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BIOGRAPHY

Luicr PrranDELLO Was born on 28 June 1867 at Caos, a villal
near Girgenti, the modern Agrigento, in Sicily. The house
belonged to the Ricci-Gramitto family, and the Pirandellos had
retreated there during the cholera epidemic of that year. Luigi’s
father, Stefano, had served with Garibaldi in 1860 and 1862, and
on his return to Girgenti had married, in November 1863, Caterina,
the sister of his comrade-in-arms, Rocco Ricci-Gramitto. It was
from this uncle that Pirandello gained much of the material which
he later used in his Sicilian stories. The elder Pirandello wished his
son to have a technical education but, with the connivance of his
mother, Luigi was able to study Latin secretly and soon to qualify
for admission to the classical stream. At nineteen he fell in love
with and became engaged to his cousin Lina. In the same year,
1886, after having worked for three months in the family sulphur
business, he persuaded his father to allow him to study letters at
the University of Palermo, from where he proceeded, in 1887, to
the University of Rome. Here he had the good fortune to work
under and gain the friendship of the eminent scholar Monaci, who
later, when an irreparable quarrel broke out between Pirandello
and the Professor of Latin, counselled and assisted the young man
to transfer to Bonn—which he did in October 1889>—and there to
complete his studies under the distinguished philologist Wendelin
Foerster. It was at Bonn that he met and fell in love with Jenny
Schulz-Lander, to whom he dedicated his second volume of poems
Pasqua di Gea (1891).

In 1891 he gained his doctorate with a thesis on the dialect of

! The villa, which lies out towards Porto Empedocle (see ‘The Black Kid’,
pp. 132-40), was partly destroyed during the last war. There is now a very

interesting museum at the restored villa, with a fine collection of Pirandello

material.

2 He registered at the University on 6 November 1889, according to Mathias
Adank (Luigi Pirandello e i suoi rapporti col mondo tedesco, Druck:
Druckereigenossenschaft Aarau, 1948, p. 10).
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Girgenti (Laute und Lautentwickelung der Mundart von
Girgenti), and after a further period at Bonn, possibly as lector in
Italian,! during which he fell ill with diphtheria and pneumonia, he
returned to Sicily. By 1893 his engagement to Lina was broken
off, and in that year he settled in Rome, where he soon became a
prominent member of the group of writers and artists who revolved
around Luigi Capuana, the novelist and critic and one of Italy’s
most accomplished and creative naturalistic writers, who, as Piran-
dello later told Filippo Strico,? was responsible for his seriously
beginning to write prose. It was not long before he was considered
to be one of the more challenging of the anti-D’Annunzian young
authors.

A disciple, but no imitator, of the great verist playwright, short-
story writer, and novelist, Giovanni Verga, whose compassionate
and clear-headed preoccupation with the agony of man caught in
the trap of living he shares, Pirandello impatiently and with fierce
irony rejected D’Annunzio’s cult of the superman—though not
himself uninfluenced by Nietzsche—and the austere purity and
unrhetorical dignity of his style are in vigorous contrast with the
morbid sensuality, the exoticism, and the (all too often) windy
rhetoric of the older writer. D’Annunzio, and frequently magnifi-
cently so, is the poet of sensation, while Pirandello is the poet of
experience.

His first published work, Mal giocondo (1889), was a collection
of poems, many of them written when he was fifteen or sixteen,
very reminiscent of Foscolo, Leopardi, and Carducci; it was
followed by other volumes of poetry, by the publication of his
thesis, and by a handful of novels, a flood of short stories, and a
number of critical essays.® Of his novels, Il fu Mattia Pascal (1904)
is undoubtedly the most important. A moving and highly original
work, it is Pirandello’s first major statement of the themes of being
and seeming and the nature of personal identity which, under a
multitude of aspects, he was to develop with such power and
cogency in his plays. From it may be said to stem the entire

! Adank (p. 8o) suggests that this is doubtful. There is no record at Bonn of
his having held such a post.

* of. Saggi, poesie, scritts varis, ed. cit., pp. 1246-7.

? See the list of works at the end of the book.
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grostesque movement in Italian drama,? a theatre which was to find
its natural fulfilment in the plays of Pirandello himself, as it was to
deduce its aesthetic from his essay L'umorismo.

The year 1894 brought his marriage to Antonietta Portulano, the
daughter of his father’s partner. Though very much a marriage
determined by the commercial interests of the parents, it was none-
theless a happy one during the first few years and three children
(Stefano, Lietta, and Fausto) were born. Then came financial
disaster, with the flooding of the sulphur mines in which
Antonietta’s dowry had been invested, together with her father-in-
law’s capital. She succumbed to paresis of the legs and only began
to walk again after some six months. Worse, paranoia supervened;
she became steadily more and more insane, attacking Pirandello
constantly with jealous outbursts (none of them at all founded in
reason) and until 1919, when she entered a nursing-home, made
his life an unceasing torment. She died in 1959.

This sudden reduction in 1903 from middle-class ease was doubly
crucial: Pirandello became dependent upon his earnings as a
novelist, reviewer, and short-story writer, where previously he had
been free to compose what and when he liked; and the physical
tie with his wife was severed. Her revulsion from him, always
potential in their relationship because of the intensity of her associa-
tion with her father, not only confirmed his personal puritanism
(and it is important to bear this in mind when appraising his love
for Marta Abba in later years), but also brought him to concentrate
in his work on the themes of exile and the search for the un-
attainable woman—the ‘immaculate whore’, the mother-mistress,
the ‘faithful adultress’ (as he calls Francesca da Rimini, from
whom so much derives in his opera).

His first play, La morsa,* was published in 1898, but it was not
until 1915 that he began to write seriously for the theatre. His
decision to work more largely in this new medium was due in part

'Tts first statement was probably Luigi Chiarelli’s brilliant (if slightly too
sentimental) and satirical comedy La maschera e il volto (1916). The poet of
the movement and a dramatist of strength is Pirandello’s friend and disciple
Rosso di San Secondo. Particularly remarkable is his Marionette, che passione!
(1918).

? Derived from ‘Fear’ (see p. 35 and pp. 36-46).

C
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to the persuasion of Nino Martoglio, the Sicilian playwright; in
part to the exhortation of Angelo Musco, the Sicilian actor; but
chiefly, I suspect, to his desperate need to find relief from his
personal grief, which had become more acute with the capture by
the Austrians of his elder son Stefano in November 1915, the
illness of Fausto, and the death of his mother in the same year.
Though the plays of this period include the remarkable Liola
(1916), with its pungent re-evocation of Machiavellian comedy, and
Cost & (se vi pare) (1917)—a savage and tender confrontation of
social and authentic man in a theatrically accomplished farce-
tragedy—it was not until 1921 that he achieved any real success.
The Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore—notwithstanding the uproar
of the Rome first night, an occasion comparable to the legendary
premiere of Hernani—rapidly followed by Enrico IV, made him
famous all over the world, and also made it possible for him to
give up academic work. (For poverty had obliged him to devote
long hours to lecturing in a teacher-training college for women,
a form of drudgery which is amply satirized in his earlier
writings.)

From 1923 Pirandello was unceasingly on the move, travelling
throughout Europe and to the Americas, either to attend other
people’s productions of his plays or, for a while, to present his
own interpretations of them. Not infrequently, he would stage a
postlude of discussion and debate with the audience. (When C. B.
Cochran gave him a short season at the New Oxford Theatre in
1925 the discussion seems to have taken place between parts I and
I1 of Six Characters in Search of an Author. It was probably during
this visit that E. Rowley Smart painted his portrait.) His gifts as a
dramatist were greatly enhanced by his being a born producer, as
his work with the Teatro d’Arte, based on the Sala Odescalchi at
Rome, made abundantly clear. Here Pirandello was trying to
create something like a National Theatre. Inevitably, artistic
achievement was paralleled by financial collapse. After three years’
activity the company was dissolved in 1928.

The next years—indeed, from now till shortly before his death—
see Pirandello as a voluntary exile from Italy, spending much of
his time in Germany and in France. His love for Marta Abba, his
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leading lady and the woman by whom so many of his later
heroines are inspired, did little to mitigate his sense of annihilation.
There is no reason to doubt his own assertion that his relationship
with her was that of father and daughter. Certainly, deep as was
his affection for her, and strong the bond between them, nothing
could modify his sense of aloneness, of the imperative need to
spend his last days as a wanderer upon the face of the earth. As
he told his daughter in a letter of 30 July 1931, ‘A home, a country
—these are no longer for me. My spirit is now estranged from
everything and no longer finds any point of contact with anything
or with anybody.” On 15 May he had written to her, ‘Death doesn’t
frighten me, because I've been ready for it for a long time now, just
as I've been ready for everything in life. It’s a very bitter serenity,
a conquest achieved at the cost of having accepted everything. And
I no longer see liberation [anywhere], not even in death. . . .’

Pirandello’s encounters with Hollywood—from one of which
came the Greta Garbo As You Desire Me—had no cheering effect
on him. He accepted the cinema, wrote for it, and was a perceptive
student of it as an art form. His work lends itself to translation
into film and, indeed, for television.? (In fact, the first play ever
televised in this country was Pirandello’s The Man with the Flower
in his Mouth, put out by the B.B.C. on 14 July 1930.2) His repudia-
tion of Hollywood is an abhorrence of the industry, not the proposi-
tion supposedly justifying the factories. We gather from Vittorini
that he found the abortive discussions with Selznick (over a
possible filming of the Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore) ample
substantiation of his mistrust.

This was in the summer of 1935. The previous year he had been
awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, and on 10 December 1936
he died in Rome. His last wishes were typical of the radiant
austerity governing his life. He asked that the utmost simplicity
should be observed at his funeral, that he should go naked out of
the world, and that he should be cremated. Against the pomp that

'I have wondered how much this may be due to his exceptional gifts as a
painter. Something of the quality of his writing undoubtedly resides in his
ability to put thought into pictures of rugged complexity. For his portrait of
Emilia Frateili see Stand, vol. 5, no. 3, November 1961, p. 35.

? For a photograph of the cast and production team see Stand, cit., p. 31.
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might have been visited upon him he asked for ‘The hcarse. the
horse, the drive—nothing more.’

In a way these last wishes provide an answer to a question
which must alwavs arise in connexion with Pirandello. coming to
fame as he did at the time of the Fascist ascendancy. He joined
the party, he became one of Mussolini's Academicians, and in 1935
he gave his Nobel medal to assist the war etfort against Ethiopia.
We know he detested Mussolini and challenged Fascist othicials.
His self-exile was in part determined by his need to escape from
Fascist Iraly. The wishes he promulgated for his own funeral
deliberatelv denied the Fascists an opportunity to use him for their
own greater glory. I think all may be resolved by appreciating just
how innocent Pirandello was. The son and ncphc“ of garibaldins.
he felt bound in all patriotism to help in what many honourable
people saw as an essential moral reconstruction. (Pirandello’s early
work is often a horritied picture of the moral collapse atter
unification had been attained.) He was no politician. however,
and could find no organizational correlative for the ever-increasing
aesthetic revulsion he experienced. Certainly, his work never
coheres with Fascist doctrine. Not seldom does it speak out actively
against cherished Fascist concepts and practices. For Pirandello
human beings mattered as themselves, for it is finally as themselves
that they suffer.

There are few events of the traditional kind in Pirandelio’s life.
Rather does he live according to the precepts of his writing : events
are the discoveries of the mind. the stages of becoming. the aware-
nesses of being for an instant. It was his contention that he had
no life outside his writing. and that. like so manv of his characters,
he could sadly athrm that for himself he was nobodv. A significant
entry is to be found in his private notebook for 1033-3¢4: "There is
somebody who's living mv life. And I know nothing about him.’
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THE LITTLE HUT

A Sicilian Sketch

This story was published in the Gazzerza del Popolo della
Domenica (Turin) on 1 Junc 1884, when Pirandello was in
his seventeenth ycar. It is his earliest surviving known prosc
work. His indebtedness to Giovanni Verga is manifest—that
his hero is called Jeli* simply underlines that debt. More
important, of course, is that the young Pirandello should
have to so marked an extent absorbed the implicit teaching
of Verga, and, at the same time, begun to speak as himself.
Capannetta was first reprinted, with a note by Aurelio
Navarria in Narrativa (IV, 4 December 1959). It is now
included in Vol. VI of the Opere. (Saggi, Poesie, Scritts
Varii, a cura di Manlio Lo Vecchio-Musti, Milano-Verona,
Mondadori, 1960, pp. 1047-50.

92

1 cf. Jeli il pastore, by Giovanni Verga.



THE LITTLE HUT

A Sicilian Sketch

NEevER before had anyone seen such a dawn.

A small girl came out of the little hut. Her dishevelled hair was
straggling over her forehead, and she was wearing a faded red
kerchief on her head. As she buttoned up her shabby little dress
she yawned, still entangled in the net of sleep, and stared straight
in front of her. Far into the distance she gazed, her eyes wide-open,
just as if she could see nothing at all.

Far, far away, a long fire-red strip wove bizarrely in and out of
the vast emerald green expanse of trees, which vanished at last in
the distance. .

The whole sky was strewn with little yellow clouds that flamed
like crocuses.

The girl went on her way, heedless of it all. A little hill rose up
on the right. Gradually its slope became gentler and gentler, until
suddenly, there beneath her gaze lay displayed an immense flood
of water, the sea.

The little girl seemed struck and deeply moved by that scene,
and she stood there looking at the boats as they flew over the
waves, dyed a pale yellow by the morning sun.

It was completely silent. The almost imperceptible gentle night
breeze was still fluttering the air, and making the sea shudder.
Slowly, very slowly, the air became perfumed with the delicate
smell of earth.

After a short while the little girl turned away. She wandered off
through the still uncertain light, reached the top of the cliff and
sat down. Absent-mindedly she looked at the green valley, laugh-
ing there below her, and began to sing a little song softly to herself.
Suddenly, however, as if something had just struck her, she
stopped her sing-song, and shouted at the top of her voice, ‘Zi’ Jeli!
Hey, Zi’ Jee. ..V’
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And a rough voice answered from the valley, ‘Hey-ey !’
‘Come up here. The boss wants you !’

Meanwhile, the little girl, her head lowered, was on her way back
to the hut. Jeli had come up from down below, still not really
awake, with his jacket over his left shoulder and his pipe stuck in
his mouth—he always had that pipe clenched between his teeth.

The moment he got inside the hut, he said good morning to
Papa Camillo. Malia, the land-agent’s elder daughter, gazed
intently into his face, her eyes like arrows, so penetrating that they
would have pierced through stone.

Jeli returned her look.

Papd Camillo was a stub of a man, as huge in girth as a barrel.
Malia this morning had the face of one of Paolo Veronese’s women,
and in her eyes you could clearly read the blessed simplicity of her
heart.

‘Listen, Jeli,’ said Papd Camillo, ‘I want you to get the fruit
ready. We've got the gentry coming from the big city. Pick out
some good stuff, eh? Because, if you don’t—well, as sure as there’s
aliving God ... !

‘Huh, the usual old guff!’ Jeli replied. ‘You know very well that
you’ve got no need to try that sort of thing on me! On me!’

‘Meanwhile,” went on Papd Camillo, taking him by the arm and
leading him out of the hut, ‘Meanwhile, if you ever get the urge
again to. . . . No, I won'’t say it. You know perfectly well what I'm
talking about.’

Jeli just stood there, quite dumbfounded.

Papa Camillo went on down into the valley.

There was no getting the better of him in that argument, so the
young man went back up to the hut.

‘We’re done for now !’ said Malia.

‘You’re a fool I said Jeli. ‘If we can’t get what we want by fair
means. . ..

‘Oh, Jeli! What are you hinting at, Jeli?’

‘What? Do you mean to say you don’t understand? We'll run
away together.’
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‘Run away together?’ said the girl, surprised.

‘Or . .." added Jeli—and he put the shining crescent of the sickle
about his neck.

‘Oh, my God !’ exclaimed Malia, and her shudder seemed to run
right through her body.

“Till this evening, then. Seven o’clock. Be ready!” said Jeli, and
disappeared.

The girl gave a cry.

It was getting dark.

The appointed hour was approaching and Malia, her face very,
very pale and her lips like two dried rose-petals, was seated outside
the door. She was watching the waves of darkness engulf the green
plain and when, in the distance, the church bell in the village rang
out the Ave Maria, she prayed too.

That solemn silence seemed like a divine prayer on the part of
Nature.

She’d been waiting there a long time when Jeli came. He'd left
his pipe behind this time. He was more passionate and very
resolute.

‘Is it time already?’ asked Malia, trembling.

‘A quarter of an hour either way. It’s all time gained,’ replied
Jeli.

‘But—'

‘Hell’s bells! Look, I think it’s high time you stopped that
butting of yours. Haven't you realized, dear heart, that it’s a
question of——7’

‘Oh yes, I realize that. Yes, I know only too well that it’s a
question of——1!" Malia hastened to reply. She still couldn’t recon-
cile herself to what he’d so ill-advisedly resolved to do. In the
meantime, a distant whistle told Jeli that the carriage was ready.

‘Come on! Let’s get moving!’ he said. ‘Don’t look so glum,
Maliella! Out there there’s a whole world of joy awaiting us.’
Malia gave a cry. Jeli took her by the arm, rushed her along the
path. The moment he set foot in the dog-cart he said, ‘As fast as
you can go!’
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The two young people clasped one another very tightly and
kissed one another for the first time in freedom.

At nine o’clock Papa Camillo came back up from the valley and
gave a tremendously loud whistle. The little girl came rushing
out, and before she’d got to where he was, he asked her, ‘Where’s
Jeli? Have you seen Jeli?’

‘Oh, Papa Camillo! Papi Camillo!” she panted, her voice sound-
ing choked.

‘What are you trying to tell me, you skinny little misery?’ roared
Papa Camillo.

‘Jeli’s . . . run away . . . with Maliella. ...’

And a hoarse, savage sound burst from Papa Camillo’s throat.
He rushed on up the path, flew into the hut, picked up his shot-
gun, and fired into the air. The little girl looked at him, stunned.

It was a strange spectacle, the mad fury of that man. A frantic
laugh burst shatteringly from his lips, and died away in a strangled
rattle. He no longer knew what he was doing. Quite beside him-
self with rage, he set fire to the little hut, as if intent on destroying
everything that reminded him of his daughter. Then off he dashed,
furiously, shot-gun in hand, along the path. Perhaps he hoped to
find the lovers somewhere along it.

The blood-red tongues of fire reached up to the sky through the
gloom of the evening.

Smoke rose up from the little black hut. Smoke and a steady
crackling—just as if the hut were saying good-bye to the little girl
with that persistent crackle, as she stood there staring at it, pale
and horrified. You got the impression that her every thought was
following that column of smoke, as it mounted up from her modest
home. Smoke rose up from the little black hut. Smoke and a steady
crackling. And the little girl stood there, not saying a word, her
gaze fixed on the sombre ashes.
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THE COOPER’S COCKERELS

I galletts del bottaio first appeared in Luigi Capuana’s chil-
dren’s paper Cenerentola,® 23 September 1894. It was not
reprinted in any of the subsequent collections of novelle—
indeed, it is very much su: generis—and is now to be found
in the appendix of short stories in Vol. II of the Opere
(Novelle per un anno, Vol. II, Milano-Verona, Mondadori,
1957). We are indebted to Manlio Lo Vecchio-Musti for
tracking down this novella.

93
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THE COOPER’S COCKERELS

THE wife of Marchica the cooper had one overwhelming desire:
to be allowed—just once, at least!—to have her Christmas dinner
alone with her husband. Or dinner on Easter Sunday, for that
matter, or on New Year’s Day, or at Carnival time. No, whatever
the festive occasion, it was his custom to gather round his table
hordes of relatives and friends. Very much to his wife’s regret.
Indeed, very much in spite of her wishes.

This particular year the good woman had reared two fine
cockerels in readiness for Christmas, and on Christmas Eve she
said, showing them to her husband, ‘Look! Don’t you think
they’re fine birds? If you’ll give me your word that you won’t ask
anybody to come and have dinner with us tomorrow, I'll twist
their necks for them, and then you'll see what a wonderful cook
I am! I'll give you a dainty dish fit for a king!”

The cooper gave his promise, and his wife was happy.

Next day came, and the cooper, dressed in his Sunday best, went
to say good-bye to his wife before setting out for Mass.

‘Oh, no, dear husband! Just you hold on a moment! You’re not
setting foot outside this house today! As sure as I'm standing here,
if you so much as poke your nose out of doors you'll come in again
with somebody in tow that I'll have to feed! One Mass will be
quite enough for you. Tonight’s!’

‘But, I promise you——'

‘I'm not listening to any promises! Come on, hand over that
hat! It’s staying under lock and key today !’

The cooper heaved a sigh and handed his hat over to his
wife.

As he sat there in the little kitchen, and gazed admiringly at his
wife, while she moved about with even more than usual briskness,
her face flushed with the heat thrown up by the fire under the
stewpot and her tiny waist nipped in by her new dress with the
floral design on it—she was wearing an old tablecloth over it to
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keep it clean—he thought to himself, ‘She’s quite right, poor dear
woman! It’s very pleasant being on our own, just the two of us
together, cosy and intimate, without lots of strange faces round
the dinner-table. People who keep you in an awful state of sus-
pense, wondering whether you've satisfied all their particular
tastes. Ah, she’s a dear woman, my wife, a darling! And it’s just as
if I'm aware of the fact for the first time, today. And, when all’s
said and done, what is it she’s asking of me? She finds pleasure
in being alone with me, celebrating Christmas with only me for
company. Oh, she’s a dear! She is a dear !’

And deep down inside himself he repeated his promise never
again in the future to make his wife unhappy by inviting relatives
or friends at Christmas or at any of the other times.

But the Devil, on this occasion, as always, couldn’t forbear from
poking his tail in. When the woman had been out shopping on
Christmas Eve, getting the things she needed for her special dish,
she’d forgotten the parsley. The ha’p’orth of parsley.

‘Oh, husband dear ! Now what shall I do?’

‘Give me the ha’penny, I'll go and get it !’

‘Oh, no! You're not going! I've already told you once, you'’re
not setting foot outside this house today !’

‘Oh, don’t be such a silly little woman! Do you really think
I——? The greengrocer’s is only the other side of the—— A couple
of yards away.’

‘It’s no use! You can be as plausible as you like. I'm not listen-
ing!’

‘Well, in that case, you go!”’

‘But, don’t you see, I can’t! How can I possibly leave things?
Oh, my goodness! Listen! I'll stand here on the doorstep and
keep an eye on you. You can go without your hat. Just across the
road. A ha’p’orth of parsley !’

‘Just you leave it to me! I'll be like greased lightning! I'll be
back almost before I'm gone !’

‘Mind you are!’

‘Don’t you worry !’

But no sooner had he got, oh, not half a dozen yards from his
own doorstep, than . . . Well, blow me down! He bumped into
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the old priest from the neighbouring village, where Marchica had
once lived for three years.

‘Ah, how are you, Father? Bless my soul, it’s good to see you!
And how are you? What are you doing round these parts?’

‘Oh, one or two things to see to! One or two things to see to!”
replied the old priest smilingly, his eyes disappearing into a mass
of wrinkles.

‘Well, it really is good to see you! How are things with you?
How are you keeping? What'’s the news at Montedoro?’

‘Oooh! What sort of news do you expect there to be? Things
are all right, my son. The world is old. . . .” And the old priest
rubbed his dry, trembling hands together, hands which really Aad
been created for the sole task of raising the Host on high.

‘Oh, I can see you’re in the best of health,” replied the cooper.
‘As always, God bless you! Oh yes, I'm all right too, thanks be to

God! And I’'m never short of work. Yes, Father. . .. I'm just off to
buy a ha’p’orth of parsley for my wife. She’s very well, too, very
well indeed! And she never forgets her old—— No, she never

forgets you, Father! She's always saying to me, “Ah, what a good
priest he is!”’ But you know for yourself without me telling you.
My wife—well, it's hearth, home, and church with Aer! Oh,
she’s getting me a dinner and a half today. And just the two of us
alone! There we are at the table, me here and her there! But——
Where are you eating today, Father? I'm quite sure my wife will
be overjoyed to see you again. Will you do me a favour? Now you
mustn’t say “No” I’

‘Willingly, my son, if I can—'

‘You must have dinner with us today, in honour of Christmas.’

‘I can’t, my son-—’

‘What do you mean, you can’t? Oh, so you look down on a poor
man’s house! I know, the sort of thing a poor man has to offer, a
couple of cockerels! While over there. ...’

‘That’s not the reason, my son! You know me better than that.
I’ve got to start back in just a moment or so.’

‘Go back later I’

‘I've left my donkey down at the draper’s, he's waiting for me.’

‘Let him wait! He'll get a longer rest. No, whatever you say, I'm
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not letting you get away! You must do me this favour! You will,
won’t you?’

‘Since you force me to accept. Thank you very much, my son.’

‘Thank you, Father, for the honour. Here’s my house, do come
and—do come along and step inside. Look, that’s the door, the
one facing us. Look ! There’s my wife on the doorstep. I shan’t be
a moment. A ha’p’orth of parsley !’

The old priest smiled as he looked at the cooper’s wife, and
greeted her with a wave of his hand, as he walked in the direction
of the door.

‘He’s done it on me again! He’s done it on me again!’ the
cooper’s wife was saying through clenched teeth meanwhile. She
stood there, clasping and unclasping her fists, simply gnawed
away with anger inside. ‘Oh, you’ll have some explaining to do
when you come in, my lad! You'll see!’

‘How are you, Father? How are you? This is a great honour, a
great pleasure.’

‘Your husband literally forced me to accept. I just couldn't
refuse.’

‘Ah, Father!’ sighed the cooper’s wife, setting her face in an
expression of extreme sadness.

‘What is troubling you, my daughter?’ asked the priest in
surprise.

‘T'll tell you, Father, I'll tell you! Just wait a moment!” The
cooper came in with the parsley, smiling.

‘Here’s the parsley! See who it is, dear wife? Your good Father!
We certainly didn’t expect to see Aim, did we? And he’s been so
kind as to deign to accept our humble invitation. As I've already
told him, the sort of thing a poor man can offer—— Still, it’s true,
isn’t it? What does it matter? A good heart makes up for all
deficiencies.’

‘Certainly. Oh yes, indeed.’

‘Shall I tell you something, Father? My wife said to me this
morning, “Nobody to dinner today!” And, as a matter of fact,
I—— But then I caught sight of you, and I'm quite sure—— Well,
you’re an exception. That is so, isn’t it, dear wife?’

‘Oh, no doubt about that! No doubt about that!' his wife
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replied, her lips pursed. ‘In fact— Yes, now that I come to think
about it, what about the wine? I've forgotten the wine too—— I
ask you! Head like a sieve! Run another errand for me, will you,
husband dear? You don’t mind, do you?’

‘Why, of course not! I'll go immediately! Just give me my hat,
will you? Hand me my hat!’

‘Here’s your hat. Don’t be long, please! Hurry!”

‘Don’t you worry !’

The moment the husband had left the house, the woman said to
the priest, ‘Oh, Father! What a stroke of luck it was that he let
himself be persuaded into going for the wine !’

‘Why, my daughter, why?’

‘Oh, if you only knew, Father! I'd already laid in the wine. I
said I didn’t have any out of sheer Christian charity. ...

‘What do you mean?’

‘So as to save you, Father !’

‘Save me?’

‘Yes, Father! Do you mean to say you don’t know anything
about it? You don’t know that my husband . . . ?* And she gave
an expressive gesture of the hand.

And the poor priest, by way of response, pulled a face a yard
long. ‘Mad, you say? Mad? But how on earth has——? Poor boy !’
And he clasped his hands together. ‘How on earth has. .. ?’

‘Yes, Father! Yes, Father!” said the woman vigorously. ‘I've no
more tears left to weep in secret, Father.” And she was crying away
as she spoke. ‘Oh, what untold floods of tears these eyes have wept!
And if you only knew the kind of madness that’s come upon him.
He’s only got to catch sight of people’s eyes, and immediately he’s
filled with a burning desire to tear them out. Yes, Father!’

‘Oh, Jesus, what an affliction! Sweet Jesus, what an affliction !’
stammered the poor priest, his tongue dry within his mouth.

‘Oh, Father! I'm speaking for your own good. You can imagine
what an honour it would be for me, the pleasure it would give me,
having you at table with us today. Look ! Take the two cockerels.
Or one of them at least. Now, don’t refuse! I'll wrap them up in
an old newspaper, will that be all right? And you can take them
with you. But please, I beg you, don’t stay here and have dinner
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with us, that is, if you value your eyesight! Do you know what he
does, the poor mad fellow? He invites people into the house, then
he shoots the bolts on the door, and when the meal’s over he does
his best to tear his guests’ eyes out! And every time Oh, you
should see it! Oh, the desperate struggles that go on! Of course,
everybody in the village knows about his madness now, and
nobody accepts an invitation from him any longer.’

So frightened was the good priest that he could hardly breathe.
He stammered, ‘And—and I didn’t notice it! I didn’t notice it!’

When the woman stopped talking he, notwithstanding his
advanced age, leapt up from the chair in which he had been sitting,
wrapped himself in his cloak, rammed his hat firmly on his head,
and well down over his forehead, and said, ‘Thank you, my
daughter, thank you! Allow me to take my departure immediately.
Thank you very much indeed ! I owe my life to you!”

“Take the cockerels! Please do me that favour !’

‘No, nothing! Of course, I can’t take your cockerels, my dear
daughter! Oh, poor boy! May the Lord help you, my poor
daughter ! Good-bye, good-bye! And thank you once again.’

The woman made no effort to prevent his leaving.

‘Well, that’s settled that!’ she exclaimed. She went into the
kitchen, took the two cockerels out of the pot, and hid them.

‘Now for #s, my dear lord, master, and husband I’

The cooper came back in with a handsome flask of wine, all out
of breath and panting.

He found his wife in the kitchen, crying her eyes out, and with
her hair all dishevelled.

‘What’s happened to you?’

‘Oh, if you only knew! Oh, that horrible priest!’ lamented the
wife, crying her heart out.

“The priest? Where is he? What’s happened to you?’

‘Now will you learn sense? Are you still going to go on bringing
people into my house? Do you see what your worthy priest has
done to me? Can you see what he’s done?’

‘What’s he done to you?’

‘Oh, dear mother of mine! Oh, dear sainted mother of mine!
You certainly never dreamt for one moment that the man to whom

D
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you entrusted me would one day leave me so exposed to the
outrageous behaviour of wicked people!” And the woman con-
tinued inconsolably to cry and cry.

‘Good grief, woman, aren’t I to be allowed to know what’s
happened to you?’

‘What?’

The wife, having calculated that by now the priest must be a
safe distance out of the village—mounted on his donkey, and with
fear to spur him on—leapt up from the chair in which she had
been sitting and, in tremendous fury, burst out, ‘What’s happened
to me? Your nice, kind priest! Do you know what he did? Your
good and worthy priest came skulking into my kitchen and——
Look! Look over there! Look in the pot! See? There’s nothing
in it now !’

‘You mean he’s pinched——?’ said the cooper, his eyes opening
as wide as wide.

‘Both the cockerels!’

‘Oh, the scoundrel! Are you serious? Is it possible? Oh, the
scoundrel! Where is he? Where is he? Which way did he go?’

‘I don’t know! I didn’t see him.’

‘Oh, the thieving priest! Oh, the old fox! Let me get at him!
I’'m going to chase after him! And if I catch up with him——
Let me go!’

‘Oh yes, you nasty bully! Take it out on an old man, now!’

‘He’s pinched my cockerels!’

‘Your own silly fault! Pitch into yourself, not him! And let it
teach you a lesson ! Let it teach you a lesson I’

‘No, I'm not going to be satishied as easy as that. Let me go!
Let me go! Let me go, I tell you!”

And having freed himself by sheer brute force from his wife’s
restraining arms, he began to rush furiously along the main road
that led to Montedoro.

After having covered a good stretch of the road beyond the point
where it left the village, and being by now all covered with dust
and so tired that he couldn’t go a step farther, he saw in the
distance, far, far away, the old priest, trotting along on his donkey
in the middle of a cloud of dust. Then he summoned up all his



The Cooper’s Cockerels 15

remaining strength and began shouting, ‘Hey, Father! Hey,
Father I’

At the far end of the road the priest turned round in his seat
to look back, and the donkey went trotting on and on.

And at the other end of the road the cooper was shouting in a
loud voice, ‘Let me have one of them at least, Father! Give me
one of them at least !’

‘Goodness gracious, dear man! One of your eyes at least, he says!
Good-bye, my dear fellow ! Good-bye, my dear fellow I’

And he urged the donkey on with mighty thwacks.

‘Just one of them at least! Just one of them at least!” the poor
cooper went on shouting, quite exhausted by all his running.

Meanwhile, back in the kitchen, his wife was stripping the flesh
from two extremely tasty cockerels, and taking things very easy.
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A DREAM OF CHRISTMAS

My bowed head was resting on my arms, and for some little while
now I had had the feeling that. . . . Well, it was just as if a
hand were lightly touching my head in a gesture that was
part caress, part protectiveness. But my soul was far, far away,
wandering through all the places that I had seen since the days
of my childhood, and the spirit, the very feel of those places
still breathed within me. Not so strongly, however, that it
could satisfy the urgent need I experienced then, to live again,
if only for an instant, life as I imagined it to be unfolding in
them.

There was rejoicing on every hand: in every church, in every
home. Up the hill they were gathered round the Yule log. Down
the hill, clustered before the Crib. Familiar faces joined with
unfamiliar faces in the jollity of supper. Sacred songs, the sound of
the bagpipes, the cries of exultant children, and the noisy disputes
of the card players. . . . And the streets of the great cities and the
little towns, of the villages and of the hamlets up in the Alps or by
the sea-shore, all were deserted in the bitterly chill night. And I
seemed to myself to be hurrying along those streets, dashing from
one house to the next, so as to rejoice in the celebrations of other
people, all compactly gathered into their separate worlds. I'd stop
for a few moments in each house, then I'd wish them all ‘Happy
Christmas!’ and disappear. . . .

That’s how it had happened: all unawares, I'd dropped off to
sleep, and I was dreaming. And in my dream, as I hurried along
those deserted streets, it seemed to me that suddenly I came upon
Jesus. He too was wandering abroad in that night, that very night
on which the world still traditionally celebrates His birth. He was
moving along almost furtively, very pale and shut up inside Him-
self, with one hand clasping His cloak and His deep-set, noble,
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brilliant eyes gazing intently into the void. He seemed filled with
an intense grief and prey to an infinite sadness.

I set off along the same path, but gradually His image began to
exercise so powerful an attraction over me as to absorb me into
itself. And then it seemed to me that He and I made up but one
person. Suddenly, abruptly, however, there came a moment when
[ felt dismay at my own lightness as I roved along those streets—I
seemed almost to be flying above them—and instinctively I stopped.
Then, on the instant, Jesus disengaged Himself from me and went
along on His own, lighter than ever, almost as if He were a feather
thrust on its way by a puff of wind. And I, left on the ground like
a dark stain upon its face, became His shadow and followed Him.

All of a sudden the streets of the city disappeared. Jesus, like a
white phantasm, shining with an inner light, flew up over a tall
bramble hedge, which stretched relentlessly in either direction, into
the infinite distance, in the middle of a black, unending plain. And
when we had reached the other side, above the hedge, He sped
easily along, tall and erect, while I scrambled on, sprawled full-
length. On and on He drew me, through thorns which pierced me
all over, yet without tearing me at all.

From the shaggy, bristling hedge I climbed on up until at last,
though in a very short time, I reached the soft sand of a narrow
shore. Before me lay the sea, and on its throbbing, black waters, a
luminous path, which ran on and on in an ever narrowing band
till it became a mere point in the immense arc of the horizon. Jesus
started along that path traced out by the reflected light of the
moon, and I followed on behind Him, like a small, black boat
amidst the flashes of light darting about the surface of the freezing
waters.

Suddenly the inner light of Jesus was extinguished. Once again
we were traversing the deserted streets of a great city. Now He was
stopping every few moments or so to eavesdrop at the doors of the
most humble houses, where Christmas, not out of sincere devotion,
but because of sheer lack of money, furnished no pretext for

guzzling and revelry.
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“They’re not asleep,” Jesus murmured, and surprising a few
hoarse words of hatred and envy uttered within the house, He
shrank back within Himself as if assailed by a sharp spasm of pain.
Then, the imprint of His nails still vivid in the backs of His pure,
clasped hands, He moaned, ‘Even for these did I die. ...’

So we went on, stopping every now and again. We covered a
long stretch of road, until we came to a church, and there, in front
of it, Jesus turned to me, His shadow on earth, and said, ‘Arise and
welcome Me within yourself. I wish to go and see inside this
church.’

It was a magnificent church, an immense basilica with a nave
and two side aisles, rich in splendid marbles, with gold gleaming in
the dome, and filled with a great mass of the faithful, all intent
upon the service which was being conducted from the High Altar.
The altar was gorgeously arrayed and the celebrants were sur-
rounded by a cloud of incense. In the warm light cast from a
hundred silver candlesticks the gold flecks in the rich cloth of the
chasubles, set against the froth of precious lace upon the Altar,
glittered at every gesture.

‘And on their account,’ said Jesus within me, ‘I should be happy,
were I really to be born tonight for the first time.’

We came out of the church, and Jesus, coming out from within
me and standing in front of me as before, and then placing a hand
upon my breast, went on, ‘I am seeking a soul in which I may live
again. As you see, I am dead as far as this world is concerned. And
yet it . . . Yes, it even has the audacity to fling itself into a riot of
celebration on the very night of My birth. Perhaps your soul would
not be too narrow for Me, were it not so cluttered up with all sorts
of things that you ought to cast away. From Me you would receive
a hundredfold what you would be losing by following Me and
abandoning what you so falsely deem needful to you and to yours:
this city and its life, your dreams, the creature comforts with which
you seek in vain to gladden your foolish suffering in this world.
.. . I 'am seeking a soul in which I may live again. Yours may very
well be just like the soul of any other man of goodwill.’



A Dream of Christmas 21

‘The city, the life it gives me, Jesus?’ I replied, greatly dismayed.
‘My home, my dear ones, my dreams?’

‘From Me you would receive a hundredfold what you would be
losing,” He repeated, taking His hand away from my breast and
looking fixedly at me with those deep-set, noble, brilliant eyes of
His.

‘Oh, I can’t, Jesus!’ I said, after a moment’s perplexity, and,
utterly ashamed and humiliated, I let my hands fall on to my body.

At the self-same moment, just as if that hand, which at the
beginning of my dream I had felt touching my bowed head, had
given me a forceful thrust against the hard wood of the little table,
I awoke with a start and began rubbing my forehead, for it had
gone completely numb. “This it is, Jesus, this it is that tortures me
so! For ever more, without rest and without respite, morning, noon,
and night, I must torment my brain with this eternal question.’
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TWELVE LETTERS

Tue moment she’d closed the door behind Signora Baldinotti,
Adele Montagnani heaved a sigh of relief, went back into the
drawing-room, and looked to see what time it was by the clock on
the mantelpiece. Poor, fat, blonde Signora Baldinotti, she’d been so
terribly upset! Very quickly, almost as if someone could spy in and
observe what she was doing, Adele tidied up her hair a little, front
and back, and rearranged the froth of white lace at the neck of her
dress. Rossani would be here any minute now.

In anticipation of this visit Adele hadn’t slept a wink the whole
of the previous night, and all through the morning she’d been
prey to a most lively sense of agitation, which had increased greatly
in the last hour and been turned into downright anguish by the
announcement of the importunate visit of Signora Baldinotti.

By great good luck she’d taken her departure in time. Yes, it
really was good luck, because the poor lady—among her other
deficiencies she was a trifle deaf—was notorious for the length of
time she’d stay when she called, and she was totally incapable of
realizing when she was (as there came moments when she was
indeed) a positive social encumbrance. Neither did she realize just
how great an affliction she was being.

Now, freed from this particular danger, Adele could laugh in
her usual way at the sorrowful yet quite hilarious confidences the
good lady had entrusted to her. Provoked to do so by brief but
appropriate questions, or by the occasional exclamation of sym-
pathy or surprise, she’d reveal such secrets and such intimate details
of her married life, that it was sheer entertainment just to listen to
her. Every time she came, Adele would make a point of enjoying
herself for all she was worth at the expense of Signora Baldinotti.
From all the confidences of the unhappy woman she derived a great
deal of piquant material for conversation with her friends.

She stopped laughing. ‘God forgive me!’ she said to herself. But
immediately she was shaken by another gust of laughter.
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Signora Baldinotti flattered herself that she could prevent the
multiple and brazen-faced betrayals inflicted on her by her husband
(who was cight years younger than she), by decking herself out and
generally dolling herself up with the utmost luxury. Such ostenta-
tion was, of course, quite unsuitable at her age and with a body
like hers, and in highly dubious taste. She herself would confess,
‘Do you rcally think, Signora Montagnani, that I'd dress myself
up like this, that I'd spend so much money on myself, if I didn't
have a young husband? And, belicve me or believe me not, I
even—yes, I wait up for him, fully dressed and with my hair done.
Yes, Signora Montagnani, until midnight, two o’clock in the morn-
ing, three, daybreak. . .. Yes, many a time it’s been daybrecak when
he’s come in!’ And, as she’d said this, the poor lady’s lips and
chin had been trembling with emotion and her eyes had been filled
with tears.

The clock on the mantelpiece struck four.

Adele drove the thought of the comic figure of Signora Baldinotti
out of her mind, and occupied herself once more with thinking
about Rossani’s imminent visit.

The task she’d undertaken was beginning to appear extremely
difficult. But it was by way of returning a service rendered her by
a friend, who had undertaken the same task on her behalf, and
who’d carried it through to a happy conclusion.

‘You'll see, the hardest bit is getting started. I've used my art.
You'll certainly not fail to use yours, which is much more refined
than mine,” Giulia Garz{a had said to her the day before, in bid-
ding her good-bye.

That last expression had greatly tickled Adele’s amour propre.
She’d put a great deal of study and sheer hard work into securing
for herself the reputation in society of being a clever and witty
woman.

It was a question of getting Rossani to give back the twelve
letters that Giulia Garzia had written him in the two years of their
so-called love affair. It had been broken off three months ago, after
a long series of scenes, which both of them had found quite dis-
gusting. Giulia had rendered her the same service; that is, she’d
got back the rather more numerous letters which, in a much
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shorter space of time, she’d written to Tullio Vidoni, who'd taken
himself off a brief while before, on the treacherous plea that his
heart could no longer stand the strain of betraying an intimate
friend—Guido Montagnani.

The two break-ups had occurred at almost exactly the same time,
and the two friends had comforted one another in turn; now they
were helping one another in turn.

At ten minutes past four Tito Rossani entered Adele’s drawing-
room, quite resigned to submitting to the thousand little pinpricks
of her presumptuous sharpwittedness, exactly as if he were enter-
ing a beehive; resigned to that habit Adele Montagnani had when
talking to her friends, of sounding as if a French vous construction
had determined her phrasing. It was quite indiscriminate. Indeed,
her whole way of talking was bejewelled with French words and
expressions, as if their Italian equivalents were false or vulgar.

‘Ah, here you are at last!” she exclaimed.

Rossani bowed, held out his hand and replied, ‘On the dot !’

‘A fairly elastic dot, if I may say so. But never mind, do sit down.
Over here. Over here, by me. You’re not afraid to, are you?’

‘Courage itself, dear lady. A proper little St. Sebastian. Here I
am, by your side, all ready to receive the arrows that it shall please
you to bestow upon me!’ And sitting down, he tried to catch a
glimpse of his own reflection in the mirror over the mantelpiece.
There was a set smile on his face, masked rather by his thick,
up-swept moustache.

‘There’s just one tiny little difference, you know! St. Sebastian
was terribly handsome. According to all the artists, that is.’

‘I know. Please look on me as a St. Sebastian from the neck
down.’

‘No, we'll include your head as well! I've made quite a nice
start, haven’t I? Listen, Rossani. . . . I'm going to make love to
you. You don’t mind, do you? Promise me, though, that you
won'’t start brawling with my husband. ...’

‘Oh, I—— Yes! I see! Brawl with your—— Yes, indeed!
observed Tito, laughing and stroking his head with his hand. Like
Guido Montagnani he'd gone bald rather early in life. He added,
‘It won’t be at all easy, you know. ...’
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‘Oh, stop it! Do be serious! I'm going to make love to you, even
though I do know that you find me completely repulsive. Not
that anybody’s told me as much, mind you! No, I've worked it
out for myself, in my own quiet little way.’

‘Ah, dear lady, how very unobservant you've been! So many bril-
liant gifts! How sad that perspicacity should not be among them !’

‘What a sweet man you are! Perhaps you're right, you know!
But, well, suppose you are right? I shouldn’t really be wronging
you. Likes and dislikes, loving people and hating people; it’s
- something you feel, not something you sit down and discuss cold-
bloodedly. Even if we admit that you don’t hate the sight of me.
Well, go on, own up! You're frightened of me, aren’t you? Of
course you are, and you can’t deny it! You had to have a proper
invitation, didn’t you, before you'd come and see me? Still, we
mustn’t start getting biased, must we? I know . . . I know why
you haven’t been to see me since—— And, if you don’t mind my
saying so, it was very wicked of you! No, don’t interrupt! People
have noticed that you haven't been coming to see me. They’ve
started making comments. You've done yourself—— Rossani, I'm
very sorry to have to say this, but your reputation has suffered very
greatly as a result. Why, we all thought you such a dashing, witty
sort of a man.’

‘Did you indeed?’ said Tito. ‘So I've got that sort of a reputa-
tion, too, have I? I hadn’t the faintest idea. Borrowed plumes,
dear lady, quite unmerited! Shall I prove that to you? Well, with-
out any further beating about the bush, let me ask you why you
did me the honour of writing me the note I received this morning,
and what it is I can do for you?’

Adele was somewhat disconcerted by the serious note in his
voice and by the urgent tone of his reply. She responded by trying
to retreat a little, in order to mount a stronger counter-attack.

‘So you don’t believe me when I say that I intend to make love
to you? You don’t want to, do you?’

‘You think that? My dear Signora—— My dear lady, I shouldn’t
dream of doubting your word! So I'll begin by asking you to—'

‘Swear undying love?’

‘No, God forbid! It would be a sin against Nature !’
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‘Well, in that case. . . . I'm sorry if —— But why? Look, this
is in conﬁdcnce m'm? After all, we are having a litde flirtation,
n'est-ce pas? But vou mustn't think that I'm jealous too. As I was
saving, why—— Oh. I don't know how to put it! Look! Why are
vou acting so harshly, so resentfully—and that's putting it mildly!
—towards somebody we both know, if you really believe that
undying love is a sin against Nature?’

‘I don't see what you’re driving at !’

‘Oh, don't pretend! You're not that thick-witted! Don't force
me to tell vou her name! You know perfectly well who it is! My
most intimate friend. Almost a sister to me. . ..’

‘Oh, indeed? S$#//1?° said Rossani, his affectation of ingenuous
surprise shot through with malice.

'What do vou mean, “still'?’ Adele demanded, thoroughly
annoved. ‘Let me tell you something, my dear. We women aren’t
the least bit fickle in our aftfection for one another! We're not
like—— At least, I suppose ...

Tito burst in with, ‘I don't believe you!’ his tone lively in the
extreme. ‘It's no use vour going on, I don't believe you! Anyway,
if what you say is true, I feel terribly sorry for you! As far as I'm
concerned, I give you my solemn assurance that I don't usually
harbour the slightest feeling of rancour against anyone. Especially
afterwards.’

‘Oh come, Rossani, don't be so dishonest!" Adele interrupted
him in her turn. ‘Look ! I'm speaking quite frankly to you, straight
from my heart! And you, you're busy covering up, defending
vourselt against me! Do be honest with me! If what you say is
true, why ... ?’

‘Why what? Look, let's get one thing straight, at least, my dear
friend. 1 consider myself extremely fortunate in bcing freed from
my chains! God knows, they were hc*nv enough, in all conscience!
So w hv on carth should I be feeling embittered? I mean Well,
if 1did feel any bitterness, it would all be directed against myself.
If it were, well—possible. 1 was quite incredibly stupid! Do you
feel like laughing? Do you know why I kept on dragging my
chains around like that? Because I was afraid of injuring . .
Yes! Afraid I might s/l her most intimate friend! Sounds quite
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incredible, doesn’t it? Look, there’s something you must know.
It might help to explain why I—— But you know all this! That
dear lady made my life unmitigated hell with one jealous scene
after another! Oh, the ferocity of the woman! On the flimsiest of
pretexts she’d——1’

‘It looks to me as if she had very good reason to!’

‘T don’t feel the slightest bit sorry, let me tell you!”

‘There! What did I say? Oh, you men!’ Adele Montagnani
burst out, ‘Oh, Bourget, how divinely right you are! Wait till
I—! Just you wait there, Rossani!’ She leapt to her feet and
went into the adjoining room (a small room that she used as a
study), her elbows moving as if she were intent on flying, and
took out of her elegant English-style bookcase Bourget’s
Physiologie de I'amour moderne. She then rushed back into the
room and stood there, riffling through the pages of the book. ‘Oh,
where does it come? Where does it come? Where does he—-?
Ah, here it is! Of course, I'd put the marker in! Par amour propre
simple. Here you are! Read that! Just the bit in italics. The
aphorism. You don’t need to read the rest !’

Tito had got up, so as to look at himself in the mirror, and gave
himself a smile. He took the book and read the passage to himself.
Then he gave a slight shake of his head and said unhurriedly,
‘Nothing to do with my case.’

‘What do you mean, “nothing to do with . ..”? Ce que certains
hommes pardonnent le moins a une femme, c’est qu’elle se console
d’avoir étée trahie par eux.

‘Nothing to do with my case,” Rossani repeated and sat down
again. ‘Look, dear lady, if there really is anybody I can never
forgive, it’s myself. Me! And if your intimate friend has found
such easy consolation for my betrayal of her, then so much the
better. Or so much the worse for her! M’m! So you too know
that your friend has found consolation? In that case, my admira-
tion for you is quite unbounded. Ah, a truly rare spirit!’

‘Who is?’

‘You, dear lady.’

“Thank you, but I don’t understand what you'’re talking about.
I'm sorry to be so tiresome, but I was trying to ask you why, if you

E
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feel the way you say you do, you're so unwilling to give back the
letters she wrote you.’

‘Oh !’ exclaimed Rossani, ‘so you know about the letters too?
Good God! She’s been a bit prodigal, hasn’t she, this intimate
friend of yours? Dashing around all over the place, telling every-
body about this wonderful present she’s given me! A dozen
highly-perfumed, exquisitely elegant little pieces of cardboard! Go
on, own up! She is a bit prodigal, isn’t she? Do you think she’s
planning a gorgeous little private edition of them? Sale restricted
to well-bred pornographers only? You know the sort of thing:
Some Love-Letters by a Lady of Quality. If that's what she’s got in
mind, I'll set up as a publisher myself, even if it does mean robbing
my modest private collection of manuscripts. I've been saving them
up for my old age. They’ll help to pass the time.’

‘Oh, Rossani, what a brute you are! How can you say such
dreadful things? Who else has been talking to you about Giulia’s
letters? I mean, who could possibly know enough about—?’

‘You'll never guess, dear lady,” said Rossani, his face settling
into a serious expression. He went very pale, but a nervous little
smile still trembled on his lips. ‘It’s someone you’d never even
suspect. If you had, you certainly wouldn’t be talking to me like
this. Guessed who it is?’

Adele’s expression became troubled. Her forehead wrinkled, as
if her sight had suddenly become clouded. She whispered a name.

“Tullio Vidoni?’

Rossani nodded in reply. There was just a hint in his eyes of
the sneering smile that was playing on his unmoving lips.

And, in point of fact, only Vidoni—yes, only Vidoni—could
possibly have known about the letters. Vidoni, to whom Adele
had talked about them without even asking him to keep the whole
thing secret, so completely at that time did she trust him. Why,
there was nothing she didn’t tell him! Ah, now she understood
how it was that Giulia had been able to get back ker letters
from him so easily! He'd been in a tremendous hurry, then, to
give his new mistress the letters he’d received from his old one.
God only knows how they must have laughed over all her out-
pourings of love and sorrow !
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Adele twisted her hands in her lap, almost breaking her finger-
bones in the process. All the time she kept on smiling at Rossani,
her face deathly pale and her teeth clenched.

‘Oh, it was really extraordinarily funny,” the latter resumed,
hesitantly, ‘Comical! If you like, I'll tell you all about it, it’s not
a very long story.’

‘Yes! Yes! Tell me all about it!” Adele hastened to say, her voice
and manner indicating very vividly the anguish she was suffering,
the anger, contempt, and sheer hatred with which her body was
~ torn. “Tell me what happened!” she urged him.

‘It was yesterday. Yesterday afternoon. I was walking along the
Corso, with Vidoni. I hadn’t the slightest suspicion that he had
already taken my—well, let’s put it like this; that he was my
successor. We both noticed, and both pretended we hadn’t noticed,
the lady in question. She was a little way ahead of us, having just
passed us in her carriage. I must confess that I did observe a slight
put-outness in my friend’s manner, and a kind of sudden pallor
come over his face. But, I repeat, I hadn’t the slightest suspicion
that he stood in need of my sympathy. After all, he knew every-
thing there was to know concerning the dear lady. All about my
charming and short-lived idyll with her, as well as the whole
mythology—let’s call it that, shall we?—of her inexhaustible love-
life in Milan, before her husband came to Rome to take his seat
in the Senate, poor devil! But that’s enough on that subject! “Oh,
so she’s back?” I said, half to myself, though, to tell the truth, I
was hoping that Vidoni might be able to give me some news
about her. I knew that he’d just got back from Milan himself, and
that he must have seen quite a lot of her there.’

‘Well? Oh, do go on! Do go on! What did he——?" Adele
interrupted, finding Rossani’s long drawn-out narrative all but
intolerable.

‘Oh, —— Oh, I see! Forgive me for asking this, but I suppose
you'd spotted what was happening long before I did, h’'m? You
saw that he was falling desperately in love with Signora Garzia?’

‘I1? Why, no. That is—well, you know Tullio Vidoni as well
as I do. The most ridiculous man who ever trod the face of the
carth! As you know, he’s an acute case of Dongiovannitis. He
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makes love to every woman he sets eyes on. Good Heavens, surely
nobody takes the man seriously?’

‘Oh no, of course not! But 4e does, you know! He takes him-
self terribly seriously! Good God, yes! And he’s certainly fallen
for your most intimate friend! Oh yes, he’s got it badly! At least,
if what he did to me’s anything to go by!”

‘Didn’t you say he’d talked to you about the letters?’

‘Patience is a virtue! Just you listen and you’ll hear all about it.
When I said, “Oh, so she’s back?”” he told me that Signora Garzia
had been back in Rome for the past three days, and that he'd
travelled down from Milan with her. Then he manoeuvred me
into talking about her. Well, I hadn’t the slightest suspicion as far
as he was concerned, and a great deal of suspicion as far as other
men were concerned, so [—— Yes, let me confess my sins! I was
weak minded enough to talk and talk and talk, and not very
charitably, either, as you may readily imagine. Nothing to do
with the aphorism of that divine Bourget of yours, though, let
me tell you! Well, there I was talking away, when I noticed that
my dear friend’s face was gradually getting more and more
sombre. “Nasty pain, old chap?” I said, jokingly. Whereupon he
exploded, and in rather lively terms had the nerve to reproach me
with what I'd been saying, and for the manner in which I'd been
saying it. I just stood there, looking like the village idiot. Gaping
at him! I couldn’t believe that he was serious in what he was
saying. So he said his little piece all over again, adopting even more
picturesque terms. I got a trifle annoyed at this, and gave him the
answer he was asking for. Well, one thing led to another. Quite a
violent little argument it developed into. All in very gentlemanly
undertones, of course. Well, to cut a long story short, I gave him a
fully-detailed account of my own affair with the dear lady and left
him standing there, in the middle of the road, staring after me.’

Adele was terribly agitated by this time. She hid her face in her
hands and sobbed. ‘Oh, God! Oh, God!” Then she looked at
Rossani, her face twisted with anguish and her eyes glistening
with hate. ‘What’s going to happen now?’ she asked him. ‘Tell
me the truth, Rossani! Have you run yourself into any danger?
You know that Tullio Vidoni’s—"
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‘No, 'm not in any danger, dear lady! Besides, I've never
allowed myself to be deterred by my adversary’s prowess in the
shooting-gallery or in the fencing salle. If I'm going to fight, I'm
going to fight. Regardless.’

‘Oh God, no, Rossani! He’s a crack shot! And you'll see, he’ll
take advantage of his skill, the coward!” cried Adele. ‘No! No!
Listen! If you-— If you could only teach him a lesson! Oh, in
that case, I'd urge you with all my heart to go ahead! Yes, teach
him a lesson that he’d remember to his dying day !’

‘Let’s hope it will be !’ exclaimed Rossani.

‘But it won’t] Can’t you see?’ resumed Adele. ‘I'm terribly
afraid for you. And then, just imagine how puffed up with pride
he’ll be, when he returns safe and sound, victorious, to his beloved
mistress! No! No!’

‘Well it's—— I mean, now that . ..’ said Rossani, shrugging his
shoulders.

‘You don’t mean——7 So it’s all settled, is it? You’re going to
fight a duel? Oh, Rossani, no! For Aer sake? A worthless creature
like that! No! No! Do let me go on with what I'm saying! She
came here to see me, the day before yesterday. She actually kissed
me| Just think of it! With that stereotyped smile glued on her
painted lips! Oh, the viper! Oh, my God! Do you know what
she did? She even went so far as to ask me to do something for
her. To try and get back her letters for her. From you. While
she—— O, it’s utterly monstrous, Rossani! Don’t you think it’s
monstrous? Monstrous! And to think that it’ll be you who’ll have
to pay for it all! Oh, no! No, for pity’s sake! Listen! Listen ... |
Do it for my sake!’ Adele put her arm round his neck, almost
burying her face in his breast. ‘Do it for my sake!’ she begged
him.

Tito, at a loss as to how to disengage himself, tried to stop that
flow of supplicatory words :

‘If T fight him . . . If I fight him, I shall do so for my own
sake. For my own sake, and for no one else’s, believe me, dc_ar
lady! And I've got the proof of that here in my pocket! Here, i -
these letters of hers! The truth positively shines out of them !’

‘Oh!’ cried Adele, ‘So you've got them with you now? Give



34 Pirandello

them to me!" She moved her hand in the direction of his inside
jacket pocket, driven to do so by an uncontrollable impulse of
hateful joy.

Tito rose to his feet. Severely, he said,

‘Oh no, dear lady! Even if I no longer have the slightest affection
for that woman, it's still in my own interest to behave like a

gentleman! Now more so than ever! I'm sorry, but . . . Not to
you! I can’t give you the letters! I'll see she gets them back some
other way.’

When he said this, Adele, throbbing with passion, burst into
noisy laughter. On and on her laughter went, and you got the
feeling that she was straining every nerve to keep it going. She
flung her head back on to the raised end of the sofa. Tito stood
there looking at her, thoroughly disconcerted.

‘Oh, wonderful! What a wonderful man you are!’ she
exclaimed, sitting up, her words punctuated by her laughter.

‘You’re quite right! Give me your hand, Rossani! Give me your
hand! Didn’t you see what I was driving at? This is precisely
what I wanted you to do! I wanted you not to give them to me.
Now you will play fair, won’t you? Word of honour? You will let
her have her letters back? You're very sweet, Rossani! Thank you.
You really are a perfect gentleman.’

Tito Rossani went away awkwardly, quite nonplussed, almost
astounded by a dull vexation. Ah, what a fool he was! What a
fool! So that Montagnani woman had been fooling around with
him, had she? She’d played a huge joke on him, acting out that
melodramatic little jealousy scene, had she? And what an actress!
All right? He’d get his own back, though! He wasn’t giving those
letters back | Not on any account !

Which was very poor consolation for Adele, who'd dearly have
loved to get her hands on those letters, and then to . . .

‘Oh, what a fool the man is!” she said very quietly with a lively
gesture of contempt for Rossani, who'd already turned his back
on Adele’s drawing-room.

She buried her face in the sofa and burst into sobs, biting the
raised end of the sofa, so that no one should hear her.
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‘On!’ she said, giving a start of surprise and drawing back from
the window. She had her crochet-work in her hand, and she now
put it down on a small table, and went over and closed the door on
the left, which led into the other rooms. Her movements were
rapid but cautious. She then stood waiting, half-hidden in the
folds of the curtain across the other door, which gave on to the
hall.

‘Back already?’ she said quietly, happily, her arms raised to-
wards him. Such a graceful, tiny little woman. Such a Herculean
man, Antonio Serra. Her face was bent forward immediately to
receive the usual furtive kiss. He avoided her embrace, his manner
thoroughly disturbed.

‘Aren’t you alone?’ Lillina Fabris asked, recomposing herself
immediately. ‘Where have you left Andrea?’

‘I came on ahead. Last night!’ Serra answered roughly, then
added, as if to mitigate his rudeness, ‘Oh, I made some sort of
excuse for leaving. It was the truth, incidentally. I had to be back
here this morning to attend to some business.’

‘You didn’t say a word to me about it,” she gently reproached
him. ‘You might have let me know. What’s happened?’

Serra looked into her eyes—almost hatefully. Then, in a low but
tense voice, he burst out, ‘What’s——? I'm afraid your husband
suspects us.’

She stood stock-still, just as if a thunderbolt had landed at her
feet. Then, fear and surprise in her voice, she said, ‘Andrea? How
do you know? Have you given yourself away somehow?’

‘No. It’s something we’ve both done. If he really Aas found out I’
he hastened to reply. ‘The night we went away.’

‘Here?’

‘Yes. As he was going downstairs, do you remember . . . ?
Andrea was going down in front of me, carrying his suitcase. You
were by the door, holding a candle so as to give us a little light.
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And as I went past you [—— Oh, my God! The mad things we
do sometimes !’

Lillina Fabris clasped both hands to her face. Then she waved
them questioningly, ‘He saw us?’

‘I got the impression that he turned as he was going down,” he
replied in arid, gloomy tones. ‘You noticed nothing?’

‘I? No, nothing ! But where’s Andrea? Where is he?’

It was just as if Serra hadn’t heard the anguished question of
his tiny mistress, the greatness of whose soul, and the greatness
- of whose love, he’d never for one moment comprehended.
Sombrely he went on, ‘Tell me. Had I already started to go down-
stairs when he called out to you?’

‘And said good-bye to me?’ she exclaimed. ‘When he waved
to me! It was when he turned down there on the landing,
then?’

‘No, before that! Before that!’

‘But if he had seen us——’

‘He’d only have caught a glimpse at most! The merest glimpse!”

‘And he let you come back ahead of him?’ she replied with
growing anguish. ‘You're quite sure he didn’t leave when you
did?’

‘Absolutely. I'm absolutely sure about that. And the next train
doesn’t get in until eleven.” He looked at his watch, and his face
grew dark again. ‘He’s just about due in now. And meanwhile,
we—— All this uncertainty—as if we were dangling over a
precipicel’

‘Sh! Sh! Please!” she begged him. ‘Control yourself! Tell me
all about it. What has he done? I want to know everything.’

‘What do you expect me to tell you? When one’s in this sort of
state, even the most innocent words seem like allusions to——
Every glance becomes a hint.’

‘Control yourself ! Control yourself !’ she repeated.

‘Oh yes! Control myself! Control myself! It’s all very well for
you!’ And Serra started walking up and down the room, wringing
his hands. Then he stopped and said, ‘It was here. Do you remem-
ber? Before we left. He and I were discussing this confounded
case we had to go up to town about. He got quite angry.’
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‘Yes. Well?’

‘As soon as we got outside the door, Andrea stopped talking. He
walked on, with his head bent. I looked at him; he seemed
agitated. He was frowning. “He’s found out!” I thought to
myself. I didn’t say a word. I was afraid that my voice might be
wobbly and give me away. I started trembling like a leaf. But all
of a sudden he said, quite simply and naturally, “Sad, isn’t it?
Starting off on a journey in the evening. Leaving home in the
evening.” And his words rang out clearly in the cool, calm evening
air.’

‘Just like that?’

‘Yes. It seemed a sad thing to him. For those who were left
behind as well. Then he said something that sent me into a cold
sweat. “‘Saying good-bye by candle-light. On a stairway. . ..””’

‘Oh, he said that? How did he say it?’ she exclaimed, somewhat
shattered.

‘In the same tone of voice,” replied Serra. ‘Quite naturally. I
don’t know. . . . He said it on purpose! He spoke to me about the
children, whom he’d left in bed, asleep. But not with that simple
loving affection that reassures you. And he spoke about you.’

‘About me?’

‘Yes. But he was looking at me as he spoke.’

‘What did he say?’ she asked, her whole body in an agony of
suspense.

“That you love your children very dearly.’

‘Nothing else?’

‘In the train he started discussing again the case we were going
to deal with. He asked me about Gorri, the lawyer. Whether 1
knew him.’

‘Sh !’ she said quickly, interrupting him.

The maid came in. She wanted to know whether it was time for
her to go and fetch the children. (They’d been sent that morning
to spend the day with their grandparents—#4is mother and father.)
The master was due back today, wasn’t he? The cabs had already
left for the station.

Lillina was undecided. She told the maid to wait a little while
longer and, meanwhile, to finish laying the table and to make sure
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everything was ready in the other room. Once they were on their
own again, they looked at one another in dismay. He repeated,
‘He’ll be here any minute now.’

Angrily she seized his arm, gripping it fiercely. ‘Have you really
got nothing to tell me? You couldn’t find out anything for certain?
It sounds so utterly fantastic! Andrea! Who's usually so hot-
tempered! With his heart so full of suspicion! To be able to
pretend like that, with you! It’s quite—!’

‘It’s true, nevertheless!” he said, clapping his hands together.
~ ‘Could my uneasiness have made me so imperceptive? Does it
seem feasible? You see—more than once I thought I got a glimpse
of some hidden meaning in what he was saying. The next moment
I'd steady my nerve by telling myself, “It’s only because you're
afraid.””’

‘Afraid? You?’

‘Yes, me! Because he’s in the right, you know !’ declared Serra,
all the grossness of his character coming through the words, which
were spoken with all the spontaneity of a man convinced of some-
thing that seems only natural. ‘Every single moment of the time I
was studying him, spying on him. How he looked at me, how he
spoke to me. You know he doesn’t usually have very much to say
for himself, and yet you should have heard him during these last
three days! Time and again, however, he’d shut himself up for
long spells in a restless kind of silence; but every time he’d emerge
and take up again the thread of what he’d been saying about the
case. I'd ask myself, “Was he really thinking about this? Or about
something altogether different? Perhaps he’s only talking now so
as to conceal his suspicions from me.”” Once I even got the impres-
sion that he hadn’t wanted to shake hands with me. You see, he
must have been perfectly well aware that I was holding out my
hand. He pretended to be absent-minded. . . . He certainly did
behave rather strangely the day after we left. He’d only gone a
couple of steps when he called me back. “He’s changed his mind,”
I thought immediately. And, as a matter of fact, he did say, “Oh,
forgive me. I was forgetting to shake hands. It doesn’t matter,
though!” At other times he’d talk to me about you, about his
home, all without any apparent innuendo. Just like that. It seemed
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to me, however, that he avoided looking me in the eye. Often he’d
repeat something three or four times, without the slightest rhyme
or reason, as if he were thinking about something else. And right
in the middle of talking about something completely different, he’d
suddenly contrive—I don’t know how—to start off very abruptly
talking to me again about you or about the children. Looking me
straight in the eye, holding my gaze, asking me questions. Deliber-
ately? God only knows! Did he hope to catch me unawares? He’d
laugh. But if you looked into his eyes, there was ugliness in his
humour.’

‘And what did you do?’ she asked, hanging on his words.

‘Oh, I kept on the alert all the time.’

Lillina Fabris shook her head angrily, contemptuously. ‘He must
have been aware of your mistrust !’

‘If he already had his suspicions!” he said, shrugging his huge
shoulders.

‘It will have confirmed them!’ she snapped back. ‘And then
what? Nothing more?’

‘Yes. The first night we were in the hotel.” Serra went on,
thoroughly downcast now, ‘He’d asked for a double room. We’d
been in bed for some little while; he noticed that I wasn’t asleep.
That is—— No, he didn’t notice it—we were in the dark! He
guessed it! Look! Just imagine what it was like! I didn’t move.
There, at night, in the same room with him and suspecting that
he knew. . .. Just imagine it! I strained my eyes in the darkness,
waiting, waiting. To defend myself, perhaps, if he should— At
the slightest movement on his part I'd have been out of that bed
and then I'd have—— Well, you do realize, don’t you——? If it
had been a question of his life or mine, much better for 4im to get
killed! Suddenly, in the silence, I heard him speak. And these
are his very words; “You’re not asleep.”’

‘And what did you do?’

‘Nothing. I didn’t reply. I pretended to be asleep. After a while
he repeated what he’d said, “You’re not asleep.” Then I called out
to him. “Did you say something?” I asked. “Yes,” he replied, “I
wanted to know if you were asleep.” But it wasn’t true. He Aadn’t
been asking a question when he’d said, “You’re not asleep.” No,
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he’d said it in the certainty that I wasn’t asleep. Do you under-
stand? In the certainty that I couldn’t sleep! Or, at least, that’s
how it looked to me.’

‘Nothing else?’ she asked once more.

‘Nothing else. I haven’t shut my eyes for two whole nights!’

‘And afterwards. Did he behave as usual towards you?’

‘Yes. Just as usual.’

She stood there a moment or so, deep in thought, her eyes staring
fixedly into nothingness. Then she said slowly, almost as if talking
to herself, ‘All this pretending—Andrea! If he had seen us. ...

‘Yet he did turn; as he was going downstairs,” objected Serra.

‘But he couldn’t possibly have noticed anything! How could he
and not have—?’

‘Well, if he were in any doubt . . .” he said.

‘Oh, you don’t know him as I do! Even if he still had his
doubts. Andrea. To control himself like that; not giving a thing
away! What can you possibly know about him? Nothing! Suppose
we admit that he may have seen us as you passed me and bent
towards me. If he’d conceived the slightest suspicion that you’d
kissed me he’d have come dashing back upstairs! Of course he
would! Just think how he’d have treated us! No! Listen to me!
It’s quite impossible! You were afraid, that’s all! You, Antonio.
Afraid] No, no! There’s not the slightest possibility that he’s
started thinking things about us! He’s got no reason to suspect us.
You always treated me with considerable familiarity in front of
him.’

Though somewhat cheered in his mind by the sudden belief in
their safety conceived by his mistress, Serra was still determined
to insist on being racked with doubt in order to be even more
greatly reassured by her.

‘Yes. . . . But suspicion can flash into existence in an instant.
And then—— Well, you know how it is. A thousand and one
hardly-remembered incidents, things of which you took no notice
at the time, suddenly appear in a new light. The vaguest of hints
becomes proof conclusive. Doubt becomes certainty. That’s why
I’'m afraid.’

‘We must be careful,’ she replied.
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In his disappointment Serra felt somewhat annoyed with his
mistress.

‘Now? I've said so all along.’

Angrily, contemptuously, she looked at him.

‘Are you reproaching me now?’

‘I'm not reproaching you with anything,” he replied, more
annoyed than ever. ‘Isn’t it true, though? Haven’t I said over and
over again, ‘‘Look, Lillina, we must be careful.”’? But you—'

‘Yes. Yes. . . ." she agreed, as if sick to death of the whole thing.

‘I don’t know what perverse pleasure there is in letting yourself
get caught,” he went on, ‘for nothing at all, a moment’s trifling
imprudence, like that of three evenings ago. It was you.’

‘Yes, I'm always the one who’'s—’

‘If it weren’t for you. ..’

‘Yes,” she said, getting up, a sneering smile on her lips. ‘You're
afraid\’

‘But do you think we’ve any reason to be cheerful, you and I?
You especially!” He started walking up and down the room again.
Every now and again he’d stop and stay something, almost mutter-
ing the words to himself.

‘Afraid! Do you really believe that I'm not thinking of you too?
Afraid! 1f you think that—— We were too sure of ourselves!
That’s what it was! And now, as I look back, I can see just how
imprudent and mad we really were! It comes out and hits you!
Why, I find myself wondering how on earth it is that he hasn’t
suspected anything long before this!’

Her lover’s accusation struck home. She pressed her hands to
her cheeks. ‘Yes, you're quite right,” she agreed. ‘You’re quite
right. We’ve gone too far in the way we've deceived him.” For a
long time they remained there in silence. Then, lowering her
hands from her face, she went on: ‘And now you reproach me
with it? It’s only natural that you should. Yes, I've deceived a
man who trusted me more than he trusted himself. Yes, indeed, it
1s my fault.’

‘That wasn’t what I meant!” he said dully, continuing to walk
up and down.

‘But it is! I know it is!” she replied feverishly, moving towards
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him. ‘And you might as well add that I ran away from home with
him. And that I more or less forced him into running away with
me. Because I loved him! And then I betrayed him with you!
You're quite right to condemn me now! Absolutely right! But
listen to me! I ran away with him because I loved him. Not just
so as to get all the peace and quiet I get here; all the ease and
comfort, a new home. I had a home of my own. I shouldn’t have
run away with him if—— But he, you see, he had to make his
excuses to the world somehow for the foolish action he’d com-
mitted. A steady, serious-minded man like him! Ah, well! The
damage was done. And now amends had to be made, everything
had to be set to rights again, and quickly too! But how? By
throwing himself completely into his work. By giving me a fine
house again to live in. A life simply oozing with leisure. So he
worked like a galley-slave. He never thought of anything but
work, asking for nothing from me except praise for his industry,
praise for his uprightness. And, of course, my gratitude. Yes,
because I might not have been so lucky. He was a good man, an
honourable man. He’d made me rich. As rich as I'd been before—
richer| This . . . 0o me! . . . to me, who waited impatiently every
evening for him to come home, happy to see him back! He came
home tired, completely worn-out. Pleased with his day’s work.
And already thinking about what there was to do the following
day. Well, at last I got tired too, tired of almost having to force
this man to make love to me! Of forcing him to respond to my
love! There are times when the esteem, the trust, the friendship of
her husband seem like insults to a woman’s nature! To her
womanhood itself! And you've reaped the benefit of all this! You,
who are now reproaching me with my love for you, and with my
treachery, now that there’s danger! And you're afraid. I can see it
in your eyes. You're afraid! But what have you got to lose?
Nothing! While I—’

‘And you tell me to keep calm!” said Serra coldly. ‘But if I am
afraid it’s on your account. On account of your children.’

‘No! Don’t you dare talk about them!" she cried, deeply
wounded, her eyes flashing with hate. ‘Poor innocent little
creatures !’ she added, bursting into tears.
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Serra looked at her for a little while. Then, more irritated than
upset, he said, ‘Now, if you’re going to cry, I shall leave you.’

‘Yes, wait till now! Wait till now to do it!’ she sobbed. ‘Yes, off
you go! Now’s the moment! Now that there’s nothing more for
you to do here!’

“That’s not fair!” he replied, emphasizing each word, ‘I've loved
you as you've loved me. And you know it! I've told you to be
careful. Was it wrong of me to do so? It was more for your sake
than mine. Yes, because / should lose nothing if anything hap-
pened; you said so yourself. Come on, Lillina, come on! Pull
yourself together ! It’s too late to start recriminations now. Andrea,
we'll take it, knows nothing. That’s what you believe, and that’s
how it shall be! I myself, now I come to think about it, find it
difficult to conceive of his being able to control himself to such an
extent. Andrea’s noticed nothing. And so, buck up! Cheer up!
Nothing’s finished. We’ll be—

‘Oh, no!” she interrupted proudly, ‘it’s no longer possible! How
can you want to go on, now? No! The best thing for us—much
the best thing for us to do, is to end it all now.’

‘As you will,’ said Serra simply.

‘So that’s your love for me!’ she exclaimed indignantly. Serra
moved towards her, almost threateningly.

‘Are you trying to drive me out of my mind?’

‘No, it’s best to end everything now. Once and for all!’ she
replied, ‘regardless of what may or may not be going to happen.
Everything’s over between us two. What's more, Antonio, it would
be best for him to know everything. Yes, it would be much the
best thing! Much the best thing! What sort of life am I going to
have from now on? Can you imagine what it'll be like? I no
longer have the right to love anyone. Not even my own children!
If I bend down to kiss them, the shadow of what I've done seems
to be there, darkening and disfiguring their innocent little faces.
No! No! Would he kill me? I should kill myself if he didn’t
doit!l’

‘Now you're just not sane!’ he said, his voice calm and
hard.

‘But I should!” Lillina insisted. ‘I've always said I should! It’s
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too much—too much for me to bear. There’s nothing left for me
to live for now!” Then, making an effort to pull herself together,
she added, ‘Now, go! Go! Don’t let him find you here !’

‘What? Do I have to go?’ asked a perplexed Serra, ‘and
leave you? I came on purpose to—— Wouldn’t it be better if
I...»

‘No,” she interrupted, ‘He mustn’t find you here. Come back,
though, after he’s got in. He won’t be long now. We've still got to
wear our masks when we’re together. Come back soon. Try and
“look very calm, unperturbed. Not like this! Talk to me in front
of him, make a point of frequently asking me what I think. You
see what I’'m driving at, don’t you? I'll back you up.’

‘All right. All right.’

‘Quickly. But, just in case—'

‘Justincase...?’

She stood there for a moment, deep in thought. Then, shrugging
her shoulders, she said, ‘Nothing ! So much—’

‘What is it?’ asked Serra in confusion.

‘Nothing ! Nothing ! Good-bye !’

‘But, in that case—we really——" he tried to get the words
out.

‘Oh, do go!” she interrupted contemptuously.

And off Serra went, promising, ‘See you soon!’

She remained there, in the middle of the room, her gaze oblique,
her eyes staring, as if her mind were filled with horrible thoughts
that were coming vividly to life before her. Then she shook her
head, and gave a sigh of utter weariness and desolation that was
instinct with her inner anguish. She rubbed her forehead harshly
with her hand, but failed completely to chase away the thought
that was obsessing her. She wandered restlessly about the room a
little, then stopped in front of a swivel-mirror at the back, by the
door. The reflection of her own face in the mirror distracted her
and she moved away. Then she went over to the little work-table
and sat there with her head bowed over it and buried in her hands.
She remained like this for a little while. Then she lifted her head
and murmured, ‘But surely he’d have come back upstairs! Made
some excuse! He’d have found me there, standing by the window,

F
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looking out.” She shook her head again, setting her face in an
expression of contempt and disgust, and added, ‘If only he weren’t
so—— What a terrible thing fear is! He’s so afraid! Oh, it’s all
over now ! All over! Thank you, God! My children! My children!
Poor Andrea... !’
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THE BEST OF FRIENDS

Gict MEar was waiting on the Lungo Tevere de’Mellini for the
Porta Pia tram, which would drop him in the Via Pastrengo—
as it did every day—right in front of the Treasury, where he
worked.

That morning he was well wrapped up in an Inverness cape—
you don’t do anything rash when you’re over forty, and the north
wind’s on the prowl. His scarf was carefully wrapped round his
neck and pulled well up, so that his nose was barely showing. He
was wearing a pair of large English gloves. A well-fed, smooth-
faced, rubicund man, Gigi Mear: a Count by birth. Unfortunately
he no longer possessed either a county to lord it over, or the cash
to count in his counting house. As a child—such is the blissful
unconsciousness of the stern realities of life we enjoy when young
—he’d informed his father of the noble resolution he'd arrived at:
to become a clerk in the government office in which he was now
employed, since, in all innocence, he believed that the Corze des
Conti—the Treasury, that is—was a Court for Counts, to which all
Counts naturally enjoyed the right of entrance.

I’s notorious, of course, that trams never come when you’re
waiting for them. They much prefer to get stuck half-way along
the route, either because there’s been a failure in the current or, it
may be, because they’ve decided they’d rather have a collision with
a cart or run some poor devil over. Still, all things considered,
excellent gadgets, trams.

The north wind was certainly having a good old blow that
morning—cold, cutting blasts—and Gigi Mear stamped his feet
and looked down at the grey-looking river, where even the water
seemed to be feeling the cold. Poor thing, it was as if it had been
caught out in the open with only its shirt on, stretched out there
between the stiff, colourless walls of the newly built embank-
ment.

All in God’s good time, the tram came clanging up. Ding-ding!
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Ding-dingl Gigi Mear was just getting into position to clamber
aboard when, from the direction of the new Ponte Cavour, there
came a tremendous shout of, ‘My dear Gigi! Gigi, old chap!’

Gigi Mear looked round and caught sight of a gentleman rush-
ing towards him and gesticulating like a semaphore. The tram
drew away and, in recompense, Gigi Mear had the consolation of
finding himself in the arms of a man he didn’t know, but who was
obviously the dearest of long-lost friends—that is, if the violence of
his greeting was anything to go by. Gigi Mear felt him kiss him

- vigorously on the scarf: Phloff! Phloff!

‘I recognized you the moment I set eyes on you, my dear Gigi!
The moment I set eyes on you! But what’s this I see? Declining
into the sere and yellow already! Tut-tut, your hair’s as white as
snow ! Aren’t you ashamed of yourself? Let me give you another
kiss. You don’t mind, do you, Gigi, old fellow? As a token of
respect for your venerable and hoary old locks! I saw you standing
here; I thought at first you must be waiting for me. Then, when I
saw you put out your hand to get on that infernal contraption, I
thought to myself, “It’s downright treachery, that’s what it is!
Nothing short of downright treachery.”’

‘Oh, yes!” said Mear, with a forced smile, ‘I was on my way to
the ofhice.’

‘Do me the kindness of not talking about such obscene subjects
—not for the moment!’

‘What?’

‘You heard ! Do what I tell you, and don’t argue!’

‘Now, look here! You’'ll say “Please”. And politely, too, if you
want me to do anything. You know, you’re a rum sort of character,
and no mistake !’

‘Yes, I know. You weren’t waiting for me, though, were you?
Why, of course you weren’t! Everything about you just shrieks it
at me. You weren’t waiting for me.’

‘No, to tell you the honest truth.’

‘I arrived last night. Your brother asked me to give you his
love. You know, he—— Oh, this’ll make you laugh! He wanted
to give me a note of introduction to you! “What?” I said. “To old
Gigi? Let me tell you something: I knew him long before you
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did! In a manner of speaking, that is. Good God, we were boys
together! Many’s the time we've cracked one another’s skulls!
Good Lord, yes! We went up to the University at the same time,
too.” Inseparable. Padua. Greatest university of the lot of them!
Do you remember, Gigi, old boy? That huge bell—the one you
never used to hear! You never heard it once! There you'd lie,
sleeping like a log! Well, that’s how we’ll put it, shall we?
Though it was really more like a Aog! Huh! The way you posi-
tively wallowed in sleep! Oh well, we’ll say no more on that
subject! There was once, though, when you heard it! Just the
once! You thought it was the fire-alarm! Happy days! Your
brother’s very well, you know, thank God! We’ve joined forces in
connexion with a business deal. That’s why I'm here. Hey, what’s
the matter with you? You're looking a bit funereal. Committed
matrimony?’

‘No, my dear chap, no!’ exclaimed Gigi Mear, shaking himself.

‘On the point of?’

‘Are you out of your mind? At gone forty? Oh no, not on your
sweet life!’

‘Forty, did you say? Sure you don’t really mean fifty, Gigi old
chap? Fifty years. Fifty times they’ve rung in the new and rung
out the old as far as you'’re concerned! Oh, but of course! You
make a speciality of never hearing bells! You don’t hear bells, and
you don’t notice how the years are rushing past you. I was for-
getting that. Fifty! Yes, cross my heart. As far as you’re concerned,
my dear fellow, they’'ve rung the old bells fifty glorious times!
Altogether now! Let’s heave a sigh, shall we? This thing’s begin-
ning to get serious. You were born, now, wait a moment. . . . In
April 1851, weren’t you? Or weren’t you? April 12th.’

‘May 12th, if you don’t mind. And in the year eighteen hundred
and ffty-zwo, if you don’t mind!” Mear corrected him, stressing
the syllables. He was thoroughly piqued. ‘Or are you now claim-
ing that you know more about it than I do myself? The 12th of
May 1852. All of which being which, I am, at this precise moment,
forty-nine and some months.’

‘And no wife! Jolly good going. I’ve got one, you know. Oh, it’s
an absolute tragedy! It'll make you split your sides laughing! It’s
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agreed, I take it, that you're inviting me to lunch with you? Where
do you do your guzzling these days? Still at Old Barba’s?’

‘Oh!” exclaimed Gigi Mear, growing more and more astonished,
‘so you know all about old Barba’s as well? I suppose you've been
there too?’

‘Me? To Barba’s? How on earth could I possibly have managed
that, seeing that I live in Padua? Oh, they’ve told me over and
over again about all the mighty deeds that you—and all the others
who eat there—get up to at that old—what’s the word for it?
- Pub? Chop-house? With the emphasis on the chop! Hal Ha!
Restaurant?’

‘Pub, sort of. But, look here, if you’re going to have lunch with
me, I'd better let my housekeeper know.’

‘Young?’

‘Oh no, my dear fellow; old, ever so old! By the way, I don't
go to Barba’s any longer. I've given up doing mighty deeds. Yes,
I came to the conclusion that I'd had enough of that sort of thing.
It must be three years ago now. When you reach a certain age——'

‘Once you get past forty !’

‘Once you get past forty, you've got to have the guts to turn your
back on a way of life which, if you go on with it, will lead you
straight over the edge of the precipice. I've no objection to going
downhill. Not the slightest. But gently. Very gently. Very, very
gently: no tumbling head-over-heels! Here we are! This is where
I live! Do come on up! I've found myself a very pleasant flatlet.
I'll show you just how very comfortable I've made things for
myself.’

‘Gently. Very, very gently. Very comfortable. Very pleasant
flatlet,’ his friend started to declaim as he climbed upstairs behind
Gigi Mear. ‘Flatet, indeed! A hulking great creature like you,
reduced to using incy-wincy diminutives! Poor Gigi, and you
such a superlative hunk of manhood! What Aave they been doing
to you? Putting salt on your tail? You’'ll have me crying my eyes
out in a minute!’

‘It's all very well for you to——' said Mear as they waited on the
landing for the old woman to come and open the door. ‘You've
got to use a little soft-soap with this horrible life of ours. You've
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got to caress it, caress it with incy-wincy diminutives, or it does
for you. I've got no desire to land in the grave yet awhile—back
on four feet, and for ever this time!’

‘Oh, so you believe man’s a biped, do you,’ the other burst out
at this point. ‘Don’t you dare utter such heresies, Gigi, old fellow!
God only knows—well, I know too!—the efforts I sometimes have
to make to keep myself up on just the two paws. Believe me, dear
friend of my bosom, if we were to leave it to old Mother Nature,
we'd all, from sheer inclination, be quadrupeds, the whole lot of
us! Much the best thing, too! Much more comfortable, and the
poise. . . . My dear! Always thoroughly well-balanced! The
number of times I've had to stop myself from throwing myself on
the ground and trotting along on four paws! Pussy, pussy, pussy!
Oh, this damned civilization of ours is ruining us! If I was a
quadruped I'd make a wonderful wild beast! If I was a quadruped
I'd give you a nifty couple of kicks in the guts for the beastly
things you’ve been saying. I shouldn’t have any wife, I shouldn’t
have any debts, and I shouldn’t have any nasty nagging thoughts.
You'll have me crying my eyes out in a minute! Is that what
you're trying to do? I'm going !’

Gigi Mear was quite shattered by the comic way this ‘friend’ of
his was talking, this ‘friend’ who’d dropped out of the sky just
like that. He looked at him, racking his memory to try and work
out what the blazes his name was and how the blazes it was that
he knew him; where in Padua he’d got to know him—both as a
boy and as a student, it seemed. And he held a kind of march-past
in his head of all the intimate friends of those days, but it was all
in vain that he scanned their ranks. Not one of them answered to
the features of this man. And he didn’t dare ask for any sort of
clarification. The intimacy that the man revealed was such and so
great that he was afraid of offending him. He decided in his own
mind, therefore, to gain his end by low cunning.

The old woman was a long time coming. She hadn’t expected
her boss to be back so soon. Gigi Mear rang the bell again, and at
last she came shuffling along.

‘It’s me, old girl,” Mear said to her, ‘I'm back ! And I've brought
a friend with me. Lay lunch for two today, and don’t be too long
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about it! Watch your step with my friend here! He’s got one of
the most peculiar names in the world, and there’s no fooling
about with him !’

‘Anthropophagus Goatsbeardhornyfoot!” exclaimed the other,
pulling a horrible face—which left the old woman completely at a
loss as to whether to smile or to cross herself. ‘And there’s not a
living soul that doesn’t screech to a halt when he hears this name
of mine, old girl. Mention it to any bank manager and he wrinkles
his nose as if he’s smelt a nasty smell. As for the money-lenders,
- they go sick of the palsy! My wife’s been the only exception: she
was jolly glad to take it. It was only my name I let her take,
though! She didn’t get me! Oh, dear no! She didn’t get me! I'm
far too handsome a young fellow, God rot me with a hey nonny
no! Get cracking, Gigi, old scout! Since you’ve got this weakness
for domestic bliss, show me the appalling slum in which you
manage to pig it! As for you, old ducks: fodder for the beasties!’

Mear, discomfited at the failure of his stratagem, took him round
the five small rooms of the flat. They were all furnished with
loving care, the loving care of a man who has no desire to seek
anything outside his own home, once he’s made up his mind to
settle for such a snail’s existence. A tiny sitting-room, bedroom,
minute bathroom, dining-room, and a little study.

In the sitting-room his amazement and self-torment grew and
grew when he heard his friend talking about the most intimate
details, the most closely-guarded family secrets, as he looked at the
photographs displayed on the mantelpiece.

‘Oh, Gigi, old chap! I wish I had a brother-in-law like this one
of yours! If you only knew what a rogue mine is!’

‘I suppose he ill-treats your sister?’

‘Worse! He ill-treats me! And it would be the easiest thing in
the world for him to help me in my little disasters! Still !’

‘I'm terribly sorry, but . . ." said Mear, ‘I simply can’t remember
your brother-in-law’s name.’

‘Oh, don'’t bother to try! Anyway, you can’t remember it! You
don’t know him! He’s been in Padua barely two years. Do you
know what he did to me? Well, your brother. . . . Oh, A¢’s been
extraordinarily kind to me! Your brother promised to help me if



54 Pirandello

that swine would agree to back my promissory notes; and would
you believe it? He refused to sign! So your brother who, when
all’s said and done, is—well, great friend though he is—he’s not
one of the family. Oh, he got so indignant about it all, that he
took the whole affair into his own hands. It’s true, of course, that
our litde bit of business is an absolute cert; but if I were to tell
you the reason why my brother-in-law refused, you'd hardly credit
it! I'm still a handsome young man—you can’t deny it. A captiva-
ting sort of chap in a big way, and no bones about it! No need for
false modesty! All right! My brother-in-law’s sister got the per-
fectly nauseating idea into her head to fall in love with me, poor
girl! Excellent taste, too little discretion in the exercise of it. I ask
you, do you think I'm the sort of chap to——? Oh, phooey! She
poisoned herself I’

‘Is she dead?’ asked Mear, pulled up short.

‘No. Vomited a bit and then got better. But, as you’ll readily
appreciate, I couldn’t set foot again in my brother-in-law’s house
after that tragedy. Good God, man, are we going to eat or aren't
we? My eyes grow dim for want of nourishment! Hungry as a
wolf, that’s me!’

Later on, when they were seated at table, Gigi Mear started to
find the affectionate expansiveness of his friend most oppressive.
(He was positively loading him down with wicked words, and it
was only by a miracle that he wasn’t banging away at him to0.)
So he began asking him for news of Padua and about this and
that, hoping to trap him into letting slip his own name—just by
chance, just like that. And if he didn’t manage thaz . . . Well, he
hoped, in his exasperation—which was growing stronger every
minute—that he’d somehow contrive, by talking of other things,
to distract himself from his fixation to get at the bottom of
things.

‘Tell me, now. That fellow—Valverde—yes, that’s his name.
The Manager of the Bank of Italy. Got a very beautiful wife. And
that simply superb monster of a sister. Squints into the bargain,
unless I'm very much mistaken. Are they still living in Padua?’

At his question, his friend gave a huge roar of laughter—laughed
fit to burst.
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‘What’s up,’ asked Mear, his curiosity aroused. ‘Doesn’t she
squint?’

‘Oh, do stop! Do stop talking, please!’ the other begged him.
He just couldn’t stop laughing. He was simply convulsed with
laughter. ‘T'll say she squints! And her nose! Good God Almighty,
it’s so big, you can see right up into her brains! That’s the lady!’

‘Who is? Which one d’you ... ?’

‘My wife!’

Gigi Mear was absolutely shattered. He could hardly manage to
stammer out his feeble words of excuse. But the other man began
to laugh even louder and even longer than previously. Finally he
quietened down, knitted his brows, and gave a huge sigh.

‘My dear fellow,’ he said, ‘there’s a great deal of mute inglorious
heroism in this life of ours that the world knows nothing at all
about, and that even the most unbridled poetic imagination could
never so much as conceive I’

‘Yes! Yes!” sighed Mear, ‘you’re quite right! I see what
you—'

‘You don’t see a damn thing!” said the other, instantly slapping
him down. ‘You surely don’t think I was alluding to myself?
What, me a hero? At the very outside I might rank as a victim.
But I'm not even that. No, all the heroism’s been put in by my
sister-in-law, Lucio Valverde’s wife. Let me tell you something——
God, what a man! Blind, barmy, and as stupid as they make
them.’

‘Who, me?’

‘No, me! Me! For having been unclever enough to kid myself
into believing that Lucio Valverde’s wife was so deeply in love
with me that she’d even go to the length of deceiving her hus-
band! And in all conscience, you can believe me, Gigi, my dear
chap, he deserved to be betrayed! Huh; Ha-ha! Ha-ha! What
happened, though? Huh! Disinterested spirit of self-sacrifice,
tra-la! Listen! Off went Valverde; or rather, off he pretended to
go, as usual. All a put-up job, of course, with Aer in it up to the
neck. Then she lets me into the house. The tragic moment of being
discovered together by jealous husband arrives. She pops me into
the bedroom of her cross-eyed sister-in-law, who welcomes me in
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an appropriately chaste and trembling fashion, with all the air
of . . . She too was ready to sacrifice herself. . . . Tra-la! ... On
the altar of her brother’s honour and peace of mind. I hardly had
time to shout, “Now, take it easy, dear lady! How on earth can
Lucio possibly seriously—— Ha! Hal—believe that” I didn’t
get a chance to finish. Lucio burst into the room, furious with
rage, and the rest you can easily imagine for yourself.’

‘Do you mean to say . . . ?’ exclaimed Gigi, ‘With your
brains——>?’

‘And all my promissory notes, as well!’ shouted the other. ‘My
unredeemed notes, on which Valverde was granting me renewals on
account of my supposed enjoyment of his wife’s good graces! Now
he’d have protested them ipso facto! Get me? And he’d have
ruined me. Filthy low-down blackmailing skunk! Please, I beg
you, don’t let’s say another word on the subject! When all’s said
and done, and seeing and giving due weight to the fact that I
haven’t got a penny of my own, and that I'm never likely to have,
and seeing and giving all proper weight to the fact that I haven't
got the faintest intention of marrying anybody——’

‘What did you say?’ Gigi Mear interrupted at this point. ‘But
you are married !’

‘Who, me? Oh no, not on your life! Honest! She married me!
She was the only one who got married in that little carry-on! As
far as I was concerned, I told her what I thought about it all before
the fatal day. Cards on the table and no hard feelings afterwards—
that’s my motto. “You, dear spinster, want my name, do you? Go
ahead and take it! I don’t mind admitting I haven’t the faintest
idea what to do with it! Nothing else, though! That’ll do you,
eh?”’

‘And so,” ventured Gigi Mear, inwardly rejoicing, ‘there’s
nothing more to it. Her name was originally Valverde, and now
i's...)’

‘Unfortunately!” puffed the other, getting up from the table.

‘Oh no, look!” exclaimed Gigi Mear, unable to stand it any
longer and taking his courage in both his hands. ‘You've made
me spend a very delightful morning. I've received you like a
brother. Now you must do me a favour.’
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‘You wouldn’t like the loan of my wife by any chance, would
you?’

‘No, thank you. I want you to tell me what your name is.’

‘What my . . . ? What my name is?’ asked his friend, looking
as if he'd dropped down from the clouds. He pointed with his
index finger at his own chest, as though he couldn’t believe in his
own existence. ‘And what do you mean by zAaz? Don’t you fnow
what my name is? Can’t you remember?’

‘No!” confessed a thoroughly humiliated Mear. ‘Forgive me,
call me the most forgetful man on the face of the earth, but I
could really and truly put my hand on my heart and swear I've
never met you in my whole life.’

‘Oh, you could, could you? H’m, excellent! Jolly nice!” replied
the other. ‘My dear Gigi, here’s my hand, old fellow. Thank you
from the bottom of my heart for the lunch and for your company.
Now I'm off, and I'm not telling you what my name is! So there !’

‘By God, you shall tell me!” burst out Gigi Mear, leaping to
his feet. ‘I've been racking my brains for a whole morning! I'm
not letting you out of here until you tell me!”

‘Kill me!” replied his implacable friend. ‘Chop me into litte
pieces. I still shan’t tell you.’

‘Oh, come now! Be a good chap!’ replied Mear, changing tack.
‘I've never had such an experience as this in my whole life before.
Look, this loss of memory—and I swear it’s made a most painful
impression on me . . . You at this moment represent a walking
nightmare as far as I'm concerned. For pity’s sake, tell me what
your name is!’

‘Go and fish I’

‘I beg you, on my bended knees. Well, almost ! My forgetfulness
hasn’t prevented me from giving you a place at my table. What's
more, even if I have never set eyes on you in my life before, even
if you have never previously been a friend of mine, you’ve become
one now, and a very dear one at that! Believe me! I feel for you a
brotherly love and all the bonds of—— I admire you. I'd like to
have you always by my side. So. . . . Tell me who you are!’

‘I's no use, you know,” the other said, with an air of finality.
‘You're not getting round me like that. Be reasonable. Do you
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really want to deprive me now of this unexpected source of enjoy-
ment? Of leaving you gibbering with curiosity because, old Nosey
Parker, you aren’t able to find out who you’ve been entertaining to
lunch? Get along with you! No! You're asking too much! It’s
perfectly obvious that you don’t remember me from Adam. If you
don’t want me to harbour all sorts of nasty rancorous feelings
about your unworthy forgetfulness, let me go. Here and now.
Leaving things just as they are.’

‘In that case, get out immediately, please, I beg you!’ exclaimed
Gigi Mear in exasperation, ‘I can’t bear the sight of you any
longer I’

‘Yes, I'm going. But first a little kiss, Gigi, old scout. I'm going
back to Padua tomorrow.’

‘I'm not giving you a kiss,” yelled Mear, ‘unless you tell me——’

‘Oh, no! Now that’s enough of that carry-on! No! That’ll do!
Good-bye, then !’ the other said, cutting things short.

Off he went, laughing. And he turned as he went down the
stairs, and gave him another farewell wave of the hand.
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BITTER WATERS

THERE were very few people about that morning, in the grounds
surrounding the Pump Room and Baths. It was very near the end
of the season for taking the cure.

Two men were seated on small benches under the lofty plane
trees: a fat man and a thin young man. The young man was very
pale, yellow even, and so thin that it made your heart bleed to see
him. He was wearing a new light-coloured suit, the folds of which
—still fresh from the presser’s iron—hung upon him like a con-
certina, so over-large for him was it. The fat man was a coarse,
huge man of about fifty. He was wearing a grubby and badly
wrinkled linen suit. So colossally fat was he that he seemed on the
point of bursting out of his clothes; indeed, across the tighter-
fitting areas his suit was ironed by his fatness to a taut smoothness.
On his close-cropped head he sported a battered old panama.

Both were holding glasses in their hands, glasses that were still
full of the tepid, thick, alkaline water which they had just taken
from the fountain.

The fat man’s face put you in mind of a well-fed and thoroughly
self-satished Abbot. Every now and again he closed his eyes,
which were glazed with sleepiness. (He was probably deafened by
the shattering snores which had blasted from his nose during the
night.) The thin young man obviously felt the stinging morning
air strike cold, for he was shivering a little.

Neither seemed able to pluck up courage enough to drink his
glass of water. In fact, it seemed as if each was waiting for the
other. Finally, having taken their first sip, they looked at one
another, and both their faces were twisted in the same expression
of nausea.

‘Liver, eh?’ the fat man suddenly asked the young man in a low
tone, shaking himself. ‘Hepatic colic, m’m? You're a married man,
by the look of you. Are you?’

‘No. Why do you ask?’ asked the young man in his turn, accom-



Bitter Waters 61

panying his words with a horrible grimace which took in his
whole face, and which was intended to be a smile.

‘Well, you just Jook like one. Something about the way you . . . ?’
sighed the other. ‘But if you aren’t a married man, then just you
stop worrying. You’ll get better.’

The young man gave another grimace of a smile.

‘Are you suffering from liver-trouble too?’ he asked sharply.

‘Oh, no! No! I've managed to lose my wife!’ the fat man made
haste to reply, seriously. ‘I used to suffer from it, but, thanks be to
God, I'm now freed from my wife and a cured man as a conse-
quence. I've been coming here for the past . . . thirteen years it’ll
be now. Out of gratitude. I don’t want to seem nosey, but when
did you get here?’

‘Yesterday evening. Six o’clock,’ said the young man.

‘That explains things!” exclaimed the other, half-closing his
eyes and wagging his massive head. ‘If you’d got here in the morn-
ing, you’d know who I was.’

‘I'd ... know who you were?’

‘Why, of course you would. Just as everybody else here knows
me. I'm famous! Look! Up in the Piazza dell’Arena, in all the
hotels, in all the boarding-houses, at the Caff¢ Pedoca itself. In
all the chemists’ shops. For the past thirteen years, season after
season. Nobody ever talks about anything else except me! I know
all about it and I get a terrific kick out of it. I come here on
purpose. Where are you staying? At Rori’s? Good man. You can
be absolutely certain that at lunchtime today at Rori’s they’ll trot
out my story for your entertainment. If you don’t mind, I'll get
my version in first! I'll tell you the whole thing exactly as it hap-
pened. All right?”’

Saying this he got up laboriously and went over to the bench on
which the younger man was seated. The thin young man made room
for him, his bony yellow face twisted in a grimace of pleasure.

‘Well, first of all, just to get things sorted out properly, they
call me The Doctor’'s Wife’s Husband here. My real name’s
Cambi¢, and my christian name’s Bernardo. Or, as the wags put

G
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it, Bernardo the Great—because I'm the size I am. Drink up! I'll
have a drop too !’

They drank. Once again their faces twisted into those grimaces
of disgust. They were trying hard to smile, of course. They ex-
changed glances of commiseration. Cambié resumed :

‘You're very young. And you really look pretty knocked up!
These gut-twisting confidences I'm going to share with you will
do you a great deal more good than this foul water here! It’s bitter
all right but, by way of compensation, it doesn’t do you a scrap of
good, believe me! They expect us to swallow it—in every sense
of the expression—and we drink it because it’s nasty! If it tasted
nice——! No, I must stop running it down! You’re here for the
cure, and I mustn’t do anything to shake your faith.

‘Well, then. . . . So that you’ll be able to understand just how I
felt about things, I must tell you that I had an utter abomination
of marriage when I was a young man. I only had to hear the sound
of the word and I got an awful griping in my guts, if you'll forgive
the expression. I really felt like Oh, yes! I only had to see a
wedding procession, or hear that a friend was getting married, and
my belly was all of a heave. But what are we to do, we wretched
mortals? A tiny spot on the sun, and there’s an absolute deluge of
cataclysms. A king gets up with fur on his tongue one morning,
and off we go on an endless round of war and extermination. A
volcano gets a sob in the throat, and it’s earthquakes, catastrophes,
and carnage all round!

“Well, when I was about your age, we were living in Naples at
the time, there was a terrible cholera epidemic. It was something
like twenty years ago now; I'm sure you must have heard of it.
My father, who was a poverty-stricken clerk, with the usual good
luck which persecuted him throughout his whole life, managed
to find himself in Naples when the epidemic arrived. I was thirty
at the time. I’d managed to find myself a pretty good job, and I
was living in a snug little bachelor flat not very far from my
parents’ home. I'd set up my own establishment, and was keeping
a girl. You know, it was just as if she’d dropped straight out of
Heaven into my arms!

‘Carlotta—that was her name. She was the daughter of a—
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nothing bad, you know! It takes all professions to get the world’s
work done—daughter of a money-lender. A spoilt priest into the
bargain !

‘She’d run away from home on account of an awful series of
rows she’d been having with her mother, who was an old bitch,
and her younger brother, who was a thoroughgoing scoundrel.
But I won’t bore you with all the sordid details; she looked all
right to me, the one good thing in a family of At the time, of
course. . . . But—well, you'll know without my telling you—I was
" in love with the girl and you don’t do any really profound think-
ing when you’re in zAat state!

‘Sorry if 'm—— You’re not religious by any chance, are you?
So so. Maybe a little less than more? Like me. My mother, on the
other hand, my dear fellow, was as religious as they make them.
Poor woman, she suffered a great deal on account of that little
tieup of mine! As far as she was concerned, it was absolutely
sinful. You see, she knew that the girl hadn’t been anybody else’s
before she was mine. When the cholera broke out, she was terrified
by it all. Particularly by the rate at which people were dying off.
She was absolutely convinced that we were all doomed to die. Me
above all, because, according to her, I was in a state of mortal sin.
And, just so as to appease the Divine Wrath, she demanded that I
should marry the girl at once. In church at least. And only in
church if I felt that strongly about matrimony. Yes, that was the
little sacrifice she demanded of me!

‘Believe me, I should never have agreed to do it if Carlotta
hadn’t suddenly fallen ill. I had to save her soul at least—I'd
promised my mother I would. I rushed off to get a priest and
married the girl. Then, what happened? Was it the Hand of God?
Some sort of miracle? On the point of death . .. And then, she got
better !

‘My mother, out of a spirit of charity, you might even call it
self-sacrifice, insisted on being present at the ceremony, though she
was scared stiff all the time. And insisted, too, on staying on with
the sick girl.

‘It was just as if the cholera had come to Naples on purpose to
spite me, to punish me for my mortal sin. And that it would be
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passing on now that Carlotta was getting better! Oh, yes! She
was getting better, so carefully, so zealously had my mother set
about nursing her back to health. As soon as she’d got her safely
back from the jaws of death it began to dawn on her that that
little flat of mine was altogether lacking in the comforts necessary
for the convalescent girl. She insisted on taking her into her own
home. Despite my vigorous opposition.

‘As you'll readily appreciate, Carlotta didn’t set foot outside that
door again until she was very thoroughly my lawfully wedded
wife! That was accomplished very soon afterwards. As soon as the
epidemic eased off.

‘Ah well, let’s try another sip, shall we?’

‘By great good luck, Carlotta’s whole family died during the
epidemic. Mother, father, brothers, and sisters. Good luck and bad
luck. For me! You see, she was the sole surviving member of her
family, so she inherited everything, thirty-eight to forty thousand
lire. The fruits of the noble profession practised by her father.

‘I'd landed myself with a wife, and a wife with money of her
own! You can imagine what that meant, can’t you? She changed
just like that, from one day to the next.

‘Now listen. It’s not beyond the bounds of possibility that I'm
a bit of a philo—philosopher. The idea strikes you as a pretty rum
one, I suspect. But let me say what I was going to say.

‘Are you one of those people who believe that there are only two
genders, masculine and feminine?

‘You’re wrong if you do!

‘Wives are a gender all on their own! So are husbands!

‘And, as far as those genders are concerned, it's the woman that
always wins in the state of Holy Matrimony, and no two ways
about it! She sweeps down upon him, she’s through his defences
in an instant, and then she starts mopping-up operations! She takes
over so much that belongs to the masculine gender that, of sheer
necessity, the poor man starts losing his masculinity. And, believe
me, he loses a whale of a lot of his masculinity!

‘If it were ever to be my misfortune to have to compose a
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grammar-book—one that thought about things along my lines—I'd
make it a rule that wife should always be considered as masculine,
and, as a direct consequence, Ausband as feminine.

‘You laugh, do you? But, my dear fellow, as far as my wife’s
concerned, a husband ceases to be a man! So much so that she
stops bothering about doing anything to please him. “What’s the
point of doing anything for your benefit?”” she thinks to herself,
“You know all about me already!”

‘And yet, you know, if the husband is daft enough to get some-
~ thing of the old feeling, and to make the mistake of protesting
about it when he sees her lying there in bed, her face all smeared
with muck, her hair in curlers, and generally looking like a devil
up from Hell . . . Well, as sure as eggs is eggs, she’s quite capable
of answering back with, “Silly man, can’t you see. I'm doing it for
your sake!”

‘ “For my sake?”

““Why, of course I am! So as not to let you down in public. You
wouldn’t like people to say, ‘Oh, just look at the ghastly creature
that poor man’s had wished on him as a wife!” Now would you?”

‘And the husband; I do assure you—— Well, he’s stopped being
a man. He doesn’t say a word! While all the time he ought to be
on his hind legs, shouting, “I'm the one that’s going to do the
criticizing, my dear. I'm the one that’s going to tell you what an
awful fright you look? Look at you now! Lying in bed beside me,
looking like a——! Oh yes, you let me have the benefit of all your
horrible smearing and plastering! My house, my bed see you at
your most revolting, so that the rest of the world, seeing you pass
on your elegant way, shall exclaim, ‘Oh, look at the lovely wife
that dreadful man’s got!” So they’re supposed to envy me, too, are
they? Thank you, my dear, thank you very much! This envy of
me is—oh, so very naturally!—is translated into desire for you!
Thank you! You wish to be desired, do you, so that I may be
envied? Oh, how good and kind you are! But I'm even more good
and kind than you are, because I married you!”

‘Of course, the dialogue could be carried on still further. You
see, there’s the possibility that the wife might even have the brazen
impudence to ask her husband if—now that she’s all dressed and
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titivated up ready to go out—to ask her husband whether he thinks
she looks all right!

“The husband ought to reply, “But my dear——! Well, tastes
differ so very much, you know! Speaking for myself, and only for
myself, mind you; well, as I've already told you, I don’t like the way
you've done your hair. Who are you trying to please? You really
must tell me, so that I shall know how to answer your question!
Nobody? Really nobody? Oh, well, in that case, what a lucky little
woman you are! If it’s merely a question of pleasing nobody, why
not try and please your husband? At least he’s somebody!”

‘My dear fellow, if he gave her an answer like that, the wife
would look at the husband almost pityingly. Then she'd shrug
her shoulders, as if to say, “What’s it got to do with you anyway?”

‘And she’d be right, you know. Women can’t do without it. The
power to attract men is something they all desire, instinctively.
They simply need to be desired. Women!

‘Now, as you'll readily appreciate, a husband can’t possibly go
on desiring the wife he’s got hanging around him day and night.
What I mean is, he can’t possibly desire her as she herself would
like to be desired.

‘Yes, you see; just as the wife stops seeing the man in her hus-
band, so the husband stops seeing the woman in his wife.

‘The man puts up with it . . . because men are naturally more
philosophical. The woman, on the other hand, feels herself in-
sulted, and, as a consequence, her husband soon becomes an utter
bore, and quite often totally unbearable as far as she’s concerned.

‘And so, she must be free to do as she pleases! But her husband?
Oh, no!

‘But, believe me, whatever he does, it’ll never satisfy her, because
her husband can never—simply because he is her husband—can
never give her the love she—— That special kind of love she needs.
Perhaps more than love, it's a—well, an atmosphere of admiration.
She’d like to feel that she was completely surrounded by it. Go on,
off you go! Admire her in the privacy of her own home—when
she’s got a splitting headache—when she’s slopping about the
house in her slippers and without her corsets on. Let’s take a look
at her today. Let’s suppose she’s got the belly-ache. Tomorrow it’ll
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be the toothache. That atmosphere of admiration will be breathed
forth only from the eyes of the men who don’t know her when
she’s like that. The men whom she, with all the refinements of her
art, has done her damnedest to attract. And succeeded! Their
gaze falls upon her and they’re delightfully intoxicated by what
they see! If she’s an honest and virtuous wife, that'll be quite
sufficient for her. I'm talking now about the virtuous ones, you
understand, the absolutely pure and spotless ones. There’s no real
~ point in talking about the other kind !

‘Just let me indulge in one more little reflection! We men have
got into the habit of saying that woman is an incomprehensible
being. My dear fellow, quite the contrary! Woman is just like us.
But she can neither say that she is nor let the world see that she is,
because she knows that, in the first place, society would refuse to
let her do so, calling a sin in her what it deems only natural in man,
and secondly because she knows that she’d stop attracting the men
if she did tell them or let them see that she was just like them!
There you are, there’s your enigma all neatly explained! Any man
who’s had the misfortune, like me, to stumble on a wife who doesn’t
care a damn what she says, will know only too well what I mean !

‘Let’s have another little drink ! Oh, come on! It’s not as horrible

as all that!’

‘Carlotta wasn’t like that to start with. She got like it immedi-
ately after we were married. That’s to say, as soon as she felt
thoroughly settled in and had started noticing that I'd—quite
naturally—begun to see in her, not just a source of pleasure, but
also that ugly thing called duty.

‘It was my duty to respect her, now wasn’t it? She was my wife!
Well, you know, I've got a suspicion that she didn’t really want to
be respected. Who knows? Perhaps the sight of me suddenly
switching from being the bold bad lover to being the exemplary
husband was too much for her poor tattered nerves!

‘Life became utter Hell for the pair of us! She was always
sulky, touchy, restless. I took it all patiently, submissively, partly
out of fear, a little bit because I'd come to realize that I'd committed
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the stupidest of all stupid actions, and that I'd soon have plenty of
consequences to lament. I followed her around like a puppy. Oh, I
sank even lower! But, try as I would, I could never get so much
as an inkling of what it was my wife wanted. And I'd have been
willing to wager that nobody else could have guessed either!
D’you know what it was she wanted? She wished she’d been born
a man! My wife wanted to be a man! So she took it out on me
because she’d been born a woman. “Oh, to be a man,” she’d say,
“even if I were blind in one eye!”

‘One day I asked her, “Tell me something, what would you have
done if you’d been born a man?”

‘“I’d have become a crook !”’

¢ “Good girl!” I said.

‘ “There wouldn’t have been any of this wife stuff for me!” said
she. “You wouldn’t have caught me getting married!”

‘ “Thank you, dear!”

‘“Oh yes, you can rest assured on that point!”

‘ “But you'd have had your bit of fun with the women, wouldn’t
you? You do believe, I suppose, that there’s some fun to be had
with women?”

‘My wife looked at me. Deep down into my eyes she looked.
“You're asking me?” she said. “I suppose yox don’t know? I
should never have taken a wife, so as not to have made some poor
woman my prisoner !”

‘“Oh!” I exclaimed, “So you feel you're a prisoner?”

‘To which she replied, “Feel/, did you say? What am I buz? I've
always been a prisoner, haven’t I, from the moment I was born?
You're the only man I've ever known. When have I ever got any
enjoyment out of life?”

‘ “Have you ever felt the desire to know other men?”

‘“Why, of course I have! In precisely the same way as you.
After all, you’d had your fling with a fair number of women before
you met me! And God only knows how many since!”

‘So, my dear fellow, let me urge you to bear this thought in
mind. A woman’s desires are exactly the same as a man’s. Let’s
suppose, for example, that you see a beautiful woman walking
along. You follow her with your eyes. In your imagination you see
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every little bit of her. In your thoughts you've got her in your
arms and you’re making love to her. You naturally don’t say a
word to your wife about it! There she is, walking along beside
you. Meanwhile, she’s caught sight of a handsome man. She
follows Aim with her eyes. In her imagination she sees every little
bit of him. In her thoughts she’s in his arms and they’re making
love together. Naturally, she doesn’t say a word to you about it.

‘There’s nothing extraordinary in all this. But, believe me,
~ there’s nothing very jolly about imagining all this to be going on
inside your own wife. Oh, yes! It’s all very obvious; a common-
place, everyday occurrence! Your wife, though—her body’s your
prisoner. And her spirit? O4, no! And you can’t be too sure about
the body, either! Tell me. We men, we know, don’t we, that if
the opportunity came our way, we shouldn’t, for one moment, be
able to resist it? H’m? Of course we do! Well, just imagine; it’s
exactly the same for the women! They fall, they fall. Oh, it’s a
joy to behold them! Easy as winking. Just like us, if the oppor-
tunity presents itself! That’s to say, if they find a man who’s
determined enough, a man on whose discretion they can rely. My
wife made all this very, very clear to me when she was talking to
me about—you’ll appreciate—my other women!

‘Which brings me to my own case.

‘It was only natural, of course, that after a year of marriage, I
should run into trouble with my liver.

‘For six years, one after the other, I tried every cure under the
sun. All of them were absolutely useless. And my poor body was
tormented and rent asunder. Oh, I became a total wreck ! So much
so that even the other liver-sufferers felt something like compassion
for me.

‘I was destined to find the remedy here.

‘I came here with my wife, and first of all we stayed at Rori’s,
where you're staying now. As soon as I got here I ordered them to
call a doctor, so that I could ask him to visit me and prescribe the
number of glasses of this stuff that I ought to drink. Or tell me
whether I'd do better to go in for douches or baths in sulphur-
water.

“The young man who presented himself to me was a handsome
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fellow, tall, dark, robust-looking, military appearance, and dressed
all in black. I found out afterwards, as a matter of fact, that he 4ad
been in the army. A military doctor. Surgeon lieutenant, they
called them in those days. At Rovigo he’d got himself involved
with a girl, the daughter of a printer. She’d presented him with a
baby. A little girl it was. Her father had put the screws on and
forced him to marry her. He'd resigned his commission—he’d had
to—and then he’d started practising here. Eight months after this
heroic sacrifice on his part both his wife and daughter had died,
within a very short time of one another. Three years, more or less,
had passed since that double misfortune, and he was still wearing
black, and looking exactly like a very handsome raven.

‘As you'll readily appreciate, he was immensely popular! That
heroic sacrifice of his—for Love he had yielded up his career!
And fortune had so scurvily rewarded him for his nobility! And
then the double misfortune, the marks of which were carved, one
might say, into the very lines of his body! Oh, he was the living
embodiment of romantic heroism! All the women here, if you’d
given them half a chance, would have provided him with consola-
tion, just like that! He knew all about it, of course, and treated
them with utter contempt.

‘Well, he came and saw me. Gave me a good going-over. Tapped
and prodded me thoroughly. And repeated more or less what
umpteen other doctors had already told me. Finishing up by
writing out the course of treatment: three half-glasses of this
stuff, provided by the medical pimps who run this place, for the
first few days. Then three full glasses. A bath one day, douche the
next. He was just about to leave when, so he pretended, he caught
sight of my wife for the first time.

‘ “Your wife, too?” he asked, looking at her coldly.

‘“No, no!” my wife replied immediately, pulling a long, long
face and with her eyebrows raised so far that they almost reached
the line where her hair began.

““All the same,” he insisted, “May I ... ?”

‘He went over to where she was standing and very delicately
raised her chin with one hand, while with the index finger of the
other he just slightly turned back her left eyelid.
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‘ “A touch of anaemia,” he said.

‘My wife looked at me. She was very pale and wan, just as if
that snap diagnosis had instantaneously anaemiatized her. Then,
with a nervous little smile on her lips, she gave a slight shrug of
her shoulders and said, “I really feel quite all right.”

‘The doctor bowed. Very seriously he said, “It’s much better
that way.”

‘And, the acme of dignity, off he went.’

‘It might have been the water. It might have been the baths or
the douches. Or, more probably—so I'm inclined to think myself—
the wonderful air one enjoys here, the gentle calmness of the
Tuscan countryside. Well, whatever it was, the fact is I started
feeling better at once. So much so that I decided to stay on here
for a month or two. I thought I'd like to have a bit more freedom
of movement, so I rented a little flat near the Hotel; a short way
down the hill, at Coli’s. It’s got a lovely little balcony overlooking
the garden, from which you can see the whole valley, with the
two little lakes of Chiusi and Montepulciano.

‘Then . . . ! I don’t know whether you've guessed what I'm
going to say? Well, my wife started feeling ill.

‘She didn’t call it anaemia, because that was what the doctor had
suggested it was. She said she felt a certain tiredness round the
heart. It was just as if there was a heavy weight on her chest which
was stopping her from breathing properly.

‘Whereupon I, with all the ingenuousness I could muster, said,
“Would you like the doctor to look you over, too?”

‘At that, she got thoroughly up on her high horse. Just as I'd
foreseen, of course, and said no, she wouldn’z!

‘You won’t need to be told, I'm sure, that she got steadily worse
from day to day. In direct proportion, as a matter of fact, to the
obstinacy with which she said, no, she didn’t want to see the
doctor | I just hardened my heart and never referred to the subject.
So it was finally she herself who—— You see, she couldn’t stand it
any longer! No, one day she said to me, “All right, I'll see the
doctor. But not that man of yours! Most definitely not! No! I'll
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see the other one.” There were a couple of them practising here
in those days. It was Dr. Berri she wanted to come and see her. He
was a shaggy lump of a man, about a hundred and three. Practi-
cally blind and practically retired. He’s retired altogether now.
Into the next world !

‘““Oh, come, come, come, come!” I exclaimed. ‘“Nobody ever
calls in Dr. Berri these days! Besides, it would be an altogether
undeserved slap in the face for Dr. Loero, who’s shown us every
courtesy and been a perfect paragon of medical attentiveness.”

‘And, to tell the truth, every day, here at the Baths, the moment
Dr. Loero saw me get out of my carriage with my wife, over he’d
come to greet us, bearing himself in that proud, military, and
punctiliously correct way of his. Full of concern for me, he'd
congratulate me on my rapid improvement. He’d come over to
the fountain with me. Then he’d walk up and down the paths
with me, round the grounds. Never failing to treat my wife with
proper respect. But in those first days, you understand, he didn’t
really pay very much attention to her, and she, as you’ll also
understand, suffered in silence. Getting madder and madder.

‘For the last week, though, they’d been busy skirmishing about
the age-old question. Men and Women! You know the way it
goes! Man is a tyrant and a bully, Woman is his victim. Society is
fundamentally unjust. . . et cetera. .. et cetera!

‘Believe me, my dear fellow, I never want to hear another word
on that drivelling subject. The whole seven years we were married
my wife and I talked of nothing else.

‘I must confess, however, that I had a thoroughly enjoyable
time that week, listening to Dr. Loero repeating my own arguments
in the most self-possessed manner in the world, and liberally
seasoning them with the salt and pepper of scientific authority.
When I put them forward, my wife would hurl every kind of
insult at me. When Dr. Loero, on the other hand, put them for-
ward, she had to bite upon the bit of social decorum. But the nasty
poison was lurking there all the same. She couldn’t spit it out, but
the words she spoke tasted of it!

‘T was hoping that this would help her to get over her heart
trouble. Not on your life! As I've already told you, it got steadily
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worse from day to day. Significant, don’t you think? A sure sign
that she was trying to convince her opponent by means of a differ-
ent kind of argument! Now, just take a brief look at the sort of
role it falls to the poor old husband to play on occasion! I knew
for a certainty that she wanted Dr. Loero to come and examine
her, and that it was all a fabulous piece of play-acting, the
antipathy which he displayed towards her. It was play-acting, too,
that business about preferring to be examined by that asthmatic
and infantile old dotard, Dr. Berri. And that heart trouble of
“hers was the biggest bit of play-acting of the lot. But I still had to
go on pretending that I really and truly believed in all three things.
And I had to sweat my guts out persuading her to do what she, at
the bottom of her heart, had already made up her mind to do.

‘My dear fellow, when my wife, with her bust uncorseted—as
you’ll readily appreciate—lay down there on the bed, and when
he—the doctor—looked into her eyes, as he bent over to place his
ear upon her breast, I could see that she was almost swooning, on
the verge of collapse. I saw in her eyes and in her whole face that
terrifying experience. You feel disturbed in a way you—you're
trembling all over. Oh, you know perfectly well what I mean,
don’t you? I knew her through and through. There was no
possibility of my being mistaken.

‘That might have been as far as it went, mightn’t it? Your wife’s
still a thoroughly honest woman after an examination of that sort.
Pure and chaste and totally undeserving of all moral correction. A
medical examination, carried out under the husband’s very eyes.
. . . Nothing you can say, is there? Well and good ! What I'd like to
ask, though, is, What need was there for him to come and shout
the truth out in my face? After all, I knew it already, deep down
within me. I'd seen it with my own eyes. I'd all but touched it
with my own hands.

‘Oh, well! Don’t let’s get downhearted! Cheer up! Let’s try
another drop of this stuff! Down the hatch!

‘I was standing there one evening, out on the balcony, gazing
at the magnificent spectacle of the valley, stretching away into the
distance. There in the moonlight.

‘My wife had already gone to bed.
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‘I suppose you're just like everybody else. You see me merely as
a fat man, and quite incapable of being moved by the wonderful
sights of nature. Believe me, I'm a very sensitive, very tender-
hearted soul. There’s a cherubic infant soul tucked away inside
this body of mine; with lovely fair hair, a tiny, sweet little face,
and sky-blue eyes. It's a cherubic little soul that reminds you of
one of those sweet little English girls, particularly when it looks
out of the windows of these huge ox-eyes of mine, and gets all
soft-hearted and sentimental as it catches sight of the moon, and
hears the bell-like sound of the crickets as they chirp away, scat-
tered throughout the countryside.

‘Men by day in the town, crickets by night in the country.
Never a moment’s rest do they allow themselves! Wonderful life
they lead, crickets !’

‘ “What are you doing, cricket?”

‘“I'm singing!”’

‘ “Why are you singing?”

‘He doesn’t even know himself why he’s singing. He just sings.
And all the stars twinkle in the sky. You look up at them. Wonder-
ful life they lead, too, the stars! What are they up to, up there?
Nothing. They’re gazing into the void, too, and it seems just as
if they were shuddering all the time. And if you only knew the
sheer delight I get out of listening to the owl who, in the midst of
all this sweet serenity, starts sobbing his anguished heart out,
there in the distance. There he is, weeping away, so moved is he
by all this loveliness.

‘But don’t let’s wander from the subject. As I've just told you,
there I was, looking out over the valley, and feeling very moved
by what I saw. I was beginning by this time to feel a little chilly.
It was gone eleven. I was just about to go to bed, when all of a
sudden I heard a prolonged and loud banging on the front door.
Who on earth could it possibly be at this time of night?

‘Dr. Loero.

‘And in a fine state, my dear fellow ! The very stones themselves
would have been moved to compassion !

‘He was as tight as a newt! Absolutely sozzled!

‘A group of doctors, five or six of them in all, had come from
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Florence, Perugia, and Rome to take the cure, and he and the
chemist had thought it would be a good idea to give a dinner in
honour of their learned colleagues up at the little cottage hospital.
The Green Cross it’s called. It’s behind the collegiate church, quite
near to Rori’s.

‘You can just imagine what a dinner up at the hospital’s like! A
gay occasion in the fullest sense of the word! To Hell with the
cure! They’d been knocking it back till they were as drunk as—

No, don’t let’s insult the newts any more, because, since truth will
out, newts don’t indulge in that particular pastime !

‘What had made the idea flash into his wine-fuddled brain to
come along and make my life a misery? There I was, as I've just
told you. There I was that evening, completely wrapped up in the
magic spell of that moonlight.

‘He was swaying about all over the place, and I had to support
him all the way from the front door to the balcony. When we got
there, he flung his arms round me and held me very tight, telling
me that he loved me ever so dearly, just like a brother. All evening,
he said, he’d been talking about me with his colleagues. About
the ghastly state of ruin my liver and my stomach were in. And so
very dear to his heart were my liver, my stomach, and me. So very
dear to his heart were they that, as he’d happened to be passing
my door, he’d felt that he just couldn’t neglect to pay me a short
visit. Because he was very much afraid that he wouldn’t be able
to go to the Baths next morning because—— Hee! Hee! Never let
it be said, of course! But, well . . . Well, he’d had just a tiny
little drop too much to drink! As you may imagine, I thanked him
very much for his kindness, and urged him to go off home, since
it was so very late. Not on your life! Nothing doing! He
demanded a chair, so that he could sit out there on the balcony.
Then he started talking to me about my wife! He told me he liked
her very much, and he wanted me to go in and wake her up,
because dear darling Signora Carlotta was a bit of all right as far
as he was concerned! Oh, she certainly was a bit of all right as far
as he was concerned! She certainly was! Oh, she certainly was!
She was a beautiful filly, very susceptible and very restless, who
lashed out with her heels, and kicked you in order to get you to
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caress her. . . . Oh, loving kicks they were! On and on he went in
this manner, giggling away, and trying to wink slily at me. Only
his eye-work was a bit wonky.

‘But—— Well, you tell me, what could I possibly do to him,
when he was in that state? Can you give a man a thrashing when
he can’t stand on his feet? My wife, who’d woken up by now,
called out from bed three or four times. She was in a hell of a
temper ! I must own that I could certainly feel coming into my
hands the desire to give him a good hiding. But Heaven only
knows what effect a hard wallop would have had on that poor
young man! In the beatific unconsciousness which the wine had
bestowed upon him, he’d lost all notion of social obligations or the
demands of civilization. There he was, happily shouting the truth
in my face! I grabbed hold of him and pulled him up from the
chair—I couldn’t help giving him a bit of a shaking as I lifted him
—but, since he was on the verge of toppling over every inch of the
way, and I had to be very careful about his state of health until
I'd got him as far as the door; well, when I finally succeeded in
getting him there—yes, quite right—I gave him a little shove that
sent him trundling down the street.

‘When I went into the bedroom, I found my wife nearly out of
her mind. . . . She was absolutely frantic. She’d got out of bed, and
now she let rip at me, calling me all the bloody cowards in
creation. The insults just came raining down. She told me that if
I'd been anything like a man I'd have trampled that scoundrel
underfoot and then thrown him off the balcony! She added that 1
was only a puppet—a mere cardboard puppet! That there wasn’t
a drop of real blood in my veins. That nothing could bring the
blush of shame to my face. That I was quite incapable of defend-
ing the honour of my wife. And that I was only too capable of
bowing and scraping and doffing my hat to the first man who
came along and—

‘I didn’t let her finish. I raised my fist. I shouted that she’d better
watch out. The blow I ought to have landed on him, if only he
hadn’t been drunk, I'd be planting somewhere on her, if she
didn’t shut up! Did she shut up? Did she hell! From utter fury
she passed to making nasty, taunting remarks. Oh yes, nothing
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easier, as far as I was concerned, than coming the big, bad bully
with her! Beating up a woman was just typical of me! Especially
after I'd welcomed into my house, and then, with all proper
respect, shown out of my house, a man who’d come and insulted
me in my own home! Why, oh why, hadn’t I come in and woken
her up immediately? Come to that, why hadn’t I shown him into
the bedroom and begged him to pop into bed with her?

““You'll challenge him to a duel!” she shouted finally, quite
‘beside herself with rage, “You'll challenge him tomorrow, and
God help you if you don’t!”

‘There are some things that—well, when he hears a woman say
them, I think even the meanest of men will rebel! By this time, I
was already undressed and in bed. I told her once and for all to
shut up her silly nonsense, and to let me get to sleep in peace. I
wasn’t challenging anybody. I wouldn’t give her that much
satisfaction !

‘But during the night, you know, I thought the whole thing
over very carefully. I knew nothing, I still know nothing, about
this Code of Honour business. I certainly didn’t know whether a
gentleman was supposed to take any notice of the insults and the
provocation of a man who was too drunk to know what he was
saying. Or whether they were adequate reasons for challenging
him to a duel. Well, next morning I was just about to go off and
consult a retired major whom I'd got to know at the Baths, when
this self-same major arrived, in the company of another gentleman
living in the town. He’d come on behalf of Dr. Loero to demand
satisfaction from me. Yes, because of the way in which I'd shown
him the door the previous night! It appeared that, when I'd given
him that final shove, he’d fallen and damaged his nose.

‘“But he was as drunk as they come!” I shouted at the two
gentlemen.

‘So much the worse for me, they suggested. I should have
treated him with a little more consideration. I was the one who
should have done all this, you understand! And to think that it
was only by a miracle that my wife hadn’t eaten me alive, simply
because I hadn’t thrown him off the balcony!

“Still, that’ll be enough on that topic! Let me get on! I shan't

H
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be long now! I accepted the challenge, but my wife just laughed
contemptuously at me and without waiting for the outcome of the
duel, started packing her trunks, so as to lose no time. She was all
for leaving at once. And she knew it was to be a very serious duel.

‘As for me . .. Well, since I was at the ball, I intended to dance.
He’d made the choice of weapons—pistols. Excellent! I made the
decision concerning distance—at fifteen paces. On the eve of the
duel I wrote a letter—— It makes me nearly die laughing every
time I re-read it. You've no idea the sort of daft nonsense you get
into your head on an occasion of that kind! Still . . . ! After all,
they’re pretty shattering moments, those !

‘I'd never been used to handling arms. I give you my solemn
oath; when I fired, I instinctively shut my eyes. The duel took
place in the beech-wood. The first two shots went wide. The third
—no, the third went wide too. The fourtA—my God, what a thick
head that doctor had! The bullet took aim for me and went
straight for the middle of his forehead. It failed to penetrate the
bone, but slid up under the skin, along the top of his scalp, and
came out round the back by the nape of the neck.

‘In the excitement of the moment it looked very much as if he
was dead. We all rushed over to where he was lying, me included.
But then one of my seconds advised me to put as much distance
between myself and here as I possibly could. To get into the
carriage and make my escape along the Chiusi road.

‘So, my escape I made.

‘Next day I found out what had happened. And I found out
something else, too, something which filled me with joy and regret
at the same time. Joy as far as I was concerned. Regret as far as my
adversary was concerned. After all, poor man, he didn’t deserve
this cruel blow. Not when he’d just got a bullet in his forehead!

‘When he’d opened his eyes in the Green Cross Hospital, Dr.
Loero had been confronted by a magnificent sight. My wife.
Who'd dashed to his bedside to comfort him in his hour of pain!

‘He recovered from his wound in a fortnight. But, my dear
fellow, he never recovered from my wife!

‘Shall we go and get another glass?’
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THE JAR

Tuere was a wonderful olive harvest as well that year. The
mature trees, which had been groaning under the weight of olives
the previous year, were all as heavily laden again, despite the mists
which had attacked them at blossom-time.

Zirafa had a good acreage of them on his farm, Le Quote, at
Primosole and, foreseeing that the five old glazed earthenware
jars which he had in the cellar wouldn’t be sufficient to contain
the new harvest, he’d ordered (and in good time, too) a sixth from
Santo Stefano di Camastra, where they made them. Tall as a man’s
chest it was, with a big fat belly, and most majestic-looking—
admirably equipped to rank as a Mother Superior over the other
five.

Needless to say, he’d had a row with the jar-maker over this jar.
But then, who didn’t Lolld Zirafa have rows with? Over every
slightest trifle—even over a tiny slab of stone that had fallen off
the boundary wall, even over a handful of straw! He'd yell at
them to saddle his mule, so that he could rush into town and take
out all sorts of summonses and things. And so, by sheer dint of
using up vast quantities of legal documents (with heavy stamp-
duty on the lot of them), meeting lawyers’ fees, quoting this and
quoting that, and always having in the end to pay everyone’s costs,
he’d just about half-ruined himself.

People said that his legal adviser had grown so tired of seeing
him turning up in his office two or three times a week that, in
order to get him from under his feet, he’d made him a present of a
little book, which was just like a missal to look at. It was the Civil
Code. So that he could drive Aimself round the bend rummaging
through it on his own, to try and find out whether there was any
judicial foundation for the lawsuits he was wanting to bring.

Whereas previously those with whom he had a difference of
opinion would take the rise out of him by yelling after him ‘Saddle
my mule!” Now, instead, it was, ‘Out with your 4.B.C., man!’
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And Don Lollo would reply, ‘I certainly skall get it out! And I'll
blast you all off the face of the earth, you sons-of-bitches!’

That new jar, for which he’d paid four lovely, bouncing, chink-
ing onze, had been lodged temporarily in the press-room—for
convenience, while they were waiting for room to be found for it in
the cellar. No one had ever seen such a jar. It really Aurz you to see
it there, lodged in that cavern stinking with must and that harsh
crude smell which lurks in places that are deprived of light and air.

- Two days earlier the knocking-down of the olives had begun,
and Don Lolld was nearly going out of his mind with sheer rage
because, what with the knockers-down to look after, and mule-
drivers, who kept turning up with mules loaded with manure to
deposit on the slope by the field where he was going to sow beans
next year—well, he just didn’t know how to split himself into
enough selves to go round, and who to see to first. So he went
about swearing like a trooper, threatening with direful extermina-
tion first this one, then that, if so much as one olive, one single
olive, got overlooked; almost as if he’d counted them all before-
hand, one by one, while they were still on the trees. Then off he’d
go and threaten the others with all sorts of dreadful things if every
heap of manure wasn’t exactly the same size as the others. Wearing
his battered old white hat, and in his shirt-sleeves, with his chest
bare, his face ruddy to the point of apoplexy, and all dripping with
sweat, he’d rush hither and thither, with his wolf-like eyes roam-
ing all over the place, and angrily rubbing his cheeks—those
cheeks on which his ferocious and indomitable beard virtually
sprouted afresh as the razor cut away the old growth.

Now, at the end of the third day, three of the peasants who’d
been knocking-down, on going into the press-room to put their
ladders and poles, had been struck all of a heap by the sight of the
new jar—cracked in two, just as if someone, with a neat cut, had
taken the jar in all its fullness and removed the whole of the front
bulge.

‘Just look at that! Just look at that!’

‘Who can possibly have done it?’

‘Oh, God help us! Who's going to tell Don Lolld? Oh, what a
pity ! The new jar!’
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The first of them, more terrified than the rest, proposed that they
should shut the door immediately and go off ever so quietly,
leaving their ladders and poles leaning up against the wall outside.
The second, however, said, ‘Are you mad? Try that one on Don
Lolld? He’s quite capable of believing that we broke it! No! We
all stand fast here, every single one of us?!’

He went out of the press-room and, making a megaphone with
his hands, called, ‘Don Lolld ! Oh, Don Loll6d66 !’

There he was, at the bottom of the slope, with the men who were
unloading the manure. As usual, he was gesticulating away
furiously, and every so often banging his white hat on to his head
with both hands. Sometimes he banged it on again so hard that he
couldn’t shift it, either at the nape of his neck or over his fore-
head. Already the last flames of sunset were being extinguished in
the sky, and, cutting through the peace and quiet that was descend-
ing on the countryside—as the shadows of evening with its swect
coolness closed in—there came, Aurled at you, those gestures on the
part of that man who was always in a fury.

‘Don Lolld ! Oh, Don Lolloodd !

When he came on up and saw the damage, it looked just as if
he was going to go out of his mind. He hurled himself first at the
three men who’d made the discovery. One of them he grabbed by
the throat and pinned against the wall, shouting, ‘By the Blood of
the Virgin Mary, you'll pay for it!’

When he in his turn had been grabbed by the other two, their
earthy, bestial faces twisted with emotion, he turned all his mad
rage against himself. He tore off his hat and flung it on the
ground; he slapped himself hard on both cheeks, stamped his
feet and bawled away like a man mourning the death of a relative.
‘Oh, my new jar! Four onze worth of lovely jar! I hadn’t even
christened it !’

He wanted to know who’d broken it! Was it conceivable that it
had got broken all by itself? Somebody musz have broken it,
either out of envy or out of sheer human wickedness! But when?
And how? There wasn’t any sign of violence! Had it by any
chance been broken when it had arrived from the jar-maker’s? Of
course it hadn’t! It had rung like a bell when it’d come!
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As soon as the peasants saw that his immediate anger was
abating, they started urging him to calm down. The jar could be
mended. After all, it wasn’t very badly damaged. Only one piece
had got broken off. A good jar-mender would be able to put it
together again so that it came up just like new. There was Zi’
Dima Licasi, for instance. Just the man for the job! He'd dis-
covered a miraculous cement, the secret of which he guarded most
jealously. A cement you couldn’t even bash apart with a hammer,

~once it had set. Look! If Don Lolld would like him to, Zi’ Dima
Licasi could come along tomorrow morning—at the crack of
dawn—and before you could say two twos are four the jar would
be mended and better than ever.

Don Lollo said ‘No’ to all their exhortations. It was quite useless.
There wasn’t any way he could see of making good the damage.
In the end, however, he let them talk him round. So next morning,
punctually at the crack of dawn, Zi’ Dima Licasi presented himself
at Primosole, with his tool-kit slung over his shoulder.

He was a misshapen old man, with swollen, knotty joints, just
like an ancient Saracen olive log. Every word had to be dragged
out of him. His deformed body positively bristled with stand-
offishness. Or was it really sadness? Or was it disappointment that
no one was able to appreciate at their proper value—or even to
comprehend—his merits as an inventor? Zi' Dima Licasi hadn’t
yet patented his discovery because he wanted deeds to speak louder
than words on a bit of paper. So he had to keep a sharp look-out,
fore and aft, as it were, to make sure that no one stole his secret
from him.

‘Show me this cement of yours,” were Don Lollo’s first words
to him after he’d looked him mistrustfully up and down for several
minutes.

Zi’ Dima, the acme of dignity, shook his head.

‘You'’ll see how good it is when the job’s done.’

‘Will it end up all right?’

Zi’ Dima put his tool-kit on the ground. He fished out a rolled
up and very well-worn cotton kerchief. Very slowly he started to
unroll it, while they all stood around him, consumed with
curiosity, their whole attention riveted upon him. When, finally, a
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pair of spectacles appeared, with the bridge and sides broken and
tied up with string, e gave a sigh and all the rest of them burst
into hearty laughter. Zi’ Dima took no notice. He wiped his
fingers before handling the spectacles and then fitted them care-
fully on to his nose and over his ears. Then very, very solemnly he
began his examination of the jar—which by now had been brought
out into the threshing-yard. Finally he said, ‘It’ll be all right.’

Zirafa started laying down his conditions. ‘I don’t trust it with
cement alone. I want rivets as well.’

‘I'm off,” replied Zi’ Dima, and, without even pausing to argue
the point, he got up and slung his tool-kit over his shoulder again.

Don Lolld grabbed him by one arm. ‘Where are you off to? Is
this the way you treat people, you high-and-mighty old swine?
Huh! Look at him! As full of airs and graces as if he was Lord
Tomnoddy himself! Ger, you old hunk of cat’s meat! You stupid
old donkey! I've got to use that jar for putting oil in! It'll ooze
through! You don’t mean to say you think you can mend a crack
a mile long—/look at it!—just with cement! I want rivets as well.
Cement and rivets. Those are my orders!’

Zi’ Dima closed his eyes, pursed his lips and shook his head. They
were all the same! He was always being deprived of the oppor-
tunity of doing a good clean job, conscientiously carried out accord-
ing to the rules of his craft. He was always being deprived, too, of
an opportunity of demonstrating the virtues of his cement.

‘If that jar,” he said, ‘doesn’t ring like a bell again——'

‘'m not listening to a word you say,’ interrupted Don Lolld.
‘Rivets! 'm paying you to use cement and rivets. How much do I
have to give you?’

‘If, with my cement alone——'

‘Oh, God rot me! What a stubborn brute the man is!’ exclaimed
Don Lolld. ‘Am I talking sense or aren’z I? 1 tell you, I want
rivets. We'll settle things when the job’s done. I haven’t got any
more time to waste on you !’

And off he went to look after his workmen.

Z7’ Dima started on his job, simply bristling with anger and
contempt. And his anger and contempt grew with every hole that

he drilled in the main body of the jar and in the broken-off bit—
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this was to make it possible for the steel wire used in the riveting
to be threaded through. He accompanied the frou-frou of the bit
with a running commentary of grunts, which gradually got louder
and louder. And his face took on an ever more bilious hue and his
eyes became ever sharper and more flaming with annoyance. The
first stage of the operation completed, he flung the drill angrily
back into the tool-bag. He stuck the broken-off piece back into
position in the jar, to see if the holes were the right distance apart
. and to see if they corresponded with one another, then, with his
wire-cutters, he cut off as many pieces of steel wire as he’d need to
insert rivets, and called over one of the peasants who were knock-
ing-down to help him.

‘Cheer up, Zi’ Dima!’ said this fellow, seeing his face twisted
with anger.

Zi’ Dima raised his hand in an angry gesture. He opened the
old tin which contained his cement, and, holding it up to heaven,
brandished it in the air, as if offering it up to God—seeing that
men had no desire to recognize its virtues. Then with his finger
he began to spread it along the edge of the broken-off piece and
the edge of the jar where it had come away. He took the wire-
cutters and the pieces of wire he’d prepared in advance and tucked
himself away inside the open belly of the jar, instructing the
peasant to stick the broken-off piece in position, just as he himself
had done only a few moments earlier. Before he started putting
in the rivets, he said to the farm-hand, from inside the jar, ‘Go on,
tug away! Tug away with all your might! See? You can’t get
them apart, can you? So to hell with anyone who doesn’t believe
me! Bang away! Bang away! Does it, or does it not, ring like a
bell? Even with me inside it! Run along! Run along and tell your
boss all about it!’

And Zi’ Dima began to pass the pieces of wire through the pairs
of holes that lay next to one another, one this side, the other
that side of the mend. Then with his wire-cutters he twisted the
ends together. It took him an hour to do the lot of them. The
sweat was pouring off him, there inside the jar. As he worked, he
lamented his wretched fate. And the peasant on the outside spent
his time comforting him.
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‘Now help me to get out !’ said Zi’ Dima at the end of it all.

But, no matter how large in the belly it was, that jar was very
tight in the neck. Zi’ Dima had been so angry that he hadn’t
checked up on zAat detail. Now, try as he would, he couldn’t find
any way of getting out again. And the peasant, instead of helping
him—look at him, the idle lout, doubled up with laughter !—there
was Zi’ Dima, imprisoned! Imprisoned in the jar which he himself
had mended, and which now—there was no possibility of half-
measures—would have to be broken all over again! And broken
for good this time!

Hearing all the laughter and shouting, Don Lollo came up. Z¢’
Dima, inside the jar, was like a demented tomcat.

‘Let me out!” he was howling. ‘God Almighty, I want to get
out! At once! Help!’

At first Don Lolld just stood there like a man dazed. He simply
couldn’t believe his eyes. ‘But, how on——? In there? Has he
riveted himself up in there?’

He went up to the jar and yelled at the old man, ‘Help? What
sort of help can I give you, you obstinate old dodder? It was your
job to take your own measurements before you got in, wasn’t it?
Now, come on. Try getting an arm out first—that’s the way. Now
your head—come on! Come on! No, gently—— What the—!
Down with it! Now, wait a minute! Like z4az! No! Down with
it! Down with it! How the devil did you manage to——? Hey,
what about the jar now? Now, keep calm! Keep calm! Keep
calm!” he started advising all and sundry around him—just as if
they and not he were likely to begin getting all worked up. ‘Oh,
my brains are boiling! Now, keep calm! This is a completely new
case. Where’s my mule?’

He rapped on the jar with his knuckles. It really did ring like
a bell.

‘Lovely ! Come up like new! Hang on a minute!” he said to the
prisoner. ‘You, go and saddle me my mule!’ he said to the farm-
hand. Then, rubbing his head vigorously with both hands, he
went on muttering away to himself. ‘Just look at the sort of thing

that happens to me! This isn’t a jar—it’s the devil incarnate! Keep
still! You in there, keep still I’
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And he rushed over to steady the jar, in which an infuriated Zi’
Dima was bashing about like an animal in a trap.

‘I’'s a completely new case, my dear fellow! I must get my
lawyer to sort it out for me. I don’t trust my own judgement.
Where’s my mule? Get me my mule! I'm going now! I'll be back
immediately ! Just be patient! It’s in your own interest. . . . Mean-
while, keep quiet! Keep calm! I must look after my own interests.
And first of all, just so as to preserve my rights, I'll do my duty.
. Here you are! I'm paying you for your work. I'm paying you a
day’s wages. Five lire? That do you?"

‘I don’t want anything!’ yelled Zi’ Dima. ‘I want to get out of
here!’

‘You'll get out all right! But meanwhile. I'm paying you. Here
you are—five lire I’

He took the money out of his waistcoat pocket and threw it into
the jar. Then he asked, solicitously, ‘Have you had your break-
fast? Bread and something to go with it, eh? Right away! You
don’t want it? Throw it to the dogs, then! It’s enough for me to
know that I've given it to you I’

He ordered them to give him the food, leapt into the saddle, and
he went to town at a gallop. Everyone who saw him as he galloped
along gesticulating, thought he must be off to shut himself up in
the lunatic asylum, so extraordinarily was he behaving.

As luck would have it, he didn’t have to wait long before the
lawyer was free to see him. But, when he’d laid the case before
him, he did have to wait a long time before the lawyer had finished
laughing. Thoroughly annoyed by the lawyer’s laughter, he said,
‘Forgive the question, but what’s there to laugh at? It’s not your
lordship’s backside that’s getting burnt! The jar’s mine!’

But the other man just went on laughing. He insisted on his
telling him the story all over again. On his telling him exactly
what had happened. So that he could have another good laugh.
Inside it, eh? He'd riveted himself up inside it, had he? And what
was it Don Lolld thought he was entitled to? Did he think he was
entitled to—k-k-keep him in there? Ha! Ha! Ha! Ho! Ho!
Ho ! Keep him in there, so as not to lose the jar?

‘Oh, so I'm supposed just to write it off, am I?’ asked Don
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Lolld, clenching his fists. ‘What about all the harm he’s done
me? What about all the derision I'm going to have to put up
with?’

‘But do you know what they call this?’ the lawyer finally
managed to ask him. ‘“They call this sort of thing kidnapping!”

‘Kidnapping? Who’s kidnapping him?’ exclaimed Don Lollo.
‘He kidnapped Aimself! Off his own bat! What fault is it of
mine?’

The lawyer then explained to him that there were two sides to
the case. On the one hand he—Don Lolldo—had immediately to set
the prisoner free, in order not to be answerable to a charge of
kidnapping. On the other hand, the jar-mender was answerable
for the harm he’d caused with his stupidity and uppitiness.

‘Ah!” Don Lolld breathed again. ‘By paying me for the jar?’

‘Gently !’ observed the lawyer. ‘Not as if it were new, mind !’

‘Why not?’

‘Oh, good grief, man, because it was broken !’

‘Broken? Oh, no! It's mended now. It's better than mended!
He says so himself! And now, if I break it again, I shan’t be able
to get it mended again. One jar lost, Mr. Lawyer !’

The lawyer assured him that that would be taken into account,
by making him pay whatever the jar was worth in the state in
which it now was.

‘So!” he advised him, ‘I should get him to give you an estimate
of its worth before you go any further.’

‘I kiss your hand!” said Don Lolld and off he went at a hell of
a lick.

When he got back, towards evening, he found the peasants
having a high old time round the inhabited jar. Even the watchdog
was taking part in the fun and games, jumping about all over
the place and barking. Zi’ Dima had not only calmed down, but
had also come round to enjoying his bizarre adventure, and he was
laughing away with that sick gaiety that characterizes the un-
fortunate of this world.

Zirafa shoved them all to one side and stuck his neck over the
top and peered into the jar.

‘Hey! All right in there?’
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‘Absolutely all right! Beautifully cool,’ replied Zi’ Dima. ‘I'm
better off here than in my own home.’

‘Glad to hear it. Meanwhile, allow me to inform you that that
jar cost me four onze new. How much do you think it would
cost now?’

‘With me inside?’ asked Zi’ Dima.

The farm-hands laughed.

‘Shut up!” shouted Zirafa. “Two propositions—take your choice.

Either your cement’s good for nothing or it’s good for something.
~If it’s good for nothing, then you're a downright twister. If it’s
good for something, then the jar, just as it is now, must have
some sort of value. What value? You say! Give me an estimate !’

Zi’ Dima paused for a moment, reflecting. Then he said, ‘Here’s
my answer. If you’d let me mend it with cement alone, as I wanted
to, first of all I shouldn’t be stuck inside here, and the jar would
have more or less the same value as it had originally. All mucked-
up as it is now, with these filthy rivets stuck in it, which I had
necessarily to do from the inside, what value could it possibly
have? A third of what it was worth in the first place—more or
less.’

‘A third?’ asked Zirafa. ‘One onza, thirty three?’

‘Maybe less. Certainly not more.’

‘Well, then,” said Don Lolld, ‘I'll take your word for it. Hand
over the onza and thirty three.’

‘What?’ said Zi’ Dima, as if he didn’t understand what he'd
said.

‘I'll break the jar and let you out,’ replied Don Lollo, ‘and you,
so my lawyer says, must pay me whatever you value it at. One
onza and thirty three.’

‘Me pay?’ sniggered Zi’ Dima. ‘Your lordship will have his
little joke! I'd sooner stay in here till I make food for the
worms |’

And, pulling his tar-encrusted pipe out of his pocket with some
difficulty, he lit it and started smoking, puffing the smoke out
through the neck of the jar.

Don Lolld was utterly taken aback. This other possibility, that
Zi’ Dima would no longer wish to quit the jar, neither he nor
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the lawyer had foreseen. How was this new difficulty to be
resolved? He was on the verge of again ordering them instantly
to saddle his mule, when it occurred to him that it was already
evening.

‘Oh, indeed?’ he said. ‘So you wish to take up permanent resi-
dence in my jar? You lot—you're all my witnesses! He doesn’t
want to come out again, so as not to have to pay for it. I'm ready to
break the jar! Meanwhile, since he wishes to remain in there,
tomorrow I'll sue him for trespassing on my property, and for
wilfully preventing me from using the jar!’

Zi’ Dima puffed another mouthful of smoke out of the jar, then
he placidly replied, ‘No, sir. I'm not trying to stop you from doing
anything. Not me. Do you think I'm in here for my own amuse-
ment? You get me out of here, and I'll be off willingly. As for
paying you anything—— Not on your sweet life, your lordship !’

In an access of rage, Don Lolld lifted his foot to launch a kick
at the jar. He refrained, however. He seized hold of it instead with
both hands and shook it vigorously, trembling all over.

‘See? Wonderful stuff, my cement!” said Zi’ Dima to him.

‘Jailbird!” roared Zirafa. ‘Who’s done the harm, you or me’?
And have I got to pay for it? You can starve to death in there!
We'll see who wins this little battle I’

And off he went, quite forgetting the five lire which that morn-
ing he’d thrown into the jar. To start off with, Zi’ Dima thought
it would be a good idea to have a party with the farm-hands who,
having been kept late because of that strange accident, were going
to spend the night in the country, out in the open, on the threshing-
yard. One of them went off to the pub nearby to lay in stocks.
Most appropriately, there was a moon—so bright that it seemed
as if day had come again.

Don Lolld went to bed, but in the middle of the night he was
awakened by an infernal din. He went out on to the balcony of
the farm-house and, by the light of the moon, he saw out in the
threshing-yard hordes and hordes of devils. They were the drunk
farm-hands who'd linked hands and who were dancing round the
jar, inside which Zi’ Dima was singing away at the top of his
voice.
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This time Don Lolld couldn’t restrain himself. He hurled him-
self at the jar like a mad bull, and before they had time to stop
him he’d given it a huge shove and sent it rolling down the slope.
The jar rolled on and on, accompanied by the laughter of the

drunks, and ended up by splitting open against an olive-tree.
Zi’ Dima had won.
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THE TRAGEDY OF A CHARACTER
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THE TRAGEDY OF A CHARACTER

IT’s a long-standing habit of mine to give audience, every Sunday
morning, to the characters of my future stories.

Five hours I give them—eight till one.

Almost invariably I find myself in bad company. It just seems to
happen somehow.

I don’t know why, but these receptions of mine seem, as a rule,
to be attended by the most discontented people in the world, people
it’s really absolute misery to have to deal with: either they're
afflicted by some strange disease or other, or else they’ve got them-
selves entangled in the most specious of fates.

I hear them all out with forbearance. Politely, I ask them all
questions. I make a note of the name and other particulars of each
one. I record all their feelings and aspirations. I must add, however
—and this is my misfortune—that I'm not easily satished. For-
bearance, politeness—— Oh, yes! But I don’t like to be fooled.
Besides, I want always to penetrate, by means of long and subtle
inquiry, to the very depths of their souls.

Now, it quite often happens that, when I put some of my
questions, more than one of them starts getting suspicious, starts
jibbing, and then becomes furiously recalcitrant, because, perhaps,
he’s got the impression that I find particular pleasure in shattering
his self-composure, that seriousness with which he introduced him-
self to me.

Patiently, very gently, I exert every effort to get them to see, to
convince them conclusively, that my questions are in no way
superfluous, but derive from my eagerness to make use of them in
one way or another.

Everything turns, therefore, on whether we can be what we want
to be. Where that power is lacking, our desire must of necessity
appear ridiculous and quite futile,

They just refuse to recognize that this is how things are.

And then I feel compassionate towards them, for I'm fundamen-
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tally very kind-hearted. But can you really feel compassion for
certain kinds of misfortune, unless you can laugh at them, too?
Well, the characters from my stories go about the world telling
everybody that I'm a cruel writer—completely heartless. It would
need a very sympathetic critic to make people see how great is the
compassion that lies behind that laughter.
But where today are there any sympathetic critics?

It would be a good thing, I think, to let the reader know that
some of the characters who come to these receptions of mine push
their way in front of the others, thrusting themselves upon me with
such overbearing petulance that, yes, there are times when I find
myself forced quite brusquely to extricate myself from among
them.

Then some of them bitterly repent their display of bad temper,
and start singing my praises for having mended such and such a
defect in this character here, or some other defect in such and such
another character. I merely smile and tell them very quietly that
now they must expiate their original sin, and wait till I have the
time and the means to return to them.

Among those who remain at the back of the room, waiting,
rather overcome by it all, some sigh, some retreat a little into the
shadow, while some grow tired of waiting and go away and knock
at the door of some other writer.

Not infrequently, it’s fallen to my lot to discover in the stories
of quite a few of my colleagues certain characters who’d originally
offered themselves to me. It’s even so happened that I've recog-
nized among them certain others who, not content with the way
I'd treated them, had decided to try and cut a better figure else-
where.

I don’t complain, for I usually have two or three new characters
a week coming and offering themselves to me. And often the press
is so great that I have to try and pay attention to more than one at
a time. And so it goes on, unless things get to such a pitch that my
spirit becomes so divided and disturbed that it revolts against this
double or treble creation, and cries out in exasperation that it must
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be ecither one at a time, very quietly and very peacefully, or into
Limbo with all three!

I shall always remember how very meekly a poor little old man,
who had come to my house from far away, awaited his turn. He
was a certain Maestro Icilio Saporini, who’d gone off to America
in 1849, upon the fall of the Roman Republic—he’d been exiled for
having set to music some patriotic hymn or other—and who now,
at the age of almost eighty, had returned, some forty-five years
later, to die in Italy. Extraordinarily punctilious in his observance
of all the refinements of etiquette, and with a small gnat-like voice,
he let all have precedence. And then, at last, one day when I was
convalescing after a long illness, I saw him come into my room,
very humbly, with a slight, timid smile on his lips.

‘If I might—— If you wouldn’t mind ... ?’

Why, of course, my dear little old man! He’d chosen a most
opportune moment. And I made him die immediately in a short

story called Old Music.

Last Sunday I went into my study for my reception a little later
than usual.

A long novel, which had been sent me as a present and which
had been lying about for more than a month, waiting to be read,
had kept me awake until three in the morning, on account of the
many considerations which one of its characters had suggested to
me—the one living character among so many empty shadows.

It told the story of a poor man, a certain Dr. Fileno, who
believed that he had discovered a most effective remedy for every
sort of ill, an infallible prescription for bringing consolation to
himself and to all men in any calamity, public or private.

In point of fact, it wasn’t so much a remedy or a prescription as
a method, this discovery of Dr. Fileno’s. It consisted of reading
history books from morning till night and in seeing the present as
part of history, too. That’s to say, as if it were already far distant
in time and deposited in the archives of the past.

Adopting this method, he had freed himself from all pain and
irritation and found peace without needing to die; an austere,
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serene peace, suffused with that particular sadness without regret
which would still be conserved by all the graveyards on the face
of the earth, even if the whole of mankind were dead.

Dr. Fileno never for one moment dreamt of drawing from the
past guiding principles for the present. He knew that it would be
a waste of time, and a foolish waste of time at that, because history
is an ideal composition of elements gathered together according to
the particular temperament, antipathies, sympathies, aspirations,
and opinions of the historian, and that it’s quite impossible, there-
fore, to make this ideal composition be of service to life, which
moves steadily on with all its elements still uncomposed and
scattered about all over the place. Similarly, he never for one
moment dreamt of drawing from the present standards for the
future, or provision against it. Quite the reverse. He did just the
opposite : he placed himself ideally in the future in order to look
at the present, and he saw it as if it were the past.

For instance, one of his daughters had died a few days before. A
friend had gone to visit him to condole with him on this mis-
fortune. Well, he had found him already as consoled as if his
daughter had been dead for well over a hundred years.

He had, without more ado, pushed his grief, all burning as it
still was, far back in time, pushed it back and encompassed it in
the past. But you really needed to see him, to observe from what
lofty heights and with how great a dignity he spoke of it.

Briefly then, by adopting the method he’d discovered, Dr. Fileno
had turned himself into an inverted telescope. He opened it out,
but not to set himself at looking at the future, where he knew there
would be nothing for him to see. . . . No, he prevailed upon his
spirit to be content with setting itself to look through the larger
lens towards the smaller, which was focused on the present, so that
immediately everything seemed small and far away. And he had
been engaged for several years on the writing of a book which
would most certainly be quite epoch-making when it came out. He
called it A Philosophy of Remoteness.

During my reading of the novel it had become more and more
obvious to me that the author, being completely absorbed in
artificially tying up the threads of one of the most commonplace
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of plots, hadn’t had the remotest idea how to assume complete
awareness of this character who, alone of all the characters in the
novel, contained within himself the germ of a true and living
creation; who had succeeded, to a certain extent, in taking the
author by the hand and in hacking out a life for himself. For a
long time he’d succeeded in being himself, standing out in
vigorous relief against the other characters whose fates, the com-
monest of fates, were depicted and narrated in that novel. Then,
all of a sudden, enfeebled and twisted out of all recognition, he had
allowed himself to be bent and adapted to the exigencies of a false
and completely silly ending.

I remained for a long time speculating fancifully in the silence
of the night, with the picture of that character before my eyes.
What a pity! There was so much material in him—enough to
create a masterpiece! If only the author hadn’t so unworthily mis-
understood and neglected him! If only he’d made him the central
figure in his narrative, perhaps all those other elements—those
highly artificial elements—of which he’d made use, would have
been transformed, too, and sprung immediately to life. And a great
sorrow and an immense contempt filled me on account of that life
which had remained so miserably unfulfilled.

Well, that morning, entering my study late, I found an unusual
state of confusion. Dr. Fileno had already forced his way into the
midst of my waiting characters. He’d so put their backs up, and
made them so thoroughly angry, that they’d jumped on him, and
now some of them were trying to drag him to the back of the
room, while others were trying to throw him out altogether.

‘Come, come, ladies and gentlemen,’ I cried. “What a way to
carry on! Dr. Fileno, I have already wasted far too much time on
you. What do you want with me? You don’t belong to me. Please
go away and leave me in peace so that I may attend to my own
characters.’

Such an intense and desperate expression of anguish came over
the face of Dr. Fileno that immediately all the others—my
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characters, who were still standing there holding him back—grew
pale and shrank away, suddenly feeling very humble.

‘Don’t send me away! For pity’s sake, don’t send me away!
Only give me five minutes of your time—if these ladies and gentle-
men will be so kind as to allow me to. And for pity’s sake, do let
me try and convince you that—’

Perplexed, and yet moved to compassion, I asked him, “Try and
convince me of what? I'm already completely convinced, my dear
Doctor, that you deserved to fall into better hands. But what do
you expect me to do about it? I've already grieved a great deal
at your fate. That must do for you !’

“That must do for me? Oh no, for God’s sake!’ burst out Dr.
Fileno, a shudder of indignation running through his whole body.
‘You talk like that because I'm not one of your characters. Believe
me, your not-caring, your disdain, would be much less cruel to me
than this passive commiseration which, if you’ll pardon my saying
so, is unworthy of an artist. No one can know better than you that
we are living beings—more alive than those who breathe and wear
clothes. Less real, perhaps, but more alive. One is born into life in
so many ways, my dear sir, and you know very well that nature
avails herself of the instrument of human fantasy in order to
pursue her work of creation. And the man who's born as a result
of this creative activity, which has its seat in the spirit of man, is
destined by nature to a life greatly superior to that of anyone born
of the mortal womb of woman. The man who is born a character,
the man who has the good fortune to be born a living character,
may snap his fingers at death even. He will never die! Man will
die. The writer, the natural instrument of creation, will die. What
is created by him will never die. And in order to live eternally he
has not the slightest need of extraordinary gifts or of accomplishing
prodigies. Tell me, who was Sancho Panza? Tell me, who was
Don Abbondio? And yet, they live eternally because, living seeds,
they had the good fortune to find a fruitful womb, a fantasy which
knew how to raise and nourish them, so that they might live
throughout all eternity !’

‘My dear Doctor, that’s all very well,’ I said to him. ‘But I still
don’t see what it is you want with me.’
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‘No? You can’t see what I want?’ Dr. Fileno replied. ‘Have I
made an awful mistake? Have I, by some mad chance, arrived on
the moon? Forgive my asking, but what kind of a writer are you?
Quite seriously, though, can’t you really comprehend the horror of
my tragedy? To have the inestimable privilege of being born a
character—in this day and age—I mean today, when material life
is so bristling with all sorts of vile difficulties that throw obstacles
in our way, that deform and impoverish every aspect of existence;
to have the privilege of being born a living character, of being
destined, therefore, for all my insignificance, to immortality,
and—— Yes! Then to have fallen into 4is hands, to be condemned
to perish iniquitously, to suffocate in that world of artifice where
I can’t breathe, can’t move an inch, because it’s all make-believe,
false, full of sophistical quibbles, the product of chance! Mere
words and paper! Paper and words! A man who finds himself
enmeshed in conditions of life to which he can’t or doesn’t know
how to adapt himself, can escape from them, can run away! But a
poor character can do no such thing. There he is—fixed ! Nailed to
a never-ending martyrdom! Give me air! Give me life! But, look
here. Fileno . . . ! I was given the name Fileno! Quite seriously,
do you really think I can call myself Fileno? The fool! The utter
fool! He didn’t even know how to name me! Fileno! Me! And
then—— Yes! I!' I, indeed—the author of A Philosophy of Remote-
ness—I had to finish up in that unworthy way, simply so as to
resolve his stupid turmoil of fortuitous happenings. I had to marry
her, didn’t I? I had to take that goose Graziella as my second wife
—instead of her marrying Negroni the solicitor! No, please listen
to me a little longer! These are crimes, my dear sir, crimes which
should be paid for with tears of blood. Now, instead, what will
happen? Nothing. Silence. Or, maybe, a slashing critique in two
or three of the lesser dailies. Perhaps some critic or other will
exclaim, “That poor Dr. Fileno! What a pity! A really good
character, that chap!” And that will be that. Condemned to
death! I, who wrote 4 Philosophy of Remoteness. . .. Which that
idiot didn’t even have sense enough to get me to print at my own
expense! No, it’s no use. If he hadn’t been a fool, how could he
possibly have made me take that goose Graziella as my second
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wife? Oh, don’t make me think about it! Let’s get on! Let’s get
on with our work! Redeem mel At once! Immediately! Yox must
make me live, because you've understood so completely what a
wealth of life there is within me !’

At this proposal, hurled at me furiously as a conclusion to his
long outburst, I remained awhile gazing at the face of Dr. Fileno.
‘Have you got some sort of scruples about doing it?’ he asked me
agitatedly, his face darkening. ‘Have you? But it’s quite legitimate,
it’s quite legitimate, you do realize that? It’s your inviolable right
to take me up again, to give me the life that that idiot didn’t know
how to give me. It’s your right and mine! You do understand that,
don’t you?’

‘It probably #s your right, my dear Doctor,’ I replied. ‘It probably
would also be quite legitimate for me, as you believe. But I don’t
do these things. And it’s useless your insisting. I don’t do these
things. Try taking yourself somewhere else.’

‘But where do you expect me to go, if you ... ?’

‘I don’t know! Just—¢ry! You probably won’t have much difh-
culty in finding someone who’s convinced of the legitimacy of
this “right” of yours. There’s another thing, too. Listen to me a
moment, Dr. Fileno. Are you, or are you not, the author of 4
Philosophy of Remoteness?’

‘What do you mean, ‘“are you or are you not”?’ burst out Dr.
Fileno, falling back a pace and clasping his hands to his breast.
‘Do you dare to doubt my word? I understand! It’s all the fault
of my murderer. Very briefly, scarcely saying anything at all, he
gave an idea in passing of my theories, not supposing, even
remotely, that there was all that advantage to be gained from my
inverted telescope.’

I held out my hands to stop him and smilingly said, ‘Yes. . .
Yes. . . . But, forgive me, what about you?’

‘Me? What do you mean, “what about me”?’

‘You’re busy complaining about your author. But have you
really known how to derive full advantage from your theory, my
dear Doctor? Well, there’s just this one thing I wanted to say to
you. Do let me say it. If you really and truly believe in the validity
of your philosophy, as I do, why don’t you apply it a little to your

Biverside ity College Library

Rivarcida n~_1-»



102 - Pirandello

own case? At the present moment you're trying to find, from
among our number, an author who will consecrate you to im-
mortality. But look at what all the most considerable critics say of
us poor trashy writers of today. We are, and at the same time we
are not, my dear Doctor. Look, suppose you put us, together with
all the most notable deeds, the most burning questions, the most
admirable works of our day, under your inverted telescope. My
dear Doctor, I'm very much afraid that you would no longer see
anything or anybody. Go away, therefore. Console yourself with
the—or rather, resign yourself. And let me attend to these poor
characters of mine, who are probably very wicked, who are
probably very captious, but who are, at least, most unlikely to be
possessed of your extravagant ambition.’
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Richiamo all'obbligo was probably written in 1911, It was
first published in the collection of stories entitled Terzerts
(Milano, Treves, 1912). The volume enjoyed a second edition
in 1913 and a third in 1915. The story was included next in
Vol. XI (La giara) of the Novelle per un anno (Firenze,
Bemporad, 1928). Reprinted by Mondadori in 1934, the
volume now forms part of the Biblioteca Moderna Monda-
dori. The definitive text is in Vol. II of the Opere. (Novelle
per un anno, Vol. II, Milano-Verona, Mondadori, 1957.)
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A CALL TO DUTY

Paorino Lovico flung himself down on a stool in front of
Pulejo’s, the chemist’s shop in the Piazza Marina. He felt like
death. He took a look into the shop, glared in the direction of the
counter, dabbed away at the sweat that was streaming down
from under his hair and all over his face, which was flushed purple
with the heat, and asked Saro Pulejo, ‘Has he looked in yet?’

‘Gigi? No. He shouldn’t be long, though. Why?’

‘Why? Because I need his help! Because—— You're asking a
hell of a lot of questions!’

He left his handkerchief where it was, spread out over his head,
rested his elbows on his knees, and sat there, staring at the ground,
his chin resting on his hands. His face was gloomy and his brows
knitted.

Everybody knew him, there in the Piazza Marina. A friend
came by. ‘Hello there, Paoli !’

Lovico raised his eyes and lowered them again instantly, mutter-
ing, ‘Oh, leave me alone!’

Another friend, ‘What’s up, Paoli?’

This time Lovico tore the handkerchief from off his head and
changed his position. Now he was sitting with his face almost
turned to the wall.

‘Aren’t you feeling well, Paoli?’ Saro Pulejo then asked him from
behind the counter.

‘Oh, Good God Almighty!” burst out Paolino Lovico, hurling
himself into the shop. ‘What the hell have my troubles got to do
with you? Who's asking you anything? Aren’t you feeling well?
Are you feeling well? What’s up? What isn’z up? Oh, leave me
alone !’

‘Hello-hello-hello!” said Saro. ‘Been bitten by a tarantula, old
chap? You asked for Gigi, so I thought you——"

‘I suppose I'm the only soul on the face of the earth?’ shouted
Lovico, waving his arms in the air, his eyes flashing. ‘Couldn’t it
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be my dog that’s ill? One of my prize chickens suffering from
whooping-cough? God Almighty, and anything else that’s suitable
that I can’t think of just at the moment, mind your own blasted
business!’

‘Ah, here comes Gigi now !" said Saro, laughing.

Gigi Pulejo came hurrying in, and went straight across to the
box on the wall to see if there were any messages for him in his
pigeon-hole. ‘How’s tricks, Paoli?’

- ‘Are you in a hurry?’ Paolino Lovico asked him, frowning,
without replying to his greeting.

‘Yes, very much so!” sighed Dr. Pulejo, throwing his hat onto
the back of his head and fanning his forehead with his handker-
chief. ‘Terrible days, these, my dear fellow.’

‘What did I say?’ laughed Paolino Lovico, angrily, scornfully,
his fists dancing about in front of him. ‘What’s the epidemic this
time? Cholera? Bubonic plague? Some nasty horrible cankerous
thing that’s going to carry off the whole lot of you? You've got to
listen to me! Hey, Saro, haven’t you got anything you need to
pound in that mortar of yours?’

‘No, nothing. Why?’

‘In that case, we’ll go somewhere else !’ replied Lovico, grabbing
hold of Gigi Pulejo by his arm and dragging him out of the shop,
‘I can’t talk to you here !’

‘Is this going to be a long talk?’ asked the Doctor as they
walked along.

‘Very long !’

‘I’'m terribly sorry, old chap, but I haven’t got the time !’

‘You haven’t got the time? D’you know what I'll do? I’ll throw
myself under a tram, and break a leg! And I'll force you to dance
attendance on me for the best part of the day! Where have you got
to go?’

‘First of all, just round here. Via Butera.’

‘T'll come with you,” said Lovico. ‘You go up and see your
patient, and I'll wait downstairs for you. Then we’ll resume our
chat.’

‘God Almighty, what the hell’s up with you?’ asked Dr. Pulejo,
stopping and taking a look at him.
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And as the Doctor stood there and watched him, Paolino Lovico
flung his arms wide apart, flexed his knees, relaxed his whole
untidy little body, and replied, ‘Gigi, old chap, I'm a dead man!’
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