile—publicity and public relations—are located in the centro.

			Built during the 1920s in a sober style that vaguely recalls late Viennese baroque, the house at via Sesostri 5 is respectability made stone. The neighborhood, first of all, has always had the best reputation, although today it is somewhat out of fashion. Then there is the external appearance of the building: the slightly severe dignity of the entrance, the prompt and respectful solicitude of the doorman and his wife, the airiness of the stairway, the extreme cleanliness of everything, the same brass plates on the various apartments, plates that express economic security and a high moral tone by way of the names and fonts. But, above all, there are the tenants, each one better than the next, if it can be put that way: esteemed professionals, irreproachable wives, even when young and beautiful, healthy children affectionate to their parents and dedicated to their studies. There is only one tenant who is relatively foreign to this solid bourgeois world: the painter Bruno Lampa, a bachelor who has his studio in the spacious garret. Still, he is a nobleman, one of the Lampa di Campochiaro from Modena.

			

			Undeniably, the most illustrious member of this small homogeneous community occupying the house was the owner himself, Tullio Larosi. An internationally renowned scholar, a surgeon with hands of gold, even in his person he expressed a superior intellectual and human level: he was tall and thin, wore a gray beard trimmed very neatly, had animated, penetrating eyes that scrutinized you intensely through gold wire-rimmed glasses, aristocratic hands, a long, slightly proud step, and a deep, persuasive voice.

			We tenants made the proper visits of condolence to the widow, who was still young since Larosi had married when he was past fifty. Their first-floor apartment was magnificent without managing to seem lavish at the same time. The style in which the family had maintained the expression of pain and mourning impressed us: there were no hysterics or theatrical scenes of despondency, as often occur among us, but rather a quiet, controlled composure which made me feel the gravity of the event even more intensely.

			You logically expected he would have a first-rate funeral. And in fact, very early in the morning, dignitaries bearing public tributes began to come and go. Officials and representatives from the most respectable and esteemed citizen organizations were recognizable a mile away. By 9:00 a.m., wreaths of flowers were already forming an uninterrupted hedge of rare splendor at the base of the three walls in the courtyard.

			The family’s obituary notice mentioned that the procession was scheduled to start at 11:00. By 10:00, the crowd was already blocking the street, and the city police were directing the flow of vehicles down other arteries. At 10:15, the nuns of the Maternity Hospital arrived in a large mournful group. Everything took place with calm, order, and silence.

			Until about 10:20, when you had the feeling there was some unforeseen obstacle, something that wasn’t going as it should have. Strange faces that appeared anything but grieved were seen near the stairs. We heard the echo of an animated, short-tempered discussion (if it weren’t simply a quarrel) coming from the entrance to the Larosis’ apartment. There followed evident signs of embarrassment and confusion among the people crowded on the stairway and in the hall of the apartment. For the first time in those days, a loud, desperate shout resounded through the building, and it was the unmistakable voice of the widow, Signora Lucia Larosi.

			

			Since my curiosity was aroused by the strange goings-on, I went down two floors and was about to enter the Larosis’ apartment. It was the most natural thing in the world to do, because I too was obligated to participate in the funeral procession.

			I was driven back, however. Three young men (it didn’t require great insight to identify them as police detectives) energetically ushered out people who had already entered and barred those who were making an attempt to do so. Their efforts almost resulted in a brawl since this interference seemed quite insane, apart from being irreverent.

			In the meantime, beyond the thick curtain of restless heads, I caught a glimpse of my friend Sandro Luccifredi, police inspector and chief of the flying squad. Near him was Inspector Uscirò, chief of homicide. When Luccifredi noticed me, he waved his hand high, shouting, “It’s incredible! You’ll hear about it. Incredible!” Then I was immediately swept away by the overflow of ejected people.

			A little later, after stepping out onto the landing, Inspector Luccifredi made an announcement to the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, it is my duty to inform you that, due to unforeseen circumstances, Professor Larosi’s funeral has been postponed. Those present are earnestly requested to leave.”

			It isn’t difficult to imagine the eruption of exclamations, comments, discussions, and conjectures provoked by that brusque announcement. Yet it lasted only a little while because the police saw that first the stairs were cleared out, then the lobby, and finally the facing street.

			What had happened? Why had the police interfered? Didn’t the professor die a natural death? Who was suspected? What gave rise to the suspicion? These were the questions people were asking themselves.

			But they were all on the wrong track. The first succinct details of the truth, by far the most incredible, were about to come out in the evening newspapers. Neither radio nor television covered the story.

			

			In short, it was one of the most astonishing sensations in twentieth-century journalism. A doubt had arisen, namely, that the deceased, an illustrious gynecologist, holder of a university chair and director of a major city hospital, was not really Tullio Larosi. He was, rather, a doctor from Turin named Enzo Siliri, likewise a specialist in gynecology, repeatedly convicted of illicit activities in the Fascist period and forbidden to practice medicine. He subsequently reemerged during the German occupation, became a Nazi collaborator, and distinguished himself as a brutal war criminal in a concentration camp in Thuringia, where, under the pretext of conducting experiments, he tortured and practically tore to pieces hundreds of Jewish girls. He later disappeared during the upheavals of the liberation and was hunted in vain by police throughout Europe.

			The thing was so huge that the very newspapers announcing the improbable revelation on the basis of information supplied by the police used the greatest caution, subtly creating the suspicion that the authorities were on the verge of making a terrible mistake.

			There was, however, no mistake. That same evening a spate of special editions appeared with an abundance of always new and more shocking details.

			It came out that the notorious Siliri, having turned up in this city immediately after the war, exploited a vague resemblance easily heightened by an improvised beard and appropriated the identity of Professor Tullio Larosi, the noted gynecologist. Professor Larosi had evoked the hostility of the Fascist authorities because of his Jewish grandmother, and he fled in 1942 with the intention of emigrating to Argentina. Upon reaching Spain, he boarded a Brazilian merchantman which was mistakenly torpedoed in the Atlantic by a German submarine, losing crew, passengers, and cargo.

			Larosi was single, and his only relatives conveniently lived on a remote Argentine plantation. In point of fact, his death passed completely unnoticed, no one paid attention to his disappearance, and no one intervened when, in the summer of 1945, Siliri appeared in this city presenting himself as the gynecologist who had been forced to emigrate. His flight, the Fascist persecutions opportunely dramatized in his reports, his vicissitudes in the New World all conferred a fantastical halo on him, so much so that he was close to being exalted as a hero of the Resistance. The fact is that some time afterward the university chair was assigned to him almost automatically. And since he was not an imbecile and was trained in the medical profession, it wasn’t very difficult for him to prolong the fiction for many years. As for the real Tullio Larosi, it was as if he and all his relatives had disappeared into thin air.

			

			All this information was reported by the newspapers. Now people wondered how the truth suddenly came to light just on the occasion of the funeral. The explanation was simple, the newspapers said: the entry of the death at the registry office had uncovered a few discrepancies between the official data and what appeared in the deceased’s papers. Hence the matter became the concern of the police, and they intervened as I have related.

			In reality, this late discovery was quite mysterious. And it left the professor’s acquaintances very perplexed, especially his fellow tenants in that most respectable building, which was now dominated by an uneasy atmosphere. It seemed as if the dishonor that had immediately fallen on a man esteemed a model of civilized virtues was spreading about, contaminating even those who had lived near him for years.

			I confess that I too had been profoundly shaken. If a paragon so revered and worthy suddenly sank into the mire of disgrace, what could be free from suspicion? My anxiety was increased when I received a telephone call I would never have expected. Inspector Luccifredi of the flying squad called me at home one morning.

			I said Luccifredi was my friend. I have always tried to have a few high officials in the police department among my friends. Such friendships are reassuring, and they make you feel safe, since you never know what will happen. I’d met Luccifredi a few years before at the home of mutual friends, and at once he showed a strong liking for me. I took advantage of it, arranging to meet him after work, inviting him to dinner, introducing him to interesting people. And we saw one another rather often. Yet he never happened to phone me in the morning.

			

			“Hello, Andreatta,” he said to me. “Weren’t you shocked? The illustrious professor! Your respectable landlord!”

			“Well, you can imagine,” I answered, not seeing what he was driving at.

			“I suppose you’d like to know a little more about the affair? The papers could only say so much.”

			“Obviously I’d be curious.”

			“What if I told you everything? Why don’t we get together? What are you doing tonight?”

			He came to dinner. My housekeeper is impressive in the kitchen, and my friends are happy to take advantage of her cooking. I asked her to prepare something special for the occasion.

			So here we were, quietly sitting at the table, and before us stood a plate of faultless cannelloni alla crema and a glass of Châteauneuf-du-Pape. The overhead light of the chandelier exaggerated the deep scar dug into Luccifredi’s left cheek. His thin face made him vaguely resemble Frank Sinatra. He was even more acute and penetrating than usual.

			“Perhaps you won’t believe it,” he tells me, “but I’ve been keeping my eye on him for a year and a half now. You may also find it hard to believe that I’ve known the truth for a year. But it was continually suppressed. You know why: the repercussions in the academic world.”

			“But then,” I say, “there would be all the more reason to keep it quiet after his death.”

			“No, because there was the problem of the inheritance.”

			“Do you want to tell me how you came to suspect him?”

			Luccifredi bursts out laughing. “It was simply an anonymous letter. It’s difficult to say where it came from because the postmark was forged. It was anonymous, but very detailed. Of course, the proof needed to be found. So I dig and dig. Believe me, I have some skill in this.”

			“Can it be possible no one recognized him in all those years?”

			“There was someone. But Siliri shut his mouth to the tune of millions and millions of lire. We found a notebook with records of payments and dates. The man, however, never contacted us.”

			

			“So tell me, what proof did you find?”

			“It’s quite simple. Fingerprints left by the professor at the hospital. Siliri’s were in the archives at Turin.”

			“Excuse my curiosity, but you know, the whole affair amuses me. So what did you dig up? Everything was served to you on a plate, wasn’t it?”

			“Who can say?” He shakes his head. His expression is hard to read. “How can you exclude the fact, for example, that I myself might have been the anonymous letter writer?” And then he has another good laugh.

			I, however, am not capable of laughing for some reason. “Isn’t it a little strange you’re telling me these things?”

			“It isn’t strange,” he answers. “Maybe one day you’ll know why. I dig and dig. I’m patient. I know how to wait. The right moment will come.”

			“In fact, it came.”

			“It came. And it will come.”

			“What do you mean ‘it will come’?”

			“I just dig and dig. For someone the moment will come. An elegant street like via Sesostri, an upstanding street, right? Especially number 5. All the tenants beyond reproach. Ha! Still, I dig as I have in the past.”

			Did I blanch? I don’t know. I tell him: “I must admit, I don’t understand you.”

			“But you will understand,” he says with the half-smile that is usually reserved for great occasions. And then he takes out a notebook. “Do you really want to know? Do you want me to tell you everything? Will you know how to keep quiet?”

			“I think so.”

			He stares at me in silence. “Yes,” he concludes, “I have reason to believe you’ll keep quiet.”

			“Do you trust me?”

			“In a certain sense I trust you. Now, listen,” and in the meantime he leafs through the notebook. “Commander Guido Scoperti: Do you know him?”

			

			“He lives beside me, the next door here.”

			“Fine. What would you say if you found out Scoperti is a false name? In reality his name is Boccardi, Guido Boccardi, from Campobasso, and he has an eight-year sentence for fraudulent bankruptcy hanging over his head. Charming, isn’t it?”

			“It’s impossible!”

			“Boccardi, Guido, son of the late Antonio Boccardi, sentenced to nine years in 1945. In 1946, pardoned due to an error in transcription. Wanted since September of that year.”

			“Have you just become aware of this?”

			“A month ago. Does the name Marcella Germiniani mean anything to you?”

			“She’s the woman who lives on the first floor. She’s quite wealthy. She has a Rolls-Royce.”

			“Fine. Would you be taken aback if you discovered the well-to-do widow is not named Germiniani but Cossetto, Maria Cossetto, tried for murdering her husband, acquitted at the first trial, on appeal sentenced to life imprisonment in absentia, and since then a fugitive? What do you think?”

			“Is this one of your jokes?”

			“And the renowned Publiconi, the man who lives on the second floor just below you, the president of the Boxing Federation. Would you be shocked to learn his real name is Armando Pisco? Does the name Pisco mean anything to you? Do you recall anything at all about it?”

			“Well, there was a trial in France, many years ago.”

			“Precisely. A sex maniac, known as the Strangler of Les Halles. Condemned to the guillotine by a French court, he escaped on the eve of the execution. Have you ever looked at his hands?”

			“You have a great imagination.”

			“And do you know Lozzani? Armida Lozzani, the fashion designer who occupies the entire fourth floor? Her name is an alias. She is really Marietta Bristot, an all-purpose domestic who fled with three million in jewels and was sentenced in absentia to five years . . . This pheasant with capers is exquisite, you know. You have my compliments, really . . . But there’s more: take Count Lampa, Lampa di Campochiaro, the neo-impressionist painter who leases the garret. Your count is an alias. His real name is Monsignor Buttafuoco, first secretary to the papal nuncio of Rio de Janeiro (in those days Brasília didn’t exist), organizer of the famous Apostolic Work of San Severio—in plain words, he embezzled more than fifty thousand dollars, after which he became a fugitive and completely disappeared.”

			

			“So,” I say, “they’re all sorted. It seems I’m the only one who has saved himself.”

			“Really?” says Luccifredi, somewhat ironic. “Don’t be so hasty. I dig and dig, and I thought I found a little something on you too.”

			I feign astonishment. “On me, you say?”

			“Yes, my distinguished Serponella, you got away with it after the massacre in Lyons, when you blew up the platform where the authorities were sitting. But you still left the slightest trace. Interpol got me involved, and I dug as usual. Now, finally, here we are, me, Inspector Luccifredi, chief of the flying squad, and my dear friend Lucio Andreatta, also known as Luis Serponella, an old-school anarcho-terrorist. You can be sure I’m very sorry I have to arrest you. You’re a likable man . . . No, don’t get excited, and don’t deceive yourself. The building is surrounded by a double cordon of police. I need them to clean house!”

			“You’re in great form, Inspector Luccifredi,” I answer. “Congratulations, Sandro Luccifredi, alias Carmine Nichiarico—right?”

			Now he’s the one who blanches and tries to stand up. The pheasant with capers doesn’t interest him anymore.

			“What do you mean by this ‘Nichiarico’?”

			“Nichiarico, Carmine, son of the late Salvatore Nichiarico,” and then I stand up, “gunman for the Rossari gang, you have at least three expert murders to your credit.”

			He scoffs. “And would I have become the chief of the flying squad with such a brilliant record?”

			“Well, I too have dug, in my own little way. Flood in the Po valley. Does it mean anything to you? The heroic end of Vice Commissioner Luccifredi, swept away by the waters as he rushed to help a family in danger. And after a couple of days the sudden reappearance of the valorous man, nearly unrecognizable, his face all bruised and beaten to a pulp. Yes, my distinguished Nichiarico, I must admit you’ve done damn well. Now you may call your men, if you think it’s necessary.”

			

			He too stood up, no longer sneering as before.

			“Good shot, my friend,” and he offered me his hand. “I confess I didn’t expect it. Good shot. The only thing left for me to do is thank you for the exquisite dinner.”

			“You’ll at least stay and have coffee, I hope.” Now it was my turn to be clever.

			“Thanks, but it’s better if I return to the office. There’s a pile of back work I have to catch up on. Nice seeing you again, dear Serponella. And friends as before.”

			Corriere d’Informazione, 6–7 February 1965

		


		

		
Kafka’s Houses

		

		
			During a trip to Prague I grew curious to see the places associated with Franz Kafka.

			From the very beginning of my writing career, Kafka has been my cross. I haven’t written a story, novel, or play in which someone hasn’t perceived resemblances, derivations, imitations, or simply shameless plagiarisms at the Czech writer’s expense. Several critics denounced my guilty similarities to Kafka even when I dispatched a telegram or filed my income tax return.

			All of this has determined my attitude toward him for many years. I have suffered not from an inferiority complex, but from an annoyance complex. The result has been that I’ve lost any desire to read his work, as well as biographies and essays that deal with him. Yet here in Prague it would have been a mean affront if I hadn’t sought out his spirit. Nonetheless, my dear friends will say I was compelled precisely by the attraction that induces the criminal to return to the scene of the crime.

			Of course I would have preferred to make this pilgrimage incognito. But I still needed a guide. Who could help me?

			One night at Tatranská Lomnica in the High Tatras, I met a gentleman named Emil Kacirek. He was a very well-educated person, a polyglot with a singularly penetrating mind who worked at an international advertising firm in Prague. In addition to Czech, French, German, Spanish, English, Russian, Polish, Hungarian, Slovenian, and Hindi, he knew Italian quite well and had read one of my books. At one time he too had been a writer, serving as literary critic for a magazine, among other things. Then he chose to stop and cited the example of Rimbaud.

			

			As soon as he found out who I was, he hugged me, and with affectionate insistence he made me swear I would contact him if I ever passed through Prague. No matter what he was busy with, he would leave work to show me the city. Then and there I didn’t make any particular requests, but if anyone existed who knew everything there was to know about Kafka, it clearly had to be Emil Kacirek. And there could be no doubt he was in the dark concerning the controversy between Kafka and me.

			•

I arrived in Prague late at night. The next morning I phoned the number Kacirek had given me.

			“Just a minute, please,” answered a woman.

			I heard confused voices, doors closing, typewriters ticking away. Then a different voice got on the line; it was another woman.

			“Emil Kacirek? Hold on; I’ll call him for you.”

			There was the sound of steps drawing away, and I heard a click, which probably meant the call was being transferred. Finally, a man spoke. “Emil Kacirek will be in around ten o’clock.”

			I called back at 10:10. Again there was a female voice. “Just a minute, please.” Then a pause, steps drawing away, the click from the switchboard, silence. The call seemed to have been cut off without anyone hanging up on the other end. (I later learned the people of Prague had to get used to these mysterious phone interruptions.)

			I tried two more times with the same result. Then I took a taxi and located the address printed on Kacirek’s card. It was the Chamber of Commerce. I entered the building. On the left stood a wood-and-glass booth that housed two elderly phone operators.

			“Emil Kacirek, please.”

			“Just a minute, please,” said the oldest one, and after she dialed the number, she muttered something in Czech. Then she immediately informed me: “He is waiting for you in the lobby of the Palace Hotel.”

			

			And they tell me I imitate Kafka. It’s life, I’d say. Neither on the telephone nor at the Chamber of Commerce had I said who I was. And I had spoken German, with much difficulty, to be sure, but it was still German. How, then, did Kacirek learn I had arrived in Prague and was looking for him? Did he perhaps belong to a sinister organization that followed the slightest move of every foreigner who visited Czechoslovakia? Or was he simply a sorcerer?

			All the same, the episode was propitious. If the latter possibility were in fact the case, at the very least Kacirek might procure me an interview with the legendary Golem. As for Kafka, it would be enough for me to make the briefest allusion, without compromising myself, and Kacirek would probably bury me beneath an avalanche of unheard-of information.

			•

The message I had been given was correct. Kacirek was waiting for me in the lobby of the Palace Hotel. Yet he seemed depressed. It unfortunately turned out that as the only person in Prague who knew Hindi, he had been officially assigned to accompany a small group of important Indian tourists to Marienbad. And he had to leave immediately.

			“What a shame,” he said. “You can’t imagine how sorry I am. And to think I had prepared a special itinerary just for you, the places where Kafka lived, you know, his houses and haunts and so forth. You would have found it interesting, dear Buzzati, wouldn’t you?”

			I didn’t answer. I said goodbye, thanking him. Then I took a taxi to the Italian Consulate in Malá Strana. There I would certainly find some helpful information. Within the space of ten minutes, in fact, the amiable ambassador introduced me to Professor Domenico Caccamo, director of the Italian Cultural Institute. He was certainly the most well-qualified person for what I wanted.

			A specialist in Polish, Czech, and Hungarian history, Professor Caccamo was a very cordial and animated young man. He seemed delighted to act as my guide. He had just a few free hours and could take me in his car to see the most beautiful things.

			

			I couldn’t have hoped for more pleasant company. But I think I would have preferred someone less informed about Italian literature. Because of that annoyance complex I mentioned earlier, I didn’t say a word about Kafka to him. Should the condemned be the first to speak of the rope?

			But then, as we were about to arrive at the Old Town Square, Caccamo stopped the car in front of the church of St. Nicholas.

			“I don’t know whether you might be interested in this,” he said, pointing to a dignified gray building, “but Kafka was born in that house, on the first floor.”

			He wasn’t smiling. There wasn’t a trace of irony in his voice. I was silent. It’s a three-storey house in the baroque style, crowned with elaborate dormer windows. It stands on the corner between two streets, Kaprova and Maiselova, and bears the number 5. It was cold, but the day was sunny.

			•

My unforgettable trek through one of the most fantastic cities in the world lasted more than four hours. But every so often Caccamo would say, “By the way.” Then he stopped the car, lowered his window, and held out his hand. “They say Kafka lived in that house, if you’re at all interested.”

			He did the same near the Týn church, on Týnska street, where there’s an old, very pretty little house at No. 7. He did the same near the city hall, where there’s an ancient apartment building covered with graffiti on mythological themes. “They say Kafka lived in that house.” He did the same in the Bilekstrasse, in the Langengasse, in the incredible Golden or Alchemists’ Lane, behind the cathedral, which is lined with toy houses two or three meters tall that look as if they had sprung from a child’s dream. He did the same in the street that runs down Strachov Hill and in a number of other streets, lanes, and alleys I didn’t have time to note. “They say . . .” And he didn’t smile. “If you’re at all interested.” And there wasn’t the slightest trace of irony in his voice.

			At a certain point I asked: “But what is it with this Kafka? Did he have the gift of omnipresence? Is it possible that in forty years he could have lived in so many houses?”

			

			Caccamo answered: “The fact is, Kafka was discovered here just two years ago. Before that no one knew he existed. Then there was Kafkamania. Today there are hundreds of houses where Kafka is alleged to have lived, just as in northern Italy there are so many beds in which Napoleon slept.”

			Was he joking? Was he elegantly pulling my leg? Was he ironiz-ing on the Kafkaesque curse that dogged me? Was he speaking seriously, or had all those stops been signs that he was an imaginative jokester?

			The next morning, before departing, I hurried to find a professional tour guide, a native of Prague who couldn’t know anything at all about me. I came across Jirina Klenkova, the pretty thirty-year-old wife of a lawyer. She spoke a halting but precise Italian. In a word, she was most competent.

			“What would you like to see?” she asked.

			“Kafka,” I said, exasperated. I could speak frankly with her. “Everything that has to do with Kafka.”

			And with marvelous precision Jirina Klenkova took me to see where Kafka was born, where Kafka studied, where Kafka spent his adolescence, where Kafka usually took his walks, where Kafka worked as an employee of an insurance company, where Kafka retired to meditate and write, where Kafka did this, where Kafka did that. I lost count of all the houses, but they corresponded exactly to those that Caccamo had shown me. Evidently, he was quite familiar with them and had pretended to be joking, but joke he did not.

			The only difference was that in the end Jirina Klenkova proposed something that Professor Caccamo may have thought of proposing but perhaps hadn’t explicitly done so to avoid displeasing me. “Would you like to see his grave?” she asked. His last house.

			•

The gate of the Jewish cemetery in Prague-Strašnice was wide open at eleven o’clock in the morning. There was a high wall around the perimeter, a slight chill in the air, silence, and not a living soul. The many rows of graves, all marked with upright stones, extended as far as the eye could see. “Over here,” said Ms. Klenkova, walking toward the right along the path between the perimeter wall and the first row of graves. The dry snow creaked beneath our feet. I read name after name of people who no longer existed: Kornfeld, Pollak, Stein, Rosenberg, Loewit, Strauss, Freud, Weiss, Goldsmith, Loewy, Rosenbaum, and so on. Not a living soul. The hungry sparrows chirped here and there. Keep in mind: it was a day of pale sunlight.

			

			Kafka’s grave is different from the others. Instead of a granite slab there’s a hexagonal marker tapered at the top. It’s made of gray stone, pitted like travertine. It was cold. The first name reads: “Dr. Franz Kafka, 1883–1924.” Below is the father: “Hermann Kafka, 1854–1931.” Then the mother: “Julie Kafka, 1856–1934.”

			A small square of space is roped off in front of the marker. In this space I saw a broken glass vase thrust into the earth at an angle, three old, obviously artificial flowers, and several fir branches flattened by snow, which had melted by then. There was an immense silence. And solitude. The border of the grave is lined with many small stones. “It’s the Jews’ homage to their dead,” explained Ms. Klenkova. “They place them two by two. It commemorates the ancient desert. Moses. The dead were buried in the sand, and some stones were placed on top of the grave. To indicate there was a body underneath.”

			Behind the grave a row of tall black stones turned their backs to us. I went to have a look at them. “Vilem Kafka, officer, 1862–1932.” “Julie Kafkova, 1860–1938.” “Rudolph Herz, Eduard Herz.” “Karolina Margoliusova, Salomoun Margolius.”

			“Excuse me, sir,” said Ms. Klenkova. “Are you writing a study of Kafka? No Italian tourist has ever asked me for information about Kafka. You’re the first. Are you studying him?”

			“No,” I answered. Then I explained everything to her.

			The kind Ms. Klenkova shook her head, expressing her sympathy. She smiled with the proper melancholy. “I understand,” she said. With her right hand, she gestured at Kafka, who slept below, and again she smiled slightly. “But it isn’t his fault, is it?”

			

			A fat raven perched on top of the stone of Yehuda Goldstern, 1896–1941. And then he began to run his beak slowly through his feathers.

			Corriere della Sera, 31 March 1965

		


		

		
The Bogeyman

		

		
			The engineer Roberto Paudi, assistant to the director of COMPRAX and member of the city council, flew into a rage one night. He had caught the babysitter Esther as she tried to stop his son Franco from throwing a tantrum by telling him, “You better watch out. If you’re not a good boy, the Bogeyman’s going to come tonight.”

			In Paudi’s opinion, it was intolerable to educate children by continuing to resort to foolish superstitions which could only create painful complexes in their tender psyches. He delivered a sermon to the girl, who left in tears, and he himself put his son to bed, where the boy calmed down very quickly.

			•

That very night, the Bogeyman, levitating in midair as was his wont, appeared in the room where Paudi slept by himself and caused the engineer a few moments of anxiety.

			The Bogeyman, it is well known, assumes diverse forms which vary according to country and local customs. In that city, from time immemorial, he had looked like a gigantic blackish animal, whose shape seemed a cross between a hippopotamus and a tapir. He was horrible at first sight. But after a closer, more dispassionate observation, the benign fold of his mouth and the almost affectionate sparkle of his rather tiny eyes led one to perceive an expression that was anything but wicked.

			In certain grave situations, of course, the Bogeyman could arouse trepidation, even fear. But as a rule he performed his tasks with discretion. When the Bogeyman drew close to the child who was to be reproached, he didn’t even wake him, but rather limited himself to penetrating the child’s dreams, where he left an indelible trace. Everyone is well aware that the smallest infants’ dreams also have a boundless capacity and effortlessly welcome colossal beasts like the Bogeyman, who can carry out all the maneuvers required by the situation with complete freedom.

			

			Naturally, when he appeared to Paudi, the ancient creature’s face wasn’t too friendly. In fact, he adopted the physiognomy—massively enlarged, to be sure—of Professor Gallurio, who for the past two months had acted as temporary director of COMPRAX. This firm had been sailing in difficult waters, and Gallurio, a man who was very strict, if not simply unreasonable, was definitely Paudi’s bête noire: the engineer’s eminent position in COMPRAX could run considerable risks under such a director’s regime.

			Having woken up in a cold sweat, Paudi was able to see the visitor as he slipped through the wall (the window wasn’t large enough to accommodate such a huge mass), showing the engineer the monumental dome of his posterior.

			In the morning, Paudi absolutely refused to apologize to poor Esther. Indeed, his personal verification of the Bogeyman’s existence reinforced not only his indignation but also his firm determination to do everything possible to get rid of the revolting creature.

			Over the next few days, he sounded out his wife, friends, and colleagues on the matter, naturally mentioning it with a facetious tone. He was amazed when he learned that the Bogeyman’s existence was generally taken for granted: it was viewed as a classic natural phenomenon, like rain, or earthquakes, or rainbows. Only Signor Gemonio from the legal department seemed to be surprised: yes, when he was a little boy, he’d heard some vague talk of the thing, but later he was completely convinced that it was a meaningless, idiotic tale.

			From then on, as if the Bogeyman had guessed Paudi’s bitter hatred of him, he began to visit the engineer with remarkable diligence and always assumed Professor Gallurio’s unpleasant appearance, making ugly faces at Paudi, pulling him by his feet, and shaking his bed. One night the Bogeyman went so far as to curl himself up on Paudi’s chest, getting very close to suffocating the engineer.

			

			•

Thus it comes as no surprise that Paudi spoke of the matter to several colleagues at the next meeting of the city council. “How can we permit such a disgrace, worthy of the Dark Ages, to continue in a metropolis which boasts of being in the vanguard of contemporary culture? Doesn’t this situation demand decisive action to remedy the problem?”

			At first there were brief discussions in the corridors, informal exchanges of opinion. Soon thereafter, the prestige Paudi enjoyed cleared every obstacle from his path. Within two months, the problem was brought before the city council. It stands to reason that in order to avoid ridicule, the agenda of the meeting didn’t contain a word about the Bogeyman. The fifth item mentioned only “a deplorable cause of disturbance that threatens the nocturnal peace of the city.”

			Contrary to what Paudi expected, not only did everyone give the matter serious consideration, but his thesis, which might seem obvious, encountered lively opposition. Voices rose to defend a tradition that was as much picturesque as inoffensive yet disappearing in the mists of time. They then proceeded to underscore the utter innocuousness of the nocturnal monster, which was, among other things, entirely silent, and they stressed the educational benefits of that presence. There was one council member who even spoke of “an attack on the cultural heritage of the city” in the event that repressive measures were taken. His speech was greeted with a burst of applause.

			In favor of Paudi’s proposal, however, there finally prevailed irresistible arguments which so-called progress always marshals to dismantle the last fortresses of mystery. The Bogeyman was accused of leaving an unhealthy imprint on children’s spirits, of sometimes causing nightmares contrary to the principles of correct pedagogy. Hygienic considerations were also raised: it is indeed true that the nocturnal giant didn’t dirty the city or leave any kind of excrement scattered about, but who could guarantee he wasn’t a carrier of germs and viruses? Nor was anything certain known about his political creed: How could one exclude the possibility that his suggestions, which appeared so simple, if not crude, might conceal subversive plots?

			

			The debate, to which journalists had not been admitted given the delicacy of the topic, ended at two in the morning. Paudi’s proposal was approved by a slim margin of five votes. As for its practical application, there was appointed a special committee of experts, of which Paudi himself was the chairman.

			Their task, however, wouldn’t be easy to carry out: it was one thing to proclaim that the Bogeyman was ostracized, but another to succeed in eliminating him. One could obviously not rely on his civic discipline, especially since it was unclear whether he was able to understand language. Nor was it possible to capture and assign him to the city zoo: What cage would have held an animal (if he were an animal) capable of flying through walls? Even poison was rejected as ineffective: never had the Bogeyman been seen eating or drinking. What about flamethrowers, then? Or a small napalm bomb? These means were too risky for the citizens.

			•

In a word, the solution appeared very problematic, if not impossible. And already Paudi felt that the success he longed for was slipping beyond his reach, when a suspicion suddenly emerged: The Bogeyman’s chemical composition and physical structure were unknown, it is true, yet as happens with many legendary creatures, couldn’t he possibly be much more weak and vulnerable than was supposed? Who knows, perhaps a simple bullet shot at the right place was enough, and justice would be done.

			After the decision of the city council had been countersigned by the mayor, the police department could not but collaborate. Within the flying squad, a special patrol equipped with fast radio-connected vehicles was instituted. The matter was simple. There was only one strange circumstance: a certain reluctance, on the part of low-ranking city officials and policemen, to participate in the execution. Were they afraid? Was it the obscure fear of violating a prohibition? Or was it simply a nostalgic attachment to certain stressful childhood memories?

			

			The encounter occurred on an icy night beneath a full moon. Lying in wait in a dark corner of piazza Cinquecento, the patrol noticed the vagrant as he calmly sailed at a height of around thirty meters, like a dirigible that hadn’t yet reached adulthood. The police advanced with their machine guns aimed at the enemy. There wasn’t a soul in sight. The staccato bursts of gunfire reechoed in the distance.

			It was a bizarre scene. Without a jerk, the Bogeyman slowly turned over and, claws in the air, descended until he landed in the wet snow. There he lay on his back, motionless forever. The moonlight was reflected on his enormous taut stomach, which glistened like gutta-percha.

			“This is something I’d rather not see a second time,” said Corporal Onofrio Cottafavi. Beneath the victim, a bloodstain widened, incredibly, and appeared black in the moonlight.

			The sanitation department was telephoned at once to remove the remains. The workers didn’t arrive in time. In those few minutes, the gigantic creature shrank before their eyes like a punctured balloon, reduced to a wretched larva, a tiny black worm on the white snow, and it finally disappeared, dissolving into thin air. All that was left behind was the dark bloodstain, which the street cleaners hosed away before dawn.

			It was said that in the sky, as the creature was dying, there shone not one moon, but two. It was related that throughout the city dogs and nocturnal birds mourned for hours. It was rumored that many women, both young and old, were awakened by an obscure call and left their houses to kneel down and pray before the unfortunate creature. All of these reports lack historical proof.

			In fact, the moon proceeded without deviation on the path prescribed by astronomy, the hours passed regularly one after another, and all the children in the world continued to sleep soundly, without imagining that their odd friend/enemy had gone away forever.

			

			He was much more delicate and tender than anyone believed. He was made of that impalpable substance that is commonly called fable or illusion—even if it is real.

			Hurry, fantasies that still survive, fly away, hurry. The civil world, eager to exterminate you, follows in hot pursuit. It will never let you rest.

			Corriere della Sera, 16 February 1967

		


		

		
The Scriveners

		

		
			In the immense room stand hundreds, thousands of tables aligned in rows. On each table lies a typewriter. At each table sits a man.

			We are writing hundreds, thousands of reports, histories, tales for Our Lord and Master. We are the scriveners of the King. Every so often a royal page passes to gather written sheets. Our Lord, however, may not read everything we produce. In fact, some of us continue to write throughout our entire lives knowing Our Lord and Master hasn’t read a single line of what we’ve written.

			We are the scriveners of the King. I too have been writing here for many, many years. Directly in front of me works sociologist Antonio Scocchiari, entrusted with the composition of speeches for the high ministers. On my left sits journalist Gelmo Weisshorn, one of those cold, reserved types. At my right is a historian, Professor Miro Castenèdolo, my good friend. And behind me is Ascanio Indelicato, a poet. May Heaven forgive him!

			Suddenly, an energetic clicking issued from my typewriter, a small red bulb burned on the keyboard, and everyone turned around to look at me.

			They turned because the noise and light signified my doom. From this instant on, through the inscrutable design of Our Master, I had to continue writing without end, except for the briefest pauses required to satisfy my bodily needs. If I stopped, it would mean my death.

			How did my colleagues regard me? With pity or envy? Had I really been condemned? Or was I rather chosen? The slang term we assign the weighty investiture is “the call.” It seldom occurs. In nine years, for example, no one in our room had received it; in five years, no one had worked under it.

			

			Scriveners of a certain age always happen to be “called.” Rarely young ones. This fact leads many to maintain it isn’t a punishment, but rather a mark of distinction awarded by Our Lord, who values the work of a particular scrivener very highly and fears this subject may request a pension or stop producing. So the restraint He applies is the threat of death.

			Others are convinced, however, that “the call” depends not on a positive assessment, but sheer caprice, as often pleases the powerful. They cite ancient cases of scriveners who were “called” even though they possessed only mediocre abilities.

			There are many more disagreements on the effect of “the call.” Some think death is threatened because discontinued activity weakens the scrivener’s mind and saps his energy, so that in a short while the man yields, stops writing, and abandons himself to his destiny. Others hold instead that the fatal alternative stimulates the scrivener and increases his strength, rejuvenating him, so that the designate resists for a very long time, actually writing reports, histories, and tales of always greater perfection.

			But if the scrivener stops, how does he die? When I lose my strength, how will death overtake me? The matter is uncertain. In general, the intervention of the court executioner can be ruled out. There is no violent death. It is rather assumed to be a squalid end by starvation, since the unfortunate one has come to lose the favor of the Lord and Master—that is, the only true reason for existing.

			But there is yet another theory: the threat of death is merely platonic. When the scrivener stops working, Sire pardons him and, unknown to all, even orders that a prize be awarded him. What patent delusions!

			A clicking was heard in my typewriter, the red light flashed on, everyone turned around to look at me.

			I alone, in the immense room, was “called.” At the end of the working day, everyone else will leave. I shall remain seated to write on and on, deep into the night. And at dawn, after a brief nap on a cot set up in a corner by the custodian, I shall resume my labor. Never will there be a day of rest or a vacation. And if one day I can’t continue anymore and abandon the keyboard forever, it will be my end.

			

			Professor Castenèdolo, the historian who works at my side, is old now, and he cares about me.

			“Don’t worry,” he says. “If you’ve been called, it’s a sign Our Master has great esteem for you.”

			“But don’t you understand? I can’t move from here anymore. In a little while you’ll go home and see your family again. You can amuse yourself, laugh, have fun, take strolls through woods and fields. I can’t. For me there’s nothing but writing and more writing. How long can I hold on?”

			“Who knows? It’s also possible Our Lord and Master, enamored of the things you write, will come down here in the middle of the night to find you and perhaps invite you to one of his legendary orgies. For some reason or other, you’re different from the rest of us; otherwise you wouldn’t have been called. Consider me, on the other hand. I’m a historian. I’m old and tired. Today I finished the last sentence of a treatise on late medieval diarchies, which will be my last work, because tomorrow, as you know, I am retiring. But I envy you. I leave the scene obscure and neglected; I know very well Our Lord and Master loves tales like yours and isn’t interested in history.” (This isn’t true: I heard, on the contrary, that in the last few years He had such an intense enthusiasm for history He almost never read anything else.)

			These are brief verbal exchanges because we can’t be distracted for too long. The important thing is to write and write, he his history, I my idle tales. Yet in a little while Castenèdolo will leave, and I shall continue to work.

			Daylight slowly fades and night begins to fall. Ding! The bell rings to signal the end of the working day.

			The hundreds, thousands of fellow scriveners around me stop beating their keys in unison, stand up, put plastic covers over their typewriters, and start for the exit, melancholy ants, throwing furtive glances at me. I remain behind.

			

			Professor Castenèdolo has also stood up. He looks at me and smiles kindly.

			“Goodbye, dear friend. This is the last evening we shall be together. Don’t be frightened: you are a designate, one of the elect. I leave in obscurity. Now I need only rest.”

			He takes his plastic cover from a small drawer, opens it, and holds it in the shape of a dome to cover the instrument of his concluded labor.

			Click, click! Twice a sharp, malign clicking comes from Castenèdolo’s typewriter. And on the keyboard the little red bulb is lit. He too has been “called,” at the very last moment of his career.

			He stands there, petrified. He has turned pale as ice. Yet he slowly lowers the plastic cover and spreads it carefully over the typewriter, smoothing out the creases.

			He looks at me one more time.

			“No, I can’t. Goodbye. I can’t handle it. What will be will be.”

			He is the last to leave the room, heading toward his fate.

			I alone remained in the deep silence. I turned on the lamp. And in the small cone of light, surrounded by darkness, I write, write.

			Corriere della Sera, 5 April 1967

		


		

		
What Will Happen on October 12th?

		

		
			Late afternoon, next October 12th, in Val Serà (Carnia) in the northeastern region of Friuli.

			The sky will be overcast. A chill wind will sweep down from the Dolomites. The sun will have set or will be setting. In fact, daylight will rapidly fade.

			The bells in the little village of Strut will have already rung for vespers.

			A great peace will reign over the country. Cars will be rare on the highway, quiet the dogs in the farmhouses. Even the last flocks of crows, headed for their nests in the shrubs on the river bank, will pass in silence.

			In his family’s old house at the top of a wooded hill, Luigi Splitteri, a forty-three-year-old professor of Italian legal history still on summer vacation, will have lit a fire in the fireplace, and, seated in an armchair, he will be consulting a large, heavily bound book, probably an encyclopedia or a collection of law reviews.

			A late fly, with the stubborn and probably desperate insistence of flies that feel close to death because of the coming winter, will continue to light on the forehead, nose, and hands of the professor, who will each time brush it away with a quick and almost instinctive gesture of annoyance.

			As this persecution continues, Splitteri will lay down his book, pick up a newspaper, and roll it up into a kind of stick, with which to kill the fly. He will then take up the book on his lap again, grasping the rolled newspaper in his right hand, ready to strike.

			Contrary to what scientists maintain, it isn’t true that the structure of atoms composing matter vaguely resembles a planetary system. Each atom, in reality, is a planetary system in itself, infinitely small from our point of view, with a sun, planets revolving around it, and possibly various satellites.

			

			Exactly at the very tip of the right rear leg of the fly that will be tormenting the professor, there’s an atom whose solar system includes a planet inhabited by beings identical to us.

			The planet on which Professor Splitteri lives could also belong to a solar system constituting an atom of a fly’s leg in a more advanced universe.

			In its turn, the planet where this second hypothetical fly lives—obviously as large as billions of galaxies—could be part of a solar system constituting an atom of a third fly’s leg in a further universe.

			How can we exclude these possibilities? From fly to fly, so to speak, we can lose ourselves in imagining always more gigantic universes, the dimensions of which are so great as to be inexpressible, not only by numbers, but by any human formulas whatsoever.

			But let’s return to the living room of the old house where Professor Splitteri will be disturbed by the autumn fly. In this room an event will occur without precedent, not just in the history of the world, but in the history of the entire cosmos. And further events of incalculable importance will be on the brink of resolution.

			On the basis of statistical considerations, many scientists maintain that hundreds of thousands or at least tens of thousands of planets inhabited by beings identical or similar to humans exist in the universe.

			This isn’t true.

			It’s puerile ingenuity to think that if there occur environmental conditions equal to those that saw the appearance of the human species, sooner or later a creature like us must come to light.

			Conditions of that kind can recur millions of times without necessarily causing humans to appear. Bacilli, amoebae, tardigrades, coelenterates, insects, reptiles, mammals, whales, elephants, horses, talking monkeys, even boxer dogs (among the most successful inventions of the creation)—all these creatures will be born. But not humans.

			

			Humankind is in fact an unforeseen anomaly which came about during the evolutionary process, not the result to which evolution necessarily had to lead. Is it really conceivable, in fact, that nature’s workshop deliberately put into circulation an animal that is simultaneously weak, very intelligent, and mortal, that is, in other words, inevitably unhappy? It was some kind of mistake, an almost improbable event that with good reason has no cause to be repeated on any other planet—and there are perhaps billions and billions and billions of them—which presents environmental conditions equal to those of Earth.

			Yet the human-phenomenon, however difficult it may be to believe, has occurred a second time.

			This means that in the plurality of universes there exists not one, but two planets with the very same morphological characteristics, and both are inhabited by humans.

			The first is the planet where Professor Splitteri lives. The other, infinitely smaller, is that planet which revolves in the atom at the tip of the right rear leg of the fly that is tormenting said professor.

			It is evident that on the first planet, which we shall conventionally call A, time passes at a much slower pace than on the second microscopic planet, which we shall call Z. Likewise, the course of a paramecium’s life is much quicker than that of an elephant. In the time taken by Professor Splitteri to light a cigarette, for example, entire days, maybe even months, will pass on planet Z. Nevertheless, by a coincidence so unique as to suggest divine intervention, the appearance and evolution of humans on planet Z (that very small planet where time rushes headlong) are accomplished in such a way that they can correspond with the evolution of planet A exactly on the evening of next October 12th in the village of Strut.

			Because of the temptation to be skeptical, one may really be baffled before two coincidences so fantastic: the first being the presence in the same place, namely the Splitteri house at Strut, of the only two planets inhabited by humans in the entire universe; and the second, the contemporaneous evolutionary level of both human species on the evening of next October 12th.

			

			In other words, on both planets at that moment, human beings have reached the same level of progress and are concerned with the same things: nuclear holocaust, space exploration, the struggle against hunger, the Beat Generation. There has been a hippie movement on both A and Z.

			But not only this: on the evening of October 12th even on planet Z—the one contained in the atom of the fly’s leg—there will be a professor named Splitteri seated before a fire in a country house near a village called Strut, as well as, perhaps, a fly that will be annoying him (yet in no atom of this fly will there be a planet inhabited by animals like us, because there are only two human species in the entire universe).

			Naturally, given the different speed in the temporal flux, when the professor will have finished consulting his book, the inhabitants of planet Z may have already reached their neighboring planets with manned space flights, solved the problem of hunger, found a cure for cancer. In short, it is probable that humankind Z, which moves more rapidly, will end its cycle much sooner than humankind A. Unless the unexpected occurs.

			Meanwhile, the fly, which in its little leg carries planet Z laden with Homines sapientes, will have lit on the knee of the professor, who will immediately notice it and slowly lift the newspaper to kill it. When he has killed it, being a fanatic for cleanliness, he will delicately pick up his victim by the wings and throw it into the cleansing fire.

			At this point, I imagine, everyone will understand the extreme importance of the episode, which is hardly noticeable at first sight.

			This is the problem: Do we—I the writer and you the reader—belong to humankind A or humankind Z? That is to say, are we colleagues of Professor Splitteri (the first Splitteri we have considered), or do we rather live within the leg of the persecuting fly?

			It isn’t an insignificant question. In the first case, our fate would not be modified at all. In the second, on the contrary, when the dead fly falls among the burning coals, violent perturbations will take place in the innermost recesses of the matter composing it. It is probable that sidereal cataclysms may convulse the interior of the atoms, resulting in the quick destruction of the entire other human species. And hence of us ourselves, if by chance we are part of it.

			

			The dilemma is serious. Yet we can’t resolve it. The knowledge of whether we live in one world or the other has been strictly denied us. To know, we must wait for October 12th.

			Corriere della Sera, 19 April 1967

		


		

		
Elephantiasis

		

		
			It is amusing to think how long humankind has trembled with the fear of atomic destruction while it continued to produce in always more imposing quantities (believing it was dealing with something innocuous) what today, in the year 2042, is monstrously threatening its very existence.

			The present author is not a physicist or a chemist. He therefore cannot enter deeply into the technical details of the tremendous phenomenon that is commonly called the elephantiasis of things or the cancer of matter (besides, it has remained for the most part mysterious to the specialists themselves).

			Research for the production of so-called plastic materials, which showed characteristics useful to man but not found in the materials afforded by nature and traditional techniques, dates back to the beginning of the twentieth century.

			A historic step forward on this path was the invention of polymers, which gave rise to an impressive industrial development beginning with the Second World War (1939–1945).

			Brilliant chemists vied in the creation of new, relatively cheap substances which could replace iron, wood, leather, cloth, ceramics, and glass, and which in fact proved to be even more practical and advantageous in use.

			Polymers and analogous substances are characterized by the complexity and largeness of their molecules. Each molecule contains not a very small number of atoms, as, for example, a molecule of water or carbon monoxide, but rather hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of atoms. Many of my readers will perhaps recall certain quaint models of these very molecules in the old industrial exhibitions during the 1940s and 1950s. They looked like constructions for children, with hundreds of varicolored little balls that represented atoms and were joined together by small rods to form fantastic towers and labyrinthine filigrees.

			

			Such molecules were in turn regrouped into complicated systems. And from them emerged substances hard like iron but at the same time elastic like rubber, malleable like clay and light as a feather.

			The variety of ingenious combinations had no limits. And it seemed to inaugurate a new, auspicious era. Engineers, architects, furniture makers, surgeons, manufacturers of apparatus and utensils of every kind, tailors, shoemakers, perfumers could all say to the chemist: Such and such a substance would come in very handy for me. And after a little while the chemist provided it to them.

			As time passed, plastics were turned into kitchen utensils, household tools, sports equipment, clothing, footwear; and also into auto bodies, tires, airplane fuselages, ship hulls; and then into the very engines for these vehicles, bridges, houses, factories, skyscrapers. Everything was reduced to half of its initial cost, then to a third, a tenth, a hundredth.

			Sporadic incidents occurred here and there throughout the world to create sudden doubts and worries. But they were lost in the immensity of the favorable overall view.

			Here is a very small example: In 1947, an elegant little table made of a single piece of crimson plastic was displayed in the window of a New York shop. Having come to do the cleaning one morning, the usual workers found, in place of the table, a kind of ball, slightly larger than an ordinary boccie ball, the same color as the table. What had happened? Scientists gave elaborate explanations which weren’t entirely convincing. In plain words, for unknown reasons the equilibrium of the molecules, artificially joined to each other in a dizzying play of relations, was suddenly broken. The material of the table then rapidly contracted, reducing itself to its smallest dimensions.

			Problems of a different kind appeared in the 1960s. What could be done with the tools, utensils, coverings, the many varied plastic objects that were now worn out or degraded from use, or superseded by new and improved products? They couldn’t be destroyed, or burned, or transformed, like paper, into new products. As is known, there were several international meetings at various levels until a treaty was passed in 1975 at the conference in Lima, establishing special zones in the oceans where properly weighted plastic detritus had to be sunk. The unsigned states, among which was Italy, preferred to resolve the problem by piling up the debris to form artificial hills or rather mountains. Ski races (on snow which is itself made of plastic) are periodically held on the northerly slope of so-called Monte Falso, between Ferrara and Malalbergo, a mountain that has already reached a height of 350 meters from the base and continues to rise rapidly.

			

			Still, no one, or almost no one (at the congress of industrial chemistry in Toronto years ago, there was an alarmist report by one studious Pole who was judged a dreamer)—almost no one foresaw the onset of that structural degeneration or, more exactly, autopolymerization, or plasticoma, which for the past six months has been spreading panic throughout the world.

			The nightmare is all the greater because up to now neither the cause nor the mechanism of the phenomenon was understood. Among the various hypotheses is one that the Earth, in its journey through the cosmos, entered a zone where presently unknown influences operate, and these influences brought about the scourge. After our planet leaves this disastrous area, the malady, so to speak, will be arrested. And this is our only remaining hope.

			It is difficult to establish the beginning of the tragedy with precision. Almost simultaneously, in localities very distant from each other, the first enigmatic symptoms occurred. Of the numerous warning signs, I cite four that had a vast echo in the press, radio, and TV.

			•

Last February 12th, in broad daylight, on the superhighway between Sasso Marconi and Pian del Voglio, a car made by the Byas Company, famous, it should be noted, for the sturdiness of its plastic body under any test, instantly swelled while it was proceeding at more than 110 kilometers per hour. As a result, it obstructed all three lanes and slammed into the back of a truck that was proceeding in the same direction. There were four deaths. Those who rushed to help found instead of an automobile an enormous, horrible mass, completely contorted, which someone compared to a mammoth mollusk. It was writhing slowly among the flames of the burning gas, expanding and thickening more and more.

			

			The next day, in a movie theater in Georgeville, Louisiana, the film—made of “verene,” a recently produced polymer—unexpectedly clogged the projector, visibly assuming the thickness of a flaccid girder and totally filling the booth, where the projectionist was crushed. It then overflowed outside, into the auditorium and the street.

			In the same week, the Japanese passenger ship Hainichi Maru, off Hokkaido, multiplied its dimensions in a few moments to the point that its sides rose forty meters above water level. And since the total weight didn’t change, the stability of the ship decreased. It capsized, and of the eight hundred people on board, not even half were able to get to safety.

			On February 27th, the bridge at Barelena in southern Tanzania suddenly arched, and its structures, entirely made of plastic, burst into what we might call disordered swellings. Pressing one on top of the other, they formed a shapeless blackish mass that blocked the underlying wadi in the space of a few hours.

			Notwithstanding the photographic documentation, which appeared in the dailies and on television, most people didn’t believe the incidents or at least didn’t realize their exceptional nature and sinister significance. They were spoken of as “explosions,” “landslides,” and “volcanic eruptions.”

			There was no other alarming episode in the next three months. After which the infection struck violently again, spreading in an epidemic flash to every corner of the world.

			Is it necessary to report what has recently occurred in America, Asia, Australia, and Africa? Is not what happened here in Milan enough?

			It was on last June 5th that, in the Magenta-Sempione zone, innumerable objects and infrastructures of plastic materials, especially those made of “lurone,” began to rise and expand. In this case, the process has been slow. The handle of a common table knife has taken a week to assume a diameter of ten centimeters.

			

			At first, it was greeted with no more than amazement and hilarity, then uneasiness and fright. Today there is unbridled terror.

			Qualified people attempt to quiet the public, explaining that the problem is a matter of a unique chemical reaction, because of which atoms and molecules, instead of contracting as in the cited case of the little table, suddenly become separated from each other, with the result that an object as big as a cake of soap can be magnified to the dimensions of a barrel and beyond.

			Imagine your child’s doll growing beyond measure, reaching the size of an elephant. The chair, television set, refrigerator, window frames, elevator car all swell in proportion. Families are compelled to leave their houses, invaded by those terrifying things. A demoniacal force, one would say, is exerting internal pressure, inflating them endlessly. And it doesn’t help to cut them up, nor do corrosive acids, flamethrowers, or explosives have any effect. The fragments in turn swell into visually repellent shapes, form masses, push, unhinge every obstacle. The walls of houses crack, and beds, couches, household goods, clothes erupt and ooze from the crevices.

			Only the old houses provided with wooden furnishings are still inhabitable—and only where the lodgers, having been warned in time, were able to get rid of every object made with the damn polymers.

			As is easy to imagine, the situation of everyone whose internal organs or bones have been replaced with plastic facsimiles is extremely painful. In Milan alone, they number over fifty thousand. Without advance warning of any kind, those artificial organs bulge enormously in the space of a few brief seconds, tearing apart the wretched people from the inside out. The victims already exceed six thousand.

			But the most horrifying spectacle is offered by the buildings constructed with plastic materials. The huge municipal auditorium, about one kilometer south of the abbey of Chiaravalle, has now become a monster that raises its swollen hump on the horizon of the devastated city. For a couple of days, like a gigantic chewing gum bubble, its top has been expanding into the shape of a mushroom and perilously dangles on one side, exactly in line with the abbey, which by tomorrow might be entirely buried.

			

			Day after day, inevitably, public services also dwindle. The telephones were first knocked out. Then the electricity went. Now even the waterworks stop, choked here and there by vile excrescences. Crazed mobs wander around, not knowing where to find refuge. Immense camps of fugitives spread into the remaining fields.

			Day after day, hour after hour, the sirens of fire engines, of cars and heliambulances become more infrequent, shouts and prayers more faint. And the most terrifying thing is perhaps the tomb-like silence, in which the universal tumor proliferates and conquers, annihilating the happy paradise of humankind.

			Corriere della Sera, 5 July 1967

		


		

		
The Count’s Wife

		

		
			One night Count Giorgio Venanzi, a thirty-eight-year-old landowner and squire of his province, was caressing the back of his wife Lucina, who was nearly twenty years his junior. In the dark he felt something like a small scab on her left shoulder blade.

			“What do you have here, darling?” asked Giorgio, touching the spot.

			“I don’t know. I don’t feel anything.”

			“But something’s there. It’s like a boil, but it isn’t a boil. It’s a hard little lump.”

			“I don’t feel anything, I tell you.”

			“Please, Lucina, let’s turn on the light. I just want to take a look at it.”

			After the light had been switched on, Giorgio’s very beautiful wife sat up in bed and turned her back toward the lamp so her husband could inspect the suspicious spot.

			He really couldn’t say what it might be, but there was a slight irregularity on her skin, which everywhere else was extraordinarily soft and smooth.

			“That’s odd,” her husband said after a little while.

			“Why?”

			“Wait a minute, I’m going to get the magnifying glass.”

			Giorgio Venanzi was meticulous and orderly to the point of nausea. He went into his study and promptly found the desired instrument. In fact, he found two of them, an ordinary magnifying glass about ten centimeters in diameter and a smaller but much stronger one, which is usually called a “thread counter.” With the two glasses, and Lucina’s patient submission, her husband resumed his inspection.

			

			He was silent. Then he said, “No, it isn’t a little boil.”

			“Then what is it?”

			“It’s like down.”

			“Is it a mole?”

			“No, there isn’t any hair, just a very fine down.”

			“Well, listen, Giorgio, I’m falling asleep. Let’s talk about it tomorrow. It certainly isn’t terminal.”

			“Of course not. But it’s strange.”

			Then they switched off the light.

			•

In the morning, as soon as they awoke, Giorgio Venanzi reexamined Lucina’s back and discovered not only that the cutaneous irregularity on her left shoulder blade had widened rather than faded or disappeared, but that in her sleep she had developed an exactly identical flaw at the apex of her right shoulder blade. It gave him an unpleasant sensation.

			“Lucina,” he almost moaned, “look what’s happened on your other side now!”

			“What?”

			“There’s that down. But under the down there’s some sort of hard bump.”

			Resuming his examination with the thread counter, he confirmed the presence of two minuscule areas of soft white feather, a little like ordinary push buttons on a machine. He felt depressed. He found himself before a phenomenon of very small proportions which was nonetheless unusual and completely beyond his range of experience. Giorgio Venanzi’s imagination, furthermore, was certainly not strong: although he had a university degree in agriculture, he always avoided literary and artistic subjects through indifference or indolence. This time, however, his imagination was unleashed for some reason. In a word, the husband suspected that the two tiny feathers on his wife’s shoulder blades might be a kind of microscopic embryo of wings.

			

			The thing was more than bizarre: it was monstrous. It suggested witchcraft, not a miracle.

			“Listen, Lucina,” said Giorgio, putting down his magnifying glasses after a long sigh. “You must swear to me that you’ll tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but.”

			The wife turned around and stared at him in surprise. She had married Venanzi not for love but, as still happens these days in the provinces, to please her parents, who were also nobility and saw in that marriage a consolidation of family prestige. She had passively grown accustomed to the handsome man. He was enamored, vigorous, polite, yet he did have narrow, antiquated ideas, little culture, poor taste, was annoying around the house, and, after the marriage, was infected with painful jealousy.

			“Tell me, Lucina, who have you seen recently?”

			“What do you mean? I’ve seen the usual people. You know very well I almost never leave the house. The other day I went to see Aunt Enrica. Yesterday I went shopping here in town. I don’t remember anything else.”

			“But, I mean, have you by chance ever been to some fair, you know, where there are Gypsies?”

			She asked herself if her husband, who was usually so sensible, weren’t suddenly going out of his mind.

			“I’d like to know what you’re really thinking. What do you mean by Gypsies? Why should I have seen Gypsies?”

			Giorgio assumed a grave, subdued tone: “I mention them because, because I almost suspect someone has played an awful joke on you.”

			“A joke?”

			“A spell is what I mean.”

			“Because of these little things on my back?”

			“How can you call them little things?”

			“What do you want me to call them? Dr. Farasi will tell us.”

			“No, no, no, please, no doctors. For now I’m not going to call the doctor.”

			“You’re the one who’s worried, dear. I’m not worried at all. But, please, stop touching me there. You’re tickling me.”

			

			As Giorgio brooded over the problem, he held Lucina tightly against himself, cheek to cheek, and continued to touch the two little excrescences with both his hands—just as the sick do with an enigmatic swelling that might conceal the plague.

			Finally, he took heart, got up, left the house, arrived at his holdings about twenty kilometers away, and from there phoned Lucina to tell her that he wouldn’t return till evening. He purposely wanted to be far away so he wouldn’t be obsessed with the desire to examine his beloved’s back constantly. Nonetheless he couldn’t resist the temptation to ask her, “Anything new, sweetheart?”

			“No, nothing new. Why?”

			“I mean, you know, on your back.”

			“Ah, I don’t know,” she answered. “I haven’t looked at it anymore.”

			“Good, then don’t think about it. And don’t call Dr. Farasi. He wouldn’t be any help at all.”

			“It didn’t even cross my mind.”

			•

Throughout the day Giorgio was on hot coals. Although reason repeated to him that the idea was ridiculous, contrary to all the laws of nature, worthy of the most superstitious savage, an opposing voice springing from some place deep inside him insisted in a mocking tone: It’s much worse than a boil or a mole; your lovely little wife is sprouting wings! Contessa Venanzi is going to look like the Victory monument to the fallen in the piazza. And what a marvelous spectacle that will make!

			It isn’t that Giorgio Venanzi was personally a model of chastity and good conduct. Even after he was married, he didn’t hesitate to lay snares for peasant girls on his farms; in fact, he the hunter considered them the most coveted of game. But woe to anyone who touched the honor, dignity, or prestige of his family. This was also the reason for his obsessive jealousy of his wife: he had regarded her as the most fascinating woman in town, even though she was so tiny and frail. In short, there was nothing that terrified him more than scandal. Now, what would happen if Lucina had really developed two wings, even in a rudimentary form, like some unprecedented “birthmarks”? Wouldn’t they make her look like a sideshow attraction? This is why he hadn’t wanted to call the doctor. Maybe the two little tufts of feather would go back in just as they had come out. But then again maybe they wouldn’t. What will be awaiting him when he returns home tonight?

			

			No sooner had he entered the house than he anxiously withdrew to the bedroom with Lucina, uncovered her back, and felt faint.

			With a rapidity of growth he had encountered only in rare species of the vegetable kingdom, the two irregularities had assumed the appearance of true and proper feathered protuberances. An overexcited imagination, furthermore, was no longer necessary to recognize the typical form of wings, exactly like those that angels in churches wear on their shoulders.

			“I don’t understand you, Lucina,” said her husband, his tone funereal. “You can see them yourself in the mirror. And you stand there smiling like a silly little girl. Don’t you realize how frightening this whole thing is?”

			“Frightening? Why?”

			•

Terrified by the prospect of scandal, Giorgio decided to discuss the matter with his mother, who lived in another wing of the palazzo.

			The old lady was frightened, seeing her only son before her in such a state of apprehension, and she listened to his breathless story without drawing a breath herself. Finally, she said, “You have done well not to call Dr. Farasi. But I hope you won’t forget I have always been against this marriage.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean there’s something bad in the blood of those Ruppertinis—I don’t care if they are nobility. And I did get a whiff of it before. But tell me, how long are these wings?”

			“They measure twenty centimeters, maybe less. But who’s to say they’re not still growing!”

			“Can you notice them under her clothes?”

			

			“For now, no. Lucina is careful to wear them tightly folded close to her body. She also insists on keeping the matter secret. Of course, if she were wearing an evening gown . . . But you have to tell me, Mamma, what should we do?”

			As always the old lady was ready with an answer. “You must discuss it at once with Don Francesco.”

			“Why Don Francesco?”

			“How can you ask me that? Who is capable of giving wings to your wife? There are two possibilities, right? There’s no way out, then. It’s either God or the Devil. And neither you nor I can decide which it is.”

			Don Francesco was a sort of family chaplain, an old-fashioned fellow, and he wasn’t devoid of a certain philosophic humor. As soon as he learned the count’s mother desired to talk to him, he rushed to the palazzo, listened attentively to Giorgio’s account, then remained pensive for a long time, his head bowed as if he were praying, or waiting for inspiration from above.

			“Excuse me, dear friends,” he finally said, “but all this seems scarcely credible.”

			“Are you afraid I’m hallucinating, Don Francesco? If only I were! Lucina is in the next room. I’ll call her now, and we can easily verify my claim.”

			“Is the poor child upset?”

			“Not at all. This is the strange thing about it, Don Francesco. Lucina is happy as always. In fact, you could say she’s enjoying herself.”

			Lucina was called. She was wearing a sort of dressing gown with a floral pattern. She removed it with the greatest self-possession and appeared in a simple cotton dress with two vertical zippers on the back corresponding exactly to the fissures from which the wings sprang. At this point the appendages had assumed imposing proportions: even folded as they were, they measured at least eighty centimeters from top to bottom.

			Don Francesco was shocked; you could see it in his face. And he remained silent.

			“Lucina,” said her mother-in-law amiably, “maybe it’s better if you go back now.”

			

			After the charming creature had left, Don Francesco asked, “Aside from you two, is there anyone in the house who knows about this?”

			“No, luckily,” answered Giorgio’s mother. “With the precautions my son takes, none of the servants has suspected anything. Lucina made that little dress and gown herself. Oh, she’s so lovely. But we can’t go on like this forever. We can’t pretend to keep her isolated worse than if she had cholera. For this reason, Don Francesco, we want your counsel.”

			The old priest cleared his throat. “I recognize,” he said, “that the situation is extremely embarrassing. A judgment on my part, you understand, means assuming a responsibility that is perhaps greater than my strength. Yet I would say, first of all, that it seems advisable to establish the origin of the phenomenon, even if in some approximate way. And I trust God will illuminate our path.”

			“In what manner?”

			“Your mother, my dear son, suggested it to you a little while ago, demonstrating, as always, her fine common sense. In a word, should you ask for my opinion as a theologian, I would answer: If these wings—let’s avoid any euphemisms—if these wings have a diabolical provenance, if in fact they were created by the Evil One in the hope of troubling consciences with the deception of an apparent miracle, then there is no doubt, in my opinion, that they are anything other than an illusory sham. But if, on the other hand, these wings are a sign from God, a demonstration of the Lord’s exceptional benevolence toward the Contessa Lucina—a possibility we can’t exclude—then there is no doubt that they are real wings, capable of flying.”

			“What madness! What a horrible thing to say!” moaned Giorgio, terrified at the thought of what would happen if the second hypothesis were true: How could he ever hide Lucina’s shameful deformity if she started flying over the town? And how much trouble it would cause him! The publicity, the curiosity of the crowds, the inquest conducted by the ecclesiastical authorities—his life, his, Giorgio Venanzi’s, would be completely unsettled, destroyed.

			“And if the second possibility turns out to be true, Don Francesco,” said the husband, “would we then be speaking of a miracle in your opinion? In short, has Lucina become an angel, a saint? And I, her lawful husband—”

			

			“Be patient, my son. Don’t anticipate the designs of Providence. Let a few days pass. Let’s wait till these blessed wings are completely developed, till they have stopped growing. Then we shall make a test flight.”

			“My God, a test flight! And where? Here, in the garden, so everyone can see?”

			“I would say no, not in the garden. It would be better to go farther out, in a field, at night, without any witnesses.”

			•

One night at nine, Giorgio, his wife, his mother, and Don Francesco drove through the gate of the palazzo in a huge English car.

			It wasn’t necessary to wait more than ten days for Lucina’s wings to attain adult dimensions. From the medial articulation to the ends, which nearly touched the ground, they measured precisely 122 centimeters. The blanket of plumes and feathers, which was no longer white but a soft flesh-colored pink, was now compact and solid. (At night, in bed, the wings posed some problems. Luckily Lucina was used to sleeping on her belly. Still, she would sometimes burst into hysterical laughter at her husband’s embarrassment and annoyance.) The wingspan, measured as one does with eagles, surpassed three meters. Everything suggested that the two gigantic fans wouldn’t struggle to lift from the ground a body as slender and light as Lucina’s. She barely weighed fifty kilos.

			They passed beyond the edge of town and went into the country, looking for a rather solitary clearing in an area that was now deserted. But Giorgio wouldn’t be convinced of the safety of the place. It was enough the windows of a few cottages gleamed, even at a great distance, and he started worrying again.

			It was a beautiful moonlit night. They finally stopped on a narrow country road which continued into a game preserve. They got out of the car. On foot they advanced into the forest, which Giorgio knew inside out, until they reached a clearing surrounded by very tall trees. There was an immense silence.

			

			“Go on, don’t be afraid,” the mother-in-law said to Lucina. “Take off your cape. And don’t waste time. I imagine you’ll be cold in your tights.”

			Yet even though Lucina wore only tights, she wasn’t at all cold. In fact, she felt strange ripples of heat running through her limbs like shudders.

			Laughing, she asked, “Can I do it?” Then, with a few light steps in playful imitation of classical ballerinas, she moved to the center of the clearing and began to beat her wings.

			You could hear the soft eddy of air. Suddenly, without being able to perceive the exact moment of takeoff in the tremulous moonlight, the three witnesses saw her rise before them and remain poised at a height of seven or eight meters. It didn’t require great effort to keep herself up, a slow rowing was enough, and she accompanied the rhythm of the wings by clapping her hands.

			The husband covered his eyes, horrified. She laughed, hovering up above. She had never been so happy or so beautiful.

			•

“Let’s reason calmly, my son,” said Don Francesco to Count Giorgio. “Your very young wife—who, you will agree, is an admirable creature from any point of view—has grown two wings. We—you, your mother, and I—have verified that with these wings Lucina is capable of flying, a sign that they are not the result of a demonic intervention. On this point, I assure you, all the Church Fathers are in agreement; I purposely went to reread them. Hence the wings are a divine investiture, if we don’t wish to call them a miracle. Let me also add that today, from a strictly theological point of view, Lucina would have to be considered an angel.”

			“But if I am not mistaken, angels have never had a sex.”

			“I agree with you, my son. Yet I am persuaded your wife would never have grown these wings if the Almighty hadn’t designed her for an important mission.”

			

			“What mission?”

			“Inscrutable are the decisions of the Omniscient. However, I don’t believe you have the right to keep this poor creature isolated even more than what would be done with a leper.”

			“What do you expect me to do, Don Francesco? Should I exhibit her to the world? Can you imagine the uproar it would cause? The gross headlines in the newspapers, the siege of the curious, interviews, pilgrimages, every kind of annoyance. Heaven help me! Someone, I guarantee, is likely to offer her a movie contract. And all this here at Casa Venanzi! The scandal! Never. I refuse!”

			“And who is to say that even this publicity isn’t part of the divine plan? Or that, precisely, the knowledge of the prodigy can’t have incalculable effects on consciences? Like some sort of new little messiah—of the female sex. Have you thought what would happen, for example, if the contessa were made to fly over the line of fire in Vietnam? Have you ever thought of this, my son?”

			“I beg you, Don Francesco, enough! I feel like I’m going mad. What have I done to merit such misfortune?”

			“Don’t call it misfortune. Who knows, saying that could be a sin. A difficult test has been assigned you as a husband, I agree. Yet at some point you must accept the inevitable. Tell me: Is there someone, apart from me and your mother, who knows about this matter?”

			“That would be the last straw.”

			“None of the servants?”

			“No one. Lucina has been living in a little apartment which I alone enter.”

			“And who does the cleaning? Who brings her meals?”

			“She provides for herself. Look, even metaphorically speaking, she really is an angel. She doesn’t complain; she doesn’t protest. She realized from the start that it’s a delicate situation.”

			“And what have you told her relatives and friends?”

			“I said she went to spend some time with her relatives in Val d’Aosta.”

			

			“But again I ask you: Are you going to keep her cloistered for her entire natural life?”

			“What do I know?” he said and shook his head in desperation. “Maybe you can find me a solution.”

			“Do what I have already told you, my son. Free her; present her to the world as she is. I’m sure even she is champing at the bit by this point.”

			“Never, Don Francesco. I’ve already told you. I’ve thought about it for a long time. It’s my torment, my nightmare. I swear, I wouldn’t be capable of enduring such shame.”

			•

Yet Count Venanzi was deluding himself. October had come. From the lakes surrounding the town the notorious mists started to rise, even before noon. During every cold season these fogs wrap the region in an impenetrable blanket. Poor Lucina realized that she was being offered a formidable opportunity on the days when her husband tended to his holdings without returning till nightfall. Docile by temperament, even rather lazy, she had adjusted to the harsh imprisonment that Giorgio had inflicted on her. All the same, exasperation grew within her day after day. She was less than twenty years old, and she had to remain chained in her house, unable to see a friend, or to have any dealings with anyone, or even to look out of the window. It tortured her, moreover, that she couldn’t stretch those stupendous wings, vibrant with youth and health. More than once she had asked Giorgio to take her out at night like the first time, in an open field, hidden from everyone, so she could fly for a few minutes. But the man was adamant. He had run a grave risk with that nocturnal experiment attended by his mother and Don Francesco. Luckily, no stranger had noticed anything. But to try it again would be utter madness. And just for a caprice too!

			Well, on one gray afternoon near the middle of October, the fog had fallen over the town, paralyzing traffic. Dressed in double knit wool tights and wrapped in a cape, Lucina avoided the servants’ rooms and slipped into the garden. She looked around. She felt like she was in a world of cotton; absolutely no one could see her. She threw off the cape, which she hid at the base of a tree. Then she went out into the open, beat her dear wings, and flew away over the roofs.

			

			These clandestine flights, which could be repeated more and more frequently because of the inclement weather, procured her a marvelous comfort. She was careful to withdraw at once from the populated areas, heading in a direction opposite to the one where her husband’s fields lay. Here stretched solitary forests for the most part. Prey to an indescribable intoxication, Lucina grazed the treetops, dove into the fog low enough to glimpse the shadows of some cottages, and rolled in the air, happy if some rare bird, encountering her up there, flew away in fright.

			In her slightly frivolous innocence, the young contessa didn’t ask herself why she in particular, the only person in the world, had grown wings. It had happened, and that was that. The suspicion of being elected for divine missions didn’t even cross her mind. She knew only that she felt fine, sure of herself, endowed with a superhuman power which carried her, during these flights, to blissful delirium.

			As often happens, getting used to impunity winds up dulling prudence. One afternoon, after leaving a high smoky layer of fog which hermetically sealed off the countryside and basking for a while in the pleasant autumn sun, she grew curious to explore the underlying area. She plunged headlong into the icy shadow of mist and didn’t stop till she was a few meters from the ground.

			Exactly beneath her a young man with a rifle was about to reach what was probably a small hunting lodge on one of his many preserves. Having heard the beating of the huge wings, the hunter suddenly spun around and instinctively pointed his shotgun.

			Lucina perceived the danger. Instead of rising again—she would never have made it in time—she risked revealing her secret and shouted in a loud voice, “Wait! Don’t shoot!” Before the man could recover from the shock, she touched down a short distance in front of him.

			The hunter was Massimo Lauretta, one of the most brilliant young men of the small provincial community. Born into a rich and honorable family, he was a recent graduate from the university, an expert skier and racing car driver, and a great friend of the Count and Contessa Venanzi. Notwithstanding his usual self-possession, he was so bewildered that he let his gun fall and knelt with joined hands, reciting out loud, “Hail Mary, full of grace—”

			

			Lucina burst out laughing. “What are you doing, silly? Don’t you see it’s me, Lucina Venanzi?”

			The man stood up, staggering. “You? What happened? How did you get—”

			“Never mind that, Massimo. It’s freezing out here.”

			“Let’s go inside,” said the young man, pointing to the cabin. “There should be a fire lit.”

			“Who else is here?”

			“No one, except the gamekeeper.”

			“No, no, it’s impossible, I can’t.”

			They stood a little while watching one another, puzzled. Then Lucina said, “I’m cold, I told you. At least hold me.”

			Although the young man was still trembling, he didn’t need to be told twice.

			•

When Giorgio Venanzi returned home that evening, he found his wife sitting in the parlor, sewing. Without any trace of the wings.

			“Lucina!” he shouted. “Darling! How did it happen?”

			“What?” she said, without getting excited.

			“Your wings! What happened to them?”

			“My wings? Have you gone mad?”

			Violently shocked, he stood there speechless. “But . . . I don’t understand. I must’ve had a bad dream.”

			No one knew anything about the miracle, or ugly incident, except for Giorgio, his mother, Don Francesco, and the young Massimo, who was too much of a gentleman to mention it to anyone. Yet even among those who knew about it, any talk of the matter was considered taboo.

			Only Don Francesco, finding himself alone with Lucina some months later, said to her with a smile, “God really loves you, Lucina. You won’t deny that as an angel you had the most extraordinary luck.”

			

			“What luck?”

			“You were able to meet the Devil at the right moment.”

			Corriere della Sera, 8–10 October 1967

		


		

		
A Difficult Evening

		

		
			With a strange urgency my old friend Gianni Soterini invited me to supper at his villa in Bograte, about twenty kilometers outside the city, in the heart of the forest of Slenta. It’s a hilly area, snobbish and isolated.

			When I arrive a little before eight, I immediately perceive, from the facial expressions and the tone of the voices, that something isn’t right.

			I am welcomed by the beautiful Stefania, Gianni’s wife. “I’m sorry you have to see me like this. Just last night Aunt Gorgona had one of her usual crises.”

			Aunt Gorgona, the sister of Gianni’s father, is a character, rather eccentric and moody.

			“What kind of crisis?” I ask, deliberately tactless.

			Stefania tries to gloss over the incident. “All she needed was a pill. Now she’s sleeping like a baby.”

			In the meantime Aunt Gorgona appears at the top of the staircase, irreproachable, wearing a long black dress, her shoulders wrapped in a shawl that was popular fifty years ago. And she is covered with all her diamonds.

			She comes to greet me, smiling. “What a pleasure, dear.” She takes my arm and pulls me toward the door that leads to the garden, insensible to the calls (“Auntie, please!”).

			“They probably told you I was off my rocker, right?” she whispers as soon as we’re alone. “That I had one of my crises. It’s true, I can’t deny it. Such childish things. Of course, there will always be crises. But to be afraid . . . You noticed it, I imagine.”

			

			“Afraid of what?”

			“Paolomaria and Foffino. Yes, the boys, the children. There was a phone call that said they were coming here tonight with a group of their friends.”

			“A call from whom?”

			“Anonymous, of course.”

			“But even if they arrive—”

			“The caller added the little ones were coming to do away with Papa and Mama—” and here she bursts into a hearty laugh.

			Stefania was calling us. “Please, come to the table. What were you two plotting?”

			•

We’re joined at the table by old Padre Emigera, the family’s confessor for three generations. He and I are the only guests.

			“I imagine,” Gianni begins, “Aunt Gorgona has already explained everything to you.”

			“I don’t know if she told me ‘everything,’ but—”

			“So what do you think of it?” Stefania intervenes.

			“An anonymous phone call”—I try to buy time—“maybe it’s a stupid joke.”

			Gianni is serious. “I don’t think so. In the months before they went away to boarding school, Paolomaria used to look at us in a certain way.”

			“Foffino too, for that matter,” says Stefania.

			“But why don’t you just lock the doors and windows?”

			“That’s the worst thing we could do,” says Gianni. “It would aggravate them even more.”

			“But the school will keep them in line, won’t it?”

			“Don’t make me laugh. Paolomaria is such a devil. He could escape from Alcatraz.”

			“Would Paolomaria and Foffino really come to kill you?”

			He shook his head as if to say: It’s inevitable.

			And Stefania: “This is the way things are today. Parents are killed today. It’s the latest fad.”

			

			“Killed? Who was killed?” It was the troubled voice of Padre Emigera, in the clouds as usual.

			“Us, Gianni and me!” snaps Stefania, exasperated. “The children are coming to do away with us—understand, Padre? To do away with Gianni and me, Gianni and me—”

			“Calm down, Stefania,” Aunt Gorgona interrupts. “Please don’t make a scene. After all, let’s be honest, these kids aren’t entirely wrong.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“It isn’t that they’re all wrong. Let’s be fair. What kind of life can they look forward to? What kind of example have we set for them? What have we done to guarantee them a happy future? If they protest, contest, revolt, how can we blame them?”

			“But in this case they actually want to kill us,” Gianni dares to object.

			“Kill, kill! What a pessimist you are!” Aunt Gorgona is in rare form. “While we’re waiting, let’s consider how they’ll go about it. Nothing suggests they’d be exceptionally cruel. Nothing suggests they’d cut you into little pieces. Nothing suggests they’d douse you with gasoline and burn you alive. I may understand Paolomaria better than you. He has such a big heart. Paolomaria is a generous boy. I could swear he won’t make you suffer.”

			“What?”

			“I don’t know, maybe it’ll be a bullet in the head. Or zip—a blade in the cardiac muscle. Ah, that would be beautiful!” Aunt Gorgona was shaking with laughter.

			Gianni is pale. He has changed his mind. He calls the butler Ernesto. “Listen, Ernesto, don’t worry about us. Please hurry and close the doors and windows. And make sure they’re locked.”

			“Locked?” says Padre Emigera. “Why are you closing them? It’s hot tonight. Really, Stefania, aren’t you hot?”

			“Yes, it’s hot, Padre,” Aunt Gorgona chimes in. “But in this case they’re shutting up everything because they’re afraid the brood is returning to the nest to get rid of the parents.”

			Until this point I had been only an observer. “If you’re so afraid, why do you stay here? You should flee, shouldn’t you? The world is a big place. Your dear children won’t follow you to the North Pole!”

			

			Gianni: “Flee? Where? This is my home, my family’s old house. Flee where? No, no, I prefer to confront my fate.”

			“Fate!” It was Aunt Gorgona again. “What a big word. They’re your sons, after all. And I understand them, poor boys. You gave them life, and they’re coming to take it away from you. The account will be settled in a certain sense, right?”

			Stefania: “What do you want me to tell you? Think whatever you like, you can think I’m senile, but I find the whole thing a little over-the-top.”

			“Did you hear that?” says Gianni, lowering his voice.

			“What?”

			“Those steps on the gravel. Did you hear them?”

			“I didn’t,” says Stefania.

			Padre Emigera looks at the clock (coffee was now being served). “I’m sorry, my friends, but tonight at the church the culture committee is meeting again. I wouldn’t want to be discourteous.”

			He stood up, brushing the bread crumbs from his cassock with his right hand.

			I too stood up.

			“No, not you, Buzzati,” Stefania protests, pleading. “It’s still early. You can’t treat us this way. Another tiny half hour, please. Shall we go and sit over there by the fireplace?”

			Aunt Gorgona: “Let him go, Stefania. After all, it isn’t very attractive, the prospect of witnessing—forgive me, but I can’t contain myself”—she was unable to repress her giggles—“of witnessing your execution.”

			•

There was a moment of silence. And in that silence night entered—the mysterious rustling of the garden, the country, trees, branches, leaves, the meadow, the faint voices of animals, the soft padding of foxes, wild rabbits, elves, the crickets’ lament, the liquid hiss of snails and snakes, the impalpable grating of grasshoppers and spiders. Amid all these nocturnal sounds, if you strain your ears, is a distant tread over grass and twigs, very soft, scarcely audible.

			

			“Did you hear that?” Gianni repeats, pale as death.

			“No, Gianni, I didn’t hear anything.”

			Coward that I am, I stand up again.

			“It’s late, Gianni. Forgive me, but tomorrow morning I must leave for Trieste at 7:30. It seems obvious, anyhow, that it was all some sort of bad joke.”

			Aunt Gorgona practically jumps out of her chair.

			“Of course! A joke! How is it possible that you, Gianni and Stefania, still haven’t gotten it?”

			It’s Aunt Gorgona again who wants to accompany me to the door. (Gianni and Stefania were too exhausted to move from the table.) She tells me, “They’ll be here in a little while. I can feel it. But they aren’t bad boys, believe me, my dear friend. They’ll take care of everything with the smallest expense of energy, without fuss . . . and painlessly. It won’t take but a few seconds. You’ll see. What I have in mind is that little bullet in the head.”

			I’ve already started the engine of my car. I roll down the window.

			“But you, Aunt Gorgona, I wouldn’t want you too to be involved.”

			She bursts into another hearty laugh. “Me? Of course I’ll be involved. In fact, from the beginning . . . Do you want me to abandon my nephew Gianni? After all, I knew about this for many, many years. We’ve all worked on it, haven’t we? Splendidly, patiently we’ve all worked on things so this might happen. Can you deny it?” I shook my head no. “But go on, dear, hurry, so you can avoid the trouble. I sense a certain suspicious movement over there, among the bushes.”

			She turned toward the pitch darkness and asked affectionately, “Paolomaria . . . Foffino . . . Are you here?”

			Corriere della Sera, 22 November 1969

		


		

		
Alienation

		

		
			Dear Editor:

			In the newspaper that you oversee, and for which I have worked from time immemorial, an article signed with my name has appeared. But I did not write it.

			I do not expect you, sir, to conduct an investigation so as to ascertain the causes and means of a coincidence that for me is far from amusing (I will not hazard the hypothesis of an intentional plagiarism). I realize, in fact, how arduous and laborious, if not impossible, such an inquiry would be at a newspaper with a scope as vast as ours, which publishes daily editions that extend beyond a thousand pages and which possesses a staff that is well-nigh unknowable (is it not said that we number one hundred thirty thousand—journalists, copyeditors, special correspondents, columnists, critics, graphic designers, compositors, section editors, stenographers, proofreaders, cartographers, commercial artists, archivists, researchers, photographers, computer operators, radio technicians, and so forth?).

			But I do think, sir—even though the inconvenience is certainly not due to you—I can dare request, for the future, that a more attentive supervision be exercised to insure—

			•

No, I won’t send this letter.

			First of all, after giving the matter more thought, I can’t expect a guarantee of this kind from the executive editor. Cases of identical names among authors of reports or articles in the same edition of the newspaper are far from rare and perhaps inevitable.

			

			Our newspaper is such a huge institution that, however capable and industrious it may be, however much supported by a formidable staff, the executive editor can only issue general directives, can only exercise a shadowy oversight, like the emperor of China once upon a time, given the vastness of the realm. Certain special holiday editions exceed seven thousand pages, so it goes without saying that no reader in the world, including the most speedy and indefatigable, can in the space of a day pore over every page or even leaf through them.

			Secondly, the executive editor wouldn’t exactly kick up his heels if an old staffer like me should point out to him that a small gaffe has been committed at his newspaper.

			But is it really a question of a gaffe, of an involuntary incident? Or was it something he flat out desired, he who within the limits of human possibility governs the limitless framework of this mammoth with exemplary foresight?

			It was a good article, I must honestly admit. And I noticed the style was quite similar to mine. Some of the clever ideas, I confess, I’d be happy to have thought up myself. The topic—the problem of depressed zones on the Moon—doesn’t fall within my usual bag of tricks (for more than half a century I’ve busied myself with critiques of advertising). So the homonym shouldn’t worry or offend me. But who can guarantee the mysterious colleague won’t gradually move into my patch as well?

			Who can the intruder be? If I traipsed kilometers via elevators and corridors, through the gargantuan palace that is the seat of the newspaper, I could reach the department head who oversees the field of depressed zones. His name is Giorgio Davallà. I know him quite well. He’s an old friend and a great guy. But I can already anticipate the scene. “I’m really sorry,” he’ll say, “but the day before yesterday I was out of the office. I didn’t read the article. This Buzzati who signed it—I don’t know who that is. He must be some freelance contributor. Give me some time. I’ll ask around. I hear you. If I were in your shoes, I too would—sorry, but I’ve got to take this call from Ankara.”

			What’s more, I ask myself whether this Dino Buzzati, who I don’t know, may be the occasional, perhaps unconscious instrument of a fateful process. He may be a new incarnation of myself, destined to take my place.

			

			Some, I know, consider me old at this point (but can a person be considered old—yikes!—if he’s only ninety-six?). And to commission a piece from this damn new Dino Buzzati, who is probably just starting out, could well be a sign of respect. As if to assure me that my pennant, even if held by other hands, will continue to wave.

			I would certainly be delighted to meet him. I don’t think he’s a demonic William Wilson, physically identical to me, who has come into the world to bring about my damnation. I’ve asked around, I’ve made inquiries, I’ve given tips, I’ve learned. This Dino Buzzati exists, they say. He seems to be a young man of twenty-seven or twenty-eight. Very respectable. Extremely refined, they say (in this respect, he doesn’t resemble me, unfortunately).

			No, I prefer not to meet him. I prefer mystery. Perhaps he’s a grain of sand in the wave that washes over all of us, the wave of time that gradually transforms and devours us.

			For a few months, anyway, I’ve noticed a new, disturbing phenomenon. I have the feeling that from one day to the next, when I go to the newspaper, colleagues, porters, printers greet me less than they once did. Or, more precisely, they recognize me less.

			As if bit by bit I were a little less myself, as if I were slowly moving away from the man I was until yesterday. As if my facial features, my appearance, my voice were no longer mine to the same extent they once were. And as if I were about to exit from myself, very slowly, and dissolve into something insubstantial, a ghost, a thought, a memory, nothing.

			As if that man, my damn namesake, were approaching to take my place without making a sound. Wearing the style of clothes I usually wear, speaking the sort of language I usually speak, appreciating the same things. Yet with the investiture occurring in his twenties.

			•

This morning I went to the newspaper. For the first time ever, the porters at the entrance didn’t greet me. Instead they actually asked, “Sorry, sir, may we help you?”

			

			“What do you mean ‘help me’? I’m Buzzati, aren’t I? Are you playing games with me?”

			“Signor Buzzati,” the head porter responded, “is in his office. If you would like to speak with him, please sign the register here.”

			I signed. I am waiting. The porter goes inside with my card. He reappears in a couple of minutes. “This way, please.” He opens the door.

			There, in the office, behind the desk, sits me. But I am not young. Quite the contrary. I am my current age. And totally foreign to myself. Detestable. He smiles at me. “How can I—”

			Goodbye.

			Corriere della Sera, 23 December 1969

		


		

		
A Boring Letter

		

		
			Dear Elena,

			I haven’t the foggiest why I waited so long to write or otherwise contact you. Time passes so quickly, and the winter gave me such a case of the blues. I finally killed him. In short, a good five months had to pass since our last meeting and blessed spring had to knock at the door, so radiant and comforting here in the country, before I could take pen in hand and resume chatting with my dear sweet Elena. I swear I couldn’t wait any longer.

			How I wish you were sitting here beside me, you whose sensibility is so close to mine, who know how to listen to the tiny mysterious voices of nature and old houses, who like me know how to enjoy the modest charms of domestic life, for others so dull and trifling. Believe me, getting rid of a husband like him has proved an enormous consolation.

			It’s dusk. The trees and fields are about to withdraw into sleep. Not even I can tell you how I could stand so many years. A marvelous peace stretches all through my house (fortunately the road is far away), and a feeling of safety, wholesomeness, contentment—how to put it?—profound intimacy soothes my soul. And then the “professor” no longer torments me, no longer complains, no longer delivers lectures.

			At this moment the new buds aren’t visible, because night has already fallen, but during the day, sitting here at my desk, I can see them on the climbing spiridina that juts out from the windowsill. What a tender, amorous, languishing shade of green. It’s life itself, or—you mustn’t think me mad—hope incarnate. At night, asleep, he would always whistle faintly through his nose; it was frightful. And then he betrayed me. Systematically.

			

			Did you know spring causes the wood to creak in antique furniture as well as in prehistoric pilings? He even betrayed me with the signalman’s daughter, below here, just outside the forest, at the railway station. Did you know spring springs inside of me as well? I can’t quite say in which part of me, must be in the depths of my nerves and senses, releasing springs of a kind that had somehow stayed compressed for a very long time. Zing, zing . . . I feel as if masses of microscopic grasshoppers, lodged in the most recondite parts of my body, were suddenly leaping. The faintest sensations, scarcely perceptible, and yet so soft and seductive. Do you too have these feelings? Tell me: Do you, dear Elena? It was so simple, you know. He was sleeping, making his usual whistle. I had come across a pin, probably my grandmother’s, the kind they used to fasten hats to their heads. A striking hatpin.

			•

For me, these may be the best days of the year. I gauged the point carefully. He continued whistling. I shoved with all my might. It felt like butter. This morning, when I went into the garden, I had a wonderful surprise: the tropical gwadinna, you know, the one Dr. Genck brought me from Zanzibar. I thought it was dead, and in the course of one night it sent forth a flower. But why do I say a flower? It was like a flame, a torch, an incandescent eruption. He only opened his eyes. He didn’t move. He murmured, “You have to—,” perhaps wanting to say, “You have to call the doctor.” He didn’t realize it was me. With that “to—” he burst like a half-filled balloon. The gwadinna is a small plant. Do you remember it? A trinket, a jest, and yet it kept such a huge quantity of life hidden within itself, within its secret fibers. What a marvelous thing nature is. I never cease to be astonished. Inexhaustible mine of beauty, generosity, wisdom, artistic genius.

			And the most extraordinary thing happened. The Valkyrie butterflies, the ones with the blue and lilac streaks, that masterwork of the creation, the most beautiful, most delicate, most redolent of the Liberty style, and most feminine of insects, which fly in that peculiar manner—do you remember them?—as if they were sashaying, well, you would never have believed it, but all of them, I say all, had lit on the bursting, richly scented flower of the gwadinna, which seemed pleased with this attention. What a thud when I pulled him off the bed. He was so heavy and big, I couldn’t even lift him. And then more thuds when I dragged him down the stairs. Every step a thud. I did a beautiful job. He, however, with his droopy moustache, was uglier than usual.

			

			Ah, another delightful bit of news. Mirandola, my Siamese cat, brought six kittens into the world, more beautiful than you can imagine. The encounter with the Soffiatis’ beefcake has borne fruit. They are utterly perfect, I tell you. The veterinarian who assisted in the birth, that congenial fellow Scorlesi—you know him, no?—he was shocked. Newborns, he said, and already their ears have unfolded! Even now, he said, they could win competitions. I lugged him as far as the trapdoor that empties into the sewer. “Plop” I heard when he hit bottom.

			In the tedium of winter, which perhaps we in the country feel more intensely than you in the city where you have so many lights, so much movement, so many lovely opportunities, so many (dear me) phone calls, do you know I’ve read a spate of books? You’ll laugh. And then you’ll conclude I’ve become senile, fanatical, devout. Laugh, laugh. I’m fond of the Gospels. On many occasions he explained to me how our sewer communicates with an underground stream that vanishes who knows where, since the house is built on a karst formation, limestone perforated through and through by shafts and caves. When I was a girl, naturally, I was required to read the Gospels as a textbook. For that very reason I loathed them. Now it’s just the opposite: every night, and I truly mean every, before closing my eyes I open the little volume at random. What divine pages! I informed the police of his disappearance the next morning. I said I hadn’t heard from him at all since the previous afternoon. Every turn of the page is an injection of faith, serenity, light. So much so I’m thinking of renovating the family chapel here: it has grown rather délabrée. Who knows whether it won’t be taken into account one day, when I am led by the angels (or devils?) before the throne of God!

			

			Incidentally, before I sign off—perhaps I’ve been a bit boring, yes?—I must give you the instructions for that Peruvian poncho you liked so much. He had returned about one o’clock that night. I could swear he was coming from the signalman’s daughter. The police are searching for him in the vicinity; I have even given them some hints. So pay attention: You’ll need about two balls of gray (or beige) Shetland wool, another ball of the same wool in black (or tobacco), just over half a ball of the same wool in white (or cream), and number 3 knitting needles. You work in two parts, decreasing one stitch per row for every plain-stitched row. All the same, they’ll never find him underneath here. The late professor gave me a very clear explanation of the attributes of karst formations. For the first part: With the gray wool cast on 262 stitches and knit for ten rows in plain stitch; then, still with the gray wool, knit sixteen rows in purl stitch. Novels maintain that remorse exists, but if you only knew the peace, tranquility, silence. The twenty-seventh row: * one stitch in white wool, three stitches in gray wool *; repeat from * to * until the end of the row, finishing with one stitch in white wool. The twenty-eighth row: * three stitches in white wool, one stitch in gray wool *, repeat from * to * until the end of the row, finishing with three stitches in white wool. It’s absolutely impossible for them to find him. The twenty-ninth to the thirty-second rows in white wool. The thirty-third and thirty-fourth in gray wool. The thirty-fifth to the thirty-eighth in black wool. The thirty-ninth and fortieth in gray wool. The forty-first and forty-second in white wool. And I hope you won’t give the slightest thought to telling anyone about it, even if you are a magistrate’s daughter. Thus you’ll have 226 stitches to a row. The forty-third and forty-fourth rows in black wool. The forty-fifth . . . 

			Corriere della Sera, 1 February 1970

		


		

		
Stories in Tandem

		

		
			The old doctor Nunzio Toro, an exceedingly intelligent and genial man who is nonetheless thought dangerous by some people, loves to entertain his friends with a game he calls “stories in tandem.” One person begins a story, another intervenes, developing it however he likes, then the first takes another turn, and so on. Without cheating, of course; otherwise the story would immediately turn into a joke. All the same, Toro is always the one who, one way or another, holds the strings.

			Here is an example. He and I are sitting on the porch of his country house. It’s six in the evening, on a restless day with the sun going in and out of the clouds. As usual he goes first:


			An elderly married couple, well dressed, sad, are talking about their son, who built a career in Peru.

			“I don’t know,” says the husband, “the more I think about it, the more I worry. It’ll be an unpleasant surprise for him.”

			“Why unpleasant?”

			“Because he doesn’t know we’re coming, and we’ll be a damn nuisance to him.”

			“With that immense villa he’s built!”

			“It doesn’t matter. You forgot there’s his wife, and his wife’s family.”

			“We should’ve written ahead.”

			“That’s a bright one. Then he could’ve written right back and told us no.”

			

			“Fancy you! Franco is generous. He adores us. You’ll see, he’ll be happy to see us.”



			“Enough. Now it’s your turn.”

			I continue:


			While these two were talking, a little distance away, a priest wearing a cassock was busy writing up the speech he would deliver tomorrow as the inaugural address for an international geophysics conference. It’s Monsignor Estogarratz, the noted seismologist, although today, to tell the truth, he’s considered past his prime. And he knows it. He also realizes his appointment as chairman of the conference is due to the support of the old guard, men like Dorflinger, Stoliepchin, Estancieros, Mandruzzato. And of course his speech can’t disappoint them; if it does, it would be a terrible show of ingratitude. On the other hand, the monsignor is keen to prove he’s in line with certain avant-garde positions, especially those concerning innovations in the rates of compensation. On the second page, in fact, there’s a problematic passage that—



			Nunzio Toro’s eyes are sparkling.

			“Marvelous!” he interrupts me. “The monsignor is an inspired idea. You seem to have read my mind. Now let me continue.”


			But the seismologist is disturbed by two ladies who are chattering away just behind him. They’re about forty years old, still attractive, tanned.

			“Then you saw him too?”

			“Of course! At first I didn’t even recognize him.”

			“Destroyed in the space of a few months. Poor Giancarlo. You can’t know how sorry I am. It’s such a trauma. I don’t have a dearer friend.”

			“You’ll see, he won’t make it to the winter—”

			“Oh, please be quiet! Don’t even mention it. And to think of the injustice of fate. An important man like him, in that condition, and wretched me, who never did a blessed thing, with my iron constitution.”

			

			“You’re telling me? You know that at my last checkup they found me—in their words—like a young girl, perfect from head to toe, inside and out . . .”



			Doctor Toro breaks off and with a wave of his hand invites me to continue. I’m ready:


			The monsignor is also disturbed by two very excited young men who are wearing strange athletic outfits and trying to attract attention to themselves.

			“Do you have the blowup with you?” one asks in a loud voice.

			“I hope so. But you have to dig through this stack of papers to find it.”

			He rummages through a leather briefcase, and after a little while he draws out a large photograph: it shows a gigantic pear-shaped wall of rock and ice. The young man points to an area precisely in the center of the photograph.

			“Here it is. You can’t see it in the small print. We will naturally have to examine it up close, but you could say this perpendicular ledge is actually detached from the rockface, and behind it there’s something like a shaft, or a tunnel. I’d swear you can go through—”



			Doctor Toro bursts out laughing. “Formidable! We’re in rare form tonight. These seemingly unconnected fragments fit perfectly together to signify a leitmotiv: the future. The husband and wife, the monsignor, the two women, the two mountain climbers are all thinking of the time to come. They have a sort of blind faith in it. But now that the story has developed and found a meaning, we must give these characters a setting. Tell me: Where do you prefer we put them?”

			“No,” I say, “you won’t trap me this time. I may not be very crafty, but from the very beginning I knew where you wanted to end up. And I had fun humoring you. But enough now. It’s as plain as day: the husband and wife, the monsignor, the two women, and the two mountain climbers are traveling. Where? From the episode with the married couple we can infer the destination is South America. How are they going there? On an ocean liner perhaps? But no: if that were the case, the monsignor would be able to solve his problem in the peace and quiet of his own cabin. So how are they traveling? It must be by air! There’s no other alternative. And now it will happen, right? The accident, crash, sudden catastrophe, the thing from which the conversations and worries we’ve described, all focused on the future, will acquire a cruel, ironic significance. I didn’t expect this from you, dear Doctor Toro. It’s much too banal, truly unworthy of you who are usually so imaginative. No, forget about the airplane. Let’s start over instead.”

			

			The old doctor answers me with one of his malign little smiles.

			“It isn’t my fault,” he exclaims. “I swear. I myself would’ve been more cautious, but—” And he points toward the sky.

			I look up. At that moment a plane is emerging from a huge storm cloud that is rapidly passing overhead—the sky is in fact clearing—at an appreciable altitude of not more than three thousand meters. Its right wing is trailing a thin, dense plume of black smoke. Something disastrous has happened, and the plane is losing altitude in search of a possible landing field.

			Paralyzed with amazement at the diabolical coincidence, I’m silent. Three or four seconds pass, then a black, smoking object breaks away from the plane and, after tracing the briefest curve, plummets with lightning speed.

			“My God, that’s an engine!”

			Doctor Toro nods yes.

			The plane, now smoking a little less, proceeds on course without banking, and I’m already feeling reassured when it suddenly begins to roll over and over and the wings, like blades in a fan, describe four, five, eight very rapid circles.

			Then, as if it were carrying out a suicide mission pondered for a long time, the plane points its nose toward the surface of the earth and falls vertically, with all its might (or so it seems).

			

			The gigantic coffin disappears behind the crest of a nearby hill. And that’s it. There’s no crash or explosion, no flames or smoke.

			“It’s frightening,” I say, breathless. “You’re the Devil himself.”

			He turns to me, pale but calm. “They were up there.”

			“Who? The married couple, monsignor, ladies, mountain climbers?”

			He nods yes.

			“And how did you come to know it?”

			“How did we come to know it, you mean. You too were a contributor. It’s simple: we’re the ones who made the plane crash.”

			“No, there wasn’t any disaster in our story. We mentioned only conversations. That’s all.”

			“But the content of the conversations foreshadowed the disaster, in fact rendered it inevitable, from the point of view of the narrative. You yourself recognized it.”

			“Nonsense! You’re mad. And no matter what you say, I had no part in it. The airplane was your idea, right from the start. I had no part in it, I tell you.”

			“Calm down. Don’t take it that way. Even without the air crash it would’ve been the same for those people.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“Absolutely the same. The future, calculations about what will happen, plans . . . Pitiful. You saw—didn’t you?—how that thing fell. Do you think the hours, days, months, years cascading over us move any slower?”

			Corriere della Sera, 18 July 1970

		


		

		
A Solicitous Young Man

		

		
			This morning a young man came to my house. He wore glasses and was well dressed. “Excuse me if I come to disturb you at home,” he said at once. “But I think I might be helpful to you.”

			He seemed polite and discreet. I invited him into the living room. But I was suspicious. “Is this,” I asked, “about insurance by any chance?”

			He started to laugh. I looked him over. He seemed athletic; he was tanned. “No, no, please,” and he sat down. “I rather think I can be of some use to you, with the regiment.”

			“What regiment? Do you mean my regiment?”

			He nodded in agreement. “Don’t be alarmed, please. I’m not carrying any order for you to report for duty.”

			“So you’re part of the command? You know where my regiment is? Then you know when it departs, approximately.”

			I noticed I was stuttering. I was out of breath. For many, this damn story about the regiment weighs on their minds. And I’m one of them, I confess. Everyone, in fact, here in the city but also out in the countryside, in the valleys, on the seacoasts, as far as the world stretches, everyone in a certain way, as we know, belongs to a regiment. The regiments are countless, no one knows how many there are, no one even knows which is his. Yet the regiments are billeted here and there, even in the heart of the city, although no one notices them. And no one thinks of them. When a regiment leaves, however, whoever belongs to it must leave as well.

			“No, I’m not part of the command,” the young man replied. “I am—how shall we put it?—let’s say I’m a friend. I’ve come purposely to calm you down. For some time now you’ve been nervous, restless. Or maybe I’m mistaken?”

			

			“How do you know about it?”

			“Certain things are known, come to be known, are guessed. There are countless sources of information. I also live here in the neighborhood. You’ve never noticed me, but I often run into you and, forgive me, I like you a great deal, apart from your work. I’m one of your keenest fans.”

			He was beginning to annoy me.

			“Sorry to be so frank, but don’t you realize these matters are private?”

			He had another brief laugh, but this time it was rather congenial. “In a word, I am being indiscreet. You’re calling me indiscreet! And would you be right? You would be right if you were an ordinary person, one of so many ordinary people, whereas you—I’m sorry, sir, but I’m not so sure your matters are private. Don’t they concern us? Don’t they concern me too? Don’t look at me like that, please. There’s absolutely no reason to be alarmed. You mustn’t be.”

			It was a fairly clear morning. A peculiar sunlight shone on the trees in the garden out front. My anxiety returned.

			The young man, however, as he spoke, fixed his gaze on the corner of a magazine tucked inside the rack among several other magazines and newspapers. It was an American men’s magazine. It’s extraordinary how a man, regardless of his socioeconomic status, can enter a room that contains thousands of books, immediately sense the presence of the only piece of pornography there, and identify its precise position as if by an act of divination.

			Naturally the young man’s interest in the magazine gave me pleasure, calmed me down a bit: a messenger of fate, a forerunner or some similar functionary of the nocturnal regiment certainly wouldn’t be interested in porno. All the same, my patience was running thin.

			“To cut to the chase,” I said, “can one know?”

			“Look,” he said, slightly disconcerted, or pretending to be disconcerted. “I’ll be completely frank. I haven’t been honest, sir. I told you a lie. Yes, it’s true: I’ve come about the regiment, in a certain sense, but not to bring you news or information. Hell, I know nothing about it; I certainly know less than you. If I had some reliable information, I wouldn’t be here. I assure you.”

			

			“Then why are you here?” I was definitely irritated.

			“Well, I’m with ASTRA, simply an agent with ASTRA. Understand? We’re in a position to offer you extremely advantageous rates and conditions.”

			“Insurance?”

			He lowered his head to show he was mortified.

			Damn, I’d guessed it.

			It was an immense relief. I felt like a new man. I was calm again, sure of myself, witty.

			“Listen,” I told him, and in a tone that forced him to stand up, “you’re wasting your time—and breath.”

			“I’m sorry you’re angry. I swear I didn’t want to upset you.”

			“I do believe you. But there’s no point discussing it. At my age I don’t need insurance. Besides, it would cost too much. And then who would benefit from it?”

			“Your wife, for instance?”

			“My wife? Thank God her family is wealthy. She doesn’t need anything.” His gaze fell again on the magazine sticking out of the rack. “So tell me, man to man, you like these nude magazines?”

			He feigned surprise. But only slightly.

			“Do I like them?”

			“The magazines with nude women. I noticed you were staring.”

			“What? Me? No, no! I swear.”

			I pulled the magazine from the rack and handed it to him.

			“It’s one of the countless magazines they publish in California. Are you familiar with those? Not bad, right?”

			I felt confident, relaxed. He smiled as he leafed through it, apparently pleased.

			“Take it,” I told him, “if you want.”

			He declined.

			“No, really, take it, I have so many of them. They prove very useful in my drawing, apart from other purposes.”

			

			He laughed openly again. “Apart from other purposes! That’s good! Other purposes! They turn me on too, you know. But no, no thanks.”

			I put four more of them in his hands.

			“Which do you want? I have such an assortment.”

			“You’re being too kind. I don’t know what to say.”

			But he wasn’t actually at a loss. He continued to smile. I’d completely knocked the wind out of his sails.

			At the door, however, when I called for the elevator and the red button lit up, the young man—at this point he’d already said goodbye—turned and stared at me, no longer smiling. A sudden concentration, preoccupation, apprehension, anguish even was painted on his face.

			The elevator stopped, and the metal doors parted. He moved to enter. He raised his right hand slightly, as if to make some gesture. His left hand held the nude magazines.

			“Don’t give it any thought,” he said. “There’s no reason to, I swear, the regiment—”

			The elevator doors closed with a light rustling.

			He disappeared. You could hear the muffled rumble descend, grow distant. Then, at the bottom, it stopped. And then silence. At midmorning, throughout the entire, vast building, there was a frightening silence.

			Corriere della Sera, 1 August 1971

		


		

		
Stefano Caberlot, Writer

		

		
			The announcement of the departure always has a pretext. And in the great majority of cases, this pretext refers to conditions of health. So those who communicate it are doctors. Unlike other messengers, they don’t communicate the announcement directly in an explicit form, but try to disguise it with the most ingenious euphemisms, actually transforming it into happy news.

			But Stefano Caberlot, who is a specialist on this topic, having devoted his novels wholly to the departure for his entire life, certainly didn’t let himself be deceived when the attending physician informed him that his “type” isn’t all that serious, in fact it could be considered negligible, although one can’t deny that it has a certain obstinacy, and hence the treatments may have to be prolonged for a certain period, and it may even be advisable to have recourse—through an excess of prudence or, to be perfectly clear, simply an exaggeration—to some X-ray applications and, who knows (ultramodern science does have its absurd snobberies), to brief, intermittent sessions of cobalt therapy.

			What is so remarkable here (and what the doctor couldn’t even guess because he hadn’t read the novel) is that fifteen years ago, in his Autumnus Interruptus, Caberlot imagined an absolutely identical case in which the doctor uses the exact same words with the protagonist. In a short time the protagonist meets his end, and departs, in the most painful circumstances.

			As he listened to the doctor, feeling upset, Stefano mentally translated each of the reassuring phrases into the hopeless truth.

			And when the doctor seemed to have concluded his speech, Stefano got him going again with appropriate questions, experiencing the dreadful satisfaction of hearing a fairly precise repetition of the exchanges in his own novel:

			

			“But, Doctor, what if there isn’t any improvement?”

			“Don’t worry, there will be with the treatments I’ve given you” (the novel reads, “depend on it”).

			“But what if there isn’t?”

			“Well, in that case, which I rule out, it would mean our hypothesis is incorrect.”

			“Hypothesis?”

			“I say hypothesis because the evidence doesn’t enable us, as I’ve already told you, to formulate a diagnosis with a hundred percent certainty” (the novel reads, “a thousand percent”).

			“And so?”

			“Well, every possible clinical test has been done. Obviously we couldn’t continue blind like this. The only other thing would be to go in and look.”

			“Go in and look how?”

			“Open, take a peek, close. It’s nothing” (the novel reads, “trivial”).

			“Open the stomach?”

			“Well, a little cut. Takes a couple minutes” (the novel reads, “an instant”).

			“What if you find something bad?”

			“How bad could it be? An intestinal resection is a common thing. But this isn’t the time to think about it. It’s a gratuitous, half-baked supposition. Absolutely premature. Now take care of yourself. Go on with your life, your work. Don’t worry at all,” and he was about to get into his car. “Don’t worry. Stay calm. You’ll make out fine” (the novel reads, “you’ll get through it”).

			Thus he found himself personally living through the situation that is most feared among every possibility in the life of modern man. It is so feared that from his first works he continued to reflect on it incessantly, perhaps partly through superstition.

			Nothing seemed more terrible to him than the desperation of someone who comes to learn, or guesses, or vaguely intuits that he is condemned to die and knows the departure will be preceded by a long ordeal of more intense pain, humiliation, physical and moral degradation.

			

			Confronted with the fatal announcement, his heroes had naturally reacted with heroic strength of spirit, or dignified resignation, or excessively poetic melancholy. None started to curse savagely, or writhe on the floor between sobs, or tremble like a child.

			Or weep, tremble, summon a mother who is no longer there. As he, Stefano Caberlot, a man like so many others, has a terrible desire to do.

			Everybody else in such cases can do these things. But not him. Because he has spoken about it his entire life, he is an expert in the field, he has prepared for the eventuality more than anyone, so if he gets cancer he must set an example.

			“Vittorina!” he calls. “Do me a favor? Look in the newspaper to see if any good films are showing.”

			“But isn’t it better,” she answers from the next room, “for you to spend a quiet evening at home?”

			“There must be one with Hoffman, by that director who also did Macbeth.”

			“Peter Schleger, you mean? Ah, yes. Les Cérémonies. It’s true. Everyone says it’s very beautiful. But it’s raining. Why don’t we go tomorrow?”

			“I may not feel like it tomorrow.”

			“Well, as you wish, dear.”

			Il Giornale nuovo, 30 October 1974

		


		

		
Alfredo Brilli, Accountant

		

		
			Flowers on the balcony lit by the sun. A Sunday morning. Alfredo Brilli, forty-eight, an accountant with the chain of Janus Schwarz grocery stores, is sitting on the couch, a little tired, perhaps, thinking about the afternoon. His wife Elda will go to her usual bridge game. Outside, in the early heat, stretches the city. He sees it from the height of the tenth floor, lying half asleep, its typical deep moan comprising millions of lives. He has arranged with the petite Vittoria for five o’clock. Vittoria’s tiny studio apartment is comfortable. And it’s located on one of those tranquil, respectable streets where nobody looks out of the windows, from behind shutters or blinds, which are lowered, of course, although in such a way as to leave the narrowest cracks through which glances can pass. And there’s no reception desk. Just a panel with lots of buttons. Vittoria is number 27. The bolt on the gate is released immediately. Maximum discretion.

			The doorbell. Damn it. He’s home alone. He has to get the door. How charming, that Vittoria. Who knows where she learned it. Perhaps a little from him too. After all, he feels he’s quite the intellectual. As a boy, he thought he’d become a writer. And later! An imagination perennially in motion, even more so now that his vigor is no longer what it once was. But who could have rung the doorbell? In his entire life—and he’s met countless girls in Italy and abroad; he’d be curious to make a tally—he has never known one more depraved.

			A babe. Still a kid, to look at her. He opens the door.

			He’s petrified. Gasps.

			There on the landing, bolt upright, face hard, skirt frightfully short, blackish knee-high stockings and above them twenty-five centimeters of bare thigh, a red wig the only departure from the habitual look, with long straight hair stretching down to mid-back, mouth sticking out, as always, like a seal of pale wax (the mere sight makes him want to . . . ), stands Vittoria. With that extraordinary face—hard, wicked, inexpressive—the face of a tormentress who’s like a set of pincers to his groin.

			

			Stammering: “Have you gone crazy? What do you want?”

			“Come on,” she orders, heading toward the elevator she’s left open.

			“My wife could come back any second!”

			Vittoria has never come to his home, not even during the summer, when Elda and their daughter Maria are in the Engadine.

			“Come on, slimeball,” she says, getting into the elevator.

			Where she keeps on staring at him, without a millimeter of a smile at the corners of her lips, which are slightly opened from the tension of her youthful skin so that her teeth can be glimpsed. What is happening?

			Since he got into the elevator after her, he exits first on the ground floor. With her sturdy shoe, she delivers a powerful kick to his rear. She guides, confident.

			He, turning around:

			“But aren’t we meeting today at five?”

			“I told you to move.” Dictatorial and menacing, she fetches him a slap with her right hand.

			“Are you crazy? They can see us!” He makes off with huge strides, getting ahead of her so no one will think they’re together. But already he feels that terrible excitement inside. For four years, ever since he met Vittoria, it’s become the fundamental goal of his life. Over satisfaction from the business. Over skiing. Over chamber music (as a boy he played the cello with passion). Over garden-variety fucks that are the bliss of everyone else, like his friends, poor things, who don’t know, don’t understand, don’t even suspect.

			What a marvelous slut Vittoria is. Who gave her, a laborer’s daughter, the sort of intelligence that doesn’t miss a thrust, that genius for vice? If he’d met a girl like her when he was younger, he would’ve died. Even as a boy, without reading anything of the kind, without anyone ever mentioning it to him, he’d have confused thoughts about certain things, improbable mirages of eternal punishment, sublime deliriums denied to most people. Her intelligence extends to staying some ten meters apart from him so a doorman, should they chance upon one, won’t catch on.

			

			On the street, Brilli turns left, his pace decisive. Behind, a voice: “Please wait for me at the corner.”

			“Please.” Treacherous irony. You can never tell. But who knows what happened? Why did she come to his home?

			Couldn’t she wait till the afternoon? Did desire dog her so persistently? Granted, her whore’s genius is due to the fact that she too, even though uneducated, mysteriously enjoys that cruel playacting. But lust so pressing isn’t plausible. It must be something else.

			At the corner he stops. It’s the hour when a serene, moronic peacefulness falls over the Sunday city, when the spiffed-up regulars discuss the match at the counter in the bar, a bitter in hand. Few cars pass by. Some sort of brief amnesty has stopped the usual breathlessness, urgency, anxiety—from appointments, from the workday, from time the punisher.

			An Alfa Romeo stops right in front of him. He doesn’t understand. Vittoria opens the door.

			“Get in, quick.”

			The car sets off very slow, too slow. Brilli pretends to blow his nose with his handkerchief in case Elda might be arriving.

			“Got a new car?” She doesn’t reply.

			“Well, Vittoria, I hope you’ll give me an explanation.”

			Her voice is hard (it makes his shameful desire run up his spinal column): “I’m not Vittoria.”

			He jumps. Like someone caught off guard.

			“What do you mean, you’re not Vittoria?”

			For the first time a brief laugh, derisive. “Never been Vittoria. You see the hair, don’t you? You want to try pulling it?”

			He does try, with the proper caution due to a queen. “So who are you? Her sister?”

			

			She forcefully nods yes, the red curtain of hair hiding her profile for a moment.

			“You’re identical. It’s incredible.”

			She nods yes again.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Moira.”

			“Moira! Like the Parcae?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Never mind.”

			The car was now zooming along the third ring road. Why on earth so far away?

			“Excuse me. Where are we going? I’ve got to be home by one thirty at the latest. If I don’t—”

			“If you don’t what?” (That intimidating tone, unremitting.)

			“What do you think? My wife is so annoying.”

			“My name isn’t Moira. I was joking. It’s Iside.”

			“Then you knew who the Parcae are?”

			A gigantic truck in front, dark gray, like some towering monument, makes an incredible swerve, as if a charge might have exploded underneath.

			Iside brakes without making a turn. Then she says firmly, not looking at him, “I’m familiar with them, you know, the games you play with my sister.”

			“What games are you talking about?”

			“You’re nothing but a scumbag. I want you to know I’m much more experienced. My sister’s just a baby. I’ll make you die.”

			“You want to tell me where we’re going?”

			They’re passing the truck. It has three trailers. Between the bars you can glimpse the cargo: dead elephants.

			“Did you see?” he asks with sudden apprehension. “Did you see that truck?”

			“I’m much more experienced than Vittoria. Vittoria’s a joke. You don’t believe it? I’ll make you die.”

			“When?” he asks, excited.

			“October 4th. Today’s June 13th. You’ve got some time.”

			

			Brilli no longer knows what is happening. Iside is an intense creature, no doubt. She may just be more knowing than Vittoria. Still.

			“Excuse me, but I don’t follow.”

			“I mean,” she explains without changing her tone, “you’ll depart on October 4th.”

			“For where?”

			“I’ll make you depart.” For the first time she turns to look at him with a smirk.

			“For where?”

			“You’ll depart with your destined regiment. Enough for now. I’ve told you too much. Get out.” The car slows down.

			“Are you insane? You’re leaving me here in the middle of nowhere?”

			“You’re in front of your house.”

			Brilli looks. It’s true. Can it be he’s noticed nothing?

			“How do I find you?”

			“Ask my sister. We’re always in sync.”

			“But . . . excuse me—”

			“What do you want to know?”

			“In a word, how much do you want?”

			A laugh, finally. The car stops.

			“A lot. Or not much, depending on your point of view. But don’t worry. You’ll have enough to pay the debt. Now get out.” The voice wasn’t laughing anymore. It was hard, like before.

			“A kiss?” he ventures.

			“Here in front of your house? What if your wife shows up?”

			So saying she passes her right finger over his lips, then slips it between them, rubbing his gums, then inside his mouth, playing with his tongue. Ever looking in front of her, motionless as a statue.

			“Now get out, you filthy pig.”

			At five Vittoria was expecting him, dressed up like a Gypsy girl, her feet bare and black with muck, a wide slit down the front fastened only at the waist, so that her tits were nearly spilling out and her mons veneris could be glimpsed. In her hand something that usually drove him crazy. She seemed impatient to begin. But he:

			“You didn’t tell me you had a sister.”

			

			“Me, a sister?”

			“Iside, right? She came to my house this morning.”

			“Iside? Never heard the name.”

			“Identical to you. Identical. As if you were twins. Except she’s a redhead.”

			“I don’t like this story. Do you want to explain what happened?”

			“Identical, I tell you. Same face. Same mouth. Except she had red hair instead of black. She said she knew what we do. And she’s much more experienced. And she’ll make me die.”

			“I don’t have any sisters, I swear.”

			A lick of fear across his belly. Suddenly it melts away. What an idiot not to catch on. He bursts out laughing.

			“Why are you laughing now?”

			“You must think I’m a real sucker. It was you, right? A joke in good taste, more or less.”

			Vittoria looks at him.

			“This morning I went to bed at six, if you really want to know. Then I slept till half an hour ago.”

			Suddenly he understands. An emptiness like he’s never felt before. At the same time, the sensation of truly participating in life, of being truly a man for the first time. Till then, even amid worries and pains, it seemed more like an extramural game than anything else, a test, a lucky exercise, by and large. But now the game’s over. He feels the full weight of the rank he was given at birth—God, how heavy it is. The rank of man.

			He drew near the window. Pushed aside the curtain. A courtyard in a condominium with flowers on the balconies and, to the right, from the fourth floor up, walls lit by the sun, and the abandon, the languor of the day of rest.

			“What are you doing there at the window? Get moving. Come on. You’ve already pissed me off with that story about my sister. You deserve special punishment.”

			Mechanically he follows her into a dressing room. A wall-length closet. Then a daybed, a chest of drawers, an armchair, two chairs. On the ceiling three pulleys.

			

			“Come on now,” she says, “strip down.”

			Alfredo: “God, what a joke you’ve played on me.”

			“Me? . . . Come on, get naked.”

			“I don’t feel like it anymore. I’ll pay you as usual, but I don’t feel like it anymore.”

			“Because of the stories she told you? You’re not such fool. But if you are, that’s one more reason to take advantage of the remaining time and think about having fun.”

			“Theoretically you’re right. But the thrill is gone. I’d just find it disgusting.”

			He let himself drop into the armchair. And looked at her. Only the day before, that sight—the childlike face, lips partly opened with brutish lust, the frontal slit with the delicate furrow between the breasts, open almost as far as the nipples, and below the waist, at every movement of the legs, two revealing edges, the hairless mons, smooth, pink like a prepubescent girl, and down the thighs, the fleshy legs, the little feet encrusted in black—it would’ve unleashed in him a mental lechery that was at once wicked and exquisite. Even the desire to incinerate his life for an hour of savage abandon.

			But now the cruel Gypsy was saying nothing to him. So it’s idiotic to think that if man truly thought about his inevitable fate, he would worry less about work, money, family, status, clothes, home, and celebrity, and live wiser and more serene.

			No use. If he thought about his irrevocable doom, nothing at all would matter anymore to him. He’d certainly stop worrying so much about money, but nothing else would have any taste for him either, not even eating, beautiful girls, music, extolling masterpieces, mountains, deserted beaches by the ocean, philosophy—everything would turn into dry mud where he would sink pointlessly. Except God, perhaps, faith. But he didn’t have any of that.

			She’s standing, silent as well, because she’s an intelligent girl with almost infallible intuition. And she too understands vaguely that death, the future death of a precious client, has taken away her scepter. A triviality was enough, a few remarks from a meddling phantom like the absurd Iside, for the sexual delirium of the imagination, the heavenly heights that distinguish Homines sapientes from monkeys and toads, to be suddenly pushed aside. And flesh is nothing anymore, nor is the color of flesh, the belly, small tits, the florid hollow of shorn armpits, featherless genitals, her pitiless filthy games with him. He tries to imagine the most exciting bodies and positions, but it’s useless. Even divine vice is nothing anymore. It would take the Savior, the Christ, wouldn’t you think? But he, who knows how many years ago, lost that along the way.

			

			Il Racconto, no. 3, August 1975

		


		

		
Wladimiro Ferraris, Chief Customs Inspector

		

		
			Ferraris (He opens the door of his townhouse on via Bonifacio VII in the old quarter which is still called the Artists’ Village. Blinded by the violent sunlight, he rubs his eyes.): “What is it? What’s happening?”

			The Neighboring Houses: “It’s a new day, a very beautiful new day, sir. It looks like spring has arrived.”

			Ferraris (looking around, hesitant): “For me too?”

			The Houses: “We don’t see anything contrary for you, Inspector sir, you who always say you are so young, even at fifty-two. Unless—”

			Ferraris: “Unless . . . (imitating the intonation) unless . . . how stupid of me to stand here listening (he looks at his watch). I don’t understand it; this is the first time Massimo’s been late.”

			(At that moment a dark gray Mercedes stops in front of the house. A driver gets out and rushes to open the door.)

			Driver: “Forgive the delay, Commendatore. The transit strike has caused a terrible traffic jam.”

			Ferraris: “Where’d you get this ocean liner?”

			Driver: “This is the new car for the Customs Office, Commendatore. I thought you were informed.”

			Ferraris: “Ah, yes, you’re right. Today, today (he passes a hand over his forehead as the car sets out), today I have a headache.”

			Driver: “Maybe you’re coming down with the flu, Commendatore. You ought to look after yourself.”

			Ferraris: “Careful, Massimo, you nearly drove into those people! Please, I’m really not right today. What’s this fence doing here? What’s all the confusion?”

			

			Driver: “They’re constructing a new skyscraper, for Gulf and Western, I believe.”

			Ferraris (suddenly starting, as if alarmed): “Massimo, d’you see that? Are those women crazy? Those things are simply insane.”

			Driver: “The latest fashion. They say it’s all the rage.”

			The Car: “The latest fashion for you, you pig, always with a hard-on.”

			Driver: “Here we are, Commendatore.”

			(Ferraris gets out of the car. With uncertain steps he approaches the staircase to the Customs Building. A crackle at his side makes him jump.)

			The Customs Building: “Don’t worry, Inspector sir, it’s a new game. The children are amusing themselves.”

			(Ferraris enters the lobby, where under festoons of banners a dense group of prominent figures in tailcoats are gathered in animated conversation, as if they were awaiting an event.)

			Ferraris (calling the doorman who is standing rigidly behind his chair): “Fabrizio, do you know what’s happening?”

			The Doorman: “They’re awaiting the arrival of the new minister, Inspector. You, sir, should be the first to know.”

			(Ferraris approaches the group of dignitaries, one of whom greets him cordially.)

			Dignitary X: “Welcome back, welcome back, Commendatore.”

			Ferraris (confused): “Forgive me, but my memory . . .”

			Dignitary X: “Infantino, Salvatore Infantino, the new customs inspector.”

			Ferraris: “What . . . (he leans on a table) do you mean?”

			Dignitary X (confused): “Pardon. The new vice inspector.”

			Ferraris (with relief): “Ah.”

			Dignitary No. 2 (cordially slapping him on the back): “Dear Ferraris, what a pleasure to see you again after so many years. How time flies! Speaking of which: Happy New Year! A new year, a new beginning!”

			(Snow is falling. Looking up, the dignitaries applaud, as he does.)

			A Voice: “Ladies and gentlemen, the new retractable roof of the Customs Building has been inaugurated.”

			(More applause. The roof slowly closes again.)

			

			Ferraris (taking refuge in his office): “It’s so damn cold.”

			(A very attractive girl enters.)

			Jole: “Inspector sir, I’m the new secretary.”

			Ferraris (leaping to his feet): “Whose secretary? I’ve never had a secretary. The current job description doesn’t allow for one.”

			Jole: “I’m your personal secretary, Inspector sir, for your exclusive orders. And I’m ready now, if you wish.” (She locks the door and begins to disrobe quickly.)

			Ferraris: “This is absurd, miss.”

			Jole: “Call me Jole. You’ll see, Inspector, you’ll be pleased with me.”

			Ferraris: “Get dressed immediately, you shameless girl.”

			Jole: “Then you really haven’t understood anything?”

			Ferraris: “Understood what? (There are some sharp knocks at the windows.) What’s happening now?”

			Jole (in bra and panties, opening the window): “It’s the spring doves for the new investiture.”

			(Six birds enter, positioning themselves on the furniture. The telephone rings. Jole reaches it before the inspector and lifts the receiver, from which a deep voice enunciates: “Congratulations, congratulations.” A knock at the door. Jole, abandoning the crackling receiver on the desk, goes to open it. Ferraris leaps on her to restrain her, grabbing her by the shoulders.)

			Jole (laughing): “What warm hands you have. What are you afraid of? (She opens the door and two more very attractive girls enter.) Now you have three new secretaries. Martina . . . Maddalena . . . Hurry, off with your clothes.” (She locks the door again.)

			Ferraris: “This is madness. Besides, it’s cold as hell.”

			Jole: “What?! It’s late spring!”

			Il reggimento parte all’alba, 1985

		


		

		
Why

		

		
			I was explaining our customs to the first diplomat sent from Mars:

			Our entire world, one could say, is organized with the sole aim that a garrison awaiting departure be eternally present.

			Hence men reproduce and animals and plants also reproduce, and this is maintained by the fact that the act of fecundation is generally held to be the most pleasurable.

			The zest for love between man and woman is such that there’s absolutely no danger man will cease to procreate and no longer guarantee the presence of the garrison.

			In fact, he indulges in the pleasure of carnal coupling with such stupidity as to bring into the world many more children than he can feed, and therefore he often suffers poverty, hunger, humiliation. He’s also so foolish as not to realize that he himself causes these afflictions, and he blames the next person for them, anyone who, having a little more sense, is better off than him.

			“But explain to me,” said the foreigner who came from a much more cogent world and couldn’t understand, “apart from the act of fecundation, what zest have you for bringing children into the world?”

			“Well done! Life is a sacred thing and passing the torch to the future is our most noble mission. Since children come out of us, furthermore, and almost always resemble us, we love them more than any other thing in the world. Besides, children and young people are beautiful to look at, they are graceful, they arouse sentiments of love.”

			“But do you realize that you bring them into the world with the sole aim that they too will leave it?”

			

			“Of course we know this, but they leave much later than us. This is the rule, so much so that when a child must unfortunately leave at a young age, it’s the greatest tragedy for the parents.”

			“Well, I’ve been here just a little while, but I do have the impression that your children, when they reach a certain age, respond to your love with scorn and hatred, and they don’t give a damn when you old people leave, unless your departure carries a decrease in money and goods.”

			“Once upon a time it wasn’t like this.”

			“I would say it is now.”

			“And what of it? Man’s mission is to perpetuate life; everything else is of secondary importance.”

			“To perpetuate life, but also death, in fact more death than life, given the ultimate end of life is death. And this sequence of generation after generation with the chief aim of dying seems to me one of the most absurd things.”

			“It’s so absurd, in appearance, that it obviously isn’t as you say. I think one’s life in itself—namely, the wait for the departure—may be a very important and beautiful thing, if used well. Everyone, moreover, seems to assign it the highest value. And leaving it constitutes the greatest pain. Besides, what could we do?”

			“Simple: don’t procreate anymore. Prevent such a wretched fate from repeating itself.”

			“Wait a minute. It isn’t certain everything’s over after the departure. This is actually the greatest problem, the most important and terrible thing. What is the destination of the departing regiments? Where do the ships sail? To which battles, seas, fates? Since the beginning of human existence, everyone has posed the question. Is there an armed enemy to defeat? Is there an unknown country to conquer? Where do they go? To what end? Or do they set out blindly? And the ships—where do they dock? This is the great problem.”

			“Which no one has ever managed to solve.”

			“Not so. Many people have persuaded themselves the aim of life on this earth is precisely a second life, in another place, which will last eternally. Do you see how everything can be explained this way?”

			

			“And you, personally, do you believe it?”

			“Well, to be frank, no. My parents believed it. I no longer believe it, or at least I have strong doubts. My children believe it even less. Nevertheless, they too are very much attached to life.”

			“I quite believe it. It’s the only thing left for them, and after that—”

			“You see? Man has great mysterious resources.”

			“Do you mean he lives as if he never had to leave? As if his life might be eternal?”

			“In a certain sense, yes.”

			“This, I must confess, is the thing that has amazed me ever since I arrived among you. Everyone acts as if they never had to leave, and when the order later arrives, they appear surprised. They protest. They kick up a fuss.”

			“It’s logical. Life is a very beautiful thing, and the world is an enchanting place. There are fields, forests, flowers. Sky, sun, clouds. Stars, the moon. Have you seen the sea, mountains? Haven’t you been to museums? Haven’t you tried to read any of our literary masterpieces?”

			“No, I’ve only been here a few days. I don’t know your language very well.”

			“Then you haven’t yet seen the spectacular cities, monuments, skyscrapers, bridges. They’re the pride of man. And the beautiful young women—have you noticed them? Have you tried to touch them? Do you too possess a genital apparatus? Have you tried to make love with it? Have you tried out our vices? Do you know they’re divine?”

			“I’m a bit shocked, listening to you.”

			“And music, songs. And good things to eat and drink. Do you know many people prefer dining to the carnal act? And theatrical performances and athletic competitions? The joys of sport? Do you ski?”

			“You are rather eloquent, I must acknowledge. You almost convince me. In short, in spite of that problem, you live in paradise. In spite of the expiration awaiting you, you are happy creatures.”

			“You can very well say that. Earth is a paradise that enjoys an eternal spring, and since we live here, we can’t desire anything more. We are precisely, as you put it, happy creatures.”

			

			“Hence I have deceived myself.”

			“Of course. Contrary to what you supposed, we—I repeat—are happy. Happy! Happy! Drowning in an ocean of bliss! The curse that divides me! Hell! Working hard and finding oneself always with hands full of ashes. Going mad for a woman, and when you’ve possessed her, feeling like an empty worm. Fighting for glory, for money, for whatever demon happens to possess me, and when I’ve reached it, a black shadow awaits me, and all this only to die. Even marvelous vices, even poetry, even music are converted into putrefaction and poison and this is one of the fortunate talking to you, one of the very fortunate, because for the most part the others are also condemned to illness, poverty, physical hardship, stink, ugliness, vulgarity, and they too must leave even if they forget they must leave, for them too the shadow waits in the corner, behind the door, inside the wardrobe, along with nocturnal anguish and anguish in the morning, which is even worse. The only escape is the stupidity that leads the political man to concern himself with the coming centuries and the destiny of humanity and convinces the lawyer, doctor, banker, weaver, merchant that his work or business or plot is the most important thing in the world and will last eternally and each person loves himself and worships his own things, his own house, his own children and completely forgets about the ultimate aim, the thought that should rather govern all his days and then when they come to call him he starts to squeal like a butchered pig.”

			Il reggimento parte all’alba, 1985
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