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To my English friends
A FAIR BABY
I will write
of a happy woman
First Part
I
Can we bear a foreign country these feelings we usually only bear our own? I am an Italian and love my country; but there is an other in the world I love as well it possessing, in addition, the charm of country dreamed of and never seen.
An English officer recently noted, in an article full of sympathy and understanding for Italy, how it was always regarded a privilege to visit her. Why should it not be regarded a privilege to visit England? My love for her I think was born together with me.
I learned English because of it. I was fond of the English language and literature: there were names, like Shakespeare, Byron, as dear to me as those of the great Italian poets; the English character attracted both by contrast and a certain curious affinity; and I comprehended the English humour and enjoyed it more then any other.
I resembled English to a language of birds. The knowledge of it was a necessity with me as my own breathing I studied for years, chiefly by my self: a rather hard thing for an Italian, and then with the aid of phonographic records, which indeed aided me much. These formed a course of conversation, and where spoken by English ladies and gentlemen in so clear, lovely voices that it was a delight to listen to. On the last record there was a poem by Byron: “Night in Rome”, and I found it as beautiful as a song of Caruso’s.
I recurred to them when I wished to hear English for, so far, I had not known English people nor seen any. In Verona I happened to see Germans, Frenchmen too, but never Englishmen. It was the armistice which gave me the opportunity. It found me in the South and e few arrived too at the little town where I lives; and accompanied by an acquaintance of my father’s they called on me, one evening.
I well remember that first meeting I heard a knock at the door, and shortly afterwards some “buona sera“ in a foreign accent. I _ I lingered to enter and after entering I stood silent for a moment. I did not wish to make too silly a figure in front of those boys, but I could not help turning pale and they noted it. How could they know?
They were three, had come a long way, and I could believe they had come for me. I sought in them what I knew of them, what the knowledge of their language had allowed me to learn. They are friends to me.
I desired to say: “I salute in you your far, dear country!”. Those were the words rising to my lips. I said, more simply: “Good evening. I am glad to make your acquaintance and hear you”. And I sat down and listened attentively to their warblings.
They were dear boys. Watching them, listening, I felt as if I had known them formerly. My father behaved nicely: they called him “Papa”. My father is a painter, and his eye was resting on them with sympathy and admiration.
They wore on their caps the British royal arms with the motto: “Honi soit qui mal y pense!”. I had seen it on some very old pages of “The Queen”, the first English journal fallen into my hands; I had discovered it in the house, among other old papers. There was a story about the motto resembling a legend; there was a king, a lady, a garter dropping inopportunely: hence, the order of a knighthood.
We dwelt on the language. They explained some peculiarities of speech and told me that country-folks use slang. They took an interest in the phonoglot method and listen to some records, and assured me that they were spoken in correct English, as it is spoken in London and Oxford. Correct English, they added too, I think, is spoken in Scotland and quoted a Scotch town, but I am not quite sure of it. My English faltered a little yet they understood what I said better then I understood them.
I thought of “the hard, grey weather of England that breeds hard Englishmen”, of the people who temper the energetic native forces of their freedom with the rigidity of customs. They were lively and chattered merrily. One told me they studied German when at the camp.
“You understand German?”, I asked.
He gave an assenting nod.
“Oh, don’t believe him”, cut in an other, “he don’t!”.
I was amused. “Don’t you?”.
The youngest of them had his old mother in England and had not seen her for a very long time. I had put on the record “mamma”, sung by Gigli, the Italian tenor, he did not know one world of Italian, but every time the record repeated “mamma” he became attentive.
They say every woman is something of a mother. Watching him I thought of that particular mother expecting so long, I easily guessed her feelings, her love and longing _ and envied her. I remember his smile while offering me a cigarette: a bright smile, and as pure, I would say, as a child’s smile. How not to wish him, all of them, a safe return home?
On parting they promised me a book, and they next day, back from the office, I found it on the table. They would have come again before leaving, and every day I asked my father about “our English friends”. There was a plum-tree in our little garden with a fine ripe plums. I told my father to leave them to our friends, to let gather them for them selves.
And I was in the garden one evering, the branches of the tree all over my head showing their wealth of golden fruit, and I looking at them for it was a joy to the eyes, when my father told me to gather them now for they should not come. They had received orders and started directly, their book [a detective fiction] they had wanted it left to me.
“Tommaso, Franco, Guglielmo”: my father had often seen them. I looked yet at the attired branches while hearing him regret that sudden departure.
II
I lived alone with my father. My mother had died when I was still a child, my brother had perished in military service, and then my sister had left our home to take her own way.
I was an accountant, a little exciting job to me, owing to the strong incompatibility of temper between me and figures; but I did my best, and spent the time it left to me in house-keeping. I had no friends.
I has desired a large family, many affections. Life had deprived me of the few I had, together with some illusion; but had not deprived me of the gift of sensitiveness, and when I could apply myself to something different from the usual work I was obliged to, I felt almost happy.
I loved to linger in the small garden with its vast prospect around, and sometimes I sang: There was so much air and light, so much sunshine there! I watched the swallows, really free things, split the sky in their swift flight and vanish in the blue.
Other birds crossed the sky too, attracting my attention. Scarcely visible at their appearing on the horizon and always bigger and more distinct as the advanced: They were flights of aircraft, of “Flying Fortresses”. How many! It was a wonder their balancing in the air, so huge and heavy. They proceeded perfectly orderly, slow and formidable, and flashed silver in the sunlight; and all the air resounded with their monotonous mighty song. And they bore men on their wings, sky-travellers like the birds, exceptional beings. They passed, dwindled and vanished in the distance; and their song vanished with them. I saw them again on their way back – often in a lesser number … The war was fought not too far: couldn’t a woman help something?
My father thought me an odd thing. He so sensible when my comfort was concerned, would not comprehend what he termed my fancies and whims. It was usual for me to meet his comment on some wish of mine, and when not, he hushed, resigned; or to be interrupted in my talks by reflections quite strange to the subject.
He would remind me of my mother, my grandmother [I was lucky he stopped there] who had represented to him the ideas in women; dear, quiet creatures entirely devoted to their own families, with no ambitions out of them. That affected me for I expected full comprehension from him.
“I can only feel my own way; and I have no family. Once I had my books, they family to me. Now I only sense my isolation. It frightens me! I can’t bear it!”.
It happened that, hurt by his silence which I took for carelessness, I reacted: “Do speak! Haven’t you anything to say to me? You are my father!”.
His love found words which made me repent mine. “You know, my heart is always blening for your poor brother, your sister, too, left me, and now I must know unhappy you, the only one left!”.
And occasionally he exclaimed: “Oh! For seeing you happy!”.
There was marriage, yes _ my father considered it a most serious matter. “One can easily be deceived by fair appearances. There are men who look at marriage from a quite material angle: That would not suit you.”.
I agreed eagerly. “No, never!”. My ideas on the subject were clear and conclusive. “I prefer my very isolation”. It is difficult to esteem a weak man, but a vulgar one! I could never adapt myself to, and I would leave him immediately, even if already married.
I knew one coming near my requirements. I had told my father.
“Papa, he is sprightly, clever, of pleasing address. I think, I might take a liking for him _”. I saw my father become attentive.
“But he is married”. I finished, amusing myself.
“Be careful all the same”.
I laughed freely. “He has got five children!”.
There was an other reason as well.
“Papa, I will only marry an English, an English captain!”. Colonels and generals impressed me less.
“These English!..”.
“I like ladies, too … They wear nice uniforms. I should like to be a lady soldier!”.
III
I will write down, as a curiosity, some definitions relating to myself, two responses from different sources.
Here is the former:
“What do you fear? Mice, men, storms, and unknown inconveniences? Life is hard enough even if not aggravated by your fears. Always take the most hopeful view of things, fight your pessimism. And if you find out too many faults with your husband, recite every evening his merits, as a rosary! You will appreciate how soon you will fall in love with him.”.
I could not, at the moment follow that advice. The latter is a graphological response. I took an interest in graphology.
“Intuition, intellectuality emotion are outstanding characteristics, and even a personality distinguished from the common. At the same time it is remarked a somewhat sick nervousness, a shortage of energy as one who let oneself live notwithstanding aspirations which remain in a latent state. There is too, I think, a physical weakness. Of a generous enough disposition, withered a little by circumstances. Sursum corda! “.
I had written during my recovering from a serious desease. As for the aspirations which remained in a latent state, one was to practice my English; all the practice at the time consisting in bidding my father good night, as a variation to the usual “buona notte”.
I read, it is true, when I got a chance, English and American newspapers and magazines; I had seen them again with joy. I noticed the difference between those two nations with the same language. I noticed the English by preference use “devil” or “damn” which they impartially wish others as well as themselves: “God damn me!”. Americans, instead, are not content with devil, they need hell: it must suggest to them a more brilliant and proper picture. They are able “to make” hell, and they are things that “raise” hell in them.
But I did not intend to stop there, and it is no esageration to assert that the day I entered an English office was a great day for me. I suddenly thought myself in England. And there was my lack of practice ready to handicap me. But they were kind and engaged me all the same.
One of them too, helped me. He was standing, and on entering. I had just perceived his tall figure and soon forgotten it when the one speaking to me turned to him. They exchanged a few words, and then he came forward without exceeding haste, and addressed me in Italian.
I sighed my relief: “Translations? Sì, sì!”.
This is the first time now I mention him. I shall very often; but don’t ask me for a particular introduction: He was an Englishman.
My first task was a translation from Italian into English, and hard enough. He passed, stopped, glanced at the sheet, and in a few minutes it was inexorably covered with his corrections. I had only to copy, and was very apprehensive; but nothing I was told, that is, I was told “all right”.
But it was rather about the more or less proper use of words than about actual errors. I knew the language and I rapidly improved, owing to constant training and my will. Time flew and I scarcely left fatigue; and I felt in a better frame of mind. I was now doing a work I understood.
I saw him now and then, but I knew he should not stay long. It was work that brought him to my desk and incidentally we spoke of other matters. He had been in North Italy, in cities and places familiar to me; but usually I asked about his own country: London, the English country and its cottages looking so nice in pictures. I talked of what I had read, and inquired about the fog: was it really an awful thing? I would have liked to hear “Home, sweet home”, but I did not tell him.
“Do you wish to go over to England?” he asked.
I repressed a smile: he could not know that wishing was a peculiar disposition of mine. My father would call me, with little regard, “Father wish”.
I replied I did, but it was not very easy to me.
Those talks did not last long and as my work was over I hastened to leave, my mind on the other cares awaiting me.
Once he asked me to talk out with him. I was not used to that, and declined; and he did not insist.. I was surprised however, but now I think he did on purpose.
IV
And here I relate what happened one evening. We had stopped working sooner, the others had gone and he, entered a little before, was leaning against a table. I saw him light a cigarette. Footsteps were heard approaching, but nobody entered, and from a distant room, sounds of voices and laughter. He seemed to listen.
“They are having a lovely time”, he noted presently.
“They are young” I returned half-mockingly.
Those were the first words we had exchanced, and as I was hastening to arrange my papers and go, he asked if I had someone waiting for me.
“My father”, I said.
He didn’t look embarrassed, and resumed:
“Only? No brother or sister?”.
“I had. Now I am alone”.
“You ought to get married, then”.
“Just so!” I laughed. “I will marry an Englishman!”.
He did not laugh, and looked at me. “Why, please?”.
“Oh, I like the English language”.
“That is an Englishman”, he corrected phlegmatically.
I laughed. “No! But I understand the English character”.
“It is much about the same”.
I moved my head, and he made a gesture as if to say, “Let it be so”.
“It will be at last the best chance for you to go to England”.
“There is too much fog over there”.
“It is English”, he hastened to say.
“Yes”, I smiled, “and the only incompatibility with me”.
“Pretty unpleasant for you might remain alone all the same”.
“I don’t mind remaining alone”.
“Yet you want to get married”.
“Why, I do”.
“And for the mere pleasure of an English name”.
“You are jesting at me now!”.
“Pray”, he replied, “ but I …”.
“But you don’t understand, of course”, I interrupted. From that instant I heard no other sound but our own voices and until the end of our colloquy I forget my laughing.
“It so it”, I said. “My lonely life has made me rather independent. I might not accustom myself to … to a master. But marriage brings with it a hope – a baby – and it can be sufficient for a woman”. I paused, moved against my will.
“A baby”, he repeated.
“A baby”, I said. “Do you know anything like a baby? A little thing needing all your care. A baby to live and strive for, and its pure smile to warm your heart and reward you of all”.
I sat down at my desk again. I meant it too much, and how beyond my reach I felt it! Presently I lifted my head: He stood in the opposite window-frame, looking at me. Our eyes met; he did not divert his. I flushed. I wanted he did look at me so, but he was merciless. I shut the drawer of my desk with a snap, and got up.
“Forget my words, please”, I found calm enough to say.
He said nothing, and I moved to the door. Then he spoke.
“One minute, pray”.
I neither stopped nor minted him. He took a few steps and stopped me, determined.
“May I ask you a question?”.
And without staying for my answer: “Why did you tell me that?”.
“Possibly out of esteem”, I replied coldly.
“You mean?…”.
“I consider you a gentleman. And it is all I ask of him … of him who … “.
“Enough”, he cut in kindly. He spoke, and I couldn’t but note how simply and frankly.
“Marriage is not for me”, he said. “My duties keep me often away and in foreign countries. I couldn’t make a woman happy”.
“It depends on what a woman expects”.
“moreover, I love my work”, he went on in the same tone. “There is little room for a woman in my life”.
“I have already told you …”.
“You hate a matter? You could come, however, to feel too alone some day. Consider, I shall leave shortly, and I may never come back again”.
I did not consider an instant and replied: “All I ask, all that I expect is honoured name”.
“It isn’t enough”.
“It will be all to me”.
He considered me, I might say, with surprise, then looked away. I expected, as if my very life depended on his answer. The words I heard at last, seemed to come from an other world. He had turned to me and was saying: “It is agreed, then?”.
I shared at him: “Pray!”.
“You don’t think me true”.
“Pray. But it is so … awfully earnest with me!”.
“I am true”, he said.
“You mean …” I faltered, and stopped.
He smiled. “Well?”.
I saw nothing else. I held out both hands which he shook with energy.
“You spoke of esteem”.
“Esteem. And sincere friendship”.
V
One minute later I was in the street, and walked fast home ward. I remembered my father awaiting me at supper. But no need of foods I felt. I wished to walk, to speak, to collect my thoughts … I did not know well. That evening I bore a bit of heaven in my heart.
“Later this evening?” was my father’s greeting. “Much work?”.
I uttered a few words at random and entered my room.
During supper I watched my father while absently answering his questions. How to start? It was not easy to say abruptly: “You know, I am going to marry” to a father stuck to the last century and with only a doughter to whom he had been a mother too. But it was necessary to resolve.
“Papa”, I began, “I told you of an Englishman I met at the office. His help has been valuable to me. And now he is going to leave …”.
“And you regret he is”, my father went on for me.
“No … that is … we have just had a talk, and I … he … we, yes, we are going to be married”, I concluded hastily.
That was conciseness, I think, but my father didn’t appreciate it. And his sudden stillness impressed me.
“You could as well tell me you got married”, were his first words. And after a heavy silence, “I shall not even trust you, now”.
I felt offended even to anger.
“Oh, you can trust me yet”, I flashed. “And as for him … you don’t know him! An iceberg …”, I gave a little nervous laugh.
Next moment I was repenting my burst.
“He should have applied to me!”. There was more sorrow than anger in his eyes.
I tried my best to reassure him. “Of course he will; and all the sooner. You can’t doubt me. Consider that I have informed you directly, and I wouldn’t if anything was wrong. But marriage must come for me too. I can’t remain so alone for ever.”.
But my words did not succeed in comforting him. His look was plainly telling me it was my turn now to leave him; and I couldn’t bear it.
Finally he said he was not averse to marriage, and it was very painful for him to have me helpless, obliged to get my living. But he did not think it wise to marry a man I did not know, with little chance to know well: a foreigner, so different from us in character and habits; and I had behaved very lightly.
“I don’t mind habits of well bred people”, I replied, ignoring the last remark. “I would never interfere with. And they can be gay, kind, sensible. They say they are ‘cold’, but their coldness is not lifelessness, lack of feeling; it is self-control, self-command; and very soothing to me”.
My father put an other question: “But he is going to leave?”.
“…yes”.
“Sooner or later he should. And you too?”.
“Oh, I like to be free”, I flunk out.
“You wouldn’t have answered your mother that way”. His tone was mild. And cutting short my objections, he explained bluntly: “Man and wife must live, ear and sleep together!”.
I frowned. I often wondered at his being an artist and a matter of fact man, at our being father and daughter and having nothing in common, at all my tastes being his utter distastes, and vice-versa; his and my dispositions indeed were worlds apart. And yet I was the apple of his eyes.
I observed many woman lived themselves, nobody finding any fault with it, their husbands being at sea or emigrated: “And there are men who love their work!”.
“But you had better marry a man who will not emigrate or love but his work”, was his reply. “Someone from you own country and town, for instance, that you might have more possibility to know thoroughly.”.
I looked at him in dismay. “I don’t think I had!”.
I was enable to convey to him that to know one too well may make us very unhappy.
“And I am sure”.
“I have no acquaintances, and if I had it would be the same”..
He repeated patiently: “A marriage with a countryman would suit you far better”.
“I could not. Honestly I couldn’t. and it would not be good. I couldn’t deal with fairness; my mind and heart would be elsewhere: such a marriage repels me”.
“Because you have lost your head. I can see.”.
“Please, Papa. I don’t wish to lose my head. I simply have found in him those qualities I require. Besides, he belongs to a nation I have always felt for. Not that I love my own country less. I wish I could explain myself better. This marriage …”.
“It will not suit you. I am more experienced than you. It would not make you happy”.
“It may be; but any other would certainly make me unhappy”.
“I don’t hope to convince you. You rarely ask something of me, but when you ask you want, too. Absolutely.”.
“Because I only ask when I wish much, otherwise I renounce for myself”, I finished with a touch of bitterness. I said yet, I too little hoping to convince him.
“I can’t act here according to any other’s feelings but mine. I listened to you – nearly always, but now – it is my future – more than I can say. It is not easy to me to feel this kind of sympathy and affinity, and I can’t remain all my life chus. I wish you understand me”. I hushed ill pleased I had to tell so much.
“I understand you don’t mean to give up this caprice of yours. I just understand this!”.
A caprice … he had not the least suspect of that was going on in his own creature. It was but a caprice. I turned my head slowly.
“Oh, I am able - if you really – wish it”. Why he did not ask for my life?
A silence followed, and then he began: “Same day you will realize …”.
Bur I was not in conditions for listening any more.
“Please, don’t ask anything else of me, don’t tell me anything else”. I felt as if strangled.
I rose, my mind in a rebellion, and went into the darkness of the garden.
VI
A deep sorrow submerged my heart all my life’s sorrow. I recalled my infancy in the house too empty and sad without my dear mother, and my father’s incapacity to understand my childish mind, my childish wishes smile had soon gone from my lips. I had suffered then before the word suffering had a plain meaning to me. I had grown up acutely sensitive so as to be affected by isolation and company alike, and with a strong inclination for deep feelings and attachments. Then my youth with its promises- broken by an obstinate, insidious disease. Several years, my best, striving against it, and physician after physician in the unwearied search of a remedy, so that I had come to consider myself no more a normal, human being, but a mere subject of experiments.
I recovered. Against medical opinion I made that miracle. And then my adored brother, left for a few hours absence, had never come back, then my sister had gone; and I had remained with no support but my capacity which was incapacity, little foreboding it when I was the weakest of the family. But I had recovered, and the last years had been a continuous proof of it. And with recovery all an awakening of unsuspected energies had manifested itself in me, a keen interest in life and a strong will to live it: no longer vague dreams and aspirations, but dreams aspirations assuming well-definite shapes; and all my faculties converged there; and only known to me for every hint of it to my father took the form of a jest. For years so, till that evening – wonderful as my recovery, so wonderful as to appear unreal. And I had addressed him, a trepid happiness on my lips, expecting he would comprehend without much explanation. And there! “Give up your caprice!”.
Should everything turn negative in my life? The bare thought of it took the pace out of me. I was afraid of me and of the depressing thoughts which haunted me. I passed and passed my hand over my forehead. My father – didn’t he love me? However little inclined to reason, I couldn’t entertain that doubt a moment. His whole life he had devoted to the three of us, and to me of all; and during my illness he had suffered more than I. He loved me and was jealous of me and sure that no other in the world would ever take care of me as he himself did, I being every thing left to him. He was the last person to be given that kind of surprise. I had not thought of that. Why then did I marvel at meeting his opposition? Other times I had met it, often – and then – he had obliged me …
Obliged me: I lifted my head and perceived at last that the air was very mild, and the sky above glittered with stars. I lingered out, and gradually I forgot my father to remind only of him and his wonderful gift. “Why did he agree?” I wondered. “Oddity? Perhaps – compassion?” I ignored. But I knew I had stolen a star.
VII
He should come. I asked my father to receive him anyhow, to make his acquaintance; and it was my only hint of a subject I had so much at heart.
And I informed my friend. I could not let him ignore my father’s feelings, as I had at first been tempted. My father, no doubt, would treat him kindly, but he should be warned of a possible refusal.
I found my fears exaggerated. One moment we were alone I stopped him. He listened to me without showing any surprise. Then:
“Are you willing to oblige your father?”.
I hesitated, recalling the words I had dropped in a moment of despair. And he:
“Do answer my question”.
“You know.”.
He gave me a glance. “Well. Be quiet”.
“Do you think you shall succeed?” I asked eagerly. “My persisting now would make things worse.”.
“Is Daddy a very stern man?” he returned, half-jesting.
“He has his own ideas – very different from mine”.
“I see”.
That was all. But he had communicated his calm and self-confidence to me.
He came. Just a salute, and I introduced him to my father.
“Alexander Entwistle, Papa”.
My father countenance softened as he set his eyes on my friend, and my friend, too, looked at him with interest.
My father is well-favoured, age adding a noble touch to his features. He retains a fresh complexion, a slender, still agile figure, handsome hands. He wears eye-glasses, and this gives him a more austere look which can turn at times extremely sweet. He has a military look about him, and often people take him for a pensioned officer.
He welcomed my friend and appeared surprised to hear him speaking Italian. His canvases covered the walls all over, and among them, in a place of marked honour, a richly framed portrait with a sabre underneath.
“My brother”, I said as my fiend’s eyes rested on it.
No other subject was so near my father’s heart, but he called off his attention by turning to the next pictures: a child’s head, a northern landscape, a serenade in Venice, a copy of a Madonna from Raffaello, a sea-piece … treated in his own manner which reminds of miniature.
For years now he had met with ignorance and indifference about them; since our settling in that small town of peasants and dealers; and he had shut himself up in his bitterness. And now he could note interest again, hear sensible remarks. After years I heard him again speak of light-works, mellowness of tints; something as a mutual sympathy between them. I left them to talk about painting.
I sat by the table and knit when my father approached me and uttered the words I expected so anxiously.
“I consent, since that is your wish”.
VIII
The ceremony of engagement was very simple. In my father's presence he put the ring on my finger and his lips brushed my hand. Exceptional days they were; things followed each other in an increasing, pressing rhythm, inevitably; and I, dismayed at the work of my own hand, would have asked him to stop a little while, just a little while. Some days later our marriage took place.
Wedding wears a solemn, suggestive air even if celebrated in a simple form; the more, I would say, when simple for attention not diverted by any external influence, it entirely concentrated on the rite and its inward meaning. I wished it accompanied by the song of the organ.
Even in those days he did not neglect his usual duties; he asked no leave and I didn't try to keep him. I noted some qualities in him I had known in my brother; keen volitive mind, intelligent sense of duty, inborn rightness; and with a feeling of discovering jewels. He possessed moreover his share of that phlegm considered peculiar to his own country and wich didn't fail to come out at the right moments, or wrong ones, according to one's own point of view.
Then he left. On accompanying him [he had sent the ear to wait for him a few hundred yards onward] he asked about my plans for the near future. I had already hinted at my intention to return to the North. I told him that, as soon as possible, as soon as settled some things keeping me there, I would return to Verona, a town I knew and loved.
I always found farewells affecting. When very young I wouldn't speak at all, for I could scarcely utter a word without crying. I had got out of that habit, but it was to fight an invading oppression that I came to speak of my father now grown fond of him.
“He occasionally reminds me of his being an artist. 'These English', he told me the other day, 'how well-looking! I watched him as he was speaking to you: what a line! “I had to ask him to stop! I don't know how it is”, I went on, “you have conquered him. And if only you had seen the look he put on when I announced abruptly that I had resolved to marry you!”.
I cought his smile and hushed, struck by the thought of his immediate departure: It might be the last I saw of his. Now he was still there I could speak to him, and hear and question him. Within a few minutes all should be Past. I stared at him then, otherwise to every word, trying to retain every gesture and expression, the most I could of him.
I saw again his smile as, on parting, I thanked him. And it seemed to me to see it yet as the distance widened and widened between us and he got out of sight.
“Your husband, madam?” a poor, old woman asked me as I, that parting vision in my eyes, moved back.
Yes, it had not been a dream. On my finger the wedding-ring was shining.
Second Part
IX
For a day or two I could think he had not left. It was a smell of cigarette, a faint perfume to make me believe in his presence. Then no more.
I resumed my usual life all enlivened now by a passionate expectation which was not hope but certainty, no doubt with me about it; and some time later I returned to Verona.
I saw this city again, reheard her lovely accent; but how changed from the last time I had seen her: The war! She was a friend whose beauty I saw marred for ever, and my heart ached. That was the first impression, and the most painful. Life was slowly returning, however, I could note later, and confidence and smile, not loving that charming people, useless worrying.
The house, in the suburbs, was modern and sunny, and had a large garden behind; and for some time I was quite taken up with its arrangement. After I got an occupation, accountancy once more, I devote to it all my spare time. I desired a pleasant, restful setting, and as confortable as my circumstances allowed.
My father found easily room for this pictures, he himself, of course, caring to place them in the proper light. I obtained that some, yes, made show of themselves on the wall of the kitchen. A kitchen which did not look a kitchen: in gay colours, nice curtains at the windows, a bowl of fresh flowers on the table; it was cosy. There were, too, journals, books, and a small sewing-table in a corner. It was becoming the favoured place of the house, the most intimate and the warmest to spend the evenings as the cold season advanced.
X
On holidays, if my father did not ask me to go on walks with him, as the would when the weather was fine, I remained at home, glad, after a whole week spent on day-book and ledger, to pass to more congenial occupations.
On December afternoon I had taken some books to his room. I can hardly imagine a room without books. Books are faithful friends, and friends, I thought on disposing them, such as Shakespeare, Byron, Shaw …
A few pictures chosen by myself enlivened the walls. I had finished there too. Harmony of colours, comfort, cleanness, it looked its best and the eye rested on everything satisfied. The grey light of that winter afternoon, more attenuate still by the ivory-coloured curtains, gave everything its soft touch.
I stood watching then moved over to the window. It had snowed during the morning, it was snowing again. I drew aside a curtain and looked out into the spotless candour. So attired in white the garden had lost its lonely look. A calycanthus bush concealed, under the snow, its buds about to disclose and yield their sweet scent. A young plant was too in a pot on the window-sill.
I have this small golden flower. A legend tells that, upon the time of the Virgin flight to Egypt, to save her Divine Child from Herod’s soldiers, an angel attended her. God had bidden him to guide and assist the Virgin in the long way. He had a light in winter, over rough ways, proved very trying and the Virgin had to stop in need of rest. The soldiers followed close, the angel knew, and looked anxiously for a refuge. He perceived what at that distance loked like a heap of stones. It was a grot, instead; and he led the Virgin there. But … how to dissemble the opening? The soldiers were now in sight. The angel fell on this knees and prayed. And the something happened. The soldiers arrived, noticed nothing and passed on: the Child was saved. When the Virgin came out she looked for the angel in vain: he had disappeared; and just by the entrance of the grot and disguising it with its small, leafy branches, as bush was grown. The Virgin approached, and the Child held out his hand and touched a branch. And lo! All the leaves fell, and many sweet-scented, little flowers appeared in their place. And since then, when there is snow and frost on the earth, and the other flowers wait for Spring, Calycanthus blooms, as a gentle reminder of this devotions and absolute abnegation of self.
I heard the muffled voice of the bell from the near Sanctuary calling people for Christmas “novena”. Old and always new romance. Dear, childhood memories crowded into my mind, and the earliest of all was just the memory of a Christmas. I was three and saw myself sitting at the supper-table near my brother four years older, and staring at the small tree Papa had prepared for us, at the warm colour of oranges, the brilliantly dressed chocolates ogling in the green. It was the last Christmas spent together for afterwards Papa left.
An other I remembered. I had got a tiny sister. Mother in the kitchen was making sweets, and the three of us, sat down on the floor, amused ourselves with some big wall-paper sample books she had given us that we might be quiet. Every page a different drawing and colour, what the next? Red, blue? I turned the eyes to the always fainter light coming in from the window and then to the strip of light from the kitchen door left ajar, and mother’s shadow appearing and disappearing, and to the window again. It was Christmas Eve and my little child’s soul perceived. The sweet solemnity of the hour. I thought of my mother’s face and smile, the loveliest face and smile of all.
And others, and others. Many years had passed, and my brother, now a tall, strong boy, would come on leave; and once my sister and I had prepared the stable: the hut, the sheeps and shepherds, the little manger, and the beautiful Virgin adoring her Divine Child.
The charm of memories was over me, and the same romance of old. It was one of the few things that life had left intact and pure. I felt the same little girl eagerly asking my father to buy for Christmas “all” the journals: the most expected gift to me. And of all “Il Corriere dei Piccoli”, a journal for children, being always the favourite; so rich as it was with Christmas pictures, and legends, traditions, stories by well-known writers interesting the world of the children and a little of the grown-ups. I couldn’t spend Christmas without it. A writer there was never failing to give his delightful Christmas story. He was so lively and original, and I looked for him direcly, and founf him before seeing his name below the page, just by reading the first lines. What naivete in those pages either gay or delicately moving. I was sure I would read again with equal feeling “A lucky mother’s Christmas”, “The Painter (Rembrandt)’s Christmas”, “Christmas without Papa”.
The day was coming to an end, it had stopped snowing, the bell hushed; and I lingered at the window. A stillness made of of expectation held the air. Few days more and the little king would still return, as he had done for millenniums. And the world was preparing to receive him as if he came for the first time. It was amazing all that concern, that universal expectation for a child. So great the power of the a child is! A child… I too… I pessed my head in my hands. And he… Why didn’t he write? Where on earth was he?
I heard my father seeking me. He appeared on the thershold.
“What are you doing here in the dark, I wonder. And it is a cold spot! Come into the kitchen to the warmth: there is a cheery fire. Come and see!”.
XI
The star of Bethlem shone for me too, during Christmas-time, and when extinguished it was as a fall into the dark.
My work, by compelling me to a constant activity, to an almost chronometric punctuality, saved me from myself, from the dangerous idleness I felt inclined to. My work and something remaining in me yet, and to which I clung in spite of all.
I went out early in the morning, in the frosty fog, walking part of the way before taking the tram to reach the office. Out of the office, I kept attending to my house though I had engaged an able maid; and very attentive I was to my person and dresses.
No control however I had over my thoughts. They came, tormenting, persistent. They who have knowledge of accountancy know what attention it requires, oversights being usual; the more in my condition. And my handwriting! It had become a nightmare to me. It remained, in spice of all my efforts to improve it, the faithful expression of my particular mood. And remarks more or less kindly made always touched me. “Figures were money”. How that repelled me! What a desire to leave all and run away, free from any control, free of me!
I restrained myself and, bent over the books, strove to concentrate my entire attention on my work: “From H. W. Co., on account to our invoice xo 0176, Lire 50.000”. I paused my mind in other regions: where was he? What country in the world was having the honour of this presence?. ”Lire 50.000”. I wished he wrote me, of anything he might choose, even insolences. “Lire 50.000?”. I woke up. Yes, an entry. Had he made fun of me? A sudden shudder, a cold sweat; and suspicious I dared not confess to myself. No! Impossible! I resumed the pen; but it trembled in my hand, and I waited a little.
Particularly trying days which I spent struggling with numbers and thoughts, unnerved by the continuous effort to control myself.
Children fascinated me: fair children, lively or dreaming looks; my eyes sought them everywhere. Foreigners are used to think Italians dark haired and olive-skinned, but he who came to Italy knows that fair skin and light hair are not rare in the South too, and in the North they are common.
I watched them and passed to watch their mothers with almost equal concern. Some of them, very beautiful, seemed come down from our old masters canvases. It is certain that among similar women they chose models for their immortal works. Their children in their arms, fondling, kissing them, they formed quite exciting pictures; and I could not divert my eyes from.
Oh, for a fair, little head so, a pretty, little face, a smile resembling. “Dio,Dio,Dio!”. Should all have negative result in my life? An other woman’s cry echoed in me: “Save me! Save more than my life, save my reason! Give me a child!”.
It was mild madness that made me believe that he was there, and I should meet him, see him come out of the fag, materialise before me. I met so many! But of so many never, never, never anyone resembling him! And nervousness seized me, and a want to talk and walk yet, to lose myself in the streets. One day, hearing in a church the same air played at our wedding, I fell a crying.
I felt insensibly my father’s presence, his care and attention. He came to meet me on my re, turn home, asked about my health and work, and if I was not too cold, and wished me by the fire. He broke the silence to relate the small events of this daily life. Sometimes I caught him staring at me. He tried to meet my liking and my possible wishes. He came to speak of amusements and he who would only offer me a short walk on fine days, suggested going to the cinema which personally he did not care, but knew I did so much. Wouldn’t I want to accompany him there? No, I would not. I wouldn’t want to go there or elsewhere.
So, slowly, winter passed.
XII
One morning, in the vicinity of the office, I met Norma, my dear friend. I was passing by without noticing her, but she called me.
“Anna Stella!”.
“Oh Norma!”, I cried, and there in the street, we kissed each other. “I did not expect to meet you”.
“And I then!”, she returned. “I thought you were still in the South. How long have you been here?”.
“It is now some months”.
“And you haven’t called on me yet. I have not heard from you for a long time. Why so Anna Stella?”.
“A lot of things made me neglect, bur someday I would certainly have remembered our old friendship”.
That won her.
“Well. Your father is here?”. She made a movement. “And you got married. I see! A nice surprise to be sure. My best wishes, dear!”.
“Thanks. Your children?”.
“Mariolina goes to school. As for Renato, he is getting a little better”.
Her limpid eyes darkened as she alluded to her sickly child.
“Norma, I will come and see you some day”.
“Will you? I live yet at the same house behind Piazza Erbe. Come, and we will spend some hours together as we would. And I too will give you a surprise”.
So we parted, and I hastened away. That meeting had pleased me. It took me a few years back. Months I let pass without seeing her, and then all of a sudden. I felt the want of calling on her and refreshing my spirit in her true friendship.
It was the same want to lead me to her again. One afternoon I could dispose of a few hours, I walked the well known way. She was at home and received me effusively.
“I knew you were so far that it seems like a dream to see you here”, she was saying with her musical accent. “I was just thinking of you the day before we met, not guessing you were so near. Are you going to stay long here?”.
“I came back to stay. You know, my return to the South turned out a delusion”.
“I thought you happy over there. And you were so very anxious to go”.
“I just found few memories. The South remains to me the place where I was born; but then…”.
“It may be selfishness, but I am glad you are here. So we shall meet now and tehn. But you ought not to complain of that sojourn”, she remarked archly. “You look younger”.
“I got lean, I know”.
She shook her head and smiled. “I don’t know how it is, but I can’t think you married”.
“I can easily believe that”.
We had passed into the next room, and there a little girl and a little boy were quietly playing in a corner.
“How grown your children, Norma”. And so small and light, she seemed their eldest sister.
Then my eye fell on a cradle on the opposite side, covered with a veil. I turned to her excitedly.
“Norma… oh! May I ?”. I approached it and drew aside the veil feverishly.
A few month-old baby was lying in it, eyes and fists closed, a quiet smile on its rosy lips: a tiny angel asleep.
“How do you like it”, she said near me, lowering her voice.
“It resembles you…” I murmured, musing. I let fall the veil and moved slowly away. “They say the first-born takes after the father?”.
“They say”, she repeated. “My first and second-born both took after their father. But I remember you did not like it”.
I was not listening, and beheld those children with a new interest.
“You are lucky, Norma”.
“But soon, you, too. I suppose…”.
I shook my head.
“You see”, she said then, “it isn’t quite as we would believe. It isn’t all roses there”.
I shrugged without answering, and a short silence followed. Presently she asked.
“Did you come back alone?”.
“No. I am always with my father”. She come near. “What’s up with you? You will think me inquisitive, but… I find you so changed! Where is ‘he’, Anna Stella? Don’t you live together?”.
“Where is he?” I returned. You are asking me much indeed! If not in England, Canada, Australia or any other of his dominions… he is in the States, or as well some where on the continent”.
“Splendid!” she cried, and turning earnest: “You have married… an Englishman?”.
“I made his acquaintance at the office where I was engaged when in the South. He married me and left”.
“Don’t he write you?”.
“No”.
“A rare marriage…” she looked perplexed. “Any reason from him?”.
“I guess so”.
“And no attempt…”.
“Oh, I leave him quite free”.
“Sometimes, you know, dear…”.
“Yes. I can’t help it”.
She went to her sewing-table.
“I sincerely regret”, she said slowly. “I was glad to know you settled at last. And for your father too. But it is… why, a foreigner…”.
“A foreigner? Please, Norma, don’t tell me that. I might get angry with you. He is not a foreigner to me”.
“I didn’t intend to displease you”.
“You think me unhappy, Norma. Yes, there are rich, loved, cared for women. I know, I see them: they look happy. But I didn’t understand their happiness. It wouldn’t be mine. I don’t envy them their riches and comforts, their husbands… I have passed these last months in an impossible way, trying to stun my self with a craseless, exhausting activity in vain. I got home in the evening, cold in limbs but in heart still more, wondering if anywhere there was a greater and more obsessing isolation. But loving it, my suffering; my very despair being dear to me for it was mine, mine”.
A question she asked, hesitating.
“Excuse me… is he poor perhaps?”.
“Poor?… I don’t know. I guess not”.
“Doesn’t he provide for your wants?”.
“He wanted to… Our marriage was of my seeking alone, for my longing after a baby. I was frank with him, franker then usually a woman dares”.
“You, indeed!”.
“Oh, then too my loneliness drove me mad. I always needed a mighty bond, an end in my life – devote myself to a child: ever since my early life. I think it was for my losing mother so soon. I worked, but I couldn’t wither on figures with a word of feeling stirring in me. It was more than dying. . so, one evening. His knowledge of our language had brought him into contact with me from the very first. And we would talk sometimes. Oh, not long, we were both rather reserved. That time we talked longer, our tone light at first, yet he earnest. I could feel, even through it, and I true in every word. And words followed words, irresistibly, I myself not guessing it, and the tone changed”.
“And he agreed?”.
“He told me equally frank of his aversion to marriage, his work being a sufficient bond to him. I could reassure him there. I had no mind to interfere with his life, I would have left him entirely to his freedom. I was under the constant control of his eyes so keen and penetrating that I could stand. I shall say, only for the courage my sincerity gave me. I told him I felt quite able to live by myself… and I wished it. My words seemed not to convince him, and I was ratherexpecting a refusal when, to my surprise, he agreed. I had asked much and he had given me much. But I was not going to ask for more and much less to accept money”.
“Is that the reason of this silence?”.
“He soon changed subject, but I am sure it is. He writes to friends, to acquaintances, he should write to ‘me’. It isn’t wife’s right. I hate that. I really expected nothing from him, not even to see him again. Yet I had not foreseen such absolute, freezing indifference; the more affecting for now, you see, I …”.
“You refusal must have hurt him. It was very natural his providing for all your wants. It was both his duty and his right”.
“I never thought it was”.
“It couldn’t be offensive in any way. He had given you his name”.
Presently I flushed. “I prefer his silence. Please, Norma, let’s drop it. I hear people speak of money all day long”.
“As you like”, she said. “And it may be better it is so”.
I lifted my brows: “Why?”.
“Yes, for a moment I feared it was about another woman”.
I became pensive, and perhaps pale.
“At the office too there were women, some pretty… and obliging. He seemed to ignore”.
“Is he handsome?…”.
“I didn’t took much interest in things like that. I wished to feel even, pure-minded near my child, to allow nothing to the fancy; and I liked his coldness. I knew all the time”.
“No sentiment, then?”.
“Friendship, as I mean it”.
She gave a light shake of her head.
“Yet something else ‘must’ have played its part”, she objected.
“Something, yes, in his behaviour reminded me of my poor brother. I couldn’t be insensible to that. You know, there are little things apt to enlighten you about a character. The way one treats subordinates, speak of absent people, has always impressed me. A particular concerning myself: I wasn’t sufficiently trained to the kind of translation required, and they had no time to spare. He, of course, perceived it at-once. My translations were being covered with his corrections. I expected any moment to be told there was no need of me; and no thing would have affected me so much. But nothing of that, no remark I was ever made. He did not speak of me. And I knew he paid no particular attention to me”.
“You wonder”, I said, “why I married a foreigner. Norma, do you believe in Destiny? I felt I couldn’t have done otherwise, that I was destined to it from all my life. All in them roused my interest: language, character, customs, merits and faults; an irresistible attraction. Something deeper than love itself. For a time I had not approached them, but only at seeing them I felt moved and to hear them speak made me shudder! And what I learned… Some trucks had no sooner stopped in a little town than a lot of kids, the terrible southern kids had stormed them. An Italian policeman had begun to drive them off, but the officer in command soon stopped him and asked him to leave children alone: children did not annoy them; they liked children. On a snowy day several English officers and men, on crossing a square, were inexpectedly ‘attacked’ with snow-balls hurled from a corner of the square by a group of the above praised kids. They laughed, and that was all. And they walked on shrinking, as the balls hit them, and laughing. Sportsmen enjoying a joke? The strong’s tolerance with feeble though troublesome creatures?”.
I went on as if speaking to myself.
“Whenever I remember him I see his smile. He didn’t smile often, but when he did, every work became easy and playful, and life sweet. He would leave, but after giving me a change of life, but leaving me a living remainder; his other self. How would I have loved to watch the gradual development of that mind and character, of those features. He left, but it was as if he did not.”.
Hours had passed, and I prepared to go. She didn’t keep me, but as I stopped by the cradle she asked:
“You will come again, will you?”.
“I don’t know.”.
Near the door I turned to kiss her.
“Norma, I should be too happy were I not…”.
She embraced me. “Courage, Anna Stella, whatever I might tell you… But courage! He can’t help appreciating you”.
I blinked. He was just proving he appreciated me. But I didn’t feel inclined to be ironic or it may be I wouldn’t.
“’Addio’, Norma”, I said, and went downstairs.
XIII
I spent a restless night. I am unable to sleep when something new upset me, and those confidences had inwardly upset me. But then I felt better: no more so harassed as before; and moments came of confident expectation. It might be spring too, responsible for it, spring approaching every day a little.
March with its dust and wind, its whimsical disposition isn’t a nice month, but has the merit of being the messenger of a finer season. The swallow had returned to her nest and sang, as in the old song; there was a scent of violets in my garden and a feverish awakening of vegetation. It was life again.
March … April: fine and rainy days alternating with each others; but rain in April is not cold and boring. I watched it from my desk: a fine, steady rain coming down from a uniformly grey sky. That rain, that sky told me of home, reading, affections. My mind was clear and active.
I stopped working when still day-light, and my raincoat on, hands in pockets, I walked not minding the rain which damped me brow and cheeks. I compared that April rain to the caress from a loved one. And the air so still and mild! Twilight, the fist lamps beginning to lit shop windows and facades of cinemas, my pace unconsciously relaxing…
Returning home on one of these evenings, I noticed a certain anxiety in my father as he approached and looked at me. It might be about the weather. He began in fact:
“You are wet, of course. Why don’t you take the tram-car?”.
“I am not wet, you see.”.
he shook his head. He didn’t tell me any more I was inconsiderate, headless. He must merely think it, I supposed.
But then, as I was taking off my raincoat, I heard him say:
“There is a letter for you. It is in your…”. He broke up at-once. “Well, what is the matter now?”.
I stood, my raincoat in my hands, staring at him.
“How now!” he came nearer and caressed my chin. “Is this the first time you receive letters?”.
I gently pushed my father aside, and went for it. The letter was there, on the desk near the window. I divined the hand and then I saw it. I took the letter and pressed it in my fingers, lest it should melt into nothing… like a dream. English stamps. It came from England.
I don’t remember my opening it, but I can see myself bent over the sheet unfolded in my hands, my eyes going from the contents to the signature, and from the signature to the contents. Until my father called me for supper.
“When is he coming?” he asked me when sat down to table.
“Coming?…”, I returned. “Who?” and realising: “He only asks about me”.
“Write back then, and tell me to come.”.
“But, Papa. I don’t think he is just in need of my suggestion.”.
“Back at my room, I slowly prepared myself for the night. I felt relief. A feeling returning unfailingly every night. No more under the tyrannical rule of a clock hand, but a free being again, a free being until the morrow. I felt rich.
I read over his letter sitting near the bed, by the light on the night-stand. It was not very long. Here it is:
“My little friend, how are you please? Let me soon hear from you.”. And signature.
I could imagine him in the det of writing it, his fountain-pen running in the sheet. How many minutes had it taken him? He could not complain of wasting time for me. No, I thought, honestly he couldn’t.
I resolved to go to bed. “ Why so much conciseness? I fancied.” Was it really a great quality? “I doubted it was. Excessive the praise anyhow. We don’t know where it may lead.
I resolved to turn off the light. The chamber fell into the dark, then a glimmer came weakly to fight it. Among the things my eye discerned, the letter emerged, candid, and friendly too. I looked at it. The rain beating against the window-panes, lulled my errant thoughts. To that sound at last, I fell asleep.
On the following days my father asked me whether I had answered his letter. No, I hadn’t. and felt, I usually so inclined to writing, quite reluctant. But one evening, an other rainy evening of another rainy day, retired to my room I answered it.
“Thank you”, I wrote, “I am yet alone. Yours sincerely, Anna Stella”.
I paused, the pen in my hand, and other thoughts in my mind. And one thing above all, a sudden, overcoming want: To see him again! Oh, to write him: “My friend! I am lonely, unhappy; do, come to me!”. How I longed to see him again; how I envied that thin sheet of paper! To see him!
The pen dropped. I took the sheet, folded it, put it in the envelope; and closed, addressed and stamped it. Then I rose, and went to lean my brow against the cold window-panes.
The next morning, on my way to the office, I posted it.
XIV
The birds came and woke me up at down. I would spread food for them on the window-sill, and every morning they flocked, numerous, to contend for it with chips and flaps of the wings.
Breakfast over they kept flying between the sill and the next tree: a peach in bloom, a branch of which grazed the window; or would linger on it, pecking at its buds, and peeping in the chamber with quick, pretty gestures of heads. Some bold one ventured within, but soon flew back, frightened. No harm, however, he could suffer from me.
In the past I often had one I raised free in the house, and attached myself to him so much that I would cry when he happened to die or fly away. It was usually about some young bird in his first flight attempts which I succeeded in catching and brought home as a little treasure. How his heart beated in my hand. As if in a hostile hand. Could so tiny a heart beat so wildly? I pitied him.
As soon as freed, he would fly to a corner for refuge; and there he stood, turned to the wall, stubbornly still. So that I had to take him up, and force him in his feeding. Food, a little bread soaked in milk, lured him, and soon he himself helped, comically struggling for it: he lacked practice yet. And we became real friends no sooner he realized that he could get food but from my hand.
He grew saucy too, and if I happened to neglect him he would fly and fly round my chair, then perched on its back. Presently he leaped upon my hair, next upon my shoulder and advancing along an arm, he came in sight again. He reached my hands, and there stopped stopping my working too, and clutched at my fingers, his head turned to me, asked in his unceasing anxious chirping, how on earth could I not understand he was so hungry, and hadn’t I forgotten him at all.
He would steal into my drawer, and make havoc in the arrangement, and tear papers with vigorous strokes of the bill. When I sang he too would, striving with his warbling to drown my voice. The favourite place for his naps was the back of a chair. And it was a delight to see him learning upon one paw alone, the head under a wing: God! How possible to be so tiny? And so pretty and roguish?
I had one exceedingly fond of spaghetti. Maybe he awed to them his long, healthy life. He would greet any sound of dishes, fluttering and trilling reioicingly. Once yet he took a liking for chocolate. He liked it so well and ate so much of it that he belched it out, afterwards. He took care of doing it on my candid knitting. Since then, no more chocolate with him. At my attempts, he shook his head and rejected it scornfully. As he grew old, he much lost of his briskness and singing. He became unable to the shortest flights, and remained for long hours silent and motionless. One October morning I found him dead: he was about fourteen.
My father shut him in a tin box and buried him under a hawthorn bush. For he had become a little member of the family, had accompanied us in our removals and crossed Italy with us. He was the last bird I raised.
Now the birds were my wakener and hailed by them I began the day. And the days passed on, and my eyes often on the calendar counting them. It was a period of suspense. Was I really awaiting? I had asked my father: Had he to come… to tell the maid, to prepare his bath, and there what necessary; the bed, and there the linen; refreshments. It would not take much time, I having provided that he might soon met rest and all possible comfort.
May: I left the office early in the afternoon and wandered a little about the streets, stopping at the shops and occasionally entering them to make some purchase. I passed through the gardens with groups of children playing along the walks, through “Piazza Erbe”, the most intimate and peculiar place in Verona, so often reproduced, smelling and inviting from its friut-stands and flower-stands. My garden, too, was flagrant with flowers.
Not far from “Piazza Erbe” lived someone I remembered very well, and I daresay, he remembered me. Thick, brown hair, intent, scholar-like eyes behind large glasses, plain and yet attractive and pleasant in manners even if occasionally blunt: my former doctor. I owed my life to God and him alike. One afternoon I turned my steps in that direction. They say gratitude in slave-virtue…
I saw his name by the front door, and again in the dim entrance-hall. I pressed a bell, went up few steps, and found myself in the small waiting-room furnished in the style of the fifteenth century, with some landscapes and his diplomas on the wall. Other people were waiting for their turn, reading medical magazines. I sat down in an armchair, I, too, took a magazine out of the many spread on the table, and waited for mine. By the tall windows looking into a courtyard, shouts of children, intejected now and then by mothers summons, came to break the silence. Nothing, indeed, seemed changed.
He stared at me and moved forward surprised.
“Oh! Again in Verona? How do you do?”.
“I am here for that,” I replied, and announced: “I got married, doctor.”
“You should have informed me in time,” whose the prompt remark.
“I feared a handicap”.
He studied me. “No children?”
“No. Doctor”.
“So much the better!”.
“The worse, I should say, doctor!”
“’Ah, sì’!”
He then asked about my health.
“Any trouble with you?”
No, whatever.”
“Only a control, then?”
“Yes.”
A long, strict visit, and when over, my eyes questioned his, anxious about the result.
“Well, all is well.”
“I am very glad of it.”
He considered me and tossed his head. “If I just remember in what a condition you fell in my hands!”
“I know what I awe you. It is one of the reasons why I came back to Verona. I feel safer here…”. My gratitude and esteem for him were truly and deeply felt.
“Much lies upon you,” he said, and looked moved. “Never forget!…” He took me to the door.
“My regards to your father.”
“Thank you, doctor.”
And again in the street.
I spent a delightful time in the garden where, with much love and little skill, I attended to gardening. The flowers faded on the fruit-trees. The cherry-tree showed at the end of numberless stems, small green buds. I watched their shaping and developing with an interest which was even wonder. Rose-bushes were rich with roses. I gathered them into big bunches which I took to St. Thérèse in the near Sanctuary: “St. Thérèse de l’Enfant-Jésus”. And I lingered there in her beautiful temple built in the lapse of a few years, a real miracle of Faith and devotion, and in ever increasing fervour of embellishment, my eyes dazzled by all that splendour of marbles and glittering of gold, my soul wrapped in its unearthly atmosphere.
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Then, one day, the office boy came and informed me that somebody had just asked after me.
“Are you sure?”
“Sure, madam! He has asked whether Mrs. Entwistle is still in.”
‘Entwistle’ had been pronounced less badly than usual. I raised my head.
“And he is not an Italia, either,” he added mischievously… without succeeding; however, in the crossing me.
“Novelties?”. One of the Directors had overhead on passing.
“I don’t know yet,” I smiled. But I could hardly finish the letter I was typewriting; and as I went out I saw him.
I saw him, and my heart almost stopped beating. He had come, and I shortened my pace in order to delay our meeting; and I was about to enter a shop for a few moments, asking myself why the fact that he had come should give me a feeling akin to phisical pain when he turned and saw me. A searching look, suddenly he smiled: his smile, and moved to meet me. We shook hands.
“Here you are.”
“You were awaiting me?”, he asked as we resumed the way.
“I?… Why?”
I see you prepared for a passage at arms.”
I laughed. “I will spare you an other ‘why’. And I couldn’t know of course where you were. I guessed you at least in three of the five parts of the globe.”
“I was in England a few weeks ago.”
“Well.”
“I found your… short note there.”
I listened without a wink.
“And I thought it simpler to come, “ he continued, “than go on writing.”
“So nice of you. You have been at home? I think my father glad to see you again.”
My father told me afterwards he had looked upon him as an apparition. “Where is she?” he had soon asked. My father had answered I was out at that time and while the maid prepared his bath shoved him his room. He had walked into, glanced around, and asked: “When does she come back?”. There wanted an hour yet. He had had his bath, a cup of coffee, and gone out again.
“Glad I, too,” I said. “And you are going to stay?”
“About two days. How did you spent the time?”
“I was busy yet becoming… a little weary.”
“No diversion?”
“Oh!”
“None?”
“Oh, some day my prince would come.”
“Only for that?”
I laughed. “No”, I admitted. “But you?”
He made a sudden, graceful movement.
“Neither!”
We walked on, his language caressing my ear once more. For long I had not heard it, and I was thirsty.
We left “Corso Vitt. Em.” Behind and entered the homonymous square, alias ‘Piazza Bra’, beautiful and spacious, brightened by a garden with a fountain in the center.
“If you are not too tired”, I said, “I will let you have a sight of Verona, the town of Juliet.”
We had stopped at the beginning of the square, behind us the improsing “Palazzo della Grand Guardia” of doric order, lit by the last rays of the sunset; to the right the neo-classic, 100-year-old Municipio: what a bomb had left of it, to left the Portici, to the left too, right down our line, at the end of Roma st., and facing it, Castel Vecchio, ancient residence of the Scaligeri, the mighty Lords of Verona, and rich Museum now, with its towers, battlemented tops, loppholes, drawbridge. In front of us stood the Amphitheater or Arena erected, according to some historian’s opinion, in 68-69 A. D., and so well preserved as to allow lyrical performances the more famous for the concourse of world-renouned singers. And it was that rare relic prodyously surviving times and events which attracted most of his attention.
“One could expect to see Roman folks appear under its arches”, he commented.
“Yes? Some people complain of the modern buildings rising about it. But what do they want at last? After the buildings there are us and our modern life. We can’t change it, we can’t dress after the Roman fashion… though I would rather like it.”
He glanced at me and I chattering on. There he left me the inside of the walk. It was late in may and many people sat at the tables of our-door Cafes sipping drinks.
“Verona is a hospitable town, you see. It is fine weather today. It doesn’t happen every day though it is May. Last week, for instance, it rained all the time. A disillusion, is not? To those coming to Italy the first time. ‘Crusader’ published once a cartoon showing a heavy shower with this pressing invitation: ‘Come to sunny Italy”’ English humour?”
“A wee bit of it.”
“Finding its expression in boring or critical situation… It is cold in England?”
“It isn’t cold now. Spring comes even in England.”
“But slowly? Sometimes in Winter I dream of Sicily. You were in Sicily.”
“One month. You would establish yourself down there?”
I smiled. “I would establish its sunshine and orange-groves over here.”
Wlaking along the Portici we reached “Via Mazzini” which the Verona citizens call yet “Via Nuova”, new street. There are better streets in Verona, larger, modern streets yet this is the most fashinable and frequented and, with Piazza Erbe at end, the main artery of the city.
It was a street I would often walk alone. This time another was walking along with me and I could intercept more than a glance in his direction.
About half-way down it, he asked: “Have you got a watch?”
I hadn’t, but supposing he wanted to control his own, I told him the time: it had just struck half past seven, and I turned to him. I noted then we were by a watch-shop; he had stopped there and asked me to enter. I understood and walk on. No need of a watch; and I saw only too many of them about…
That didn’t move him, and he repeated the invitation, his tone peremptory.
It was not the right place for arguing and after a moment’s hesitation I followed him in and chose out of models of outstanding firm. His gifts embarassed me and I felt he knew it was turning the little parcel over in may fingers, yet undecided and raising my head I met his eyes. He looked at me calmly and then walked to the counter to pay for it.
Piazza Erbe. And a few hundred yards to the right, the superb “Arche Scaligere”, in the richest gothic style and with the mausoleums of two Princes of the House, which afford one of the most striking evidences of the Scaligeri’s grandeur and magnificence. And some yards farther, the medieval “Piazza dei Signori”, a fine space severely enclosed by their ancient, princely dwellings. It was deserted and impressed the visitor with the feeling that time stood still there, and those gloomy-looking buildings lived yet nowadays an own secluded life: his interest was awakened, and mine too though I had formerly visited them with my father who was undoubtly a better guide than I.
“I wish you to see another thing yet”, I said on retracing our steps. “It will not take us much time, only a few minutes, and I fancy you will be interested.”
“Let’s.”
And from Piazza Erbe we walked along “Via Cappello” up to a tall, plain building on out left, of th thirteenth century perhaps.
“The house of Juliet”, I said, pointing to it, “and its balconies…”
There was an inscription on its façade, and he stopped to read it: The house had belonged, according to a tradition, to the Capuleto family of whom Juliet was born that Shakespeare’s genius was later to immortalise.
“There is even her tomb?”
“It is some miles from here, and well worth a visit.”
Bach in Piazza Erbe he led me to a Café.
“Here to antiquities”, he said, watching the characteristic square.
“Here and everywhere you will meet them. Verona is interesting for those who love history.”
“You don’t?”
“I would say I do, too, but I fear what really attracts me are costumes, and my interest is greater in those periods in history the costumes of which come nearer my taste.”
“So like a woman.”
“And I am no exception.”
His eyes were going from the Fountain, on which a state symbolises Verona, the various towers, columns, statues, palaces, some very remarkable, all with historical associations, to the crowd which animated the square, the tram-cars sweeping across it, and the numerous “ombrelloni” shading any kind of goods among which the baskets of cherries, oranges, apples, apricoats, early love-apples made so vivid a show, which occupied a large space, skirted the Fountain, stretched up to our corner. For past here did not stand stately apart but, as he noted, mixed good naturedly with a bustling present.
“For all that, and large quite modern part, she remains as well the town of past times. It is the charm of Verona: something you can’t define which comes over you, and you can’t resist. And nobody can… Nobody except the natives, a courteous, nice people who consider spleen almost incivility, and incivility almost a crime. Legends too connected with her. A British Romeo in love with a fair Juliet… Legends or true stories?…” Our eyes met.
In the evening dusk gently falling like a veil on the whole town, we returned home.
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We sat three at dinner, round a gay table glittering under the light brilliance of the lamps. I was often to remember that first evening so sweetly elapsed in the family suggestive intimacy.
My father soon engaged him in a long conversation, and he put willingly at his disposal himself and his Italian. My father questioned him about his travels and the countries he had visited. Some of them he had known in his youth and was remembering with pleasure and a certain nostalgia.
As for me I heard them talking of far lands and foreign ways and customs without intervening and absent-like. I was grateful to him for the attention he showed to my father while I was inclined to think natural my father’s feelings for him.
Somewhat after dinner I left the table for my domestic duties. I went into the kitchen to give some orders to the maid then went to his room. It was orderly and very neat. I brought in a few more things I guessed of use to him, and entered the bath-room. There in a corner I saw his luggage, and on the dressing-table his toilet things. There was nothing to be added, and I just got out some towels.
Then I entered my room for a short respite. I needed it. His coming had been so sudden-like, so… violent! I sat down by the window open to the night: may night. Not the faintest sound and only my garden effluvia reached me.
Just a few minutes of that restorative quiet and somebody knocked at the door. The maid entered, asking orders for the morrow. I dismissed her and went out in search of him. I found him alone in the garden.
“Papa?”, I asked.
“He is in”.
Both silent we moved along a walk. Nature was in repose about us, but the stars overhead watched and twinkled with life. It was he who broke that kind of enchantment.
“Well, you have nothing to tell me?”.
I started at the sound of his voice and stood still for a moment.
“I wrote you all”.
“Did you consult a physician?”.
“I did… It is connected with me… it seems”, I said slowly. And I was stiffening.
“Some hope?” he asked, and stopped in turn. But he was not looking at me. His gaze was on some dark point of the garden.
“He prescribed for it”.
He resumed the walking and came to speak of other matters. We went in.
He retired to his room, and I began to go from a room to another without resolving to do the same. Here and there my eye fell on some of his possessions in a lovely disorder I took care not to repair. And a smell of cigarette lingered in the air. Strange to say, neither my father nor I would smoke while he, as once my brother…
I stopped at his door. The light was out. He was resting now, and his wit too. He had just asked me in a most natural tone if I thought of going on with my work for long.
For one moment I was tempted to turn the knob, creep into the chamber, and glide across the floor to him. To watch his sleep. I imagined him fast asleep like a wearied child… He!
I moved away. Why didn’t I too go to bed? To sleep? I shrugged, and went into the kitchen to make pastry.
All the same I lay awake a long time. I couldn’t divert my mind from the day just passed. After the long series of flat, uniform days it had dawned so glorious as to dazzle the sight.
I saw him at my side about Verona’s streets, his very presence protective. I had sensed it all the time; for, in spite of my ideas, I was timid at bottom. And now… he was resting under the same roof.
I heard close by on the night-stand, the little metal heart beating and beating. He had compelled me to accept it. Perhaps, I reflected, our characters might dash against each other some day. Wisdom, the little I own, warned me to shun the rocks. Yet fighting may tempt too a feeble creature, occasionally.
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I spent the next day at home. He went out, remained some time in his room, inspected the garden, admired it. He was kind too and said it was a proper setting for me. The cherries were not yet ripe. I told him to prolong his stay on that account: he laughed. And he spent the rest of the day walking, smoking, reading, and conversing with my father on the terrace. Refreshments were served there in the afternoon. And there supper-time overtook us. The hours had literally flown, at least for me.
During the day we had been very little alone and exchanged but a few words on unimportant matters, and in these last hours he had scarcely addressed me. I began to find strange his attitude and to watch him attentively. At table he seemed to ignore at all my presence favouring my father with all the attention he could dispose of.
“A little more and you fall in love with my father”. The remark was casual.
He deigned to turn to me.
“Speak Italian”.
“But you understand English”, I said innocently.
He took no notice.
There was electricity in the air or rather it was in me. I checked myself and as soon as alone I questioned him, the hours left being preciously few. I was not going, however, to spoil those hours, and my tone was soft, it was perhaps a little sad too: What the meaning of his attitude? I didn’t understand it. Had I hurt him? I wished to know.
He heard me out in silence, and then asked if my father was pleased with my way of living.
“Has he spoken to you of it?” I asked quickly.
“It isn’t necessary”, was the reply.
I observed to him then that there was no fault with my way of living.
“Does it meet his approval?”.
“An examination?, I asked lightly. “Am I bound to answer?”.
“No”, he assured me coldly, “you aren’t”.
I gave him a knew look.
“Of course”, I said, “he had better have me at home…”.
“Why don’t you stay then?”.
“… but there are things he does not know, and may not understand”.
“He is right”, he said calmly.
“You know, hour marriage, too, did not meet his approval either. You are not going to say now… he was right”.
“He was”, was the astonishing replay.
“Well”, I said with a certain warmth. “He was just missing your countenance”.
I did not really know whether to get angry or laugh. He looked cold. Self-control? Perhaps. But it could as well break my heart. In a sudden flash I had a wise perception of the force opposing me and my own. I asked:
“What do you want with me?”.
“You don’t ignore”.
Yes! Just so!
“I thought I was free”.
“What do you mean?”, he took me up quickly. “Do you want me to leave you to your impossible work when it is for me to provide for you? And there are allowances exclusively due to you. Shall I dispose of them too? Is that what you ask of me? I gave you time enough, and waited that you might understand. I could overlook once…”, his very tone invited consent as he said: “but now you will accept, will you?”.
“But nothing has changed”, I exclaimed.
“Nothing”, he repeated. And standing before me he enquired: “is your fancy for figures a very strong one?”.
I said: “Yes”.
“Not long since, anyhow”.
“Let me have my own way. It is the only thing ask for”.
“You refuse… again”.
“I can’t accept”.
His tone changed. “You can’t? Why? What prevents you from accepting? Explain yourself, please. You are making me curious”.
“For I don’t want to: That is it!”, I was exasperate. “I don’t want your money, your gifts” I want nothing from you!”.
I caught his look of surprise and hushed immediately aware of the offensive meaning in my words. A quarrel! A few eternal seconds went by. He was looking straight ahead and scarcely moved his head as he said:
“Do you know why I am here?”.
That came home. Learned against the trunk of a tree I was tormenting my hands with it without feeling any pain. I spoke. I felt I must. A low even tone of voice I could hardly associated with myself. I had wished to get my living even before I met him, and afterwards. I had not thought I had to change just because. Was it so great a fault?. And I eagerly waited for a answer. It came at last. Two words.
“Go on”.
I bit my lip.
“I was expecting you would reply”.
He shook off the ashes of his cigarette slowly.
“I don’t love pride, you know”.
“Well”. His brow was clouding over.
“Now you look upon it as a fault”, I said. And gradually getting animated: “But what else had I left? What did you ever think I could do all the time once left to myself? Oh, you don’t know! And you ask me to leave it. My father… But ‘you’! You should understand ‘you’!”.
He replied readily and bluntly.
“Have it. But let it be only a sport. Never a pressing, exhausting need!”.
No more was said. My father had appeared on the terrace and approached the banister looking for us. We moved towards him.
On the terrace steps I stood hesitating. My cheeks were hot and eyes burning:
“Retire”, he told me. “do go”.
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Useless to say I was agitated. No man except my father, and very rarely too, had ever spoken commandingly to me and asked me to bend to his will. I had lived alone and free. Moreover, I knew my father and how to take and disarm him. Now instead… Now I was facing a wall, and I could dash against it and wound myself at my pleasure.
Nor was that to torment me the most. The words I had flung out were still burning my lips. I was inclined to give them a worse meaning than they really had. He had somewhat helped it, his irony; bit I had gone too far, failed to any sense of kindness and consideration: he was a guest. Never I could have forgotten that.
I moved about the room, came and went replacing things, and little aware of my doing. He had joined me there, and sat silent in a corner. I had offended him, I was sure, and he had come for me. And where an other would attempt an advance. Any word whatever I could only shrink into myself. In truth, he daunted me.
I sat down, a work on my knees according to a habit. Oh, his silence. Anything but it! All the stories I had read or heard my father and others tell about “their” character, “their” unflinching firmness… and pride, crowded on my mind. I tried to divert it and get interested in my work; once or twice I took it up and one or twice my hands had left it. Were we to part like that, without any clearing…
“I can retire if you wish it”. His voice sounded very near me.
Taken by surprise I started, made as if to speak, but flushed and hid my face in my hands.
I heard my name on his lips.
“Annie?”.
For he could be delicate in the extreme, I knew. I rose, scarcely breathing. There was not air enough in the room.
“Come”, I said; and went out into the garden.
The weather had changed, and a gust of air assailed me. I closed my dressing-gown about me, and went on ignoring it. I needed move, get tired. The wind beat my face, blew in my hair, cooled my brow. It dropped and raised again with regained strength. And I walked on fast as if it was an important thing to do. I don’t know how long.
I remember him asking me if I were not tired. I couldn’t forget, he was there.
“No”, I answered absently.
“All right”.
I stopped short, suddenly recalled to reality. And there we stood facing each other he looking at me in an indefinable way.
“I am sorry you are going”, I said presently.
A moment’s silence, and he observed:
“It isn’t enough reason for risking a cold”. His tone gentle.
“I have hurt you to-night…”.
“You”.
“I am sorry”. I held out my hand, and he threw away the little branch he was trifling with and took both them in his.
“How cold your hands are. Let’s go in”. but I kept him.
“Can you forget?”.
And he stopped and gazed at me.
“You consent?”.
“I? If… if… Is it all important?”.
“It is”.
“I must surrender, now”.
“Yes,”, he said equally calm.
“’ Unconditional surrender?’ Well!”. I laughed nervously.
“’Anna Stella’!”.
A few steps, and I kept him again.
“Aren’t you angry any longer?”.
The smile lit upon his face, and he moved on. But I stood fascinated.
“Do smile again. To-night you have frightened me. Oh, England!”. The same nervous laugh.
“You want nothing from England?”.
“Oh, pray! Don’t kill me now”.
Come on”, he said determinedly. “Daddy will be angry with me to-morrow”.
“With you? You can say with me”.
“Everyone is against you”.
“’Eh sì’!”.
Near the terrace, in a calm interval, he asked:
“Do you think yet of your prince?”.
“I do, thigh I fear him”.
“however I knew you courageous”.
“Frank you mean”.
“Frankness requires courage”.
“Courage… I go forward even if afraid”.
“Are you afraid now too?”, he asked, interested.
“Yes”.
“Afraid of what?”.
“What does it matter?”.
“But you can act bravely”, he insisted, “and succeed”.
“For I happen to master myself sometimes; and sometimes, it may sound paradoxical, my being afraid turn out a power, the means to win”.
“Oh, but I will remind of it”.
“Oh, so much the worse!”.
He dragged me in.
I was cold and my head aching. He turned as he heard me coughing, and bent a meditative look upon me.
“Some coffee?”, I asked. It was still warm. “You perhaps prefer tea, but we only use it in Winter”.
I served it. I served some liquor too that he just tasted, and I didn’t at all. We took our coffee standing. It was late and within a few hours he should start.
The electric light offended my eyes. We were silent. Few hours more and he should start.
He took a paper as I was clearing the table, but laid it down as soon as I finished, and glanced at the watch on his left wrist. We went out together.
He left me at my door.
“Have a good rest, Annie”, he said. “I will be back again”.
I said: “Good night”.
He lingered a second, perhaps.
“Good night, Annie”, he repeated, “and be at-case”.
“Yes, Sawnie”.
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I rose early and got ready without wasting one minute. He was leaving at five.
“Why so early?”, he asked on seeing me.
“I wish to accompany you”.
“There want an hour’s time”.
“Yes, but I wish to accompany you somewhere before”. I had a parcel in my hands. “Some biscuits”, I said. “Is there a little room for them?”.
He rewarded me with a smile.
“Then, are you coming?”, I asked as I saw him ready.
“Where to?”.
“You shall see!”.
I led him to the Sanctuary. From the Church-square the little Saint welcomed us with her sweet smile.
“Do you know?”, I demanded. “It is St. Thérèse de l’Enfant Jésus, the little Saint of Roses, the Patroness of the sick, soldiers, children… and her beautiful Sanctuary”.
To me it was the most beautiful for I loved it.
He stopped, looked at the Saint, at the façade of the Basilica rising before us, and looked about him. He asked if it had not suffered damage by bombing so close as it was to the targets. It did not look damaged, and was not.
“It is untouched”, I replied.
There on the square we lingered somewhat. Wherever the eye rested it received an impression of neatness, freshness, candour. Some invisible Fairy seemed to be vigilant there.
“You see”, I said, “everything here tells of her. Everyone here loves her; and it is not possible to know and not to love her. In homage to her so many rose-bushes are seen around here. She promised to let fall from Heaven a rain of roses.”.
The ringing of the bell drowned my voice.
The still grey light of morning emphasised the air of meditation and prayer peculiar to the place. The best hour perhaps for such a visit. An atmosphere so intensely spiritual as to overcome. And I was sure he fully sensed it.
I wanted that. I wanted that on leaving Verona he took with him, as the last memory and the most suggestive of all, the memory of that hour. I wanted that, on reminding of Verona, he reminded about all of that serene and peaceful hour.
We penetrated into mystical splendour of the Basilica. I did not expect his enthusiasm, and he had already seen so much in his travels; but art here was inspired with a living Faith not merely to satisfy the eye but even to appeal to the soul.
Slowly we walked round it stopping at every picture or statue. By the Saint, smiling in her glory, I took his hand. A few minutes later we were on the square again.
I asked: “Do you like it?”.
“Beautiful. I will see it again”.
“You will find new works: they never stop”.
Walking up and down waiting for the train, he spoke to me: he recommended me to take care of myself… to go back to rest as soon as at home. I was assenting.
He stopped at a book stall to buy some journals, and bought also caramels “for me and for Daddy”. He had a married sister in India. I thought she must resemble him, as a sister may resemble a brother. By instinct I felt sympathy for her whom I probably should never meet.
A haste farewell as the train arrived.
“Let me hear from you”, he still told me.
I nodded. “My love to England”.
The train moved. A last wave oh the hand and I walked to the egress. The sun had risen and its rays touched the buildings tops, but about me it was as if darkness had fallen. I thought of my house and how empty it would feel, “No sentiment”, I said to myself with a lump in my throat.
I was making for the tram-car when a taxi drew up near me. I recognised it as the one that had taken us to the station. The driver saluted me and open the door.
“The gentleman told me to wait for yoy, madam”.
I got out at the Sanctuary and entered the Basilica again. Beside the little Saint heavenly smiling I prayed. I prayed for him, for me. Once more I asked her of the gift bestowed upon the rich and the poor here below, the good and the wicked and there who long after it… and there who refuse it…
Third Part
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We had spent nearly two days together and yet the nature of this feelings for me remained obscure. All I could tell with a certain assurance was that he did not hate me. In those days too he had found time to give me an alarming proof of his volitive faculties. As for the rest he remained, what shall I say?… elusive.
Did he want to leave me entirely to my peace of mind? There were other motives? What had induced him to a bond surely giving him trouble? I did not know; and was reluctant to give myself up to mere conjectures, or think that a levity had led him to it.
With these thoughts stirring in my mind, I took an opportunity to question my father. One day he was just reminding of my friend I observed that for once he ought to own I had been right. We were sitting at table, the usual place for our talks.
“I consented for you wished it”.
“But my wishing it was the best reason for you to give me a denial”, I returned. “You did not trust in my good sense there”.
“I didn’t know him”, he said candidly. “afterwards I could appreciate him, and didn’t want your possible unhappiness should be at my door. Your living apart was the remaining question”.
“You told him?”.
“He himself did directly. He did not conceal or lessen. I am sure it was his fairness that won my heart. It was the best commendation for me, and I soon began to love him”.
My father was using words not included in our private phraseology.
“Papa…”, I hesitated. “He spoke of me?”.
“Ye. He told me it was his desire to marry you”.
“Oh, yes! But… nothing else?”.
“What else should he? He wouldn’t have chosen me as his confident”.
“He must have chosen another”, I said dryly.
“It may be. You, for instance? If not… it isn’t his fault”.
“Indeed! It is a pity he is not here to listen!”.
Accordance between them, I reflected, was touchingly perfect.
My father seemed to take it seriously. “No matter”, he hastened to answer.
The above reported may be regarded a typical example of the talks I would have with my father. There was a pause. But I wished to know.
“Then? Go on, Papa. There is something I didn’t understand well and wish you to explain… if you don’t mind”.
“You know that”. He looked annoyed. “I was unable to realise what kind of marriage yours would be, and expressed it in unmistakable terms.
“And he?”.
“He was with me”.
“He!”.
“And he explained that had he to take you to his country you would remain alone for long periods for he rarely stayed there. On the other hand, he could not subject you to the toil of his frequent removals and you did not seem to wish any of that. We were always at the same point and I had nothing to say”.
“Oh, papa!”.
“’But I am here to meet your wishes’ he went on, ‘I am aware what my marrying her will imply and am not going to avoid it’. My request would have concerned his work, it being the trouble. But I couldn’t ask so much, honestly I couldn’t; and did not. Never divert a man from the work he chose”.
“You did very well, Papa”.
“I fell in then with what seemed the best solution, that is with your continuing with me. ‘As long as she wishes it’, he added. ‘At present she does. Should some change occur you will inform me directly”.
“He!”.
A rather long silence. Presntly I frowned. A doubt had crossed my mind.
“Papa”, I said slowly. “You wrote him to come?…”.
“I would only in an extremity. No desire at all to meddle with your affairs”.
“You know, papa…”.
“It needed not many spectacles to see that all was not smooth-running between you”.
“And you always kept silence…”
“I expected. Once married you belonged to me no more, and my interfering would probably have done harm rather than good”.
I was filled with admiration.
“You are a great man, papa!”.
“Thank you…”.
“You know”, I said, “I would never forgive you, had you written to him”.
“I took good care not to do it. I know your nice little temper of old”.
“Do you?”. It seemed as if he had feared me. That amused me.
“Only too well! And I let you fight it out alone with your Alessanderr”.
“How improperly you pronounce, Papa. I have not been able to tech you a single word of English”.
“Don’t worry. And you don’t understand my easy Italian”.
“It is too easy peraphs”.
“Well. My wish to you is not to find English too hard”.
“Oh!”. But I asserted bravely: “I don’t, of course”.
“I am well pleased you don’t”.
I was tempted to go on in the same tone, but I was wise enough to hush. And I felt uncommonly generous.
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He provided for my wants now, and more largely then they demanded. He would just write down the number of the order and I acknowledged receipt of it.
I wrote to him. In a light, friendly way. I would relate, with an easy disposition of humour, what at home, in the street, fell under my observation. At the office too. I had there a tiny friend at the time. I saw her enter and approach my desk with real delight. For she would apply to me in her various needs: ink, paper, pencil, pen… In that grave setting she brought a fresh, bright note, a remainder of Spring. She lingered at my side, and chattered and asked questions which I wasn’t always able to answer. “Do the English like chocolate, madam? Do they like it much? Do they like it very much? Have the English many new shoes?”. This last was due to the apparition, one day, of an aged, stout, and for all that, very agile American officer who had crossed the room in a flash. His shining boots had dazzled the child. “he has said ‘bread’”, she came and told me. “I know what it means. I understand English, madam”. And with the help of her fingers and much concentration, she counted all the words she knew; “Sugar… all right… yes…”. One hand had been enough.
Sometimes I referred him the little differences that happened to arise between my father and I without expecting any sympathy there; or I wrote of myself and my own way of understand things.
He always answered my letters. He did not depart much from his shortness, but I could perceive they pleased him. He wrote me one day I continued to surprise him. I was concerning myself about chicks. I found them so pretty things, and proposed to destine a secluded corner of the garden for a poultry-house. I had read several manuals on the subject and acquired a fair knowledge of it and I knew what I wanted, that is something rational, up to-date etc. But when I had to pass to practice I must needs appeal to my father for help who, to tell the truth, didn’t prove a very docile help-mate. Our views diverged on several points, and he was in no way disposed to cede to mine. Sheer waste of time to remember him that it was a thing to please me alone, only concerning me. We had a few serio-comic discussions and at last I left him to his own that he carried on with the care and perfection of detail he use in everything. I looked for the little guests. I wished quality-chicks.
I spent in the garden, all flowers and fruit, a most delightful time. It was always the finest place of all to me. But during the hot hours I would have remained in my room, idly lying in a chaise-lounge. I found the heat very exhausting.
I perceived a change in me. I surprised myself fighting dark shadows, I was of easily varying mood. I felt as if I was ill, and no desire to call in a doctor.
I continued with my job, but not for long. One day I went to call on my friend Norma. I found her at her sewing-table making a child-frock; for she knew how to dress her children, and do neatly.
“How do you do?”, she soon asked me.
“I don’t know”, I returned, tired for having walked upstairs. I think it is the heat though I never felt it so much. “No”, I said, meeting her look, “nothing of what you suppose. Something else I fear… and very different”.
“You think you are ill”.
I shrugged. “Had I to tell you what strange ideas come to me at times…”.
“If they are but ideas you had better drive them away”.
“I do, of course. They don’t amuse me; but they come back. Look, I dare hardly express myself: it is as if all that I expect get far from me, very far, all I own melt into nothing, under my very eyes”.
“It is always about him?”. She drew nearer to me and looked at me with a concerned expression.
“No, Norma…”.
“Overwork, perhaps? You look a little low. Why don’t you take some rest? Have you your job yet?”.
“I am going to leave it. I had thought of taking only a leave, but I have made up my mind and leave it for ever”.
“You must, indeed”.
“I own I do it but for him. My work doesn’t excite it up with him now?”.
“I had to. He has a way of asking… I couldn’t resist”.
“You did well”.
“Did I, Norma? Really?”.
“Certainly. Do you complain of him?”.
“Oh, I would kiss his hands”.
“Not so bad then”, and with an amused look she resumed her work. “You allow me… So you will give it up at last”.
“It costs me, indeed. I really need an occupation. Something to take me few hours a day and leaving me free the others. Translations, language lessons. I don’t consider that a work. I would do it even without any earning.
“It will not be hard to find, I guess”.
For a while we were silent. She sat, bent over her work, her hands cleverly moving about it. A calm, peaceful atmosphere, a serene picture of domestic life. I said:
“I think, Norma, I should come often to you”.
“Well, why do you not? I have expected you a long time”.
“It is I don’t go anywhere at all. I am unable to leave my house in the little time I can spare. Your baby?”.
“It is sleeping”.
“’Che bravo’!”.
“Very. It is only at night it is aware, but during the day it sleeps, it…”.
“The little rogue!”, I finished, imitating her.
“Very delightful bringing up children. You will appreciate it, dear”.
“Oh, yes?”, I rose. “’Addio’, Norma. Don’t be too angry with him, the poor little thing”.
“You are going? So soon? Stay here a little longer”.
“I can’t”, I said, moving. “I have to write. I have to inform him that I am leaving my job”.
“What a hurry! To be sure”.
“Yes. I couldn’t convey to you how I wish to oblige him, to do things to please him”.
“Oh, I can imagine it!”, she asserted with a solemnity wich made me smile. I knew her well.
“Norma”, I said, stopping, “I will let you into a secret: I am a happy woman”.
“I had already noticed a certain light…”.
“Norma, I am the happiest woman in the world”. I moved away. “’Addio’, Norma. My love to that baby of yours”.
“Come back soon”, she said.
“I smiled, radiant. “Yes, I will”, and I went lightly down.
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He returned on a bright August morning. I would get up early so as to avail myself of the fresh air, and at that still early hour, the house had already its orderly aspect. I was just arranging my hair when I heard voices in the next room: the voices of my father and another… a well-known one! I entered.
We greeted with a smile, as if we had parted only an hour before, and I soon took care of him: a sweet care. The maid was out and I myself prepared his bath and got out the things for his toilet. I had provided them in order to spare him the trouble of seeking his own. I placed them in a order on the dressing-table and went to prepare the breakfast.
Some time later passing by the bath-room I saw the door ajar. He heard me and called:
“Annie”.
I entered: “Sawnie”.
He, about to come out, stopped and stood watching me for some moments in silence.
“How are you, Annie?”, he asked then, approaching.
“I am happy”, I said airily. “Happy to see you again. I was expecting you. Is really true you have come?”.
“I couldn’t any sooner”.
I nodded. “I understand”.
I took his hand and, instead of passing into the other rooms, took him into the garden.
“There are the peaches”, he noted.
“Yes, they too waiting for you. Are you able to gather them?”.
“What is to be done?”.
“You must choose the ripe ones”.
I went for a basket, and we lingered there enjoying ourselves somewhat like children until the basket was filled up.
The sun wasn’t hot yet, and I had prepared the breakfast in the open air. I put part of the peaches in a pail of water and kept him company sipping cold coffee. He appeared so fresh as if he had just got up. The sun-beams making their way through the foliage were designing strange, moving arabesques on his face, and his still damp hair.
Breakfast finished, I sat down on a little stool beside him.
“Are you in the mood to play the obedient child for once, and listen to me?”.
“Rather… what is it?”.
“Suppose you feel tired and have a sleep”.
He began to laugh.
“If you laugh I will not go on”. I warned.
“What else?”.
“To-night we will go out, to the center, and I will look my best. To-night!”.
“I am entirely at your service”.
“Are you?”, I exclaimed. “Joy of joys!”.
“Yes. I think I owe you this kindness”.
“Really?”. I clapped my hands. “I say”, and I watched him. “You can be frightfully obliging sometimes.
“Only sometimes, it seems”.
“Never mind. And storm have their use… sometimes”. I rose and shook my hair back. “In a heat like this, for instance”.
“You go in”, he said with sudden concern.
“Yes. But I shall first effect an introduction”.
I went away and came back with some chicks in my hands.
“Oh, your chicks! So young yet?”.
“The latest arrivals, sir”. I put them down. “I like them when very young. So every week I buy some more. That rather preoccupies papa. No more room for us, in a short time, he assure… a slight exaggeration. But look at them: aren’t they pretty?”.
“They are pretty”.
“You don’t look excited. ‘It is the little thing that counts’. It was an Englishman, I think, to say so”.
“But you ought to teach manners… to your friends”. They had jumped on his shoes and were pecking at them; and with slight movements he was shaking them down.
“I had no time so far”, I replied, and stopped to pick them up.
He followed me to admire my father’s work. He announced that he would send me a young dog. That pleased me, for I just desired a dog, and told my father who was approaching.
My father muttered something I luckily could not make out; and so I left them and went inside.
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I couldn’t stay long out of his orbit, and went for him again. His presence soothed me. He sat at a little table in a shared corner of the terrace, writing in a notebook, and I sat silently apart waiting for him to finish, and watching him. May I be allowed to dwell on him? I was Mrs. Entwistle. I needed call it to my mind, indeed. I watched his brow I had for an instant seen wrinkled, the intelligent features, the hand following on the page the trend of his thought. He loved his work. And I remembered him as I had seen him the first time and the impression received.
Presently he looked up and asked: “What are you thinking about?”.
“do you remember when at the office? My translations… my first one? I made many mistakes that time”.
“More than might reasonably be expected”, was his way of consoling me.
“It happens when I try my best, I was really afraid to be dismissed that day”.
“Was it very important for you to remain?”.
“Oh yes! I needed practice, but no chance so far. And I couldn’t resign. And above all it was my interest in the language which would have moved me to stop the first I happened to meet and tell him: ‘Speak, please” I love your language, your country: Do speak!’ He would have laughed at me”.
“He certainly would”.
A faint flush and I went on.
“I saw one standing in the vicinity of the office one morning: Blond, little, very young. I stared at him my mind on his language and other things. And he too looked at me. A look at once timid and persistent. I own it impressed me. I read in it as a longing for a caress, I don’t know what intense nostalgia. Perhaps, in his country, a mather, a sister were awaiting him, perhaps a little sweetheart. I passed on, but later from my desk, I saw him going to and few and glancing in. I wouldn’t have hesitated to address him, ask him about his home, poor child so far from”.
He had listened without offering any comment so that the want to make him speak seized me together with a desire to provoke him a little.
“You are not jealous, aren’t you?”. He turned me to reply.
“No”, he said, “but that does not imply that”.
“No”, I echoed, “that does not imply”. I looked him straight in the eye. “Had I anything else to add, I think I would all the same, but that is all and you may believe me”.
He continued to study me through half-closed lids, and I frowned slightly in return.
Nothing has the power to offend me so much as a doubt about my fairness; and from him of all! But… I could well spare myself the pleasure of vexing him. That thought too passed in my mind.
On leaving him I must needs return to the subject. We both were standing.
“I hope you will not suppose any particular interest from me in that child”, I told him. “For he was just a child, and…”.
The end was I could take interest in nobody but him, and that I “knew” I had to meet him: it was so true!
“And what? Tell on, please. And end is more interesting to me than beginning”.
“Is it to you?”, I looked surprised. “It is even to me!”. And I laughed my own little laugh.
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In the late afternoon we went out of a walk. We went along a shady alley on both sides of which, nice cottages peeped through the green foliage. They gradually rarefied till we found ourselves in the open country with no more cottages but scattered farm-houses, fruit-trees and vineyards, and labourers plowing the fields for the next sowing.
I was careless and gay due I think to the influence of the country, at least in part. I confided to him my desire to own a lamb kin which I dared not tell my father but would just love it.
“And a small farm”, he said. He was mocking.
“It would imply… a farmer. Thank you”.
He did not cease mocking and joined in my mood with perfect comradeship. A new side in him.
So forward till I remembered to stop. I was warmed and he did not allow me to stay, and slowly we walked back; and so pleasant it was to go at a lingering pace, the sun very low now and the shadows long.
We passed a group of children we had noted before. They were playing yet and from afar could be heard their shouts. They interrupted play and shouts however as he stopped and addressed them, answering his questions with an easy grace. He took an interest in their games and had a word for everyone, and they clustered round him with the instinctive confidence of children and accompanied us for a while, chattering merrily, already old friends.
There was a little boy about five years old, a slender figure with a brown, proud head, very expressive features, tanned arms and legs. That child particularly attracted him, and he pointed him to me.
“He is brown”, I said.
“A lovely child”, he rejoined.
“Lovelier if fair. Don’t you think?”.
He didn’t. he said: “I like brown”.
“Sorry. Brown is a sad colour”.
“Is it? No brown eyes and locks”, he asked, looking at me. “No frowning?”.
“No, no! Fair!”.
“Well. Fair then. It is settled”.
“You can laugh”. And I hummed softly:
“‘È Roje un bimbo biondo,
Simile a sole dopo la tempesta.
L’azzurro occhio profondo…’”.
“All Madame Butterfly fascination? Now I see”.
“That helps some”.
“You love her so much?”.
I didn’t know why he had asked me that and hesitated to answer and my gayety began to desert me. True or not true that story aroused my feeling. It was chiefly for her sublime confidence, for her trusting above all and against all.
“She is a very lovely thing, and her story entangling. Don’t you find so?”.
“Oh, on the stage”.
“But she is in no way exalted and would be natural in real life too”.
“Oh, yes?”.
“Why. A woman can love and trust like that. And natural her suffering, great as her illusion. The shock had to be awfull to her, and not merely for her love…”.
He read my mind.
“We can’t feet dishonoured for another’s faults!”. He said that very dryly.
“But Sawnie! You will own they can annihilate us!”.
“You find natural suicide”, he said. And I saw what he was aiming at.
“I am… I am a christian”, I was speaking with difficulty. “I comprehend how a woman can feel her heart antirely broken, and anvy the soldier on the field; but courage to live must be found when there is a child… such a child. To be strong that he may be strong, to educate us by educating him, to forget ourselves for him. A child save us from ourselves”.
I paused and managed a smile.
“Strange how earnest we have grown. I… love children”.
When he was silent I had the feeling he did not approve. That feeling I had now too. I asked him about his infancy. Nothing unusual about it, he said. “You can imagine a child like many others”.
“However…”. I was not satisfied. “And you can have not yet sent me your photos”.
“I will since you wish it”.
We came to speak of children, and for the first time of the upbringing of children. Few words were sufficient to me to realise that he had his own ideas about it. I too had mine and so exclusive! Should we face each other for a child, same day? He would have his claim there, and as strong at least as mine. It had never occurred to me.
I glanced at him. What behind that forehead of his? What did he think of me? Once he had thought me proud. Possibly he did yet. He didn’t alter his mind easily. And proud people must expect no indulgence. Suppose he took the child away… He could if he would. For a moment I was quite terrified. No!! but… how silly of me! And I looked at him as if he had heard me, and suddenly I felt moved. Why to lack confidence in him, to regard him an enemy? Wasn’t he a friend, instead? He was my only friend. Whatever his opinion of me might be, he would not be unjust, cruel with me; and above all, would never ask for something beyond me. He was…
Again I looked at him, and he too looked at me, interrogatively.
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I am not a pedagogue; I am only a woman deeply comprehending the mother’s feeling as well as the responsibility of the little being entrusted to her care. I told him how I mean to bring up a child, and dwell upon the subject passionately concerned. “No weakness, no dangerous indulgence”, I said, “and from the first day of life”.
“You would be able to that?”.
“I should. I wouldn’t have him spoiled in any way”. But he objected.
“I would find courage in my very love for him. A physician uses no weakness with his patient for he desires to save him; and yet the patient is not his child. But he would scarcely feel my hand. A friend I would be to him, not a tyrant. There are so many things he shall not do. I would explain to him, as far as possible. I would educate him to Beauty, and tell him that even rightness is Beauty, even fairness is Beauty. I would tell him of God. I would be simple and sober with him though loving him with my immense love, and serene and glad. I wish he felt me his best friend, waiting for his confidence to come spontaneously. I trust children. I don’t believe in their malice, but rather in the wrong education they received. There are parents who beat their creatures for motives to be imputed to their own negligence and incapacity to comprehend them. I saw a strong, stout man beat his little daughter, brutally use his strength against such a fragile thing as a child. I am sure you would never beat a child”. I paused and then went on.
“We must understand him. He is not a bird that only need be fed. He is given us with a soul, a mind, with gifts perhaps superior to our own. We must approach him, look into his little being, and always understand. He has the right of it. May he never fell alone with his own world of thoughts sensations, aspirations shut up in him. It is so dangerous! He will meet coldness and indifference in the world and forget, but the bitterness to feel isolated in his family will accompany him throughout his life… I am expressing myself badly, I suppose… and perhaps annoying you”.
“You don’t annoy me”, he said after a pause. “It is…”. He did not finish and asked: “But who taught you so much?”.
“Who? Nobody. I found for myself. Only I don’t speak of that and aal I have in my mind. When there was my sister I would speak to her. I would tell her many things. And she listened and never laughed at me. She was a wise, even-minded thing with a certain childish grace in manner and in speech.
To her I told of Nelson, Napoleon, Mazzini; of Byron, Shelley, the Bronte sisters; of languages, history, heroes… of all that struck me. She was a charming listener. But when I remained silent a little long, she would come and sit by my side; and it was she who spoke then. It was about scenes from our childhood, nice remarks, short stories. She always succeeded in humouring me . she divined my desires and read my thoughts at a glance. She spoiled me too, for when she left I felt quite alone”.
“There was Daddy”, he reminded me.
I flushed brightly. “You will judge very badly of me”, I murmured.
“Why, Annie? I just find that strange with your ideas. For they still persist. Don’t they?”.
I replied evasively, and we walked on without any word more, I a little gasping. The sun had gone down by the time but gilded yet the light curtain of clouds to the west. There was now some breeze.
Presently he noted I was coughing.
“It is when I take iced-drinks”, I said.
“Can’t you then obtain from?”.
“I can’t always. I am so thirsty”.
“Are you well, Annie?”. And saying so he almost stopped.
“I shrugged”. It is the heat. So hot a Summer this year, isn’t it?
A pause, and again he observed.
“You look thoughtful, Annie”.
“I?”, I woke up and smiled. “I am so happy!”.
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Happy! How much enclosed in so few syllables. I did not went to think of the morrow which would take him away from me. I had not asked. I want to know, to mind nothing. That evening he was there. I saw him or felt his presence. And it was all.
I was happy.
And only a little later, at supper, a sudden indisposition came over me, and I felt like to rise and go out. I didn’t move. I just remained still and as if fastened at my chair.
My father asked me why did I not eat. I could answer playfully.
“I do when I am annoyed”.
But I was uneasy. It was a painful sense of oppression, a need to be in the open air though close by there was a window. What was ever the matter with me? A certain moment I met his eyes, and soon averted mine.
I continued to grow uneasy, and to make efforts to conceal it. He was alert. I could sense that. He answered my father’s questions but his attention was on me. Without speaking, hardly daring to breathe, I waited that the meal ended counting the minutes. It did, and I left the room. It was time. A moment before, stopping to pick up my napkin, I had coughed and soon afterwards felt something raising to my throat.
I glanced at a mirror on passing my face was livid. I reached the bathroom and washstand, in my mouth a liquid tasting sweetish and, yes, red-coloured.
There is certainly a thing more awful than doubt, the certainly of great misfortune; and I experienced it in all its cruelty. I did not cry or move. I could not. I stood there paralized.
I only stirred at his appearing in the door-way.
“What is it, Annie?”.
I had seen him in the mirror. I turned and moved away a little.
“Trifles”, I said shortly. “Why have you followed me?”.
He closed the door after him, and came forward.
“Well, then? You will tell me now”. There was finality in his face.
“Do, Annie. ‘I’ must know”.
He stopped beside the dressing-table and waited, his eyes on the cigarette burning between his fingers, a concentrated expression on his face. Even in such a moment I could not help wandering why my indisposition should make him so earnest. He waited perhaps a minute.
“You see. I am expecting”. He raised his eyes to mine. “Awfully hard to speak?”.
“It is… nothing”.
“Annie!”.
I frowned. He stood looking at me for a second ot two longer.
“There is a limit, I guess… even for an Englishman”, he said as if to himself. He threw his cigarette away and moved about the room.
“Don’t speak like that to me, Sawnie”. His words penetrated my flesh.
He stopped an instant and resumed his walking. He was now getting near the washstand which, occupied as he was with me, had not noticed. My temples were damp and cold.
Presently I saw him stopping, and my heart, too, stopped. He winked, and his face twitched faintly, and… and he brought his gaze to bear upon me.
“It was about that?”. His voice under control as ever.
“Yes, now you know”, I replied without looking at him.
“You had so much ill… and you aware of it”.
I sensed the reproach.
“Is it so?”.
“No… not this time”, I faltered.
“Isn’t this the first time?”, was the next question.
Memories, I thought buried for ever, rose up in my mind.
“No!”, I cried. “Don’t ask me about that! Don’t question me!”.
He beat his fingers on the edge of the table.
“I had recovered”, I explained, “and forgotten… I wanted to forget. I was well or I wouldn’t… Don’t be mad with me”.
I turned away from him, from the focus of his eyes. I felt so weary and so suffering. I couldn’t stand the thought of his being near and yet so far from me, as he had never been when the seas separated us.
I moved to the window. Oh, to go, to run away, to hide myself and my agony… I tapped my foot: I was coughing again. And he was there. Cough! I brought my hand-kerchief to my lips with impatience.
He came over to me. “Annie, be still, dear”.
“Go, Sawnie”.
“Hold!”. He seized me by the wrist and slowly took me to the washstand, and held me bent over it.
“Is it over, dear?”. He turned on the water.
A blood-stain appeared on his hand, near the wrist. I rose, my eyes moist with refrained tears.
“It was not this way I meant to welcome you”.
“My friend”. He was still holding me.
“And you have come a long way, Sawnie, for it. So long a way. Oh, go back again and leave me to my own fate”. I could hardly control myself.
“Annie, please, be quiet”.
“It was not worth while all your troubling, all my troubling you”.
“My little friend!”.
Never I had felt him so before. It pierced my heart.
“You got too tired to-day and…”.
“No!”. my voice was choked in sobs.
He held me fast to him, my head against his breast.
“Shall we go, dear? Lean on my arm… so”. He carried more than accompanied me to my room.
But there I refused any help and got into bed alone. I only took off my dress and put on a “liseuse”. I called him.
“Saenie, don’t send for the doctor”.
“No? but you realise it is necessary”.
“No, Sawnie, not to-night. Don’t send for him, Sawnie”. I was growing agitated. “I only need an injection”.
He considered me thoughtfully.
“I need nothing else, Sawnie”.
“You have got it here? Where is it?”.
He went for it and prepared it, then returned to me. He drew up the ‘liseuse’ sleeve and exposed my arm.
“I will not hurt you”, he said as he bent over it.
He lingered yet in my room, as if unwilling to leave me alone. He moved to and fw, attentive yet to my every slightest movement. I coughed no more. I lay still and silent, my eyes following him. I saw him get a cigarette out of his cigarette case, and put it away without lighting it. He looked earnest even severe, but when he addressed me his tone was the one he would have used with a child.
He had stopped beside my bed.
“Will you remain quiet and try to sleep?”, he asked me. “Will you be wise, Annie?”. He bent a little more. “Do you promise me?”.
His eyes on me, I promised. I felt well now; and I would ring should I be in need. I remained alone.
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The starlight came in by the open window. The gentle night breeze came in too together with a flavour of ripe peaches.
I lay staring at that window framing a few stars and a bit of my garden; I lay long so. I didn’t sleep. I would for he had asked it of me, but I was not sleepy. I felt quite awake and an unusual keenness of mind.
I thought of many things, of many little things, of our walk into the country and our talks and his mocking at me; and of my wish for a lamb kin. I remembered my chicks, their tiny heads under the wing, small rolls of cotton-wool, and as soft. Within a few hours they would wake up full of life and joy of living. And life would resume its course for all, the next morning and those to come, nothing changed. Nothing.
And I thought of him and of the day just elapsed, and that we had spent together. It would stand unforgettable while life was still all a fascinating expectation. I guessed him in the garden: he had not entered his room; and I pushed myself upon an elbow, hoping to hear his steps on the gravel… He was so dear… even… when angry… I thought of him intensely, eagerly recalling every thing relating to him and penetrating it, as if an extra sense was guiding me. And a need as sudden as violent to jump out of bed and go to him rushed upon me. I did want to be with him in the short instants I was afforded, to satiate myself with him. My place was at his side. I was his wife, yes; and I had waited for him too long, only thinking and dreaming of him, fondly; only living and breathing for him, my very soul and flesh. And now… what had ever come over me? Whatever it was, it could not, no power could keep me from running to him, hugging to his breast wild with passion and despair.
I pressed my brow in my hand: There I was, raving, my blood in a fever: and I had promised him to be quiet. I laid my head upon the pillows again. I reheard a far rattle in breathing. I moved no more, and lay still and rigid, resisting even the temptation to ring for him, to call him near me; while the effort to control myself brought tears into my eyes.
That, and darkness and silence, and at long intervals a distant watch chiming the quarters. Till I fell in a sort of torpor resembling sleep, to wake up then sweaty, and under the impression of a nightmare. I did not hope any more to sleep, and sick and upset I longed for dawn and day-light.
Presently the door opened noiselessly… I knew who it was.
He advanced till he met my wide-open eyes.
“Awake. Why don’t you sleep?”.
I moved my head on the pillows.
“I can’t”.
his hand rested refreshingly on my forehead and felt for my wrist.
“Have you had the milk?”.
“I will… later”.
He switched on the bedside light and handed me the cup. Then he swiched it off again.
“What time is it, Sawnie?”.
“Two o clock”.
“Is it not late for you?”, I observed, as he sat down in a chair beside the bed.
“Sleep, Annie”.
He put his hand on mine at my side: it was calm and steady, and in the silence that followed, I perceived the meaning of that simple act more eloquent than words. But I did not wish to sleep.
“Speak to me of England”.
“Tomorrow, dear”.
“You were in London?”.
“Yes… I have brought ypu a souvenir from there”.
“Indeed. I should like to know London, the English country. You will tell me, will you?”.
“Yes; but now you will sleep”.
I was musing.
“Sawnie?”.
“Dear?”.
“It was not for you I felt like that, tonight”.
“I know”.
“’I know’. Was his the gift to humour me with two words? ‘He knew’!
“It could not be. You are my friend, and I was too happy you had come. A friend”, I said. “And you know, one can even give one’s own life for a friend”.
He pronounced for me the sweetest words in his languages: “My darling”.
A pause, as I listened to its sound sweetly echoing in me. I “was” happy… and presently: “I am not proud, Sawnie!”.
Silence. I turned my head, trying to catch his look.
“Sawnie”.
He leaned forward a little.
“You must go to sleep now, Annie”.
“Why, Sawnie?”.
He pressed his hand on my hand, and repeated: “Sleep, Annie”.
‘Sleep…’ once, when a little child and with a very high fever, I had my mother at my beside, her very presence removing the phantasms that offered themselves to my inflamed retina, I must fear nothing as long as he was there.
I wanted to speak yet; I tried to collect my thoughts, in vain. The mind refused the slightest effort. I stared at the shadows in my room which assumed strange fantastic shapes. They were moving, approaching. I closed my eyes to shut them out.
My thoughts grew vaguer and vaguer. I came to doubt the last events, and his coming and his presence there at that late hour of the night. He was very far, of course; he was… where was he?… I woke up and rose with difficulty from the pillows, calling him.
A hand laid me gently back.
“Sleep…”.
Of course, I could not master the invading torpor. And my lids, too, grown so heavy! I had to say something, and I could not. My lips didn’t move. Something I had to say I did not remember well, I did not remember at all… and I don’t remember anything else.
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In the prime of a misfortune, grief seems to stop life in us, and we wonder at its going on around us. We are stunned, broken down; we can feel frantic, too. Yet the most trying of it comes when, after that more or less long interval allowed to our feebleness, we must be normal again, return to the cold reality of our daily life, to our duties, as before; and with it after that first violent assault, in all out system.
We begin to feel it at our waking up in the morning by conveying to the blank mind a feeling of something exceedingly dear to us; of a treasure more precious than life, irremediably lost; and we ask ourselves, surprised: “is it ever possible?” expecting it will vanish with the night dreams. It continues during the day, finding a natural ally in the change occurred in our life. Something may at times come and distract us, but it is there, alert and vigilant; and we caught in our momentary forgetfulness, startle and ask ourselves will always renewed surprise: “is it possible?” still hoping, against all hopes.
I have been through that experience.
The next morning I could think that another, not I, had lived, acted and spoken the precedent night. The doctor came: the same plain face but attractive, the thick brown hair, the sober, self-possessed, learned air.
“Oh, how on earth?”, were his first words.
“An hemoptysis, doctor”.
He nodded knowingly.
“But not much…”.
“Oh, enough”.
He gazed at me pressing his lips, then moved his head.
“All was so rights with you! What has been the matter? Let’ see, any impudence?”.
“No, doctor. I was leading a very quiet life. Only I found heat trying”.
“Yet you did not inform me! Fever?”. He left my pulse.
“I don’t know”.
“Cough?”.
“A little”.
“Any pain?”. He got out the stethoscope and bent down. “No, don’t move. So… enough. Only a feeling of bruise? Where?… Here”.
He auscultated then straightened up and stood, the instrument in his hand. I did not care to watch him.
He asked me a few other questions, scribbled something, recommended repose.
“Complete repose agreed?”. He patted my shoulder lightly. “Cheer up! You shall be well again!”. And turned to my friend. They walked out of the chamber together.
I did not expect any good, and waited for his return to question him. The conversation went like this: “What has the doctor said?”. I began after a silence.
“You have heard”.
“Yes… partly”.
“What else do you think he may have said?”.
“Said or asked”.
“Well?”.
“To much, I fear”.
“What is too much to you?”.
Now it was I who had wished to question. I looked sidewise at him. He was listening, looking down and with his face turned to me. I answered: “To go away from here, for instance”.
“It would be for your good, anyhow, as anything else”.
“But I hope he doesn’t”.
“Why?”.
“It is simple, perhaps, silly. I love my little house. Everything in it is dear and familiar to me. I don’t wish to leave it”.
The doctor, he said, had asked nothing of the sort; and I had to believe him.
“He has only insisted on your being very careful, and that, I think, will not be beyond you”.
I said: “I am unable to do anything for me”.
“Even if ask it of you?”.
Suddenly I felt against a wall.
“I guess not”, I replied.
Our tone had been quite casual, and here we stopped, I having spoken too long.
XXIX
I noted he abstained from smoking when in my room. I told him then, he could, smoke did me no harm. But he didn’t. it seemed to me his face grown leaner, his eyes larger; and that touched me to the heart. All I could do was to recommended his comfort to a mercenary when I alone would have looked after him. I thought, too, of his work he was now neglecting for me. I told him. He replied briefly, “don’t worry”. I told him again, then no more. I simply accepted.
He spent part of the day visiting the town, its monuments, and the relies of olden times it abounds with, finding unexpected guides in its kind inhabitants. I loved his interest in my Verona. He spoke to me of it. He spoke to me of history, literature, art. He could speak properly on different subjects. He possessed a rich, cultivated mind. He had known many countries, and told me of his own country, its history and traditions. And it was as if he told of himself. I listened, considering the blend of opposing qualities, the love for flowers, animal, christmas charm so deeply felt by that people styled cold and business-like, the deep attachment to the home and the most travelling genius in Europe, the humour moving while amusing: a people of contrasts, original, as other peoples define it and is, and that fascinated me. And there I could observe a genuine speciman, revealing to me in every look, gesture and word. He too, spoke French well, as far as I could judge, possible due, he explained… to the Norman origin of his family; but he always used his own language when alone together, and I regarded it a gift from him.
He had a look at the papers, reading to me those news I might take an interest in. I did not read. I listened and kept silence, glancing at him now and again, as to assure myself he was really near me; and in so nice intimacy. Silent intervals followed which I did not interrupt.
I fixed long my hands, it was a habit, and the ring shining on the left hand finger. It reminded me of our marriage, our “si”, the Latin words; he had given me all by it; and I had often looked to it during the long months of his silence, when no other thing I was left to fight the shadows gathering round me.
One day, on lifting my head, I found him surveying me. Our looks met, crossed. A look can be the flash which reveals a soul. A soul can be transfused with a look. Several times they had met to sudden-like. That day I felt feeble at the wave of feeling it stirred in me, and turned the head away from him.
I was under my doctor’s strict treatment. He seemed pleased enough with my getting along. I had no fever, I did not cough, my look was normal. No hint from him of a change of air, and continued with words of encouragement. I did not know whether I was pleased or not.
I remained hours alone, but didn’t get annoyed. Only when I heard his steps I listened, hoping he would stop at my door and enter. At night he would stay up late in his room. And I kept looking at the thread of light filtering from under his door and did not sleep. But when he came in I closed my eyes pretending to be asleep. He would stay a moment, just to cover my shoulders, the night air being fresh, put back a lock on my forehead, and went away, leaving me the remorse of deceiving him.
I was not sleepy, and found it so sweet to look at that thread of light. It was as a friend, and kept me company, and spoke to me too… how long yet? One evening I could not help myself. I got off the bed, put on my dressing-gown and went to push open that door.
He was at his desk; looked up at my appearing, rose, and pushed the armchair close to the desk without any of the observations I was expecting.
“No”, I smiled, “I wish to stand. Pray, go on”.
Few days had given the room its proper aspect, as I had not been able in months. I walked round it, observing everything with child-like curiosity. I stopped to look at a calendar: It was August 23, St. Philip. I read on: 24, St. Bartholomew; 25, St. Ludwig; 26, St. Alexander… 26. On the sill, the calycanthus was green with leaves. I stopped there too, and then went to sit down in the armchair.
He had resumed his work. Now and then glancing at me and going on. So for a while. Then he laid down the pen.
“All right?”.
I smiled. “I have put in order you things. You allow me, do you? For my brother would not. All his things had to be close at hand, and quite in sight… an impatient deity. Much work? “, I asked then. “I am sorry, I wish I could help you, but my hand is illegible; at least that is what my father says. You decipher it?”.
“On the whole”.
“Now! I will type my letters. I will”.
There were hand-written papers on the desk. I leaned forward, and took one of them. “May I? I am interested in graphology”.
“What does your hand-writing reveal?”, he asked.
But I, bent over the sheet, was examining it closely.
“A deductive mind”, I began. “And here is what is defined a typogrphic writing; it denotes learning, love of clearness, esthetic sense…”. I paused half a minute and went on. “Vertical and rectilineal writing: self-impression, want of feeling, energy, inflexibleness… Oh!”, I exclaimed and looked grave: “large hand: pride, large capital letters: pride; the result is: great pride! Mine? A lot of things mostly on the bad side”.
I lifted my head to recover my breath and look at him. It was interesting to see his way of taking things. He had the look of mixed ingredients he occasionally put on with me. And I found strange his assenting to my words.
“You understand graphology?”, I asked.
“I do. Don’t be so ashamed”.
I protested. “I? You are wrong!”.
“Yes? I had ‘deduced’…”.
But I shook my head. “You are mistaken. Is that the reason why ypu are hard on me?”, I bent over the sheet again. “I will find out something else”.
“Not now”, he interposed. “You wil go on some other day”.
“I am not sleepy”.
“You will rest”.
“I am not tired”, I assured.
He put a caressing hand on my arm and repeated gently: “No, you are not tired…”.
“No; and what should one do that is not tired?”.
“One should act as if one were”.
“I must go then”, I sighed. “And you will go on with your works?”.
“No. it is over”.
I sighed again, and rose to my feet.
“Well. I will obey. Even a great Italian did… in a similar circumstance”.
He too rose. “It will be yet for a few days”, he consoled.
He made with me the few steps to the door. “Good night, dear”.
I turned and smiled to him: “Good night”.
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I stayed up a few hours a day which I spent mostly in my room, there taking my meals too; but on the twenty-sixth I would dine with them. I wished to celebrate that date in the best possible way to me. Nothing extraordinary, yet. A dinner consisting of English dishes, a neatly arranged table, with a few flowers (I regretted they where not hyacinths) red, white, blue coloured: I had hesitated at what might appear an ostentation, and had only resolved for the gentle note I felt in it; a gift, as a remainder of the day; and my very heart guiding me in every thing.
When on the morning I saw him I refrained from embracing him, and waited for evening and dinner. This began with a little quarrel, however. At the hors-d’oeuvre I had given all my attention to some gherkins, prompting the following question from my father: “Hadn’t you better leave that stuff alone?”.
“Oh, I just love it”.
I was about to help my self again when my father observed: “What the good of it to you?”.
“Only a bit more”, I said.
He, silent so far, intervened.
“Take it off”, he ordered the maid. She did. I pointed.
“’Cattivo!’”.
After that ouverture the atmosphere became father cold. Every thing was excellent, and nobody seemed to note that… least of all i. till Papa remembered we were celebrating an event that day. He alluded to my presence at dinner.
“Very likely”, I said without averting my eyes from my dish.
I saw him raise his head, glance at the table, and then at me. I didn’t leave him time to speak.
“Don’t thank me”, I said.
For the first time in presence of my father he addressed me in English.
“You have reminded…”, he began; but I interrupted.
“Less than nothing”, I said carelessly. “I always remember holidays. It is a legacy of my schooldays. The only accountancy I was ever able…”. I glanced up and hushed. Silence. At dessert my good father proposed a toast. I stirred on my chair.
“I never gave any”, I said in a very low tone, “and I dare not…”.
“Try , anyway”.
I glanced at him. He wasn’t paying any attention to es, and I leaned aside to my father.
“I don’t know what to say”, I murmured. “Suggest…”.
“You understand English”, he returned.
I have always noted in my father his retentive faculty.
“Awfully nice of you, I am sure”.
Something resembling a smile appeared on his face. He understood English. I caught the chance that he looked up to smile to him my best smile.
“Many happy returns”. It was all I was able to find. He thanked. Peace was almost made.
Papa looked pleased at last, and looked so till I said: “It is not all. We will go out tonight”.
He soon became earnest and hastened to explain to me how imprudent it would be. I must mind my health; and dwelt on my repose, and on the night air injurious to me. That was my father all over. His great love for me led him to tear away the few flowers which happened to spring along my path. I must expect I had fully recovered, and I could think I must expect for ever.
I was in no way disposed to cede nor to exhaust myself in a long explanation when I found an unhoped from ally.
“You wish to go out?”, he asked, as I looked at him.
“Oh sì!”.
“A little diversion will do no harm. And the night is warm…”.
I sighed my relief.
“Yes, convince Papa, please! I go and get ready. It will not take me long!”:
I was somewhat excited. A walk in the evening allured me. I made my toilette, and did my best without keeping him waiting too long. At the door I found a taxi: I had perhaps fancied to go on foot. It only stopped when at the center, and there we got out.
As soon as I found myself in the crowded and lit street, I felt dizzy and like to fall. I had a notion then of the change occurred in the last days… Rather a case of thinking my father in the right. He was ready to hold out his hand and support me.
“Won’t they take us for sweethearts?”.
“How do you fell?”.
“Let’s walk”.
I was recovering. We moved towards a sidewalk and walked along it.
“I love towns at night”, I said.
“You are never out in the evening?”.
“I was in the winter, on my way back from the office; but I did not stop”.
He was very attentive, but I would not prove him too much. We walked a while, and then he asked me where I wished to go.
“Some show, perhaps?”.
“I think it better to remain without”.
He assented, and led me to an out-door café.
A little orchestra behind some plants was playing old Venetian songs dealing with moon and lagoon, gondolas and sirens. Romance, but it enchanted me. I looked at the crowd, the shining shop windows, my friend. And I found the music exciting. No more lagoon and sirens now, but a fantasy from “Al cavallino bianco”1, an air familiar to me. I was listening.
“Can you play?”.
His voice, too, was music.
“No, and I much regret I can’t. there is always the radio or phonograph; but you know, it isn’t the same thing”.
“Never too late to learn”.
“It is funny”, I said, “it has come over me so suddenly!”. I paused and found myself saying. “I think it would be so nice to play a lullaby to make a baby sleep, or to play to cheer him up when out of sorts or crying. He would stop crying, and perhaps he too would try to play”.
He fixed me with a strange look.
“Would you believe it?”., I resumed. “I have come to envy those who can play”.
“You can learn…”.
“But I?… You know, it would be found fatiguing with me”.
“At present, no, of course; but after recovering, dear”.
“Should I?”, I said, brightening. “It would make me so happy! And I would be pleased with little, just a few easy airs…”.
The orchestra was repeating the same air:
‘Mi pare un sogno, un illusion
sentirti a me vicin.
La tua parola è una canzon,
che sorride al mio destin.’. 2
“Do you know that air?”, I asked.
“I do”.
“Words, too?”.
He learned forward and asked:
“What words?”.
I looked at him: “I will not tell you”.
“But I can easily learn”.
When we left, the orchestra was not playing any more ‘Al cavallino bianco’, but those lines sang in my mind all the way home.
A few hundred yards before arriving I wished to get out. He agreed, and we went on slowly. The street appeared dim after the comparative brilliance of the center, and deserted and silent; and silent were we too.
Under a lamp-post I stopped and gave him the souvenir I had chosen for him: a fountain-pen, and tiny in its end, his initials and the date.
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I took a most keen interest in life. I loved flowers, plants, animals; I liked equally fine weather and rain, clear and cloudy sky, country and town; I was interested in literature, art, history, in foreign country; I was fond of my home: a passionate note in all.
I read, it being one of the few things I was allowed to do. Often memories of war: too alive they remained in the minds; and my attention soon engaged. I read: “men in white: a little hospital a few miles from the front-line, wounded men carried under shelling, first cures, transfusions of blood, delicate urgent operations; men joined in a wonderful task, devoted to the relief of their fellow-creatures without difference of race and opinion, the priority going to the most needy. Many lives saved that way at the saviour’s risk, sometimes his death. Those men were apostles and heroes. I had desired to be there once, content with any job, however humble it might be.
Or it was a picture: a prisoner of the japs in the act of being beheaded; a crowd of hostile observers as back, ground. He was on his knees, looked very young, and held himself composed while awaiting the deadly blow. I shall say more: He had a look of unconscious greatness about him. There are moments in which we must feel respect for our fellow-creatures, was it selfishness that made me shudder at an association, at a distant likeness? I don’t now! But… how I ever felt for him torn from all he loved, and at an age when life is still but joy. To be near him, hold his hand, “Child!…”.
Why should men do one another harm and harm?
I felt responsive to every feeling. I could call it heart’s intelligence, and say: apply to my heart rather than my intellect. I felt I could understand all, embrace all, the whole world in my arms. It was an awakening of feelings, an effervescence of life. I lived in fact; and the spring moving life in me was he, I knew, and all centred about him.
As if obeying to a desire of mine, he lingered with me. He too read, newspapers or magazines, or standing by the window, an elbow on the sill, he smoked and looked out. And now and again I needed raise my head and look at him, his figure neatly etched against the green and blue background of the window. And every time the thought of his departure pierced me like an arrow. Soon, perhaps that very instant he would turn to me and say: “Annie, I must leave”. I expected it, it was inevitable; and only thinking of it my heart failed within me.
It was on reading Mr. Browning’s “Sonnets from the Portuguese” that I burst out in tears. I already knew those lines that the author dedicated to her husband. I had read them formerly, but how new they appeared to me now!
“The face of all the word is changed, I think,
Since first I heard the footsteps of they soul
Move still, oh, still, beside me; as they stole
Betwixt me and the dreadful outer brink
Of obvious death, where I who thought to sink
Was cought up…”.
I gave an exclamation and stopped. He was two yards from me and turned his head at-once. I read no more. I remained frowning and biting my lip for a little while, but I couldn’t master myself, and with a rapid motion I bent on the arm of the chair, overwhelmed.
“Don’t cry, Annie”.
\It was his hidden goodness, above all…
“I can’t bear to see you crying”. He put back my hair, murmured my name, tried to free my face.
Struggling to collect myself, I rose my head. Without asking any question he took my hands, in that way of his so dear to me.
I was not Mrs. Browning and could only say, swallowing.
“So silly… of me… Don’t mind…”.
My eyes met his lips, very near and tempting. I pushed him back feeling suddenly dizzy.
“No”, he explained.
I feared an other misunderstanding. “No, please… or I shouldn’t have the courage to see you go. I am… an Italian, and spoke to you of friendship… even for that. Please…”. Tears.
“You are right”, he said, and sat mute and concentrated.
That gave me pain and remorse. My hand rested on his hair, and went down to caress his forehead. Presently he turned and folded me in his arms.
“Annie…Star!”.
I had taken to love my name. his heart was beating so near. I put my hand on it.
“Sawnie, do you still think I consider you a master?”.
“Do you know”, he asked me, “what I told those who loved to inquire into my private life?”.
“What did you, Sawnie?”.
“I told that in Italy, down there, a little life awaited me”.
“You knew I awaited you? You know, sometimes I wondered what had induced you to marry me. And I found no answer; or rather, I found many answers, but none satisfied me”.
“Suppose I understood”.
“Really?”. His wonderfull semplicity held me speechless. I repeated: “Really, Sawnie? You understood?”. A world in it.
He nodded. “I did”. And paused. “But I wished you a little more… submissive: It is sheer charm in one’s own life”.
I moved my lips to speak… and said nothing. He didn’t mean to hurt me. He was helding me to him.
I will stop here. Not that “the rest is silence”: I just wanted those moments were never over.
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“Friendship… friendship…”. As if roused by my uttering it, somebody kept on repeating in a derisive tone and with devilish persistence that word to me. It might as well be myself. They say woman is either angel or demon. I felt myself the one and the other. It was devotion, fond tenderness, it was unrectrainable passion, it was “hell” with me. There remained hell.
Two days and nights like that, and I remained of him as the next concerned. It was growing too heavy. I did not stop to consider his possible taking it; there was often to be mistaken with him. I had even sought on his brow a reflex of my inward storm, and found nothing. He remained “off limits”.
One afternoon I told him everything.
“Sawnie, I spoke to you… of friendship. I would believe in it. But it was not”.
“Of course”. He was not in the last surprised.
And I: “Of course? It can’t be! I can’t think that. It is impossible!”.
“No? You can’t expect to yet near the fire and not be warmed”.
Was he mocking? “No jesting, please. I am in earnest”.
“As bad as that?”. He did not appear preoccupied; but soon became attentive.
“I deceived you”, I said, “and would deceive myself, deliberately. It was not true that I told you. Only a caprice led me to you from the very beginning., a mean caprice. I have come to this. And didn’t want to admit it: it was too horrid. But it is so, it is so and… and worse. Oh, despise me!”.
He only said: “Since all this?”. He had listened without a frown and awaited, as he would, that I had finished speaking.
“Since your last coming. It was not so, before, I am sure. But ofterwards… and that night!…”.
He was nodding.
“I could scarcely recognise myself. I had grown heedless of everything but one: to jump out of bed what, ever night happen, and run for you, seach for you. Nothing else mattered anumore. I was frantic!”.
“But you didn’t”.
I shrugged: “You would have rejected me”.
“Be frank!”.
“Still franker…!”.
He patted my hand.
“I wanted to, anyhow, which means the same”.
“You think so? I know better then”.
I was perplexed. “You justify? How?”.
“I just explain. The falling short of our expectations may exasperate us and take us far if we aren’t strong enough and prepared to any event”.
These words were aimed to me; yet I felt moved and relieved all the same. I lifted my head.
“And you, Sawnie? I always knew you self-possessed. Always. I think it was chiefly that to impress me”.
“It isn’t easy when very young. Chances are many for a man”.
“But I can’t think differently. And when at the office…”.
He stiffened slightly ans a shade darkened his forehead. Something, known to him, must be occupying his mind.
That had ended our conversation, and I was not satisfied. Somehow I felt our situation abnormal. I was a trifle nervous too, and, shall I say?, a feeling of jealousy of his past unknown to me did not help.
Silence continuing, I asked: “One question, Sawnie: I must really think it is all over?”.
He asked: “’All’ what?”.
“Oh, you understand well!”.
“If I do, there will be no need to answer it”.
“But I wish to know your mind, whatever it may be”.
He seemed to hesitate. “It can’t differ from yours”.
There was a note of coldness in his voice. It was a hint to me to stop. I didn’t. I must needs injure myself.
“Speak it all the same”.
Again he hesitated. “On what purpose?”.
“Speak!”, I said sharply.
We stared at each other, and of course, it was I who looked down. I bit my lip and took to turn over the book I had in my hands feeling a beginning of anger. I felt his look bear heavily on me. But he obliged me at last.
“What?”, he asked. “A momentary forgetfulness, and then its natural consequences? No, Annie”.
“For I must fear them, now”, I summoned enough calm to note.
“Can you make light of them? And not for you alone. And means to avoid them would lessen ourselves!”. And he rose. “Self-control, dear!”.
He walked away. I did not move at all. I just kept on staring at the book in my hands, till hours passed, dusk began to fall, and he returned to call me. I had covered throat and arms with a scarf and would have remained there for an indefinite time.
“Annie, come in”.
I rose, gathered up my things, and moved to follow him. My knees trembling.
“Cover yourself”.
I did. “I wish to tell you something”, I said.
“Tell, Annie”. And he stepped short.
“I don’t think I shall return to that subject again”.
“Well, dear”.
“And I will always be true to you”.
He laid his hand on my shoulder for a moment, and took it away.
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He reminded me of the time to have meals, medicines, rest. If he asked me whether I had had one thing or another, the replay was surely negative. I had forgotten. Always I forgot. It is true, I did not wait for him to repeat it, but continued to leave him entirely to that new little exciting role.
One evening I happened to be alone, I lingered out. September was chilly after the first storms, dew fell in the evening; and I was lightly dressed. I became aware of it, as I began to cough. Too late, however, for he surprised me there.
He did not conceal his discontent this time, and I hastened away without a word back. I wondered why I, just I, had to abstain from the slightest things allowed to everyone and wich help to live. Why, at last!.
He had overtaken me though only walking while I nearly running. I was sorry for him. To tell… what? I was inconsiderate? He knew already or to reveal my plain? “Sawnie, help me, save me from myself!”. He would have healing wors, for his dear voice would utter them. And I being just a child, a tiny child.
He was walking at my side, in silence. How to tell, to explain? I didn’t feel myself a normal being to be expected to act normally. But I was sore, sore at heart. He stood aside for me to enter. Not a look in my direction. I passed, made one step, another… and turned, and clung to him with despair.
“Sawnie! Sawnie!”.
He put an arm around my shoulders.
“what can I do for you? Ask it of me”.
For I was only able to think of myself. I kissed his hand and ran in.
A colloquy followed later, in my room; and when it finished he too looked tired. I can’t forget the expression of his beloved face during it. For the first time he let me see in him. He left me arbiter of the situation. And that from him surprised and bewildered me. I attempted to avoid an answer, and rose, but twice I brushed against his arm which confined me to a corner of the sofa. My answer to him was the one he had perhaps expected.
I ceased tormenting him, I tried to forget myself, and succeeded; and for the few last days, at least, of his stay. I was the companion to him, as I had not been yet.
Then the day of his departure dawned. He had postponed it, in order to assume himself of my conditions; and they continued to be satisfactory. I was preparing to accompany him, but as he looked at me, and I replaced my overcoat.
I waited by the window that he got ready. I looked steadily at the tree outstanding the opposite garden-wall. A tramway passed, then a dog, some housewives with basket going to market. A clock stroke slowly seven.
“It is agreed. Isn’t it, Annie?”.
“Sì, sì”, I said, turning; and in response to his look: “I know what you want with me”.
“Annie, I leave you to your sun, and flowers, to you beautiful Sanctuary. We will visit it together on my return”.
“I will wait for you, Sawnie. Will you come for Christmas? I’ll prepare the stable, you’ll find the calycanthus in bloom. I’ll wait for you always”, I was telling him so sweetly. “Everything here will wait for you, and welcome you. I wish you to think of this when you feel sad and weary”.
“Yes, darling”.
A few minutes before leaving, I told him: “Don’t think anything vulgar of me”.
He considered a moment and replied: “ I never did. What are you going to do now?”.
“I am going back to rest”.
“Well… and courage! Even from afar I will watch over you”.
“Leave tranquil”.
He went out to his room to fetch something, and when came back approached my father who had just entered. My father called him “figliol mio”, my son, and kissed him. It seemed he wished to speak; my father stared at him and wrung his hand.
Then he turned to me. My eyes were growing dim. He took my hands, and kissed me on the forehead.
“Addio, Annie”.
“Addio, caro”.
He walked out of the room without turning back. I heard, shortly afterwards, the car-door close, and the noise of the car gradually growing fainter. I stood there listening until it died away and silence dropped back.
I passed my hand across my forehead. I had lived unforgettable hours, and nothing I knew of the future. On the table lay the paper h had bought the day before; his cigarette was still burning in the ash-tray. And all had suddenly grown so distant.
“He will soon be back. Come on”. My father caressed my hair, my chin. “Why! An Englishman’s wife!… Let’s have a cup of coffee”.
“… I had”.
I made for my room. The door of his was ajar. I stopped, but did not enter and shut the door, for no one should enter before i. then I reached mine.
Forth Part
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Life got back to normal, for normal was his absence. The only difference was my lack of any activity. The doctor kept on repeating: “Rest, rest, rest…”. I did nearly nothing. There was the gathering of almonds (two tree) and, later, of nuts (one tree), a most welcome diversion. And nothing else. Time passed slow and monotonous. But I began to receive his letters, and they became a vital bond to me. I lived for them.
The promised dog arrived; it was a grey-hound, grey coloured with only two dark spots at the ears and about the eyes, and a fine nervous head. I welcomed him joyously. He appeared bif enough for his age, and not at all embarassed to find himself in a foreign palce though I noted, he little understood Italian. Papa patted his head, and treated him kindly.
He wrote me he would be a guardian to my pretty friends as well as to me, in his absence. “My pretty friends”, however, didn’t appreciate such attention. On the dog first visit at the poultry-house they fled frightened in every direction. That did not disturb the visitor that began his tour stopping at every corner inhabitants. He came to the next, and there lay down for a little nap. Inspection ending so.
On the following days the acquaintance continued. He would walk round the poulty-house looking for an opening in order to enter, then would go and crouch by the small gate without losing sight of them for a moment, and waving a paw across the bars at their approaching, by way of a friendly salute. He met no more fright now, but a very curiosity. It is true, some among the little ones, ventured so far as to get near and peck at his paw, to taste it, evidently.
He grew attached to me, and look to follow me everywhere, just like a dog. I called him “Darling”. He liked so much to play, but I had to teach him to leave papers and journals alone on the tables or elsewhere, papers more or less important and journals not yet read which he got hold of by swiftest leaps, and went to tear into small pieces on the floor.
I read, and he on the carpet by the sofa, kept me company, and at intervals reminded him self to me by licking my hand. I answered patting his head, and read on. When I happened to ignore him, he would go on for a while, then barked his protest and put his front legs on the edge of the sofa. I stopped reading, took his head in my hands, and looked into his brown intelligent eyes fixed on mine a in a human-like look. I spoke to him, too, dear little stranger, I told him sweet things which he surely understood, for he struggled to get rid of my hands, and reach my face, and lick it; his best way to tell me his love.
Rain and bad weather detained me in. from the window I saw the walks covering with leaves and others hastening to join them, moved by the wind. It was Autumn. I knit or read. In Autumn my love for reading would become keener. I had taken to read Byron, the English poet, so Latin for sensitiveness and ardour.
Several critical essays I have read about him, mostly by late and undoubtly clever learned writers, and the usual impression received has been of superficiality, at bottom.
Mazzini saw better in that soul, and to its depths “made of splendid ruins, of proud thoughts and deeds”. Better saw Castelar: he too a Latin. It was his biography by Castelar that introduced him to me, and excited me to know his works. It remains to me the best thing wrote about the poet. And I can’t dissociate those two names, and reminding of Byron I necessarily remind of Castelar, and reminding of Castelar I must remind of Byron. An artist himself, Castelar, he wrote eagerly inspired by an artist.
To read him had now become a need. Genius apart, a great affinity led me to him. My mind penetrated that mind of his, always suffering and uneasy, and rebel. I could well understant him when asserting that quiet to quick bosoms is hell. He gave form and utterance to all I felt and didn’t express. His works became more and more my favourite reading. Too favourite, indeed. What would my dear A. D. Entwistle think of that? I stopped it.
I read sweet Mrs. Browning; the beautiful “Hymn on the seasons” by James Thomson; Thomas Gray’s renowned Elegy. I lingered on Shelley’s poems; “A poem” by Thomas Hood reminded me of my infancy; O. Goldsmith’s “The deserted village”, my own pilgrimage to the South, the cradle of my race… The poor heart of mine!
I considered that they who can compose poems such as “Child Harold”, or operas such as “Lucy of Lammermoor”, or paint as Raphael did, are not among the unhappiest even if, as Castellar says, they feed the flame of their genius with the blood of their own breasts. The consciousness of our incapacity and impotence is a still greater unhappiness. In their sufferings they will know divine instants as to make them neglect and even love them.
Evening approached and I ceased reading. The bell rang its salute to the day. I did not turn on the light, but watched the daylight growing paler and paler, learning the room with the gentleness; one would say, of a friend. So every evening, even when he was there. My thoughts flew to him. I missed him. I loved and envied the country where he happened to be; a luchy country it was. So dear to be with him, to live his own life, and bring into it all that of good and gentle a woman can. To be his little wife. I keenly missed him and feared to be alone.
“Fa che io sia una piccola parte di te. Ah, non mi lasciare!…”3. One evening I had sung some Italian songs, and then had tried to translate them into English. My English succeeded in amusing him sometimes, I shall say, unwillingly, but at those off-hand translations I too had laughed. And an another had been airs from operas; I liked to sing. From “la Bohème, la Cavalleria”. At a pathetic air from “la Lucrezia”, all breathing farewell, i had stopped.
I recalled the past, our first meeting, his introducing himself to me. “Can you translate?”, he just polite. It was natural that I preferred it to the present or future.
Other words had followed, many others. Legends marking my way. There he was, phlegmatical and deductive: “You like an Englishman; condemning, “your father is right”; piercing, “I don’t like pride, you know”. Those words and a few more had made me suffer. But then he could take my hands in his, and say: ”How cold your hands are”. Romance-like.
And kindly questioning, “you want nothing from England?”; “Do you still think of your Prince?”; “Afraid of what?”. Or sympathetically commenting: “Everyone is against you”.
Earnest too, and peremptory, and commanding. And ironic at times, and angry; but his irony came of no malice, and as for his anger, they might call will judge. On other name I might call them both, didn’t he behave like a stoic.
Presently he changed “You were so ill!” his tone… I can’t define it! And soothing so much: “Sleep, Annie…”; simple and irresistible: “Even if I ask you for it?”; passionate: “Annie… Star!”.
Or giving me the creeps. But he never forgot I was a woman. “Tell, Annie” and became attentive. And sometimes he rent my heart. “What can I do for you? Ask it of me”. His last ones, a promise: “Even from afar I will watch over you”.
Other words I remembered. It was the hour for reminiscences. It would not have surprised me to see him enter: “Annie?”. And if he entered!… I felt against my hand darling’s soft skin, his warm caress.
At night, I turned on the radio for a little music or some play trying to note among voices one resembling his. I listened until my eyes closed with sleep.
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I did not last long so. I wasn’t resigned. I couldn’t choke life in me. And I wouldn’t. my father was near me caring for my comfort. To him I was yet a child. He caressed me, and when I met his eyes, smiled to me a tender smile which went to my heart. He hard given me all he had. Often parents meet with ingratitude.
But he couldn’t help anything. The wound at my heart was deep and always bleeding. It was my longing for a baby. I sought a baby. My very heart sought it. A little Sawnie to have all to myself when he was. Away, and love and cherish so much. A baby of his, a little part of him.
It was what sorely unsatisfied had remained in me. It was the mystery of life contemplated with reverend astonishment, of a particular life to be revealed within me… What I was ever asked to give up!.
I wandered about the rooms restlessly. I entered his room; no one knew that everything there remained yet as he had left it. I should have been thought insane. I went into the garden where the leaves fell and fell, and the trees stretched out their branches, as imploring arms to the sky, in mute sorrow. I sat for hours dull, still; not knowing well what I thought or would have said or done: despair held me in its grips. God! To feel so much and so acutely!
It was but then that I preferred him away. I might hurt him. And he, though so energetic and determined, would be indulgent, make allowence for me, considering my state. Or perhaps… I was myself again on receiving letters from him or writing him. I was good, loving, effusive and tender. Serene. And I really felt so. I couldn’t lie to him. A door opened only for him at the bottom of my heart, and to him went what I was still able to save of myself.
One day I had to write him I was going to enter a sanatorium. I was getting worse. I felt pains at my shoulders, and a constant weariness which made me now desire repose. And in the afternoon I had a temperature. I felt it and hesitated at making sure, desiring perhaps to deceive my self a little longer. I knew what it meant.
My doctor had spoken, good and persuasive: I needed a particular treatment, a control only possible in a sanatorium, and there was just one of which be was the chief physician. I shouldn’t have changed doctor. That consideration had won at last my hesitation, and I had said yes.
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Once in, however, my courage failed me, and I was on the point to run back. I was scarcely conscious at home of my desease. No one would tell me, and I could even forget. Everything recalled it to me here: rows of “sdrai”, white uniforms of nuns and nurses appearing everywhere, smell of disinfectants. The very beauty of the spot was to impress me unfavourably.
I arrived on the Saturday evening. It was supper-time, and a deafening unbearable din came out of the refectory. I couldn’t face it in that moment, and to the sister come to meet me, I said I wished to go to bed, pretending to be tired.
The bedroom which I was assigned being on the second floor, I had to walk up four flights of stairs, accompanied by a nurse carrying my suitcases. There was no elevator. It contained two long rows of beds, and I was explained that all the rooms with few beds were occupied, at present, while here there were still two vacant beds. I listened absently. Many windows, too all wide open. It was a little after sunset, and the air uncommonly mild.
I had just got into bed when the same sister came and asked me what I wished for supper. I wished nothing, of course. But she urged me to have something, and so eagerly that to put an end to it, I agreed that she should send me up a little milk which, incidentally, she missed sending.
Right in front of me, some yards away, I had the door of the bathroom and a window opened to a view of distant hills. The din from the refectory reached me over there, and sometime later it grew suddenly louder, so that I guessed, supper was at an end. I heard them, in fact laughing and calling to one another under the windows. Then, I heard it draw nearer and nearer, come up, invade the rooms, particularly my room. What of so exciting and pressing had they to tell continually, I was unable to find out.
Since I faced the door of the bathroom I could soon know them, the ones in my room, of course. It was a kind of defiling. They passed with their toilet things, repassed with a water-glass they filled for the night and placed on the night-stand. All that without stopping a second their clattering. They were, for the most part, of the low class, peasants, some strong and stout looking. There were a few very young girls, and I was surprised at seeing aged white-aired women. A physician had once told me that being a desease choosing young, intellective, charming people.
They gave veiled looks in my direction, as they passed. Only a youngish, bony, black-dressed woman stopped, her glass of water in her hand, and addressed me. She asked where I came from. And if I was in “the first time”. She showed some feeling and told me about herself, amrried and with two little children at home. She went away sighing, “Holy Virgin!”.
Some, behind me, were talking while undressing themselves. I listened. It was about a poor woman deceased that evening, and another in a dying condition. They went on carelessly and using with ease scientific terms about the different forms the desease may assume and the relative, more or less efficacious treatments. I was disgusted. Would they never cease?
The silence signal rang ignored by them who talked on long after the night sister came and turned off the light. A red lamp remained lighted for the night. Finally, I don’t know how, the voices died one by one, and the silence was only interrupted by coughing and tinkling of glasses on the glass-topped night-stands. They were sleeping.
I discerned the long row of white beds; it looked very long, endless. I closed my eyes, but I could see that red light even with dropped lids. I will not dwell on that night. Another similar night I had passed, and someone had come to me then, and soothed me to sleep. Where are you now, dear? For all those hours, I had avoided to think of him. Too great a contrast it made to me. But now I let his dear image approach me, get hold of my soul without offering resistance any more.
Even that night he would think me at home; possibly awake, but in my room, in my bed, reading or listening to transmissions, calm and quiet as the letters I wrote him. In my dear little house. He would think me there, even that night.
He was like one of the stars I saw above, in the sky, which we can never reach, however earnest our desire may be. And not even. I could look at those stars, and nothing kept me from looking at them.
I tried to pray, as I did every evening. I began it again and again. And never finished it. I heard coughing about me, and that red light offended my eyes.
I began the same prayer again. I began it many, many times, all the night, till the morning.
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It was still down when some women from the near beds began to dress themselves. I rose, desiring to do the same. I had been waiting for it from ten o’clock in the evening.
“It isn’t the time yet”, one of them hastened to inform me in a low tone. It must first ring the bell.
I found out later: They were house-mothers used to get up very early who retained even now their old habit. When at last the bell rang, I did not wait a minute longer. There the others too got up. I saw them get ready with a certain haste and disappear; it being Sunday and a Mass celebrated in the Chapel of the Sanatorium. I remained the last.
A girl awaited me and accompanied me there by an inner door at the foot of the stairs. The Mass was on when I entered; and being not a chair left I had to stand in a corner. But not long, for after perhaps ten minutes my eye-lids began to grow heavy, and persons and things to swim in a mist. I went out. The same girl followed me and helped me to lie down on the nearest “sdraio”, and called for a cup of coffee. I reminded I hadn’t had any meal for many hours.
I knew all of them at their coming out of the church after the Mass. They were over a hundred. And there was so much youth, grace, beauty gathered among them as to make me remember again that doctor’s words. Though a woman myself, I am sensible to a woman’s charm; and those creatures charm had something all peculiar which struck me. Some stopped on passing to ask how I felt.
The weather being very fine they pushed out of the veranda their “sdrai”: sort of folding-beds on wheels which they themselves removed easily, clustering in little groups on the terrace or along the alleys, according to their likings and friendships. I too was given a sdraio and joined one of those groups kindly received.
They were all in high glee, laughed very often and sang fashionable songs.
And all that continuing to perplex me, unable as I was to see the motive. They had too, during the day, hours for rest and strict silence. And walks along the alleys and in the park; visit from relatives: That first day will remain alive in my memory.
I found the food was bad, but it may be it was no fault of the food. At table I saw my acquaintances of the previous night, and saw them again when I retired to the bedroom. I fell asleep this second night won by weariness and, I think, by weakness.
The next morning I was told to get ready having to go to the X-ray department. Sitting on the “sdraio” I waited for the nurse to take me there. And waiting, my elbow on an arm of the “sdraio”, my brow in my hand, I had come to abstract myself from the sorroundings when an arm was put round my waist, a voice questioned me with concern: “Are you unwell?”.
I lifted my head and found myself looking into two starring eyes expressing a warm sympathy. It was one of the girls I had noticed the day before: it was “la Lea”, the gayest, dearest, most loved of all. We were friends since that moment.
We were near with our “sdrai” during the day; and a week later, owing to another girl’s leaving, we were near at table and shared the same bedroom. An appreciated change to me. The new room contained only six beds arranged all around it, among two doors, one opening into the bathroom, the other into another bedroom. And three large windows commanding a very fine view which on moonlit nights enchanted: an ondulated ground rich with vegetation and crossed by a narrow winding river, a background of hills and mountains. At night the lights of a distant village and same detached cottages could be seen gleaming in the darkness; and now and then the head light of a motorcar revealed a hidden road. Quite apart one light gleamed solitary, at regular intervals, which those girls fancy connected with I don’t know what strange… phantasms tale.
I was really more at ease with them. I felt sympathy, I felt friendliness. They as the others regarded me, too, a girl. They were all young and very willing to amuse them selves, to get fun out of anybody, no matter who. Besides, there was la Lea, and where la Lea was, it was nor possible to get annoyed. She began from the morning. She awoke singing, like a bird. Watching her one might believe life had only had smiles to her. Instead, as I was told, she had been sorely tried. Of her family, once large and well off, she was left only a married sister living in Roma. Several years older than she and tender and caring for her as the most loving mother. “Dear little sister” was an appellative frequently recurring in her letters. That sister she saw so rarely and wrote her every day was her great love. Her gayety concealed as much sentiment and sensitiveness.
They were always fresh, always ready to make a clever jest, to jump out of bed and run to a friend calling out to them from an other room. They would exchange visits, using for the occasion their long night gowns as evening dresses. For the favourite time to give way to their exuberance, remained the evening, and after the silence signal. Then la Lea and her friends loved to sing or tell comical stories interrupted by merry laughs or indulge in jokes and not only with their mates-room.
The doctors were at the time out of earshot, but even if within wouldn’t have frightened them much, a little exception made for the “Primario” whom la Lea called “the Colonel”. There remained the night sister sour and cross-grained whom they would ignore at all, and sister T., the one I had met at my entering, alias “the Marshall”, energetic and attractive in manner and look whom they occasionally listened to. She would rebuke them stoutly and harshly, a perfect Marshall, and silenced them at last. She went out, less than a minute passed, just the time to reach the other door, and there she was interrupting the already rising wisperings to wish a “good night, dears”, in a voice which seemed no more the same.
The thing I most appreciated in them was the care for their persons, the neatness. They were never ill enough to neglect themselves. I had seen them rise with high fever, hardly able to stand, for their complete daily toilet.
I underwent various examinations before seeing the Primario (my doctor). His was the first known face and seemed to me even beautiful. He smiled as he was me, treated me in his own nice way. No need for alarm, he assured, and hinted at the cure he intended to begin. He asked about my husband, and I supposed he acquainted him with my condition.
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Someone there was not mentioned yet who roused particularly my interest, and when I happened to meet him I would answer his salute with a smile. It was not the director or secretary or any of the other doctors. He acted the part of a postman and every morning came to deliver the mail.
I saw the others get animated and move to meet him. I did not move. Too early yet for reasonably hoping; but still, I couldn’t help holding my breath all the time. Some day there would be mail for me, too. This thing would happen. It happened sooner than I dared expect. One morning I found myself with a letter in my hands, absolutely mine, staring at a well known hand. It was the reply to my last from home. It had travelled so much and so fast! I read eagerly.
He wrote with so tender concern, called me his Annie, promised me would soon come and sec me. I was to see him again. He wrote so! Dear Sawnie! I could think of nothing else, and when I saw him I realized that a sanatorium can transform itself, as by magic, into the loveliest place of the world a shrine for happiness.
On those days I expected him I was in bed for fever, but he should not have found me in bed; and as soon as I was warned of his arrival I dressed hastily and flew downstairs.
He stood by the window in the parlour, alone, and at my entering turned at once. There he really was with that searching look of his, the lean intelligent features, the exotic air. Just a glance, and he moved lively over to me, and took me and drew me towards him swiftly, fondly; and then towards the light. I was half-choked.
“No, no”, I laughed trying to free myself. He would certainly find me changed. This thought “flashed” into my mind. And I was feverish yet.
“The window, no!”, I said vivaciously. “Fancy! They would see us at once! They are so gay and so odd! Able to think that Englishman too can fall in love… Oh, forgive me!”.
A gleam appeared in his eyes and faded. He left me. Even my gayety left me abruptly. I had wished to delay at last that inevitable examination, but had grown unable to utter a word without hurting. I felt utterly discouraged.
“Forgive me”, I repeated. “I was only joking. I didn’t mean to hurt you”.
“It does not matter “, he said good naturedly. He looked absent.
Nothing I knew of him. And did I mind?… An unbearable suffering. To complain? He? Had he at least reproached me! He was above me and his burden heavier than mine. He was stronger, too; but I… I was certainly very vile.
I murmured, and any word seemed so useless. “I wonder, indeed, why you take so much trouble for me. I deserve nothing. Nothing”.
“Stop it”.
I hushed. He turned to the door, and again to me.
“May you come out?”.
I might, and followed him into the courtyard. It was large and square, with many plants thriving under the direct protection of Sister T. and many windows and doors opened there. The refectory, now silent, was on our left, and at the end of it, an opening led upstairs, to the Chapel, to other rooms. On our right the consulting archway, a large door admitted to the doctor’s dining-room, the kitchens and trough a passage, to another staircase.
We crossed the courtyard, passed under the archway and found ourselves in a open space extenting to the right as far as the gate. We turned left and walked on skirting the building, till we reached a covered passage way which connected it with the opposite veranda. Again a space and after it two long alleys. We chose the upper one.
Here he asked if walking tired me: I said it didn’t, and we should find some benches onwards. Then he asked if I was comfortable in here. For his part he did not find the place modern enough and provided with all the comfort one might claim. He had soon noticed.
“For it was not designed for this purpose it being formerly a patrician’s villa; yet it doesn’t lack every essential and there are clever doctors”. I had found attention and sympathy and would not have changed it. “And the situation is fine, you see”.
For no reason I would have changed my doctor or Sister T., the dear marshal. There she was walking along the other alley and among a crowd of girls, bound for the park. In her spare time she would offer them that little diversion. In the afternoon of an unusually silent holiday, she had taken to hurl a ball in order to excite them to play. One could feel her good even when they made her really angry. She was fifty and stout, and was lively in manner, and had an easy, loud, gay laugh and the warmest heart. Those girls spoke of rearing her a statue…
That other alley widened into an area with few trees around and flower-beds in the centre; it should have been park once. On the outer side it bordered the river.
I pointed this out to him. It was grey now, but could even turn blue, and when it rained… flushed. And on moonlit nights it was all a long snaky silver ribbon. The big wheel of a water-mill turned noisily round on the opposite bank, and a pine-tree rose lonely at the bend of it.
“We are in ‘Val d’Adige’”, I told him, “one of the picturesque place of Italy, haunted even by foreigners. I resided once some miles from here, on the Lake Garda. Foreigners there, too. They would tell of an odd old English Duke with a large number of servants who lived in one of the finest villas on the lake”.
He asked me the name of the odd old English Duke, but I did not know.
We sat on the last bench of the alley, and we wished me to button up my overcoat. He spoke little and answered shortly, but listened. We sat there an hour or so.
I asked about his sister living in India with the interest I took in things connected with him. She had got two children, a little boy and a little girl (a snapshot: “To dearest uncle Ecky”, showed them both on a veranda). He answered he had seen her lately. Yes, she was well.
“She must be very dear”, I murmured.
He said she was. They were nearly of the same age, and she had married very young and settled in that country. And they rarely met.
I realized more than he expressed that love that distance refines. A sister o a brother is the person in the world who will never do you harm, never fail you, and with whom you always feel at case. Apparently diverted by new and deeper attachments, but near you in heart and following you with a calm, but true constant love, wherever you go. The creature of your same blood, resembling you, whose mere presence tells you of the house where you was born, of dear far gone days and sacred memories as nobody else could. Known things, but come into my head at that moment. I could well guess those meetings. I felt moved and glad for him.
“She is your sister”, I said.
He turned to me: “You are not alone”.
“I mean… And we will go and visit her and that mysterious country some day. Shall we?”.
Yes, we would. And we got up.
On our way back we passed the main door of the Chapel and I asked him to enter. It was very small and simple; it wasn’t the Sanctuary, but a statue of Her was its chief embellishment even here. The cushion on which she stood was covered with rings, pendants, etc., the gift of the guests of the place and their families.
On the single altar there were many fresh flowers frequently changed by Sister T., and at the left side a red lamp burned, revealing an August Presence.
I moved forward and knelt down for a few minutes. More than praying I thought. I was less and less pleased as his hand rested harder and harder on me, but I had not lost my respect, I felt His Majesty; and an inward voice warned me that it was surely I who was in the wrong, who lacked comprehension.
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One day we happened to assist at an affecting scene. A little child had come to call on his own mother. Gently bent over him, she touched his coat his scarf, hardly daring to rest her hand on him, and caressing the little adored face with a look of intense tenderness. And the little one watched perplexed that mother he knew little, and didn’t caress and kiss him and live with him, as the mothers of his little friends did.
“Shall we go out, Sawnie?”.
“Yes, dear”.
The plants in the courtyard showed very few flowers, and the leaves, too, faded as the weather grew colder. We went the same way as the preceding time. This time, being Sunday, there were visits and animation. By the passage way a few girls sat sideways on their “sdrai” talking with the Chaplain. I overheard on passing it was about books.
“It is the new Chaplain”, I explained to him. “He has soon met with sympathy and esteem. A learned person; too learned and intellingent, I fear, to be left long here. They listen to him and don’t miss his lectures and remain attentive and silent all the time, which is not usual of them. They like him for his being delicate in manner and speech, so gentleman, so different from the former… a ‘montanaro’1), as they say; but he tells the same things at bottom, and with equal conviction and firmness. I too go to listen to”.
I had gone first for his frequent historic quotations and because he was not “tiresome”, then for the rest. It might be interesting to hear an intelligent man asserting against the opinion of the world that the distressed are blessed.
The alleys were crowded and we could believe ourselves in the garden of a town. I met several girls with their relations; I met “la Lea”: she had no visits, she walked with a few friends and answered my smile with her “cia, Anna Stella”; “la Brunilde”, brown, indeed, and fine-shaped as a figure from Canova, with her fresh smile displaying a row of snowy teeth; “la Ester”, velvet skin, blue-sky eyes, beautiful hair, whom they called “la marchesa”, for her dignified grace, I think.
Even “la Iris” had come down; thin and with a pair of eyes too sparking in the white face. She was from Mantua, but the change of air had not improved her health, and she was confined to the bedroom by an obstinate fever. Second to none however for wit. One day she had amused everybody with a recital of some poems for children, given in her strange Mantua accent. We shared the same room, and during the days I had kept my bed, she had proved a most entertaining companion.
They walked or sat down on their ‘sdrai’ exchanging, useless to say, sound reflections, la Lea’s voice, some distance off, rising above the others. Presently I smiled.
“Do you understand what she says? She speaks ‘veneto’”. She had a hair-net in her hands and was telling she had a mind to make a present of it to Dr. H.: “That he may hold his hair, poor thing”.
“And Dr. H. has very little hair”.
That Dr. H., they often made him a subject of jest. They must think it was worth while. He was polite and self-contained, that is, “distant”. Jokingly they called him “il tedesco” while he was an Italian born in a northern Italian town, and of a family only by origin an Austriacan: that explaining his foreign name.
They must needs make fun out of anything and anybody including the doctors. It was la Iris answering the doctor who asked about the result of a certain medicine that she “had never felt so badly” as after taking that medicine of his. It was la Lea perfectly imitating the Primario’s peculiar accent: “how are you, Lea?”. It was some girls in my room, one evening, who let drop a little water on Dr. H.’s head, he happening to stand under the windows. His sensibility had been wounded and he had his mood on the Marshall: “What on earth is the matter with these girls, Sister?!”.
“They laugh and sing, and when out of range of the doctor’s eyes, they dance. I found excessive, abnormal their laughter and gaiety. They stunned me. But why should it be otherwise, after all? The doctors themselves have rather them so. And it is not that they lack feeling and comprehension. In no other place I knew so much liberality and solidarity as in here”.
That was all I could speak of. Life had very few variations to me. He watched me while I spoke and listened so intently that I stopped. He asked me: “And you don’t dance, Annie?”.
“Do you wish I do?”.
“I wish everything may give you pleasure, not injurious to your health. Don’t you join them in their jokes?”.
“I am not able to. But they amuse me and distract me”.
That evening on parting I could not refrain from tears, and he on the point of moving off, turned back and walked in silence at my side.
The porter was at the gate, waiting. I told him.
“Go, Sawnie. They are waiting for you that they may close”.
“Shall I?”. he had grown so earnest. “I wish to know you quiet”.
“I am sick”, I said. “Life appears at times, such a sad thing!”.
He took me up. “And it is you who tell me that? Where is the courage you proved you had?”.
As I did not answer he continued: “You have now been here sometime and you may need a diversion. How about coming out a day or two? I may stay on”.
“And then coming in again”.
“Nobody detains you here. You cal leave in this moment”.
“But I wish to stay… at least till it is necessary. Don’t mind my word. They are already forgotten; if not, others would take care of it. Spleen is not allowed here”.
I told him about the new cure I had begun and which offered hopes. He walked yet at my side. Then he said he would come back in a short time. He was not going very far this time. Anyhow I could think him always near.
“I will be very glad. If it isn’t troubling you too much”.
He asked me if I wished something. I was provided with all I could want, but I answered I would think and write him. I added as we returned to the gate I would expect him as I had done the other times, and smiled to assure him. So he resolved to leave.
XL
I started these pages wishing to set down a lovely memory what appeared to me a dream, I did not foresee the following. And I go on because when he is away I need think, write of him. Writing I live again, and my soul is in every word.
He was here a few days ago. My eyes still see his figure, my ears hear the ring of his dear voice. I went to meet him, and welcomed him with an “okay”, and smiled at the world remembering me… all the Italian kids.
“I am getting better”, I told him, “and the doctors look pleased. I may be out sooner than it was expected”. That made me radiant.
“And my weight increased, too. For I eat now. I was enable first, food being so bad. But after I reflected we take well medicines which are even worse. And the result is… a wonder!”, I was telling him effusively, confidentially. I can feel so and then, on a sudden, I ask myself what exactly he is to me, and become timid. I didn’t think him aware of it… Instead:
“You needn’t be uneasy… with me!”. With a touch of his ineffable phlegm. And as I had remained behind, he relaxed a little.
The weather being bad we made for the parlour. He told me then of his mind to take me with him, to have me with him. That surprised me so much.
“And your work, Sawnie?”.
“It shall not prevent me from taking care for you. I will not leave you alone again, Annie”.
“It was I who without”.
The primario was crossing the court-yard as we entered it. They both stopped while I walked on. The parlour was empty, and there he joined me in a little while. We remained there all the time. It was comparatively small and a window, and scant as to furnishing: a table, a few chairs; but it was quite warm.
I sat down on a low stool beside him and started questioning him on different matters. And listening I looked at his left wrist, the watch on it, the hands pf which seemed to move along with maddening rapidity.
The bleak sky announced Christmas I can’t imagine Christmas with fine weather, and in the North, I thought, it often looks as if it is Christmas. I questioned him on the plum-pudding, wich I had only seen in stamps; and I chattered on till he took my face in his hands and then rose. That meant farewell, but I felt strangely happy.
As I would I accompanied him to the gate, assuring him I was in the habit to go out every day. By the archway we met with the Chaplain coming from the Church, and bowed to him as he stopped for us to pass.
Winter was to me an enemy to face. He did not appear conscious of the cold, but I felt it piercingly though managing to have it.
“You know, winter remembers me I am a child of the South”. I closed my overcoat round me and laughed.
We resumed our talks. He answered I shouldn’t fear it any longer. He would take me with him to warmer climate.
“And we will always be together, Annie”.
“But we quarrel when together”.
“I will oblige you, Annie, as far as I can”.
“I, too; and will not ask you much”. I wanted to oblige him, I desired it ardently, even to pain.
“But I wish you to ask. I was cold to you…”.
“I understood”, I said quickly not wishing he should go on.
“I didn’t expect you did”, he owned. He turned to me. “You are, indeed, a most comprehensive thing, Annie”.
“It I not that”. My tone soft.
There was a pause, and I resumed, urged by a desperate need to speak.
“But I can be so bad, at times. There is so much badness in me”.
“Bad to whom?”.
“Oh, I don’t know! And my father… he told me that ‘another’ wouldn’t bear my temper”.
“Were you always alone, Annie?”.
In a flash I saw my infancy, my youth.
“I forgot”, I said; “it is long since”. He too must think as I did, when desiring to excuse my self, that desert produces serpents. But what a way he ever had!
‘You shall no longer be alone, you shall be with me.’ My eyes dwelt caressingly upon him. How sweet, how restful to have him near, to hear him. And how ‘new’. The face of all world was changed to me.
“You shall always be with me”.
‘Ubi tu es Caius, ego Caia sum’. Strange old worlds; they died upon my lips. We walked on.
“And what are you now thinking about?”. He had passed an arm round my shoulders and held my right arm in his hand.
“I was thinking of my father… He told me once that husband and wife must live, eat, sleep together. I frowned, to use your word. It happened to me often with my father; but I now…”. He waited for me to continue. “Now I suppose he was right”.
“You just suppose”.
“Oh, please…”.
We were approaching gate.
“My father. Have you seen him?”. Every time he came to me we would even call upon him. “How is he?”, I asked.
“He is a man”. Valuable words upon his lips.
“I asked much of him, perhaps; and I scarcely knew myself what I wanted”.
“You know, now, dear?”.
“Now I know”.
The restraint in which I had been brought up and grown into a habit with me, the look of self-command which I admired in him, kept me even in the dearest moments from indulging in sentiment.
His hand round my arm, we reached the gate. And there we stopped; for the farewell.
“Something you want?”, he asked.
“Send me a book”.
“What author?”.
“At your choise”.
“Humoristic?”.
“Yes”.
On the point of going, he asked again: “Something else?”.
“Something, yes”, I replied.
“Tell me what you want”.
“And you will please me, Sawnie?”.
“Certainly”. He bent a little.
“Whatever it may be?”.
“Certainly. Tell me”. His goodness beamed.
I looked at him. He awaited a little, then straightened himself.
“Well, what is it?”.
I laid a hand on his sleeve.
“Do, smile”, I said. “It is long you don’t, and the password in here is: “Smile!”. Set example then, and smile to me.
-------------------------------
“I consent…”
Hitherto her writings. At December first hard frost a repeated hemoptysis broke her down. She wasn’t to recover again.
She met this new blow with cold energy, conscious of course of the seriousness of it… not to what extend, however. To the sister (the Marshall) tactfully suggesting her religious duties, she replied: “As bad as that? It can’t be!”.
“Not as bad”, hastily reassured the sister. “But she had been rather badly, she herself knew that. It was a mere precaution, as she was a Christian. No more”.
Her silence was interpreted for consent. She saw the Father enter, and her pale face became paler. He approached and addressed her, particularly Father, and even friend.
“Are you resigned, daughter , to our Lord’s will?”.
“Resigned? I don’t understand, father”.
He repeated mildly: “You don’t? why you don’t, daughter?”.
“I wanted to live”, she said. She replied shortly. She was the feeble creature always beated, but with a will left, that she might say she did not agree to that.
“He who believe in Him will not perish, daughter. He is Life. And He is even the divine Phisician to heal our evils and human misery”.
“I was happy”.
“The happiness He promises us will never have an end. Shall we not trust Him? Let’s let Him lead us. He will not fail us. Let’s go to Him with a child’s confidence, that He may dispose of ourselves for His own ends incomprehensible to us”.
She was not insensible to that voice, and yet… She said: “I gave Him much, Father…”.
“Yes, daughter. And you will not stop. You will go on giving, heroically generous, and repeat the words He pronounced in the Olive Garden, those words which will raise you to Him.
The inward conflict reflected it self ob her face. A pause while the Father waited. Presently she frowned a little.
“Why, of course. Since can’t be otherwise…”.
“No, not so; daughter”, he interrupted quickly. “You say: ‘My Lord, I entirely submit to Your will, and may my sacrifice do good to me and those who love me’”.
“Her lips twitched”.
“So”, the Father pressed. “You repeat so, daughter”.
She turned her head towards the Father, heavily, painfully, a new light in her eyes.
“I consent… I entirely submit… Yes, Father”. And stopped.
She received the comforts of religion and remained silent and meditative for some time. Then she wished to write. The sister objected.
“You must not yet tired, ‘cara’!1”.
But she had to write, she must, it was necessary; and she coloured in speaking. They sister objected.
The Primario passed, attended by his assistants. He approached slowly, his lips pressed, as in his bad moments. He stopped, felt her pulse, prescribed; and moved away. He returned, alone, before leaving. Dr. H. was on duty that day.
She asked if there was mail for her. There was not. The Post-Office was miles off, and the mail came in only in the morning. But warning was given, should any mail arrive during the day, to forward it in no time. They told her, and she approved readily.
Dr. H. came now and then. He bent over her a moment, exchanged words with the Sister in a low voice. Once he met her eyes and paused. He was tall, straight and fair. Was there something she wanted?, he asked gently.
“No, doctor”, she replied with equal gentleness.
She would look at the door everytime she heard someone entering.
“Do you wish to see him, ‘cara’?”, the Sister asked her.
“suddenly she got agitated.
“He is here?”.
“No, ‘cara’; but we have written him to come”.
“To come? Why? … No, Sister”.
All her friends came. They entered in little groups, stood silent at her bedside, then the Sister signed to them to go. She saw the Father and addressed him.
“Father, will God be good to me?”.
The Father replied words of fervid certainty.
Slowly the time went by. She kept silent and quiet; but heard speak near her and turned her eyes. The Sister leaned forward.
“How do you feel, ‘cara’?”.
How she felt… She just looked at her.
Someone wiped her forehead, wet her lips.
“Thank you”, she whispered.
She kept on glancing at the door: “No mail for me?”.
Scraps of tunes came out of the radio in the veranda, she having wished them not to turn it off, as they would in such circumstances. Music seemed to evoke memories to her… It was perhaps an air from “Al cavallino bianco” or from “Madame Butterfly”, any of those avis she loved, which reminded her of her far away love. The same, perhaps, played at her wedding… The one from “la Lucrezia”, sweet and sad: a farewell song, which had made her shiver on an evening not so long ago… No mail for her?
A letter arrived for her. She started, took it in her hands, started at the address, reviving. She desired to open it, and turned to the Sister for help; but soon changed her mind.
“No, I will do it by myself”.
A long while she stared at it, and the light of a Winter sunset entered the room when presently she murmured: “There are… many… fair children… Sister…”. She was leaning sideways, towards the light.
“Where, ‘cara’?”, and the Sister bent the listen.
“Over… over there…”.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
The news reached him quite unexpectedly. Of the two cablegrams arrived together he first opened the second. He read it… and must read it again: His own Annie! The next day he was on the spot.
She did not come and meet him now. Two nurses stopped talking on seeing him, he was known, and one hurried to him and led him to her.
“This way, please”, and she went before.
Mechanically he followed. He walked up to the gate, crossed a space and entered another gate, turned into a lane, and after one minute he found it ran parallel to the alley he had walked with her some week ago.
The frost had left signs of its rude passage on the grass and on the plants in the park below, some of the most sensitive having sadly reclined. Nor seemed the air, mildly damp again, likely to stir in them any appearance of life.
The lane run several yards further, them dwindled to a path which led to e small, secluded building, half-hidden by trees. The nurse turned to warn: “It is here, sir”. And entered first. He made still two paces, went up one step; and suddenly paused. A second later he was entering. Flowers, burning candles; he moved forward slowly and bareheaded: softly; as he would do once, less he should wake her.
Perhaps recalling their past meetings. He saw her face lightening with joy, forgetful of all in the happiness of seeing him; he saw his Annie’s long brown eyes… Perhaps. And could she remain careless and silent now, cold and inert, she so highly responsive, she so vibrant?
The nurse was waiting by the door, and he dismissed her: “You may go”.
He was left alone, alone with her for the last time.
What, in the intimacy, did he tell her then that she ignored? For not having expected him any more? What questions did he ask that she did not answer? Some of us knew those moments which are sacred.
When he came out, no one would have noticed anything unusual about him but his paleness; and that could as well be attributed to a sleepless night.
On the way back he meet with a group of men in white. Detaching himself from the group one came to shake hands with him.
“A desperate case, sir! All was attempted to save her, and all in vain!”. The frank, honest features wore clearly the signs of his regret.
He was given a room, Sister T. taking care of it. And he kept that woman, that mother who had attended to his Annie, gathered her words. She could tell him of her. And listened, seeking in the expression of this face a reflex of her.
She had chosen, out of the things belonging to her, and packed, all that might be of particular value (the rest going shared among the poor), and sent a nurse to fetch them; and as she delayed, received her with a short: “Come on, girl!”. The girl protested: They were still in the disinfecting room, and she had gone for the keeper. The Sister took the parcel out of her hands and dismissed her.
There were gathered in it his gifts to her; everyone a reminder. He looked without a wink. He saw his letter still unopened, a photograph of him taken at the time he had made the acquaintance of her, he in his neat Summer uniform with the smile which had captivated her; and picked them up. The Sister explained:
“She had them in her hands, sir, when…”.
He, like to tear them to pieces, put them down again.
“She was such a dear, sir, and loved you so much…”.
He did not show that he had heard her, but turned to the table he seemed to seek… he was seeking in fact. She could not have gone like that, without a word to him.
He found a letter addressed to him and took it up at once: she herself with her heart and mind and wishes. The Sister went out, and he sat down at the table and opened it.
The writing was not equal, but it was evident, she had tried to make it legible. Since the first lines a moisture clowded his eyes, and he bent his brow.
She wrote:
“My friend,
think of me and my intrusion in your life, as a dream of your sojourn in Italy. I have been happy, Sawnie, the happiest woman in the world, and I owe it only to you; and what affect me more now is the grief I cause to you. But this was perhaps the most logical conclusion. Forget me, Sawnie, and smile to life again. I will ask it of God in exchange for the grief I give you.
I have loved you much, Sawnie, more than I might say, even when bad to you. I would have given my life for yours. I have loved you and in you your race. The thing at last I understood best. But I could never express what you have been to me.
Something I have to say that I did not before and must now. I did not dispise your money coming to me by clean hands, but I had not married you for money, and the very thought of a doubt about it was unbearable to me moreover, I had heard, not from you, of the Italians being grabbing, being… I cherished memories of unspotted characters. That made me prefer everything, aven you anger.
I saw just that, and not how it hurt you, and forgot you had given me a high evidence of your esteem. It was certainly pride. Later I understood; and I understood too how very sweet it was to owe you everything, to drown my own will in yours. And among your gifts, the one always and most highly appreciated. I give back to you, that you may leave it to the little Saint of Roses.
Any more? But you know… or will find for yourself. I fought against passion, I did not want to be blinded by it, and I was only too inclined to.
Only one thing more, a legacy: “Love my country, Sawnie. Love it as your Annie loved you”.
It was she yet speaking to him so tenderly… and piercingly. It was Annie; his wife, held in his arms for so passing an instant; his poor love. He could hardly read it through. The moisture clouding his eyes became thicker and thicker and presently he covered them with his hand. His calm had lasted too long.
A man’s tears are rare, impressive, and regarded with respect. She had never fancied he should come to that for her.
He was blessed with tears and owed it to her; and he must be near him yet, enfolding him in the gentle caress of her love. For her love had been as deep and passionate as discreet and devoted. Always alert to be to him as light a burden as possible; often gay to hide that her poor heart was bleeding . she had loved without asking to be loved, but speaking of her wish for freedom and independence. She had lived loving and wearing out with waiting and renouncement.
That pierced him through his very heart. He had not done for her all he had intended to do. Time had failed him. ‘You shall always be with me, Annie. I will never leave you alone, again’. And in her agony she had only seen strangers near her, and no loved face to allay its sufferings… Burning grief and tears.
Sister T. returning with coffee, found him there, bent by the table spread with her things.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
He accompanied her to her last home, and attended to the saddest duties; and even guessing her desire for simplicity, he wanted everything for her rich and perfect in taste; revealing in that extreme homage, the place she had come to occupy in his life. He left her ring and some money to the Saint of Roses; and started after bringing the comfort of his presence to her poor father, unwell on those days.
He returned to visit her, stopping then at the places where she had lived, at the Sanctuary dear to her. There he found her again. He returned when calycanthus blooms and snow covers the earth. Then no more. Had the Englishman forgotten his little friend? Later it was known.
He had been involved in a plane accident (she had been lucky). He had fallen down together with the ‘plane’ his heart… no, it was long his heart had ceased beating. About him, among other papers, was found her farewell letter to him.
And he had returned no more.
=====================
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