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FOREWORD


by Jhumpa Lahiri

“Forbidden” evokes, to my English ear, the biblical fruit whose consumption leads to shame and expulsion from Paradise. Eve’s story is not irrelevant to a novel in which a woman succumbs to a temptation: to record her thoughts and observations in a notebook. Valeria Cossati’s impulse to keep a diary leads not so much to the knowledge of good and evil as it does to self-knowledge, advocated by Socrates and serving as a cornerstone of philosophical inquiry ever since. In Valeria’s case, it also leads to solitude, alienation, guilt, and painful lucidity.

The Italian title of Forbidden Notebook is Quaderno proibito—literally translated, “prohibited notebook.” Forbidden and prohibited may be interchangeable in English, but the latter lacks the romance that might soften the former (as in “forbidden love”), and connotes, instead, legal restrictions, interdictions, and punishment. “Prohibited” comes from the Latin verb prohibere (its etymology, essentially, means “to hold away”), and it was fundamental to legal terminology in Ancient Rome. It is the word De Céspedes chooses to describe Valeria’s notebook, and to interrogate, more broadly, a woman’s right, in post-war Italy, to express herself in writing, to have a voice, and to hold opinions and secrets that distinguish herself from her family.

The act of purchasing the eponymous notebook, along with the ongoing dilemma of where to conceal it, drives the tension as the novel opens. Having purchased it illegally and smuggled it home, Valeria hides it in various locations—in a sack of rags, an old trunk, an empty biscuit tin. But it always runs the risk of being discovered by her husband and grown children, all of whom laugh at the mere idea that she might want to keep a diary.

As soon as she owns the notebook, Valeria is anxious and afraid, but she is also armed. For although acquiring a diary throws her into crisis, the quaderno is both an object and a place, both a literary practice and a room of one’s own. In lieu of walls and a door, pen and paper will suffice to allow Valeria, albeit furtively, to speak her mind. Thematically, I would call this book a direct descendant of Virginia Woolf’s groundbreaking treatise and Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Women. It’s just that Valeria does not consider herself an author, but, rather, a traditional homemaker. Her writing is surreptitious, and she must lie to tell the truth.

De Céspedes was herself a writer and a diarist; Forbidden Notebook fuses these forms and disciplines. The diary was for her (as it is for so many writers) preparatory ground, not only for her artistry but for a series of searing first-person female protagonists who are at once invented and real. Melania Mazzucco quotes from De Céspedes’s diaries in her introduction to Dalla parte di lei (“Her Side of the Story”). Already in that novel, published in 1949, which is also concerned with women’s rights and roles, De Céspedes is experimenting (as the title clearly suggests) with an intimate first-person female narrative. Three years later, in Quaderno proibito, the diary commands center stage.

The private becoming public, the individual subject dividing, and the writer becoming her own reader and vice versa—the diary, an elusive, elastic container, straddles all this and more. Diary writing may be the most private of forms, but when placed within the context of a novel or when it serves, as it does here, for the structure of the novel itself, this form of confession, dating back at least in the Western tradition to Augustine, contradicts its very nature.

From Petrarch to Gramsci to Woolf to Lessing, all diaries and notebooks, whether intended for publication or not, whether invented by their authors or not, whether framed as (or within) novels or not, are all dialogues with the self. They are instances of self-doubling and self-fashioning. They are declarations of autonomy, counternarratives that contrast and contradict reality. The fictionalized diary has always been especially appealing in that we get to know the character not only as a person but also as a writer. This additional authorial persona is especially provocative in light of female consciousness, which has struggled to find its place in history and in the literary tradition.

In her diary De Céspedes confides, “I will never be a great writer.” Here I take her to task for not knowing something about herself. For she was a great writer, a subversive writer, a writer censored by fascists, a writer who refused to take part in literary prizes, a writer ahead of her times. In my view, she is one of Italy’s most cosmopolitan, incendiary, insightful, and overlooked writers.

Whether or not we choose to read Forbidden Notebook through a feminist lens, it is a radical novel. Freshly translated by Ann Goldstein with her signature energy, it blazes with significance. Women’s words are still laughed at, still silenced, still considered dangerous. De Céspedes vindicates, artfully and ardently, a woman’s right to write—a right that must never be taken for granted. Ironically, the harshest condemnation in Forbidden Notebook is generated by Valeria herself, who both speaks out and threatens to cancel herself at the same time.





A NOTE FROM THE TRANSLATOR


Forbidden Notebook originated as a serial novel. It was published in the magazine La Settimana Incom Illustrata, between December 1950 and June 1951, gaining readers from week to week. Written in the form of a diary, it takes place during the same six months as its publication. (It came out as a book the following year.) Italy was still recovering from the devastations of the Second World War and the twenty years of Mussolini and Fascism. The Cossati family—Valeria, the writer of the diary, and Michele and their grown children Riccardo and Mirella—are not as well off financially as the previous generation, and it’s a struggle to make ends meet. There is a lot of talk about money; Valeria no longer has a maid to help with household chores, and in fact has a job herself, in an office, something unthinkable to her mother. The Cossatis’ apartment, in an unnamed outlying neighborhood of Rome (the geographical markers are very sparse in de Céspedes), is small, and in order to create a bedroom for Mirella they’ve had to give up the living room.

There are several references to the period before the war, and specifically to the war in Africa, in which Michele fought. This was Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia in 1935. The fighting lasted until 1937, and the Italians remained occupiers until they were pushed out by the British in 1941. Related to this war are some hardships at home: Riccardo, a seven-year-old when the war started, for years “ate … desserts made from vegetable flour.” There was a wheat shortage at the time, and the price of flour, and therefore of pasta, increased, straining the resources of Italian families. Vegetable flour, produced by Buitoni under the brand name Vegetina, was flour made by grinding up legumes, acorns, and chestnuts.

When Valeria talks about the Befana she is referring to the holiday of Epiphany and the figure of an ugly old witch, riding on a broomstick, who brings gifts to good children—somewhat in the manner of Santa Claus—on the eve of Epiphany, January 6.

When Valeria and Mirella mention a latteria, they’re talking about a shop that originally sold milk and other dairy products but which had some tables and where you could also get coffee and simple food.

The notebook in which Valeria keeps her diary is “forbidden” from the very first page, in a material way: the tobacconist’s shop where she buys it, on a whim, is forbidden to sell notebooks on Sundays. This is the result of a law limiting such shops to selling solely tobacco products on Sundays, in order not to cause unfair competition with stationery stores, which were not allowed to open on Sundays.

In an interview, Elena Ferrante lists some books that “keep me company … as solid companions,” while she’s writing. Among them is de Céspedes’s 1949 novel Dalla parte di lei (Her Side of the Story). These books are not for entertainment, she says, but “books of encouragement.” Forbidden Notebook could also be read as a book of encouragement: encouragement to dig deeply, in the Ferrantian sense, into one’s self and one’s relations with other people. It’s not an easy process—starting with finding the time and the space, the privacy to do it—and Valeria is constantly vowing to stop: to stop writing and get rid of the diary, as she discovers harsh and painful truths about herself and her family.

But the more acute, honest, and distressing her perceptions become, the more compelling is the desire to keep writing, to keep digging; and yet ultimately, she has to stop, as a way of self-preservation. In her introduction to the new Italian edition of the novel, the writer Nadia Terranova says, “The genius of Alba de Céspedes in this book is in shattering the illusion that writing is a place of refuge, and replacing it with the certainty that it is a place that always both pollutes and sabotages us.” As Valeria discovers: toward the end of the novel, she tells her daughter, “Save yourself, you who can do it.”

Ann Goldstein, New York, January 2023
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November 26, 1950


I was wrong to buy this notebook, very wrong. But it’s too late now for regrets, the damage is done. I don’t even know what impelled me to buy it—pure chance. I’ve never thought of keeping a diary, partly because a diary has to be secret, and so it would have to be hidden from Michele and the children. I don’t like hiding things; besides, there’s so little space in our house it would be impossible to manage. Here’s how it happened. Two weeks ago, it was a Sunday, I left the house rather early in the morning. I was going to buy cigarettes for Michele. I wanted him to find them on his night table when he woke up: he always sleeps in on Sunday. It was a beautiful day, warm, though it was late autumn. I felt a childish pleasure walking along the streets, on the sunny side, and seeing the trees still green and people happy as they always seem to be on holidays. So I decided to take a short stroll and go to the tobacco shop in the square. Along the way I saw that a lot of people were stopping at the flower stall, so I stopped, too, and bought a bunch of calendulas. “You need flowers on the table on a Sunday,” the flower seller said to me. “Men notice.” I smiled, nodding, but the truth is, I wasn’t thinking of Michele or of Riccardo when I was buying those flowers, even though Riccardo does seem to appreciate them. I bought them for myself, to hold while I walked.

The tobacco shop was crowded. Waiting my turn, with the cigarette money ready, I saw a stack of notebooks in the window. They were black, shiny, thick, the type used in school, in which—before even starting it—I would immediately write my name excitedly on the first page: Valeria. “I would also like a notebook,” I said, digging in my purse to find some more money. But when I looked up, I saw that the tobacconist had assumed a severe expression to tell me: “I can’t. It’s forbidden.” He explained that an officer stood guard at the door, every Sunday, to make sure that he sold tobacco only, nothing else. I was alone now in the shop. “I need it,” I said, “I absolutely need it.” I was speaking in a whisper, agitated, ready to insist, plead. So he looked around, then quickly grabbed a notebook and handed it to me across the counter, saying: “Hide it under your coat.”

I kept the notebook under my coat all the way home. I was afraid it would slide out, fall on the ground while the porter was telling me something or other about the gas pipes. I felt flushed when I turned the key to open the door to the apartment. I started to sneak off to my room, but I remembered that Michele was still in bed. Meanwhile Mirella was calling me: “Mamma … ” Riccardo asked, “Did you buy the paper, mamma?” I was agitated, confused, I was afraid I wouldn’t manage to be alone while I took off my coat. “I’ll put it in the closet,” I thought. “No, Mirella’s always going in there to get something of mine to wear, a pair of gloves, a blouse. The night table, Michele always opens it. The desk is now occupied by Riccardo.” I considered that in the entire house, I no longer had a drawer, or any storage space, that was still mine. I proposed to assert my rights starting that day. “In the linen closet,” I decided. Then I recalled that every Sunday Mirella gets out a clean tablecloth when she’s setting the table. I finally threw it in the ragbag, in the kitchen. I had only just closed the bag when Mirella came in and said, “What’s wrong, mamma? You’re all red in the face.”

“It must be the coat,” I said, taking it off. “It’s warm out today.” It seemed to me that she might say: “That’s not true. It’s because you’ve hidden something in the bag.” In vain I tried to convince myself that I had done nothing wrong. Again I heard the tobacconist’s voice warning me: “It’s forbidden.”


December 10

For more than two weeks I’ve kept the notebook hidden without being able to write in it. Since the first day, I’ve been constantly moving it around—I’ve had a hard time finding a hiding place where it wouldn’t be immediately discovered. If the children found it, Riccardo would have appropriated it for taking notes at the university or Mirella for the diary she keeps locked in her drawer. I could have defended it, said it’s mine, but I would have had to explain it. For the shopping accounts, I always use certain promotional agendas that Michele brings me from the bank at the first of the year: he himself would kindly advise me to give the notebook to Riccardo. If that happened, I would immediately give it up and never think of buying another. So I protected myself stubbornly from having to do that, although—I have to confess—I haven’t had a moment’s peace since I got this notebook.

I always used to be a little sad when the children went out, but now I wish they’d go so I’d be left alone to write. I had never before considered the fact that, because of the small size of our house and my office schedule, I rarely have an opportunity to be alone. And I had to resort to a trick to start this diary: I bought three tickets for the soccer game and said they’d been given to me by a colleague. A double trick, since, to buy them, I pinched some of the shopping money. Right after breakfast I helped Michele and the children get dressed, I loaned Mirella my heavy coat, said goodbye affectionately, and closed the door behind them with a shiver of satisfaction. Then, repenting, I ran to the window as if to call them back. They were already distant, and it seemed to me that they were running toward a dangerous trap I’d set rather than an innocuous soccer game. They were laughing together and that laughter brought me a prick of regret. When I turned back inside, I was about to sit down right away to write, but there was still the kitchen to straighten: Mirella couldn’t help me as she always does on Sunday. Even Michele, so orderly by nature, had left the closet open and some ties scattered here and there; he did it again today. Today, again, I bought tickets for the soccer game, so I can enjoy some peace.

The strangest thing is that when I can finally take the notebook out of its hiding place, sit down, and begin to write, I find I have nothing to say except to report on the daily struggle I endure to hide it. Lately, I’ve been hiding it in the old trunk where we store our winter clothes during the summer. But two days ago I had to persuade Mirella not to open the trunk to get out certain heavy ski pants that she wears at home since we gave up heating the apartment. The notebook was there—had she raised the lid of the trunk she would have seen it right away. So I said to her: “There’s time, there’s time,” and she rebelled: “I’m cold.” I insisted with such fervor that even Michele noticed. When we were alone, he said he didn’t understand why I had opposed Mirella. I answered harshly, “I know what I’m doing,” and he looked at me, surprised by my unusual tone. “I don’t like it when you intervene in my discussions with the children,” I continued. “You undermine my authority with them.” And while he objected that usually I criticize him for not being concerned enough with them, and came over to me, saying in a teasing tone, “What’s wrong today, mamma?” I thought maybe I’m starting to get irritable, cranky, like all women—it’s said—when they pass forty: and, suspecting that Michele had the same thought, I felt profoundly humiliated.



December 11

As I reread what I wrote yesterday, it occurred to me to wonder if my character began to change the day my husband, jokingly, began calling me “mamma.” I liked it a lot at first, because it seemed to imply that I was the only adult in the house, the only one who knew about life. That increased my sense of responsibility, which is something I’ve always felt, since childhood. I also liked it because it allowed me to justify the impulse of tenderness roused in me by Michele’s manner, which has remained candid and ingenuous, even now that he’s almost fifty. When he calls me “mamma” I respond in a tone that’s severe yet loving, the same I used with Riccardo when he was a child. But now I see that it was a mistake; he was the only person for whom I was Valeria. Since childhood, my parents have called me Bebe, and with them it’s hard to be different from what I was at the age when they gave me the nickname. In fact, although both expect from me everything one expects from an adult, they don’t seem to acknowledge that I really am an adult. Yes, Michele was the only person for whom I was Valeria. For some friends I’m still Pisani, their schoolmate; for others I’m Michele’s wife, the mother of Riccardo and Mirella. For him, instead, since we met, I’d been only Valeria.



December 15

Every time I open this notebook I look at my name, written on the first page. I’m pleased with my plain writing, not too tall, tilting in one direction, which unmistakably reveals my age. I’m forty-three, although, when I think of it, I can’t convince myself it’s true. Other people, seeing me with my children, are also surprised and always pay me compliments that make Riccardo and Mirella smile awkwardly. Anyway, I’m forty-three, and it seems embarrassing to resort to childish subterfuge in order to write in a notebook. So I absolutely have to confess to Michele and the children the existence of this diary and assert my right to shut myself in a room to write when I want to. I acted foolishly from the start and if I continue I’ll aggravate the impression I have that in writing these innocent lines I’m doing something wrong. It’s all absurd. And yet I have no peace in the office, either. If my boss keeps me late, I’m afraid that Michele will get home before me and, for some unpredictable reason, dig among the old papers where I hide the notebook. So I often come up with an excuse not to stay, thus losing some overtime pay. I go home extremely anxious; if I spy Michele’s coat hanging in the entrance, my heart skips a beat and I go into the dining room afraid I’ll see him holding the shiny black of the notebook. If I find him talking to the children, I think the same: that he might have found it and is waiting until we’re alone to discuss it. It always seems to me that at night he closes the door of our room with special care, checking the click of the latch. “Now he’ll turn to me and speak.” But he says nothing, and I’ve noticed that he always closes the door like that, because he’s meticulous by habit.

Two days ago Michele phoned me in the office and I immediately feared that he had gone home for some reason or other and found the notebook. As I answered, I froze. “Listen, I have to ask you something … ” he began. For a few seconds I wondered breathlessly whether to declare my right to have as many notebooks as I want and write whatever I feel like or, instead, beg him: “Michele, understand, I know I’ve done wrong … ” But he only wanted to find out if Riccardo had remembered to pay his university fees, because the deadline was that day.



December 21

Yesterday evening, right after dinner, I said to Mirella that I don’t like her habit of keeping the desk drawer locked. She responded with surprise, objecting that she’d been doing this for years. I replied that, in fact, I’ve disapproved for years. Mirella responded energetically that if she studies so much, it’s because she wants to start work, to be independent, and to leave home as soon as she’s of age: then she’ll be able to keep all her drawers locked without anyone being offended. She added that she keeps her diary in the drawer, so she locks it, and, besides, Riccardo does the same thing—it’s where he puts the letters he gets from girls. I replied that then Michele and I should also have the right to a locked drawer. “We do have one,” Michele said, “it’s the drawer where we keep the money.” I insisted that I would like to have one for myself; and, smiling, he asked, “For what?” “Well, I don’t know, to keep my personal papers,” I answered, “some notes. Or maybe a diary, like Mirella.”

They all, including Michele, began laughing at the idea that I might keep a diary. “What would you write, mamma?” said Michele. Mirella, forgetting her resentment, also laughed. I continued to speak without paying attention to their laughter. Serious, then, Riccardo got up and came over to me. “Mamma is right,” he said gravely, “she, too, has the right to keep a diary like Mirella, a secret diary, maybe a love diary. I’ll tell you that for a while I’ve suspected she has a secret admirer.” He pretended to be extremely serious, he scowled, and Michele, going along with the game, appeared worried, said yes, it’s true, mamma doesn’t seem the same, we have to keep an eye on her. Then they all burst out laughing again, and came over and hugged me, even Mirella. Riccardo, taking my chin in his fingers, asked tenderly, “Tell me, what do you want to write in your diary?” Suddenly, I burst into tears. I didn’t understand what was wrong with me, except a great weariness. Seeing me cry, Riccardo turned pale and put his arms around me, saying, “I was joking, mammetta, don’t you see I was joking? I’m sorry … ” Then he turned to his sister and told her it’s always her fault that these things happen. Mirella left the dining room, slamming the door behind her.

Soon afterward Riccardo, too, went to bed and we were left alone, Michele and I. Michele began to talk to me, lovingly. He said he understood the impulse of maternal jealousy very well but that it was time I got used to thinking of Mirella as a young woman, an adult. I tried to explain that that wasn’t the issue, but he continued, “She’s nineteen years old—it’s normal that she already has something, an impression, a feeling that she doesn’t want to let her family know. A little secret.” “And what about us?” I replied. “Don’t we also have the right to some secrets?” Michele took my hand, caressed it sweetly. “Oh, darling,” he said, “what secrets would we have at our age?” If he had uttered those words in a bold, joking tone, I would have rebelled; but the grieved tone of his voice made me go pale. I looked around to be sure that the children were in bed and that they, too, could believe that moment of weakness was due to maternal jealousy.

“You’re pale, mamma,” said Michele. “You’re too tired, you work too much. I’ll get you a cognac.” I jumped up, refusing. He insisted. “Thanks,” I said. “I don’t want to drink anything, it’s passed. You’re right, maybe I was a little tired, but now I’m fine.” I smiled and gave him a reassuring hug. “Always the same, you recover immediately,” Michele commented tenderly. “No cognac, then.” Embarrassed, I looked away. In the pantry, next to the cognac bottle, in an old biscuit tin, I had hidden the notebook.



December 27

Christmas was two days ago. On Christmas Eve Riccardo and Mirella were invited to a dance at the house of some old friends of ours, the Caprellis, who were presenting their daughter to society. The children had welcomed the invitation joyfully, because the Caprellis are a very well-off family who give lavish, tasteful parties. I was also glad because it meant that I could have dinner alone with Michele, as when we were just married. Mirella was pleased with the idea of wearing her first evening dress again, which she had inaugurated at last winter’s Carnival, and Michele would lend Riccardo his tuxedo, as he did last year. With this evening in mind, I had bought a scarf for Mirella, of voile seeded with flecks of gold, and for Riccardo, a dress shirt, one of those modern ones with the unstarched collar. The afternoon passed pleasantly, since all four of us had the promise of a happy evening. Mirella looked lovely in her dress, the anticipation of the coming entertainment had dispelled her usual slightly scowling, faintly stubborn expression. When she came into the dining room and whirled lightly in a circle so that we could admire her full skirt, hiding her face behind the scarf in an unusual gesture of shyness, her father and brother let out loud exclamations of wonder, as if astonished to recognize in their daughter and sister such an attractive girl. I also smiled, I was really proud. I was about to tell her I would have liked to always see her happy and pretty like that, as a girl should be at twenty. Then I considered that maybe with others she is like that, completely different from how we know her. And when I asked myself uneasily if one of those attitudes is a fiction, a deception, I realized that it’s not that she’s different, but the roles she’s compelled to play at home and outside are different. The most disagreeable is reserved for us.

Riccardo went to dress right away, inspired by the sight of his sister. A few minutes later I heard him calling from his room. From the tone of his voice I guessed immediately what was happening. I will confess that I’d been afraid of it for days, but only at that moment did his cry of “Mamma” oblige me to acknowledge my fear. Michele’s tuxedo jacket was too tight for him, the sleeves too short. Standing in the middle of the room, he gave in to the shock of his disappointment. The tux had been tight the year before. We had laughed about it, saying he’d have to refrain from embracing any girls for fear of hearing the jacket rip at the back, the sleeves come unstitched. But Riccardo has grown more robust since then, and maybe also taller. He looked at me, hoping that at my appearance everything would magically right itself, as it did when he was a child. I, too, would have been glad of that. For a moment I thought I could say, “It looks great,” and he could believe me. Instead I said, “It won’t do.” And then right away I went over and felt the sleeves, the chest, imagining lightning-speed adjustments that I wouldn’t be capable of making. Riccardo followed my hands anxiously with his gaze, expecting a favorable diagnosis. I repeated, discouraged, “There’s nothing to be done.”

We went back to the dining room together. Riccardo’s eyes were red, his face pale. “We can’t go to the party,” he announced in a spiteful voice. He looked at his sister as if he would have liked to tear off her dress, his look was like a bite. Mirella, afraid that not even a rebellion on her part would be enough to avert this disaster, asked hesitantly, “Why not?” He showed her that he couldn’t button the jacket and that the sleeves left the wrists of his new shirt ridiculously exposed. “Papa has narrow shoulders,” he said rudely.

We went rapidly through the list of friends and relatives who might be able to lend us a tuxedo. I realized that I had already done that, unconsciously, two days earlier, and had concluded that none of the people we know now would have one. Clinging to a thread of hope we telephoned a cousin, but he needed it himself that evening. Mentally, we weighed and measured friends, shaking our heads. Another relative, asked on the phone, was astonished by the request: “An evening jacket? No, I don’t have one. What use would I have for it?” Riccardo, hanging up the phone, said with a nervous laugh, “All the people we know are poor.” And Michele replied, “People like us.” Then Riccardo, pretending to joke, suggested, “Couldn’t we rent one? Like an extra.” Michele said, “That’s all we need.” I felt that he was thinking of his tailcoat, of the morning suit he wore the day of our wedding: both are hanging in the closet under a white sheet. Certainly, he was thinking of his father’s blue and black uniforms. “That’s all we need,” he repeated severely.

I understood very well what had led Michele to speak that way. I, too, recalled many things of the past that are hard to separate from, and yet I thought I should have said that Riccardo’s idea was a very good one, we could rent an evening jacket. I felt that my son expected me to say it, and I would have liked to help him out, but, gripped by an indefinable uncertainty, I refrained from speaking. Meanwhile Mirella was staring at me, and I said decisively, “Mirella will go alone.” Michele wanted to reply. I continued without looking at anyone: “We have to start accepting new situations—not having an evening jacket and letting a girl go on her own to a dance, which is something I couldn’t have done in my time. There’s an advantage to everything. You take her, Michele. Then come back. We’ll be comfortable just the same, the three of us. Riccardo, you’ll have to live with it.”

Riccardo said nothing. Mirella hugged me lightly. Then, unsure whether to say goodbye to her brother, left, intending to move modestly and instead, because of the rustling of her dress, flaunting a hint of boldness. I hoped that, before we heard the house door close, a miracle would occur and I could hurry to Riccardo, laughing, as if until then I had been acting in a comedy. I saw myself pulling a new tuxedo out of the closet, I saw the shiny satin lapels. When the door closed, Riccardo scowled and I repeated, “You’ll have to live with it.”

I said it in a humble tone, as if I had something to be forgiven for, and it was precisely against that feeling of guilt that I rebelled inside, even as I said it. I would have liked to promise Riccardo that I’d buy him a tuxedo on the installment plan, as we’d bought Mirella’s dress, but a man’s suit is more expensive, and then a man doesn’t have to find a husband. So I had to acknowledge that I couldn’t burden our budget with this superfluous expense. I remembered when Mirella and Riccardo were small children and asked for toys that were too expensive. I would say that the bank had no more money: they believed it and surrendered to that insurmountable difficulty. But I can’t resort to such subterfuges anymore.

When Michele returned, and we sat down at the table, it seemed to me that Riccardo looked at his father differently, as if measuring him. It was an unusually good dinner and yet we ate halfheartedly. I had bought dried apricots, which Michele really likes, but when I put them on the table he didn’t even notice them. The opaque, wrinkled fruit gave off a sense of sadness and poverty.

After dinner we sat listening to the radio. I didn’t dare mention the bottle of spumante that I intended to uncork at midnight. Riccardo’s obstinate silence and his hard gaze restrained me. I’ve seen that hostile expression in his eyes often lately, and I don’t like it in him, such a sweet, polite young man. It’s always there when he has to stay home because the money Michele gives him every Saturday for his personal expenses has run out. He sits near the radio and listens to dance music, sulking, or he pages through a magazine. On Christmas Eve, I understood for the first time that his bad mood is an accusation against his father and me. The truth is, he sometimes claims that although Michele has worked for so many years in a bank, he isn’t a businessman, meaning that he wasn’t able to get rich. He says it with a fond smile, as if that failure were merely a habit or a vestige of snobbishness. And yet, in his slightly protective tone, I always seem to hear something patronizing, as if he would gladly forgive his father for having made him a victim of this ineptitude. Basically, for Riccardo the joke is a way of feeling sorry for himself by giving the impression of absolving his father.

So I went over to Michele, sat down beside him, took his hand, and held it tight in mine: I wanted them to make a single hand. Riccardo was listening to the radio and his head was leaning against the back of the chair, so he wasn’t looking at us. I saw him as he said “Papa has narrow shoulders.” And in hearing those words again—good Lord, I hardly dare confess it, I’m writing in a moment of exasperation, maybe later I’ll erase these lines—in hearing those words again I have to admit I felt myself become mean. I would have liked to get up, stand in front of Riccardo, laugh sarcastically, and say to him derisively, “All right, let’s see where you are in twenty years.” I scarcely know the girl he talks to on the phone for hours, in a low voice, a slender blond girl named Marina, but I felt that he was thinking of her at that moment, of linking arms with her and going off. I would also stand in front of her, then, and, still laughing, I’d say, “We’ll see, we’ll see.”

I remembered the day when I told Michele that we could do without a nanny, and he had said yes, without looking at me, he had said the children were big now—they were five and three. I remembered when, later, I told him it would be better to let the maid go as well and, faced with his hesitation, mentioned the risk that she might gossip about what we bought on the black market. And finally, the day I came home and, happily embracing Michele, announced that I had managed to find a job: I had a lot of time available now, since the children were in high school and the house didn’t give me too much to do. “We’ll see,” I said, laughing, to Marina, “we’ll see,” and meanwhile I squeezed Michele’s dear hand.


Later

It’s two in the morning. I got up to write: I can’t sleep. Yet again it’s the fault of this notebook. Before, I’d immediately forget what happened at home; now, instead, since I began to write down daily events, I hold on to them in my memory and try to understand why they occurred. If it’s true that the hidden presence of this notebook gives a new flavor to my life, I have to acknowledge that it isn’t making it any happier. In the family you have to pretend not to notice what happens, or at least not to wonder about its meaning. If I didn’t have this notebook, I would have forgotten Riccardo’s behavior on Christmas Eve by now. But with it I can’t help being aware that something new took place between father and son that night, although apparently nothing is changed, and the next day they were affectionate with one another as usual. Michele didn’t return to the subject, yet I sense that although he understands Riccardo’s attitude, he can’t help judging him ungrateful. I did, too, at first, then I honestly had to recognize it was something else.

The fact is that our children can’t believe in us the way we believed in our parents. I wanted to try to explain this to Michele on Christmas Eve, but I couldn’t translate my confused thoughts into words. Riccardo went to bed, and we waited up for Mirella to come home from the dance. “Michele,” I said, “remember during the war, when we told the children not to tell anyone at school that we had bought shoes on the black market?” He answered me distractedly, asking why I was thinking back to those times. I didn’t know how to make myself clear, but I insisted: “And when we told them not to say that we were listening to radio broadcasts from abroad?”

I would have liked to remind him that around that time Mirella had told some lie or other, and it had been hard to punish her. She was already nearly as tall as I was, and while I was scolding her, she looked me right in the eye. I thought, I never caught my own mother telling a lie. Perhaps that made my mother seem a little cold, but I had never been her accomplice. When my father came home from the office and I saw him take off his hat and put down his lawyer’s briefcase, it never occurred to me to think that he had been unable to make the most of his life and that therefore we weren’t rich. It seemed to me that he possessed something much more valuable than wealth, which I wouldn’t dare to compare. Now I don’t always find the model of life that our parents by their example held up to us—and which naturally inspired us—to be so clear, stable, and well defined. I doubt, in short, whether what we possess and our parents possessed before us—traditions, family, codes of honor—is still valuable in any event, compared with money. Yet, despite my doubts, in my heart I can’t help continuing to believe in my convictions of the past. And I would have liked to make Michele understand that, because of these doubts of ours, perhaps Riccardo and Mirella no longer believe in them.




January 1, 1951

It’s as if I were alone in the house. Michele is sleeping, but ever since I began keeping this diary I’ve been afraid he’s pretending to be asleep in order to catch me. I’m writing at the kitchen table and I’ve put the household account book next to me to cover the notebook should Michele unexpectedly come in. Although, if I were discovered deceiving him, it would be even worse—it would be the end of the trust and harmony that is the basis of our relationship, of our twenty-two years of marriage. The truth is, it would be better for me to confess to Michele the existence of this notebook and then maybe implore him not to ask me to show him what I write. On the other hand, if he did catch me, there would always remain between us the doubt that I keep and have kept many other secrets from him. The absurdity of all this is that, frankly, if Michele kept a diary I didn’t know about, I would feel offended.

Something else keeps me from confessing that I’m writing: it’s the regret that I spend so much time doing it. I often complain that I have too many things to do, that I’m the family servant, the household slave—that I never have a moment to read a book, for example. That’s all true, but in a certain sense that servitude has also become my strength, the halo of my martyrdom. So on those rare occasions when I happen to take a nap for half an hour before Michele and the children return for dinner, or when I take a walk, gazing in the shop windows on the way home from the office, I never confess it. I’m afraid that if I admitted I’d enjoyed even a short rest or some diversion, I would lose the reputation I have of dedicating every second of my time to the family. No one would remember the countless hours I spend in the office or in the kitchen or shopping or mending but only the brief moments I confessed I’d spent reading a book or taking a walk. Michele is always urging me to get some rest, and Riccardo says that as soon as he’s able to earn money, he’ll take me on vacation to Capri or the Riviera. Recognizing my weariness frees him of every responsibility. So they often repeat, severely, “You should rest,” as if not resting were a whim of mine. But in practice, as soon as they see me sitting and reading a newspaper they say, “Mamma, since you have nothing to do, could you mend the lining of my jacket? Could you iron my pants?” and so on.

So, gradually, I, too, have been convinced of it. In the office, when we get a day off, I immediately announce that I’m going to use it to catch up on various projects and add that I’d already planned to do that. I make sure that I won’t stay home and rest, because, if I did, in the eyes of the family that one day would have the appearance of an entire month of repose. Years ago, I was invited by a friend to spend a week in a country house in Tuscany. I was very tired when I left, because I had arranged things so that Michele and the children would be entirely taken care of during my absence and, on returning, I found endless chores that had accumulated during my brief vacation. And yet, later that year, if I ever mentioned that I was tired, they all reminded me that I had been on vacation and surely my body must have benefited from it. No one seemed to understand that a week of vacation in August couldn’t keep me from being tired in October. If I sometimes say, “I don’t feel well,” Michele and the children fall into a brief, respectful, awkward silence. Then I get up, return to doing what I must. No one makes a move to help me, but Michele cries, “Look, you say you don’t feel well and you’re not still for a moment.” Shortly afterward, they resume talking about this and that, and the children, going out, urge me: “Rest, OK?” Riccardo gives me a threatening little wag of his finger as if warning me against going out to have fun. Only fever, a high fever, allows any of us in the family to believe that we’re truly ill. Fever worries Michele, and the children bring me orange juice. But I rarely have a fever; never, I would say. On the other hand, I’m always tired and no one believes me. And yet tranquility for me originates precisely in the tiredness I feel when I lie in bed at night. There I find a sort of happiness in which I feel peaceful and fall asleep. I have to recognize that, perhaps, the determination with which I protect myself from any possibility of rest is the fear of losing this single source of happiness, which is tiredness.



January 3

Yesterday I went to Giuliana’s. Every year I say I don’t want to go to her annual birthday tea, to which she invites some of the old schoolmates she’s stayed friends with. I say I have too much to do to take time off from the office. I claim that, if I could, I would use the time for more important things. Every year Michele and the children insist, and attempt to persuade me that I mustn’t give up the pleasure of seeing my old friends, especially now that our lives are so different and I rarely have the chance to see them. I shake my head, I resist. Then, every year, I end up going.

Yesterday at breakfast, I was resisting more vehemently than usual when Mirella said, “Come on, you know perfectly well you’ll go: you had the black hat redone.” We looked at each other unkindly, and I didn’t dare reply. Maybe because Mirella is right. Every year, in fact, without confessing it to myself, in early December I try on one of my old hats that I hardly ever wear anymore, and convince myself that it needs freshening up. Then I catch myself standing in front of a newsstand where fashion magazines are displayed, trying on, in my imagination, the whimsical modern hat pictured on a cover. If someone approaches, I let my glance slide over to the closest daily paper and pretend to be reading the headlines of the political articles. Then, as soon as I’m alone again, I return a fond gaze to the fashion magazine. I go home with that new hat on my head, the feather hanging down on one side, and on my face the fatuous, fleeting expression of the models. I’m amazed that my family doesn’t notice, not even Michele. He greets me as usual saying, “Good evening, mamma.” For days I’m walking down the street with the hat on my head, and I see myself like that, sitting in Giuliana’s living room. Finally, I make up my mind, I telephone a milliner I know who’s very skillful at making alterations, and I whisper mysteriously that I’ll come by the next day. Yet when the hat is in the closet and we’re talking about Giuliana’s tea, I keep saying, “I’m not going, I’m really not.” I’m almost afraid to put it on, as if it were a test I couldn’t pass.

The test, perhaps, is Mirella’s look. Michele always says I look great, and then he feels sorry that he doesn’t earn enough for me to go to that milliner on Via Veneto where I used to buy hats in the early days of our marriage. “Why?” I ask him. “You mean this doesn’t look good?” He immediately says no and in fact compliments me, observing that whatever I wear, I look elegant.

I leave the house reassured, pleased. But when I’m in Giuliana’s living room I understand perfectly well what Michele meant. My pretty black felt hat disappears compared with the bright satin of my friends’ hats. We are only six or seven, it’s an intimate gathering, and yet they’re all dressed as if for a formal occasion: they’re wearing jewelry, and it’s clear that they’re showing off their best outfits. In those dresses, and in the rapid speech of their high, shrill voices, I recognize their intention to prove to one another that they’re happy, rich, lucky—that, in other words, their lives have been very successful. Maybe they don’t really believe it, as when in school we showed each other the toys we’d been given and each of us said, “Mine is nicer.” It seems to me that that childish cruelty has stayed with them. Sometimes we jokingly start speaking French, as we did at school; we especially liked speaking French when we went walking on the Pincio all in a line, dressed in dark blue. People would take us for foreigners and that gave us a shiver of pride. In fact, we were all proud of being at the city’s best-known school, where a great number of students belonged to the aristocracy: the latter because they felt their family’s prestige confirmed; the others, like me, because it allowed us to casually utter the surnames of families that had given Popes to the Church and names to palazzi, even if, as was often the case, the palazzi were no longer theirs. I remember very clearly that when I named these schoolmates, my father, who came from a middle-class family of lawyers, was flattered by it. My mother, on the other hand, whose family belonged to the Venetian nobility but had, unfortunately, declined, pretended not to give it any importance. Rather, she would recount anecdotes about those families, and was able to perfectly reconstruct their genealogy, citing births, marriages, early deaths. My father looked at her with respect, and she would involuntarily humiliate him by asserting that, until her marriage, she had been a close friend of the families of the students at the school where—at great financial sacrifice—she wanted me to be educated. So at first I thought that if I simply said her maiden name, my aristocratic schoolmates would treat me as a relative. Instead, they seemed never to have heard it before, nor did their mothers recall having known my mother, despite her precise memories of them.

Yesterday, too, at Giuliana’s, I had the impression that we moved in different worlds, almost that we spoke a different language. I looked at them with amused curiosity, as one watches a performance. I don’t really know how to explain my impression, but, well, it seemed to me that they had remained stuck in our school years, and that, of all of us, I alone had grown to adulthood. Eager to be young again, I tried to imitate them. I made an effort to remind myself that we’re nearly the same age, we have a lot of shared memories, we’re all married, have children—so our problems should be the same. Besides, until I started working, we used to see each other occasionally in the afternoon to play cards. Luisa, Giacinta, and I even have similar financial situations, since their husbands don’t make more than Michele and I combined.

In other words, I didn’t know how to explain our differences, which I feel grow more profound every year. I admit that I tried to understand them, while they were talking, as when I first arrived at the school and tried to follow when they spoke rapidly in French. Camilla humorously described the Christmas presents her husband had given her, expensive gifts she’d managed to get by means of astute and elaborate maneuvers. She wore a small hat decorated with a gray bird of paradise that fascinated me. Giuliana also explained how she had induced her husband to buy her a piece of jewelry. They were very entertaining—it was like watching magic tricks. Both she and Camilla talked about their husbands the way we talked about the sisters at school, revealing how cleverly they’d deceived them, even if they had innocent motives such as buying a dress or choosing where to spend a vacation. Giacinta claimed she’d managed to make her husband pay the electric bill every month, when in fact it’s bimonthly. Luisa claimed that the thing to do was to increase the children’s expenses. “It’s the only safe method,” she declared, laughing, and as she laughed, the cluster of violets pinned to the white satin of her hat quivered: “When we’re on vacation, whenever I lose money gambling, the children have tonsillitis or a cold.” Giacinta immediately interrupted her, saying, “Because yours are still small, mine talk—they’d say they’re perfectly fine.”

I, too, would have liked to have an anecdote that would bring me the same success, but I couldn’t think of anything and I felt humiliated. My friends seemed so happy, lighthearted. In her enthusiasm for the conversation, Giuliana grabbed my arm and that moved me. They ate sweets, took compacts out of their purses, ingenious new lighters. Margherita had the same expression on her face as when, in class, she managed to pass from one desk to the next a caricature of the nun teaching. If her husband had unexpectedly come in, she would have blushed as she had the day the nun discovered her and sent her out of the classroom. Every so often she checked the time on a costly, delicate watch, and soon she began to show signs of worry, saying that Luigi was on his way home. She no longer seemed as self-confident as before. Giacinta said that Federico always wants her to be home before him. Curious about this bizarre expectation, I asked the reason and, shrugging her shoulders slightly, she said with a sigh that there’s no reason, men are like that. I objected; Michele never cares which of us gets home first, and she said, “Lucky you!” Meanwhile, Margherita went to the telephone and returned saying that Luigi would pick her up at the entrance; Camilla said that Paolo had already left the office to come and get her. I observed, “It’s like you’re talking about the bus that came to get the day students, remember?” It’s always pleasant to recall one’s school days and we all hugged one another. Camilla, Margherita, and Giuliana made a date for the following Friday to play cards, carefully ruling out Sunday because their husbands don’t go to the office and, Margherita said with a sigh, Thursday, because the nanny has her day off. They invited me affectionately: “You come, too.” I said that I work until seven and I’d have to ask permission to get the afternoon off.

I immediately felt a silence forming around me that was both embarrassed and suspicious. I saw them all looking at my dress. Then they asked what sort of work I did, although they’d already asked last year. I repeated that it’s a pleasant job, a job with responsibilities, fairly well paid, and that I like doing it. But I felt they didn’t believe me. Luisa said, “Poor thing,” and put a hand on my arm as if I’d lost a relative. Camilla suggested, “Couldn’t you find an excuse?” I said yes, of course I could, but I wouldn’t enjoy myself, thinking of the urgent work I was neglecting, and besides, having a day off every so often is pointless. So Margherita quickly concluded, “Come, come on, forget the job!” and then, before I could react, realized she was late. “Oh Lord, Luigi!” she exclaimed and, kissing her friends on the cheek, hurried away.

We were now at the door. During those two hours, it had been as if they were acting in a play in which I alone didn’t know my part, I had forgotten the lines. I was silent and gradually I understood that the unbridgeable gap that has opened between us in recent years is due to the fact that I work and they don’t. Or, more precisely, to the fact that I am capable of contributing to the financial needs of my life and they aren’t.

This discovery soothed me, making me more confident, almost proud, and explained the impression I had of being older, even though they’re the same age as I am. I understood also that the feelings that bind me to Michele are of a different quality from those which bind them to their husbands. That cheered me and made me anxious to hurry home to tell him, even though I’m aware that once we’re together my reticence keeps me from telling him anything: I sit with him and the children, talking about this and that. Yet I also realized that, because I’m independent, I will never be able to understand Giuliana and my other friends, and that gave me a profound sense of melancholy, similar to the feeling of leaving a place that is dear to us.

While I was having these thoughts, Giuliana was discussing with Camilla, praising Margherita’s new fur coat, a very rare astrakhan whose value they estimated at more than a million lire. Camilla noted that Margherita’s husband is a well-known lawyer, and Giuliana agreed, speaking of him in a respectful tone. I realized that they assessed the wife’s fur coat as they would have assessed the husband’s physical power: the jewelry he gave Margherita, the expensive dresses, were equal proofs of virility. In fact, they didn’t seem to have the same regard for Giacinta’s husband, who could only buy her a squirrel jacket.

It made me wonder if I’m really a good wife, since I pay the dressmaker and the hairdresser with my own earnings, and so prevent Michele from taking part, in some way, in these proofs. I thought of the days when I’d skim something off the shopping money to send Michele and the children to a soccer game so that I could write in peace. Yet I couldn’t be proud of my skill, like Luisa, and in fact regretted that I’d taken advantage not only of his good faith but also of the money he earns, hour by hour—I know what it’s like to work in an office. Even now, remembering what I did, I feel no satisfaction but only an acute sense of shame. I feel like crying. I don’t think I’ll ever look at my watch and say, “Oh Lord, Michele!” and flee in fear. My mother often says to me, “You’re wrong not to give your husband all the financial responsibility for the household, for the children’s needs. He should provide for them. The money you earn you should put in a savings account.” Maybe my mother’s right; maybe Michele, too, would ultimately be happier. But the fact is that when she describes the life of her family, of my grandmother, who had a villa in the Euganean Hills, where at night she knitted by the hearth while my grandfather played chess with his friends from the nearby villas, when she describes all this and I think of Michele’s life, of our children’s lives, of my own life, I look at my mother as at a sacred image, an old print, and I feel alone with this notebook, separate from everyone, even from her.



January 5

Tomorrow is Epiphany. Luckily, the holidays are over. I don’t know why, but every year I anticipate them with a certain eagerness, an inner sense of gaiety, and then I’m always left with a feeling of sadness. It happens, especially now that Riccardo and Mirella are no longer children. Maybe it started when they stopped believing in the Befana. Before, I really liked arranging the presents with Michele’s help while the children slept. I’d even bought a German book that taught imaginative ways of wrapping Christmas presents. Every year I invented different surprises. For days I’d go from store to store, unsure about what to choose, partly because we didn’t have a lot of money, although we were better off than we are today. By Christmas Eve I would be exhausted, and yet I still tiptoed anxiously around the hearth, since the children slept so lightly during that night. Once Michele looked at me tenderly and said, “Why do you tire yourself out? You think the children will understand what it took for you to get all this ready?” I said yes, and anyway what was important for me was to imagine their joy. “Isn’t it a form of egotism, then?” he asked with a faint smile. “Egotism?” I replied, offended. “Yes, a point of pride, at least, yet another way of measuring yourself. You want to be the mother who arranges a perfect Befana.” We were alone in the night, talking softly, in a whisper, as if we were at confession. Michele held me in his arms and I murmured, “Maybe you’re right.” I rested my head on his shoulder. I would have liked to tell him that it was a way of keeping our children a little longer at an age where they can still expect the extraordinary, the miraculous. But I am never able to speak, to express myself. Michele has always had a more outgoing personality than I do. Mirella was the first to stop believing in the Befana. “I know everything,” she said one Christmas Eve. She was barely more than six, and Riccardo, who is older, still believed. He was there, and he looked from me to his sister, questioning. Mirella said, “He doesn’t understand anything.” Riccardo continued to look at me without understanding, just as his sister said, and was about to burst into tears. So I did a reprehensible thing—I so rarely lose control—I slapped Mirella. Riccardo began to cry. Michele hurried over and, although he wanted to reproach me, he told the children that it was much nicer like this, it was much nicer that it was mamma. Mirella said, “No.”

Again, tonight I stayed up wrapping packages for the children. Michele wanted to keep me company and I said, “No, thanks, you go ahead, go to bed.” But it was because, afterward, I intended to write. Now, under everything I do and say, there’s the presence of this notebook. I never would have believed that everything that happens to me in the course of a day would be worth writing down. My life always appeared rather insignificant, without remarkable events, apart from my marriage and the birth of the children. Instead, ever since I happened to start keeping a diary, I seem to have discovered that a word or an intonation can be just as important, or even more, than the facts we’re accustomed to consider important. If we can learn to understand the smallest things that happen every day, then maybe we can learn to truly understand the secret meaning of life. But I don’t know if it’s a good thing, I’m afraid not.

As I was wrapping the packages that contained their useful gifts—a pair of gloves for Michele, socks for Riccardo, a compact for Mirella—I said to myself that soon I’ll be making preparations for the Befana for my grandchildren. Michele once said to me, smiling, “Will you at least give up the role of the grandmother who arranges the perfect Befana? You get tired out by these efforts, you exhaust yourself.” He said that in the presence of the children, and they looked at me with amazement. It’s terrible to think that I sacrificed my entire self to beautifully perform tasks that they consider obvious, natural.



January 7

Yesterday Michele gave me a handsome new address book to replace the old one, which was falling apart. The children have the bad habit of writing in numbers in pencil, crosswise and out of order. In the afternoon we stayed home alone; Michele was reading the paper and I was transcribing names from the old book to the new one. It hasn’t been more than six or seven years since I last copied them, and yet I notice that it’s pointless to transcribe many of the names that were among the first to be written in the old address book. Their places have been taken by others, which we’ve hastily jotted down in pencil below. I asked Michele if he thought we’d been fickle in our friendships, and he said he’d always thought the opposite. I showed him the old address book saying, “And yet … ”

So we started talking, as always happens at the start of a new year, looking back on our life. It was a wonderful afternoon, we hadn’t had such an afternoon for a long time. Luckily, Mirella had gone out with her friend Giovanna, or she wouldn’t have hidden her irritation, since she gets bored staying home with us. She always says it harshly, without thinking that maybe I, too, am bored staying home with them on holidays or at night, but unlike her, I don’t have the right to say it. Because if children can confess freely that they’re bored with their parents, a mother who confesses she’s bored with her children seems unnatural.

I made this observation to Michele while I was copying the numbers into the book. Smiling, he replied that we did the same with our parents. I said I didn’t think so; for example, it was hard for me to study, because I didn’t have a penchant for it, and yet I didn’t study just to win the right to go out as soon as possible, the way Mirella does. Above all I don’t remember that I ever considered fun to be something that was my right: it was always an unhoped-for piece of luck. In fact, I’m sure I never answered my mother the way Mirella often answers me when I ask her to do an errand or help me around the house: “I can’t, I don’t feel like it.” Michele says it’s because of the war, and of a new war people fear might break out at any moment. All of us, and especially the young, are afraid of not being in time to have fun, so they want to take advantage of the present and enjoy themselves every day. Maybe it’s because they have that precise intention that they don’t succeed.

While I was copying the names, slowly, carefully, as if I were taking a calligraphy test, I observed that, judging from that address book, our friendships changed after the war. Maybe because since then economic conditions in general have changed and families like ours, who saw their incomes diminish and their children grow, have to adapt, of necessity, to a different social position. In fact, if I think about it carefully, I sense that that happened because, during the war, some understood what was important and others didn’t.

But maybe it’s hard to maintain friendships for a lifetime no matter what. In reality, at a certain moment, each of us changes, becomes different, some go forward, others remain fixed, and thus we move in opposite directions, so there’s no longer a meeting place, no longer anything in common. I would have liked to call Clara Poletti, I thought, as I transcribed her name, at least to wish her happy holidays. The fact is that I don’t have time: I have less and less time. It even seemed pointless to put her number in the new book; we almost never see each other anymore, not since she separated from her husband. In the last months of her marriage I had tried to be with her as much as possible, to comfort her, although she always said that I didn’t understand her and that listening to my advice was like reading a book of lectures. After the separation, Clara began to write screenplays, and she spends her time with people we don’t know. She’s become quite well known and, when we go to the movies, we often read her name in the credits at the start of the film. When I went to see her, she was usually really busy, she’d talk to me in a hurry between phone calls, and she was always telling me she was in love. She often asked me if I’d ever cheated on Michele. From another person, who didn’t know me well, I wouldn’t have tolerated that question. Instead with her I’d say, laughing, “What nonsense!” She’s very likable, though. Maybe she would have been pleased if I’d called her at Christmas. “Still with Michele?” she would have said. I would have responded, “Stop it, Clara. Think of our age. Come and see us, you’ll see what the children are like.” While I finished copying the names into the new address book, I thought that, luckily, Michele and I haven’t changed at all in these years, or at least we’ve both changed in the same way.



January 9

I’m in a bad mood, worried. Mirella has gotten into the habit of coming home whenever she wants. Last night she came back at ten. As soon as she walked in, I told her that if she did it again, I wouldn’t keep dinner for her. “Let’s start with tonight,” she said with arrogant politeness. “I can do very well without it, good night.”

I suspected that she’d had dinner out, with a man. I would have liked Michele to reprimand her, but he said I’d done it and that was enough. The truth is he wanted to sit peacefully near the radio, listening to the concert. Often now he listens to music until the moment he goes to bed. He especially likes Wagner. I find the music cruel and violent, it scares me; but I don’t want to vex Michele, who rarely has any enjoyment after the long hours in the office. So I sit beside him, mending, although music at the end of the day makes me sleepy. I don’t think it’s an accident that Michele likes Wagner. Last night I stopped sewing every so often and looked at him; he didn’t notice. He was absent, dreamy, as he always is when he listens to that music. I looked at his profile, still sharp, his brown hair just graying at the temples, his fine hands. When we were engaged, my mother always said Michele has a handsome head, the head of a poet or a hero. Maybe when he listens to Wagner he imagines he’s the hero of epic adventures and dreams of a life very different from the one he leads, although ours has always been happy. So he didn’t want to be distracted from his thoughts, not even when I pointed out that if our daughter starts acting like that, she might be setting off on a dangerous path. I looked at him with some amazement, because, in his place, I wouldn’t have been able to remain indifferent to that problem. Until, looking at him, I understood that he was seeking comfort in the music.

Moved, I went close to him and said, “Let’s go, Michele.” But I immediately regretted having uttered those words. I was afraid that he would turn and say, “Where, mamma?” not suspecting that I had surprised his dream. I was ready to lie to help him in the lie, ready to declare, “I was saying, let’s go to bed, it’s late.” He didn’t answer, he squeezed my hand instead. Then I was frightened. I seem to sense that if Michele gives in to these dreams, it means he has no more hope, he’s a defeated man. But maybe everything I’ve been thinking I see around me lately isn’t true. Maybe it’s the notebook’s fault. I should destroy it, I will certainly destroy it: I’ve decided. I would do it right away if I weren’t afraid that someone might come upon it in the trash. If I burned it, Michele and the children would notice the smell of burning. They might even catch me in the act of burning it and I wouldn’t know what to say. I will destroy it as soon as I can: Sunday.



January 10

Mirella’s behavior is forcing me to write yet again, to calm myself. Michele and Riccardo went to bed, they’re asleep. They can sleep no matter what happens. I’ve shut myself in the bathroom to write, and I’m cold and exhausted. Tonight Mirella asked for the house keys, saying she was going to the movies with her friend Giovanna and her brother. At one she still wasn’t home. Worried, I telephoned Giovanna’s house and woke everyone up. The mother said Giovanna was sleeping, she hadn’t gone out at all. Meanwhile Giovanna, wakened by the phone ringing, rushed to try to take the phone out of her mother’s hands. I heard her speaking in a whisper, out of breath. The mother said, “Giovanna’s here, she says in fact they had a plan to go out together, then it fell through, and Mirella went out with other people. But don’t listen to her, it may not be true.” I thanked her and, as I hung up, felt myself turning pale. I hurried to the window: nothing. So I went to wake Riccardo and then Michele. All three of us looked out the window. There was a cold wind. Soon afterward, a car stopped at the entrance, a big gray car. I saw Mirella get out, then turn toward the car and give an affectionate wave. I would have liked to see who was bringing her home. I would have gone down, if I hadn’t been in my bathrobe. I said to Riccardo, “You go down,” but he immediately said, “It’s Cantoni’s Alfa.” Meanwhile, the car drove off. I asked who Cantoni was. Riccardo said: “A guy who’s thirty-four.”

Mirella opened the door cautiously. Seeing the three of us standing there in our bathrobes in the doorway of the dining room, she paused uncertainly for a moment as if she wanted to run away. Then she advanced, slightly pale, smiling, trying to appear natural. “Good evening,” she said. “I was late, you shouldn’t have waited up … ” She came toward us, went up to her father to give him a kiss, as she always does, but meanwhile she was looking at me. “Listen to me, Mirella,” I said in a serious voice, forcing myself to stay calm, “we called Giovanna. So don’t lie. Where were you?” She threw the keys on the dining room table, with contempt. Then she said, “It’s your fault. You force me to tell lies.” Michele observed ironically, “Us? Ah, that’s a good one.” And she insisted, “Yes, you. It’s intolerable that at my age I can’t go out alone at night. Or that I have to go with my brother. It’s ridiculous, I look ridiculous. Riccardo knows perfectly well that plenty of other girls … ” Her brother interrupted her abruptly, saying that he would never allow his sister to do what so many other girls do. “You wouldn’t allow me? What do you have to do with it? At most, I can be forced to obey my father. As for you … ” Michele was about to intervene, but I know Mirella’s character, and I was afraid that he would make it worse. I told them to leave me alone with her.

I asked her to sit down, as if she were visiting, and I also sat down. She was sulking, she had the expression she used to have as a child. She’s basically a good girl, I thought, this is a phase, it will pass. Meanwhile she’d taken a pack of American cigarettes from her purse, which she hadn’t had when she went out. Until then, I had rarely seen her smoke, but I noticed that she opened the pack with a practiced gesture. I didn’t want to say anything about the cigarettes, so I asked her gently where she had been and with whom. She said she’d been at the movies and then dancing with Sandro Cantoni, a lawyer she’d met on Christmas Eve at the Caprellis. I tried to take her hand, but she pulled it away, and I asked gently if she was in love with him. She said, “I don’t think so, I don’t know. I don’t suppose so.” I looked her in the eye and hoped at least that she was lying, but it seemed to me that she was speaking the truth. I asked why she went out alone with him, risking her reputation. She started laughing. “Mamma, you’re stuck in the nineteenth century!” I wanted to answer that I wasn’t born in that century, but I continued trying to make myself understood and to understand her. “Riccardo says he’s someone much older than you. Look, it would be different if you’d gone out with a classmate from the university, obvious also that you might stay out late talking. But like this, with this man, an adult … ” I was about to mention the cigarettes, but I resisted. “I don’t know,” I continued, “but there’s something I don’t like in this new friendship. Twice you’ve come home late, too late. Besides, you seem restless, and you’re not on time for dinner anymore. Yesterday, I even suspected that you’d had dinner out … ” I looked at her questioningly, wishing she’d contradict me. She told me that in fact she had had dinner out.

Then she settled herself in the chair and began to talk to me, coldly: “Listen, mamma, it’s good for us to be clear. I’m sick of going out with Riccardo’s friends. They don’t have a cent, they make you walk for hours, walk and walk, and they talk a lot of nonsense. If they finally invite you to sit somewhere, it’s in a latteria where very soon your hands are cold, your feet are cold. Listen, mamma: I don’t want to have the life you and papa have had. Papa is an extraordinary man, uncommon, I know, I adore him, but rather than have the life he’s given you, I’d kill myself. I have a single card to play: marriage. And soon, because I can’t expect too much, I’ll have only youth. I don’t have a name, and so forth, a father with a political position, a worldly position, I don’t even have clothes. So if I have to go out, I will go out, you’ll have to get used to it. Especially because going out is fun. You also have to make papa understand. If you two persist in your attitude, I’ll wait till I’m twenty-one and I’ll leave home. But think about it, that would be worse. I say it for you and also for me: you have to get used to it. Don’t be afraid, mamma,” she added almost affectionately, “I won’t do anything you’d call bad.” She smiled and at the same time looked at me coldly, as when, at the age of six, she’d said, “I know everything,” announcing that she no longer believed in the Befana. Even now I wonder if it really was Mirella who spoke like that or a girl I don’t know at all. I thought of when I’d bought her the voile scarf for the Christmas party; I’d hesitated because it was so expensive, I’d even left the store, then gone back to get it. “And you don’t allow for feelings, then?” She interrupted me, saying that I didn’t understand. I said that I understood very well. I asked her if she didn’t make any allowances, even for love. “What does that have to do with it?” she objected. “Do you think what you have is love? This poverty, this exhausting yourself, this giving up everything, this running from the office to the market? Don’t you see how worn out you are, at your age? Please, mamma, you don’t understand anything about life, but I’ve always thought you were an intelligent woman, extremely intelligent. Think about it: what life do you have, with papa? Don’t you see that papa is a failure and has dragged you down, too? If you love me, how can you hope I’ll have a life like yours?”

I got up immediately and went to close the door so that Michele wouldn’t hear. That gesture made me blush. It reminded me of what I’d written the night before, in this notebook, about Michele and Wagner. I said to Mirella that I have always been very happy, that I truly wished for her to be, too. I added that this is the life that every woman should have, that I wouldn’t permit her to act as she intended: as long as she was in my house I wouldn’t permit it. “I know this moment will pass. You’ll reflect, I’ll make you reflect, you’ll get married when you’re in love, when you have respect for a man, and then you’ll love your family, your children, as I have. If he’s wealthy, so much the better, otherwise you’ll work, as I do.”

Mirella gave me a hard look and said: “You’re jealous.”



January 14

It’s Sunday again. Everybody went out right after breakfast today. Michele went to see his father, and wanted me to go, too, but I said I had a lot to do and later I’d like to rest. He caught my chin in his fingers and asked, “What’s wrong, mamma? Someone might say that you prefer to be alone. Riccardo’s right when he claims you’ve been different lately.” I said yes, in a way it’s true, but really it’s on account of the children: I’m always worried about them, because they don’t seem the same, what used to make them happy doesn’t make them happy anymore. I took advantage of the moment to tell him that yesterday Mirella insisted on asking for a new coat: she claimed that if we want to, we can afford it, because both her father and I received a bonus for Christmas. In vain I tried to make her understand that the money is already promised to other expenses—maybe she thinks we want to keep it for ourselves, jealously locked in the drawer. Michele observed that in fact if we did want to keep that money for ourselves, we’d have the right to: “It’s our money, which we earned—you might want a new coat, too, don’t you think, mamma?” I said I’d pointed that out to Mirella, but her response was that a new coat doesn’t matter that much at the age of forty-three. Michele smiled and I hoped that he would disagree; instead he concluded, “Ah, well maybe she’s right,” and, after embracing me sweetly, he left.

I haven’t yet dared to tell Michele what happened between Mirella and me the night she came home late: in the morning, I told him she had promised not to do it anymore. I’d like to spare him the state of continuous anxiety I’ve been in since that night. I also didn’t have the courage to report to him the treacherous remark she made before going to shut herself in her room: “You’re jealous.” I’m afraid that, as with the new coat, he might observe with a smile, “Maybe she’s right.”


Later

I stopped writing a little while ago, because I heard a noise at the door, as if someone were inserting the key in the lock. Caught unawares, I didn’t know where to put the notebook. I looked around, but all the furniture appeared to be of glass, transparent. Wherever I might hide it, the notebook would be visible. I turned this way and that, clutching it, until finally, I realized that the noise was coming from the apartment next door and, reassured, I smiled at my fears. Before sitting down again to write, I put the chain on the door, thinking I’d say I’d done it distractedly. But that gesture, performed instinctively, immediately roused a sense of dismay, demonstrating to what point I—who have always considered myself an honest and faithful woman—have now accepted the possibility of lying, and even of having an alibi ready. I thought of Mirella, who a few nights ago lied adeptly, saying she had a date with Giovanna, and had probably lied many other times before that; and of Riccardo, who, to get a little more money from his father, said he’d bought a book that in fact he hadn’t bought. I wondered in what way even Michele might lie, as I do in order to write my diary. Gradually, lost in these thoughts, I began to cry. I was alone in the empty house, in the Sunday silence, and it seemed to me that I’d lost those I love forever if in reality they’re different from what I’ve always imagined. And if, above all, I myself am different from what they imagine.

Until now, I’d always thought the four of us—Michele, Mirella, Riccardo, and I—were a serene, united family. We still live in the same apartment Michele and I first moved into when we were married. It’s too small now; to make a bedroom for Mirella, we had to give up the living room. The rooms are very small, but maybe for that reason it seemed to me that they embraced us more closely, gathered us into a single shell. I’d always thought, too, that in many ways—the most important ones—our family was more fortunate than others. In all these years Michele and I have never fought seriously, he has always worked, I found a job when I wanted one, the children are healthy. Maybe I wanted this notebook in order to tell the tranquil story of our family: maybe that’s what impelled me to buy it. I would have liked to reread it when the children were married and we were alone, Michele and I. Then I would have been able to show him the notebook proudly, as if, unbeknownst to him, I had stored up a patrimony for our old age. It would have been lovely. Instead, since I began writing, not everything that happens in our house seems to me pleasant to recall. Maybe I started too late to keep a diary; I should have written about Riccardo and Mirella as children. Now, though I still can’t think of them as such, they are adults, with the weaknesses of adults, maybe already their sins. Sometimes I think I’m wrong to write down everything that happens; fixed in writing, even what is, in essence, not bad seems bad. I was wrong to write about the conversation I had with Mirella when she came home late and, after talking for a long time, we separated not as mother and daughter but as two hostile women. If I hadn’t written it, I would have forgotten about it. We’re always inclined to forget what we’ve said or done in the past, partly in order not to have the tremendous obligation to remain faithful to it. Otherwise, it seems to me, we would all discover that we’re full of mistakes and, above all, contradictions, between what we intended to do and what we have done, between what we would desire to be and what we are content to be. So perhaps that night I hid the notebook with greater care than usual: I climbed up on a chair and put it in the linen closet. It seemed to me that, hiding it, I could more easily overcome a doubt that had taken hold of me: that I had lived for some twenty years with my daughter, nourished her, brought her up, studied her character with loving attention, and had to admit that, in truth, I don’t know her at all.




January 15

Yesterday I stopped writing and, neglecting everything I had to do in the house, went to see my mother. She lives nearby in a small but sunny apartment. Old people give great importance to the sun. When I lived with my parents, I didn’t even notice that the house is sunny at noon, whereas she always boasts about it now. My mother is very happy when I visit her on Sunday, she feels that I’m taking hours away from Michele to offer to her, and that flatters her, gives her satisfaction.

On Sundays, if the weather is good, my mother is in a bad mood, because it means that my father goes out alone for a long walk. First they go together to the ten o’clock Mass, then he walks her slowly home, taking her arm, tenderly. But once they’re at the front door he says goodbye and off he goes, while my mother, standing on the sidewalk, watches him with a frown. Without turning around to wave, he walks quickly, as if he wanted to prove by his pace that he’s much younger than she is, although they’re the same age: seventy-two. He barely leans on the ivory-handled cane and, with a nimble gesture, he raises it, as was the fashion in his time. He goes as far as Villa Borghese, to the Giardino del Lago, and when he returns he tells my mother about the fresh air, the trees, he breathes deeply, youthfully: one might say he wants to annoy her. He succeeds, in fact. My mother remains enveloped in a contemptuous silence all day. It was the same when I was a child and my father, on Sundays, went to fencing practice or rowed on the river.

Everything is always the same in my mother’s house: the old housekeeper still calls me signorina, while my mother insists on calling me Bebe, although I’ve told her it’s ridiculous, I’ve already got plenty of white hairs. When I enter, it feels natural to go to the room that was mine as a child. My mother follows me, and we shut ourselves in there to talk. The room is still the same, and I return with a faint sense of regret, as if going to live with Michele had been an act of rebellion, of madness. When I’m in that room with my mother, and we talk about him and the children—although she loves them dearly—she seems to listen as if I were talking about strangers who had stealthily inserted themselves between us.

Yesterday, too, as usual, I sat on the bed and my mother started sewing. I would have liked to talk about what had happened with Mirella, but it seemed to me that it would have been like saying things that could have been said between us when I was Mirella’s age, and that we had both wanted to ignore. In my mother’s house I always have some knitting I’ve started, a sweater for Michele or the children, and so after a while I, too, started working. Meanwhile I was saying, “I’m tired. This morning I cleaned the whole house, and did the shopping. At the market I couldn’t find a single green that was edible, everything was frozen. There were some nice green beans, but they were three hundred and twenty lire a kilo.” My mother nodded without looking at me: “Ah, yes, papa came home yesterday and asked why I never buy artichokes. I told him they cost seventy-five lire apiece.” I said, “It’s still too cold for artichokes.” And she: “Papa went out without a scarf, imagine. He went all the way to the Pincio, like that. He thinks he’s still young, he’ll get a cold.” “One can’t even get sick anymore,” I said. And she concluded, “One can’t.”

Then I raised my head to look at her. My mother is a tall, white-haired old woman. In the way she does her hair—which she teases a little, in the fashion of the early twentieth century—she still displays a kind of flirtatiousness. She’s a type of old woman one rarely encounters today, and I always say I won’t be like her, at her age. I belong to a generation that isn’t ashamed of showing how tired we are. Whereas she seems never to allow herself a moment of surrender: from early morning she’s all dressed, as if ready to go out, all smooth, polished, powdered, her thin neck wrapped in a ribbon of ribbed silk. I looked at her yesterday, while I was working, bent over, slightly huddled on the bed. She sat erect on a hard chair. She always says she doesn’t like armchairs; they inspire idleness, she says, and even melancholy. She was mending some old socks of my father’s that really should have been thrown in the ragbag: she mended them with an elegant gesture, the same she used as a young girl when she worked on Renaissance-style lace. Feeling herself observed, she looked up and encountered my gaze. She stared at me for a moment, needle suspended, thread taut. Then, lowering her eyes again to her work, she said, “I really think you should have a girl to help you with the house.” I murmured, “Yes, you’re right. If Michele gets the raise that’s due in February, I’ll decide.”

My mother and I talk only about material things, things far from what is truly important to us: she’s always been cold toward me; even when I was a child she seldom hugged me and when she did it increased my awe. She sent me to boarding school early. I think her attitude comes from the habitual reserve of her aristocratic family. In fact, she always addressed her mother formally. I had intended to bring up my daughter very differently, to be her friend, her most intimate confidante. I didn’t succeed. I wonder if such an attempt can possibly succeed. And yet yesterday, talking to my mother about material things, the market, the household chores, I realized that through that conventional language we have always talked about what was happening inside us, intimately, not confessing it openly but with an understanding that can exist only between mother and daughter. Yesterday, for example, I felt that when we were saying that, given the price of artichokes, one could no longer go on, we were alluding to something different. And she recognized in me a weariness, a dangerous weakness, when she advised me to get someone to help in the house. I seem to have understood all that only now, maybe because now I, too, have a daughter I can’t understand. Instead I am understanding my mother and, writing about her, I have a desire to bury my head in her shoulder, something I would never dare to do if she were present.

In the early days of my marriage, when I had some trouble getting used to Michele’s character and, in short, the life of a married woman, I went to see her often. We’d sit, as now, in my room, and I’d say to her, “I have a headache—give me a pill.” She never asked me what had caused it. “The weather,” she’d say, handing me an aspirin. She advised me, “Rest a little before you go home.” She never said more, she worked, and I, too, was silent, lying on my girl’s bed; I watched the sun entering through the green and violet diamond panes, and emitting flashes that fascinated me when I was a child. “Is it better?” my mother would ask, just looking up from her work. Finally, I’d say, “I think so, a little.” When she accompanied me to the door she would ask what I had ordered for dinner, I answered, let’s say, “Risotto and sautéed beef.” Right away, the next morning, she would telephone to ask if Michele had liked the risotto, if he had eaten it happily. When I said yes, it had all gone well, I heard her draw a sigh of relief.

Maybe we have to become almost old and have grown children, as I have, to understand our own parents and, reflected in them, something more about ourselves. Now, suddenly, I seem to comprehend the abyss of solitude I would fall into if I could no longer telephone my mother and tell her that Michele and the children are fine and ate happily. Until now, because of the way we talk, it seemed to me that we never understood each other. I would never have dared tell my mother outright that I no longer believed in the Befana, as Mirella had told me: I was ten or eleven and still pretending to believe in her. It was she herself who asked me, one day, “What would you like me to give you for the Befana?” I recall that I didn’t bat an eye, but I blushed. I said I would like a pair of fur-lined slippers, and I got them. Only that day did I admit to myself that it had actually been my mother and not the Befana. Similarly, when I fell in love with Michele, I didn’t dare confess it to her. I always said, “I’m not hungry” to hide my state of mind, my happy restlessness.



January 17

Last night Mirella asked for the keys again. I said no. She said in that case she’d sleep at a friend’s house. I tried to reason with her, and in the end I gave in, but I told her it was the last time and if she kept this up I would have to tell her father and make a serious decision. I heard her return at two: I was in bed, thinking of her, unable to sleep. This morning I happened to open her closet and I saw a new purse, of pigskin, that must have cost at least ten thousand lire. I didn’t know what to do. I would have liked to speak to Michele about it, but he had already left, and then I considered that, if I speak to him or Riccardo, this attitude of Mirella’s, which perhaps is only temporary, once they know about it, will become unyielding. I thought it would be best to pretend not to have seen the purse, and meanwhile to ponder severe measures. As I cautiously closed the closet it seemed to me that I was performing the same gestures I use when I hide the notebook. Then I was afraid and hurried to call my mother. But as soon as I heard her answer the phone in her calm, normal voice, I didn’t have the courage to confess to her that my daughter had accepted a gift from a man. I told her I was worried because Mirella had again insisted on asking me for a new coat and, I added, a pigskin purse: that she was capricious, stubborn, wanting to go out every night. My mother said that Mirella is just like me, I was the same at her age. “Me?” I exclaimed surprised, and then I started laughing: “I was always at home. I didn’t ask for anything.” My mother said that I stayed home in a bitter silence and looked at her reproachfully whenever she bought a new hat. “Then it passes,” she added. “I was always very anxious about you, about your future. When you got married you seemed to do it only in order to leave home, to be free. I thought you’d be a terrible wife, since you didn’t seem at all in love with Michele. Then it passes,” she repeated. I wanted to reply, assure her that I had never wanted to go, leave them, I wanted to say that I had always been in love with Michele. Instead I laughed again, lightly, and said, “Then it passes, I know.” I hung up and left to go to the office.



January 18

Today we got the news that Michele will get a fairly good raise, around eighteen thousand lire a month. As soon as he came home from the bank, at lunchtime, he said to me in a voice that he tried to keep natural, “Mamma, come here for a moment.” The children were already home. I had a rush of fear that he had found the notebook, then, considering that it’s in the linen closet, I was reassured. It would be terrible if he found it now, because I wrote that Cantoni gave Mirella a pigskin purse and that I pretended not to have seen it. When I reached the bedroom, Michele closed the door, took my hands excitedly, and said, “Mamma, we’re rich.” When I learned that he had talked with the director in person, and that he’d been very friendly, offering Michele all the praise he’s been expecting for years, I was so happy I felt like crying. Michele then took me in his arms. While he was hugging me, I saw over his shoulder our images reflected in the big closet mirror, and it seemed to me that we were younger. Also, he told me that he’ll not only get this new salary, starting in February—as we hoped in the best case—but also get the back pay since last November. Then, taking pencil and paper, he calculated that it was around sixty thousand lire and right away told me to dispose of it as I judged best. I said I would like to have a maid part-time, but after reflecting for a moment, I concluded that no, it was more urgent to get something for Mirella. He asked what, and I answered I didn’t yet know precisely, maybe the red coat she’d so often expressed a wish for, shoes, and other small things necessary for a girl of her age. Michele looked at me in amazement.

So I added that Mirella is going through a difficult moment, one of those periods when well-off families send their daughters on trips abroad. Michele, frowning, wanted to speak to her immediately and, in any case, unlike me, thought that, especially in difficult moments, you shouldn’t try to hide reality from a girl—soothing her, deluding her, by buying clothes, trinkets, and other such useless things. I begged him not to speak to her right now, I would suggest a good time. I remembered that in February Mirella has some exams, and maybe it’s studying, the fear of not doing well, that’s making her a bit nervous: we should be sympathetic. In fact, the 28th is her birthday and I intend to invite some friends of hers to lunch, to distract her. And although I realize that compared with the cost of living the sum we’re supposed to get isn’t really so great, I pointed out to Michele it’s a sign that things are beginning to improve for us, too. It started when the old manager of the headquarters—who had no liking for Michele—was transferred to Milan and replaced by this man, who appreciates him. Michele said it’s true, women have good intuition, and we embraced again.

After that embrace, I blushed, because it seemed to me that it was another man who had embraced me and not Michele. There was a new vigor in his arms that took me back in thought to the way he used to hold me when we were just married. He hasn’t held me like that for a long time. I thought it was because, at this point, we have few opportunities to be alone, and at night we’re always tired. If Michele compliments me or gives me a kiss in front of the children, I feel uneasy, and I push him away with a rough but pleased gesture. Riccardo looks at us fondly, while Mirella turns away, letting us understand that such behavior is ridiculous at our age. I have to confess that, at first, I wasn’t at all happy about the fraternal relationship that was established between my husband and me, and, in my heart, I reserved some bitterness toward Michele. But I didn’t say anything, afraid, precisely, of seeming ridiculous. I convinced myself that Mirella wasn’t wrong, that I was now an old woman. I will say, rather, that her pitiless, if certainly involuntary, cruelty served to make me accept an undeniable reality more easily. So I thought, especially when I was thirty-five, thirty-eight. Absurd as it may seem, lately it’s been harder to accept the idea of being old and having to give up everything—and I feel some resistance to it. But I would never dare confess that impression, because nothing seems to me more pitiful in a woman than refusing to admit youth is over and she has to learn to live differently and discover new interests.

But since this morning, I’ve been thinking that if we’d had fewer struggles in our life, or at least had more victories, Michele would have embraced me often the way he did this morning. He was determined and lighthearted again, the way he was before we were married and he was making so many plans for our future. Then he always said he wouldn’t stay long in the bank, that it wasn’t his calling, he’d like to get a teaching degree and maybe teach, maybe write. He added that if it hadn’t been for love of me, if he hadn’t had to earn money so that we could get married right away, he would already have left the bank and taken the risk. In the first years of our marriage I was afraid he’d remember these ideas and actually put them into practice: Riccardo was born and soon Mirella was on the way. We wouldn’t have been able to manage, because at the time we had never even considered the possibility that I would work; and besides, with two small children, I wouldn’t have been able to. Michele often said to our friends, and to me, that this was a temporary expedient, since he didn’t like the idea of a slow-moving career, and having such a low salary, even though it was secure. He said that soon he’d have a great opportunity, he was waiting for some major initiatives undertaken by friends of his to develop. I never asked about them because these conversations made me uneasy.

Gradually, he stopped talking about them, mentioning them only when there were people around. Then I suppose he lost contact with those friends, since he even stopped naming them. The opportunity never appeared and he seemed to have stopped thinking about it. Today, though, I understood from the way he embraced me that he’s never stopped thinking about it. I should be glad he didn’t talk to me about it: it’s another proof of his generosity and sensitivity, yet I’m sorry. I feel that in his silence there’s a reproach, a kind of accusation that, on account of me and the children, he had to give up everything he would have wanted. But his embrace today demonstrated that a hope is still alive in him, just as there is one hidden in me, which I wouldn’t dare tell him. That discovery appeared to me the source of a new understanding between us, a new love. I was happy, it seemed to me that everything had yet to begin.

I took Michele by the arm and together we walked along the hall the way we walked when we were young and wanted to get somewhere. I announced to the children that their father had gotten a raise and, above all, a moral satisfaction that for a long time he had been unfairly denied. Mirella hugged her father and then said, of course, eighteen thousand lire a month changes very little. I replied that’s not true, that, with shrewd management, given a limited budget like ours, it really would make things a little easier. They seemed incredulous. So I added that soon I, too, should have an increase in salary, and in any case we could immediately buy Mirella the red coat and Riccardo some things he needed. In short we would have a better life, the way we did before the war. Michele objected that instead of so many superfluous expenses we should get a maid again to relieve me of the burden of domestic chores I’d borne good-humoredly for so many years. The children said nothing. But I immediately opposed it anyway. I said that so far we’ve managed very well like this, and there’s no reason to change, I’m a strong woman, in good health, thank God, and young, I added firmly. I looked at Michele, I approached him fondly, and I saw again our two figures embracing as I’d seen them reflected in the mirror: Michele with his fine bearing, my body still slender, I don’t have even a wrinkle. Mirella can laugh if she wants, I think we’re still young.

I’d like to write at length, I’m so happy. I’d like to set down some of my plans for the future, the preparations I intend to make for Mirella’s birthday, so that she’ll always remember with sweet regret the day she turned twenty, as I remember the day I did. But I can’t. Riccardo is in his room studying, he might come in unexpectedly, and Mirella and Michele will be home any moment. I really have to stop, too bad.



January 19

Today something unusual happened, a foolish thing that I would be ashamed to write down if I weren’t sure that no one will ever read what I write in this notebook. This afternoon, as I was entering my office building, I saw a tall, elegant man who must have asked the porter for some information, because they were looking through an address book together. I had entered a little out of breath, afraid of being late; the porter looked up and greeted me politely, as always—he’s a nice man and has known me for many years now. I smiled more effusively than usual: I was in a good mood and I somehow wanted to make him complicit in my lateness. Then he resumed examining the address book, but the other man kept looking at me: stared, with amazement, as if he’d suddenly seen a pleasing apparition. He was young, perhaps thirty-five. When I passed by him, he whispered something that I didn’t catch at first and then, suddenly, I understood, as if hearing it again in imagination, a really idiotic word. It seems ridiculous to repeat it here. Maybe he didn’t imagine that I had two grown children, and it makes me laugh to think back on it, but anyway he said, “Enchanting.” I had to stand at the foot of the stairs because the elevator was stopped on the second floor. I felt clearly that the man was continuing to stare at me, that the porter had given him the information but that he, nevertheless, hadn’t moved. My heart was pounding, I felt a sense of vertigo, of fear, I wanted to escape, but the elevator wouldn’t come. I was careful not to turn: the man might think I was doing it for him. But when I got on the elevator and closed the door, I was forced to turn. I saw that he was still standing there, staring at me spellbound, and moving his lips, murmuring something I couldn’t hear, maybe the same word as before.

I entered the office as if I were being pursued. All afternoon I kept an eye on my office door, fearing that the man would have the audacity to come up here on some pretext. He didn’t know who I was, but he could have asked the porter. I even suspected that he’d seen me go by other times, had followed me, and today had found some excuse to meet me. I was afraid of seeing the receptionist come in and announce that someone was asking for me. I started every time the door opened, so that a colleague asked what was wrong. I said I was expecting a visitor. If the man had risked coming up, I certainly couldn’t admit that he had followed me and now was asking for me without even knowing me. She would have thought badly of me and would have been entitled to imagine that I’m irresponsible when I’m on the street. I decided that, if he did show up, I would pretend it was nothing. I would receive him in the waiting area and order him to leave immediately, not to come back ever again, explaining that he was wrong to think I’m the sort of woman who allows a stranger to approach. But no one appeared, luckily. When I left, I looked around carefully, I even turned back several times to make sure that he wasn’t there, wasn’t following me. Yet now I can confess that the experience instilled in me a lightness I haven’t felt since I was a girl.



January 20

There is something about my character that I can’t decipher. Until now I’d always thought I was transparent, simple, a person who had no surprises either for myself or for others. And yet I haven’t been so sure of it lately, though I wouldn’t know how to define the cause of the change. To return to the self I’ve always thought I was, I have to avoid being alone. When I’m with Michele and the children, I always regain the equilibrium that distinguishes me. The street, on the other hand, stuns me, throws me into a singular restlessness. I don’t know how to explain it, but outside the house I’m no longer me. When I leave the building, it seems natural to start living a life completely different from the usual one—I’m tempted to take streets that aren’t on my daily route, meet new people I didn’t know before, with whom I could be carefree and laugh. I have such a desire to laugh. Maybe all that just means I’m tired, and I ought to take a tonic.

Or maybe it’s because this month, thanks to the back pay Michele got, I’m not waiting anxiously for the days to pass and his salary to arrive. It’s a new fact that has made these usually feared gray days free and inviting. For many years now there’s been only one day in the month when Michele and I feel secure: the 27th, payday. Then we start waiting again. Instead, I’m living the way people do who aren’t harassed by lack of money; I understand that for them, any happy or extraordinary event seems possible. Now if I hear the doorbell, I think it must be a pleasant surprise. This morning on the way home, I met a florist’s delivery boy at the entrance. He was carrying a large, splendid bouquet of roses wrapped in cellophane. I was startled and thought something absurd: that they were for me. So absurd that I looked around before asking the boy in a whisper: “Valeria Cossati?” He looked at me in surprise, then shook his head. They were for a young actress who lives on the second floor, and who every night, late, sends her maid to open the door to a man wearing glasses. The porter says she’s always getting flowers and packages from the most well-known shops. When I meet her I imagine her gaily opening those packages, with a great rustling of tissue paper.

I bought a slip tonight, a blue slip. It fits well, clings to my figure. Michele was already in bed when I tried it on. “Do you like it?” I asked him suddenly. He lowered the paper and asked: “What?” “This slip, it’s new.” I went toward him, smiling, touching my bare shoulders with a gesture that was both pleased and shy. “Nice,” he said. “Didn’t you already have one like that?” “No, it’s different—there’s lace, see?” I explained, leaning over him and pointing to the neckline. “Nice,” he repeated. “How much did it cost?” “I haven’t paid for it,” I said in order not to confess that it was more expensive than my others. “I got it at the shop here at the corner. I can pay when I want.” “That was a mistake.” “I needed it,” I protested, blushing. “No, I don’t mean that, you did absolutely the right thing to buy it, if you need it, but it’s better to avoid having unpaid bills.’

I don’t know why I did it: I’m the first to say that debts are ruinous. I can’t explain it to myself. Maybe it’s because, deep down, I hope that everything will change now, now that Michele has a new position in the bank, earns a lot of money, and every day is like the 27th. I took off the slip and folded it up again. “I’ll take it back, I’ll say it doesn’t fit.” “Why?” Michele asked kindly. “If you like it … ” “Yes,” I replied, seriously, “but really it was a whim, I don’t know what to do with it.” I truly wondered how, besieged by the worries about Mirella, it could have occurred to me to make that frivolous purchase. Maybe because today is Saturday, I was free, and I lingered on the street. I can’t understand, even now, alone with the notebook. This notebook, with its white pages, attracts me and at the same time dismays me, like the street.



January 24

I’m forced to write at night again—I don’t have a moment’s peace during the day. Besides, I notice that no one is surprised or opposed if I stay up at night, saying I still have some chores to take care of. The fact that only at this hour can I be alone to write makes me realize that for the first time in twenty-three years of marriage I’m doing something for myself. I write on a small table in the bathroom, the way I did when I was girl and, unbeknownst to my mother, wrote notes that the maid, after some resistance, agreed to deliver to a classmate. I remember she’d always examine the envelope suspiciously, and I’d wish I didn’t have to see that message of love in her disrespectful hands. I have the same feeling now at the thought that someone might touch this notebook.

I’m having a moment of discouragement, maybe it’s a reaction to the past days. I want to go to confession on Sunday, it’s so long since I went. I asked for some time off today, because I wanted to go to the city center to do some shopping for Mirella. I paused in front of the windows wondering what she would like most. The windows were full of alluring objects and the ones I could afford seemed insufficient to satisfy the yearning she has to dress well, to appear wealthy and happy. In fact, the sum I had available left me with a very limited choice that ruled out everything that was most attractive, while two days earlier, with that unexpected sum of money, I had believed I could change Mirella’s life and her desires, that I could give her not only some things but everything. Faced with the facts, I had to acknowledge that I could buy her only the red coat, a tartan-plaid skirt, and a bottle of perfume. I admit that for a moment I rejected the wise purpose of buying things Mirella needed, and was tempted by the window displays of purses; I felt an impulse to compete with the pigskin purse, which I still pretend I haven’t seen, a gift from that Cantoni, whom she speaks to briefly on the phone every day in monosyllables. Compared with some of the purses on display, the one he gave her seemed very modest. I acknowledged it with spite, taking a sort of pleasure in accusing him of not being as rich as perhaps Mirella thinks or, worse, of being stingy. I would have liked to give her a much more beautiful purse, so that she wouldn’t like the other anymore. I stood for a long time in front of one window, trying to guess how much a red crocodile purse cost; I was like a woman from the countryside, bewildered and ignorant in the face of city life. Finally, I decided to go into the store, but I left soon afterward, saying nonchalantly, “Thank you, I’ll be back.”

I will never be able to buy one of those purses. The one from Cantoni is worth much more than I’d imagined. Absorbed in my thoughts, I took a few steps, people bumped into me, I said, “Sorry.” I had the money in my wallet, but precisely because of that money I felt very weak, since it had forced me to measure our poverty in practical terms. From my weakness, I seemed able to intuit Mirella’s and how impossible it is for her to defend herself. I understood that it’s very difficult to do something to save her, and maybe she can’t even do it herself. Besides, I wondered cynically if I really would save her or if, rather, I would be preventing her from having a life better than mine. Maybe I just want to impose my example on her as a punishment. Or maybe, I said to myself with a shudder, I really am jealous. Then, suddenly calling myself back to reason, I resolved to hurry home and make her understand that no one can buy things that cost that much, it would be immoral, crazy. A purse can’t cost what a man earns in a month; no one should have the guts to carry it. But I could hear Mirella laughing in response: the stores were full of people who not only looked, like me, but chose and bought easily. Then I thought how lovely it would be to have a moment of revolt and give in to all the temptations, all the madness, to say enough, oh, enough, enter the shops, buy all the purses and be looked at by all the men, as I was by that man I saw yesterday in the lobby of my office building.

Behind a display window a salesman was arranging some precious stones, on a shelf covered in brown velvet. I wondered how much those stones cost, figures I couldn’t even imagine, but I felt that each one was worth years of my work, of Michele’s work. It seemed to me that my whole life could be enclosed in one of those stones, those who have money can buy it, buy me, buy Mirella. I felt weak, I was afraid I might faint. The man behind the glass stared at me. Suddenly, it seemed to me that he could be the lawyer Sandro Cantoni. He was tall, fair, he had pale eyes, thin lips. “Marry her, at least,” I whispered. “Be good, marry her.” He looked at me with astonishment. Maybe he thought I was a lunatic, talking to myself. I was dazed; in fact, I rarely go into the city center, where the streets are full of lights, people, noise, and lack the friendly good humor of the neighborhood streets. Reaching Piazza di Spagna, I said to myself, “Now I’ll buy some flowers,” but the stalls were so full, rich, overflowing that I seemed unable to take anything even from there. Many cars passed. Riccardo had said that Cantoni’s is an Alfa Romeo. So I did something I haven’t done for a very long time. I took a taxi and was driven home, and left a generous, perhaps excessive, tip. “Keep the change,” I said to the driver, “keep it.” I was really pleased at having thrown away five hundred lire.



January 25

Days ago I told Mirella that I intended to celebrate her twentieth birthday and told her to invite her friends for tea. She thanked me, but without enthusiasm. I added that they could dance: I would move the table out of the dining room and the door as well, so that with the hall it would make one room. And a friend of Riccardo’s had promised to bring some new American records. She said she would do the invitations.

Tonight, however, she stated that she would prefer not to, because most of her friends aren’t free that night. Besides, she added, with an effort, a while ago she’d been invited to go to dinner that night. “I’m sorry,” she said. I also said, “I’m sorry.” Then, uttering the name reluctantly, I asked her if she’d been invited by Sandro Cantoni. She said yes, by him and others, but I understood that not to be true, or if it is true, they’re not the people who are important to her. I asked her why she didn’t invite these friends home. She said it’s impossible, they are people accustomed to entertaining, who have a different way of living, a way that I don’t know. Ironically I objected that, up to now, I’ve always known how to live and how to entertain, specifying that neither she nor her friends had anything to teach me.

Mirella apologized, and said she hadn’t intended to offend me, but in fact we haven’t entertained for years and things have changed. No one has tea, they drink cocktails, and she hates family celebrations. Seeing that I was bitter, she added that if it was really important she would give up going out that night and stay home with us, but us alone, and would go out the following night. Maybe I should have agreed, at least to show her that she’s not free to do whatever she wants; instead, a sort of pride prompted me to respond, “Thanks, no need for you to make that sacrifice.” I wondered what I would say to Michele. I had told him about this small reception, and finding an excuse seemed a difficult enterprise, although in reality I knew that any excuse would do. Michele would be so happy not to have people in the house—to be able to spend the Sunday as he prefers, with the radio, peacefully—that he would accept any explanation.

Meanwhile, I observed Mirella leaning over her desk, intent on painting her nails with red polish. She has a long, fine, beautiful hand, and was resting it on a thick volume of political economy. Mirella is studying law, like her brother. It’s not true that she’s worried about the exams, as I told Michele to justify her mood and my apprehension. She doesn’t study much, but she does it with a steady, precise determination. Her grades are always higher than Riccardo’s, although to me it seems that he’s the more intelligent. Yesterday, she said she’s going to take all her exams in June. I’m afraid that this decision hides something. I wanted to talk to her about it, yet, almost without realizing it, I asked, “Are his intentions serious?” She said, “Who?” I regretted starting on this subject, but I answered, “Cantoni.” I saw her turn red in the effort to stay calm: she said she had been wrong to talk to me about those things, she had done it only because she doesn’t like lying and because she considered me an intelligent, understanding woman. Then, still blushing, she added that she has no plans to get married at the moment, that she wants to look around and enjoy life. Besides, that is what I had advised her to do, urging her to continue her studies, to enroll in the university, to work one day, and to be independent: “You were always saying that if I did that, I wouldn’t have to marry the first guy who came along, just for the purpose of being supported. Wasn’t it you yourself who told me that?” I had to admit it’s true.

I went on looking at her and wondered if she had already given herself to a man. She’s very beautiful: tall, slender, desirable. I ask myself the question even now, as I’m writing, and I’m almost ashamed. It’s terrible for a mother to ask herself that question about her own daughter, a girl of twenty. But I couldn’t talk to anyone about it; Riccardo and Michele would react violently. Men always say, “You’ll be sorry if my daughter, you’ll be sorry if my sister … ” They say, “I won’t tolerate it.” It’s easy to say “I won’t tolerate it.” Yet things happen, and the girls who do those things are also daughters, and certainly their fathers all made the same threats. As soon as Mirella was an adolescent, I talked to her frankly about what happens in marriage and between a man and a woman in life. I remember that I wondered if she already knew, because my speech didn’t seem to surprise her, only annoy her. Michele supported me, he said that this way a girl can defend herself. We didn’t ask ourselves, however, if she would want to defend herself: it seemed to us obvious, unquestionable. But now I’m beginning to doubt it.

I think of the fact that at Mirella’s age I was already married and expecting Riccardo. I had never considered it, until now. I thought she was still a child, and these problems, although they concerned her, were only theoretical. Now they have to be confronted. I’ve talked to her many times about morality, about religion, but now I’m afraid that words are poor weapons against feelings and, let’s say this, too, against instincts. Maybe it would have been better to treat her harshly, threaten her. Instead I said, “Mirella, I bought you the red coat. I wanted to give it to you on your birthday. It’s in the closet, in a package.” She stared at me and didn’t even seem pleased. I added, “I hope you like it. It was expensive.” When I got up to get it, she thought I wanted to end the conversation: she rested her forehead on her hands, keeping the fingers lifted because the polish on her nails hadn’t dried, and began to cry. I felt a sudden chill in my back, I wished we had never started this conversation. I wanted to leave the room, but I was a coward. I went to her and held her, while she moved her hands in order not to get the nail polish on me. “What happened?” I asked her in a whisper. “Is it very serious? You can tell me anything, I’ll understand, Mirella, please, trust me.” She looked me in the eye and understood what I suspected. “No,” she said, “nothing like what you think has happened. You two always have only one thing in mind. It’s the only thing that seems frightening, but it doesn’t have such great importance.” I no longer knew what to imagine, and wondered what else could be equally frightening for a woman. “And so?” I asked her. She had already recovered: “And so I don’t know, mamma, I had a moment of discouragement. Everything is so difficult.” Relieved, I said that I could understand very well, that I, too, had been twenty, but she smiled and shook her head, she seemed not to believe it. Besides, while I was speaking, I myself had the impression that I was deceiving her. I don’t really remember what being twenty was like, and, if I want to be frank, my twenty seems very different from hers. I don’t recall that I was in control of choosing between what was good for me and what was bad, as she is; and not because so many customs have changed but because of my inner state. When I was twenty, Michele and the children already existed, even before I met him and they were born. They were my fate, even more than my calling. I had only to trust, to obey. If I think about it, that seems to me the cause of Mirella’s restlessness: the possibility of not obeying. That’s what has changed everything, between parents and children, and even between men and women.

I wanted to speak to Mirella about all this, mention some ideas that had come to mind, if in a confused way, when she asked, “Where’s the red coat, mamma?” She smiled, and we went to my room together. It seemed to me that, for the moment, we had said all there was to say.



January 27

For the past several days I’ve been very tired. When I get home at night, I don’t even feel like eating. I seem to have reached a point where I have a need to sum up my life, like organizing a drawer that everything’s been thrown into randomly forever. Maybe it’s the age of my children that’s prompting these thoughts. In fact, from when I was twenty until today, all I’ve done is take care of them, and so I appeared to be taking care of myself. Until today, however, it was easy: I had only to concern myself with their health, their education, their grades in school, the interests and problems of an age different from mine, having nothing to do with me personally. But today, witnessing their first clashes with the problems of life, seeing them uncertain about which path to take, I wonder if I’ve done the right thing. When I offer them my experience, I try to understand many things that have happened in my life and that I accepted without asking myself the cause.

I need to be alone sometimes. I would never dare confess it to Michele, I’d be afraid of upsetting him, but I dream of having a room all for myself. Even a maid who works all day without stopping says, “Good night,” and has the right to shut herself in a room, in a pantry. I’d be content with a pantry. But I can’t remove myself, ever, and only by giving up sleep can I find time to write in this notebook. If, when I’m at home, I interrupt what I’m doing, or at night, in bed, I stop reading and stare into space, there’s always someone who kindly asks what I’m thinking about. Even if it’s not true, I respond that I’m thinking about the office or that I’m doing some accounts; in other words, I always have to pretend to be thinking about practical things, and this fiction wears me out. If I said I’m thinking about a moral or religious or political problem, maybe, they would start laughing, affectionately mocking me, as they did the night I insisted on my right to keep a diary. And yet how can we discipline ourselves according to certain standards if we never think about them? Michele comes home from the office and starts reading the newspaper, he sits in an armchair and listens to music, and he can think, or reflect, if he wants. I, on the other hand, come home from the office and have to go immediately to the kitchen. Sometimes seeing me pass by, busy with something, he says, “Is it ready? Can I help you?” I immediately decline his offer, thanking him. In fact, I would be ashamed if he had to help me in my women’s tasks—cooking, for example—although he’s not at all ashamed to be helped in what are considered men’s tasks, such as providing the money with which the food to cook is bought. A few nights ago, we went to the movies. It was an American film, and at a certain point you saw the husband helping his wife wash the dishes. Everyone laughed, and I, too, I confess, felt like laughing. Then you saw the wife working in an office, serious, with glasses, giving orders to some colleagues, and no one laughed. I said obviously the assumption is that women are capable of doing more things than men, and Michele got mad.

That’s how I think, with a certain bitterness, when I’m tired. Maybe women are quicker to get used to new situations. They think less, in general, and so they accept things without explanation. Michele is forty-nine, he was born in a time when everything was different; for instance, he always says that his father would never be seen with a package under his arm. Riccardo, on the other hand, isn’t at all embarrassed; he sometimes helps me spontaneously, keeps me company when I’m in the kitchen, and we talk. A greater intimacy is always established between a son and a mother than between a daughter and a mother, although the opposite would seem natural. Maybe because they belong to different sexes, they never gain an absolute intimacy, they seem less related, I would say, and so can be more sincere. We women know one another too well. Mirella’s state of mind upsets me profoundly and doesn’t worry her father at all. Riccardo told me that she often goes out with people who are older than she is, that they go to the bar of a hotel and drink. I mentioned it to Michele, but he goes from one extreme to the other, according to his mood: one day he’ll say mothers always exaggerate, you have to understand youth, the next that he will lock Mirella in the house. So I don’t dare speak to him frankly, but it’s a heavy responsibility to assume by myself. I’m afraid of making a mistake.

Last night I resorted to a stratagem so that I could talk to him about Mirella: I told him about the behavior of the daughter of a colleague, which I described by repeating, precisely, our daughter’s behavior. I asked him what we would do in a case like that, and he answered that these things wouldn’t happen to us, because it all depends on how children are brought up, on the examples they have; my friend is a widow, the girl had no paternal guide, and here are the painful consequences. I didn’t have the courage to confess that, on the contrary, these things do happen to us; it seemed to me that it wasn’t true. I said weakly, hiding behind a smile, “Yes, you’re right, but let’s speculate, let’s suppose that Mirella’s attitudes become too free, that she stays out late and I don’t like her expression when she returns … ” He interrupted me, annoyed: “I don’t want to hear you say that, even as a joke.” “All right,” I continued, in the same tone. “Then let’s say she comes home with expensive gifts that a man gave her and explains them with a lie, like that night, you remember? When she said she went out with Giovanna and instead went dancing. Let’s imagine she says she wants to live an easy life, in whatever way, by whatever means … ” Michele replied that he would never allow her to speak like that in his house. I objected that the time is past when a father could say “I won’t allow it” and the daughter had to obey because he provided food, clothing, lodging. Now, whether it’s good or bad, I don’t know, but a girl like Mirella can say, “I’m leaving home and going to work.” Then Michele said he didn’t want to waste his time listening to this absurd conversation, I had nothing to do, evidently, if I got lost in these speculations, he had the paper to read, I was never interested in the international situation, I didn’t realize what was happening in the world. I said I am very well aware of it and in fact these problems don’t seem unrelated. He said, “What could they possibly have to do with each other?” I didn’t know what to say, but I feel that way.



January 28

Today is Mirella’s birthday. We had a calm day. My parents came to lunch, along with Michele’s father, who is very old and on every such occasion says this is the last family celebration he will attend. One never knows how to respond, because it might be true, and younger family members feel some embarrassment at surviving, it seems like a lack of respect. We were all in a good mood; my father-in-law urged Riccardo to get married soon because then he would be in time to know his great-grandchild. “A boy, remember,” he said. “It has to be a boy.” My father-in-law is a retired colonel, and doesn’t appreciate women or their company. If he talks about them, he does so in a kind of voracious and contemptuous way that made me blush when I was young. My father, too, always so discreet, and even Michele, urged Riccardo to get married, to the same end. Maybe because they’d eaten and drunk a lot, there arose that atmosphere peculiar to wedding banquets that, if you think about it, is a little unseemly. Riccardo, in fact, was uneasy. He defended himself by saying that he can’t get married, because he’s poor, and girls today don’t have the patience to wait for their fiancé to find a job and get ahead. “They’re not the way you must have been at their age,” he often says to me. When he says this, he uses a loving tone that doesn’t resemble Mirella’s. I think he imagines me differently from the way she does. Michele, too, at the table today praised me, saying, “Yes, you’re really different from the others, mamma,” and he smiled at me as at a child. I asked him not to call me mamma, but Valeria. “All right, Valeria,” he said immediately, in a tone of affected consideration. But, uttered by him after such a long time, my name sounded so strange that, laughing, I added, “I was joking … ”

And yet it seemed natural for him to call me Valeria when I was his fiancée and in the early years of our marriage, and in the letters he wrote when he was in the war in Africa. “My Valeria,” he’d write. In fact I’ve always belonged to him, to the children, and yet now sometimes it seems to me that I am bound to all but belong to no one. I think a woman has to belong to someone to be happy.

I was saying that to Mirella tonight, as I helped her get dressed. She was so childishly happy during the day, so pleased with her gifts, that I thought I saw the horizon clearing. She was happy to be with us today, we were all together, and certainly she felt that it’s nice to be part of a family. A family expresses a force, an inescapable, tremendous force, which perhaps to the very young can feel oppressive. So I wanted her to go out serenely, with my consent. Maybe, if I stop opposing her, she’ll lose the taste for argument and also the desire to rebel. She promised to return at eleven; it’s already quarter after, but she won’t be much later, I’m sure. She was so pretty in her red coat, she even hugged me as she went out. It’s better if I stop writing, otherwise I won’t have time to hide the notebook. Now I keep it shut in the drawer where I have my childhood mementos and Michele’s letters, a drawer that no one ever opens.



January 29

Mirella came home at two in the morning; I had fallen asleep in my clothes. She showed me a gold watch that Cantoni gave her for her birthday. I ordered her to give it back right away, because it’s not proper to accept such gifts—except from a fiancé. She refused, adding that she had been wrong again to be honest. I told her she won’t go out anymore at night, and she said that if that’s what I’m afraid of, a person can also have a lover during the day. Then she announced that, starting the first of the month, she’s going to start working.



January 30

It’s terrible, I don’t know what to do anymore, I’m overwhelmed. Tonight Riccardo came home furious, and immediately said, “Where’s Mirella?” I asked him what he wanted and he repeated harshly, “Where is she?” She had gone out. He told me he quarreled with Marina because she claimed that Mirella is Cantoni’s lover. “It’s not true!” I exclaimed. I assured him it was gossip, malice. Riccardo said she was seen coming out of the entrance to his building on Sunday evening. She was wearing a red coat.



February 2

I’m going through some very difficult days. Ever since Riccardo told me he’d heard that Mirella is Cantoni’s lover, the whole world seems to have changed. I don’t believe what Marina reported to him, I never believed it, from the moment he told me, his face ravaged by an ugly pallor. Besides, Mirella denied it when I confronted her, that same evening. She assured me she had gone to his house with other friends and that was why they’d seen her coming out of the entrance. She gave convincing explanations, yet she could have been lying.

After the conversation with Riccardo and the one with Mirella, I decided to wait two or three days to reflect on whether it’s right to give credence to the gossip before talking to Michele. But at night I couldn’t sleep. I was afraid he’d turn to me and reproach me, although I hadn’t done anything wrong. In the morning I woke up early and for a moment I had the hope that it had all been a nightmare: maybe the way people awoke after the bombardments, when they were used to sleeping in a shelter or someone else’s house, because the house they had loved, where they had lived for years, whose every nook and cranny they knew, was merely a mass of rubble. Although I was performing the same acts as the day before, the same acts as always, they seemed unusual. Even the tram, the old neighborhood tram that I’ve taken every morning for years at the same time, seemed to me one of those trams we get on when we arrive at dawn, tired, in an unknown city, and aren’t sure if they will take us where we want to go.

In the office I scanned the paper right away, eagerly. I think I was afraid of finding our name in the local news, because of Mirella. The local news reported the story of a boy who had killed his father because he had refused to give him money, of a seventeen-year-old who had shot her boyfriend, and, finally, of a young woman who had killed herself. I’ve read about such cases so many times, and yet I never considered that these children, these young people, have parents, nor did I try to imagine what the parents might feel when they are informed of these horrific facts. Maybe, with an obtuse cruelty, I had even judged them for having brought up their children badly, of not having taken sufficient care of them. But I have devoted my entire life to my children.

Also, I have to confess, I think I’m afraid for my own future, even more than for Mirella’s. Maybe because I can’t yet imagine how her life will turn out, whereas mine suddenly seems interrupted in its placid course. I had always thought that Mirella would marry early, because she’s an attractive girl, though not wealthy, that she’d have children right away and be occupied with taking care of them. Now I wonder if I wished not so much for her marriage as for the birth of those children. I like babies a lot. I like holding them, caressing them, imagining their thoughts. When children grow up and can express themselves with words, it’s not the same. Recently, although I’ve had so many things to do and have been so tired, I’ve often thought I’d like to have another child. In fact I should say that the more tired or anxious I’ve felt, the more I’ve wished to have one; but of course it would be ridiculous at my age. Having a child when you have children who are already grown, who could have their own children, isn’t seemly. I consoled myself by thinking that soon I’d have Mirella’s children. That’s one of the first things I wanted to write when I started this diary and then I forgot. So now, finding out that Mirella wants to work and will get married only when she considers it advantageous, I feel she’s done something mean to me rather than to herself: she’s defrauded me, in other words. At the age of forty-three, if all we possess fails us, it’s too hard to start living all over again.

And yet there are moments when the possibility of doing so seems very attractive. I see myself leaving home, free, happy, as on that November morning when it still seemed like summer and I bought this notebook. I think that in the end everything will be all right. Mirella will have an interesting job like my friend Clara, whose name we always see among those who write for the movies, and then she’ll marry the lawyer Cantoni or some other equally wealthy person. Riccardo will get his degree, and next year he’ll find a job and marry Marina. He thinks only of her; he wants to earn money for her. Sometimes he says he’d like to give me everything I need; he talks about fur coats, trips, country houses, fabulous things he’ll never be able to afford. But last year when he earned some money, tutoring two elementary-school students, he spent it all on Marina, on gifts and the movies. I think that, ultimately, when the children are gone, Michele and I will feel a sort of relief. Michele earns enough now, he’s very pleased: when he calls me from the bank and, speaking rapidly, says he’s very busy, his voice seems rejuvenated, and I half-expect to hear the fiery words of long ago. If we were alone, we might even take a small trip, as we’ve wanted to for so long. He says he’d like to go to Milan, to see what’s been rebuilt since the war. I, however, would like to go to Venice, where we went for our honeymoon.

It’s absurd, but in these very days, when I’m so distressed, I keep returning to Venice in my thoughts. I see myself in a gondola, or in Piazza San Marco among the pigeons, and the light around is a dazzling yellow and gray, as in that month of October. I haven’t been to Venice since then. I’ve often said that I’d like to take our children there, but Michele objects that it’s not worth going to Venice with children. They were almost offended, and I shot Michele a glance of reproach; now I think he was right. I see myself looking out our window onto the Grand Canal: the moon was shining, but the water still looked inky. These thoughts arise when I’m on the street or in the office, where I feel freer, almost lighthearted. Yesterday I even cut out an article in the paper with suggestions for a beauty treatment. I feel a sort of reluctance to go home these days. Only the thought of the notebook consoles me.



February 3

I decided to talk to Michele tomorrow. If I’ve put it off until now, it’s because Riccardo was too agitated and I was afraid his state of mind might influence his father’s. The hardest part, in fact, was persuading him not to say anything. I had to prevent him from being alone with his sister; since that first night, I’ve been discouraging him from talking to her, I convinced him that it’s my job. “If she said yes, it’s true, she’s his lover, what would you do?” I asked him. He said he’d grab her by the arm and throw her out of the house. “All right,” I said, “I understand; but then? Let’s calculate the practical consequences of that act of yours.” He didn’t respond, he repeated that threatening phrase. I felt that he was speaking like that because of Marina, that really he wanted to prove his strength to her and, demonstrating an uncompromising nature, win not only her respect but her admiration. You have to be my age to understand that enduring often requires a greater effort of will. Once I told him that he should try instead to find out who this lawyer Cantoni is. Reluctantly, he responded that everyone considers him a respectable person. I drew a sigh of relief, but meanwhile Riccardo excitedly insisted that Michele should make an appointment, confront him, speak to him clearly; otherwise he’d go, but maybe he’d better not, he’s too violent. He likes to make that distinction between himself and his father. “Mirella is a minor,” he said. “Papa can force him to marry her.”

I’m afraid that Michele thinks the same way. If so, it would be a sign that I’m wrong, and I’ll leave it to him—he’s a man and surely knows better than I do how to act in this situation. Maybe he could write a note inviting Cantoni to come here; we would all go out and leave them alone to talk. But if Cantoni refused to come, I can’t imagine Michele going to his office. Cantoni might not see him or might make him wait a long time, as my boss makes bores wait, people who come to ask for something that he’s determined not to give. I imagine Michele sitting in the waiting area, among those coming to get their invoices paid, patiently waiting his turn, then I see him facing an unknown man, much younger than he is, and asking him to pay off the debt contracted to our daughter, maybe also threatening a legal action, claiming that Mirella was deceived. We could claim that, in fact, because of her age. And yet it wouldn’t be honest. I’m convinced that if Mirella did such a thing she knew very well what she was doing. I wonder even if she would do it with a poor man, one of her schoolmates. Maybe I’m the only person who could go and speak to Cantoni, since I prefer to be the one who lies and begs, rather than Michele. There. I’ve finally expressed a suspicion that up to now I didn’t dare confess to anyone. Riccardo has to be convinced, Michele has to understand immediately: none of us should go and talk to Cantoni, precisely because Cantoni is wealthy, and if he were obliged to marry our daughter, it would be, for us, an unexpected stroke of luck.



February 5

Yesterday I talked to Michele. Maybe it was the least suitable evening; his favorite soccer team had been defeated. But since I started writing in this notebook, I’ve noticed that I often mask a bad mood behind superficial causes, so I wondered what was actually wrong. In fact, he later found various other reasons for irritation: dinner wasn’t ready, it wasn’t good, he went to find an old cardigan and it was moth-eaten, and he said that the house has been untidy lately. It’s true. In order to write in my diary I neglect my duties. The fact is that I myself seem to have invented many obligations in order to chain myself to them. Yet because of the notebook, I felt guilty, so I told Michele that I was offended: I said he was right, but, in order for him to be better served, there needed to be a person assigned to serve. He got angry and said that I was reproaching him for not making enough money. We had entered a foolish game of spite. One of the strengths of the family is that it keeps its members in continuous competition with one another: we’re always trying to outdo ourselves, if only to surprise the others, whom familiarity inclines to be distrustful. To end it, I smiled, admitted I was nervous and tired; but when I said those words, I saw myself in Venice, looking out on the Grand Canal. I added that I’ve been overworked; the director is away and I have to replace him, since no one knows the flow of the office as well as I do. Michele barely listens to me when I talk about my job. I don’t think he even knows precisely what I do, and yet I’ve frequently repeated that I’m no longer a simple clerk. But when I talk about these things the others pay me so little attention that I immediately fall silent, almost embarrassed. No one considers what I do or my responsibilities. It’s as if every day I left when I felt like it, and at the end of every month, when I bring home my salary, it’s as if I’d won the lottery. The difference between Mirella and me lies in the fact that she’s choosing to work and I have to work by necessity.

We were already in bed when I told Michele about Mirella’s intentions, about the job she says she found through a friend in a law office, but which certainly Cantoni got for her. Finally, I resolved to inform him about the gossip that Riccardo picked up about her, and which is damaging to our respectability, although she says there’s no basis for it. “She doesn’t care that people talk, you understand? She shrugs, laughs it off. It’s a disgrace. What shall we do, Michele?”

I started crying and he comforted me. “Don’t cry, mamma.” But, hearing myself called mamma, I cried even more, since for years now I’ve embodied for him only a figure that is now drowning and dragging me along with it. So, moved by a desperate instinct to protect myself, I said we had to take a position. I used the hard words that he himself had used a few evenings earlier, and the ones uttered by Riccardo, although I had not approved of them at the time. I said that Mirella isn’t yet of age. “You have to go and speak to Cantoni,” I concluded. I even suggested that we could force him to marry her.

Michele shook his head, protesting that he had faith in Mirella because he knows her better than anyone, he said, she’s a serious girl, very reasonable. He, like my mother, maintained that she has my character and, contradicting himself, as I had, said that everything is the result of general economic conditions. “I don’t earn enough to maintain my daughter as my grandfather maintained my mother and your father maintained you, even though they weren’t wealthy. So I have to accept that you work, that she works. We ourselves advised her to study law. To what purpose?” I refused to admit that the purpose was purely financial. “And yet it’s true,” he insisted, “it’s true … ” He added that although he never talked about it, he had been reflecting on these problems for a long time and was convinced that it was natural for Mirella to work, and so, since she spends time with men, it’s also natural that this gossip should arise. “You have to have faith,” he said. “It was the same for you.” “For me?!” I exclaimed, surprised. “Yes,” he added, smiling, “you should understand. I’m talking about many years ago, naturally, when you started working. I knew you were working all day with the director, in the same room. You were young then, you were maybe thirty … ” “Thirty-five,” I corrected him, “but … ” He interrupted me: “And he was young, too. How young?” “I don’t know,” I answered distractedly and yet I blushed. “Maybe forty.” “Well, he drove you home sometimes … ” I continued to blush, replying, “But it was only because we were working late. It was during the war, there was no way to communicate, and he had a permit for a car.” “Yes, obviously, I know, and yet sometimes I wondered what people might say, I don’t know, the porter … ” “Oh, yes, it was because of the porter, I understand,” I said, reassured, and yet a little disappointed. “Naturally,” Michele continued, “and so Mirella’s attitude, her aspiration to freedom, to independence, we had it, too … ”

“We did?” “Yes, yes,” he said smiling, anxious to skip over any explanation, “and then it goes away.” I asked him why it goes away and he didn’t know, he didn’t want to answer. He said I’ve been very nervous lately, I should see a doctor. Soon afterward I pretended to be asleep. I thought that, over the years, between Michele and me, as between my mother and me, a sort of conventional language has been established. When he said I was nervous and should see a doctor, he observed me and frowned. He knows, as I do, that I’m fine. He looked at me the way I look at him when he listens to Wagner on the radio. Maybe we both refuse to accept that the indefinable something that makes our children rebel is truly gone for us.



February 6

I’m deeply disturbed. I just finished rereading some letters I wrote to Michele during our engagement. I can’t convince myself that I’m the one who wrote them. I don’t even recognize the handwriting: tall, pointed, artificial. The letters surprised me mainly because they don’t seem to be written by the girl I’ve always thought I was. But that isn’t the most important discovery, it’s something else: I realized that Michele doesn’t know me at all if he thinks my attitude at that time was free and rebellious. I’m much freer today, much more rebellious. He continues to address me through an image that no longer reflects who I am. Nothing that’s happened over the years has scratched that image: maybe because we no longer talk the way we did when we were engaged, about ourselves, about what was happening inside us. If I went to him and suddenly tried to summarize the gradual changes in me, describing myself sincerely as I am today, he wouldn’t believe me—he would think that, like all women, I’m inventing a self that is different from who I am. Partly in order to avoid confronting the problem, he would prefer to cling to that model of me that is now hardened in his mind. Maybe the same thing happened to me with regard to him and the children. I want to find out. If we’re not open to the people dear to us—whom we live with, day after day, in the family—to whom are we open? When is it that we are truly ourselves? Maybe I am only when …



February 7

I had to suddenly stop writing last night because Michele woke up and, not seeing me next to him, came looking for me. I was in the dining room: I heard the switch click and steps in the hall, and had just enough time to stick the notebook in the drawer of the sideboard when Michele appeared at the door. “What are you doing?” he said. “Nothing,” I answered. “I finished tidying up and was about to come to bed.” I must have looked pale, I felt my hands trembling. I followed Michele’s gaze and on the table I saw the fountain pen, still uncapped. “Were you writing?” he asked. Foolishly, I denied it, then corrected myself saying I’d done the shopping accounts. I saw him looking for the account book with the household expenses and not finding it. “Who were you writing to?” he asked suspiciously. I started laughing, a false, self-conscious laugh. “What are you thinking, Michele?” I said. Then he apologized. “I don’t know,” he whispered. He looked at me questioningly, caught in a difficulty that he was asking me to resolve, without his having to resort to precise questions. But I forced him: “Tell me … go on.” He ran a hand over his face. “I thought you were writing … yes, ultimately, this business of Mirella has unsettled me, I was afraid you were writing to … ” Again he looked at me before saying, “What’s his name? Cantoni.” He went back to the bedroom and when, after a few seconds, I joined him, he was already in bed and had turned off the light.

Maybe he wasn’t really afraid I was writing to Cantoni; he was afraid I was writing to a man. I’d like to remove that suspicion, I’d like to reassure him, but I would have to tell him the truth, and that means telling him about the notebook. I absolutely can’t do that, he might want to read it, and I would never dare let him read what I’ve written. And yet I don’t know what I would give to free him from that suspicion. I’m surprised—especially when I consider that while I would never, at my age, think of writing to a man, he thinks I’m capable of it.



February 10

Since Michele almost caught me writing, a few nights ago, I’ve changed the notebook’s hiding place three or four times and I haven’t liked any of the new spots. Sometimes it seems to me that Michele is looking at me suspiciously, or that, pretending indifference, he’s spying on me when I talk on the phone, as I do with Mirella, to find out who she’s talking to and what she’s saying. I’m always afraid he might say, “Promise me you weren’t writing that night.” I wouldn’t like to be forced to lie. And yet sometimes I wish he’d return to the subject so that I could dispel his suspicions. The desire to write and the fear that my notebook might be discovered lead me to act evasively, which might make a person suspicious. Last night, for example, I asked Michele if he was going out after dinner. He rarely goes out after dinner, and he looked up from the newspaper and asked, “Go where?” “I don’t know, I thought you were going out for a walk,” I said. “Me? Why?” he answered, bewildered. “Well, in summer sometimes you go to the café at the corner for a coffee.” He looked at me with surprise and didn’t answer. He is definitely convinced that I was writing to a man the other night and that I want to be alone tonight to write to him again.

I thought of taking the notebook to the office, but I feel an inexplicable reluctance to do that. Besides, I wouldn’t have time or peace there, either, although for the past two years I’ve had my own office. Hiding it in the house is too dangerous now, and becomes more so every day, the more I write. If I haven’t destroyed the notebook yet, it’s because I hope it might help me to see clearly into Mirella’s behavior, to remember the facts and the order in which they occurred. I don’t want anything to escape me, and I don’t want to reproach myself for having been careless regarding her. Then, when everything is clear, I’ll show Michele the notebook, I’d just have to tear out some of the pages. Still, he might notice. There’s no need to show it to him.

Monday, Mirella starts work. She’ll go every afternoon, from four to eight. Today we had an argument because I wanted to go with her to the office the first day. She was resolutely opposed, saying I would make her look ridiculous. I insisted and she nearly started crying. I said I wanted to know who this lawyer is. “Barilesi, I told you, everybody knows him!” She went to get the phone book, leafed through it rapidly: “Barilesi, here: Barilesi, Bruno, lawyer. Here’s the address and the phone number. If you want to confirm it, you can call me there.” I asserted that I wanted to speak to this lawyer, “at least to let him know that you’re not alone in the world, that no one is forcing you to work, that you could just as well not work, you’re doing it to pass the time, on a whim.” She looked at me with desperate rancor: “You’d ruin everything, don’t you understand? ‘On a whim!’ ” she repeated in irritation. I responded that she wasn’t free to do whatever she wanted with impunity, that she owed respect to her father’s house, that she wouldn’t succeed in deceiving me. I think I said finally, “You should be ashamed of yourself.” And she: “But of what, of what? I can’t take this vigilance anymore, these suspicions. You know what you make me think? That it would be strange if I didn’t take advantage of my freedom. It’s as if you didn’t like it. You consider it so improbable, you make me think that you, in my place, would have done it the first day, with the first man who showed up … ” I forced her to be silent, pounding my fist on the table. “Mirella!” I exclaimed harshly. “That’s enough!” She was silent for a few minutes, then said, “You two can end every discussion with a shout, an order, and we can’t. But it’s not right. And I don’t even know if I’d want to,” she added, with a hint of contempt.

I couldn’t bear it and I left and went to the office, even though nobody goes in on Saturday. I needed to be alone. I have the key, the office was warm and deserted, silent. I dropped into a chair. Before I left, I went to say goodbye to Mirella and said in a conciliatory tone, “I could come and pick you up when you leave the office in the evening. I leave before you, I’ll wait at the entrance.” To be fair, I have to acknowledge that she was making a visibly painful effort as she answered, “No … No, mamma, don’t insist.” I felt her struggling to defend herself from my affection as if from a danger. I wondered if I would have had the strength to do the same with my mother, and my answer was no. I never would have been able to proclaim my right to freedom without invoking a need to justify it, and blaming that need for having carried me away. In my letters to Michele I discovered an uncontrollable urge to leave home, leave my parents; but it was prompted by love for him, which, I said, made me forget even my duties. Michele, in fact, when he surprised me up at that late hour, suspected, perhaps, that I was writing to a man. He would never imagine that I keep a diary. It’s easier for him to believe that I’m giving in to a guilty feeling than to recognize that I’m capable of thinking. So I wondered if what Mirella said in a moment of anger is true; if, that is, I would have been able to remain master of myself if I’d had her freedom. But I don’t know what to say. All the questions that my family life presents today are distressing.

In the office, a sense of well-being immediately pervaded me. I closed the door of my office, sat at my desk, and opened the drawer I keep locked. Every time I open it, I feel a secret shiver of joy, although I only keep things that are of no interest in it—paper, scissors, glue, a comb, and powder. No one knows the habits I’ve acquired in the office, small obsessions, like an old bachelor. I imagine that Mirella from now on will also have a drawer in the office, and I will never know what it contains. She’ll lock up Cantoni’s letters, the gifts she doesn’t want to display. I resolve to go and watch her every night when she leaves. Her office isn’t far from mine, it’s on the way almost. And I’ll telephone her often to find out if she really works every day and not irregularly. I’m afraid it’s an excuse to see Cantoni, maybe to get money from him. I’d like to follow her everywhere in the life that is all before her, open to her choices. The thought that she spends time with people I don’t know makes me suffer: she’ll often name them and it will be as if she were talking about unknown lands.

I remember when Michele came to pick me up at the office in the early days; because of the blackout, he didn’t want me coming home alone. The first day I was very pleased. I liked showing everyone that my husband was an elegant, handsome man, with the manners of a gentleman. But later I felt a certain uneasiness. I’d leave with him right away and saying goodbye to my colleagues, I’d use a tone different from my usual one, just as I did with my schoolmates when my mother came to pick me up on Sundays. When Michele met the director, they greeted each other very cordially, but they were both embarrassed. And I, between them, laughed, joked, said the silliest things, things in which I didn’t recognize myself. They looked at each other like rivals, although the director had never paid me any attention. But perhaps the thought that I divided my life, my days, between the two of them disturbed them. In short, I belonged to those two men and had to obey both, even if for different reasons. When Michele and I finally left, I was nervous, excited. It seems to me that I was still very young then, although I was thirty-five.

While I was absorbed in these reflections, I heard a key in the lock and the office door open. I quickly closed the drawer, jumped up, and went to the entrance. It was the director. We were uneasy, and we both apologized for being there, even though he’s the owner. I hurried to explain that I was there for work reasons, an urgent matter that I had left unfinished. He said, “Not me. Now you know my secret: I always come to the office on Saturday afternoon to do nothing, to rest. Naturally, I might end up writing some letters. I don’t tell anyone because I don’t dare confess that I’m lost when I’m not here. Sunday is torture. Besides, I don’t find much of interest outside work. In other words, work is my vice,” he added with a smile.

We went into his office. I assured him that I would leave right away, I didn’t want to disturb him. He opposed me energetically: “No, no, why? On the contrary, stay. It’s a pleasure for me.” Meanwhile he went to his desk and, taking a key from his vest, opened the drawer with a small gesture of satisfaction. “Sit down,” he said. “In fact, let’s call the café downstairs and have them bring up two coffees.” I sat down as if I were visiting. “At home,” he continued, “on Saturday there’s more activity than usual. The children invite their friends, and they make a lot of noise. I say I have an appointment in the office and I leave,” he concluded with a sly smile. Michele had said the same thing today. So had I.

Now I seem to recall that when the waiter from the café delivered the tray with two cups of coffee, he looked at me ambiguously, but surely it’s just an impression—he’s known me for years. Because of the events of recent days, I’m so nervous that as I handed the coffee to the director, my hands trembled. “I’m not offering you a cigarette because I know you don’t smoke,” he said. I was surprised he had noticed, but really, it’s natural, we’re together every day for a long time. Michele had asked me how old he is. Under fifty, certainly, although his hair has now gone almost all white; when I was hired in the office, he was just turning gray around the temples. I thought of what Michele had said of him, of the habit he’d gotten into of taking me home during the war when we worked late. Meanwhile, the director, sipping his coffee, opened a folder. I said, “Shall we do some work?” He replied, “No, it’s Saturday,” and I said, “What does it matter?” The truth is it was what he wanted. “What did I tell you?” he observed, laughing. “It’s a vice.” But we were content.

We discussed certain new shipments, and I took notes so I could write a letter to Milan. The office around us was calm, welcoming, you could imagine that in every room the desks were tidy, the filing cabinets closed, the phones not ringing; you didn’t hear the sharp clicks of the switchboard or the nervous clacking of the typewriters. I seemed to appreciate everything around me for the first time. Here Mirella, the market, the dirty dishes couldn’t reach me. I thought back to what Mirella had said maliciously: “You make me think you would have acted differently, in my place, as soon as you found yourself alone with a man.” I felt a sense of bewilderment, almost vertigo. I looked at the clock, I said I couldn’t stay long. The director was disappointed, but then, perhaps thinking that he didn’t have the right to keep me on a Saturday, he said, “I understand.” I realized that I like working and not just because of the money. At the idea that a sudden stroke of luck, an inheritance, maybe a win in the lottery would take away my reason for working, I shuddered. Then I really would get old with all the bitterness and annoying fixations of the old. “I don’t have to go right away,” I added quickly. “I can stay for a while.” And I explained that if I had to go home soon, it was because my daughter was unable to help me around the house anymore: starting Monday she’s going to work in a law office. “Maybe you know the lawyer,” I added timidly. “It’s Barilesi.” He said he’s known him for years, he’s among the most esteemed criminal lawyers. I wanted to ask how old he is, but I didn’t dare. Instead I asked if he knew “a friend of the children.” I said, “A lawyer called Cantoni.” “Sandro Cantoni? Of course. A very good lawyer. Also a young criminal lawyer. He’s Barilesi’s deputy.” I gave a start. I wanted to say something, in fact tell him everything. But I murmured, “Yes, I know.” I’m sure Mirella is his lover, Marina is right. “Cantoni is quite wealthy, right?” I asked with indifference while I tidied some papers. “Wealthy, I don’t think so,” he said, “but certainly, by now he must have a good salary.” The director is very wealthy; he is, in fact, the owner of the business although it’s registered as a corporation. I looked at his elegant gray suit, his gold cigarette case. It seemed to me that he was a very strong man. This, perhaps, is why he’s always given me a sense of security and peace. I would have liked to tell him about Mirella, I felt that it would be easier to talk to him than to Michele, but we have never talked about things outside of work. As a courtesy, I sometimes ask about the health of his children, about his wife, whom I barely know, because she never comes to the office—she calls for the car to be sent. Between those walls our families seem invented, imaginary.

We worked for another hour and at the end I felt peaceful. We left together, and he offered to drive me home. I refused firmly, using the excuse of having to do some shopping, and he, surprised, said coldly, “As you wish,” and seemed suspicious of me, like Michele. I wanted to call him back, but the car had already gone. I stood alone on the sidewalk, the wind was blowing, and I was very cold.

It’s two in the morning. I’ve never written for so long. My wrist hurts, I’m tired, numb, writing in the kitchen with the little fire I lit in the stove now out. A big basket of mending sits in front of me: I’ll hide the notebook under it. It’s a safe place. Mirella certainly won’t go anywhere near it.



February 12

Tonight I waited for Mirella to come out of the office. I didn’t want her to see me, so I observed the entrance from a distance, ready to disappear into a latteria. I had the impression that everyone was watching me, men especially, curious. Finally, a little after eight, I saw her come out and head to the tram stop: in the shadowy light I could see her red coat. I was disappointed to see her alone, I couldn’t convince myself of it, and was afraid she might see me. Luckily, the tram came right away; I took the next one.

At dinner Mirella talked about her first day at the office with satisfaction. I’d like to believe her, but I can’t. I should make an effort, though. It’s so easy to live, linking one gesture to the next, one day to the next, without thinking. Maybe it’s my job that has got me used to putting my ideas in order, to reflecting, and it’s been a bad thing. After dinner, Riccardo started talking about politics. He was criticizing the government, but it was a way of criticizing his sister: he said that men can’t find jobs and women find them right away. I heard a malicious innuendo in his words. Mirella, very calmly, advised him to study shorthand, as she had. He said he doesn’t need it, because he’ll get his degree this year and then he’ll go to South America, where a friend of his has promised him a job in a business in Buenos Aires. That announcement upset me. I said, “Are you crazy?” He’d be far away for a long time, he’d come and see us now and then but would no longer know anything about us, about our life—he’d even get used to speaking a foreign language. “I don’t want you to go,” I said. Michele, on the other hand, encouraged him. Maybe he thinks it would be advantageous for him, or maybe he wouldn’t mind being alone, without so many problems, so many responsibilities. Whereas, if I think of living here without the children, it scares me.



February 14

Today Clara called. I was happy to hear her voice, to know she’s well. She wanted to talk to Michele: she needs some information from him, from the bank, about financing a film. I invited her to come see us. At first she said she was busy, but in the end she agreed to come to lunch on Sunday. I really have to start looking for some help—I’m too tired. I talked to Michele and he accused me of constantly changing my mind.

I forgot to note one thing. Yesterday morning, when I brought the mail, the director asked me how my shopping had gone. Surprised, I asked what shopping. And he said, “Yes, Saturday evening.” I was uncertain for a moment and then, laughing, said it wasn’t important, I just had to get something for dinner. He smiled, as if in disbelief, and said, “Good, fine.”



February 16

Despite Michele’s opinion, I can’t stop fretting about Mirella’s behavior. And yet for several days she’s seemed calmer; her face doesn’t have that harsh, aggressive expression that gathers between her eyebrows like a threatening cloud. It’s an expression I’ve known since she was a child, and so I learned to interpret it and protect myself from it. I can no longer orient myself: she has assumed a serious expression, without resentment, which makes me suspicious. She’s always up early in the morning to go to the university, and after lunch she leaves right away to be at the office on time—she was never on time before. Last night, as I was coming home, I saw her get out of Cantoni’s car and give an affectionate farewell wave before disappearing into the entrance of the building. At dinner she was silent, and went to bed immediately afterward, saying, “I’m tired.” It was as if that phrase had escaped without her realizing it. A little later I wanted to go to her room on some pretext, but I decided that it was better not to start a conversation, and I turned back on tiptoe. The light was on under Riccardo’s door, and he called me: “Mamma … ” He was at his desk: he’s been studying a lot lately, working on his thesis. He asked me for a cup of coffee to help him stay awake, and I was glad to do something for him. Mirella’s attitude makes me feel useless, even though I work all day. While Riccardo had his coffee, I ran a hand through his hair. He has lovely soft hair; if I close my eyes, he’s still a child. “Remember,” I said, “when you used to say that when you grew up you wanted to be a mechanic or a tram driver?” He smiled. “What made you think of that, mamma?” I said, “I don’t know, nothing.” But I think it’s because, often, I wonder what my son’s vocation is and I can’t figure it out. I’m afraid his determination to go to Argentina is a gesture of discouragement; maybe he thinks it’s a way of avoiding inner struggles, but I don’t think going to a new country is enough to avoid them. He brought home a brochure, an advertisement from a travel agency, that showed the mountains and lakes of Argentina. I pointed out that his trip wouldn’t be a vacation, the mountains and lakes have no importance, and Italy has plenty of mountains, too, but he wants to go anyway. Michele exhorted me not to dissuade him and, although my opinion differs from his, these decisions are up to the father, so I stopped saying anything. Michele and Riccardo often leaf through that brochure together and look at the mountains, getting excited. Michele said to him, “If you like it there, I’ll come, too.” I objected: “And us?” “You, too, of course,” he added, “we’ll all go.” Riccardo said, “You can get rich quickly over there.”

Yesterday evening Riccardo asked if he could introduce Marina to me someday. He’d like the three of us to meet, alone. I said yes, all right, and I smiled. He continued to talk about her as he rearranged his books and then went back to studying. He spoke indifferently, but it was obviously a conversation he had been preparing for a while. He said that Marina is unhappy at home, her mother died, and her father has a very young second wife. He doesn’t want to confess that he’s in love, it’s as if he only wants to do a good deed. He insisted on making the point that Marina is very different from Mirella, that she doesn’t have the habits of a modern girl, she barely wears lipstick, never goes out with men, except him, and, besides, he wouldn’t let her act otherwise. “She’s completely devoted to me, she’ll do what I want—she has a sweet, shy personality. I don’t know what impression she’ll make on you,” he continued. “She’s very timid and already worried at the idea of meeting you,” he added fondly. “But I’m sure you’ll like her, you’ll love her. If we get married someday, I think she’ll be good company for you.” I’m suspicious of this company chosen by others, but I didn’t dare say so, it seemed rude. I asked if Marina was a classmate at the university. “No,” he said smiling, “she doesn’t like studying. She doesn’t even have a high school diploma. She likes going out with her girlfriends, going to the movies. I’m telling you, she’s a child.” I said I’d be happy to meet her. Riccardo smiled at me, he asked me to iron his gray pants for tomorrow, and went back to studying.

The truth is I have no desire to meet this girl: I have an idea I won’t like her. I wondered what I’d want my son’s wife to be like and, after thinking about it a bit, I decided: strong. Maybe that’s why a lot of parents want their son’s wife to be wealthy; ultimately it’s the same thing. But I think what would be best is an even more profound strength, one that not even money can provide. Wealthy people are afraid of losing their money, and that fear is already a weakness. Basically, I want to confess, what I won’t love in Marina is her age, her youth, her right to make mistakes, to be incompetent. I would insist that she be like women of my age, although to make women like that takes, precisely, the years they’ve lived. It’s unfair: from now on, I ought to love this girl who loves my son so much. I’m wrong not to take love into consideration anymore; rather, when I hear Riccardo talk about it, I feel a sort of irritation. My mother always said to me, “Wait to get married, enjoy life.” And I looked at her in surprise, since it seemed to me that getting married was the best way of enjoying life. She already seemed old, and I thought she was saying that because over the years her marriage had become a monotonous shared life in which she had no other joy, no other distraction but me.

I thought that for Michele and me it would be different. We were young: just married, we would leave for Venice, we’d have a big room on the Grand Canal. My mother often said she’d had to fight with her parents for a long time in order to marry my father; she had decided to run away with him, if they wouldn’t let her. I couldn’t take what she said seriously—the very idea made me laugh. I imagined them meeting at night, in a coupé. She’d arrive breathless, holding up her dress with its train, and papa would be waiting for her, twisting the ends of his mustache. But in those clothes, in those gestures, I imagined them already old, familiar and irritated with one another, as they are now. It’s so hard to see the people around us as different from the figures they’re compelled to represent for us.

I’d like so much to talk about these things with Michele. But if I try, I don’t know why, I get embarrassed and pretend to be joking. Last night I sat beside him as he was reading the paper and told him that Riccardo intends to get married soon, before going to Argentina. He said it would be a really bad idea, because a man who marries is no longer free to direct his life as he pleases, he’s ruined. Humiliated, I asked if, then, he … But he immediately interrupted me, saying that our case is an exception. So, almost teasingly, I asked if he was happy. With some annoyance he answered, “What difficult questions! Yes, of course, why shouldn’t I be? The children are good, they’re healthy. Riccardo will have a great career in Argentina, Mirella’s already working, then she’ll get married. What more could we wish for, mamma?” He smiled, patting my hand fondly, and went back to reading.

I wanted to say, “And the two of us, Michele?” to ask him if that was all we had wanted when we got married. And then I thought that I am ungrateful: Michele has devoted his life to me, to our children. I’ve done the same, it’s true, but it seems more natural. Rather, even though sometimes I think I’ve done more than I had to, because I worked and took care of the house and the children, other times I think I could have done even more, if I’m not satisfied now. I feel there’s something I haven’t done, and I can’t understand what it is. Maybe I’d stop worrying if I were sure of Mirella. Michele has less imagination than I do, so he’s not concerned. He said it’s right to give her the key to the building, as she wants; I should order one from the locksmith, but I still can’t make up my mind. He doesn’t wonder why Mirella turned off the light so late last night; I, on the other hand, was kept awake by that light and wandered around the house, struggling not to take out this black notebook, which suggests black thoughts. I imagined the life we would lead without our children, and I wondered if we’d ever have the chance to make the trip to Venice that I feel would resolve everything. In any case, after that vacation, we’d do well not to return to this house. Whenever I go to my parents’ in the evening, I shudder: they sit together beside the gurgling oil heater and doze, the silence broken only by the noisy tolling of the grandfather clock. The apartment always feels cold to me; they’re surprised, they say it has thick walls and faces the sun.



February 17

Today I had a pleasant day, maybe because after lunch I went to the hairdresser. When I come out of the hairdresser’s, I always feel younger; I resolve to go every week, and then I don’t have time or, especially, money to throw away. And yet I think that if I went to the hairdresser every eight days, the week would seem better to me.

On the street the air was crisp. I felt so content and active that I thought of taking advantage of my exhilaration by going to the office to escape some nagging household chores. I was afraid I’d left the key at home but, in fact, without intending to, I’d put it in my purse. Yet now that I know the director goes to the office every Saturday, I had a moment of uncertainty. I headed to the tram stop, then turned back, giving it up. Of course, the director is so used to me that my presence shouldn’t bother him. But Saturday, maybe because we weren’t bound by the usual office obligations and hours, he appeared in a new light. I don’t know anything about him, really: I don’t know what he’s like at home or among his friends in a living room. Once I went to visit him because he was sick and wanted to dictate certain letters anyway. I remember that, entering his room, I had the impression of facing a stranger. I was uneasy; between the lapels of his pajamas I saw his neck, whiter where it’s usually covered by his collar. He himself treated me as if I were visiting, in a different, almost formal tone, the same he had last Saturday in the office.

I did some shopping for lunch tomorrow; I want to make a dessert for Clara. While I was buying what I needed, I was afraid that the director might happen to come into the store. I didn’t dare turn around, because I imagined he was behind me, ready to ask, smiling, what I was buying. As I left, I was really sure I would run into him and was embarrassed to be carrying so many vulgar packages.

It’s midnight. I have to wait up for Mirella to come home. When she left, I wanted to give her the key to the building I’d had made for her, but I was so agitated that I got confused and gave her the key to my office instead.



February 19

Clara came yesterday. The day began badly because of Mirella. I heard her talking on the phone with Cantoni. It was a mysterious conversation: she was speaking in a whisper, and often responded in monosyllables. Yet I heard her refer to a letter insistently, and she mentioned New York. I’m sure she, too, has decided to leave, like Riccardo. When she got off the phone, she was serious, absorbed in her thoughts, and I asked her politely what letter she was talking about on the phone and why had she mentioned New York. She wouldn’t answer. Then I got impatient and reminded her that if she wants to leave home, she has to wait another year, because she’s a minor. She said merely, “Don’t worry, it’s not about that,” and when I persisted she cut me off: “That’s enough please, please, mamma.” I made the dessert for Clara, weeping.

When Clara came, I had to make an effort to smile and pretend I was at ease, but soon I really was in better spirits. It’s good to have a different person in the house; it forces us to overcome our bad mood. Clara seemed so young, so confident and happy with life, that just looking at her cheered me. She also charmed Michele and Mirella. Riccardo looked at her with hostility and, later, asked me why she dyes her hair yellow even though she’s my age. It’s blond, golden in fact. Slender, elegant, she treated us with affectionate enthusiasm, like relatives she hadn’t seen for a long time and whose guest she is, for a single day only, in an old provincial city where she lived in childhood. She told us about herself, asked about us without waiting for answers, looked at us, touched us with pleasure. I whispered to Mirella, “You see, even at home you can meet nice, intelligent people.”

Michele was animated, he talked a lot. Clara took him by the arm, observing him with good-humored provocation, and meanwhile, as usual, she asked me, “You’re still in love with him? Not tired? You’ve really never thought of anyone else? But what in the world does this Michele have, that you love him so much, I wonder.” Embarrassed, I hinted with my eyes at the children. Then Clara said, laughing, “I’m kidding, Valeria, can’t you understand a joke?” Then she added, “One day I want to write a script about you, about your life: a life that’s always been devoted to the same people, the same feelings. Dear Valeria, you’re right: it’s hard to want to stay young, it’s a tremendous effort. I’d like to become a grandmother, as you will, but I don’t have children. Is Mirella engaged?” Mirella said no. Clara gave her a caress, observing her sharply, and concluded, “Pretty girl, an intelligent, perceptive face.”

Then she began talking about the cinema, about the scripts she writes, and she informed us about a lot of interesting things we didn’t know. I liked looking at Clara, and Mirella liked looking at her, too. Michele looked at her as he would have looked at a fruit. She spoke energetically, smoking. She ate with a youthful appetite, and really appreciated the dessert. Meanwhile, she told us about actors and their habits. Riccardo enjoyed those descriptions, but he listened with scorn, in spite of himself. At a certain point Clara alluded to the scarcity of good scripts. Then Michele said he had an idea for a script, an original idea. “Write it,” Clara replied enthusiastically, serving herself a little more of the dessert. “Write it down as if you were telling me the story. With a good script you can earn millions.” I also encouraged him: “Really, Michele, write it, you never know.” Clara said she would take care of presenting it to a producer who was a friend of hers: “Write it, Michele, and bring it to me.” He said, “When?” “When it’s ready.” Michele hesitated a moment and then said it’s ready now.

Clara had a slight start of surprise, of disappointment, almost: maybe she was afraid she’d promised too much, sure that Michele wasn’t serious. The children said nothing and continued to eat. I asked in a whisper, “Oh, great, when did you write it, Michele?” He avoided the question, hesitating between the desire to make me think it was nothing, that he wrote it to pass the time, and fear of diminishing Clara’s interest in advance. “But when did you write it?” I insisted, curious. “When?” he repeated. “Goodness, I don’t know, times when I was in the office alone and didn’t have much to do. Saturday afternoons, for example.”

Michele and Clara made a date for next week. Michele will go to her house to read her the script. Clara was telling about a script that was sold days ago for ten million lire. “You see, mamma?” Michele said, turning to me. “It would be a fortune.” It’s strange: everyone around me, to convince me of their motivations and their rights, brings in financial considerations. Maybe they think I’m sensitive only to those reasons. But if I try to be objective, I see that I do the same. In fact, yesterday, when Clara, out of politeness, asked about my job, I immediately started talking about our precarious financial situation. What I really intended was to apologize for the run-down condition of our house, where some good pieces of furniture and pictures that were given to us as wedding presents make a contrast—in a way that when other people visit seems more obvious—with the poverty of everything that, since then, should have been replaced. Michele interrupted me jokingly, as if the difficulties I referred to were something I had invented.

When Clara left, he rebuked me again for having said those things, and the children supported him. Then the children went out and we were alone. I asked him about the script, and he said he’d written it the way he so often bought lottery tickets. “One has to try something,” he said. “We shouldn’t resign ourselves to remaining in this poverty, this bleakness, for the rest of our days.” I asked him what the script was about, and he answered evasively, saying that love stories are what audiences like best. For a moment I was tempted to talk to him about the notebook, but the insistence with which he emphasized the financial aspect of what he had done prevented me, since I couldn’t bring up the same justification. Yet I felt cheerful, and he, too, was cheerful, and put an arm around my shoulders. “We should see people,” he said. “Today, for instance, it was so useful that Clara came.” We decided that if Michele sells the script we’ll spend some money on the house. I said I’d like to go to Venice. He announced that if this script goes well, he has another one in mind. “You could leave the bank then,” I suggested timidly. He admitted that he’d be happy to, since his new situation there isn’t as satisfying as he’d hoped. After dinner we went on discussing all these things, until late.



February 21

The director was in Milan for two days; he returned this morning. I went to talk to him about some matters I’d had to put off because, not knowing about his trip, I hadn’t asked for instructions. He said he thought he’d see me in the office Saturday afternoon and would tell me then. I immediately said that in fact I’d thought of going but didn’t, afraid I’d disturb him. I added that I’d even gone to the tram stop. “Too bad!” he said. I was about to assure him that I certainly would go next Saturday, then I thought it was better to be silent. But all day I’ve been thinking back about the tone in which he said “Too bad!” Maybe Michele was right to be jealous of him. Maybe for years he’s been going to the office every Saturday, waiting for me to show up, too.

When I left the office I went to see my mother, I wanted to talk to her. On the way I remembered many gestures, many small attentions I’ve had from the director over these years, like the flowers he sends me at Christmas that I never interpreted as perhaps I should have. When I got to my mother’s house, I began to talk about him, about my gratitude toward him. I said he’s not like other men, he’s truly exceptional and, besides, his career is proof of it. I would have liked to keep talking about him, and I hoped my mother would ask me some questions. Instead she said, “I don’t like him. From the day he hired you, even though you didn’t know how to do anything, I never trusted that man.” Offended, I replied that I’m very good at my job, that by now I have important responsibilities, and if I were to lose this position, many other businesses would be happy to hire me. She shook her head, saying, “Maybe. But it’s strange that you’re the one who has these important duties rather than other employees: men, maybe even with degrees.” She spoke harshly and before I could respond she changed the subject.



February 24

Today I went to the office around five. I turned the key in the lock, slowly, so as not to disturb the director, and yet I felt that he would be pleasantly surprised. But it was dark in the office and in the silence the telephone started ringing. I was uncertain for a moment, looking at the glass door of the director’s office, where there was no light, then I hurried to the switchboard. I’m not familiar with buttons or plugs, so as I tried frantically to answer, the ringing stopped.

My office was tidy, welcoming. Surrounded by the pleasant odor of wax polish, wood, and leather, I felt an ineffable sense of happiness. I put my gloves and hat away calmly, as if I’d arrived at a hotel for a long stay. I would have liked to order a coffee, then I decided it was more polite to wait. I sat at my desk, opened a file of correspondence, but felt that I couldn’t do anything if the director didn’t come. I saw his handwriting on some of the letters, his notes in red pencil: “Yes, fine,” or, “Check,” and more often, “Let’s discuss.” They were like invitations to a dialogue that, in his absence, I couldn’t join. So, impatiently, I strained my ears to every sound, every squeak. Nothing. Then I got up and went into his office. I turned on the desk lamp, straightened the paper cutter, the pencil, the pen, which were already in perfect order. I looked at his empty chair and heard his voice say, affectionately, “Let’s discuss.”

It seemed to me that he wasn’t alluding just to the business letters. Maybe he understood that I’d like to talk to him about Mirella and is encouraging me to do so. Maybe he’d like me to talk to him about myself. I sat in the chair across from his, as if for a conversation. He is the only person I could talk to. For years I’ve had no friends. My old schoolmates and the young women I used to see when I was first married have a life different from mine: they get up late, go to the hairdresser or the dressmaker, play cards in the afternoon. We no longer have anything in common, we can’t talk. With the other women in the office, I’m equally ill at ease, because we have nothing in common—not the past, or our social situation, or our education, or our way of speaking. And, besides, I couldn’t form new friendships; for years I’ve barely had time to run from home to the office, from the office to home. I thought the time I invested in my children was my capital, but now they steal it, they take it away. In reality, the only time I possess is what I’ve invested in work. Only when I’m in the office do I feel free, do I not have the sense that I’m lying. I have a feeling inside that I once told a lie, I don’t know what, and I am condemned to remain faithful to it. “Let’s discuss,” I wanted to say to the director, “let’s discuss.” I felt invaded by a fever and yet my mind was clear, lucid. I thought he couldn’t arrive much later, otherwise I would lose precious moments of a conversation that was essential for me. At my age, every moment is precious, I would have wanted to say to him.

The telephone rang again, and I started, frightened. I jumped up, uncertain whether to answer on that phone, as if through the phone line someone might see me in the director’s office and judge me indiscreet. He himself, coming in, could ask what I was doing there. The telephone insisted, I sat in his chair and said, “Hello … ” It was him. My heart began pounding, he was speaking in a muffled tone. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I can’t come.” I was breathless, I hadn’t been prepared for that possibility, and everything seemed to be collapsing around me. “Oh … ” I said with a sigh. He repeated, “I’m sorry.” “I don’t really know what to do,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you.” Right away I added, “About some of these matters.” He paused briefly, then explained he had to stay home because it was his son’s birthday. He added that he had already telephoned twice but no one answered. “I imagined you would go to the office, I hoped to be able to free myself early, but … ” He was silent, without hanging up. I, too, was silent, then I said, “I understand perfectly, it doesn’t matter, I’ll see if I can resolve them myself, we’ll talk Monday.” I put down the receiver but couldn’t take my hand off it.

I remained sitting at his desk a little longer, in the soft leather chair. Finally, I got up, turned off the light, and, without looking around, closed my drawer, put on my hat and gloves, and left. I walked slowly, I had no wish to go home, I was tempted to sit on a bench in a park. The city seems to me more beautiful, brighter, and more attractive on Saturday afternoon. Lately, I’ve been possessed by an unreasonable desire for a vacation, prompting me to open the window, feel fresh air on my face, and calling to memory the woods, the countryside, seascapes, and in the end, always, Venice. All I have to do is enter the house for this joyful impulse to dissolve. At home, I don’t know why, I always feel like I have to apologize. Maybe because I know I’m neglecting many things on account of this notebook. I stay up late and then, during the day, I’m tired. Today, for example, I was sorry I’d gone to the office and wasted time doing nothing: the kitchen still had to be cleaned up and Michele needs some shirts that these past evenings, in order to write, I didn’t iron. Sometimes, in a happy state of intoxication, I imagine giving in to disorder: leaving the pots dirty, the laundry to be washed, the beds unmade. I fall asleep in that desire, a violent, greedy desire, similar to the desire for bread I had when I was pregnant. At night I dream of having to remedy all that disorder and not succeeding, not finishing in time, before Michele gets home. It’s a nightmare.

Maybe my mother was too with me when I was a child. “Sew,” she’d always say. “Study.” When I was older, as soon as I stopped studying she assigned me domestic chores. She never allowed me to remain idle, she never forgot about me. If for a moment she didn’t see me, she came into my room and asked what I was doing. “A woman should never be idle,” she said.

Michele came home rather late tonight; he appeared worn out, tired. I asked if he’d worked on the film script in the office. He looked at me, stopping suddenly, as if struck by my question. Then he recovered right away and said, “No, no, anything but the movies, I had so much to do today. I have a headache. I’ll go to bed right after dinner.” I said I would have liked to talk to him about Riccardo and Mirella, since it’s hard to manage without his guidance, to trust only to my own judgment, in other words, by myself. He said affectionately that I am free to decide, to act, and that in any case I can always speak in his name, too. He assured me that no one can do these things better than I can or with greater tact. I was moved, flattered, in fact, and I hugged him, I needed some comfort, some warmth. Nothing is more restful for me than to feel Michele’s shoulder against my cheek. He asked me if Clara had been in touch.



February 25

This morning my mother called, and for no good reason I answered her impatiently. She always calls me on Sunday morning to ask if I’m coming to see her. This morning I didn’t feel like it and told her I didn’t have time. Which is true, because Sunday, although I get up at the usual time, Michele and the children get up very late; they wander around in their bathrobes and the midday sun beats on their still warm beds. Michele always says that no one can take the luxury of sleeping on Sunday from him. Sometimes I’m tempted to grant it to myself, too, but who would do the things that have to be done? I bring him breakfast in bed and it cheers me to see him eat heartily, in a good mood. My mother doesn’t understand these things, she disapproves of Michele, maybe because she suffers from insomnia. She said she has the right to see me sometimes, I’m her only daughter. Then I had a nervous outburst: I said I’m also the only wife and the only mother and I can’t take it anymore. I even said that yesterday, Saturday, I had to go into the office. I said that I alone know how many reasons I have for being nervous and upset. She objected that she doesn’t understand why I should be nervous now, when Michele has had an increase in salary, Riccardo has a good future assured in Argentina, and Mirella, although she’s still studying, has started working.

That observation irritated me. I said sharply that she had lived in other times, she had had an easy life and couldn’t understand mine. My mother protested. “Easy?” she exclaimed and reminded me that they had been robbed of everything by Bertolotti, that she had had to fight for ten years in a lawsuit to recover the villa and in the end she had lost it. All my life I’ve heard talk of this Bertolotti, who was a bad estate manager of my grandmother’s. All our misfortunes are attributed to him, he is said to be the cause of the decline in our financial situation. As a child, when I heard him mentioned, I was silent, terrified, as if they were talking about the devil. Today I said that Bertolotti would have done well to squander the estate and the villa, since the hope of possessing them again was our misfortune. We’re still burdened by it, and so we struggle to adapt to our condition—I because of that villa, and Michele because of his father’s military uniforms. On account of them, the fact that we’re poor will always weigh on us like a disgrace. “We don’t have a cent and yet we still feel we’re the owners of villas, of horses. Look at the children. They’ve never heard of Bertolotti, and they’re doing very well.” My mother was silent on the other end of the line. She knows that I say these things when I’m irritated. In her view, my way of speaking is also Bertolotti’s fault, and that consoles her. “So you’re not coming?” she asked. “No,” I said, “I can’t.”

Later, when I was out on the street, I was sorry. The Sunday air calmed me, dissolving any worry or tiredness. I went into a café and called my mother. “I’m earlier than I thought,” I said, “I’ll come up for a moment. Want me to bring you anything?” “Yes, thanks,” she said and pleasure spilled out of the cold calm of her voice, “some good fruit, for papa.” I also bought a bunch of violets, but my mother and I are embarrassed by these gestures, and I told her I’d been forced to buy them by a tiresome girl who was begging.



February 26

I have to go to bed early tonight. Riccardo, at the table, said he hears me walking around until late. “What are you doing?” he asked. At that question Mirella, too, looked up from her plate and stared at me. For no logical reason I was afraid they would start searching for the notebook. I said I’m suffering from insomnia, like my mother.

This morning the director called me into his office right away, as soon as I arrived. There were other people there; I was annoyed by their presence and yet I talked animatedly to keep them there. When they left, the director began to leaf through the mail without looking at me, saying he no longer has time during the week even to read the important letters. He seemed tired, irritated, but when he finally looked up at me, he smiled. Again he mentioned Saturday, sighing, “The family … ” and I did something foolish: I blushed. Then he asked if I would be free to return to the office next Saturday. I said yes, too enthusiastically. Then he raised his eyes and looked at me, unsmiling, with a gentle seriousness. “Around four?” he proposed. I nodded. My hands were cold on the glass top of the desk. Finally, he asked me to show him a letter I had written and, when I returned, he was another man. He even said the letter wouldn’t do and that I had to rewrite it.



February 27

Today, when I arrived home for lunch, the porter approached me on some pretext and said, with a sly smile, “The signorina returned a few minutes ago, her boyfriend brought her.” I hesitated for a moment and she immediately took advantage to say: “Congratulations.” I didn’t answer, I kept smiling and walked away, but I was so confused by those words that I took the stairs, forgetting about the elevator.

Mirella was in her room. I reported the porter’s comment and she smiled, observing, “What a gossip! ” nothing else. I was sorry I’d spoken, because continuing to discuss it without having a precise position can only undermine my authority. I looked around, hoping to discover something. Lately, it’s seemed to me that there’s a secret hidden in Mirella’s room and that, if I were smart enough to discover it, it would clarify everything about her and indicate in some way how to act. I kept myself from saying: “At least he didn’t come with you to the entrance.” I could have given that advice to a friend, but not to my daughter, although I recognized that the rigidity we’re constrained to in the family is precisely what determines the lack of sincerity. Maybe there’s a friend she confides in: Sabina, maybe, who is doing the same course at the university and has been calling more often recently. I resolved to question her, knowing even now that she won’t tell me anything.

If Mirella or Riccardo has friends over and I enter the room where they’re gathered, they all fall silent immediately and stand up with the manner, both respectful and suspicious, students assume when the teacher enters the classroom. And yet I appear kind, good-humored, I try to make myself welcome by offering them pastries and coffee, in summer I even go out to the café on the corner to buy ice cream. They look at me uncertainly, trying to guess what trap lies beneath my solicitousness. Sometimes I stay a few minutes and talk to them, tell some anecdote that might amuse them and, especially, adopt a liberal attitude, hoping to approach their way of thinking at their age. But the farther I get from the idea that they have of parents, of the mother of their friend, the more I dismay and intimidate them. When, instead, I announce severely that Mirella can’t go out because it’s time for dinner, or that Riccardo can’t have money to go to the movies, I feel they are at ease.

Sabina, therefore, won’t tell me anything. But I decided to investigate, even if Mirella now seems entirely absorbed in studying, in work, and is shut in herself and says nothing. Today I called the office to say I didn’t feel well, and I stayed home and went through her drawers. It’s the first time I’ve done that, and my hands trembled, as if I were stealing. I searched carefully, thinking, “It’s necessary,” although I didn’t know what I hoped to find. I thought I could surprise Cantoni hidden among her clothes, her papers, her underwear. But there was no trace of him; Mirella had left carrying the purse he gave her, wearing the watch. I hoped to find at least a photograph, a note; I found nothing. Searching didn’t take long: from that visit to her drawers, the few very worn things, the little underwear she has, I confirmed again that Mirella is a poor girl. Faced with my accusation, she seems more unprotected, and being suspicious of her seems cruel.

Finally, I recalled that her diary was locked in the desk drawer. I was exultant, victorious, but then I was unsure, remembering everything I had always taught my children about respecting others’ secrets. I left the room to resist the temptation, and yet I went into the kitchen and got a knife to force open the drawer. I had decided to perform that act with determined ruthlessness as if I were cutting into an abscess. I stuck the knife between the drawer and the surface of the desk, but to my surprise I felt it yield immediately: it was open. The diary wasn’t there. It’s no longer there. In the drawer are meaningless letters, old photographs. Of Cantoni, no trace. Instead of reassuring me, such apparent innocence made me more suspicious. It’s not possible that she doesn’t have a letter from him, or maybe she’s received compromising letters that she preferred to destroy immediately. The disappearance of the diary, besides, clearly demonstrates her guilt. If I had followed my impulse, I would have gone out immediately, gone to Cantoni, and said, “I know everything.” I would have attacked him, shaken him, hit him. Sitting in front of the desk with the knife in my hand, I didn’t know what to do. I thought that maybe Mirella took the diary to the office, and with that act had fled from home. Maybe she’s hidden it, and I got busy looking for it meticulously. I will rummage through everything, I thought, if she hides it so well it’s because she doesn’t want to be known for what she is; but I will find it, I will shame her, and in my thoughts I saw myself before her, pounding the written page with my hand.

Suddenly, I thought that I, too, hide a notebook, and that Mirella, looking for a hiding place for hers, might find it. If she read it, she would discover that I am different from what she thinks. She would know all my secrets, would know about the director, also of the appointment I agreed to for Saturday, of the apprehension with which I ask myself if he is in love with me. The thought of him, the fear of the notebook being discovered, and the impression that a dense mystery envelops each of us give me no peace. I see Mirella who leaves home with her diary in her purse, Michele who returns to the bank on Saturday to write his script in peace, Riccardo who has put up the photograph of the Argentine mountains on his bedroom wall, and it seems to me that, although we love each other so much, we protect ourselves from each other like enemies.



February 28

Tonight, as soon as Mirella got home, she called me to her room. “Look,” she said, triumphant, emptying before my amazed eyes an envelope that contained a lot of bills. I was about to ask severely where the money came from when she herself explained: “It’s my salary.” She then picked up the bills carefully, one by one, almost caressing them, and listed the things she would buy, mostly frivolous things she’d asked me for many times and I couldn’t get for her. It’s unfair, perhaps, and yet I felt that she wanted to humiliate me. Then I assumed an almost disdainful attitude and told her that finally she would appreciate what we had done for her, now that she knows how difficult it is to earn money. She went to the bathroom, rubbed her face energetically with a towel.

“You want to know the truth, mamma?” she said smiling. “Well, I found that it’s not at all difficult. I had heard your conversations about it, so when I made the decision to work, I was distressed, I was afraid I wouldn’t make it. The night before my first day in the office I could hardly sleep. Riccardo had always looked at me sarcastically, with disdain, showing that he doubted that an office like Barilesi’s would want a girl like me; and I myself began to think he was right. When I got to the door, I wanted to turn around, call, and say I was giving up the job, that I was ill, any excuse. If I didn’t, it was because of all of you.” I widened my eyes, surprised, while she continued, “Yes, because it seemed to me that you would be pleased to see the low opinion you have of me confirmed.” I asked her if, rather, she hadn’t done it in order not to fall in the opinion of that lawyer, that Cantoni. “No,” she said confidently, “he never thinks that I can’t do something, it’s the opposite. But that’s not the important point. What’s important is I discovered that working isn’t difficult. I really enjoy it. Often I’m tired, but it’s a tiredness different from all the others I knew. I don’t know how to explain it, a tiredness that I almost seem to pretend, because the truth is I don’t mind being tired after work. It amuses me to use those words that seemed so important when I heard you saying them: I don’t know, archive, register, in the proceedings. I’ll make you laugh, confessing to you that when I say them I, too, feel important.” She was animated by a childish lightheartedness, as if she wanted to mock me lovingly. “And then,” she continued, “I like hearing my name uttered like that of someone who knows what she’s doing, who can be relied on. When they say, for example, “Signorina Cossati will handle that,” I think they’re talking about someone else, a person I didn’t suppose I could be. Today Barilesi said: ‘On Monday Signorina Cossati could go to magistrate’s court.’ It’s for some information, nothing, anyone could do it, and yet I turned red with satisfaction. The same happened at the university, at first; I never said anything, I pretended it was natural, but I was always gratified to find myself in those classrooms. Yet at the university I always thought they would have done happily without me. Here, instead, they pay me to go.”

She spoke excitedly, brushing her hair; she came to me laughing, in a happy excitement I didn’t know, she wanted to hug me: “Tell me the truth, don’t you have fun in the office, and papa, too? Why won’t you admit it? Say it, mammina, say it, I’ll give you a thousand lire to say so.” She was holding the hairbrush and while she tried to hug me, I resisted and the brush hit me in the eyebrow. I brought my hand to my eye with a small cry. She said, “Oh, sorry,” and was upset. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you tonight,” I observed abruptly, rubbing my eyelid. “You’re crazy. That little bit of money has made you crazy. Crazy and ungrateful. You should consider only one thing: that we could never dispose of what we earn to buy what we like, as you can now. That everything, down to the last cent, is always used for the household, for Riccardo, for you, for the studies that you now get these satisfactions from, these amusements as you call them.” She was mortified. “I know, it’s true, I’m sorry. I didn’t say that out of meanness or spite. Just the opposite. I’d be happy to know that you enjoy work, too, maybe because then I’d feel less guilty of having burdened your life. You see, excuse my sincerity, but sometimes children feel almost ashamed of having been born, of needing to eat, to have clothes. I’m sorry, you know, if I tell you this. I like my job so much that I would do it even if they didn’t pay me.”

I thought of the light step with which, now, I leave home in the morning to go to the office; the joy I feel when the director calls me in to work with him. With a shudder, I erased those thoughts in myself and told Mirella that her enthusiasm is all due to the novelty. “Maybe,” she admitted, “but I don’t want to believe it, that would be too bad, these are the most wonderful days of my life. Today Barilesi defended someone accused of murder and got him off. I didn’t go to the university this morning in order to be at the trial; he made a great defense, I was moved, I admired him, I envied him so much. Well, work like that can’t burden him, I’m sure of it.” “Naturally!” I exclaimed. “With what he earns!” “You think it’s just for that? Barilesi is very wealthy by now, he could stop working, no? Instead he often complains, he’s nervous, tired, but he continues to accept cases and always wants to do everything himself. Maybe he complains about being tired because he doesn’t want to confess that he enjoys his work.” She began laughing again, pleased: “I’d like to become a great lawyer, like him.”

Then I asked if it’s the idea of a brilliant career that seduces her or rather the idea of pleasing someone—Cantoni, for example. “Let’s say it’s also for that,” she answered. So I, triumphant, said that a career is not her goal, her goal is to marry a wealthy, eminent person, she said it from the first day. That it’s an illusion to think you can succeed by those means and she would do better to follow my advice, because no one can advise better than a mother. Men, in fact, don’t like independent women, women who have a career of their own, or at least they don’t want them for wives; and besides, when she holds her first child, when she hears the child cry, needing her to eat, to live, she’ll never dare neglect the child for the vanity of a flattering success in court. Mirella said her ideas are different. Even if she marries and has children, she still wants to become a famous lawyer. She blushed as she pronounced that adjective. I smiled indulgently, saying, “We’ll talk about it again,” and I headed toward the kitchen. Then I turned back and asked where she keeps her diary. Surprised by my question, she looked at the desk and asked if I had gone through her drawer. I told her that when I judge it necessary, I can even do that. She says she destroyed the diary long ago; it was a childish habit and besides, even if I’d found it, it wouldn’t be worth my investigations because—she added, laughing—out of fear that I might read it, she wrote lies.

I went to the kitchen and started frying the potatoes, then the eggs. I think Mirella was lying, and in any case, if she destroyed the diary, she did it after meeting Cantoni. Soon she joined me and asked if I needed help. She rarely offers, so I looked at her with amazement. She’s really a pretty girl, her hair cut so short is very becoming. The joy of the money earned made her more ardent, and yet unusually sweet. She smiled: “Mamma, why can’t you admit that I’m happy in my way?” I told her that happiness, at least as she imagines it, doesn’t exist, I know through experience. She objected: “But you have the experience of one life alone, yours. Why don’t you want to leave me at least the hope?” I told her to go ahead and hope, it costs nothing. Then I handed her a plate with the fried eggs and asked her to bring it to her brother. She asked me why he couldn’t come get it himself. “I’ll call him,” she said. I turned to her harshly: “Take it,” I commanded. “Riccardo is tired, he studied all day.” “And didn’t you work all day?” she said brusquely. “And didn’t I work all day?” Yet she brought it to him. When she returned, she said, “That is what disgusts me, mamma. You think you’re obliged to serve everyone, starting with me. So, little by little, the others end up believing it. You think that for a woman to have some personal satisfaction, besides those of the house and the kitchen, is a fault, that her job is to serve. I don’t want that, you understand? I don’t want that.” I felt a shiver run down my spine, a cold shiver that I can’t get rid of. Yet I pretended indifference to what she said. I asked her ironically if she wanted to start being a lawyer in her own home.



March 2

Today after lunch, as soon as Michele left, Riccardo looked around to be sure that we were alone, then took a newspaper out of his pocket and said, “Look.”

It was an article on the trial Mirella had told me about. Among the defense lawyers, apart from Barilesi, was the name of Cantoni. “I know,” I said. “He’s his deputy.” He confessed that he couldn’t understand how I could allow this scandal to go forward, but in any case, finally, this was the explanation of why Mirella earns so much. I pointed out to him that I know about salaries and that what she receives is the minimum wage for the work she does. I added that Mirella seems passionate about her profession and one day will be a good lawyer.

It’s very difficult to talk to Riccardo about Mirella: when they’re together they’re like enemies. Maybe it’s always been that way, but until now I thought it was petty sibling spite. Now I’m afraid there’s some other reason, more profound, that I can’t define, and that grieves me deeply. I don’t want to think that Riccardo doesn’t love his sister; rather, it’s as if he poured out on her an animosity directed toward himself. Today he said that women take advantage of working to do as they like. I reminded him that I, too, work and that it was helpful for our family, including him. He replied that I do it only out of necessity, and therefore my work is a proof of solidarity with my husband, basically a proof of submission. He added that, if I could, I would do without it, and I don’t know what restraint, maybe the Saturday appointment, kept me from contradicting him.

He continued, saying that girls today no longer feel they have these responsibilities, they have no desire to make any sacrifice, they value only money. “They go out with adult men,” he said, “because they’re the ones with a car, who take them to dinner and dancing in the most expensive spots. How can I compete? It’s not my fault if my parents don’t come from wealthy families.” Wounded, I specified that in truth we did come from wealthy families, but that everything had been lost to bad management. “Anyway, what can I do about it?” he insisted. “Can I get my degree before I’m twenty-two? With those girls a man of my age feels he’s still a child, and is in despair.”

I said that now Mirella, with her salary, can take care of her own clothes, and so I’ll be able to spend a little more money on him. He was silent, gazing out the window, the white sky reflected in the pallor of his face. I thought of so many young people who kill themselves in a moment of discouragement that their mothers failed to recognize. I promised to double the check his father gives him every week. He said nothing but, somewhat appeased, turned back to the table, looked at the unfolded newspaper, and, with a sharp contemptuous gesture, like a slap, rapped his fingers on the article that mentioned Cantoni. “See what they do?” he said. “It’s as if they were selling themselves. What pleasure can Mirella feel in going out with a man of that age, an old man?” I objected, smiling, that a man of thirty-four isn’t old and that Cantoni, according to everyone, is very intelligent. He turned to me sadly, saying, “Don’t defend them. You didn’t do as they did, mamma.” Then I asked him abruptly, “And what if I was wrong?” Riccardo widened his eyes with such anguish that I immediately added that I was very happy with his father, but not all women have the same character. He said that he always draws on a character like mine when he imagines his wife, that he always talks about me to Marina, of the affection I have for my husband, of how I loyally supported him, of the sacrifices I made in the first years of the war.

In fact, it was a difficult time. I didn’t yet have a job, and I arranged to make desserts for my rich friends who had receptions. They always invited me, but after the cooking I was so tired I couldn’t go, and gradually, although they continued to order my desserts, they stopped inviting me. “You mustn’t speak to Marina about me,” I said to Riccardo. “It’s a mistake. No girl can find the life I lead attractive. And then a wife can’t ever have the same character as a mother.” He sighed, “Yes, I know,” and he looked at me tenderly. “No,” I replied, “it’s not because the mother is better, but because a woman with her children is different from how she is with all other people, including her husband.” I saw again the big photograph of my mother-in-law that dominates our bedroom. She was an ordinary woman, but Michele always cites her to me as an example. Only after her death did he begin calling me mamma.

I said, “From the way you’ve described her, I’m sure Marina is a lovely girl.” Riccardo looked at me fondly, gratefully. “I wanted to talk to you about her today. You have to help me, mamma.” Riccardo still has something childish in the shape of his lips, and his voice always rouses an emotional tenderness in me. “What is it, tell me, what happened?” I asked, vaguely hoping that Marina had left him. “Nothing,” he said. “I’d like to get married right away, but I can’t take Marina to Buenos Aires. During the first year, I’ll be hired on probation, with a modest salary, not enough for two people.” I thought that if he married right away maybe he’d give up leaving, and I wondered which of the two evils was the lesser. I said, “You could find something to do here, maybe temporarily. Papa says they’re hiring a lot at the bank this year.” He reacted with determination: “No, the bank no, at all costs. But I’d like to be officially engaged before I go. I told you that Marina is very unhappy at home, and eager to get out. I suggested getting married right away, then I would leave and she could stay here. I thought she’d keep you company, there’s my room; but she doesn’t want to. So I told her I’ll be back as soon as possible, in a couple of years, with a secure position, and we’ll leave again together. And yet that long separation worries me. Not because I doubt her; but everything seems so uncertain now, and there’s more talk of war. And these thirty-four-year-olds don’t go to the front,” he said, pounding his hand again on the newspaper, “we go. So I don’t have the strength to wait. Maybe in a few years—all it takes is one bomb—I won’t have to wait for anything anymore.”

I felt a violent desire to save him, hide him. I’ll stand at the door, I thought, they won’t take him. Riccardo was seven when there was the war in Africa, twelve when the world war broke out, and for years he ate cheese and desserts made from vegetable flour. The first cigarettes were gifts from the Americans. “I’d like you to speak to Marina,” he continued, “the three of us alone the first time. Then I’ll introduce her to papa, naturally. Is next Saturday OK? Papa always goes to the bank and you’re free.” I interrupted him right away. “Saturday is impossible. I have to go to the office.” He objected: “Even Saturday?” I explained that for some time I’ve had a lot to do. He insisted: “Couldn’t you find an excuse? Please, mamma, it’s very important for me.” I replied that I absolutely couldn’t. “It’s pointless to discuss it.” Then I looked at the clock. It was time to go back to the office.

I went to my room to put on my hat. I can’t, I repeated to myself, I absolutely can’t. And meanwhile, I don’t know why, I kept thinking of those vegetable-flour desserts. “And me?” I rebelled violently. “When I was a child, didn’t I eat bread made from bran during the first war?” I thought that I’ve given my whole life to others and now I have the right to dispose of a single day. The more I repeated it, the more something inside me, in spite of me, answered no, something I felt like a painful, monotonous shaking of the head. I heard Riccardo go into his room, and I turned to him against my will. “Yes, all right,” I said, “tell her to come Saturday. I’ll find an excuse.” Thanking me, he hugged me happily. I said, “All right, all right.” I pushed him away roughly and left.

I walked quickly in my old gray coat. In the shop windows I saw the reflection of my figure, and I looked at it with hatred. I would have liked to get rid of my person, take it off with angry relief, as if I were tired of wearing a heavy disguise. Arriving at the office, I went directly in to the director without even taking off my coat and hat. He was signing some checks. “Oh, Signora Cossati,” he said, looking up and smiling. He continued to sign. I was standing in front of him, I had placed my purse on his desk, and I was clutching it as if to support myself. The director said he was tired, overburdened with work, today he hadn’t even gone home for lunch, he’d had a sandwich and a caffelatte. As if to confirm this, he pointed to a tray nearby. He said it’s a challenging moment, you have to have nerves of steel; because of these rumors of war, the market has become difficult, a bull market. I didn’t answer. I was waiting for him to finish speaking. Finally, he closed the checkbook and looked up.

I said, “I can’t, Saturday.” He didn’t reply but looked at me with a suspicious expression. Maybe he was wondering if the sharp resolve of my announcement expressed a refusal rather than an effective impossibility. I was about to speak, responding to his gaze, when the phone rang. He spoke briefly, still looking at me. When he put down the receiver, he got up and came and stood beside me. My heart began pounding, I was almost afraid: in so many years I had never been so close to him. I’m used to seeing him behind the desk, or I’m sitting and he’s pacing as he dictates. He said it’s right for me to prefer to stay home on Saturday, or do my shopping, instead of returning to work. I would have liked to say I was waiting for Saturday with trepidation, and had done nothing but think of it. I said, “Saturday my son wants to introduce me to his girlfriend.” He murmured, “Ah, I understand,” and went back to the other side of the desk saying softly, “Good luck.” In a low voice I said, “Thank you.” He leafed through the checks, paying no attention, and said, “Family obligations … ” Then he handed me two checks and asked me to send them to his wife’s furrier and to a store that a bicycle for his daughter had come from. “I don’t like to show my personal checks to the employees,” he said, apologizing for giving me this responsibility. “When it’s a matter of high numbers, it seems better … ” I promised to do it right away. I went to my office, took off my coat and hat, sat down at the desk. I tried to be calm, but slowly a cold fury rose in me. I read the figures on the checks. The one for the furrier was high. “Thieves, murdering thieves,” I murmured. My fingers were trembling. “Murderers,” I repeated without even knowing to whom. I took paper and envelope for the letters. But instead, suddenly, I covered my face with my hands and burst into tears.



March 7

I’ve gone several days without writing because I felt detached from myself. I seem able to go on only if I forget myself. If I could not reflect too much and be content with the explanations Mirella provides, for example, I would live in tranquility. I’m increasingly convinced that this anxiety took possession of me starting the day I bought the notebook: an evil spirit, the devil seems hidden in it. So I try to neglect it, leave it in the suitcase or the closet, but that’s not enough. And in fact the more tightly bound I am to my duties, the more limited my time, the more urgent the desire to write becomes. Sunday afternoon I was alone. The children had gone out early, and Michele had gone to Clara’s to bring her the movie script. I would have time to write, even though on Sundays I always have a lot to do. I don’t know if it’s like that everywhere or only in the houses of working people, where sleeping longer, the unusual lingering in bed, represents a kind of incontinence. Sunday, there is always a greater number of dishes to wash and so the unusual pleasure of the table ends in work as well. Yet, having taken care of these chores, I had an entire afternoon available, and I devoted it to reorganizing my drawers. With satisfaction, I threw away empty boxes, useless papers, letters. When I was a young bride, every so often I would open the closets where the linens were arranged in order, tied with blue and pink ribbons, and in observing that orderliness, I felt reassured. Sunday, sitting in front of the drawer in which I keep old purses, scarves, handkerchiefs, I was cheered to be able to still count on reserves I’d forgotten, and, seeing the boxes in order, the handkerchiefs in a pile, I felt an almost physical pleasure.

So the day, which first appeared long ahead of me, passed rapidly. In a moment it was evening, and I had to start setting the table again with the same dishes I had washed and put away a little earlier. Michele had said he would be home early, but he was late. He was wearing his dark suit, and in the morning he had gone to get a haircut. He really doesn’t show his age, he’s still a handsome man. I’d like Clara to know him better, because I’ve always suspected that she doesn’t have a high opinion of him. Maybe that’s why she always teases me about being faithful to him. Before he left, Michele took a big white envelope out of the drawer; he held it delicately, as if it contained something fragile. “It’s the script,” he explained. “I can’t show it to you, I’m sorry, I’ve already sealed it in the envelope in case Clara isn’t home and I have to leave it with the porter.” He had made the appointment that morning, so he was sure she’d be home. Maybe he thinks I won’t have faith in what he wrote, or won’t approve of it. In fact, that morning, hearing him speak happily on the phone with Clara, I drew a sigh of relief, because often I’m afraid he’s unhappy with his life. Sunday, on the contrary, he seemed pleased with everything, the food, the children, me. At the door he hugged me, and I helped him put on his coat. “Let’s hope, mamma,” he said, and I replied, “It will go well, you’ll see.” Suddenly, he put his hand on his wallet and said he was afraid he didn’t have enough money with him, only a thousand lire. We went together to the bedroom, and he took out a ten-thousand-lire bill. “You never know,” he said. I understood that with that he felt more secure.

It was time to make dinner and Michele wasn’t back. I thought if he was late it was a good sign, maybe they were reading the script. I even thought that that producer friend of Clara’s might be there and had already bought it. I was glad he was late, glad for him and also for me. I didn’t want the afternoon to end; I thought that if Michele and the children didn’t return, I would do without cooking. The phone rang, and I hurried to answer, thinking it was Michele, confirming my hopes. It was Mirella. She told me that she would have dinner out with Sabina and some other friends. I asked what time she’d be home, and she said “early” and that in any case she had the key.

At the table Michele and Riccardo didn’t even notice her absence. Michele was enthusiastically describing the visit to Clara: they hadn’t been able to read the script, because other people had arrived, but Clara had promised to read it soon and would call to make another appointment. Both Michele and Riccardo were satisfied and lively. Michele opened the window: it’s already spring outside, they said, and I was almost sorry I’d stayed in the house all day. I showed Michele the drawers I’d reorganized; he said, “Great, that’s great,” and then resumed talking about Clara and her friends, people known in the world of cinema. He said they all have cars, and one of them had driven him home. Riccardo took advantage of his father’s mood to announce to him that he is engaged, that I know who the girl is, and that he wants to introduce her to him soon. I was afraid that Michele would get angry, and I was irritated with Riccardo, who was spoiling a happy day. But Michele seems to have changed his mind about marrying young. He said to him as well: “Great, that’s great.”

We stayed up till midnight talking. Every so often I repeated that Mirella wasn’t home yet, but they paid no attention. When I wished Riccardo good night, he hugged me, murmuring: “I’m so happy, mamma.” In the bedroom I found Michele still dressed, looking at himself in the mirror; he ran a hand through his hair, adjusted his tie. Again I repeated that Mirella hadn’t yet returned, and he assured me that the habits of youth have changed. For a girl to come home late no longer has any significance. He said that Clara’s friends go to bed at four, and Clara, too. I replied that it must be people who aren’t obliged to get up early in the morning; I don’t know how Clara does it, she’s not a child anymore—she’s my age. He seemed surprised, although he’s always known it. He said she stays young in appearance and has a joy, a childish enthusiasm. I said, “So you think I shouldn’t worry about Mirella?” “Yes, of course,” he said, taking me in his arms. Then he began to talk about the script: he said he hadn’t had time to read it to me, but, without false modesty, he thinks it’s remarkable. He got undressed slowly, lingering, as if he didn’t want to put an end to that day, and I said that if the script really sold, Riccardo wouldn’t have to go to Argentina. He, almost annoyed, added that it wouldn’t be a fortune, and Riccardo will have to earn a living just the same. He’s right; and yet I can’t help reflecting that if Riccardo felt we were stronger, he wouldn’t think of leaving or of marrying so soon.

Basically, I’m not sure I like Marina. She’s pretty, but there’s something in her face that’s not attractive, makes her unlikable. I can’t understand why Riccardo wants to see that face before him for his whole life. She’s slender, tall, blond, and has a somewhat fixed, vacant expression. Saturday afternoon, Riccardo opened the door of the house with the key and then let Marina go in first, alone, to the dining room. I hadn’t heard them arrive, she didn’t realize I was already there, and we found ourselves facing each other, unprepared. It was a moment, and maybe it’s only my impression, but it seems to me that we looked at each other without liking and in fact with a secret charge of hostility. I don’t think we’ll see that look in each other ever again, if she really marries Riccardo, and yet only that moment was sincere. Riccardo came in right after her and already he was no longer my son.

“This is Marina,” he said in a husky voice. She didn’t blink, no emotion passed over her face. I took her hands affectionately, yet I didn’t have the impression that I was being hypocritical. There seemed to be two people in me: one who accepted this meeting and in fact expected warmth and comfort from it; and the other, who rebelled against it, judging critically the dazed puffiness of Marina’s eyes, her inert, cold hands. Those are the hands that Riccardo wants to hold, to kiss. He, too, was uncomfortable: he sat in an armchair, in an almost prone, indecorous position. I would have liked to reprimand him, but it’s hard to reprimand a man who has come to introduce his future wife to you; besides, that attitude roused in me a great tenderness. I understood that his behavior and his strange way of talking, affecting rudeness and indifference, were an attempt to appear nonchalant. I was about to say to him, “I know, it’s difficult, let’s send her away.” But I was aware that Marina was speaking in the same way, and my precise, pleasant language betrayed me as belonging to another age, as if from a different country. I offered them tea and cookies, and realized that Riccardo thought it was paltry. Marina’s face expressed nothing. I wonder even if it’s true that she’s unhappy at home, if it’s possible for her to even be unhappy. “Who are you?” I would have liked to ask. Maybe it’s precisely the impenetrability of her face that attracts Riccardo, who doesn’t know many people besides us, and we no longer offer him anything to speculate about; her cold silences make him want to interrogate her, shake her.

Since that evening, I’ve restrained the impulse to ask Riccardo: “Do you really think that Marina is so in love?” He talked about Argentina, he wanted to appear confident in front of her, but he knows that I still consider him a boy, and it was this conflict that made him nervous. We talked a lot about the future. I said that first of all he has to study and get his degree in October: that is the most important thing. Then he’ll leave. They mustn’t torture themselves about the wait. Marina smiled when I said that two years would pass quickly, but that smile was like the look she’d had on entering. “There’s airmail,” I added. Riccardo nodded effusively: “Yes, there’s airmail,” as if I had invented it to help them, and he looked at me gratefully. I said also that this is the best time of their life. Later, troubles will come, responsibilities, but they both appeared incredulous, because for each of us, fortunately, the best time of our life is always ahead of us. Riccardo took her hand and she nodded, smiling, pretending to be convinced by my words. It was a relief when they got up to leave. In the foyer, while Riccardo was going from me to her, affectionately, like a young dog, the door opened and Mirella came in. She didn’t know that Marina was coming, so, seeing her, she glanced first at her brother and at me, and then greeted her with measured courtesy. She was wearing the red coat, the one in which Marina says she was seen coming out of Cantoni’s house. We lingered a little, talking, and Riccardo alluded to the future boldly, putting an arm around Marina’s shoulders. Mirella took some cigarettes from her purse and offered one to Marina. Riccardo said right away: “She doesn’t smoke.” Mirella lighted her cigarette, calmly, but the flame trembled.

When they left, she asked me, “Do you like her?” I said she’s very pretty. “Yes, but do you like her?” she insisted. I added that she must be sweet, shy, it’s clear she was a well-brought-up girl, with serious principles. She burst out, “But how can you like her, mamma?” So I said she was saying that out of envy, because Marina acts the way she should, maybe also because she had the luck to meet Riccardo, who’s an honest boy. “What’s this Cantoni waiting for, why won’t he meet us? Why does he leave you at the door like a thief, without worrying about your reputation, about gossip? He exposes you even to the judgment of the porter.” I saw that, while she is impassive when I accuse her, she blushed violently when I accused Cantoni. “Why doesn’t he introduce you to his mother, as Riccardo did?” Lighting another cigarette, she answered, “He’s an orphan, luckily.” I said she was cynical, impudent, and should stop smoking one cigarette after another.

Without responding, she went to the telephone. She began to talk in a whisper, but I heard her say “Sandro.” It was the first time I’d heard her say that name and I had a terrible surge of anger. She meanwhile was explaining: “The usual.” I wanted to go in there, interrupt her, shout so that the other would hear and realize that I won’t easily accept my daughter’s behavior. I restrained myself, considering that, whoever he is and whatever his intentions, he will never be on my side. Slowly, trying to calm down, I went to the kitchen. Basically, it’s good that every day I have to cook, wash the dishes, make the beds, because thanks to these obligations, I’m bound to the obligation to go on as if everything that is happening around me weren’t happening. I whispered the two names—“Sandro, Marina”—to hear what they sounded like, I interrogated them, almost, hoping to get a sense of those who bear them. My children belong to them now, even if Michele works to support them and I prepare their dinner. Mirella had said, “He’s an orphan, luckily.” Maybe Marina is sorry that I’m not already a portrait on the wall. Everything has been the same for centuries, I said to myself, sighing, and I thought of the portrait of my mother-in-law, of the effort I’d made to hide from Michele that I didn’t love her, and to get used to living with her. I tended to her for long years, and it was I who laid out the body. Michele stared at her, rigid in the black dress, in the tremulous light of the candles. “She was a saint,” he said, and kissed my hands, softened by his grief. “You were always so kind to her.” Maybe it’s true. At a certain point we no longer understand what is kindness and what is ruthlessness in the life of a family.



March 9

Today I called Clara from the office. I told her that, ever since Michele went to see her, he seems a different person; then I repeated the many flattering things he’d said about her. I confided that he’s waiting anxiously for her judgment, and every day, when he gets home, he asks if someone called. Clara apologized for not having had time yet to read the script: during the day she has a lot of work, at night she’s out late, and when she gets home she’s tired. I told her I understood perfectly and, in fact, if she talked to Michele, not to mention my phone call. I apologized for the bother we’re giving her, and yet I urged her to help us: ever since Michele has had this hope, he’s like a new man. I added that he’s never earned much, and some money now not only would resolve many of our practical problems but would help him pass the difficult moment that all men go through at his age, when they haven’t become rich or reached an important position. She said that Michele hadn’t seemed to her at all disheartened, on the contrary. So I reminded her that he was annoyed when I talked to her about our financial difficulties; maybe he’s afraid that, knowing we’re needy, they’d pay less for his script. I admitted it’s an impression, suggested by affection and maybe by my state of mind. She asked me if I’m not happy. I said that for me to be happy, it’s enough to know that Michele is satisfied and the children in good health. Again I told her not to say anything to Michele about my phone call. When I hung up, I had the impression that I had made a mistake and had told a lot of lies.



March 10

I went to bed early tonight, but I couldn’t sleep. The dark oppressed me; words, images crowded into my mind and kept me awake in an uncontrollable restlessness. I was afraid of lying there till morning, eyes wide open in the dark, thoughts in disorder. I got up cautiously, so that I wouldn’t wake Michele. I grabbed my bathrobe and slippers and put them on when I came out to the hall. My heart was pounding, because I haven’t resorted to such maneuvers since I was a child; I was afraid of Michele as I used to be of my mother. Then I couldn’t find the notebook, I’d hidden it so carefully in the folds of a sheet in the closet. When I finally found it, I hugged it to myself like a treasure. But if Michele wakes up and comes in here, I’m lost. I have no plausible excuse, and the idea that he might read what I’m about to write terrifies me. Yet, if I just reflect, I have to acknowledge that nothing new happened. Maybe I have too much imagination. I repeat that it’s impossible, that he’s known me for many years, that I’ve been with him since I was young, when people said I was pretty. It’s impossible that this should happen just now, and yet I’m convinced that the director loves me.

Today he was waiting for me impatiently, I’m sure. As soon as he heard the key in the lock, he must have left his desk to come and meet me because, when I closed the door, he was already in front of me in the entrance. I laughed, in a whisper, as if I had arrived after an escape. He, too, laughed, helping me take off my coat. On my desk I found a branch of mimosa. While I looked at it, to reassure myself that it had been him before thanking him, he said, as if apologizing, “We have a garden full of mimosas, they’re all in flower. So I picked a branch but I put it in my pocket and it withered.” I barely said thank you, I didn’t want to make a gesture, that after all is natural, seem important. The mimosa had a warm scent, I sniffed it for a long time, then I put it in the buttonhole of my dress. He stood before me, looked at me in silence. I looked up at him, smiling, and for the first time I thought his name is Guido.

We worked for two hours; I was very nervous. I’ve seen his signature so many times, his name on the letterhead, and yet every time he looked at me, I thought, “Guido” and, blushing, bent my head again over the work. I felt awkward, emotional; it seems to me that only starting today has he looked at me as a human being.

There, that’s it. There’s nothing else. We took care of a lot of correspondence, discussed some urgent problems, then he said, “That’s enough for now,” and it seemed to me I’d worked as a joke. “Enough,” I repeated, as if ending a game. He asked if I was tired and how I would spend Sunday. I would have liked to mention my diary but I didn’t dare. I said I was going to see my mother, write some letters. He said that he hasn’t written personal letters for years, and that a man who works a lot ends up with no true friends but only business acquaintances, necessary friendships, calculated, almost. “We remain alone,” he said. I reminded him that he created a good business and he has that. Anyone who’s created something, I said, isn’t ever alone: a book, a painting, a business, I don’t know, a factory—those are things that remain. “Whereas I’ve devoted my life to my children,” I added with a sigh, “and children go away.” He shook his head. “They don’t go away,” he corrected, “otherwise, in a certain sense, it would be a good thing. We’d be alone, but we could at least enjoy the advantages of our solitude. Instead, we have none of those advantages and we’re still alone.”

I liked hearing him say he’s alone, even if he was speaking indifferently, in a slightly cynical tone. Yet, shaking my head, I persisted in saying that he has a great business and the opportunity to have a comfortable, easy life. He replied that that’s not important, either; it’s other things that count, he said, and in a flash Venice passed before my eyes. “At a certain age,” he continued, “everything we’ve done is no longer enough. It was useful only in making us what we are. And just as we are, now that we’re truly ourselves, what we’ve wanted to be or could be, we’d like to start to live again, consciously, according to our current tastes. Instead, we have to continue to live the life we chose when we were someone else. I’ve worked my whole life, I spent thirty years becoming what I am. And now?” He addressed this question into the void bitterly. Then, as if regretting he’d let himself go, he added, laughing, that an age should be established—“forty-five, let’s say”—past which we had the right to be alone in the world, and to choose our life from the beginning. “Besides,” he observed, “no one understands what we do, the effort it costs us, no one, except those who work with us.” I felt that he was criticizing his wife; maybe Michele is similarly critical of me sometimes. I said to myself that I wasn’t asking for anything, I bought only shoes for the children, clothes for the children, food, and no mink coats. But I wondered if there was a difference; and concluded yes, to my disadvantage, because Michele can’t even complain. “Still,” I said with a mischievous smile, remembering what Mirella had said about Barilesi, “if someone invited you to give up the effort that the work requires, would you give it up?” As we were talking, we had stood up and gone to the window. Shadows were falling on the garden below, a melancholy garden of palms and oleanders. “No,” he confessed candidly. We laughed. “But maybe precisely because I have nothing else,” he added in a lower voice.

His presence seemed a completely new but welcome presence. He said that, until a few years ago, he had still had to struggle hour by hour. There were days when he didn’t know how to face huge deadlines or pay the employees. I told him that I had always been aware of it and had feared for him, that I had appreciated his strength, his determination, his ability to appear calm in every circumstance. He shouldn’t complain, I told him, he’d had an extraordinary life and, smiling, reminded him that he had started out working as an accountant in a textile firm. He remembered the day when I came to the office. He said that at first he was intimidated by my worldliness, every time I entered his office he would have liked to stand up as if he were in a salon and, when I brought the file with the letters, he was annoyed that I turned the pages, that I dried his signature with the blotter. “I never realized that,” I said smiling. “Oh,” he exclaimed, “I was always careful that you wouldn’t notice.”

The garden was dark now. My face was reflected in the window, it was the face of a young person, maybe because I had just been to the hairdresser. I said, “It’s late,” and he helped me put on my coat. Then he observed that the car would arrive in ten minutes and he could take me home. I refused politely but firmly. He said there was nothing wrong. I replied, laughing, that it wasn’t for that. Then he went with me to the door as if I were not his employee. “Thank you for coming,” he said. “We were able to work in peace and besides, it did me good to talk. I never talk to anyone.” I was about to say, “Nor do I.” Instead, I barely said, “Good evening,” without smiling, and left.

In the street there was a fresh, pleasant breeze. It can’t be true, I said to myself. He’s known me for years; he’s talking to me as he’d talk to any other person. And yet it seemed to me that everything around was better, the lights shone brightly. For fun I tried whispering, “Guido,” and everything was illuminated in me as well.



March 14

No one notices that for several days I’ve been distracted. I can’t pay any attention to what I’m doing, and my movements are guided only by habit. I have a constant wish to be silent: if I could, I would lie in bed for hours and hours thinking, without following a precise thought. I like getting lost in the certainty of being alive. I feel an affectionate presence around me, a contented gaze. Often when I’m at home I go to the window as if I expected to see someone passing by in the absurd hope of seeing me. The air has a new vigor and things have taken on new attractions in my eyes. I’m no longer tired and in fact I like that the day begins, every day seems inviting. I’ve felt this at other times, on Sundays especially, when the weather is fine and the green of the trees brightens in the sun, but they were brief moments, and immediately the day turned heavy again, like all the others.

Yet my happy state of mind is disturbed by the fear that Michele and the children will discover that something is different about me, and that, guided by that discovery, they’ll find the notebook. To keep them from watching me, I watch them continuously: if I hear the closet open, I go to Mirella and hand her what she’s looking for. I scold Michele and Riccardo because when they go to get something they make a mess, and I say, “Call me instead.” I repeat that we need to move because this apartment has become too small, but really it’s because I want a room of my own. For the first time I look at Riccardo’s departure for Argentina with relief, imagining I could use his room. Sometimes it’s as if, lost in these thoughts, I weren’t present in the house, and I’m surprised that the others don’t notice. I reflect that if I’d always been so distracted, if I’d always deprived them of my presence in their lives, they wouldn’t even suffer for it, and that upsets me. I don’t admit that they can do without me, it would be like recognizing that all my sacrifices have been pointless.

Something seems to have changed even in my physical appearance: I look younger, I would say. Yesterday I locked the bedroom door and looked at myself in the mirror. I haven’t done that for ages, because I’m always in a hurry. And yet now I find time to look at myself, to write in my diary. I wonder how it is that before I couldn’t. I looked at my face for a long time, at my eyes, and my image conveyed to me a sense of joy. For fun I tried out a new hairstyle and then went back to the usual one, but I had the impression that I was choosing it for the first time. I couldn’t wait for Michele to come home; instead he was later than usual. He was tired, nervous; right away he asked if Clara had called and, when I said no, he didn’t hide his disappointment. I told him not to be bitter if he doesn’t succeed in selling the script: we’ve gone on up to now without hoping for unexpected earnings from the movies. I reminded him that he’d said he wrote it the way you play the lottery.

I wanted to cheer him up, so I pointed out that we’re in a privileged situation, compared with many other families. The children are grown, they have their path, and that is the essential; the two of us don’t need much. Money isn’t the most important thing, I said, but I would never have dared to say what I consider more important than money. Then I couldn’t help asking his opinion of the dress I was wearing, which was recently made over. Even Mirella found it attractive. He answered that I always look very nice. “Really, Michele?” I asked, looking at myself in the mirror, sideways. I can’t master the moves of flirtatiousness, which, deep down, embarrass me: he doesn’t ever notice. We’ve been married for years, we’re so immersed in each other that, when we’re together, he’s at ease, as if I weren’t there. This thought, which always was a source of consolation, now saddens me. Sometimes I think it would be a good thing if Michele found the notebook. But when I go to bed with that idea I wake up with a start at the least noise. He found it, I think, and I want to flee, I don’t know where, the window’s high up, we’re on the fourth floor. Then I reassure myself, but I lie awake for a long time. I hear the bells tolling the hours in the silence.

All I’d have to do is talk to someone about the existence of this notebook and the feeling of guilt that oppresses me would dissipate. Sometimes, when I go to see my mother, I’m determined to tell her about it. When I was a child, she always advised me to write down my daily impressions. I’d also like to tell her about Saturday afternoon. In fact, I’d like to talk to her about that even more than about the notebook. Instead, I don’t know why, as soon as I arrive, I start complaining about Michele, about his mood, his indifference to the problems with the children. Lately, my mother has been defending him, although she always used to do the opposite: maybe it’s out of a spirit of contradiction. She doesn’t even look at me: she sits facing me, working, tall, impassive, her attention turned rigidly to the stitches. The house is full of her embroideries, and there are even two big chairs covered with her patient, painstaking upholstery work. She embroidered them many years ago, when I was a child. They must have taken years to do, and in fact I remember her often at work, beautiful, still young, her forehead shadowed by black hair. She always kept beside her a basket of beautiful skeins of bright different-colored silk that fascinated me, but she wouldn’t let me touch them. Every summer she covers the two chairs, fondly, in white coverings; every autumn she uncovers them and cautiously dusts them. She always recalls how, in a day, she would manage only a single leaf or the petals of a flower. The chairs are very beautiful, but none of us have ever dared sit in them; they instill awe. Even now she continues to work, tirelessly: doilies, pillows, coasters. She always gives me some, and I don’t know where to put them. I always think it would be more useful if she made sweaters for the children.

I leave my mother’s house with relief, a little annoyed even. Maybe because she keeps the blinds closed and now that it’s spring I don’t like being in the dark. I walk, as if walking could consume the desire I have to talk about the notebook and about Saturday. Even if I had a friend, I’m afraid that a stubborn sense of pride would keep me from confiding in her. In spite of everything, the only person I could confide in is Michele.

Last night we went to the movies together. He says he needs to go often, to keep up, and this was a film Clara had mentioned enthusiastically. It’s the story of two people who love each other but, because he is married, are forced to part. At a certain point you see the actors holding each other close, kissing for a long time, looking into each other’s eyes and again holding each other close and kissing for a long time. I wanted to look away from the screen, I was disturbed in a way I had never been before, although now you often see such scenes in the movies. It seemed too ardent to me, it shouldn’t have been allowed. I was especially worried about the effect it could have on young people. Part of the film takes place in Capri. You see the two main characters going out in a boat, swimming, and finally lying, half naked, on a big raft in the sun. Their hair is wet, they’re laughing, he raises himself on one elbow and leans over to kiss her. That scene annoyed me unbearably. Maybe Michele also felt that way, because we glanced at each other, perceiving each other’s reaction. I smiled with faint irony, shaking my head in a sign of disapproval, and he gestured vaguely, with the same meaning. But afterward I felt that I had been cowardly, and that made me melancholy, and for a moment my eyes were full of tears. At the end, when the lights came on, I felt uneasy, as if I were naked. “Well, it’s not really any big deal,” Michele said, getting up and putting on his coat. The theater was emptying, you could hear the bleak click of the seats. “No,” I said.

We went home in silence, but it was precisely the silence that caused our embarrassment. We interrupted it now and then, deliberately, and then immediately fell into it again. I said, “Do you have the key?” and, once at home, we said, “What time is it?” “Did you set the alarm?” We both pretended a nonchalance, and yet I knew what his thoughts were and he knew mine, I was sure of it. I would have liked to talk to him, to be frank, but something restrained me, gagged me, almost: the desperate certainty that words were no longer enough to overcome the silence that was piling up between us, day after day, and is now an insuperable barrier. “Michele … ” I began, without knowing exactly what I meant to say. He interrupted me immediately, fortunately. “It’s already warm,” he said, and his voice was blurred: “Maybe it would be good to leave the window open.”

Soon afterward we turned out the light. A street lamp glimmered outside, a solitary light that spread a murky yellowish glow. Occasional voices could be heard, footsteps. Then the silence returned, anguishing. I couldn’t wait for Saturday. I saw myself entering the director’s office straight away, he was already there waiting for me. I saw myself standing in front of his desk, serious, and I said to him: “I’m an honest woman, I thought you understood that, in all these years. I love my husband, I’ve loved only him, I will love only him, forever, we’re very happy, our children are already grown. I can’t come on Saturday, I will never come again. You have certainly misinterpreted my innocent behavior, you’re deluded. I came to tell you that, nothing else.” But I saw that he was stunned by the intentions I attributed to him; he looked at me as if I were the victim of mental imbalance, a sudden onset of insanity. I spent the whole night in a painful half-sleep, unable to soothe my humiliation.



March 16

Riccardo has been very changed for several days now. In the past months he’s seemed uncertain, discontent. Instead now he seems to have acquired a new strength, a new trust in the future and in himself. He sings in the morning, in the bath, while he’s shaving, and seems to have no more rancor toward Mirella, although every so often he challenges her with his bold attitude. All this is due to Marina. I was forced to promise that I’ll invite her to lunch soon, one Sunday, so that Michele can meet her. But I said it would be better to wait until he gets an answer about the movie script. Riccardo disapproves of this new initiative of his father’s, he says we shouldn’t worry about the future, soon he’ll be able to send us money from Argentina.

Michele is very close to Riccardo; at night he sits with him and they study Spanish together. I’m afraid that Michele is tired, he’s gotten thinner, he’s pale, and yet he seems happy, he says there are still many things in the world he wants to learn. They laugh together and in that intimacy Riccardo already seems a mature man. His gestures have acquired a sort of manly freedom that intimidates me. Marina calls often now, and I’ve learned to recognize her voice right away. As soon as she calls, Riccardo gets dressed to go out. “You’re not studying enough,” I say. He reassures me, responds that he studies as much as he has to, he knows it all, it’s very easy. Then he gives me a hug and leaves, master of the world. I’m sorry that it’s Marina who gives him the strength that I couldn’t in all these years; and I wonder how—with her meager words, her motionless face—she can have bestowed on him such happy confidence. From the window I see him run for the tram, catch it at the corner, and I’m afraid. Michele says it’s always like that: the only thing that can spur a man is love for a woman, the desire to be strong for her, to win her.

I’m silent, and he goes back to reading the paper, listening to the radio. My thoughts become light, anxious, animated at the idea that the only thing that gives a man strength is the desire to win the love of a woman. I, too, sit near the radio, silent, and the music summons a welcome presence, a gaze that envelops me. “Saturday,” I think, and close my eyes in the gentle void of my mind. I flee every precise thought. For several days I’ve been wondering if I won’t be forced to leave the office, to bring to an end the restlessness that’s overwhelming me. But, if I imagine not returning to those rooms, among the now familiar things, spending all my days shut up here, alone, I’m terrified. Maybe I just have to not go to the office on Saturday. Or go once more only, to speak to him; he’s an intelligent man, he’ll understand right away. I’ll be able to continue to work with him, I can’t deprive myself of his friendship. Some nights ago at dinner, Riccardo claimed that there can’t be friendship between a man and a woman, that men have nothing to say to women, because they have no interests in common, except some precise interests, he added, laughing. Mirella at first maintained the opposite, in a serious tone, bringing up valid arguments, such as the education of the modern woman, her new position in society, but when she heard him laugh that irritating male laugh, she lost control. She said that perhaps those opinions are suggested to him by the type of women he hangs around with. Riccardo turned pale and asked her harshly, “What do you mean?” Mirella shrugged. He got up and repeated, threatening, “What do you mean?” I had to intervene, as when they were children, but, as then, I had the impression that Mirella was the stronger; and for that reason alone I would have liked to hit her.



March 18

This morning, finally, Clara called. I answered the phone, and, as soon as Michele realized that I was talking to her, he rushed over immediately and, barely letting me finish saying goodbye, grabbed the phone out of my hand. Clara said she’d read the script and wants to talk to him about it. She asked him when he could come see her and, although he was in his bathrobe, he answered, “Right now.” They made an appointment for the afternoon. I asked him what impression Clara had of the script, and he was unsure; he hadn’t thought about it, completely gripped by the emotion of the phone call. He was suddenly discouraged, he said that if Clara had said nothing, it was a sign she hadn’t liked it, and I had to cheer him up. I pointed out that, on the contrary, if that was the case, she would have preferred to tell him on the phone, it’s much easier, or sent back the manuscript with a letter. He seemed reassured, but then he had a sudden outburst against Riccardo, who was taking too long in the bathroom; besides, he was singing, and that irritated him. Soon afterward Riccardo went out, combed, perfumed, utterly composed. His father wanted to reproach him, but I prevented him, saying I don’t want to hear arguments on Sunday. Riccardo was so happy to go to lunch at Marina’s house that he even forgot to say goodbye: when I looked for him, to give him a pack of cigarettes I’d bought for him, he’d already left. His room was untidy and deserted. Michele went out right after lunch, barely saying, “Bye, I’m going.” And he gave me a quick hug, as if he were afraid of missing a train.

The house was completely silent. Mirella was in her room, studying. I went to assure myself that she was there, that she had the door closed, and hurried to the telephone. “There,” I thought gaily, “now I, too, will enjoy the freedom of my day.” Then, standing in front of the telephone, I was uncertain, timid. “It’s natural for me to phone him,” I said to myself. “I’ve done it many times, no one could be suspicious.” But thinking of him now, I no longer know what to call him. If I think “the director,” I seem to be referring to someone who was familiar until a short time ago and has now disappeared from the circle of people I know. On the other hand, if I try to utter his name, Guido, I have the impression that that name doesn’t belong to anyone, that I invented it myself, and, precisely because of the mystery it holds, it upsets me. The telephone was in front of me, mute. I remembered that every time I’d had to call him at home, I’d felt an uncontrollable uneasiness, maybe because of the strangers’ voices that answered, steps I heard echoing in a world unknown to me and unreachable. I knew that he was alone today: I’d seen on his desk the tickets for a box at the theater, and I know that he never goes. I would have liked to have a reason to call him, a pretext that wasn’t flimsy. What can I say to him? I thought. And yet I have to speak to him, I can’t do without it.

Yesterday afternoon we were alone for a long time in the office, always on the point of saying to each other something that we urgently needed to say, that weighed on us, oppressed us. Instead, the entire time passed in the certainty that at any moment we would speak, and yet we said not a word that wasn’t necessary to the work. At the end this unnerving wait brought on a kind of irritation. Until the moment he walked me to the door, we were both waiting to start speaking. He asked me what I was doing today and specified that he was free, he would stay home. Then as he said goodbye, he held my hand for a long time. I was pale, I was afraid he would say something, and although I wished it ardently, I fled rapidly down the stairs.

I remained at the telephone for a long time earlier. It seemed to me that he could see me. “I’m free, too,” I wanted to say. “Let’s go out.” As I thought those words, I looked out the window at the gentle blue sky, I gathered in all the charms of the season. I have to see him, I thought, I have to speak to him, tell him something. “What thing?” I asked myself, “what thing?” And then I held my head in my hands. “Crazy,” I murmured, shaking my head, “crazy,” I repeated, dialing his number in the void, without turning the dial, “I have a lot of ironing to do.”



March 20

Writing today’s date, I suddenly realize that it’s the eve of spring. This morning in the office, I left the window open and in the silence of the still chilly morning heard the timid voices of the birds coming up from the garden. In the same way I did at school, I got lost in the modulations of those voices as if in a labyrinth of greenery. I had to close the window to bring my mind back to work. My mother always says that our mood depends on the season. Until now I thought it was one of those adages that old people cite, who have no other inspiration for their state of mind; but gradually I’ve become convinced that it’s true. Michele has also been nervous, distracted, and it’s an effort for him to join our conversations; it’s almost as if he were a retired person who gladly pays to live with me and the children provided he can enjoy his rightful freedom. Clara said the script is interesting but that, for various reasons, it would be hard to produce; so it has to be corrected, before being presented to the producer. She was very kind: she offered to help Michele make the necessary corrections.

Michele went back to her house yesterday, because it was a holiday, and will go back again Thursday evening. I told him he should be glad: Clara could have found the script bad and not mentioned it again. But I can’t convince him. Very often, looking around, he talks about the furniture in Clara’s house; and I perceive that it’s not the house but Clara he admires. Although I knew I was making a mistake, I reminded him that he didn’t use to think that and, in fact, had often disapproved of her behavior and the separation from her husband. Michele answered that all that is no longer important, and he started speaking disparagingly of Clara’s husband, even though he’s a childhood friend of his. He said that Clara’s done very well. She would never have been able to adjust to a mediocre life, to a mediocre man. He cited her gratifying successes and the money she earns, while her husband has never managed to leave the small firm that hired him right after he got his degree. “There’s a right,” he said, “that derives from the intrinsic value of each of us. So what for one might be a fault, for others isn’t. At a certain point in life you have to be aware of your own situation and assert it; that, too, is a duty.”

I was about to ask if he had learned all that from Clara, but the tone in which he spoke prevented me. He seemed to be making statements repeated countless times to himself, which he now saw clearly, as if they’d been written in a book. Drawn by an instinctive fear, I pointed out to him that if Clara has gained independence and also fame and material well-being, she has lost something more important. “What?” he asked, incredulous. With a smile that was meant to be indulgent and, in spite of myself, was veined with arrogance, I said that people talk about her as a woman who’s had many lovers. Michele began laughing. “And so what?” he asked. “Clara is a free woman, still young, she’s not harming anyone.” I wanted to say she’s harming herself, but I felt it wasn’t a moral principle that was making me speak like that; rather, it was a petty animosity toward something that seemed unjust in my life. I wondered if Michele really believed what he was saying or if he wanted only to defend Clara, but his words disturbed me deeply and still do. I couldn’t help repeating to him that Clara is the same age as me. I said it with the painful intention of wounding myself. Michele said that the concept of age is relative to the activity we’re engaged in, and he cited actresses and statesmen. “I understand,” I retorted, “so if reputation doesn’t count and a woman of forty-three is free to act like a girl in search of a husband, if you yourself approve all this, you mean that I, too, could … ” ‘What do you have to do with it?” he immediately interrupted, in an irritated, reproachful tone. “How can you compare your case with Clara’s, mamma? You have a husband, two grown children … Clara is alone, and we all know the world of the cinema … ” He was lying the way one lies to a child, and suddenly I realized that it wasn’t the first time he’d spoken to me like that. He’s always done it, or at least for so many years that I’ve forgotten any other way he has of speaking. And as I answered him compliantly, admitting that my case is different, I, too, was lying, out of fear of him, of his judgment. He came over to me, caressed me. “You understand, right?” he said, and I nodded. But maybe because of the lie or maybe because in a confused way I sensed that he was right, I felt an uncontrollable sadness rising in me. I’m afraid that because my way of being seems natural to him it no longer has any value in his eyes. Rather, he admires Clara, who is so different from me and with whom I no longer have anything in common, not even our past as young wives, which today, with her present life, she denies, derides. I wondered if for Michele I’m still a living woman or already, like his mother, a portrait on the wall. So I am for my children. Certainly, so my mother is for me. I wished desperately to escape the evil spell of that portrait. “I’m afraid,” I was about to say, but he, ignorant of my thoughts, wouldn’t have understood.

Maybe I’m thinking like this because I’m jealous. I’d like to believe that, at least. Yet it seems to me that something more than female rivalry is at stake, to which it’s necessary, if nothing else, to acknowledge oneself equal. I’m poisoned by the fear that Michele’s admiration for Clara is the proof that I’ve been wrong about everything, not only regarding myself but in my relations with him. I think maybe there’s still time to change, in fact, it would be very easy, I tell myself angrily, as if I wanted to get revenge. Yet gradually, I recognize that I could, yes, perhaps, be different, but with another man, not with Michele, and that thought terrifies me. Yesterday I wanted to ask him, “Do you still love me?” It’s been so many years since I’ve asked him, an insurmountable modesty prevents me. “Do you love me, Michele?” I asked. “What are you afraid of, mamma?” he said with a smile. “You should know by now.” With a teasing expression, he asked if I was jealous and, blushing, I said no.



March 21

I can’t find peace anywhere. When I’m at home, I always have a desire to hurry to the office and when I’m in the office, the happy excitement that animates my every gesture seems duplicitous, so I yearn to go home and feel safe. I’m tempted to accept Aunt Matilde’s invitation to visit her, in Verona, for a few weeks. It’s only the thought of Riccardo that restrains me: he seems so strong now, he gives me strength. I even think I could go and live with him in Argentina, and I’m surprised he’s never proposed it. I told Michele that I want to invite Marina to have dinner with us on Easter, and he agreed right away, but paid no attention to what I told him about her, about her family. “You’ll have to tell me if it’s all right, if you like her,” I said. He answered that he doesn’t have to like her, Riccardo has to like her, and when I objected that she’ll be the mother of their children, he said, almost with satisfaction, “It’s their children.” He’s increasingly nervous and, if I ask him why, he says he’s worried about the idea of a looming war: Clara says that the movie producers don’t want to commit to jobs, they’re afraid. I pointed out that it was like that the other time, too, but in reality business went on just the same. I was born right before the war in Libya, and I was a child when the First World War broke out. Later, in school, we climbed up on the window bars to see the fascists passing, with the skulls drawn on their black shirts, open to the waist, and their hand grenades. We’d been married a few years when Michele left for Abyssinia, and when he wore the uniform again, in 1940, he also wore mourning for his brother, who died in Spain. “We learned to live just the same,” I declared harshly, “it’s an ability our people possess, which makes them stronger than other people, than those who still have to learn.” Michele was annoyed and talked about women’s lack of awareness, and I kept contradicting him. I don’t want him to say those things in the presence of Riccardo, who constantly repeats that everything is useless, studying or getting married or having children. I reacted so strongly to force him to be quiet.

Luckily, Riccardo is in love. Just today he asserted that there won’t be a war, and his assurance won us over. There’s something different between the way they talk about war and the way we did. Our parents truly believed that war was necessary and looked at it as a painful duty that brought with it many hopes. I remember seeing my father clean his revolver, serious, careful, as if the country were counting on that weapon alone. My father is a peaceful man: the memory of that gesture still moves me. Since then, we’ve heard it said that war is necessary if we want to ensure our children’s well-being. At that time we were the children, now it’s Riccardo and Mirella, and in a couple of years it could be their children. We go on with the same words and nothing has changed: only our capacity to believe that war improves things fails. Mirella was silent and observed us with the determined look she’s had since she was a child, which I don’t like. She listened to her brother declare lightheartedly that there won’t be a war, that he’ll go to Bueno Aires, then come home to get married. He cited a very reassuring article he’d read. Mirella asked, “In what paper?” And he said he didn’t remember, he’d read it at the barber. I sighed: “Let’s hope.” Mirella observed that I trust in hope without logic. “You’re convinced that war is useless,” she said, “and yet you don’t ask yourself, you don’t try to understand why there are always wars and people who die.” I said men should think about those things. Riccardo turned to his sister and said maybe she understands everything better than he or his father does or the person who’d written the article or even the men in the government. “Why don’t you explain it to us, if you know?” he asked her in a falsely polite tone. “I know,” she answered with childish stubbornness, “I know very well. It’s because too many people like you touch wood against war instead of trying to understand.” Riccardo started laughing, and I tried to change the subject. They’re both my children and when they fight it’s as if something were also fighting in me, two opposing types of my blood. Besides, too often Riccardo torments Mirella only because she’s a woman. He asked her if it’s to try to understand these things that every night she goes to expensive night clubs or for a drive. She answered harshly yes, it’s also for that, and, in fact, as soon as she was out of this house she had begun to feel the desire to understand. Then Michele pounded his fist on the table and exclaimed, “That’s enough, Mirella, enough! Go to your room.” Mirella stared at her father for a moment, hesitant, then at her brother, who, looking into the void, slowly lit a cigarette. She wanted to respond, her eyes were swollen with tears, but she overcame her usual aggressiveness and left.

We remained in a cold silence. Then Michele also lit a cigarette and said, “Listen, mamma, go and tell her this has to be the last time, that I won’t allow it.” “What?” I asked. Michele hesitated for a moment in the face of my precise question. “That I won’t allow these habits … ” “She didn’t say anything serious … ” I objected timidly. “That’s enough!” he repeated, severely. “I won’t allow her rebellious attitudes or the compassionate tone she uses to speak to me. Remind her that I’m her father and I’m fifty years old.”

Mirella was sitting on the ottoman in her room. When I entered, she didn’t even lift her head up from her hands. I sat on a chair in the corner and looked at her. Her nightgown was already lying on the ottoman, white, a child’s nightgown. I’ve never understood Mirella, while I always understand Riccardo. Sometimes I think that if she weren’t my daughter, it would be hard for me to love her. She’s not content just to let herself live, to be loved, as I did at her age. Maybe it’s because studies were very different then for girls. I would never have thought of being a lawyer. I studied literature, music, art history. I was taught only what is beautiful and sweet in life. Mirella studies forensic medicine. She knows everything. For me books were a weakness that I had to overcome little by little, over the years; they give her the pitiless force that divides us.

“Mirella,” I called, and she raised her head. “Do you really understand something about all this?” I asked in a low voice, intimidated. She stared at me, thoughtful, then she shook her head and lowered it again to her hands. “And so?” I asked her. “I don’t even know why I acted like that tonight,” she answered. “I was wrong, because I didn’t have specific arguments to make. But I really felt like that, what I said.” “Why did you say that everything is different when you leave the house?” I was anxious to know her response, I hoped it would clarify what I, too, feel. “Because it’s true, mamma. Because before I didn’t know any other life but ours. Maybe also because I saw wealthy people close up. And the poor should never see money from close up. It makes a big impression. It causes fear. There’s all the evil, mamma, the reason for everything. The mistake is there. There, that’s what I’d like to be able to see clearly, that’s what we have to understand.” I asked if she was referring to war. She said yes, to war, and also to many other things that are in her, and in me and in Riccardo and in papa, all to be remade.

I didn’t know what she was alluding to, and I looked at her with surprise and fear. Yet, for the first time, I felt what many other mothers tell me they feel and which I had never felt: the desire to transfer their whole life into the life of their children, even their hopes. And maybe precisely in the ones who are different from us, in whom we don’t recognize ourselves. “See if you can understand,” I murmured. “I think it’s too late for me.”



March 22

Michele went to see Clara tonight, and Mirella went out, too. I asked her to stay home because it’s Holy Thursday, but she said it was too late to put off her date. I would have liked her to stay partly because I wanted to talk to her. I’ve never had my own ideas; up till now I’ve leaned on a morality learned as a child or on what my husband said. I no longer seem to know where good is and where evil is, I no longer understand those around me, and so what I thought was solid in me loses substance as well.

I go back to today, eagerly, trying to interpret the hidden significance of every look, every word. I wonder if it was really because he wanted to work on an urgent memo that he asked Marcellini and me to return to the office, even though it’s Holy Thursday. Marcellini, despite knowing she would get overtime pay, was furious. She worked reluctantly and made a lot of mistakes copying. She’s very young. When the director said he didn’t need her anymore, she left with scarcely a goodbye.

I was straightening some papers when he came into my office. Then, right away, from his look, I was certain that the memo was an excuse. I had sensed it when, letting Marcellini go, he had asked me politely to stay a few more minutes. As always, I had said to myself that if he really was interested in me, he would have noticed me before now, he couldn’t have endured being silent. But now I understand that I’ve been different, and to him I seem like a new person. Seeing him come in, I was confused. I got my coat to go. He said, “Wait a moment, please.” And then, after a pause, “Saturday we won’t be able to see each other: it’s the eve of Easter.” I hung up my coat again and dropped onto the chair behind the desk as if to say: “Here I am.”

On the desk was my old purse, decorated with an initial, a gift from Michele for a birthday. He sat down on the other side of the desk with a sigh of contentment. We were silent for a moment; we enjoyed being alone. He ran his finger over the initial of my name as if he were drawing it, and we talked, saying things of no importance. I can’t even remember what we said, I remember only the gesture of his hand: it was as if he were calling me. I had shivers, it was as if his hand were on me, on my skin, and I wanted to plead, “Enough, enough.” In a low voice, as if he were reading a written word, he said, “Valeria.”

Then there was a silence, and I was happy in the echo of my name. “What’s happening, Valeria?” he asked, without looking at me, still staring at that initial. I said, “I don’t know,” and looked down. He continued, “Shall we be frank? May I speak?” I would have liked to say no, to put on my coat and go, instead I nodded. “I was afraid,” he confessed. I looked up again, surprised, because I had always thought of him as a strong man. “It began about two months ago, when you told me—you remember?—that your family’s financial situation had improved. I asked you, half in jest, if you would abandon me. You answered seriously, instead, as if you had already reflected on this possibility. You said, I remember it well: ‘Not for now.’ ” Immediately I explained to him that I had said that without intending to, maybe instinctively, considering that, if there was no financial reason to work, at home they wouldn’t accept this, my personal activity; on the contrary … He interrupted me: “Yes, I understand. Besides, I myself didn’t give it any weight at the moment. It was later, that Saturday, when we were alone here in the office by chance. Suddenly, while we were working together, I felt an unknown sensation of sweetness and your words came to mind. From then on I began to be afraid, I imagined coming here every morning and not finding you. Maybe because the others—you saw Marcellini?—work only to get their salary and leave, they work with me the way they’d work with anyone. Or maybe because you know everything about the office, and know how much tenacity, how much effort … Or maybe that’s not why,” he added, lowering his voice. “In other words, I was afraid of being alone again, the way I was when I started. Worse, in fact, because today I no longer have that enthusiasm, that anxiety for achievement that sustained me then. I don’t believe in anything anymore, today. There: I understood that here, without you, I would be alone just as I am at home. First I thought it was a moment of weariness—every so often I like to feel sorry for myself … Instead, as the days passed, I understood better what my life would be without you, Valeria. An overwhelming boredom with work seized me, a boredom with life, in fact, a nausea. Do you understand?” I murmured, “Yes, I understand.” And then, after a pause, “It would be like that for me, too.”

As soon as I uttered those words, he smiled, fearful, moved, and I felt again that sense of trust I feel only when he’s there. We went on talking, and everything he said intensified my pleasure. When he looked at me, I was young, much younger than when I came into the office for the first time, young as I have never been, because I had the happy consciousness that was missing when I was twenty. We remained on either side of the desk. That’s how we talked for years, and it seemed impossible to establish an intimacy different from what was now so profound. He held out his hand, I gave him mine, the desk joined us rather than dividing us.

Then I said it was late, I still had to go to church. He didn’t keep me: we both felt we had a lot of time, long hours, all the days, before us. We straightened the papers, closed the drawers, and turned out the lights like schoolmates.

“What church are you going to?” he asked in the doorway. Meanwhile, he was looking at me and I was ashamed of the old brown shoes I wear every day. “Nearby,” I said. “San Carlo.” He asked if he could walk with me a little way.

As soon as we came out into the stairway and stopped, waiting for the elevator, I began to feel uneasy. I don’t know how to define what I felt. I was free inside, but outside I felt bound. That impression lasted even while we were in the street. I hadn’t walked beside a man for so long. These days, I rarely go out with Michele. The streets were crowded with people going lazily from one church to the next. As if carried by their garments, I seemed to smell the fragrance of masses of flowers, wax candles, the fragrance of Holy Thursday in my schoolgirl memories. Many women were dressed in black and chatting eagerly, in low voices, as if at a funeral. We avoided Via dei Condotti: I tried to keep step with him, but it’s hard to walk with a very tall person, I couldn’t talk to him. Via della Croce was noisy and lively, like a country festival. We had a hard time making our way among so many people. When a car passed, everyone hugged the wall, some protested, I laughed and felt very hot. We seemed to be together, traveling, in a city in the south, happy and ragged. I was laughing, but my uneasiness showed no signs of vanishing. Until then we had had in common only the cold objects of the office, the papers, typewriters, telephones, as if we had lived together for years in an inhuman world. By comparison, the carts overflowing with vegetables, the windows of the food shops, the dazzling lights, the voices—everything seemed shameless. Maybe he had the same impression, because suddenly he took me by the arm without considering that it was imprudent. He’s not used to being in the street, walking. The people intimidated him: he moved aside exaggeratedly to leave room for passersby. I looked at him, softened, smiling, and guided him on the streets, which have always been my friends. “Until tomorrow,” he said when, finally, we reached the steps of the church, like an island to which we were drawn in safety. He took off his hat, with a rapid glance around. “Good night, Valeria,” he murmured. He kissed my hand. I didn’t recognize him in those words, in that gesture, but I was happy.



March 26

Easter seems to have dissipated that restlessness, those doubts with which I often struggle. On the morning of Holy Saturday, when I heard the bells suddenly ringing all together, in me, too, something that was bound finally loosened and I was free. I was busier than usual as I worked to make a pleasant day for Michele and the children. Riccardo, in fact, said he had never spent such a nice Easter, maybe because Marina had dinner with us. The night before I was so late with the preparations I didn’t even have time to write. I bought three chocolate eggs, reflecting that every year now I’ll have to add a gift for Marina to the children’s. Then I painted eggs in bright colors, as we did in school, and everywhere, on the table, around the pizza, I arranged white stock flowers that gave off a sugary scent and a friendly country atmosphere. When the priest came to bless the house, I even read in his eyes an expression of satisfaction.

For the first time, we didn’t go to Mass all together on Easter morning. Riccardo asked if I would mind if he went to Mass with Marina. Michele consulted with me about the opportunity to send a bouquet of flowers to Clara, who has been so nice to us recently, and I agreed enthusiastically: he went to the center for this, insisting that he would join Mirella and me in church, but then he was late. Mirella wanted to go to the eleven o’clock Mass, so she could be free for half an hour before coming home to help me with the preparations for lunch. We walked together to the church, and I was proud of going out with my daughter. Mirella has a nice gait. She walks quickly, with a gracefulness that has nothing languorous about it; she never has that dreaminess particular to girls of her age. She already walks like a self-confident woman. In church I observed her kneeling beside me, crossing herself, praying. She still uses the gestures that I taught her when she was a child, but her thoughts are no longer mine. She was wearing a rough straw hat that she bought with her first earnings, the purse that Cantoni gave her, and around her neck an expensive scarf that I think has the same origin. While she prayed, I prayed for her, that she would always be a good daughter. The sound of the organ moved me. I wondered if I was a good daughter, and then if I’m a good mother and a good wife, but, after a brief examination of my conscience, I had to admit that to all those questions I could answer yes and no with the same sincerity and, I believe, the same validity. So I stopped asking myself and prayed God to help Mirella, and me as well, because we all have great need of it.

On holidays, my mother insists on our being punctual, like a special guest. I know that on these occasions she takes a long time getting dressed; the choice of hat or gloves is made with fastidious care. Very elegant as a young woman, she is always critical of the women of today for their sporty, casual way of dressing. She never comes into the kitchen; she pretends not to notice that I’m busy, as if she wished to ignore the fact that her daughter doesn’t have a maid. Yesterday, she sat conversing in the dining room with my father and Riccardo, and every so often, as if by chance, she opened a small gold watch that hung from the lapel of the jacket that goes with her black dress, emphasizing, by that gesture, Michele’s inconsiderate lateness. When the doorbell rang, she said, “Finally,” but it was a delivery boy carrying a big basket of roses. I immediately guessed who it was from. In fact, I realized I had been waiting for it until then and, in that wait, I had prepared lunch with a new energy. I opened the card, and I really don’t know how no one noticed that my hands were trembling. I said, “Oh, it’s the director,” and immediately added that he did the same thing at Christmas, and that last year for Easter he sent a chocolate egg. I seemed to notice a silence around me and I was very nervous. I was about to drop the basket, when Riccardo took it out of my hands, saying that in the evening Marina would appreciate it. He arranged it as if it belonged to him, trying it out on different pieces of furniture, then he placed it on the sideboard, triumphantly. At last Michele arrived, out of breath. My mother looked again at her watch and immediately got up from the couch to sit at the table. Michele didn’t apologize to her for being late as, really, he should have. While he was greeting everyone, he looked at the basket and asked, “And that?” pointing at it as if at a person he didn’t know. He turned to Mirella, frowning. Then, in the silence, I said, “No, it’s for me … The director, as usual.” He objected that the director must have money to throw away. “Throw away?” I repeated, pretending a teasing insult. “That’s not polite, Michele!” “Flowers are very expensive on these holidays,” he explained. “By the way, I had to bring the flowers to Clara’s house myself, imagine, because the florist didn’t have a single delivery boy available. I saw her for a moment, she sends you her regards, asks you to call her. You can’t buy flowers, these days,” he repeated, displaying his displeasure. “Roses: three, four hundred lire for one. These … ” he added, pointing to the basket, “… are the four-hundred-lire ones. How many are there?” He counted them and then said, “Twenty-four … four times four is sixteen: nine thousand six hundred lire.” Everyone turned toward the basket respectfully, except my mother, who continued drinking her cup of broth. Riccardo observed, laughing, that the director would have done better to send them in bills. I, too, joked, but something was clutching my stomach, an unbearable anguish. I served the others, generously, cheerfully, and ate almost nothing myself. I apologized, saying it’s always like that, the cook has no desire to eat.



March 29

They were yellow roses. I would have liked to put one in the buttonhole of my jacket when I returned to the office, but despite my care, after a few hours they’d withered. When I went to thank him, I said I’d saved a petal in the pages of a notebook, but didn’t tell him what notebook it was. Every year he’s sent me flowers or candy to go along with good wishes for the holiday, but this was like the first time. And yet nothing has changed between us, apparently; I even doubt that he ever said the words I heard him say last Thursday. I look at him, while he dictates or makes calls, and find the single expression I’ve known for many years: polite but cold, and always, in some way, impenetrable. During the week, I even feel some reluctance to write about him. Or maybe I’d like to go without writing in order to escape the need to judge myself. Lately, I’ve felt that everything in me is sinful. I repeat that I’m not doing anything wrong and I can’t convince myself of it. In the morning he calls me as soon as he comes into the office, and says, “I’m here.” Then I hear his voice on the other side of the wall that divides us and for the first time in my life I have the impression of being protected.

This morning he called me on the telephone and when, entering his office, I asked him what he wanted, he said, “To see you.” We laughed. There, it’s this new element in our relationship: when we’re together we laugh a lot, I forget everything else and am lighthearted. A dialogue runs continuously between us through work, and if others enter the room I turn around, afraid they might pick up that secret way of talking we have. It’s a possibility that disturbs me and attracts me. In the office, from the moment I was hired, I had a privileged position, not only because of the work I do, but also because the others are younger, unmarried, and in my work I can use my experience as the mother of a family. I wish they’d judge me differently today, and maybe they’d be a little afraid of me, as a woman loved intensely by someone on whom she can impose her desires, even unjust ones.



March 30

I have only a few minutes to write, and I have to be very careful, because this morning Riccardo wanted to open the drawer where the notebook is hidden to get some photos of himself as a child and give them to Marina. The drawer was locked, and Michele, too, was surprised. Although at first I said I didn’t know where the key was, I had to open the drawer, otherwise Riccardo would have forced it. Right away he asked, “What’s this notebook?” To distract his attention, I had to pretend I was annoyed at giving Marina the photos.

Today Sabina came. Mirella had already gone out, so Sabina dropped off some lecture notes for her and was about to leave, when I stopped her at the door, saying, “We have to talk a moment, Sabina. I know you know all about Mirella and that lawyer, that Cantoni.” Sabina is a tall, shapely, dark-haired girl. She’s very intelligent but says little. She said she doesn’t know anything. “I thought you’d say that,” I said, “it’s natural. But you know everything, and so I want to talk to you just the same. I can’t advise her, but you can. You have to advise her. Tell her that people are talking, yesterday a friend telephoned to ask if it’s true that Mirella is engaged. You love her, and you have to get her to reflect.” I wanted to add, “Tell her that at least she should be dropped off at the corner and not at the entrance,” but I couldn’t. I have to choose between complicity and implacability. “Tell her she’ll regret it later,” I said. Sabina replied, “All right, signora.” Meanwhile, she went to the door, and her hurry provoked me. I put a hand on the door, to keep her from escaping. “You know him, right?” I asked. She nodded. “What’s he like? Tell me, what’s he like?” I asked. She was hesitant, and I continued, “I’m worried about Mirella, you understand? For her happiness.” Sabina looked at me in silence, as if studying me; and I was sorry I had asked her those questions. Never as in that moment had I felt Mirella estranged from me. I was about to open the door for Sabina so she could leave, when she observed, “Mirella will never be very happy, signora, she’s too intelligent.” I smiled, saying, “Everyone is intelligent at twenty, over time it becomes increasingly difficult. But maybe, in compensation, one learns to be happy.” She looked at me with embarrassed indifference, without answering. “Go, go on,” I said. “I’ll tell Mirella you came, she’ll call you. All right?” I closed the door behind her, irritated.



April 1

Now the house seems like a cage, a prison. And yet I would like to be able to bar the doors, the windows, I would like to be forced to remain here day after day. I could ask for a brief leave from the office; it would be a good idea, perhaps. Michele wanted to go out to the movies, but I said I’d rather stay home alone together. He was opposed, but still he immediately gave in to my desire. If he had asked me what was wrong, why I was so nervous, maybe I would have confessed everything, I would have asked for help. We sat listening to the radio. I’m not a connoisseur of music, like Michele, but today Wagner instilled in me, too, a deep emotion. Listening to that music, I felt strong, even heroic, ready for extreme rebellions or extreme sacrifices.

Yesterday, I went back to the office in the afternoon. I shouldn’t have. The solitude we had was no longer welcoming but insidious. He kissed my hands, whispering, “Valeria, Valeria,” and it was the sound of my name that upset me. The days are long now, the sun beats against the windows. I said, “It’s better if I don’t come anymore, Guido.”

We talked for two hours and as I was insisting that I don’t want to see him again next Saturday, I confessed, without intending to, how important these hours are for me. But I’m immovable; so we decided to meet Tuesday in a café, after work, as if to say goodbye on the eve of a journey. He drove me home; I accepted because I was afraid of offending him. He drove slowly, every so often turning to look at me as if he wanted to hold onto an image that would soon be erased. I let myself be looked at. Before turning onto my street, he asked me with his eyes, unsure whether to go on or stop. I made a sign to go on, since it would be for one time only. I got out quickly and resisted the temptation to watch the dark car as it grew distant.

I ran up the stairs, closed the door of the apartment, took a deep breath. They were all there, and I was happy to find them as when I was a child and saw my mother again upon returning from confession. I asked Mirella not to go out, saying I didn’t feel very well. She said she’d already decided to stay home. Michele was silent, distracted. That’s natural, as long as he doesn’t hear anything about the script; I encouraged him, saying I felt it would all be for the best.



April 2

I called Clara and told her I’d like to come see her, and she invited me to lunch, but we didn’t set a day. I said how grateful I was for what she’s doing for us, I repeated, “Let’s hope for the best.” She said that in reality she didn’t have much hope, but that I shouldn’t discourage Michele, because she was still intending to try several paths. “The script has an interesting beginning, don’t you think?” I answered vaguely. I didn’t want to confess that I don’t know anything about it. “Of course,” Clara continued, “it all has to be rewritten, but as it’s been corrected, it might work. The plot, of course, is very dark, very risqué.” I said, “Yes … yes … ” “That’s also its strength, its attraction, I don’t deny it,” she observed. “That man who says he’s a different person to every woman is very successful. And then when he goes to the street with the prostitutes, and the following scene, when he comes home and there’s his wife, who says, ‘I kept dinner warm for you’ … There are wonderful ideas, a great film could be made. But I’m afraid it won’t work, no producer is courageous enough. I advised Michele to lighten it, but he says it’s impossible and ultimately he’s not wrong. Its character is really in that fever, that sexual obsession.” Then she said, “Too bad,” and added that Michele would have had a lot of talent for the cinema, and repeated, “Too bad.”

When Michele came home I didn’t tell him I’d talked to Clara.



April 3

This afternoon Signorina Marcellini, passing by with the letters file, said to me, complaining, “The director wants to leave and these aren’t ready for his signature. How was I supposed to know?” Without answering, I looked down at the letters. I was afraid of letting it be understood that he was leaving earlier than usual to meet me. I felt sure that all my colleagues knew it; in every word addressed to me I saw an allusive meaning. I pretended to take notes, I appeared very busy, I gave completely unnecessary orders, only because I wanted them to notice that I wasn’t in a hurry and, presumably, would leave late. I waited, in fact, for the director to come and say goodbye, to give me some final tasks, as he usually does when he leaves. I had decided to say to him, “I’m not coming,” and that decision reassured me. I was straining for the sound of his footsteps behind me, I was waiting to hear the door open. Nothing. I went to his office and found it deserted and the lamp turned off. I asked the receptionist if the director had left and he said yes in the distracted tone he always has at the end of the day. So, suddenly in a hurry, I, too, left the office, afraid of making him wait.

He was sitting at a secluded table. And as I walked toward him, awkwardly, all the mirrors seemed to reflect me, all the lights and all the gazes were turned to me, and I saw him so calm and confident that I wondered how many other times he had waited for a woman in a café. Before today, I had never gone to a café to meet a man.

It’s a café with modern décor: satins, statues, soft carpets. I felt flattered to be there, but, because of my dress, a little uneasy. It’s years since I’ve been to a place like this, I thought bitterly, and Guido, instead, was as if at home: he ordered a complicated aperitif, giving the waiter precise instructions. I ordered a vermouth and left it all there. I told Guido I can’t see him outside the office, not even on Saturday, ever again. After a silence in which he seemed to question himself, he asked me if he had said or done something last Saturday that I didn’t like. I said no. He raised his eyes to me as if to say, “And so?” I repeated, “It’s impossible,” and shook my head; but in reality I didn’t know the reason myself. I knew only that there was a reason, although at that moment I couldn’t specify what. I thought of Michele, of the children, but I felt no remorse, I was very calm. He took my hand and repeated that he couldn’t manage without me.

He spoke, and his sweet, persuasive words reached me as if through glass. Glass separated me from everything now. I looked at myself in a mirror beside me and thought: Maybe it’s age. But the inner confidence I have that I’m young contradicted me. Guido spoke of himself with arguments similar to those I would have used to speak of myself. I wondered if he was sincere, and if I myself was. Then I remembered the script Michele had written, but I no longer felt toward him the hostility I felt last night after talking to Clara. Or maybe I masked the hostility behind a sense of disapproval that I wanted to display, precisely, with my renunciation. “It’s not possible,” I repeated, vaguely hoping that Guido would prove the opposite was true.

We left together and, without even asking if he could take me home, led me to his car, which he had left nearby, on a side street. Again, I noticed that when we walk together he looks around every so often. I didn’t seem to care at all about being discovered with him. I wished it, almost, I don’t know if as a liberation or as a punishment. In the car I felt very comfortable, I was happy. I wondered, in fact, why I wanted to give up the only pleasant thing in my life—it seemed capricious. He drove slowly, heading toward my house, but first he drove along the river and then delayed in a long tour of the outskirts. The tires slid easily over the smooth asphalt of the streets, the engine barely breathed. I felt protected by Guido’s presence, I liked sitting on the big soft cushions, facing the shiny dials of the new car, and my nerves were so relaxed that I could almost have fallen asleep. Truly, I struggled to admit it’s not possible. On a solitary street he stopped the car and turned off the engine. We sat for a long moment, not looking at each other or speaking, holding hands. In the silence I heard the voices of the crickets; it was as if I’d returned to the time of summers in the Veneto, when I was a small child, and we still had the villa. I don’t remember ever having felt that sensation of peace and security since. He said, “It’s not fair, Valeria, it’s not fair.” Then he added, “Doesn’t it seem to you that we, too, have some rights?” I looked at him and whispered, “Yes,” but despairing. I had no desire to go home, and yet seeing the time marked by the green spheres of the luminous clock, I felt the usual hurry gripping me. I didn’t know for whom I had to go home or for what, but I knew that I had to return, and that implacable, absurd duty caused me great bitterness. “Give me time to get used to the idea of being alone again, having nothing. Let’s meet again Saturday, at least.” He said that, gradually, he would understand. I gave in: “All right.” And it seemed to me that a mysterious law obliging me to protect myself, to renounce, was forcing me to play a scene with him, the only person with whom I felt I could be sincere.

As soon as I was home, I went straight to Mirella’s room, still holding the keys. I was afraid, unreasonably, that she had seen me get out of the car.

I was ready to respond that an honest woman acts as I acted, agrees to a conversation but only to say, “That’s enough,” to say, “It’s not possible,” even if she suffers, even if she has the right to act differently, even if she’s given her whole life to others. “To you,” I would have said. And that awareness turned to acid in me, became meanness. “You’re not going out?” I asked her. Bent over her books, she was studying, running a hand through her hair, as is her habit: she was all disheveled. “No,” she answered. I had noticed that for several nights she’d stayed home. “Maybe you’ve understood,” I hinted, pushing her to talk, “or you’ve convinced yourself that certain things aren’t possible.” “No,” she said with determination, “that’s not why.” And she explained: “Sandro is in New York.” “Luckily!” I exclaimed. Then I ordered her not to utter that name in my presence, as if it were that of a fiancé or a husband. She interrupted me, firmly, in an intense tone: “Mamma, please, don’t say anything against him tonight, please. He returns tomorrow. He’s already in the air. He’s over the ocean at this hour.” Then she confessed, in a whisper, “I’m scared.”

We were silent. I saw that the ashtray beside her was overflowing with cigarette butts and in front of her, upright on the folded watchband, her old student’s watch. I went to the window, looked out through the panes. “It’s not possible,” I repeated to myself, thinking of Guido. I would have stayed all night at the window looking at the sky for her, if she had asked me. It was a serene, starry night, a night when you see the planes pass winking their headlights gaily like evil eyes. “Don’t worry,” I murmured, “the weather’s clear.”



April 6

Lately, as it happens, I’ve been looking back over the past. I reread old papers, poems I wrote at school, and neglect the notebook: maybe because I don’t have the courage to confront the present. At night, when the others are in bed, I reread the letters that Michele and I exchanged as fiancés or the ones he wrote to me from Africa. I reread them all, and yet, I don’t know why, it seems to me that they were written not by Michele but by a person with whom I don’t have the same intimacy I have with him. By Guido, for example. While I read them, I argue with Guido—bitterly, I make him observe the fragility of love, as if I’d shared with him, rather than with Michele, those illusions that do not become reality.

Gradually, they’ve all gotten used to the idea that I stay up late at night. Maybe they think that with age each of us acquires some small eccentricities. Still, I don’t dare take deliberate advantage of my freedom, I say I have to work or iron, and often I really do, enjoying, almost, the sacrifice of the diary. Sometimes I sit for a long time, doing nothing, on an uncomfortable chair, imagining journeys I’d like to make, words I’d like to say. I rarely have a chance to talk; I’d like to talk to Michele, confess everything and make him understand that if, even tonight, I agreed to meet Guido at the usual café, it’s only because I needed to talk to someone; talk about the conflicts, the feelings he stirs in me, but the only one who’s interested in my inner life is him, the one I should fight against. Michele is always anxious, and at night he often goes to Clara’s; he’s still waiting for a definitive response. Even Riccardo seems to have lost his good humor, he’s distracted, and startled by the least thing, and Mirella, since that man returned, isn’t at home for a moment. In the first years of my marriage it seemed to me that I wouldn’t be able to give what was asked of me; maybe I wasn’t so full of feelings or was less willing to give. Now, when the house is empty and silent, I think of my mother, who spends hours sitting and embroidering, absorbed in memories of the past. I always believed that was peculiar to old people who have no task to carry out that is as alive as their thoughts, but perhaps it’s not true. Then I shake myself, go to bed, and, to get warm, move close to Michele, who’s asleep.

Almost all the letters he wrote me from Africa are veined with reproach. I didn’t remember that, and it surprised me. Maybe because of the distance from home and family, he complained that I neglected him and accused me of not being loving. I attributed that distress to the state of mind of all those at war, who, to disguise fear of their own death, express the fear of seeing the dearest feelings die. In my letters, in fact, I would always teasingly reproach him for that. I reminded him of the anxieties I suffered for him, my material troubles, the difficult life I was forced to lead. But in the end I always reassured him about my tenacity and our good health, and, to cheer him up, I recounted at length everything the children said and did, while he talked only about himself. Now I noticed that he often spoke of a danger that was hanging over us and that he had decided to avert. I answered that his return would be enough to avert every danger, the children would be safe again, we didn’t have to worry about anything else. In one letter he said, “I want to find you again, my Valeria. Sometimes I can’t see you anymore: you’re hidden between the children.” When I read those words last night, I shivered, I had to get up and get a shawl and put it over my shoulders. Then I resumed reading eagerly. Often Michele made plans for his return: he proposed a small trip, he talked even of putting Riccardo in boarding school so that I would have more time to devote to him. He said we would go together to concerts, he wanted to get a subscription, and every Sunday, next summer, we’d go to the beach, we’d swim, we’d have fun. The same things we had planned as fiancés and hadn’t been able to do later, because they were expensive and, above all, because I wasn’t comfortable leaving the children. The last letters were so ardent that I blushed thinking it was Michele who had written them.

I tried to remember what his return was like. I went to the station with my parents, his father, and the children. He was very dark in the face, thinner, he was like someone else. We resumed the life of before, which was increasingly difficult. I had a lot to do in the house. Michele was kind and never complained about anything. Because he had returned, I remember that, with a sense of relief, I tied up his letters with a ribbon and put them in a suitcase with others. I have a strange impression, now seeing them all together, as if our first letters, as fiancés, were written by two people different from who we were when he was in Africa and certainly different from who we are today. We don’t write letters anymore. We’re used to feeling ashamed of our loving feelings, as if they were sinful, and so, gradually, they’ve become that. Michele, besides, considers me cold, not very affectionate, and has kept the habit of lamenting it, jokingly, in the presence of the children or friends. At first it upset me, then I got accustomed to laughing at it. And yet there’s an episode that perhaps I shouldn’t have forgotten. It’s from many years ago, when I would stay in the children’s room for a long time at night, so that Mirella would go to sleep. She was very small, but already stubborn, and had got into the habit of violently beating the brass bars of her bed if I didn’t agree to keep her company. Michele always sat alone in the living room reading, and one night, when at last I joined him, he rebuked me sharply for staying in the room until it was dark, so that the children would go to sleep. His reproach added to my weariness and wounded me. My nerves must have been very shaken, because I remember that I answered violently, accusing him of not appreciating the proof of love I gave him, caring for his children. He said I was wrong, that wasn’t love. He said he had married me so that I would be his companion, not a baby nurse. Those words offended me and I burst into tears. Seeing me cry, Michele came over to me tenderly, held me in his arms, consoled me. He said, “Forgive me,” and ran his hand over his forehead as if he wanted to re-enter himself. It was before he left for Africa, but I’ve always remembered that evening distinctly, even if I pushed it back into the depths of my memory, like the letters in the suitcase.

It’s strange: for some time now I’ve felt guilty toward Michele of something that, on the contrary, I always proudly gave myself credit for. I feel it especially when I’m alone here at night, or when in the office Guido talks to me and I repeat that it’s not possible. I reread the letters precisely for the purpose of knowing better why it’s not possible; and it was a mistake. In the suitcase, along with the letters, are some keepsakes of the children that have always stirred an intense emotion. But today the bear Mirella played with when she was a child and Riccardo’s first little shoes seem to me useless objects; they no longer speak to me, they’re nests of dust. Only Michele’s letters are still alive, and yet addressed to a woman who doesn’t resemble me, in whom I don’t recognize myself. But precisely in rereading them, I lost every hope of understanding why it’s not possible, and I have the impression that when I see Guido tomorrow, I won’t be able to repeat those words without lying.



April 8

It’s increasingly difficult for me to understand my children. Yesterday Riccardo came to the kitchen with a pencil and paper and asked me what are the monthly expenses for a small family. Suspicious, I asked him why he wanted to know. He said that, just for fun, he wanted to calculate if he would be able to get married before going to Buenos Aires. I am very nervous these days; I told him that he should, rather, think about studying, that I’ve hardly seen him at his desk, and that if he goes on like this, he won’t even get his degree. Some words critical of Marina escaped me, and he left saying that I never have the time or willingness to help him with his problems. It was so unfair that later as I was going out, he came and, to be forgiven, helped me put on my jacket.

When I got to the office, I sat at the desk across from Guido and said, “I’m tired.” I must have had an anguished expression, because he looked at me tenderly and asked, with concern, “What can I do? Is there something I can do?” His voice was warm, like a devoted friend’s. The room was welcoming: the afternoon light filtered through the young leaves of the vine that frames the window, the lamp is green, the leather of the chair is green: I was as if on a green island. “Nothing,” I said smiling, recovered. “Thank you. I’m fine here.” Often I’ve been tempted to talk to him about Riccardo’s future, about Mirella and Cantoni, seek his advice. But I don’t want to; I don’t want to become here, too, what I am at home. I want him to see me differently.

I wonder how Mirella sees me. Sometimes we’re united in an absolute intimacy, when we forget we’re mother and daughter. Then she separates herself again as if fearing infection. Today she asked, “What did you say to Sabina?” She talked to me as if I were the younger, the one who makes mistakes, and often that seems to be true. I said that I have a duty to be concerned with her behavior, and that, as long as she lives at home, she has to respect my authority. “As long as I live at home … ” she repeated. “And so what counts? What is this authority based on that needs the name of a street, the number of a doorway?” Mirella always lays out difficult arguments, it’s her form of arrogance with me. I told her that marriage would be enough to free her from that authority, but that the new authority will not be light. Shaking her head, she said it’s impossible for us to understand each other. “You recognize only the authority of the family,” she said. “It’s the only one you were taught to respect, without judging it, thanks to punishment and fear.” “And what do you respect, then?” I asked her sarcastically. She answered seriously, “For now, myself.” She said that I’m bound to prejudices in which, perhaps, I don’t even believe. I retorted that, in any case, I always paid what I owed to those prejudices. “Exactly,” she said. “I don’t want to pay for what I don’t approve of. Papa and I talked about it at lunch today, did you hear? We agreed.” It’s true. They were saying things that I, too, sometimes think, but, when I hear them said, I don’t dare agree with them. Michele, for example, has always known what his conscience as a man is: for his whole life he’s shown he knows it. Today, however, he said that we have to accept the torture of looking for a new conscience and, in looking for it, create it. That must be something he heard Clara say. I can’t wait for him to find out the fate of the script and stop going to her house so often. When he talks like that, it scares me; Mirella also scares me. Sometimes I think that Riccardo and I are the only normal ones.



April 10

I’m so upset that I don’t have even a prayer of collecting my ideas. I’m waiting for Mirella, it’s midnight, and I keep going to the window, I can’t sit still. I came back from the office in a taxi, hoping to be in time to talk to her before the others returned, but Riccardo was already home and said she had called to say that she wouldn’t be home for dinner. Dismayed, I was on the point of confiding to him what I found out. I managed to restrain myself, and I had the strength to be silent also with Michele. I want to hear from her before acting.

Today, I was in Guido’s office and he was on the phone; he said to someone that, in order to make a decision, he wanted to know Barilesi’s opinion, but he’s not in Rome. “Cantoni is also away,” he added. I gestured to him, but he didn’t understand. When he hung up the receiver I said, with some uneasiness, that Cantoni was back. “Oh, fortunately,” he said and added, “It seems he went to New York to separate from his wife.”

I gave a cry inside, but I remained stony. “Do you know him?” he asked and I pretended to be distracted, putting pencil to paper as if I were about to take a note. I wondered if it was the moment to tell him everything, to ask for his help. But there was something that prevented me: the presence of a large photograph on the desk where Guido and I work together. It shows a woman, at the time young, with a string of pearls around her neck and two children, one on either side, whom she leans on as she embraces them. It’s been there for so many years that, by now, I don’t even notice it.



April 12

Yesterday I didn’t write, although it would have helped me at least to reflect more calmly. During the whole day I wondered what my behavior toward Mirella should be. I wondered, above all, if it would be good to offer her a precise alternative, say to her: “Either you break off every relation with that man, or you leave this house.” If I didn’t say it right away, Tuesday night, it was because I was afraid she would leave without hesitation. She proposed it herself, anyway. The lawyer, Barilesi, offered her a full-time job in his office, not only in the afternoon; if she agreed, she would earn more than fifty thousand lire a month. That would be just enough to live on, but I know that Mirella is capable of any sacrifice in order not to give in. That consideration kept me from giving her a choice whose outcome I fear I know already. For the same reason, I didn’t mention it to Michele. I also weighed the possibility of having my mother speak to her; then I convinced myself that that would only irritate her. Someone who didn’t have a direct interest could talk to her, a friend. It’s sad to have given so much of oneself to one’s children to reach the conclusion that the only people they don’t trust is us. Sabina is the only one who could get her to listen, but it seems to me humiliating to resort to a girl of that age, and, especially, I doubt that she’s willing to help me. Exhausted by so many uncertainties, still shaken by the information and by my conversation with Mirella, last night I was gripped by an invincible desire to sleep for a long time to put off the solution of this problem. Before dinner I said to Mirella, “Tonight you don’t go out, you understand? You absolutely don’t go out.” I hoped she would rebel and that way events would take their natural, inevitable course. Instead she answered, “All right, mamma,” and made a call to cancel her date. But it’s precisely this unusual compliance that worries me, since the ease with which she gives up a brief meeting proves how solid and enduring her bond with that man is.

Her calm dismayed me from the start, Tuesday evening, and removed any chance of my acting with equal calm. I imagined her opening the door warily, and, I don’t know why, I pictured her wan, her hair disheveled, her lips pale. Instead she returned a little after midnight and was fresh, as neat as when she went out. She closed the door of the house tranquilly, and seeing me in the doorway of the dining room, smiled, but the expression on my face chilled her. She remained with her hand on the doorknob and looked at me questioningly. “Come in,” I ordered in a whisper. Walking past me, although pretending to be calm, she moved away as if she were afraid I would hit her. Her fear provoked me: I went over and slapped her. She jumped, widening her eyes without protest. “Did you know that he’s married? Did you know?” I asked her. She looked at me, frightened, so that I was deluded that she didn’t know. “Did you know?” I insisted, triumphant and malicious. Mirella still had a hand on her cheek, reddened by the slap; without taking her eyes off me, she nodded. Then I grabbed her by the arm and shook her violently. “Aren’t you ashamed? Aren’t you ashamed to confess it?” I repeated, continuing to shake her. She was trembling. I felt the fragility of her body under my hand, and from that I derived confirmation of her guilt. “That’s enough, enough now,” I said. “I can’t allow it, shame on you, for shame.” I was desperate, I felt I was talking like Michele, uttering words practically without sense, but they were the only ones that came to my aid at that moment. “Tell me he deceived you, at least, say something. When did you know?” “Always,” she answered. I let go of her arm and crumpled onto a chair near the table. Slowly I calmed down, but in place of the anger a painful depression pervaded me. “Come here, Mirella, sit down,” I said.

We were facing one another as if we were sitting at the table. I saw her growing, catching up to me, she’s taller than I am now, she’s a woman. “Don’t you think of us sometimes?” I asked her. She was silent. “Of all the sacrifices, all the things I’ve given up for you, so many, that you don’t even know.” I thought of Guido. At that moment it seemed to me that she ought to understand from my tone of voice that it was an important renunciation. “Yes,” she answered after a pause. “From the first day I told you that, if you wanted, I would leave.” She spoke in a serious and heartfelt tone that disarmed me. “Where would you go?” I said gently, shaking my head. Without looking at me, she resumed: “Don’t worry about me. Just tell me if you want me to go.” She was pale, it was clear she was afraid. “Would you be happy, Mirella?” I asked her, instinctively avoiding an answer. “Without us, without your mother, without everything that has been your life until now? Would you be happy, tell me?” She hesitated slightly and then said, almost in a whisper, “I don’t know. I would be very sorry to leave you.” Hearing her say “I would be sorry,” I had a shudder of revolt. “But maybe I would adapt easily,” she continued. “You decide what you want me to do. Don’t think about me. Think only about the rest of you, about papa.”

I couldn’t make a decision and she felt it; I was afraid, in fact, that she was betting on that and her calm was due to a calculation. I asked her affectionately, “Do you say that because you think you can’t act otherwise? That you don’t have a choice? There’s always a remedy, at least greater harm can be avoided. You’ve been his lover, right?” I saw her blush violently. “That concerns me alone.” So I lost control again. “Shameless!” I said. “Aren’t you ashamed of speaking like that?” “No,” she answered firmly. “And whatever my response, it wouldn’t change anything. You can impose your will on me, even for a few months; you can shut me in a convent or throw me out of the house. You have full rights, and I will obey you. Those are the relations between you and me. The rest concerns me alone.” Annihilated by that coldness, I replied, “So morality has no importance for you?” She was silent for a moment, then said softly, “Oh, I reflect a lot, believe me. I ask myself constantly what’s good and what’s evil. You always accuse me of being cynical, cold, but it’s not so. It’s not true. I’m different from you, that’s all. I’ve said to you many times: you are able to rely on conventional models of good and evil. You’re luckier. Whereas I need to review them according to my judgment before accepting them.” “But what can your judgment be, at twenty?” I exclaimed angrily. “You have to rely on those who have experience, submit.” She smiled. “If things were like that, nothing would ever change, everything would be transmitted intact from generation to generation, without improving, slaves would still be sold in the square, don’t you think? It’s precisely now that I can rebel. At forty, when I’m old, I won’t be able to do much, I’ll want to stay comfortable.” I was about to say that, on the contrary, it’s precisely at forty that one rebels, but I don’t know if it’s true, and then Mirella is so much more educated than I am, she always cites names and books that say I’m wrong. “You’re not religious, Mirella?” I asked her instead.

She hesitated a moment before responding, then she said, “I think so. At least I was until now. But I don’t know how to explain it … Look, now I’ll know if my faith is stronger than some of my ideas, some of my intentions that religion condemns. You understand? In other words, now I have to consciously accept the religion that you imposed on me when I was a child. Until now, it was easy. Now … now it’s very different, if we want to consider religion a serious commitment that should rule our actions, and not be content with going to the twelve o’clock Mass every Sunday, maybe with a new hat.” “And so?” I asked her anxiously. It seemed to me that from her response I would understand if she is Cantoni’s lover or not. “That, too, concerns me alone, mamma. Here, truly, one can’t follow the example of others without conviction.” Her constant reflecting scares me and, especially, inspires pity. It’s pointless to think so much, the days take their course regardless, indifferent; Mirella seems trapped in a cruel machine that will crush her. I tried again to make her see her error, I advised her to write to the man, telling him her intention not to see him anymore. “Afterward you’ll be happy, you’ll see.” I saw myself again in the café, while I was saying to Guido it’s not possible, and I wondered if, afterward, I was truly more content.

“Do you want me to speak to him for you?” I offered. “You’ll never have the courage, it’s natural, you just have to be a woman to understand. You want me to? Many times I’ve thought of going to tell him myself to help you.” “He wouldn’t believe you,” she objected, with a smile, “and besides I would deny it in a moment.” We were standing now, she begged me to let her go to bed because she was tired. “Have you thought that you’ll never be able to have a family of your own, children?” I said. “That you’re destroying your future for something that will end soon, you understand, it will end in any case. You’ll never be happy.” “And you, are you happy?” she asked me, harshly. I had tears in my eyes because the conversation had moved me, exhausted me. “Of course,” I said emphatically, “I’m happy, I’ve always been happy, very happy.” She stared at me tenderly with a gaze that made me want to lower mine. “How good you are, mamma!” she exclaimed. She said good night with a quick hug and I followed her along the hall like a beggar. “Why do you want to be so hard, so bitter, Mirella?” I whispered. I heard her close the door, and I went back to the dining room. Shattered, I collapsed onto a chair, rested my head on my arms crossed on the table. I imagined going to the telephone, calling Guido, telling him to come right away. I imagined going to talk to Cantoni. I couldn’t wait for morning so that I could act. It almost seemed to me that if I could stand up morning would come sooner. And yet I had a feeling of nausea, of rejecting every action. Unaware, I fell asleep. When I roused myself, it was dawn.



April 13

This morning I decided to ask Guido for help, since he knows Cantoni well. I wanted to ask him to persuade him to stay away from Mirella, who is still too young to weigh her actions. I went into his office two or three times, determined to do it, and then I put it off till later. I was the last to leave, and I still hadn’t said anything. Surely he would wonder what sort of mother I am, what sort of upbringing I gave Mirella, and I felt that the position of my daughter would weaken what is already hard for me to keep up.

I have to make up my mind to talk to Michele about it, but I don’t dare. He’s grim and silent these days; I don’t think he has much hope of selling the script. Today he said that, basically, Clara didn’t do what she could have, that she must think of him as a supplicant, an annoyance. Finally, as if it cost him a great effort, he confided that he had had the feeling yesterday that she had even refused a call from him. Michele has been looking pale for a while, he doesn’t seem well. I said that if Clara had been able to help him, she would certainly have done it, because she’s a childhood friend of mine and loves the children, has known them since they were little. After a long pause, he said, “You call her. Maybe go there, see what she says, ask her casually what she’s doing, why she’s so busy.” I looked at Michele, surprised by that unusual curiosity; and, maybe because of his pallor, for the first time I seemed to see in him the old man he will be in a few years.

“Michele, what’s wrong with you?” I asked. He answered, “Me? nothing,” and I had the impression that his lips were trembling. Then Riccardo came in, complaining about his professors, and we couldn’t talk anymore. Riccardo was going on and on, vexed, but I couldn’t take any interest in what he was saying. I was so worried by Michele’s appearance that finally I wondered if he’s in love with Clara. When he’s waiting for a phone call from her, he asks what time it is every few minutes, just as Riccardo does when he’s waiting for a phone call from Marina. I thought of the risqué script he wrote; I’d had no way to think about it, distracted by everything I have to do and by Mirella. I immediately reassured myself, though, reflecting that writing or speaking about certain things is typical of people no longer young. I imagined Michele with Clara: I couldn’t see him in the part of a lover, it seemed natural to smile at my suspicion. I’m so upset these days that I see shadows everywhere. “All right, I’ll go see Clara,” I promised. And he asked me anxiously, “When? Why don’t you go tonight?” I called Clara, she said she’s always busy at night: I’ll go next Wednesday for lunch. Michele wanted to know what Clara had said about him, but she hadn’t said a word, she hadn’t even said “Say hello.” In the end Michele’s insistence soothed me: if there was something between them, he would never ask his wife to go see her. I told him it doesn’t matter if he sells the scripts. We’ve got other bills that I’m not sure how we’ll pay, but when we’ve finished paying them we’ll be fine, I told him, even though I don’t believe it. By now I know from experience that, when one trouble is over, another immediately appears. Michele seemed so depressed I didn’t dare talk to him about Mirella. To comfort him I said cheerfully that Riccardo will send us a lot of money from Argentina and it will be our turn to rest, to retire. But Michele resented that, he said he’s not even fifty, and still far from the moment when he’ll have to retire. He was really offended, he didn’t see that I was joking: when I went over to hug him gaily, he pushed me away roughly. Often, faced with men’s bad moods, I wonder what they would do if instead of only their office job they had, like every woman, so many different problems to confront and solve.



April 16

This morning at around eleven the receptionist came into my office and brought me a business card that read: Alessandro Cantoni, lawyer. I started, and my heart began to pound, while I wondered if I should receive him, like that, unexpectedly. The receptionist was waiting. I said, “Have him come in.” Then I called him back: “Give me a few minutes.” I wanted to order my thoughts, but my mind was empty. I got up, paced up and down restlessly, rushed back to my desk; I took the comb and compact out of the drawer, looked at myself in the mirror, tidied myself. I had just closed the drawer when I heard the receptionist’s voice say: “This way,” and Cantoni entered.

He’s a tall, quite handsome man, elegant, with a determined expression: but I immediately noticed that his eyes are blue and kind. He greeted me with a polite bow. With a cold nod, I invited him to sit down and an unexpected impulse suggested that I take the initiative. “It’s good you’ve come,” I said. “I had decided to call you myself to ask to meet, today or tomorrow. I suppose Mirella must have told you about our conversation, otherwise I wouldn’t understand the reason for your visit.” He nodded, while I continued, “Mirella is a child. I’m sure you’ve thought about it and come to tell me that you’ve decided to leave, not to disturb her further. Isn’t that so?” I asked in a decisive tone that allowed only a confirmation. “No,” he answered calmly and with equal decisiveness. “On the contrary. I came to tell you that I’ll never leave her.”

I predicted that it wouldn’t be an easy conversation, but I didn’t imagine I would be up against such serene, polite firmness. I’d had a different picture of him: cynical, perhaps arrogant. I wondered who he really was and, especially, what chains bound him to my daughter. This unknown quantity made me aggressive again: “You must leave her, so that Mirella can regain her peace of mind. Mirella is young; you just have to stay away for a month, two months, let’s say,” I added, to wound him. He shook his head, looking at me with a confident smile that annoyed me. “No, signora, I’ve thought about it a lot, I’ve reflected a lot. I’m not Mirella’s age, I’m almost thirty-five. And I’m convinced that my duty is precisely to stay.” “Why?” I asked, suspicious, hearing him allude to a duty. “Because I love Mirella, Mirella loves me, we want to work together, we have a shared plan we want to carry out. I think that together we’ll be able to be not only happy but useful. Don’t smile,” he added, freezing on my face an expression of disbelief. “I know, when we talk about these things, about feelings, about plans, we’re forced to use words that as soon as they’re said seem awkward, rhetorical, ridiculous. But it’s the truth. I wasn’t worth much before: Mirella was an intelligent, beautiful girl, no more. It’s as if we’d grown up suddenly, meeting each other. Now, together, we’re a force. And we have the duty not to waste it.

“When I say we want to work together, I don’t mean to refer only to our profession: that alone would be a scant justification, although I’m happy to see that Mirella loves her work and, unlike many other women, doesn’t consider it only a necessity. I myself, before meeting Mirella, led a very different life. But I’ve always felt that something oppressed me, especially after the war. I don’t know how to explain it, but it was as if my life, everything I did, was precarious. It’s hard to talk about these things, they’re in the air, they don’t have a precise definition … Am I boring you?” I gestured no. Meanwhile, I observed him, waiting to find out where he would end up; I was attentive to what he said but skeptical. “Mirella can explain these things better than I can,” he continued, “she feels them more acutely, because she’s younger. So many facts, so many new conditions have dug an abyss between Mirella’s generation and mine. I’m able to fill it through love. Maybe it’s hard for you to understand Mirella because … ” He hesitated, and I encouraged him to go on: “Because I’m twenty years older than she is, you mean?” “No,” he responded, “because a mother can’t admit that many things in which she believed no longer count for her daughter. And other new things … ” I interrupted him, saying it’s always been that way, the young have always believed they could renew the world. But he denied it, he said that the events we’ve witnessed won’t allow us to live anymore as we used to. “Those who understand that are alive,” he said, “and those who don’t understand it are as if already dead.”

I was surprised to be having a pleasant discussion with the man who may be my daughter’s lover. I wanted to cut him off, observing that, in any case, that wasn’t the purpose of his visit, but he continued. “I love Mirella, also because of the time that she carries in herself and that her contemporaries also have, naturally, but the majority without knowing it. I believe we could have gone away together on Christmas Eve, when we met at the Caprellis’; we sat talking until dawn, while the others danced. It was already decided that night.”

I had only a single card now, and I played it: “You’ve never thought that Mirella might have been attracted to you by your money?” “My money?” he exclaimed, placing a hand on his chest. Then he laughed: his laugh communicated confidence, he was very young. “I don’t have money,” he said. “I work, I’ve had to work since I was a student, like Mirella. A lawyer has to sell his work day by day like merchandise. The rich are not those who possess their own work; they are those who possess things. I possess words, words are a liquid capital. A few mistakes are enough to make one poor again. I’ll work with Mirella.” Then I asked him, “And your wife, what does she think about the duty you feel to work with Mirella?”

After a pause, he said, “I came to talk to you also about that. What I will tell you isn’t important for Mirella and me, but I know it will help reassure you. I’ll explain. I met Evelyn, my wife, in Rome, in ’46. We traveled a lot together. She attracted me because she’s American and represented a world different from mine. It seems ungrateful that that’s the only thing I say about her, but it’s the truth. Then I joined her in America. I found that together we still had fun, she laughs a lot, she’s witty, lively, but I didn’t know then that there existed a girl like Mirella. We got married. But when we returned to Rome the only things we had in common—traveling, drinking, having fun—were soon depleted. Evelyn even began to speak Italian … ” He added, smiling, “Between us there remained only our differences. It was a very difficult year: finally, she left, saying she’d return after a few months. Every time she wrote, she put off her departure; and every time I was afraid she would announce her return. Some three years passed and she didn’t return. Then I met Mirella. I discovered Mirella. It’s hard to make a mother understand that her daughter is extraordinary. But through Mirella I discovered myself, my possibilities, my life. I didn’t believe that one could talk to a woman as to a friend, as equals. It’s truly all life enclosed in the space of two people. It’s not just a game with a pretty girl, as it had been with Evelyn. So I decided to go to America, to get divorced.”

With a surge of joy, I asked him if Mirella knew it. He said that Mirella knows everything about him. “I went to Richmond two weeks ago. Mirella was afraid I wouldn’t come back—at the airport she was desperate.” I reflected that I hadn’t been aware of the difficult moment my daughter had been through. “I was there only for a few days,” Cantoni continued, “to see if Evelyn would ask for a divorce. Naturally, she agreed, and free from a bond that would have condemned us to solitude or unhappiness, we parted as good friends. There in Richmond I understood what the profound difference is between Mirella and Evelyn, one of many. But the one difference that perhaps sums up all of them is that Evelyn expresses herself through things and Mirella through ideas. During those days, I felt as if I’d lost forever the taste for talking that Mirella and I share. When I returned, it was as if I hadn’t breathed, hadn’t had anything to drink for all that time.” He laughed and I smiled, looking at him, I felt a sense of absolute well-being, of peace. I asked him how long these matters would take, when they would be married. “I don’t know,” he answered. “Honestly, I have to tell you that in Italy it’s difficult to get a divorce decreed in the United States enforced. Here you have to be chained, condemned. The life that would be right for us, that would make us better, is there, ready, and those who don’t have sufficient courage to overcome the conventions are condemned to give it up, to remain in the dark, in solitude, in what for them is sin. We also want to work for this, Mirella and I: to create … ”

I interrupted him, sensing that he, like Michele, like Mirella, would utter words without sense before the facts, the life of every day, children: “To create a new conscience, right?” I said, with an ironic, mean smile. He nodded, bewildered by my tone of voice. Then I asked him why he had come, why he had asked to speak to me. Ignoring the irritation that animated my voice, he answered calmly, sweetly almost: “To help you understand Mirella, and also me. I don’t like the picture you had of me in your imagination, a rich man with a wife who traps the twenty-year-old girl. It’s very different, believe me. We’ll end up getting married someday, perhaps; but that isn’t very important. What’s important is the complete commitment with which I love Mirella and Mirella loves me, what we plan to be together, to do. Marriage isn’t our goal, we don’t want to be obligated to love each other; every day we choose freely to love each other. You understand, right?” I answered sharply, “No.”

Then he concluded, “Too bad. Anyway, it was my duty to come and speak to you. And it seemed to me that my words should have persuaded you. I’m a poor lawyer. Too bad,” he repeated. “I hoped you would understand.” I stood up, because I wanted to end this conversation, which disturbed me. He, too, stood up and stared at me, as if questioning me; his eyes expressed affectionate regret. “Maybe Mirella is right when she says that you understand and are afraid to confess it. I’d like you at least not to be hostile to us,” he added. We were near the open window and we stopped there for a moment, in silence. I looked at him with Mirella’s eyes. “What a beautiful day,” he said, and it was clear that he is in love. While he said goodbye, our gazes met for a moment, in friendship. Then, quickly, I closed the door behind him, as if to resist temptation.



April 17

Every time I open this notebook the anxieties I felt when I began to write in it return to mind. I was assailed by regrets that poisoned my day. I was always afraid that the notebook would be discovered, even if at the time it contained nothing that could be considered shameful. But now it’s different. In it I’ve recorded the chronicle of these last days, the way in which I’ve gradually let myself be drawn into acts that I condemn and yet which, like this notebook, I seem unable to do without. Now I’ve got into the habit of lying; the gesture of hiding the notebook is familiar to me, I’ve become very good at finding the time to write; I’ve ended up by getting used to things that, at first, I judged unacceptable. I would never have imagined that I could have a calm conversation with Cantoni. I had even thought of dealing with him through a lawyer and yesterday, instead, I walked him to the door, surprising myself by holding out my hand to say goodbye, as I would have done with a friend.

Returning to my office afterward, and seeing the chair where he sat, the ashtray with the butts of the cigarettes he smoked, an uncontrollable bewilderment gripped me: I didn’t know whether to attribute it to Cantoni and Mirella’s intentions or, rather, to many other things he had said, which concerned my life, besides my daughter’s. I rushed into Guido’s office: it was deserted. As he does every day, the receptionist had closed the blinds so that the sun wouldn’t fade the nice green chairs, and the room, in the shadowy light, appeared sad, desolate. I couldn’t resign myself to the idea that Guido had left without saying goodbye; maybe he had asked and found out that I had a visitor. That reasoning couldn’t succeed in soothing my melancholy. I imagined Guido sitting at lunch with his family, people I hardly know, very different from me. His raincoat was hanging on the hook: I caressed it, hugged it, seeking some comfort. It was cold and retained not even the good smell of lavender that Guido brings with him when he arrives in the office and that for years has been the very scent of the morning, the start of the work day. I hid my head against that cold raincoat as if in the hollow of a shoulder. I can’t bear to be alone anymore. Since I’ve decided that this is not possible, I make an effort not to notice Guido’s fond glances, his attentions.

I pretend to expect that his behavior toward me will go back to being friendly the way it used to be, that he will forget everything he said, and I’m convinced that I never made him understand my feelings beyond a momentary emotion. But the abandonment I felt yesterday after that difficult conversation with Cantoni frightened me. I was afraid that, responding to my insistence, Guido really had forgotten me. I was afraid to go home, I wanted to escape the chores that were waiting for me, I didn’t think I could face them with the necessary equilibrium. I had no wish to see Michele, who insists that everyone respect his bad mood, or Riccardo, who has gone back to being unhappy and blames us and the government for the fact that he has no money, which reluctantly he plans to remedy. I had no wish to see Mirella, especially: I would be unable to avoid speaking to her about Cantoni’s visit, and I didn’t understand very clearly what that visit meant. I would have liked to say, “Do what you want, leave me in peace, I’m so tired.”

I sat in Guido’s chair, I called to say I wasn’t coming home for lunch, I had things to do. Mirella answered and her voice betrayed some vexation; maybe she would have liked me to talk to her about the conversation with Cantoni, but I didn’t say anything, only: “See you later.” The freedom gained gave me an instant lightness, and I wondered how I could take advantage of it. I imagined going out, going to a restaurant, having a nice lunch, finally free from the obligation to cook and wash the dishes. But at the idea of going alone, I was intimidated. In reality I had a single, harassing desire, and I didn’t dare to formulate it. I went to the entrance, I told the receptionist I was staying in the office to take care of some urgent matters. With relief, I heard the door close behind him. I went back to Guido’s desk and quickly dialed his number. A laconic servant answered and for a moment I was afraid he wouldn’t pass on the message. Then I heard Guido’s footsteps, they seemed anxious. I said, “Hello … you have to come back to the office right away. I’m here, alone. I wanted to remind you that you have an appointment.” He hesitated for a moment; then he recovered and said, “I understand. All right. I’ll finish eating and come right away.”

I remained sitting in his chair as I waited. Some of Cantoni’s words pursued me; I saw his face again as he said, laughing, he’s not wealthy, he possesses only his work; or when, hesitant, he said that I can’t understand Mirella. The confident way he uttered the name Mirella irritated me, as if he had invented it, and it belonged to him. Then I abandoned those thoughts and closed my eyes, resting.

When I heard the sound of the lock, I jumped up, anxiously. I sought a plausible motive, to justify the urgency of the phone call. I didn’t want to confess that I only needed to see him, be with him. He came in rapidly, decisive; he almost didn’t see me at first, his eyes were dazzled by the light outside: the room was in shadow and I had taken refuge at the window. “What’s wrong, Valeria?” he said, coming toward me. Meanwhile, he put the keys in his pocket and that familiar gesture moved me. “It’s not possible,” I whispered while he kissed my hands: “I have to leave the office, go away, it’s too difficult here. I don’t know where to go. I need a leave, two or three weeks of leave, I’ll take my summer vacation now. I’ve decided to go see a sister of my mother’s, in Verona, to get away from here, recover.”

I hadn’t thought seriously before then, and yet suddenly departure seemed to me the only path of liberation, safety. But my announcement seemed to cheer Guido. “When?” he asked after a pause. I answered, “I don’t know. I’d like to go immediately, but I’m afraid I can’t leave the house and the children unexpectedly. In two weeks.” He went to look through the calendar on his desk. When he came back to me, he took my hands again and, looking at me lovingly, said, “In two weeks I have to go to Trieste. One day in Trieste is enough. On the way back I can stop in Venice. Three days, even five, Verona’s very close.” Then he added, softly, “Five days in Venice.”

Since he said those words, I’ve had no peace. It’s my fault. I should never have reached this point. I shouldn’t have called him, had him come to the office where I was alone. I dropped onto a chair beside me: I thought he’d said Venice because it’s near Verona, but he could have said Padua or Vicenza. It seemed to me that he had read my thoughts, that he knew that consuming desire, and I felt I had no escape. I said, “No, no,” and frowned, frightened by his words. He asked me not to answer right away, begged me not to, said I have time to think about it, he’ll do what I want, without insisting. He said also that I should have faith in him, in his devotion. Meanwhile, he held me tenderly in his arms, brushed my temples with his lips, and murmured that we can’t give up love, happiness, we have the right. “Full rights,” he repeated. I felt that with those words he was alluding to something in his life that I didn’t know. I thought, “Enough Mirella, enough Riccardo, oh, enough.” When the receptionist returned, he surprised us close to one another, in the shadows, but I was so absorbed that his astonished gaze didn’t even register. Now I thought I was already on the train.

At home Mirella, seeing that I was worried, drew me aside and asked, “Is it my fault, mamma?” I nodded yes. She added, in agitation, “It was Sandro who insisted on talking to you. I knew what that would mean for you.” We talked a little, but, ultimately, it didn’t matter to me. She confirmed what Cantoni had said, and I noticed that they used the same words. “I’ll talk to your father,” I said. “Today I don’t have the strength. He’ll decide. Maybe it will be good for you to go, later on. We’re used to living according to certain principles, they may be false and backward, as you say, but we can’t change.” Again I marveled at how coldly she acts, without apologizing and without invoking the blindness of passion as a pretext. When Michele and I were engaged, I sinned with him, but I pretended to do it reluctantly, swept away by him, without consenting. It was the same on our wedding night, and later, too, whenever Michele approached me at night. If I went to Venice, maybe I would arrive pretending not to know why I’m going or what would inevitably happen. That is the difference between Mirella and me; it seems to me that, accepting consciously certain situations, she is freed forever from sin. I would have liked to ask her if her conscience is at peace, her mind tranquil.

But we couldn’t talk more because Michele returned. I had to make dinner, while he went around explaining everything I should say to Clara tomorrow, he’s afraid I won’t remember. I said I’m anxious to know something about the script, because if I can take some time off from the office, I’d like to go spend a few days in Verona with Aunt Matilde. It seemed to me that he should have guessed right away what it was about, and I hoped he would forbid me to leave. Instead he said it would do me good. So I added that from Verona I had the idea of going on to Venice. He nodded: “It’s a good idea, you’ve been thinking about it for so long, you want it so much.”

I understood that, no matter what I said, it would change nothing. Even if I had confessed to him that the director will also be coming to Venice, he would find it natural. I remembered the night he mentioned what he felt when the director drove me home and he, from the window, saw me get out of the car. Now he sees nothing anymore, he doesn’t see me; there are the children between us, and Marina, and Cantoni, and all the mountains of plates I’ve washed, and the hours he’s spent in the office and the hours I’ve spent in the office, and all the soups I’ve ladled, as I did last night, while the steam fogged my vision. Meanwhile, I thought I haven’t traveled for a long time, all I’ve got is an old cardboard suitcase. I should take the big leather one, Michele’s.



April 18

Today I went to lunch at Clara’s. We were alone, as when we were very young, and I felt as if I were on vacation. She bought a penthouse in a new building in Parioli. From the terrace there’s a vast, happy panorama: fields, pines, and white houses. The terrace is already in bloom, so we stayed outside in the fresh air and were very comfortable sitting on a cot Clara uses for sunbathing; she says that to keep a youthful appearance, you have to always be a little tanned, and that all the movie actresses do this. In the bathroom, earlier, I had noticed the cosmetics she uses—there are a lot, but I didn’t know which would be good for me and I didn’t dare ask her. Certainly Clara’s life has changed since she stopped living with her husband, Michele is right. The house is furnished with a taste I didn’t recognize as hers. I didn’t even use to think she was very intelligent—she was a flirt, she always talked about men. I asked her if, as usual, she was in love, and she looked at me with suspicion. “No, no,” she said quickly, but I can’t believe it.

Clara has always insisted that she couldn’t live without love. Maybe she no longer feels she can trust me. Whereas I’ve never wanted to hear about it more than I do today. “Love takes too much time,” Clara said. “Because, in reality, love doesn’t exist. You have to invent it every day, every moment, and then always keep up with your own invention. It’s difficult … ” she concluded with a cynical, forced smile. She said she didn’t have much time and when, as Michele had suggested, I tried to find out why she was so busy, she talked about it. “Screenplays,” she said evasively, “people I have to meet, I have a lot of engagements. I would have liked to see Michele more often. He’d like to change his life, leave the bank to devote himself to the movies. But you have to persuade him not to, Valeria. Maybe it wasn’t a good thing that I came to lunch with you that Sunday. It’s never good when two such distant worlds encounter one another. Each of us should stay in our own. But we don’t understand it until afterward. The world I live in is too different from yours: better or worse, I don’t know, but anyway different. They wouldn’t have any faith in a man like Michele, who has spent all his life in a bank. They’d always judge him a dilettante; and in fact he would be, it couldn’t be otherwise.

“At first, Michele surprised me: from your conversation, I had imagined him different. I really hoped the script could be sold, I did what I could, but for now to no avail.” She said she had talked with him a lot, and if he could translate into writing all the ideas he has, the things he says, he’d make a fortune. “He’d like to work with me, but it’s impossible, I have to be free. Besides, I could only hurt him: I told him. Once we stayed up talking until dawn.” I hadn’t realized it, maybe when Michele returned, I was asleep, and the next morning he hadn’t said anything. I looked around the big living room lined with shelves, I looked at the fine, comfortable sofas, Clara’s elegant dress; certainly, Michele would like to be surrounded by that comfort, comfort we’ve never known in our house. “He seemed persuaded to return to his life,” Clara continued. “To leave it now, I told him, would be a mistake. In fact, it would be impossible.” She spoke harshly, and I felt uneasy because the maid was there, clearing. We had had a light lunch, but really good; I hadn’t eaten food cooked so carefully in a long time. Haste obliges me always to make spaghetti, eggs, and salad, and on Sunday a roast. Clara was smoking American cigarettes, and offered me little chocolates from an expensive box that surely had been given to her.

I was annoyed that she wanted to push Michele back into a life that she judges mediocre and without hope. I told her what he himself had suggested that I ask her as if it were my idea: “You couldn’t try letting him work with you, at least once, on a screenplay?” “It’s impossible,” she replied, “really for his good, you understand? He shouldn’t think about it anymore, he should go on as before.” She had become impatient, she repeated that she doesn’t have time, her life is a continuous struggle, because, for a woman, it’s really difficult to advance. She said she’d had to acquire a sort of hardness. There was something that escaped me in what she said. Again, I had the suspicion that Michele was in love with her, but the fact that he had sent me to talk to her and the humiliation of asking her with such insistence to help him dissipated it immediately. “A woman who works,” Clara continued, “especially a woman of our age, always carries in herself the struggle between the traditional woman she’s been taught to be and the independent woman she’s chosen to become. There’s a constant conflict. To resolve it, to overcome it, costs you a lot, above all in the eyes of men. Maybe you can’t understand it. You have a different character and basically you’ve had everything you planned for yourself by getting married. You’ve been lucky.”

I asked her if she really thought that. “Oh, of course,” she exclaimed, and continued, “I always felt weak compared with you, just because you were never conflicted. You led the life you had chosen, and I admired you because you were always consistent with yourself, always serene. I remember when you used to knit, when you made desserts to earn money. And now you’ve got everything on your shoulders, I know it well, the house, the office. I don’t know how you do it. I couldn’t be so strong. Or maybe we never can be strong when we’re alone, it’s the certainty of being necessary to others that forces us to be strong. Anyway, you have to have your health, to succeed.” I said I agreed as far as health is concerned, but I tried to allude to my many other weaknesses, and Clara interrupted: “No, no, you think you have them, but you’re wrong. It’s pointless to try to convince me. You’ve always been really strong.” She laughed a knowing, youthful laugh. I would have liked to tell her everything, talk to her about Guido and Venice. Coming to her house, I had even intended to ask to borrow a suitcase; and also a nightgown and a pair of her gold slippers, mine are red felt, heavy.

I often have a desire to confide in a living person, not only in this notebook. But I’ve never been able to. Stronger than the desire to confide is the fear of destroying something that I’ve been constructing day by day, for twenty years, the only thing I possess. Clara spoke to me heatedly: “The fact is that you always have to have a purpose in life. You have the children. If you have a purpose, you don’t need minute daily happiness. You pursue that purpose and always put off the time for happiness. Even if you don’t get there, in that attempt is the purpose of your life and happiness. Basically, that’s why I started working, even more than to earn money. Because I was tired of waiting to be happy thanks to one man or another. It’s that hope for happiness that consumes a woman day after day, destroys her. Waiting for the children to grow up, you had the chance to forget about it. You wait for them to walk, go to school, have their first communion, now you’re waiting for them to get their degree, to get married, no? And meanwhile, time passes.” “Yes,” I repeated, “time passes.” The tone of my voice, the expression of my face must have seemed odd, because Clara asked me what was wrong. I would have liked to tell her that now that the children are grown, I no longer have anything to wait for. Instead, getting up to go, I said, with a smile, “Nothing. I was just thinking that time passes.”



April 24

I’ve gone several days without writing. I’ve noticed that after writing a lot I feel more depressed, weaker. Maybe I need to go outside, or have some other distraction. It’s not good for me to stay up late, I don’t sleep enough, and in the morning that lack of sleep gives me an unfailing sense of discontent. I thought of taking the notebook to the office, but there’s so little time available, I’d be forced to jot down my impressions rapidly without getting into so many of the details that depress me. But if anyone in the office noticed that I keep a diary, I’d lose every bit of prestige; my colleagues would laugh at me, I’m sure. It’s strange: our inner life is what counts most for each of us and yet we have to pretend to live it as if we paid no attention to it, with inhuman security. Also, if I took the notebook to the office, I’d find nothing of my own when I come home.

Clara says one is strong only for others, and maybe she’s right, but how can I believe that I am still necessary to Mirella, who protects herself even from the weakness of loving me? On the other hand, it sometimes seems to me that Riccardo still needs me. Yesterday we were together in the kitchen, I was cleaning up, and he was keeping me company. I felt that he would have liked to speak to me, but he was crushed by one of those crises of discouragement that have been so frequent in him lately. I feel sorry for him because he’s a man. No one expects anything of a girl of twenty, and yet a man, at the same age, already has to begin to contend with life. “What’s wrong?” I ask him, since I’d prefer his state of mind to have a precise motivation. He always answers, “Nothing.” Instead, last night he said, “I’m afraid.” I didn’t ask him of what, because maybe he doesn’t know exactly, and thinks that I understand just the same. If I hadn’t had my hands in the dishwater, I would have caressed his forehead as when he had a fever as a child. But I realize that if he were sick now he’d call Marina, who wouldn’t know how to do anything for him. He’s very jealous of Marina: when he’s at home, studying, he always calls to see where she is, to know if it’s true that she went to see a friend. And yet he always finds her; she must be a good girl, docile, not very intelligent.

When she comes to our house, she says very little. Riccardo treats her badly, sometimes he answers her brusquely, and I don’t understand why, loving her, he pretends to be so authoritarian, even aggressive. Marina never reacts; and it’s good, because in marriage there has to be one who commands and one who obeys. Yet seeing how Riccardo acts, often I wonder if the one who commands is right: he’s become suspicious of everything, he thinks people are talking about him behind his back, sometimes he accuses his sister of taking his books, which he himself lent to a friend, or a pack of cigarettes that he later finds in a pocket. He seems to want to discover everywhere an evil that’s not there, a scam he expects from life and would like to thwart by force or by cunning. He’s never suspicious of me, and that’s why I can’t do anything for him. Only the things and people he’s afraid of can reassure him.

The only one I could still maybe help is Michele, but he has to realize that I’m no longer the girl he married twenty-three years ago. We’re so far apart that we can’t even see each other anymore; and we keep going, alone. I’ve thought a lot about the things he told Clara and never me. He talks to Mirella, rather, and when I come in, they change the subject. Some nights ago, for example, Michele, seeing me, immediately concluded, “That’s life,” and took my hand as I passed, as if to prove that he was saying things of no importance. But Mirella’s attentive expression said the opposite.

I wonder if, now, I’d know how to talk to him, tell him the many things I think about. Things that are mine and not ours, as at the time of our marriage, and that we’ve pretended, with our silence, still are. Often, in other words, I wonder what the relations between Michele and me have been for years. I feel I should question myself and write at length: it would be too great an effort and so I give it up. But this question has returned insistently ever since I noticed that, even if the thought of another man always occupies my mind, I can still say with sincerity, “I love my husband.” I feel no uneasiness saying it. I’ve often said it to Guido, too. Saying it, I feel protected. In fact, it allows me to listen to everything he says about Venice, not to protest at his first timid kisses, and not to reproach him when he uses the intimate tu, as he’s been doing for two days. I always answer formally, because I don’t want to offend him, or encourage this new intimacy we have. Last night I said to Mirella, “I’ve always loved your father, I still love him,” and didn’t have the impression I was telling a lie. But now I begin to wonder what the word “love” means in reference to Michele, and what feelings am I alluding to when I say, “I love my husband.”

What anguish. I would be better off to stop writing. I’m afraid that being tired keeps me from being objective. Sometimes I think that I haven’t loved Michele for many years now, that I continue to repeat that phrase out of habit, not noticing that loving feelings no longer exist between us, and have been replaced by others, perhaps equally valid, but completely different. I think again of the anxiety with which I waited for Michele as a fiancé, of the desire we had to be alone, to talk, of the time that went by rapidly, on the thread of looks and words, and of the tedium that now descends when we’re alone together, and no outside distraction, not the radio or the movies, comes to save us. And yet once I even wished that the children would hurry up and get married, so that we could return to being alone, as before; I thought that everything was still intact. Maybe, if our children had remained children, I would never have noticed this change. Or if Guido had never spoken to me, or if I had never listened to Cantoni. I was really convinced that it was still love, and until Mirella confessed she was afraid that her life would resemble mine, I was also convinced that I was happy. Maybe, in reality, I still am, but what I feel when I’m with Michele is a cold happiness, very different from what I feel when Guido talks to me or takes my hand. These candid gestures are love and the gestures I perform with Michele, instead, are only affection or solidarity or habit, even those rare, more intimate ones: pity, or, rather, compassion for human weakness. I seem to have suddenly understood all that. Maybe Michele has understood it for a long time. He’s much more intelligent than I am, especially in these things. Then I heard Clara say that love has to be invented day by day. I don’t know what that means, in practice, but I sense that I’ve never been able to invent it.



April 26

I’m oppressed by a deep humiliation tonight. Maybe because I did something that until now I never dared; in fact, I had never even imagined it. We were sitting in the dining room and Michele was listening to the radio, music that made me feel light and dreamy, that I found moving. I don’t know what impelled me to speak: I was under the influence of a force more powerful than myself, which I couldn’t, perhaps didn’t want to resist. I approached Michele and lowered the volume on the radio; the room was in semi-darkness. He opened his eyes and looked at me as if he were waking from a sleep. “Michele … ” I said, sitting on the arm of his chair. “Why are we no longer who we were when we got married?” He appeared surprised by the question; then he said we’ve always been the same. I took his hand, kissed it, caressed his arm, squeezed it fervently. “Understand me, Michele,” I insisted, avoiding his eyes. Then I gathered my strength to look at him, serious and affectionate: “I mean … at night. You don’t ask me to sleep in your arms anymore. Remember?” I added, blushing. “You’d say, ‘Come here and rest.’ You pulled me toward you, and then you embraced me, and we didn’t rest.”

He began to laugh, he made an evasive gesture. “Those were things of another time that you’re thinking of! You gradually lose the habit of certain things and in the end you don’t think about them anymore.” “There,” I insisted, “you really believe that one doesn’t think about them anymore? Or maybe we no longer dare to be sincere the way we were then?” “How old were we then?” he said. “You know I’m almost fifty? We’re no longer … ” “It’s not true,” I interrupted. “If you mean we’re no longer young, I’ll say you’re wrong. I know it, we’re young: if we don’t compare ourselves to our children, we’re very young.” “And how could we not compare ourselves to them?” he insisted, with the same fleeting smile; it was clear that he was anxious to pick up the paper or, at any rate, abandon the subject.

I got lost in my own sentences, I would have liked to keep the conversation general, not talk about myself, and the shame of having to talk about it made me feel like crying. He resumed as if to convince me: “Don’t think about it anymore, or if you think about it … ” He hesitated, and I wanted to suggest to him: “You mean think about it with another person, right?” I wanted to have the courage to utter those words, at all costs I wanted to have it, but something prevented me, a natural, extreme prudence. “Read the papers,” I said, “look at the movie stars, famous people. They go on getting married, they remarry at forty, at fifty … ” He said these are people who are obliged to keep up the interest of the public, with novelties, oddities. “Besides, being married doesn’t count,” he specified, “it’s a question of age. Aren’t we married? And yet … being married doesn’t mean acting like two kids of twenty.” “Understand me,” I insisted, “it can’t all be over, it’s not true that it’s over. Everyone says that these are the most important years. They say we shouldn’t waste them, throw them away. That it’s like a second youth, new and marvelous … Michele … Then it really will be over, it will be late … Many people fall in love for the first time at fifty, even people who could be satisfied by their position in life. They say instead that position doesn’t count, or money.” Then I was afraid I’d confessed everything about myself with those words, and I said, suddenly, “Look at Clara.” He asked immediately, “Clara’s in love? Did she tell you?” “No, I don’t know, not now, she always says she’s in love.” I slid onto his knees, I caressed his hair, I sought his eyes that were hidden in an evasive gaze. Then, leaning over toward him, I kissed him, I kissed his closed lips. At that moment we heard a noise from Riccardo’s room. Michele jumped up, smoothing his hair, running the back of his hand over his lips. “The children could come in,” he said in a whisper, irritated.

He looked at the door, expecting to see someone appear. I, too, looked, as if expecting a punishment, but no one came in. Maybe Riccardo, in his room, had moved a chair. I understood the absurdity of what I had done. I considered that really one of the children could have surprised us, heard my words, and, at that idea, humiliation overwhelmed me. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. Michele caressed my shoulder. “No, no,” he said. “I see you’ve been nervous lately. You really should ask for a month off and go to Verona. They take advantage of you in that office, they make you labor from morning till night.” Hearing Verona named, I started crying. Michele dried my tears with his handkerchief. Then he picked up the newspaper and began reading. I went to the bedroom.

I undressed, looking at myself in the mirror; I tried to see myself as old, humiliated, even on the outside, and couldn’t. Rather, I started crying again, because I saw myself as young: my skin was dark and smooth over the slender line of my shoulders, my waist narrow, my bust full. I struggled to keep myself from sobbing: Mirella was sleeping just on the other side of the wall, and I was afraid she would hear me. Maybe that’s what for so many years prevents us from being as we were when we were newly married, or when the children were little and didn’t understand anything: it’s the presence of the children on the other side of the wall. You have to wait until they’ve gone out, you have to be certain you won’t be surprised; and the children are everywhere, in a house. At night you have to resort to darkness, to silence, restrain every word, every moan, and in the morning not remember what happened out of fear that they might read the memory of it in your eyes.

When there are children in the house, even at thirty, you have to pretend not to be young except to play, to laugh with them: pretend to be only a father and mother, and by pretending, by waiting for them to go out, for them not to hear, not to imagine, you end up truly not being young anymore. When the children’s voices are heard outside the door, an embrace between husband and wife in a locked room where they supposedly went to sleep is indecent, obscene, a sin greater than the one committed by those who, not married or married to others, meet in rented rooms, in hotels, in bachelor apartments. If the children surprised us, they would grimace in an expression of disgust; and I, at merely imagining that grimace, shudder. A mother, in front of her own children, always has to show that she’s never known those things, never enjoyed them. It’s this falsehood that makes us wither. They are the guilty ones. When the children are present, even if the husband thinks you’re beautiful, he can’t look at you with desire; if a gesture, a pose of yours attracts him, he can’t hug you, kiss you. Thus, gradually, he no longer sees you. Neither Michele nor the children consider me young, and yet a few nights ago Riccardo was describing a friend of his who is madly in love with a woman of forty, a very beautiful woman. “If he’s successful,” he said, “he’d be lucky.”

There, now suddenly I seem to have understood what makes us fear that our children might be aware of our secret life, what makes us so unwilling to yield to it. It’s because we feel that husband and wife who unite in an obscure, silent relationship, after talking all day about domestic matters, about money, after frying the eggs, washing the dirty plates, are no longer obeying a happy, joyful desire for love but a gross instinct like thirst, or hunger, an instinct that is satisfied in the dark, rapidly, eyes closed. How monstrous. I’m ashamed even of this notebook, of myself, I don’t dare to write anymore, as the other night I no longer dared to look at myself: I went up close to the mirror to become one with the chaste image that was reflected, and I whispered, “Guido.”



April 27

I have the impression that some people in the office are beginning to suspect the new nature of my relations with Guido. Maybe the receptionist reported seeing us close, alone, in the shadowy light, or maybe everyone notices in me an unusual confidence and wonders what the cause is. I was extremely punctual for years, and now I always arrive late. I know that I run no risk of being reproached or even of losing my job. Lingering in bed no longer seems to me a sin, but a joy that I owe to Guido and that is sweet to take advantage of. Michele observed that lately my face has been less tired. He said it in Mirella’s presence and that pleased me. She never asks if I’m tired. I think she’s selfish and calculating, although I still can’t understand clearly what her plans are. It’s her attitudes that upset me: our roles seem inverted, as if she were the mother and I the daughter.

I talked to my mother about it and she said that if parents want to live peacefully, at a certain age they have to pretend not to be intelligent. She said that children boast of the times they live in as if they were their own personal merit. They don’t understand that to the parents the new times don’t matter, they’re already fed up with adjusting to their own. I told her about Cantoni and she didn’t appear surprised or indignant; she said the fault is mine, because I sent Mirella to public school and then to the university, and didn’t make sure to accompany her when she goes out. I replied that I couldn’t do that, caught as I am between office and house, and she added that, if one wants, one can do much more than what seems possible. Her lack of sympathy wounded me; and yet when my mother talks like that, I always try to convince her, make her see that certain relationships today have changed. She shakes her head and says that relations between parents and children, between men and women never change.

Sometimes her behavior toward me even seems to be intentionally hostile. A few days ago, for example, she called Michele to tell him that she was planning to send him these famous tortellini that he likes very much, and that she would prepare them herself, with her own hands. Michele was really pleased by this attention and said that the women from the time of his mother and my mother were extraordinary. Offended, I pointed out to him that though my mother could prepare tortellini, she would never have been able to earn a cent to help her husband. Michele replied that it was precisely the housewife virtues that made women extraordinary. I couldn’t help going to Mirella’s room and venting to her about this business of the tortellini. To her, as to my mother, I tried to explain that I didn’t have time to do more. Mirella interrupted, asking me, “What do you care about tortellini?”

And yet I do: I feel guilty toward Michele for not making tortellini, but driving with Guido I don’t feel at all guilty. The only remorse I suffer, when I’m with him, is that I’m stealing time from the family, from the house, the same I feel writing in this diary. Perhaps wealthy women, who have a cook, never feel any remorse. Yesterday Michele left all the meat on his plate, saying it was tough, Riccardo did the same, and both asked where I had bought it, almost accusing me, I felt, of having chosen badly. That meat left on the plates wrung my heart. It was as if Guido were guilty of the unsatisfied hunger in Riccardo and Michele. I imagined the refrigerator in his house, overflowing with good food, and I felt an awareness of sin rising in me. Maybe Mirella isn’t wrong when she claims that money corrupts everything. I’ve begun to understand it since I’ve been going out driving with Guido; our relations have changed now that we no longer see each other only in the office.

Then his wealth was for me a matter of abstract figures whose reality I couldn’t even picture and which therefore neither attracted nor wounded me. It’s different now. I felt it tonight, especially. We left the office early, met at the corner, and Guido drove fast in the direction of Monte Mario. We went to a place outdoors that’s very crowded at night but is deserted at that hour. There were flowerbeds everywhere, the dance floor was blue, like a mirror of water, and I felt humiliated by my old dress with the jacket. I imagined myself in a full, gauzy dress of white tulle, Guido was in evening clothes, we had dinner, then danced a waltz. I had drunk two vermouths and felt animated by an exuberant contentedness, I was laughing. I seemed to understand why Mirella is in love with Cantoni: it’s to live in a rich and carefree world like that and not for the reasons he thinks. Near us, on big tables covered in white, I saw desserts, early fruits, plates of delicious fruit jellies. Guido was talking to me, he took my hand, and I couldn’t pay attention to him as I do in the office. I was hungry, with a violent hunger I’d never felt, I savored the taste of that exquisite food on my lips. I would have liked Riccardo to taste it, to satisfy his hunger along with mine, and Michele, too, so that they would not miss the meat left on their plates. I looked at Guido, who was talking to me, indifferent, playing with his lighter, and I felt a passionate rapture for him, mixed with bitterness. I had a mean desire to see him spend a lot of money on me. I imagined him counting out bills and more bills of a thousand lire, and the fear that he could read my thoughts made me want to leave that place and go home. Even the dream of Venice, cherished for so long, seemed nothing, really, but hunger.

We returned to the city slowly, seeing it spread out below us, with all the lamps lighted in the streets. I thought that I hadn’t been to Monte Mario in many years. The last time was to visit in the hospital an old woman who used to work for my mother, and I remembered the long and tiring trip on the tram. Guido was holding the wheel with one hand, the other was around my shoulders, and the pleasure I took in that embrace made me want to cry. It was as if he wanted to satisfy a malicious hunger like the one I’d felt earlier, before the food. I tried to move away, to the other side, maybe because I felt it was the different quality of our hunger that gave us to one another, and divided us. “No,” I whispered while he, drawing me back toward him, looked for my mouth. His lips tried to overcome mine, the defense of my clenched teeth. If I had given in, I would have kissed him violently, I would have bitten him, almost. I managed to get away, eager and trembling. “Please, Guido, please,” I repeated. He didn’t insist; he kissed my hand and then drove rapidly toward my house because it was late.



April 29

I could die suddenly, without having time to destroy this notebook. Michele or my children would find it, straightening the house as people always do after a tragedy. The idea that they might find it after my death terrifies me. Last night, when we were all at the table together because it was my name day, I looked at Mirella, thinking that perhaps, if she found it, she would destroy it without reading it.

My mother wasn’t there, because she never goes out in the evening, but she’d sent the tortellini. Today I called to thank her, and I couldn’t help telling her that Michele unfortunately didn’t really pay attention, because after dinner he’d had to go to Clara’s to find out something conclusive about the script and he was distracted and in a bad mood. Marina ate nothing and, when I insisted, responded by shaking her head. Surely it’s the idea that Riccardo will leave soon that disturbs her; and he himself no longer mentions it, maybe out of regard for her. Last night he even said, “Who knows if I’ll ever go to Argentina … ” Marina stared at him with her vacant, imploring eyes. “We’d have to wait too long before getting married,” he added. I felt they wanted to bring up a subject for my approval, but I pretended not to understand and said I didn’t see any quicker solution. Marina said nothing. Riccardo said, “We’ll see. God will provide.”

Later, when Michele had left, we sat listening to the radio. I was knitting, thinking back to what Riccardo had said a little earlier. I looked up and observed him. He was sitting next to Marina, and they both seemed thin and wan. Riccardo has lost the confidence that love gave him in the early days: faced with the serious decisions he has to make, he feels uncertain, afraid. As on the first day Marina came to our house, I would have liked to say, “Let’s send her away.” Then I measured Marina’s narrow shoulders with my gaze, and said to myself, “Riccardo will never be able to do without me,” and looking down again at the needles, I resumed my work.



April 30

Last night when I stopped writing, it was a little before one. Mirella had been asleep for a while, Riccardo had returned from taking Marina home, and certainly he, too, was sleeping. I put away the notebook, straightened the dining room, then went to the window, because Michele hadn’t returned and I was worried.

The night was cool but soft. Instead of looking to see if I could make out Michele in the shadows of the street, I looked at the sky, the vivid stars. “Five days in Venice,” I thought, and resolved to write to Aunt Matilde right away, telling her of my visit. I imagined looking out the window of her house, which is on one of those old gray, narrow Verona streets. I’ll take the notebook, I thought. I saw myself putting it in the suitcase, among the underwear, closing the suitcase, boarding the train, and never coming back.

I stayed at the window for a long time and, when I turned back inside, I shivered. It was the middle of the night and Michele wasn’t home. I went to bed and when I woke up, startling at the click of the doorknob, it was already dawn.

Michele was slowly undressing. I observed him through half-closed eyelids, pretending to be asleep. I watched his cautious movements, which I didn’t recognize, and my heart raced. When he got into bed, I seemed to feel his weariness in my limbs. “Michele … ” I said softly. In the cold light that came from the window, I saw, on the chair, the big white envelope he had brought back with him. On the back of the chair hung the jacket of his dark suit, the shoulders drooping, empty, exhausted. “It’s not possible,” he said. “There was a French director who absolutely would have liked to do it. But the producers say it’s a risky subject, and they don’t want to commit themselves. They’re afraid of war.” “There’s no more hope?” I asked. And he, after a brief pause, said, “No. None.” I said how unjust it is that life and a man’s future always depend on external causes, on people stronger than him. “My mother, too,” I added, “always says that, if it hadn’t been for the war, Bertolotti wouldn’t have been able to do what he did in 1917. We would be doing well.” He repeated, “Oh yes, we’d be doing well.” I got closer to him, sleep captured me again and I rested my head on his shoulder. “Listen, mamma,” he said, “I’d prefer not to say anything to the children.” “Of course,” I reassured him. “We won’t say anything. What do the children have to do with it? It’s our business, Michele.”



May 4

We’ve had two holidays this week, Tuesday and Thursday. Wednesday morning Michele called the bank, said he wasn’t feeling well, and stayed in bed in the dark until lunchtime. I encouraged him; I told him he works too much for the salary he gets. But often when I say something, I get the opposite effect of what I intended. Michele has been very irritable since he lost any hope of selling the script. Every time the phone rings, he starts, maybe he’s still hoping for good news, a change of mind. But the phone rings now only for the children, and that annoys him. He complains that it’s always in use; whereas I’m glad they have a lot of friends. I remember clearly when they were still children and their friends would call, and how, hearing a timid voice at the end of the line saying their name, I was almost astonished that they were known by others besides me. They would approach the phone blushing, speak in a rushed, brusque tone, and I found this behavior touching.

But these days Michele can’t bear the children. As when they were little, I’ve had to tell them to walk softly and not speak loudly, because Michele, merely hearing them pass in the hall, jumps: “What’s wrong? What are they doing? What do they want?” He should ask for some days of leave, so he can rest. I suggested that, and he responded, impatiently, that he’s perfectly well. He sits near the open window and looks out, although the view isn’t very attractive: buildings, balconies, and hanging laundry. At twilight the buildings and the balconies are even sadder and grayer, and the swallows cry desperately. I think Michele is wrong to stay so long there. At that hour I always have a desire to get the notebook and write.

Instead, sometimes I sit beside him. Now that we understand so many things, maybe we could begin to really live together, if we weren’t ashamed to confess what we feel. I wonder if that reserve, which over time ends up dividing spouses, is a bad thing or a defense. When we’re together, alone, at the window, and the hours drag on through our brief vacation from work, I feel that ultimately I could even talk to him about Guido and the comfort I get from feeling that he considers me a young, attractive woman. It’s absurd, in fact, living together like brother and sister, and being forced into a faithfulness that’s natural only in lovers. When I look at Michele, I’m sorry I no longer want to go to Venice with him. Everything would be easy, simple, clear, and I wouldn’t struggle with so many opposing feelings. But if I went with him, I wouldn’t feel that happiness I long for. We’d sit at a café in Piazza San Marco, silent, listening to the music, distracting ourselves with the faces of the passersby, as we do sometimes in August when Rome is deserted and we sit in the café in the square nearby, where there’s a little orchestra that often plays Ratcliff’s Dream. Maybe we’d find some excitement at a table in a trattoria with good food; but I don’t like going to a trattoria with Michele. At the end, when I see the bills that, after checking the figure twice, he places on the table, I always think it wasn’t worth the trouble.

Yesterday toward evening, I suggested: “Shall we go out?” But, once in the street, we didn’t know where to go. Michele didn’t want to go to the café or the movies, so we walked, and he kept choosing smaller streets because he doesn’t like the way people walk in the street on Sunday. I have to be very patient with him, and I’m glad to be, because I can guess everything that passes through the mind of a man who’s almost fifty and has never been able to get out of a hard, obscure life. I often consider that, if I have a lot more work, I’m luckier, because a woman, whatever she does, can never be detached from the life of her children. Also, a woman who isn’t wealthy never has much time to think. As the years pass, I see that when my mother talked about the life of women, and said things that annoyed me, basically she was always right. She said that a woman should never have time, should never be idle, because otherwise she immediately starts thinking about love.

In truth, I’m always strong in Guido’s presence; but when I’m alone, and especially with Michele and the children, the thought of him becomes an obsession and I don’t try to defend myself against it. Our most intimate meetings are when I open this notebook at night. When we’re close, I feel the regret of being unable to welcome him into my life as I welcome him into my thoughts. Maybe also because he seems to me a totally new person in whom I can’t recognize those rights that our long habit of working together should give him. I remember when, the first day, he told me that he doesn’t know how to live outside the office anymore. Since then, I’ve felt that he expects from me a security that not even money can give. Something seems to have changed between us: maybe I should never have agreed to go out with him, secretly, part at the corner, startle at every unknown person who enters the café where we’re in the habit of meeting now. All that seems less nice than what bound us when we had in common only the language of our work, the office where we’ve worked together for so many years, our refuge every Saturday. And yet I think it’s precisely this possibility of being different from the way we are in the office that attracts us; we want to meet in a life different from the one we both lead.

I have to be honest, and note here a desire I had for a long time, before meeting Guido. I write with great fear, I startle at every creak; lately Michele’s sleep has been light. Sometimes, before falling asleep, I liked imagining I was one of those young, beautiful elegant women who are always traveling, who go from hotel to hotel, to the great spas, and of whom it’s said, “They’re adventurers.” I imagined being one of those women for maybe a single day, a night, being able to meet a man who didn’t know where I came from or my name, nothing. Gradually, lured by this game, I felt so many desires that otherwise I would never have dared to acknowledge. I liked thinking of having a lot of money, a lot of clothes, furs, jewels, traveling in distant countries that I didn’t know or even imagine; and, above all, being loved by a man different from Michele, in a way different from the way Michele has loved me, from the way I know love. I thought that, the next morning, I would be able to leave, return home, where no one had even noticed my flight, and returning would be a great relief.

Now, sometimes, I imagine the same things, but with Guido. I see myself as elegant, lighthearted, witty, like Clara, and as I have never been. Maybe he’d want me to be like that, too. But I would have to keep from him many things about me, such as that to live I need the sixty thousand lire a month I get, embarrassed, from the bookkeeper’s hands. Last Friday, at Monte Mario, I was also nervous because I had the pay envelope in my purse, and when Guido wanted to kiss me, it seemed that because of that money I couldn’t refuse. Also, I’m ashamed of my modest clothes. A few mornings ago he saw me get off the tram in front of the office; he was getting out of the car and quickly went in, pretending not to see me. I seem to be driven toward him, not only by his love but, precisely, by his power as a rich man, a man who has come to possess a life better than mine. When I think these things, then truly I seem to be betraying Michele, even though the certainty of always saying no when we talk about Venice reassures me. Every morning when Guido enters the office, fresh, smelling of lavender, with his silk shirt, new suit with lapels still smooth, I think of Michele’s clothes. I don’t know how to explain it, but I feel that, through me, Guido robs him of the possibility that he, too, might dress with elegance, and of the success that he would achieve with the clothes he can’t possess. Yet in the office I see in Guido a man who works equally with me, Michele’s equal, who is smarter than us and therefore earns more. Whereas outside he’s only a wealthy man.

Some evenings ago, in the car, I noticed that his gaze paused on my mended stocking. Through that, it seemed to me, he would discover all my weaknesses. We were talking about Riccardo, I remember very well: he said that if he couldn’t go to Argentina he would take care of finding him a good job. “You don’t have to worry,” he said, pulling me toward him. I’ve always thought that if I were married to Guido, I’d still like to work with him, as I do now, help him, be his most trusted collaborator; but lately, when I’m very tired, I wonder if I would really have the strength to do it, or if instead I would stay home, like his wife, buying mink coats. I don’t know, I don’t understand anything anymore, I can’t judge. I’m tired, I’ve been writing for two hours. And yet I feel that perhaps it’s precisely this victory gained by Guido where Michele has been defeated that makes me feel more vividly the desire to leave this house, go with him to Venice, carefree and happy.



May 5

I want to tell the truth, confess that the moment Guido asked me to go to Venice, I had decided to accept. I’ve never had the candor to admit it, even in this diary. Otherwise, I would have to acknowledge that the effort I made to forget myself for twenty years has been in vain. I succeeded until the moment when, hidden under my coat, I carried home this shiny black notebook like a bloodsucker. Everything started then; even the change in my relations with Guido began the day I admitted I could hide something from my husband, even if it was a notebook. I wanted to be alone, to write; and those who want to be enveloped in their own solitude, in a family, always carry in themselves the seed of sin. In fact, because of these pages, everything seems different, even what I feel for Guido. I blame his money for the weaknesses that I can’t overcome or accept. I want to delude myself that an outside force drives me to betray my duties, I don’t dare confess that I love him. I really think that the strongest feeling in me is cowardice.

I decided to go with Guido. Then, when I return, I will stop seeing him. I couldn’t lead a life of subterfuge, of lies. He’ll understand, he’ll help me find another job; at home no one will object, if the salary is better. But now I want to leave. I’ve already written to Aunt Matilde: as soon as I get her answer, I’ll get on the train, right away, the same day. In Verona I’ll buy a new nightgown. It can’t all be over, at my age: the days bleak, the nights solitary. Until a short time ago, Riccardo wanted me to lie on his bed, next to him, until he fell sleep; I caressed his hair, his face. His cheeks were rough and he would still say, “I want to marry mamma.” Now the house is deserted, silent, the only sound is the door closing behind Michele when he leaves, behind the children when they leave.

Maybe it’s the three days that Michele has spent at home that overcame my last hesitations. There was no peace, but instead an enveloping tedium. He read the newspaper—he buys several these days—and seems anxious to find news that incites fear of war. He shows it to us almost with satisfaction, saying that the producers are right not to want to make commitments. Today, talking to Riccardo, he said, “I hope your generation is more fortunate. As for me, every time I was on the point of getting somewhere I cared about, I saw everything collapse because of a new war.” I looked at him to see if he was really convinced of what he was saying, and I hoped he was. I remembered the speeches I’d heard my father make about his career, or what my mother always says about Bertolotti, and I thought maybe it’s lucky that every generation has its own war on which to blame personal failures. I reflected that Michele’s life will continue to be monotonous, like the life of my father, who spends all day in a chair, waiting; and I felt a great urgency.

I arrived in the office earlier than on other Saturdays. Guido wasn’t there. He came half an hour late, when I was starting to fear that he wouldn’t come. I went to him with a childish anxiety. He apologized, he said he’d had a difficult day at home, and I didn’t ask why. “Oh, Valeria, we have to go,” he said, as if he needed to breathe pure air. We went into his office, we sat opposite one another at the desk, as always. I repeated, “Yes, we have to go. I could leave Rome in ten days, I’m waiting for a letter from my aunt.” I felt finally free of the uncertainty in which I’ve struggled for so long; I would have liked to leave immediately, to go directly from the office to the station, so that my courage could no longer fail me. I confessed it to Guido, and he added, “Oh, if only we could. I would like never to return to that house, ever again.” He seems to want to escape something that makes him unhappy at home, rather than find something that makes him happy with me; but I, too, have the same feeling. He spoke about the hotel where we’ll stay, the most expensive in Venice, and I was not only pleased but felt flattered. Yet perhaps, because the decision had been so sudden, we no longer were able to speak; to find ourselves we’d have to work together, but I realized that now when we’re alone, we don’t work. I felt lost. I called, “Guido,” and he came over and kissed me. Until the moment we parted, all we did was kiss, look at each other, kiss some more.

Going home I felt that my clothes were in disarray, my face flushed. I was afraid that Michele would notice. He had just returned and was holding a note left by Mirella to let us know that she would not be home for dinner. I said in an anguished tone, entreating, “You have to take some action, Michele, you have to prevent … ” He looked at me in surprise and I felt I was losing control. “It will be too late, do something, Michele … ” I talked to him about Mirella’s intolerable attitude, not mentioning Cantoni’s visit because I was afraid he would rebuke me for having received him. I had never spoken with such determination. I had taken the note away from Michele and I read it, reread it: “Dear mamma, I’m sorry, tonight I won’t be home for dinner, good night.” My irritation grew: “Understand, Michele, no more of this: ‘I’m not coming home and good night.’ The family doesn’t count anymore. I can’t take care of everything, I’m tired, I’ve decided to go to Verona, I haven’t had a day of rest for years. You have to do something. In the end you’re the head of the family, it’s you they have to obey, not me.” Michele responded affectionately: “All right, go ahead, mamma, don’t worry, have your rest. There’s nothing new. Mirella has come home late many other times.” I said I had the impression that it was something different from the usual tonight. I was nearly trembling as I looked at him desperately, saying, “Help me, Michele. I don’t know why, but I’m afraid.” He said it’s because of the difference in our ages: our children’s, when youth begins, and ours that … He hesitated for a moment, and I continued, bitterly, “that’s ending, you mean?” He shook his head and with a smile said that if it ended it would be a relief.



May 6

I went to church this morning, early, and had to stay for a long time because the Mass was sung. I was at ease, at peace. I remembered in wartime when people were desperate. They no longer knew what to wish for, and sat for hours in church praying, singing, and waiting for things in the world to change. Last night Michele talked to Mirella, and this morning he said, “I have faith in her. After all, there are cases in which one can do nothing but have faith and wait.” From church I returned home slowly, the sun is already hot. It seems impossible that Mirella isn’t telling lies, maybe Cantoni told her lies as well, though he seemed to confide in me, sincerely. “They’re clever,” I thought, “they’re very clever.” But I had no desire to think, and now I have no desire to write. Toward evening, I planted the geraniums on the kitchen balcony, as I do every year. Only Michele was home, listening to the radio. I was alone, I felt very good. I want to remember this tranquil spring Sunday.



May 8

Today, after lunch, Riccardo called me to his room. He closed the door carefully behind him, and turned the key, although we were alone in the house. That gesture made me suspicious. “What is it?” I asked curtly. “I want to talk to you,” he said. “I’ve wanted to for several days, but we’re never alone in this house to talk in peace.” He added, “Sit down.” I insisted, “What is it?” and he obliged me to sit in the armchair. He took a chair and sat opposite me. I was increasingly anxious. “Riccardo,” I warned him, “I’m very tired. If you have to tell me something that might upset me, please talk to your father, because … ” He interrupted, “You mustn’t go to Verona, mamma.” I started and my fear became of another nature. “Why?” I asked him, turning pale. “Because I need you right now.” I drew a sigh of relief, wondering if he thinks I don’t have the right to a vacation. He said that he was sorry to disturb my plans, but it was something very important for him. So, trying to defend myself in advance, I told him that whatever he could tell me would be useless, because I would leave just the same. “You’re a man now, you have to learn to live by yourself. If you want to talk to me, I’ll listen, but be quick, because I have to get back to the office. What is it?” After a pause he said, “I’ve decided to get married right away.”

I jumped to my feet, asking him if it was to announce such nonsense that he was keeping me home, if he realized the absurdity of his intentions. I looked at the closed books on the desk and told him he would do better to study. “Have you ever considered what ‘get married’ means?” I asked him. “I’m afraid that marriage is something different from what you imagine. You want to explain to me how you’ll live?” He looked at me, seriously, and confessed, “I don’t know.”

I tried to laugh, but his gaze, which remained serious while he gave me an answer so foolish, kept me apprehensive. “And so?” I asked him. “What do you intend to do if you don’t know how you’re going to live? Getting married means above all this: making a living for many people.” He was silent. “And so?” I demanded. “I don’t know,” he repeated. “I don’t think I’ll go to Argentina for now. I’ll look for a temporary job here, to get over the first months—I found out that in Buenos Aires they would hire me next year, too, or in two years.” He was pale. I insisted, “It’s not easy to find a job. Anyway, let’s say you find something right away. Let’s see: how will you live on your salary, with forty thousand lire a month, maybe? Have you thought about it?” “Yes,” he answered, looking me in the eyes. Then he lowered his gaze and added, “The only way is to live here with you. I’ll give you everything I earn, down to the last cent, we don’t want anything. This room is enough, just as it is. We just have to get a big bed.”

I shook my head and, meanwhile, thought if that was what he wanted, he wouldn’t get it. I remembered my deep-rooted convictions: “Each one should have his own home, his own life.” I had begun pacing nervously up and down, telling him he would be married when he had that opportunity; a daughter-in-law in the house no, absolutely not. And, besides, why didn’t they go and live at Marina’s house? He said that her father’s wife would never agree and, besides, her father doesn’t make much, they have barely enough to live on. “And us?” I replied harshly. “And your father? And my weariness? You’ve always imagined that I’m capable of performing miracles, you never noticed that they weren’t miracles, they were efforts, hours of work. And now, instead of wanting me to stop working, to rest, you think I can also work for one more person. You’re ungrateful, ungrateful and unthinking.” Meanwhile, joyful, almost spiteful, I imagined my departure: I saw myself on the train, among the suitcases, I saw the lagoon, the palazzi, the big sky of Venice, light as the one on Sunday. I went to the door. Riccardo reached me, he put his hand on the doorknob to keep me from leaving. “No, mamma, don’t go, please, listen. I’ve decided to get married at all costs, right away, as soon as possible. In two weeks.”

I turned with a start. “Are you crazy?” I asked. “Riccardo, are you crazy?” He stared at me without answering, pale. I went up to him, I grabbed him by the lapel of his jacket. “You’re crazy,” I repeated and already I had understood everything. “What have you done?” Finally, I asked him, in spite of myself, with disgust, “What have you done?”

Then he let his head go on my shoulder and burst into tears. “What have you done? What have you done?” I repeated. I was weeping, too, and turned my gaze upward to ask for I don’t know what help or salvation. On the wardrobe I saw the red tricycle that’s been there, gathering dust, since Riccardo was a child.

“We have to get married immediately,” he said, “before her father’s wife finds out. So no one will know, ever. Marina herself was born at seven months, but we can’t wait even a day. Everything will be fine, you’ll see. I’ll work, and Marina will help you in the house. You can’t be hostile, mamma. It’s for Marina, you understand?” “Ah,” I exclaimed violently. “It’s for her you ask? I have to help her, take her into my home, this Marina, the one who accused your sister, the one who doesn’t even put lipstick on her lips, who barely says yes and no. She’s a child, you said it. She knew how to force you to marry her right away, the child!” Riccardo covered his face in anguish. “I know, you’re right to think that,” he said, “but Marina is really what I said, a child, she didn’t even understand what she was doing … ” “Worse, then: she must have known,” I continued. “What woman today has the right to be a child? Besides, some women have never had that right.” “I swear,” he continued, “it’s my fault, I alone am responsible. It was, you know when? A few days after Marina came to see you for the first time. I was happy to see her here, near you, in our house. I had talked to Bonfanti, and he had assured me that everything was going well, that in October I would leave for Argentina. Everything was so easy in those days, I felt strong, and yet that unexpected good fortune made me fear that everything would collapse again, that Marina wouldn’t be able to hold out for a year or two, that she would forget me. I always accused her of that, and she reassured me, swore, I tormented her with my jealousy, I spied on her, her words weren’t enough. I wanted instinctively to bind her in some way, prove to myself that I was capable of keeping her, that I was master of her, of my destiny, of my life … ”

“Nonsense,” I said, “excuses … We all know how certain things happen. The rest we invent later, to justify ourselves.” He shook his head, saying, “No, really, maybe you can’t understand. You don’t know what it means to be my age in times like these, and find yourself alone, without a cent in your pocket, without any certainty about the future, without anything, except this girl, and be afraid of losing her and of losing everything with her.”

He’s thin, he hadn’t shaved, his hair was disheveled. I saw him as he was last Saturday, beside Marina: she, too, was thin and pale. I know that a difficult life awaits them, a life like mine, and I’m afraid they don’t have the strength that was necessary for Michele and me. “And now? You’re not afraid now?” I asked him. He began to speak in a low voice, as if to himself. “A little less. The first days were terrible. If you knew what nights I had here, sleepless, I even thought of leaving immediately, leaving her, running away like a coward. Now that you know, I’m better. I don’t feel so uncertain about the future, it’s already decided. I don’t even wonder anymore what my life will be, now I know.” “Yes, now you only have to live it,” I added in a whisper. He didn’t understand, he hugged me, crushing his cheek against mine.

I went to the telephone, I dialed the number of the office, I said that I was detained by urgent family matters. Then I went to my room, closed the door, and threw myself on the bed. I thought that, anyway, I could endure: the matter concerned not only me but above all the girl’s parents. “It’s they who should come and speak to me, they who, after what’s happened, have to come and suggest something. Marina has to speak to her father. He’ll have to come here. We shouldn’t have to assume all the responsibilities alone.” But as I thought those things, I imagined Michele in Cantoni’s reception area, waiting with other people, his brown coat over his knees, then speaking with Cantoni, who is young, confident; I imagined Michele sitting opposite him, begging him. Exhausted, I fell asleep thinking, “I don’t want her here in my house, absolutely not.” I fell into a heavy sleep, amid confused images: I was in a soft bed, the room looked out on the Grand Canal; I didn’t see Guido, but I knew he was there and would join me soon. I was waiting to hear his footsteps in the hall, and instead I heard coming toward me, determined, almost arrogant, Marina. I woke with a start and saw Mirella, who had come in: “Are you sleeping, mamma?” she asked. It was already evening. I sat up on the edge of the bed and looked at her, dazed. Then, suddenly, everything that had happened earlier returned to mind. “Marina is pregnant,” I said. She jumped and brought her hands to her face in dismay. “How do you know?” “Riccardo told me. He says they want to get married right away, in two weeks, that they want to come and live here, in this house. How will we manage, Mirella? I’m tired. I can’t do it anymore.” She moved close to me, I leaned my head against her, her silk dress was cool on my face. “You children have no pity,” I whispered.

Mirella caressed my forehead, my hair. I didn’t know she could be so tender. “Don’t worry, mamma,” she said, “it won’t be as serious as it seems now. I understand, it’s a blow, a surprise, but things will settle down and maybe turn out for the best. I’ve never thought that Riccardo would have the strength to do anything serious in life. Maybe it’s better this way. Some people have to be compelled by external forces to assume their responsibilities, to take the initiative; to live, in other words. Maybe it’s a good thing. Don’t worry, mamma, I’ll talk to Riccardo, we have to help them, I’ll talk to Marina, too. You know I don’t like her, but maybe this time, unintentionally, she’s done something intelligent. You rest, I see you’re so tired. I don’t have time to help you in the house, I can’t, but just now I wanted to tell you to get someone, as you wanted to, to help part time. We’ll pay with my salary.” My head was resting against her breast, and I felt her heart beating, strong, a little rapidly.

My mother always says that Mirella is like me. Maybe, if my era had been different, I would have been a girl like her, so confident. I was afraid that, precisely because of that confidence, she could fall into a trap. “No, don’t think of anything,” I said to her. “I’ll take care of it, my tiredness is only temporary. You’ll see, I’ll recover in a minute. Your father will be home soon, and I want him to eat before … before I tell him about all this. Don’t you worry about these things, Mirella,” I repeated. “You have your job, your studies, your path … ” Then, more softly, I added, “Go on.” It seemed to me that for a second time I had to cut the chain that, before she was born, bound her to me. “Go on,” I repeated. “I’m afraid that there are a lot of ugly things here, a lot of lies. Maybe I won’t tell you any more, but remember what I told you tonight: save yourself, you who can do it. Go, be quick.” Mirella hugged me hard; we didn’t look at each other. “When will this baby be born?” she said finally. I pulled away from her, surprised, as if she’d said something I wasn’t expecting. “When will it be born?” she repeated. I was abstracted, absorbed. “I don’t know,” I murmured. “I hadn’t yet thought that a baby will be born.”



May 10

Tonight I talked to Michele. I was afraid he’d react violently, so I’d told Riccardo to wait in his room. Hugging me, he said, “Please, mamma, make him understand it’s for Marina.” But, contrary to what I imagined, Michele, as soon as he found out, started laughing, exclaiming, “What an idiot!” I didn’t like the quality of his laughter; it seemed to express a contemptuous satisfaction. I went to close the door so that Riccardo wouldn’t hear. “And now?” Michele asked when I turned to him again. He had a derisive, amused expression on his face: “And now, mamma?” he repeated, sinking into his armchair as if to better enjoy a show. I would have preferred him to be outraged, because in that laughter I heard something I didn’t like. I told him they intend to get married immediately, in two weeks. He kept smiling, shaking his head, and repeating, “Idiot!” I asked if he thought Riccardo had to marry her and he answered, seriously, “Naturally. What else could he do?” So I began to speak about Marina with harsh, angry words. I even went so far as to question that Riccardo was the first man she’d known. But Michele continued, paying no attention to me, “Of course he has to marry her.” He immediately added, “And he won’t be able to go to Argentina.” I lowered my head with a sigh. He said, “Riccardo is young, he doesn’t know yet that you always have to pay for love, in some way. Otherwise you have to be strong, give it up.”

Those words made me think back to this morning. “What’s wrong, Valeria?” Guido had asked, noticing that I couldn’t pay attention to what was going on at the office. I told him everything about Riccardo and felt humiliated: he can’t understand what harm this represents for us, because we’re poor. I felt humiliated by not being able to be happy that my son is getting married and having a baby. With my story, I seemed to be letting Guido enter my house, inviting him to sit on the worn couch with its broken springs. I felt that now I have to flee him, too, if I really want a vacation in which I can be myself, only me, Valeria. I thought, “Valeria” and saw a tall, pretty eighteen-year-old girl, in a long organza dress and a soft straw hat, a girl such as I never was, because in 1925, when I was eighteen, skirts were short with a low waist, and hair was cut in a masculine style. These days, when I think about myself, I often imagine that young, romantic girl, even if I have a grown daughter and a son who … Yes, in short, even if I’m going to be a grandmother soon. I’d know how to be that girl, like the grandmother in a portrait, as if I were playing a part in the theater with the poetic truth of the characters. Guido caressed my hand, saying, “Be patient, it’s only a few days now until we leave.” I hoped that he, too, saw in me that girl and not a middle-aged woman oppressed by troubles; I felt that our departure shouldn’t be justified by the desire to make up for injustices endured, for days of humiliation, but by a loving, uncontainable impulse.

I reflected on all this while Michele said you always pay for love. I wondered if I ever loved and if I’d know how to love. In the meantime, Michele continued, “Now Riccardo will have to work all his life for that girl and the child. He’ll begin to understand a lot of things that until now seemed inexplicable to him. He always said that in my place he’d let his family go hungry rather than remain employed in a bank.” I said I didn’t see any relation between Riccardo’s life and ours. We hadn’t found ourselves forced to get married, and, despite his protests, I insisted that any comparison between me and that girl offended me, because she had been unable to respect either morality or love. Michele shrugged and said that a lot of prejudices no longer count today. I exclaimed, indignant, “Nothing counts anymore, then, of what we respected.” After a pause, Michele asked, “But did we really respect it, mamma? Or did we have to pretend to respect it?” He got up and, coming close, said, “Are you sure, for example, that if we’d been left alone, or if we’d had, let’s say, the opportunity to go out by ourselves, are you sure we wouldn’t have given in, like them?” He grabbed me by the shoulders, with an affectionate gesture, and spoke to me in a low, intense voice. “Remember?” he said. “As soon as we were alone, we’d start kissing, embracing … If we’d had their freedom, do you think we would have resisted? Not me, certainly. And you, too, confess it, you would have done the same as Marina, isn’t that true?” For a moment we verged on absolute sincerity, his voice asking even more than his words. But I couldn’t, maybe because of the comparison he had made between Marina and me, maybe because, if I had admitted it, I would have been left with nothing, without the past, without the little that remains to me of Michele. “Not me,” I said sharply. “Before marriage, never.”

He held me by the shoulders for another moment, looking at me, and I felt myself becoming spiteful toward him, toward my children, who wouldn’t follow my example, toward Marina, who is the cause of everything, toward Guido, who wants to take me to Venice, toward everyone—and also toward myself. After that long look, Michele hugged me, in silence, and kissed me on the forehead. Then he moved away and lit a cigarette, saying, in another tone, “Anyway, that’s not what I wanted to say. I was saying … oh, yes, remember the day when I wouldn’t give Riccardo the money to buy a bicycle? You know, of course, that we didn’t have it. But children never believe that, and maybe we’re glad they don’t, because that way they attribute to us a power we don’t possess. Riccardo said, ‘Why did you bring me into the world?’ and I’ve always remembered that remark as an accusation. Until today. Today he, too, knows perfectly well why children are brought into the world.”

He paced up and down the room, and I watched him. There was something incomprehensible in him, as when we were engaged and he would read me poems he’d written for me that I didn’t understand very well but that, precisely in their incomprehensibility, revealed something diabolical that fascinated me. Every so often then, I’d had the suspicion that our approaching marriage was a mistake; but that thought dismayed me, and I didn’t dare linger on it. Even today, I can imagine that we might both have been utterly different from what we have been, and I don’t want to know why. I was quick to declare that I, anyway, had wanted children.

Then, to end it, I went to call Riccardo. He came timidly, almost shyly, and, seeing his father, threw himself on his neck in a surge of emotion. Michele motioned him to sit on the other side of the table. From there, Riccardo leaned toward him, hopeful, and they began to discuss. I left them alone for a while, and when I came back they were talking about the possibility of getting Riccardo a job at the bank. “You really think it might be possible, papa?” he asked, taking heart. Michele said yes, he hoped to arrange it. “I’ve worked there for so many years, I’m in a privileged position,” he said, “and if I ask they ought to agree.” Riccardo said, “Thank you,” and added that it would be good to specify that it was only for a short time. Michele pointed out that if he said that, he wouldn’t be hired. “I understand,” Riccardo nodded with a sly smile, “we won’t say anything, then. When the baby’s born, when it’s able to travel, we’ll leave right away. I think that once in Buenos Aires, I’ll be able to get a better salary than what they promised. Otherwise, the three of us couldn’t manage. But when they see that I have a wife and child, my goodness, they’ll help me. In fact, basically, you’ll see, everything will be easier now. Marina doesn’t want me to leave without her, she doesn’t want to stay here alone with the baby, and she’s right. In these times, with a war that might break out at any moment, it’s not prudent to separate. She’s seen the brochures for Argentina, and she says she likes it. I showed her the one of the mountains, too.” “And your degree?” I objected. “First, I’ll get the degree, of course. Otherwise, I couldn’t go. I’ll do everything. You say I can leave the bank when I like, right?” I looked at Michele, who answered calmly, “Of course, when you like.”



May 12

I was already in bed, and I got up to come and write. I can’t sleep. I tried to talk to Michele, but he finds it pointless to return again to what, for several days, has been the only topic of conversation. At the bank, they promised that Riccardo will be among the first hired, and he made a date to talk to Marina’s father on Monday. “Now I’ve done everything I had to do,” he said. Then he fell asleep, turning his back to me, unreachable. I felt, as I often do during the day, that he draws the strength I envy and admire from the decision not to let anyone reach him. The need to work to earn money, to read the newspaper to follow political events, gives him the privilege of isolating himself, protecting himself; whereas my job is to let myself be devastated. Because when I write in this notebook, I feel I’m committing a serious sin, a sacrilege: it’s as if I were talking to the devil. Opening it, my hands tremble; I’m afraid. I see the white pages, the dense parallel lines ready to receive the chronicle of my future days, and even before I’ve lived them, I’m distressed. I know that my reactions to the facts I write down in detail lead me to know myself more intimately every day. Maybe there are people who, knowing themselves, are able to improve; but the better I know myself, the more lost I become. Besides, I don’t know what feelings could stand up to a ruthless, continuous analysis; or who among us, reflected in every action, could be satisfied with ourselves. It seems to me that in life you have to choose a line of conduct, confirm it with yourself and others, and then forget those gestures, those actions, that contradict it. You have to forget them. My mother always says that people with short memories are lucky.

Today was torturous. When I went home for lunch, I found Aunt Matilde’s answer; she said she’s just waiting to know when I arrive at Verona to meet me at the station. I showed it to Guido in the afternoon. We were in the car. It’s the first Saturday we haven’t gone to the office. He says it’s already too hot. I told him that tomorrow I’ll write to Aunt Matilde to tell her I have to put off the trip. Guido was silent, staring at me, his eyes full of suffering. “Please, no,” he said and then, “At no cost should we put it off.” I felt a bitter sorrow, because only at that moment, stating it, did I believe in my resolution. Today, at lunch, when I talked about it, I hoped someone would protest, obliging me to leave. Instead, no one noticed this decision that was so important for me. Riccardo had been at the registry office, and he was talking about publishing the banns. “We’ll leave right after this wretched wedding,” I promised Guido, “in three weeks, a month at most.” He kept insisting, he said there are too many people in Venice in June. He was driving slowly, dispirited, along the deserted avenues of the periphery. It was getting dark, the air was melancholy. “Let’s stop here,” he proposed, taking out his cigarettes, “since you don’t want to go to the center anymore, and we’re exiled.” I asked if he thought I was wrong, after the encounter of last night; he was silent for a moment, staring, through the windshield, at the first street lights coming on. Then he murmured, “No, maybe not,” and clutched my hand desperately.

Last night, we were sitting in the bar of a hotel when we saw his wife’s brother come in with two friends. He knows me very well, because he often comes to the office, and yet he almost didn’t recognize me, he was so surprised to see me there with Guido. But he recovered immediately, greeted us with excessive cordiality, and sat at the bar. We didn’t know how to behave and began talking in loud voices, hoping he would realize that we were talking about office matters. Besides, we didn’t know what else to say. When we left, he pretended not to see us, but Guido tapped his shoulder to say goodbye and declare our innocence. As soon as we were outside, I said we shouldn’t risk similar encounters. Maybe I hoped that Guido would find my fears exaggerated. Instead he said, seriously, “You’re right.” Then he added that his brother-in-law is a man of the world and wouldn’t say anything.

Today, too, he said I was right. The evening was beautiful and the car a trusted accomplice; but, compelled not to get out, we felt like prisoners. The street lights drew us like comets, guiding the way to a fabulous forbidden city. A police officer passed on a bicycle and slowed down for a moment, observing us through the windshield. Guido started the car saying, “It’s impossible, we’re not students, we can’t always be in cars or meet in out-of-the-way cafés, in latterie. Besides, it would be even more dangerous. I want to go everywhere with you—to the theater, the movies, restaurants, walk in the street arm in arm.” I made him reflect, and although I thought of Cantoni, of Mirella, and even of Clara, I said that the people I know rarely go to such places. If I want to be prudent, it’s for him. He sighed: “If you knew how free I am, I have no more duties, none.” Often, I sense that he wants to talk to me about something that I don’t want to know. “And even the children,” he added, “what right do children have over our private lives?” He insisted on setting a date for our departure. He said, “I need some certainty. I don’t even feel sure of you … ” Hearing him speak about me the way Riccardo does about Marina, I felt an acute sense of shame. He said that in June, it will be more prudent to go to Vicenza: “There we won’t meet anyone. Do you know Vicenza? It’s beautiful.” I nodded, smiling, and felt that in Vicenza, too, we would be in prison, deprived of the window on the Grand Canal as we were now of the lights of the forbidden city.

At home Riccardo met me at the door. “Mamma, Marina’s here,” he said timidly. I started: I was thinking about how to leave, right away, with Guido, while they, reading my thoughts, seemed to want to draw me into a trap. Irritated, I went into the dining room. I still had my hat on, my gloves and purse. Marina jumped up, lowering her eyes, and her attitude annoyed me. I looked at her narrow hips under the pleated skirt. I thought she had tricked Riccardo and now she was preparing to play me, too. “So,” I asked her, “when will this baby be born?” Intimidated by my abrupt question, she turned to Riccardo, and he answered, trying to smile, “In December, mamma, at Christmas.” We sat down and began to talk. When we alluded to the date of the wedding, they exchanged rapid glances in which only a grave feeling of guilt veiled their happiness. But it’s a guilt I know: I know everything about their sin and also about their future. I wasn’t lost and ill at ease, as I was during the conversation with Cantoni. Yet I had an irritating impression: maybe because I still had my hat on and because my severe tone kept me upright on the chair, I felt that I was visiting and they were the owners of the house.

I remembered when Mirella and Riccardo first began having their friends over and, out of discretion, I stayed in my room. I already felt confined to a corner, like an old woman, and I heard their loud, cheerful voices invading the rooms that had been my sole domain, my kingdom. Tonight, I looked at Marina thinking that soon she, like me, will be Signora Cossati. I took off my hat and stuck the pins in it, slowly. They talked about their room, and I asked Marina if she had any sort of trousseau, maybe some sheets. She shook her head. There was a silence. Then I said it didn’t matter, I still have some of my trousseau and my mother’s; and, besides, they should be ready for many sacrifices. “You’re pretty,” I continued, “you could easily have married a rich man, even, perhaps, of different upbringing and origin from Riccardo. And as for Riccardo, my mother had a wife ready for him. You know how old people are,” I added with a slight smile, “they think happiness lies in money, in material well-being, and, in a certain sense, they’re right. She and the girl’s grandmother talked about this marriage for years. She’s a young girl, educated, the only daughter of our cousin Contessa Dalmò, who has the most beautiful estates in the Veneto. Riccardo could have looked after the estate, been secure all his life. My mother dreamed that he could one day buy back the villa, which still has our coat of arms on it, and today, imagine, belongs to a carpenter who got rich. But I prefer it like this. I, too, married for love, although in different circumstances. Are you religious?” She nodded fervently. “Well,” I continued, “thank God you met Riccardo. Someone else might not have cared about your condition and left for Argentina. Naturally, we wouldn’t have allowed it, we would have forced him to do his duty. But he gave it up right away, you see? He sacrificed himself freely. You’ll settle here, we’re not rich, you know, but we’ll share what there is, and you’ll be like a daughter for me.” Marina bowed her head on her chest and wept. I told her there’s no need to think about the past anymore, and I gave her a hug. She has a thin, yielding body that inspired tenderness and distrust at the same time. Dry silent sobs shook her body, so like a bird’s. “Calm down,” I said, “you should be happy now. Don’t cry: it could hurt you, Marina.” It seems impossible that there is a child in that frail body, and not only because of her slenderness and delicate bone structure, but because I don’t want to admit that the child also belongs to her. That thought awakens in me a contemptuous rebellion. The child is Riccardo’s. Riccardo’s and mine.



May 16

I can’t always hide the irritation that Marina’s presence causes me. She comes every night now; I’m already in the habit of setting the table for five. Afterward, Mirella goes out, but Michele and I no longer have a moment’s peace. I take my work and leave Marina and Riccardo to their conversations. The talk isn’t brilliant, Marina has little culture or spirit of observation. When I look up from the knitting needles, I find her staring at me, wondering, perhaps, why Riccardo has such admiration for me. Yesterday again he hugged me, saying, “You’re an exceptional woman, mamma.” He’s always looking for advice, asks many small favors, as if to give me the chance to show that I’m clever about everything. His attitude seems to make Marina jealous. If that’s the case, it’s a sign that she has a small mind; otherwise, she’d understand that no feeling, however profound, can replace a mother’s.

Tonight Michele carried the armchair and the radio into the bedroom. He also brought some books, the newspapers, and the standing lamp from the dining room. Then, with a sigh of relief, he said, “I’ll be very comfortable here.”

I went through the house thoughtfully and saw that I no longer have a corner for myself, except the kitchen. So I asked him, in irritation, “And me, Michele?” He was already sitting down; he wanted to start enjoying his tranquil evening. He gave me a bewildered, fond look and said he rarely sees me sitting down. Instead of considering that I never have time to sit, he thinks, perhaps, that I don’t want to. Suddenly, he got up, offering me the chair. I would never dare take that place away from him and certainly, although he’s a kind and courteous man, he would think it an abuse. Sitting down again, he said we’ll soon get used to Marina, she’s a good girl and he likes her. It’s true. He likes her because she’s pretty. He, like Riccardo, smiles when he sees her around, because she possesses that animal meekness that men take for sweetness. Not even what happened between them serves to make Michele suspicious: he thinks she’s an example of loving, female obedience that flatters him, too, because he’s a man. But I know what a different idea he has of a woman like Clara, for instance, even if he doesn’t talk about her or complain that she never called. Sitting down beside him, I said, “Michele, if you spend the evenings here in the bedroom, I will really be left alone and I can’t bear it.” I would have liked to tell him that I now understand his letters from Africa and the dangerous solitude that enveloped him on his return, when I was busy with the children. For the sake of the family, I think, we destroyed each other, and now the family should save us. But I didn’t dare talk to him about these ideas. I think about them myself only when I open this notebook. Michele caressed my shoulder, saying that in a few months I won’t be alone, I’ll have the baby.

We talked about it tonight, at the table. Michele was complaining about the pasta, saying it didn’t have enough flavor. I came home late, because I had a long conversation with Guido, who insists that I should leave just the same, for a few days, before Riccardo’s wedding. I was tired, and I think it’s because of the extra work I have to do when Marina has dinner with us. I said I’ve had enough of working for everyone, I’m not a child, I have a right to rest. Mirella said I was right, and asked Marina what sort of work, once married, she intends to do. Riccardo interrupted, observing that in a few months Marina will have to take care of the child. There was a silence. Mirella looked at me, attentive, serious; then she said, “Mamma could stay home with the child.”

I would have liked to protest, but felt I shouldn’t. I thought, if I leave the office, I won’t see Guido anymore. I thought, babies cry at night, and I won’t even have the time or tranquility necessary to write the diary. But these are my secrets, and I couldn’t set them in opposition to the need to take care of the baby. Riccardo said it’s a great solution, and that way he and Marina can leave for Argentina alone, settle, get acclimated, and come back for the baby later, since it will be safe with me. “Safer than with you,” he said teasingly to Marina. She smiled happily. Then he added that, until then, Marina could take my place in the office. “Do you think it’s so easy?” I asked him sarcastically. “What does Marina know how to do? Let’s hear it: stenography, dictation, accounting, write correctly in French?” Marina shook her head, while I resumed with contained fury: “You haven’t understood anything about the difficulties I’ve had to overcome in these years. You don’t consider what you do. In school my teachers were nuns, studying was almost a joke, the way it is in fancy schools, where the students are all wealthy and don’t have to be prepared for work. I played the piano, painted with watercolors. All wrong, as Mirella says.” Mirella was silent, looking at me. “I had to learn everything. I took care of the house and I worked like your father, so that you could go to high school, to university, so that you could be dressed and shod. It’s not so easy to take my place.” Riccardo came over and hugged me, even Mirella approached, serious, as if she felt the weight of an inner reproach. They said I’ve done enough, I should leave the office, now that they’re adults. “Marina will work, too, in some way,” Riccardo said harshly. They said they’ll get a part-time maid, for the heavy work and the kitchen, and I’ll take care of the baby, I’ll take it to the park, sit in the sun. “No more office,” Riccardo repeated, “no more being on your feet until late at night mending or ironing.”

Marina stared at me with her vacant eyes. Maybe, considering how difficult it is to be a woman, a wife, the mother of a family, she felt dismayed. But to me it seemed that, looking at me, she was searching for a vulnerable point in which to wound me. Immediately, I thought of this notebook, resolving to put it in a safe place tomorrow, lock it in Guido’s safe. But I’m afraid of carrying it with me in the street, I could be hit by a car; I see my body motionless under a gray blanket, and I see Marina bend over to pick up the purse abandoned on the asphalt, open it, take out the notebook. I can’t carry it outside, it’s not prudent. On the other hand, very soon Marina will often be alone in the house because she’ll be Riccardo’s wife, my daughter-in-law, Signora Cossati. She’ll be able to open the drawers, the trunks, rummage around everywhere. She’ll find it, she’ll show it to Riccardo, reveal to him what I do when I’m awake at night and why it’s impossible for her to take my place with the director in the office. Maybe she’s already begun to search. But she won’t discover anything. I’m more intelligent than she is. She won’t succeed in destroying Riccardo’s image of me. When I’m dead, he’ll remember that immediately, generously, I welcomed Marina to our house, protected her, nourished her, even though she showed up poor, unhappy with her obscure, chaotic family, bringing no dowry, no trousseau, and two months pregnant. But she doesn’t seem to consider all that: she’s not humiliated, she’s not afraid that I might suspect that, after the wedding, she’ll act with others as she acted with my son. Tonight, when they went out, Riccardo pushed her to give me a hug me and urged her: “Tell mamma what we decided.” She was embarrassed, shook her head no, no; so Riccardo announced, “If it’s a girl, we’ll name her Valeria.”



May 19

It’s increasingly difficult for me to write. At night Michele stays up late, listening to music. He bought two records: The Ride of the Valkyrie and The Death of Siegfried, and he plays them so often they’ve become a nightmare for me. Last night, when I came into the bedroom, he was already in bed and the record player next to him was spinning with an anguished hiss. His head was on the pillow in a position of utter repose that nevertheless expressed an intense weariness. The still expression on his face scared me. I went over and hugged him: I, too, felt trapped in a solitude I’d never felt before I got to be this age. Michele wasn’t surprised by my sudden act of tenderness; people who live together for a long time learn to say everything without words, and maybe that’s what makes their relations irreplaceable. “Come to bed, turn off the light,” he murmured. In bed I hugged him: I felt his body healthy, strong, the heart beating vigorously, and I sighed with relief. A little earlier, when I entered the room, Michele’s face had reminded me of my father’s. When I go to see mamma, he never joins our conversations; instead, he sits nearby, in an armchair, reading the newspaper, and gradually the newspaper falls out of his hands. I observe him coldly while he’s sleeping and, with a shiver, sense that he’s been dead for a long time already—maybe since the day he decided to close his law office and hand it over to the man who had been his partner for many years, and who’s also old now. There was a big lunch that day, and everyone was happy because my father could finally rest and begin to live. At that moment, instead, he began to die.

It seems to me that women are privileged, because they can’t ever stop being active: house and children don’t allow repose or retirement, and so they’re bound to their main concerns until the end. Sometimes, observing my parents, and seeing them bicker for trivial reasons, I wonder how they can forget the constant threat of death. Maybe the very fact that every day they’re still alive is a victory. Or maybe, since death is a state unknown to us, they can’t imagine it or be frightened by it. If that’s the case, maybe we shouldn’t try to know life well. Otherwise, in the effort to understand and live it properly, we end up not living it at all.

When Michele stops playing the music and those threatening, bombastic motifs no longer echo through the house, I’d like to get the notebook and write. But it’s already late, I’m afraid that Mirella will come home, and I startle at every car that stops in front of the building. So I decide to write after she gets home, go on sewing, and tonight I fell asleep over the sewing. I woke up while Mirella was asking me severely, “What have you been doing until this hour, mamma?” She must have thought that the resolve with which I refuse to rest is like the stubbornness of old people. I don’t want what happened tonight to be repeated, I don’t want my daughter to consider me old: I’m only forty-three.

Today Marina’s father came. I had insisted on putting off this visit, since I wanted to go to the usual Saturday appointment in the office. Lately, Guido has been afraid that I’ll seize on any pretext not to see him, not to talk about departure or fix a date. This morning, for the first time, he was almost curt with me when he found out that I couldn’t spend the afternoon with him. “You have to choose,” he said. “You have to try to protect yourself, at least. I can’t even give you that strength? You seem content to let yourself be ground up, crushed.” It was the end of the day: we heard the young workers hurrying to the door, saying goodbye gaily to the receptionists and, as they do every week, head into Sunday as if to a happy and endless vacation. Guido continued, “Since I’ve been used to seeing you every Saturday, I can’t stay here alone the way I did for so many years. Then, perhaps, I felt I was waiting for something that would, miraculously, shatter my solitude. I still remember the surprise I felt, that first Saturday, when, opening the door, I saw that someone had preceded me, someone who, like me, needed to return to the office as a refuge. But now I can’t find peace here, either, if you’re not here. I end up staying home, shut in my study, I can’t work or think because outside the door the children are playing dance music.” He took my hands, he said, “Come today, please, even if just for half an hour. We have to talk about our departure.” A sharp despair pierced me, and I felt that I had never loved anyone as I loved him at that moment. “If I could, if only I could … ” I said, and the tone of my voice seemed to repay him.

Marina’s father is a small, lively, smiling man. He was happy about the wedding, which is set for June 13th. Marina is devoted to Sant’Antonio and is always saying it was he who arranged it so that Riccardo wouldn’t leave without her. Marina’s father doesn’t in fact seem to have understood the reason that makes it necessary to hurry the wedding: I myself wanted Michele to keep it from him, and mentioned the likelihood that Riccardo might have to leave suddenly for Argentina, and thus visas, passports, and so on would be easier. And yet today I was almost indignant that he really believes everything he was told, and I wonder if he’s not pretending to believe it to spare himself the humiliation that his daughter’s behavior would otherwise provoke.

But he seems satisfied: when Riccardo showed him his room, although it’s anything but welcoming for two young newlyweds, he exclaimed, “Very good, very good.” He emanated a euphoria in which I, profoundly, refused to participate: I remembered Riccardo’s sobs a few days ago, the tone in which Michele had said “Idiot.” I’d like to forget them, and I can’t. The others are sleeping, at this hour: sleep cancels the day they’ve been through, and the new day appears, free of the weight of the preceding days, which I, on the other hand, preserve in these pages as if in an exorbitant account book in which no debt is ever forgiven. Toward evening, Marina’s father left: although Riccardo wanted him to stay for dinner, he insisted on leaving, saying goodbye gaily. “Goodbye, see you again,” and, having embraced his daughter, he addressed to us more extremely cordial remarks before disappearing. Riccardo, closing the door, commented that everything had gone well, very well, and he kissed Marina on the cheeks. I looked at them: swelling with satisfaction, she seemed to have got fatter. “Her father can’t possibly not see she’s pregnant,” I said to myself. I saw him again as he hurried off, giving us a cheerful goodbye wave. I suspected that father and daughter were in agreement. I thought that one can never be sure of these people without a past, without traditions. Today, for Marina, I had to give up a meeting with Guido, the only thing that belongs to me, that gives me joy: for her, we had to put off the journey to Venice. It seems to me that, with a deliberate purpose, she wants to keep me from being young and happy. And so sometimes I think about not giving it up, to spite her. More often, though, it seems to me that giving it up is the only way to be stronger than she is, to defeat her, not only today but forever, condemning her to admire a life with no escape, like mine.



May 22

Riccardo told me that a friend of Marina’s who owns a shoe store will take her on as a cashier right after the wedding. He’s happy because it’s a job she can do sitting down and so she’ll have to stop only for a short time when the baby is born. When my mother heard this news, she dropped her work, as if she’d been struck by lightning, and asked me, “And you will allow your son’s wife to work as a cashier?” I said it’s not hard work, and she observed bitterly, “You don’t understand. You don’t understand anything anymore. You are the first woman in our family who was obliged to work, but at least it’s an office, you don’t have to serve the public. Cashier … ” she repeated, shaking her head. She asked me where this store was, and I named an elegant street in the center, and she, after a pause, added that she’s glad she no longer sees her old friends, that she almost never goes out. Otherwise, I told her, she would realize that the world has changed. “I don’t want to know,” she replied harshly.

My mother spends her days in a living room where she’s gathered many memories, a kind of summary of her life: watercolors of our Venetian countryside, a faded photograph of the villa, wedding favors, and some pieces of silver that, being of little value, escaped the sales. On the walls hang large portraits of our forebears. I looked at my mother sitting upright, dressed in black, with her teased white hair. I don’t know how to hold myself like her, maybe because I didn’t wear a corset. I don’t know how to say, “I don’t want to know.” Maybe the forebears of the portraits never kept a diary, or, in any case, they didn’t let it come down to us. When my mother dies, I won’t know where to hang those portraits: they’re too big for our rooms, they’d go up to the ceiling. Besides, we’ve eliminated the living room, and those substantial women, their buttery flesh overflowing their satins, could never be constrained between the wardrobe and the chest of drawers. We’ll sell them, Riccardo has a friend who’s an antique dealer. I’m thinking all that while my mother is reminding me that the frames have to be touched up with bronze powder. I reassure her, and I seem to be harboring a crime. “It’s not my fault,” I say to myself, “there’s no room.” It began in wartime, because of the housing crisis. Or maybe because suddenly you could die and things had no importance compared with the lives of human persons, all equal, all threatened. The past no longer served to protect us, and we had no certainty about the future. Everything in me is confused, and I can’t talk about it with my mother or my daughter because neither would understand. They belong to two different worlds: the one that ended with that time, the other that it gave birth to. And in me these two worlds clash, making me groan. Maybe that’s why I often feel that I have no substance. Maybe I am only this passage, this clash.

I still remember the day I told my mother I was going to start working. She stared at me for a long time, in silence, before lowering her eyes, and, because of that look of hers, my work has always weighed on me like a sin. Mirella disapproves of this feeling, I know perfectly well. Maybe she even despises it and intends, by the way she lives her life, to rebel against me. She doesn’t understand that it was I who made her free, I with my life racked between the old, reassuring traditions and the call of new demands. It was up to me. I’m the bridge she’s taken advantage of, the way young people take advantage of everything, cruelly, without even noticing that they’re taking, without paying attention. Now I, too, can collapse.

And yet I seem to see everything clearly tonight. When I started writing, I thought I’d reached the point where conclusions could be drawn about one’s own life. But every experience—even the one that comes from this long questioning of myself in the notebook—teaches me that all life passes in the anguished attempt to draw conclusions and not succeeding. At least for me it’s like that: everything seems, at the same time, good and bad, just and unjust, even transient and eternal. Young people don’t know it and so, when they’re not like Riccardo, they’re like Mirella.



May 24

Last night, coming home, I found Riccardo and Marina looking around near the suitcase where this notebook was hidden. I turned pale: “What are you doing?” I exclaimed harshly. Riccardo apologized: “Papa says that my baptismal certificate must be in here. I can’t open it. Where’s the key?” I said that I can’t allow them to rummage around everywhere, to force open what’s locked, that the suitcase is mine and I am the owner of the house. Riccardo was upset, and while I went off carrying the suitcase I heard him say to Marina in a joking tone, “Did you hear her, your mother-in-law?” They were laughing, but that laugh and that way of referring to me was irritating. I went to the kitchen and there, immediately, opened the suitcase. When I took out the notebook, I was anxious to put it down, as if it were burning; I moved among smooth surfaces that offered no hiding places, I heard footsteps approaching, and I trembled. Desperate, I threw the notebook in the ragbag, as I had the first day. Later, as I was making dinner, I heard Riccardo talking to Michele: “Mamma really needs a rest, she’s too tired, nervous. After my wedding, she should go to Aunt Matilde’s, stay there a couple of months, at least. She can’t take this life anymore. Marina will look after the house, along with a maid.” Michele approved fervently. For a moment I tasted the freedom of leaving with Guido, forced by them; then, hearing them dispose of me as if I were incapable of reasoning, I became suspicious. It seemed clear that Marina wants to replace me. Maybe she thinks that working is too hard, she’d prefer me to continue. She’ll stay home with the maid, give orders, arrange everything, and soon the house will belong to her completely. I went into the dining room with the soup tureen and smiled calmly. “Don’t you worry about me,” I said. “I’m very well. I have no wish to leave now. I’m not moving.”

Then, turning to Riccardo, I added indifferently, “If you want to look for that certificate, here’s the key to the suitcase.” I looked at Marina to let her understand that this time, too, she would find nothing. I felt a cold rancor invade me, gnaw at me: no one was ever concerned about me until now, and this unusual concern makes me suspicious. I’m afraid of becoming mean, I thought later. I was in Mirella’s room: I was working and she was studying, as she often does now, until late at night, because she’s decided to take a lot of exams. “Lucky you!” Riccardo said to her yesterday: “I have other things to do now, I can’t prepare my thesis. And in September, when I start at the bank, I’ll have even less time.” Every so often, I looked up from my work and gazed at Mirella. Her face was tense in the commitment she brings to everything she does. She’s always been that way, even in her childhood temper tantrums. I know my presence bothers her, but I no longer have anywhere to take refuge: Michele was in our room, and the sound of the record player covered Riccardo and Marina’s voices as they played cards in the dining room, laughing. “There’s no space anymore,” I murmured, almost without wanting to. “There are moments when I, too, would like to close the door and be alone.”

Mirella turned to me, rubbing her eyes, tired from reading. “You know, mamma … ” she began. Now I’m always afraid when the children start talking to me. She continued, “I’ll be leaving, in two or three months. This is a nice room, the best in the house. You’ll be able to have some peace, finally. It’s very comfortable here,” she said, looking around fondly.

There was a silence and I examined her innocent eyes. “Are you getting married?” I asked with a smile. She shook her head, and explained: “Barilesi is opening an office in Milan, I’ll live in a pensione and for now I’ll do the same work I do here. But the following year I’ll have my degree and it will all be different. Then we’ll really be able to work together, you understand?” I didn’t answer. It was pointless to speak to her of our consent; in a few months we won’t have the right to detain her. I asked, “It’s decided?” She stared at me intensely for a moment, then said, “Yes.”

I looked at a picture of Cantoni that for a while now she’s kept on the desk, and that I always pretended not to notice. I remembered his voice, the way he talked about Mirella, the resolution that his precise language expressed. I asked her where the divorce paperwork was and if they would at least try to obtain the enforcement here; she said there was nothing new. She spoke concisely, as if to satisfy as soon as possible the urge to harm herself and others. I wonder if there is not more compassion in the coldness with which she protects her life than in the weakness with which I agree to let mine be devoured. Since Riccardo can no longer dare to criticize his sister, he says that today there are a lot of girls like her who, gradually, forget they’re women. When he speaks like that, he looks at Marina. She smiles and is proud to be expecting a child. But I know she didn’t want it the way I wanted mine: Riccardo told me she threatened to poison herself. I remember his distress the night he confessed he would have liked to run away and abandon her. They were happy when they found out I would agree to take care of the baby, they’re eager to leave together, free. They say they’ll come back and get it later but don’t say when. I seem to be the only one who’s expecting this baby, the only one for whom it’s not a bother, a hindrance. I wait for this child as I waited for my children, anxious to know them, to find out what they’d look like, what color eyes they’d have, who they would be. The moment I gave birth to my children is the only one I experienced with that awareness with which Mirella performs every action. That awareness is what frees her from the female sense of guilt that weighs on me, oppresses me. Mirella calls on it to affirm her rights, as Riccardo calls on his weakness to rouse pity. “Go,” I told her. “Soon Riccardo will go, too, I’ll be alone.” Yet, even though I was sorry about it, I had a foretaste of solitude as a long-awaited reward. Now that they’re all going to live their lives, it seems natural that I should begin to live mine. I thought of Guido and felt I was still very young. “Now I’ll be alone,” I repeated.

Mirella said, “No, mamma, you know Riccardo will never go.” I looked at her, questioning. I was afraid she wanted to take away from me even the right to console myself for their abandonment. I felt a sudden chill in my bones. She continued, “You know yourself, mamma, he’ll find an excuse, he won’t have time for work, studying, family. In fact, I know it myself, it’s difficult. Then they’ll have another baby … He’ll stay here, you’ll see. And you need Riccardo. I was jealous of him, as a child; you always forgave him when he made a mistake—in fact his mistakes seemed to bring out your tenderness. With me, you were inexorable. Maybe because I’m a woman.” I looked down, nodding. Maybe that’s why; but mainly because even when she did something wrong, she didn’t appear to feel guilty. Riccardo is like me: he always feels guilty, especially about the things he doesn’t have the courage to do.

“Yes,” I said, and I didn’t want to continue this conversation. “Maybe you’re right. Anyway, if you leave, I can be in this room, with the baby.” She replied that I need solitude, calm. “A baby isn’t ever a bother,” I replied. “They’re young, they have to work, they need to sleep at night. I’m used to staying up late, you know that … ”

Like now: it’s almost four. I shouldn’t go on like this. Weariness weakens me, makes me accessible to meanness. But although I’ve always given myself to others, completely, it seems to me that I still have everything to give. So I wait for this hour anxiously, to write, to let a rich stream that runs in me and pains me flow freely, as when I had too much milk. That’s the reason, surely, that I bought the notebook. I remember the day clearly: even though it was late autumn, the sky was blue, the sun warm as in spring. I was alone and it didn’t seem right to be alone on such a day, so I went home in the arms of the notebook. If I had already known that Guido loved me I would never have bought it; but perhaps if I hadn’t bought it I would never have noticed Guido, as I hadn’t noticed myself. I was not mamma for everyone, in a few months I would hear Marina say, “my mother-in-law,” and in a short time someone would call me grandma. It was Sunday and the tobacconist didn’t want to sell me the notebook, I remember. He said, “It’s forbidden.” Then I was seized by an irrepressible desire to possess it, I hoped that in it I would be able to fulfill without guilt my secret desire to still be Valeria. But then, instead, my restlessness began. My memory was weak until that day, maybe out of an instinctive defensiveness: it’s useful to ignore the fact that life is only a long, difficult path on which, hour after hour, a hope stays with us that we’re never able to transform into reality.

I need heat, I’m cold. It’s nearly dawn: the first light filters through the window. I feel a sort of repugnance to start living again, and yet the gray solitude of this hour conveys a sense of haste. The years are made up of so many days that follow one another rapidly like blinks of an eye, and I would like to be in time to be happy. In this notebook the volume of my life entirely spent for others is present to me almost materially, with the weight of the pages, with the marks of my dense writing. Guido is right when he says I enjoy feeling myself crushed, overwhelmed; and maybe, if I gave him up, it wouldn’t be out of a moral principle, as I say. In truth, I don’t feel bound to my duties as a wife and mother, nor do I consider it ridiculous to fall in love when I’m about to become a grandmother. I’m only afraid of destroying a capital patiently accumulated, but without kindness, a malicious credit that the people for whom I sacrifice myself will have to pay, little by little. Luckily, I understand it now. I have to protect myself: I don’t want to give up love and become a stingy, pitiless old woman. It’s day now. The swallows greet the morning, and the sun lights cheerful flames in the windows of the building opposite. I will arrive in the office, I’ll open the door joyously, Guido will say, “Valeria … ” I will tell him I’ve decided to leave with him, right after Riccardo’s wedding. We’ll go to Vicenza, then we’ll go back to meeting. I’ll be away for two months. Marina will stay here. It’s her turn now. I spent twenty-four years here.



May 27

Yesterday afternoon, as soon as I opened the office door, I felt a sense of relief: the rooms were deserted in the cool half-light. Guido wasn’t wearing his jacket and had rolled up his shirtsleeves, smelling of ironed silk. I had never seen him so attractive, so young. And, in the fearful sweetness that invaded me, I seemed to recognize love for the first time. I sat down, as usual, across from him. I, too, was wearing silk and, raising my arms to straighten my hair, I looked at my reflection in the expression on his face and saw that I was beautiful. I said I couldn’t stay long; he said it didn’t matter, ever since we’d decided to go away together he had been happy, and time seemed to have taken a different measure, entirely imaginary. He smiled at me and said, “I love you.” I stared at him and whispered, “I love you.” It was the first time I’d said it, and, lighting up, he stretched his hand, open, across the space of the desk, among the papers. I placed my hand in his. We stayed like that for a long moment. I couldn’t take my eyes off his face, and everything in me was good, and pained me. “You know, right, Guido, that we won’t ever go?” I said. He was motionless, questioning me with a desperate look, then he said a lot of words that I don’t remember, maybe because I stunned myself with a continuous shaking of my head. “We would be in prison there, too,” I replied, “as we are here, or in your car, or in the café when we’re looking around. Behind bars that we can’t break down because they’re not outside us, but in ourselves. I couldn’t resign myself to petty lies, to subterfuges. And not because of the duplicity. No: I’m a conventional person and more familiar with sin than with courage and freedom. But because we would have nothing to share, except sin. You’d have your life, I mine. You said it yourself: we’re too old to adapt. Adaptation is only momentary and assumes a hope that we can’t have at our age.”

Guido came over, took me in his arms. The cool odor of his shirt, the contact of his bare arms dazed me. “God, my God,” I cried in my heart. “Do you want us to go away forever? Never come back?” he whispered as he held me. I shook my head against his shoulder. “No,” I answered, “it’s too late for that as well. And maybe, toward those around us, it would be more unjust than adapting to a compromise.” He was quick to say that he has no duties, he’s free, but I kept him from going on to say things he would later regret. “I know,” I admitted. “We have the right. Besides, the right of being in love is sufficient.” “And so?” he insisted anxiously. “And so I don’t know, I can’t explain, but it seems to me that, to use a right, one has to not feel guilty using it. For me, if love isn’t validated by the family, it’s a sin. Mirella, on the other hand, says that the sin is in feeling love as a sin. I think she’s right, but I’m like you, who would refer to the sins that others, perhaps, around you have committed, to alleviate your own. But Mirella also says that love isn’t love when it’s not validated, when it’s only passion, instinct … ” I was about to add, “Or when, like ours, perhaps it’s only a desire to quickly repair the failure of our lives.”

If Guido and I had met when we were still young, it would have been different; if we had been young in these times, especially, maybe I wouldn’t have cared about the judgment of the porter. “And work isn’t a validation?” he said. “We’ve worked together for eight years … ” He looked at me hoping that, in this, was our salvation. I, too, hoped so, for a moment. We kissed, embraced. Then I resumed. “No. It’s hard to explain. Look, I began working because I needed a salary. You told me you worked night and day for thirty years, because you had decided to become rich. I don’t think money is a validation. I don’t think working together to become rich can be a purpose.” I feel, rather, that money divides us, rousing in me a low, guilty desire: to possess what he possesses, what makes him secure where I am insecure and defenseless. A few days ago, Guido didn’t have his car, and wanted to take me home on the tram. It was an adventure for him. He didn’t know the cost of a ticket, and the conductor looked at him, suspicious. I laughed, but I was on the conductor’s side. Sometimes we walk; Guido isn’t in the habit of walking, and when he crosses the street, he’s always afraid of being hit by a car. One night I led him by the hand, joking, but meanwhile I thought, “The rich are afraid … ” I almost enjoyed feeling him subject to a fear unknown to me, he who is safe from so many fears that to me are familiar. And when I see him take large bills out of his pocket, looking for a hundred lire to pay for the coffee, I don’t like it, because I feel that, if he offered them to me, maybe I’d take them. I would have in common with him only sin and money. “It’s not possible, believe me,” I concluded.

It was I who said it was time to go, to turn out the light over the desk, close the door. Guido looked at me, mute, and I performed those gestures without suffering, as if, from that moment, nothing could cause me pain, or joy. On the street we walked beside each other, but people passing divided us. Thus we arrived at the river, and we linked arms. I talked, calmly. I said that Monday, busy with the preparations for Riccardo’s wedding, I won’t be able to come to the office, that I needed a long leave, and that Michele and the children decided that I should stop working and stay home with the baby. I added, “No one can take care of a baby better than a grandmother.” I had said that word deliberately. I was sure that everything that seemed painful before would seem natural once I had said it. But nothing changed: we were two young people walking arm in arm in the gentle spring evening. When we separated, I would have liked to call him back: I felt that my last chance to be young was leaving me. And certainly he thought the same thing. I saw him walking with his shoulders hunched.

I couldn’t write last night; the effort of talking to Guido left me confused, as if I’d received a heavy blow in the chest. I went to my room early. Michele had already gone to bed, and was reading. I lay close to him, as he went on reading, and I pretended to sleep as if it were any other evening. I thought that perhaps Michele, too, sometimes pretended to sleep. And that of this continuous pretense of being asleep and remaining awake in one’s own anguish, without the other realizing it, the story of an exemplary marriage is made. Eventually, I really did fall asleep.

Today is Sunday. Mirella went to lunch at the Lido. When I came home from Mass, Cantoni’s car was leaving the entrance. Mirella leaned out to give me a cheerful wave, and he, leaning over the steering wheel, did the same. They smiled and were so happy and young that it was natural for me to return their greeting, affectionately. Then I thought I shouldn’t have, but I was glad to have done it. The porter asked me when they’re getting married and I said, “In the fall, in Milan.”

I wanted to be alone today: as when I started this diary, I bought three tickets for the soccer match and said a colleague had given them to me. Michele was glad to go with the children, he joked gallantly with Marina.

Until I saw them leave, and took the notebook out of the ragbag, I felt strong, safe. Before, at lunch, in Marina’s presence, I mentioned again—perhaps not for the last time—the daughter of Contessa Dalmò, whom Riccardo could have married. I had made a very good lunch, including tortellini, and Michele judged them better than my mother’s. Riccardo asked Marina if she knew how to make them and, while she shook her head, I assured her it’s very easy and I’ll teach her. But as soon as I held the notebook, I lost my sense of peace. In it, the image of Guido emerges everywhere between the lines: his words, written, acquire unthought-of echoes, bewildering appeals. I should have said yes the first day he invited me to leave since, in reality, I desire nothing else. My giving it up is only another proof of that lack of courage that Mirella calls hypocrisy. Facing these pages, I’m afraid. All my feelings, thus dissected, rot, become poison, and I’m aware of becoming the criminal the more I try to be the judge. I have to destroy the notebook, destroy the devil that hides in its pages, as in the hours of a life. At night, when we sit at the table together, we seem transparent and loyal, without intrigues, but I know now that none of us show what we truly are, we hide, we all camouflage ourselves, out of shame or spite. Marina gives me long looks every night, and I’m afraid that, looking, she sees in me this notebook, knows the subterfuges I use to write in it, the cleverness with which I hide it. She’s certain to find it someday and find in it a motive to dominate me as I dominate her for what she did with Riccardo. Sitting opposite me, she waits with the inexorable patience of people without intelligence.

But she won’t find it, she’ll find nothing: I wanted to be alone on purpose, to get rid of the notebook. I’ll burn it. When Marina returns, she’ll feel the slightly warm air, she’ll place her hand on the terra-cotta of the stove, as if by chance, and will understand everything. She’ll understand, I’m sure, because all women hide a black notebook, a forbidden diary. And they all have to destroy it. Now I wonder where I’ve been more sincere, in these pages or in the actions I’ve performed, those which will leave an image of me, like a beautiful portrait. I don’t know, no one will ever know. I feel myself drying up, my arms are branches of a dead tree. I tried to become old, and maybe I only became mean. I’m afraid. Marina could persuade the others to come home early, to surprise me. I have to burn the notebook as soon as possible, right away, I can’t even reread it and risk softening, I can’t say farewell. This will be the last page: on the following pages I won’t write and my future days will be, like those pages, white, smooth, cold. The big white stone on which, in the end, I will return to being called Valeria will be smooth. “She was a saint,” Riccardo will say to Marina, sobbing, as Michele said to me of his mother. And she won’t be able to deny it, she’ll know nothing. Of all that I’ve felt and lived in these months, in a few minutes there will be no trace. Only a faint odor of burning will linger in the air.
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