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For some time my friend Doro and I had agreed that I would be his guest. I was very fond of Doro, and when he married and went to Genoa to live, I was half sick over it. When I wrote to refuse his invitation to the wedding, I got a dry and rather haughty note replying that if his money wasn't good for establishing himself in a city that pleased his wife, he didn't know what it was good for. Then, one fine day as I was passing through Genoa I stopped at his house and we made peace. I liked his wife very much, a tomboy type who graciously asked me to call her Clelia and left us alone as much as she should, and when she showed up again in the evening to go out with us, she had become a charming woman whose hand I would have kissed had I been anyone else but myself.

I happened to be in Genoa several times that year and always went to see them. They were rarely alone, and Doro with his free and easy manner seemed entirely at home in his wife's world. Or perhaps I should say that his wife's world had seen their own man in Doro and he had played along, careless and in love. Once in a while he and Clelia would take the train and go off somewhere, a kind of intermittent honeymoon. This went on for about a year. But they had the tact not to say much about it. I, who knew Doro, appreciated this silence, but I was envious too. Doro is one of those people who stop talking when they are happy, and to find him always contented and absorbed in Clelia made me realize how much he was enjoying his new life. It was rather Clelia who told me one day, after she had begun to feel easier with me, when Doro had left us alone: "Oh, yes, he is happy"with a furtive but irrepressible smile.

They had a small villa on the Genoese Riviera, where they often went on their expeditions. This was the villa where I was supposed to be their guest, but during that first summer my work took me elsewhere, and then I must add that I felt a little embarrassed at the idea of intruding on their privacy. On the other hand, to keep on seeing them as usual, always among their Genoese friends, passing breathlessly from one conversation to another, to have to keep up with them on these hectic evenings was scarcely worth the trouble,- going all that way just to get a glimpse of him or exchange a few words with her. My trips became fewer and I began to write lettersformal notes with a little gossip added now and then, to serve as best they could in place of my old companionship with Doro. Sometimes it was Clelia who answereda quick, open handwriting, cheerful bits of news intelligently chosen from a mass of varied thoughts and events that belonged to another life and another world. But I had the impression that it was in fact Doro in his indifference who left the responsibility to Clelia, which irritated me, so that without even any special pangs of jealousy I neglected them even more. In the space of a year I may have written perhaps three more times, and one winter I had a surprise visit from Doro, who for a whole day didn't leave me alone for one hour, talking about his affairshe came for thisbut also of our good old times together. He seemed more expansive on this occasion, logically enough, considering our long separation. He renewed his invitation to spend my holidays with them at their villa. I told him I would accept on the condition that I live by myself at a hotel and see them only when we were all in the mood for it. "Fine," Doro said, laughing. "Do what you like. We don't want to eat you." Then for almost another year I had no news, and when midsummer came, I happened to be free and without any special plans. So I wrote to see if they wanted to have me. A telegram shot back from Doro: "Stay where you are. Am coming to you."
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When he was there in front of me, looking so sunburned and summery that I almost didn't recognize him, my anxiety changed to annoyance.

"This is no way to behave," I told him. He laughed.

"Have you quarreled with Clelia?"

"What do you mean? I have things to do," he said. "Keep me company."

We walked all that morning, discussing even politics. Doro talked strangely. Several times I asked him to keep his voice down: he was behaving aggressively and sardonically, in a way I hadn't seen in him for a long time. I tried to steer the conversation back to his own affairs, hoping to hear something about Clelia, but he immediately began laughing and said: "Hands off. I think we'll let that pass." Then we walked a little more in silence, until I started to feel hungry and asked if he would let me treat him.

"We might as well sit down," he said. "Have you something to do?"

"I was supposed to be going to see you."

"In that case, you can keep me company"

He sat down first. The whites of his eyes as he talked were as restless as a dog's. Now that I saw him closely, I realized he seemed sardonic chiefly because of the contrast between his face and his teeth. But he didn't leave me time to mention it, saying suddenly: "How long it's been."

I wanted to know what he was getting at. I was annoyed. So I lit my pipe to let him see I had plenty of time. Doro pulled out his gold-tipped cigarettes, lit one and blew the smoke in my face. I kept quiet, waiting.

But it was not until it began to get dark that he let himself go. At noon we had lunch in a trattoria, both of us dripping with sweat. Then we continued our walk, and he kept entering various shops to let me know he had errands to take care of. Toward evening we took the old road toward the hill that we had walked together so often in the past, ending up in a little room halfway between a restaurant and a brothel that had seemed the ne plus ultra of vice when we were students. We strolled under a fresh summer moon that revived us a little from the day's sultriness.

"Are those relatives of yours still living up here?" I asked Doro.

"Yes, but I'm still not going to look them up. I want to be alone."

From Doro this was a compliment. I decided to make peace with him.

"Forgive me," I said quietly. "Can I come to the sea?"

"Whenever you like. But first keep me company. I want to escape to the old places."

We talked about this as we ate. One of the owner's daughters served us, a pale, disheveled girl, maybe the same one who had lured us up so often in the past. But I noticed that Doro paid no attention to her or to her younger sisters, who appeared from time to time to serve couples in the corners. Doro drank; this he did, and with gusto, egging me on to drink, growing enthusiastic as he talked about his hills.

He had been thinking about them for some time, he told me; it had beenhow long?three years since he had seen them,- he needed a vacation. I listened and his talk got under my skin. Many years before he married, the two of us on foot and with knapsacks had made a tour of the region, carefree and ready for anything, around the farms, below hillside villas, along streams, sleeping sometimes in haylofts. And the talks we had hadI blushed to remember, they seemed hardly believable. We were at the age when a friend's conversation seems like oneself talking, when one shares a life in common the way I still think, bachelor though I am, some married couples are able to live.

"But why don't you make the trip with Clelia?" I asked innocently.

"Clelia can't, she doesn't want to," Doro stammered, putting down his glass. "I want to do it with you." He said this emphatically, furrowing his brow and laughing as he used to during our wilder discussions.

"In other words, we are boys again," I muttered; but perhaps Doro didn't hear.

One thing I couldn't get straight that evening was whether Clelia was aware of this escapade. From something in Doro's manner I had the idea that she wasn't. But how to get back to a subject my friend had dropped so conclusively? That night I made him sleep on my sofahe didn't sleep very welland I wondered why the devil, just to suggest a project as innocent as a trip, he had waited until evening. It bothered me to think that perhaps I was merely a screen for a quarrel between him and Clelia. I have said already that I had always been jealous of Doro.

This time we took an early-morning train and arrived while it was still cool. Deep in a landscape so vast that the trees seemed tiny, Doro's hills rose up; dark, wooded hills that stretched long morning shadows over their yellow lower slopes dotted with farmhouses. DoroI made up my mind to watch him closelywas taking things very calmly now. I had been able to make him concede that the trip would last no more than three days,-1 had even persuaded him not to bring his suitcase.

We walked down, looking around us, and while Doro, who knew everybody, entered the station hotel, I stayed in the empty squareso empty I glanced at the clock hoping it might already be noon. But it wasn't yet nine, so I carefully examined the cool cobblestones and the low houses with their green shutters and balconies bright with wisteria and geraniums. The villa where Doro used to live stood outside the village on a spur of a valley open to the plain. We had spent a night there during our famous expedition, in an ancient room with flowered panels over the doors, leaving our beds unmade in the morning and giving ourselves no more trouble than to close the gate. I had not had time to explore the surrounding park. Doro had been born in that house,- his people had lived there the year round and died there. Doro sold it when he married. I was curious to see his face in front of that gate.

But when we left the hotel to walk, Doro took a completely different route. We crossed the tracks and went down the bed of the stream. He was obviously looking for a shady place the way one looks for a cafe in the city. "I thought we would be going to the villa," I muttered. "Isn't that why we came?"

Doro stopped and looked me up and down. "What's got into your head? That I'm returning to my origins? The important things I have in my blood and nobody is going to take them away. I'm here to drink a little of my wine and sing a littlewith anybody. I'm going to have a good time, and that's all."

I wanted to say: "It's not true," but kept quiet. I kicked a stone and pulled out my pipe. "You know I can't sing," I muttered between my teeth. Doro shrugged.

The morning and afternoon we spent in peaceful exploration, climbing and descending the hill. Doro seemed to like paths that led nowhere in particular, that petered out by a sultry riverbank, against a hedge, or beside a locked gate. Toward evening when a low sun reddened the fine dust of the plain and the acacias began to shiver in the breeze, we went up a stretch of the main road that crossed the valley. I could feel myself reviving and Doro also became more talkative. He told about a certain peasant notorious in his day for driving his sisters out of the househe had several and then making the rounds of the farms where they used to take refuge, working himself into a lather and demanding a supper of reconciliation. "I wonder if he's still alive/7 Doro said. He lived in a farmhouse down below which one could see, a small dry man who spoke little and was feared by everyone. Still, he had a point; he didn't want to marry because he said he would hate to have to drive his wife away too. One of his sisters actually escaped altogether, to the general satisfaction of the countryside.

"What was he? A representative man?" I asked.

"No, a man born for something quite different, a misfit, one of those people who learn to be sly because they don't care much for their lives."

"Everybody should be sly, at that rate."

"Exactly."

"Did he marry?"

"No, he did not. He hung on to one sister, the strongest, who bore him sons and worked the vineyard. And they did well. Perhaps they are still doing well."

Doro spoke sarcastically, and as he spoke swept the hill with his eyes.

"Did you ever tell Clelia this story?"

Doro didn't answer; he seemed distracted.

"Clelia is the kind to enjoy it," I went on, "especially since it isn't your sister."

But I only got a smile in reply. Doro, when he liked, smiled like a young boy. He stopped, putting his hand on my shoulder. "Did I ever tell you that one year I brought Clelia up here?" he said. Then I stopped, too. I said nothing and waited.

Doro resumed: "I thought I told you. She asked me herself. We came in a car with friends. We were always driving around in those days."

He looked at me, and looked at the hills behind me. He began to walk again and I moved off, too.

"No, you didn't tell me," I said. "When was it?"

"Not long ago. A couple of years ago."

"And she asked you?"

Doro nodded.

"Still, you waited too long," I said. "You should have brought her here earlier. Why did you leave her at the sea this year?"

But Doro went on smiling in that way of his. He looked meaningfully at the steep slope of the highest hill and didn't answer. We climbed in silence as long as there was still light. From high up we stopped to look down on the plain, where we thought we could just make out in the dusty haze the dark crest of the forbidden villa.

When night came, cheerful faces began to appear at the inn. Billiards were played. Doro's contemporariessome clerks and a bricklayer splashed all over with limerecognized him and made much of him. Then an old gentleman showed up. He had a gold chain across his vest and said he was very happy to make my acquaintance. While Doro was playing billiards and horsing around, the old man had a coffee with grappa and, leaning confidentially across the table, started to tell me Doro's history. He told me about the villa, bought by a certain Matteo when it was only a hay barn, together with all the surrounding land. This Matteo was some mysterious ancestor, but then Doro's grandfather had started to sell off the grounds to build the house, and finally there was this big house with no grounds left; and he, my ancient friend, prophesied to his friend, Doro's father, that one fine day his sons would sell the house too and leave him in the cemetery like a tramp. He spoke a homely Italian, flavored with dialect; I don't know why I got the impression he was a notary. Then bottles appeared and Doro drank on his feet, leaning on his cue, winking here and there. Finally the only people left were the bricklayerGinio by name the two of us, and a big lout in a red necktie whom Doro had not met before. We left the inn to stretch our legs, the moon showing us the way. Under the moon we all looked like the bricklayer; his coat of plaster made him seem dressed for a charade. Doro had begun talking his dialect. I could understand them but not reply easily, which made us all laugh. The moon drenched everything, even the great hills, in a transparent vapor that blotted out every memory of the day. The vapors of wine did the rest. I no longer bothered to wonder what Doro had in mind. I just walked beside him, surprised and happy that we should have recovered the secret of so many years before.

The bricklayer led us to his house. He told us to keep quiet so as not to wake the women and his father. He left us on the threshing floor in front of the big dark openings of the hayloft, in a streak of shadow from a haystack, and showed up again in a few minutes with two black bottles under his arm, laughing like an idiot. Taking the dog with us, we all lurched down the field behind the house and sat on the edge of a ditch. We had to drink from the bottle, something that bothered the young man with the necktie,- but Ginio said with a laugh: "All right, you s.o.b.'s... drink," and we all drank.

"Here we can sing," Ginio said, clearing his throat. He let go with a solo, his voice filling the valley. The dog couldn't contain himself any longer: other dogs answered from far and near, and ours also kept up his barking. Doro laughed in a large, happy voice, took another swig, and joined in Ginio's song. The two of them together soon silenced the dogs, which was at least enough to make me realize the song was melancholy, with much lingering on the lowest notes and words oddly gentle in that rough dialect. It may well be that the moon and the wine played their part in making them seem so. What I am sure of is the joy, the sudden happiness I felt as I stretched out my hand to touch Doro's shoulder. I felt a catch in my breath, and suddenly loved him because we had come back together after such a long time.

That other charactera certain Biagio, it turned outevery so often yowled a note, a phrase, and then dropped his head and picked up the conversation with me where he had left it. I explained to him that I was not from Genoa and that my work was paid by the state because of my university degree. Then he told me he wanted to get married but wanted to do it up brown, and to do it up brown one needed Doro's luck, who at Genoa had picked up both a wife and an agency. The word "agency" gives me the creeps,- I lost patience and said sharply: "But do you know Doro's wife?... If you don't, keep your mouth shut."

It's when I talk like that to people that I know I'm over thirty. I thought about this a while, that night, while Doro and the bricklayer started on their army stories. The bottle came around to me, after lime-stained Ginio had wiped the mouth with the palm of his hand, and I took a long pull, the better to relieve in wine the feelings I couldn't relieve in song.

"Yes, sir, excuse me," Ginio said as he took the bottle back, "but if you come back next year I'll be married and we'll crack one in my house."

"Do you always let your father order you around?" Doro said.

"It's not me who lets, it's he who orders."

"He's been ordering you around for thirty years now. Hasn't he broken his neck yet?"

"It would be easier for you to break his," said the type with the necktie, laughing nervously.

"And what does he say about Orsolina? Will he let you marry her?"

"I don't know yet," Ginio said, drawing back from the ditch and squirming on the ground like an eel. "If he doesn't, so much the better," he grumbled, two yards away. That little man as white as a baker, who did monkeyshines and used the familiar tu with Doro I remember him every time I see the moon. Later I made Clelia laugh heartily when I described him. She laughed in that charming way of hers and said: "What a boy Doro is! He will never change."

But I didn't tell Clelia what happened afterward. Ginio and Doro started another song and this time we all bawled it out. It ended with a furious voice from the farmhouse yelling to shut up. In the sudden quiet Biagio shouted back some insolence and took the song up again defiantly. Doro began again too, when Ginio jumped to his feet. "No," he stammered, "he recognized me. It's my father." But Biagio didn't give a damn. Ginio and Doro had to jump him to stop his mouth. We were still swaying and sliding around on the same spot of grass when Doro had an idea. "The Murette sisters," he said to Ginio. "We can't sing here, but they used to sing once. Let's go see Rosa." And he set off right away, while the Biagio character grabbed my arm and whispered in a panic: "Oh, my God. That's where the brigadiere lives." The situation looked bad, but I caught up with Doro and pulled him back. "Don't mix wine and women, Doro," I shouted. "Remember we're supposed to be gentlemen."

But Ginio came up in a determined manner, admitted that the three girls must have put on weight, still, we weren't going for that but only to sing a little, and suppose they are fat, what the hell? a woman should be well-rounded. He yanked and hauled at Doro, saying: "Rosa will remember, you'll see." We were on the main road under the moon, all milling excitedly around Doro, who was strangely undecided.

Rosa won, because Biagio said nastily: "Can't you see they won't want you because you're filthy with lime?", at which point he got a punch in the face that sent him stumbling to the ground three yards away. He then disappeared as if by magic and we heard him calling out in the silence of the moon: "Thanks, engineer. Ginio's father will hear about this."

Doro and Ginio had already started up again, and I with them. I couldn't make up my mind what to say. If I had second thoughts, it was only that this dirty bricklayer would shame me in front of Doro in the intensity of their common memories, which they ran through excitedly as they approached the village. They talked at random, and that rough dialect was enough to restore to Doro the true flavor of his life, of the wine, flesh, and joy in which he had been born. I felt cut off, helpless. I took Doro's arm and joined them, grumbling. After all, I had drunk the same wine.

What we did under those windows was rash. I realized that Biagio must have hid himself in some corner of the little square and said so to Doro, who ignored it. Laughing and grinning like an idiot, Ginio led off by knocking at the worm-eaten door, under the moon. We were talking in stage whispers, amused and half cocked. But nobody answered; the windows stayed shut. Then Doro began to cough; then Ginio collected pebbles and began throwing them up,- then we argued because I said he was going to crack the windows; then Doro finally let himself go with a terrible howl, bestial, like country drunks at the end of a song. All the silences of the moon seemed to shudder. Various distant dogs from who knows what courtyards joined in hideously.

Doors slammed and shutters creaked. Ginio started singing, something like the earlier song, but Doro's voice soon joined in and blanketed his. Someone was shouting from the other side of the square; a light glimmered at a window. A chorus of curses and threats had just begun when the bricklayer threw himself against the door, raining kicks and thumps with his fists. Doro grabbed my shoulders and pulled me into the belt of shadow from a nearby house.

"Let's see if they douse him with a washbasin," he whispered hoarsely, laughing. "I want to see him drenched like a goose."

A dog howled from very close by. I began to feel ashamed. Then we were silent. Even Ginio, who was holding one bare foot in his hands and hopping around on the cobblestones. When we shut up, so did the voices from the windows. The light disappeared. Only the intermittent barking kept on. It was then we heard a shutter up above being carefully creaked open.

Ginio squatted in the shadow between us. "They've opened," he breathed in my face. I pushed him away, remembering he was dusted with lime. "Go on, introduce yourself," Doro told him dryly. Ginio shouted from the darkness, peering up. I felt his cold, rough neck under my hand. "Let's sing," he said to Doro. Doro ignored him and gave a low whistle as if he were calling a dog. They were chattering among themselves up there.

"Come on," said Doro, "introduce yourself," and shoved him out into the moonlight.

Ginio, lurching into the light, kept laughing and raised his arm as if to ward off some missile. All was quiet at the window. His trousers began falling, tangled a foot, and nearly toppled him. He stumbled and sat down.

"Rosina, O Rosina." He stretched his mouth but choked back his voice. "Do you know who it is?"

A low laugh came from topside, then suddenly stopped.

Ginio went back to playing the eel, this time on hard ground. Pushing with his hands, he wriggled back toward the edge of the shadow. Doro was now standing, ready to give him a kick. But Ginio jumped out quickly, shouting meantime: "It's Doro, Doro of the Ca Rosse, come back from Genoa to see you all." He seemed out of his mind.

There was a movement above and a creak of lighted windows being opened. Then a heavy thump from behind the door, swinging it out, splitting the moonlight that soaked it. Ginio, nailed to the spot in the middle of his dance, was two steps from the doorway. A thickset man in shirtsleeves had appeared.

Just at that moment a harsh, insolent voice sounded from the bottom of the squarethe voice of that Biagio. "Marina, don't open,- they're drunk as beasts." Exclamations and scufflings came from the window. I could vaguely see waving arms.

But already the man and Ginio had collided on the stairs and were crashing around, panting like mad dogs. The man had black trousers with red piping. Doro, who was gripping my shoulder, let go suddenly and joined the fight. He kicked out at random, trying to find an opening, circling around. Then he quit and stood under the window. "Are you Rosina or Marina?" he said, looking up. No reply. "Are you Rosina or Marina?" he yelled, his foot on the doorstep.

A crash followed; something had fallen, a vase of flowers as we discovered later. Doro jumped back, still looking up to where at least two women were fussing around. "We didn't do it on purpose," said a sharp-voiced woman in exasperation. "Did we hurt you?"

"Who is speaking?" Doro shouted.

"I'm Marina," a softer, rather caressing voice answered. "Are you hurt?"

At that point I left the shadow, too, to speak my piece. Ginio and that other man had broken apart and were circling each other, grunting and fanning the air. But suddenly the carabiniere jumped over to the door, pulled Doro away, and shoved him back. The women upstairs squealed.

All around the square, windows opened again; there was a cross fire of hard, angry voices. The man had shut the door and one could hear him slamming down the wooden bar behind. A rosary of insults and complaints cascaded around us, dominated by the sharp voice of the first of the two women. I heardand this is what finally sobered meDoro's name running from window to window. Ginio set up a new storm of shouting and kicking the door. From windows around the square, apples and other hard projectilespeach stones perhapsbegan to rain down, and then, when Doro was seizing hold of Ginio and pulling him away, a flash from the window and a great explosion that silenced everybody.
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The first evening, walking along the seashore with Clelia, I told her what I could about Doro's exploit, which wasn't much. Still, the extravagance of the thing brought a grudging smile. "What egotists," she said. "And me bored down here. Why didn't you take me with you?"

Seeing us arrive the afternoon after our escapade, Clelia showed no sign of surprise. I had not seen her for more than two years. We met her on the stairs of the villa, she in her shorts, sunburned and chestnut-haired. She held out her hand to me with a confident smile, her eyes under the tan showing brighter and harder than when I last saw her. Right away she began to discuss what we were going to do the next day. Just to please me, she postponed her descent to the beach. I jokingly pointed out how sleepy Doro was and left them alone to make their explanations. That first evening I went looking for a room and found it in a secluded back alley, with a window that gave on a big, twisted olive tree unaccountably growing up from among the cobbles. Many times afterward, coming home alone, I found myself contemplating that tree, which is perhaps what I remember best from the whole summer. Seen from below, it was knotty and bare, but made a solid, silvery mass of dry, paperlike leaves. It gave me the sensation of being in the country, an unknown country; often I sniffed to see if perhaps it might smell of salt. It has always seemed peculiar to me that on the outer rim of the coast, between land and ocean, flowers and trees should grow and good fresh water should run.

A steep, angular stone stairway led up the outside of the house to my room. Underneath, on the ground floor, every so often, while I was washing or shaving, an uproar of discordant voices broke out, one of them a woman's. I couldn't quite make out if they were cheerful or angry. I looked through the window grating on my way down, but it was too dark by then to see in. Only when I was a good distance away did one of the voices gain the upper hand, a fresh, strong voice I couldn't quite identify but which I'd heard already. I was about to go back and clear up the mystery when it occurred to me that, after all, we were neighbors and one always meets one's neighbors too soon in any case.

"Doro is in the woods," Clelia said that evening as we walked along the beach. "He's painting the sea." She turned as she walked, widening her eyes a little. "The sea is worth it. You watch it too."

We looked at the sea, and then I told her I couldn't understand why she was bored. Clelia said, laughing: "Tell me again about that little man under the moon. What was it he shouted? I was also looking at the moon the other night."

"Probably he was making faces. Just four drunks weren't enough to make the woman laugh."

"Were you drunk?"

"Evidently."

"What boys!" Clelia said.

Ginio's night became a joke between the two of us; all I had to do was allude to the little white man and his monkeyshines for Clelia to brighten up and laugh. But when that night I told her that Ginio was not a little bald old man but a contemporary of Doro's, she looked alarmed. "Why didn't you tell me? Now you've spoiled everything. Was he a peasant?"

"A bricklayer's assistant, to be precise."

Clelia sighed. "After all," I told her, "you had seen that place, too. You can picture it. If Doro had been born two doors up, you might be Ginio's wife right now."

"What a horrible idea!" Clelia said, smiling.

That night, after we had dined on the balcony, while Doro was stretched in the armchair smoking and silent and Clelia had gone to dress for the evening, my mind kept going over our previous conversation. A certain Guido had been mentioned, a forty-year-old colleague of Doro's and a bachelor, whom I'd already met at Genoa and found again on the beach in Clelia's circle. He was one of her friends and it came out that he had been with them on that auto trip when they had passed through Doro's village. Clelia, without being asked, and stirred by a fit of malice, told the whole story of that expedition, speaking with the air of answering a question I hadn't asked. They were coming home from some trip to the mountains,- the friend Guido was at the wheel and Doro had remarked: "Did you know that I was born in those hills thirty years ago?" Then all of them, Clelia most of all, had pestered Guido until he agreed to take them up there. It had been a crazy business,- they had to warn the following car of the delay and it never did keep up with them. They waited for it more than an hour at the crossroads. Night was falling when it finally caught up; having eaten as best they could in the village, they had to wind through mysterious little roads not on the map and cross so many hills it was nearly dawn when the cars rejoined on the Genoa road. Doro sat next to Guido to point out the places, and nobody managed to sleep. A real madness.

Now that Clelia had left, I asked Doro if he had made peace again. As I spoke, I thought to myself: "What they need is a son," but I had never brought the subject up with Doro, not even as a joke. And Doro said: "You can only make peace if you've made war. What kind of war have you ever seen me make?" At first I kept still. For all our openness, Clelia had never been a subject to discuss. I was about to say that one could, for instance, make war by catching a train and escaping, but I hesitated, and just then Clelia called me.

"What's Doro's mood?" she asked through the closed door.

"Fine," I said.

"Sure?"

Clelia came to the door, still fixing her hair. She looked for me in the shadow where I was waiting for her.

"What, you're friends and you don't know that when Doro doesn't rise when I tease him it means he's bored, fed up?"

Then I began on her. "Haven't you two made up yet?"

Clelia drew back to the bedroom and fell silent. Then she reappeared quickly, saying: "Why don't you turn on the light?" She took my arm and we crossed the room together in shadow. As we were about to emerge on the lighted landing, she gripped my arm and whispered: "I'm desperate. I wish Doro could be with you a lot because you're friends. I know you're good for him and distract him..."

I tried to stop and say something.

"... No, we haven't quarreled," Clelia added quickly. "He isn't even jealous. He doesn't even dislike me. It's only that he's become someone else. We can't make peace because we haven't fought. Do you understand? But don't say anything."

That night, in Guido's car as usual, we arrived at a spot high over the sea at the end of a winding road that swarmed with bathers. There was a small orchestra and a few people dancing. But the charm of the place lay in the small tables with shaded lamps scattered around in niches of the rock, looking sheerly down on the water. Flowers and aromatic plants added their scent to a breeze off the sea. Way below, along the shore, one could make out a tiny rim of lights.

I did my best to be alone with Clelia, but without success. First it was Doro, then Guido, then one of her female friends, who showed up one by one but kept changing partners so often that no real conversation was possible. Clelia was always busy. Finally I caught her and said: "I dance, too, you know," to her mild surprise, and took her off under the pines away from the floor. "Let's sit down," I said, "and you can tell me the whole story."

I tried to get her to explain why she didn't have it out with Doro. One has to bring things to a head, I told her, the way one shakes a watch to get it started again. I refused to believe that a woman like her couldn't with a simple tone of her voice bring to his senses a man who, after all, was only behaving like a boy.

"But Doro is open with me," Clelia said. "He even told me about the serenade to Rosina. Was it fun?"

I think I blushed, but more from irritation than embarrassment.

"And I am open, too," Clelia continued, smiling. She sounded sulky. "Our friend Guido tells me, in fact, that my fault is to be open with everybody; I never give anyone the illusion of having a private secret with him alone. Sweeties! But that's how I'm made. It's why I fell for Doro..."

Here she stopped and gave me a swift glance. "Do you find me improper?" I said nothing. I was bothered. Clelia fell silent, then resumed: "You see that I am right. But I am improper... like Doro. That's why we are fond of each other."

"Well then, peace ... What's all the fuss about?"

Clelia groaned in that childish way of hers.

"See, you're like all the others. But don't you understand that we can't quarrel? We love each other. If I could hate him the way I hate myself, then of course I would abuse him. But neither of us deserves it. See?"

"No."

Clelia fell silent again. We listened to the shuffling on the dance floor, the orchestra stopping and someone starting to sing.

"What advice did your Guido give you?" I asked in the same tone as before.

Clelia shrugged her shoulders. "Selfish advice. He's making love to me."

"For instance? To have a secret from Doro?"

"To make him jealous," Clelia said, embarrassed. "That fool. He doesn't realize that Doro would leave me alone and suffer in silence."

At this point, one of Clelia's female friends arrived, looking for her, calling her and laughing. I stayed by myself on the stone bench. I was finding my usual perverse pleasure in keeping apart, knowing that a few steps away in the light someone else was moving around, laughing and dancing. Nor did I lack for something to reflect upon. I lit my pipe and smoked it through. Then I got up and circled among the tables until I met Doro. "Let's have a drink at the bar," I suggested.

"Just to have things straight," I began when we were alone. "May I tell your wife that to avoid a beating we had to run off the next morning?"

We stood there laughing, and Doro answered with the shadow of a snicker. "Did she ask you that?"

"No, I'm asking you."

"Go ahead. Tell her anything you like."

"But aren't you fighting?"

Doro raised his glass and stared at me thoughtfully. "No," he said quietly.

"Well, why is it then that every so often Clelia looks at you with that scared, doglike expression? She has the look of a woman who's been beaten up. Have you been beating her?"

Just then Clelia's voice reached us. She was walking across the dance floor with a man. "Drunks..." We saw her waving at us. Doro followed her with his eyes, vaguely nodding until she was hidden again by her partner's back.

"As you can see for yourself, she's happy," he said quietly. "Why should I beat her? We get on better than a lot of people. She's never tried to anger me. We even agree about amusements, which is the hardest thing."

"I know you get on well." I stopped short.

Doro said nothing. He looked at his glass with a depressed air, lowered his head, held the glass away, then emptied it quickly, half turning around as if to clear his throat.

"The trouble is," he said brusquely, getting up, "we trust each other too much. One of us says certain things just to make the other happy."

Clelia and Guido were approaching us among the tables.

"Does that apply to me?" I asked.

"To you, too," Doro muttered.
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When I came to the sea, I was afraid I might have to spend whole days with hordes of strangers, shaking hands and passing compliments and making conversationa regular labor of Sisyphus. Instead, except for our inevitable evenings with friends, Clelia and Doro lived reasonably calm lives. Every evening I had dinner with them at the villa, and their friends didn't arrive until after dark. Our little trio was gay enough. However much the three of us had to disguise our worries, we discussed many things quite freely and openly.

I soon began to have some little adventures of my own to tell gossip of the trattoria where I had lunch, peculiar episodes and stranger conjectures that a sloppy seaside existence seems to encourage. That voice I had heard ringing through the window bars the first evening I went upstairsthe next morning I made its owner's acquaintance. A sunburned young man passed me on the beach, gave me a polite wave of the hand, and passed on. I recognized him as soon as he had passed. None other than one of my students of the year before. One fine day he had passed up his usual lesson in my study and never showed up again. That very morning I was baking in the sun when a black and vigorous body plumped down on the sand next to me; the same boy again. He showed his teeth in a smile and asked if I were on vacation. I answered without raising my head: I happened to be a good distance from my friends' umbrella and had hoped to be alone. He explained to me, quite simply, that he had come by mere chance and liked it here. He didn't mention the lesson business. I was irritated enough to tell him that the evening before I had heard his family quarreling. He smiled again and said it was impossible because his family wasn't there. But he admitted he was living in a street with an olive tree. As he got up to go, he spoke of friends who were waiting for him. That evening I looked into the ground floora pungent smell of fryingand saw children, a woman with her head wrapped in a handkerchief, an unmade bed and a stove. When they noticed me, I asked about him, and the womanmy landlady came to the door and, jabbering away, thanked heaven I knew her tenant because she rued the day she had taken him in and wanted to write to his familysuch nice people, who had sent their son to the beach to give him a good timeand only the evening before he had brought a woman into his room. "There are some things ..." she said. "He's not eighteen yet."

I told Clelia and Doro this incident and described the visit Berti paid me the morning after, when he met me at the top of the stairs, held out his hand, and said: "Seeing that now I know where you live, it's better to be friends."

"That fellow will be asking for your room next, you'll see," Doro said.

Encouraged by Clelia's attention, I went on. I explained that Berti's brass was merely timidity become aggressive in self-defense. I said that the year before, before disappearing and probably squandering the money he was supposed to spend in lessons, that boy showed signs of being in awe of me and gave an embarrassed nod when he saw me. What happens to everyone had happened to him,- the truth was masquerading as its opposite. Like those sensitive spirits who pretend to be tough. I envied him, I said, because, being still a boy, he could still delude himself about his real nature.

"I think," said Clelia, "that I ought to be a closed, diffident, perverse character myself."

Doro smiled to himself. "Doro doesn't believe it," I said, "but he's the same; when he plays gruff is when he wants to cry."

The maid, who was changing the plates, stopped to listen, blushed, and hurried off. I went on. "He's been like that since he was a boy. I remember him. He was one of those people who are offended if you ask them how they feel."

"If all this were true, how easy it would be to understand people," Clelia said.

These conversations stopped after dinner when the others arrived. Guido came as usualif he left his car, it was only to play cards; some older women, some girls, an occasional husbandin other words, the Genoese circle. It was no surprise to me that more than three people make a crowd, that nothing more could be said that was worth the effort. I almost preferred the nights we took the car and drove along the coast looking for fresh air. Sometimes, on some belvedere, when the others were dancing, I could get in a few words with Doro or Clelia. Or exchange some serious nonsense with one of the older women. Then all I needed to feel alive again was a glass of wine or a breeze off the sea.

On the beach in the daytime it was another story. People talk with an odd caution when they are half naked; words no longer sound the same. When they stop talking, the very silence seems to contain ambiguities. Clelia, stretched on a rock, had an ecstatic way of enjoying the sun. Offering herself to the sky, she seemed to sink into the rock, answering with faint murmurs, a sigh, a twitch of her knee or elbow, whatever might be said to her by the nearest person. I soon realized that Clelia really didn't hear anything when she was stretched out like that. Doro understood and never spoke to her at all. He sat on his towel, hugging his knees, gloomy and restless. He never sprawled like Clelia. If he ever tried, before long he was twisting around, turning on his stomach or sitting up again.

But we were never alone. The whole beach swarmed and babbled. So Clelia preferred the rocks to the common sand, the hard and slippery stone. Now and then she would get up, shake out her hair, dazed and laughing, would ask us what we had been talking about, would look around to see who was there. Someone might be leaving the water, someone else trying it with his toes. Guido in his wrapper of white toweling was always turning up with new acquaintances and dropping them at the foot of the beach umbrella. And then he would climb to the rock, tease Clelia, and never go in swimming.

The best time was the afternoon or sunset when the warmth or color of the sea persuaded the most reluctant to take a dip or walk along the beach. Then we were almost alone, or there was just Guido talking cheerfully. Doro, who found a dark distraction in his painting, sometimes planted his easel on the rock and drew boats, umbrellas, streaks of color, happy enough to watch us from above and overhear our gossip. Once in a while, one of the group would appear in a boat, carefully beach it, and call out to us. In the silences that followed, we would listen to the slapping of the waves among the stones.

Friend Guido was always saying that this wave rustle was Clelia's vice, her secret, her unfaithfulness to all of us.

"I don't think so," Clelia said. "I listen to it when I'm naked and stretched out. I don't care who sees us."

"Who knows?" Guido said. "Who knows what conversations a woman like that carries on with the waves? I can imagine what you say, you and the sea, when you're in each other's arms."

Doro's seascapeshe finished two in those few dayswere done in pale, fuzzy colors, almost as though the very violence of the sun and air, dazzling and deafening, had muted his strokes. Someone had climbed up behind Doro, followed his hand, and given him advice. He didn't reply. Once he told me that one amuses oneself the best one can. I tried to tell him that he wasn't painting from life because the sea was a good deal more beautiful than his pictures; it was enough just to look at it. In his place and with the talent he had, I would have done portraits; it's satisfying to guess at people's natures. Doro laughed and said that when the season was over he would close his paintbox and think no more about it.

We were joking about this one evening and strolling with Doro to a cafe for aperitifs when friend Guido observed in that crafty tone of his that nobody would have said that under the hard, dynamic shell of a man of the world there slumbered in Doro the soul of an artist. "Slumbers is right," Doro answered, careless and happy. "What doesn't slumber under the shells of us all? One just needs courage to uncover it and be oneself. Or at least to discuss it. There isn't enough discussion in the world."

"Out with it," I told him. "What have you discovered?"

"I've discovered nothing. But do you remember how much we talked when we were boys? We talked just for the fun of it. We knew very well it was only talk, but still we enjoyed it."

"Doro, Doro," I said. "You're getting old. You should leave these things to those children you don't have."

Then Guido burst out laughing, a pleasant laugh that screwed up his eyes. He put his hand on Doro's shoulder and held himself up, laughing. Incredulously, we looked at the half-bald head and hard eyes of a handsome man on vacation.

"Something is slumbering in Guido, too," Doro said. "Sometimes he laughs like a half-wit."

Later I noticed that Guido laughed this way only among men.

That evening, after we had left Doro and Clelia at the gate of their villa, we dropped the car at the hotel and took a short walk together. Following the shore, we talked about our friends, almost against our wills. Guido explained Doro's trip and his unexpected return, making fun of the restless artist. Curious how Doro had succeeded in convincing everyone of the seriousness of his game. Our little circle was even talking about encouraging him to show his work and make of his art something one might call a profession. "But of course," Clelia chimed in later, "that's what I always tell him myself."

"Bunk!" Guido said that evening.

"But Doro is fooling," I said.

Guido shut up for a whilehe was wearing sandals and we shuffled along like a couple of monks. Then he stopped and declared sharply: "I know those two. I know what they are doing and what they want. But I don't know why Doro paints pictures."

"What's the harm in it? It distracts him."

What was wrong was that like all artists Doro was not satisfying his wife. "Meaning?" It meant that all this nervous brainwork was weakening his potency, the reason why all painters suffer periods of tremendous depression.

"Not sculptors?"

"All of them," Guido grumbled, "all those idiots who force their brains and don't know when to stop."

We were standing in front of the hotel. I asked him what kind of life, then, ought one to lead. "A healthy life," he said. "Work but not slavery. Have a good time, eat and talk. Above all, have a good time."

He stood in front of me, hands behind his back, swaying from side to side. His shirt, open and pulled back, gave him the air of a wise adolescent who knows the whole story, of a forty-year-old who has stayed adolescent out of sheer laziness. "You've got to understand life," he added, narrowing his eyes with an uneasy expression, "understand it when you're young."
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Clelia had told me that every morning Doro escaped and went swimming in the milky sea of dawn. That was why he lazed behind his easel until noon. Sometimes she went along too, she said, but not tomorrow because tonight she was too sleepy. I promised Doro to keep him company and on that particular night I happened not to sleep. I got up with the first light and walked the cool and empty streets down to the still damp beach. I had to stop and watch the golden sunlight picking out and setting on fire the little trees along the mountain ridge, but as soon as I had sat down I saw a head coming ashore in the still water and then there emerged the dark, dripping figure of my young friend, the boy.

Naturally he came up to speak to me, rubbing his short, lean body dry with a towel. I looked out to sea, trying to discover Doro.

"How is it you're alone?" I asked.

He didn't replyhe was absorbed in drying off. When he finished, he sat down a short distance away, with his back to the water. I swung around sideways to watch the mountain burning with gold. Berti poked around with his fingertips in a little bundle, took out one cigarette, and lit it. Then he excused himself for having only one.

I said I was amazed to find him up so early. Berti gestured vaguely and asked me if I were waiting for somebody. I told him that by the sea one didn't wait for people. Then Berti slid down on his stomach, propped himself on his elbows, and looked at me while he smoked.

He told me he was disgusted with the carnival air the beach took on in the sunall those babies, umbrellas, nurses, families. For his part, he would prohibit it. So I asked him why he came to the sea; he could stay in the city, where there weren't any umbrellas.

"The sun will come up soon," he said, twisting to look at the mountain.

We were quiet for a while in the almost complete silence.

"Are you staying long?" he asked me. I told him I didn't know, and looked out to sea again. A black spot began to appear. Berti also looked out and said: "It's your friend. He was on the buoy when I first came down. How well he swims! Do you swim?"

After a short while he threw away his cigarette and got up. "Will you be at home today?" he said. "I want to talk to you."

"You can just as well talk here," I said, raising my eyes.

"But you're expecting people."

I told him not to play the fool. What was the trouble, lessons?

Then Berti sat up and contemplated his knees. He began to talk like someone being cross-examined, stumbling every so often. The gist was that he was bored; he had no company and would be very, very happy to talk to me, to read some book togetherno, not lessonsbut just to read the way I sometimes had at school, explaining and discussing, telling them a lot of things he knew he didn't know.

I squinted at him coolly but interested. Berti was one of those boys who go to school because they are sent, who watch your mouth as you talk and pop their eyes at you vacantly. Now, bronzed and naked, he clasped his knees and smiled restlessly. Who knows, it occurred to me, perhaps these types are the most wide awake.

By this time Doro's head had almost reached the shore. Berti got up suddenly and said: "Goodbye." Other bathers were beginning to circulate among the bathhouses and I had the impression that Berti was chasing a skirt that had disappeared behind these cabins. But here was Doro coming out of the water, head down as if climbing a slope, smooth and dripping, his head glistening under the cap that made him look quite professional. He stopped and stood swaying in front of me, panting hard. His lungs were still heaving under his ribs from the swimming. Irresistibly I thought of Guido, and our conversation of the previous night. I must have smiled vaguely because Doro, pulling off his cap, said: "What's up?"

"Nothing," I replied. "I was thinking of that fine fellow Guido who is getting fat. Great thing not to be married!"

"If he took an hour's swim every morning, he'd become a new man," Doro said and fell to his knees on the sand.

At noon in the trattoria Berti showed up again looking for me. He paused among the tables with his jacket on his shoulders over a dark blue sports shirt. I beckoned him over. Grabbing a chair from one of the tables, he came over, but my look must have embarrassed him because he stopped, his jacket slipped to the floor, he reached for it and dropped the chair. I told him to sit down.

This time he offered me a cigarette and began immediately to talk. I lit my pipe without answering. I let him say whatever he wanted. He told me that for family reasons he had had to stop studying but had not yet found a joband now that he'd stopped studying and seeing me he understood that studying, not like a schoolboy but on his own, was a smart thing to do. He said he envied me and had known for some time that I wasn't merely a teacher but also a good man. He had many things to discuss with me.

"For instance?" I said.

For instance, he replied, why didn't they talk things over with the teacher at school and perhaps even take walks with him? Was it really necessary to waste one's time because a few dumb clucks keep holding up the class?

"In fact, you wanted so much to study that school wasn't enough for you and you took lessons."

Berti smiled and said that was another matter.

"And I'm sorry to hear," I went on, "that your parents are not millionaires. Why do you make them spend money on private lessons?"

He smiled again, in a way that had something feminine about it and also contemptuous. It's women who answer like that. Some woman had taught him the trick, I thought.

Berti kept me company part of the way backI was going on an expedition with Clelia's friends that dayand told me again that he understood very well that I had come to the sea for a rest and that he had no intention of forcing me to give him lessons, but at least he hoped I might tolerate his company and might exchange a few words with him sometime on the beach. This time I was the one to give him a womanly smirk. Leaving him in the middle of the road, I said: "By all means, if you are really alone."

That day's tripwe were all packed into Guido's carhad a sorry outcome. One of the women, a certain Mara, a relative of Guido's, slipped on a rock while she was gathering blackberries, and broke a collarbone. We had climbed along our usual mountain road beyond the night spot, beyond the last little scattered houses, among pines and red cliffs, to the level place where I had seen the sun breaking out the morning before. When we carried the poor girl to the road, it was plain that we couldn't all get in the car. A very worried Guido wanted to stretch the groaning Mara out on the cushions. There was still room for Clelia and two other women, who grinned back at Doro and me; so it ended with the two of us walking back on foot. A couple of hundred yards along, we saw the second of the two girls sitting on a heap of gravel.

Doro wound up our conversation in a hurry: "This is what it means to live in a crowd of women."

They had obliged the other girl to get out to make more room for Mara, who might really have broken her back for the fuss she made. It fell to her because she was the only girl in the bunch. "We others aren't women," she grumbled. "Mara has had her fun for this year. They are taking her back to Genoa." She gave us sidelong looks as she walked. Doro smiled her a welcoming smile. They talked about Mara, about how her husband was going to take it, a man so energetic that he left his office at Sestri only on Sundays. "He'll be happy his wife had an accident," Doro said. "Finally he'll get to spend a summer with her."

The girlher name was Ginettalaughed spitefully. "Do you think so?" she said, fixing us with her gray eyes. "I know that men like to have their wives a good way off. They're egotists."

Doro laughed. "What wisdom, Ginetta! I'll bet that right now Mara is thinking of something else." Then he looked at me. "It takes boys or bachelors to make remarks like that."

"I'm not saying anything," I muttered.

That Ginetta was a handsome girl. She walked vigorously and had a habit of tossing back her hair like a mane. She was about to say something when Doro cut her short.

"Is Umberto coming this year?"

"Bachelors are hypocrites," she replied.

"Oh, I don't know," he said.

"You're getting the best of both worlds, Ginetta, marrying a bachelor who is already leaving you alone. What will he do to you next?"

Half serious, Ginetta gazed in front of her and tossed her head.

"It's quite usual for a husband to have been a bachelor first," I observed quietly. "One has to begin somewhere."

But Ginetta was discussing Umberto. She told us that he wrote that at night the hyenas howled like babies who refuse to go off to sleep. Darling Ginetta, he told her, if our children make so much noise I'll go sleep in a hotel. Then he told her that the chief difference between the desert and civilization was that in the first you couldn't shut your eyes because of the noise.

"What an idiot!" Ginetta laughed. "We're always joking."

Ginetta's chatter and the way the road twisted among the pines, allowing frequent glimpses of the sea, made me cheerful and light-headed. It seemed as if the sea, way off below, were drawing us on. Even Doro swung along more freely. Evening came almost at once.

"Poor Mara," Ginetta said. "When will she be able to swim?"

That evening we found the umbrella deserted and the beach already empty. We went into the water, Ginetta and I, and swam side by side as if racing, not daring to part company in the silence of the empty sea. We returned without a word, and I could see between my strokes the pine-covered hillside we had descended a short while before. We reached shallow water,- Ginetta emerged gleaming like a fish and went to her bathhouse. Doro threw away the cigarette he had been smoking while he waited.

We walked together up to the villa. Clelia had already gone. At dinner that evening I learned that Mara had returned to Sestri with Guido and that we would be alone without a car for several days. The news pleased me, because I loved to spend the nights in peaceful conversation.

"That fool," Clelia said. "She might have waited for the end of the season before breaking her collarbone."

"Ginetta says that we men are the egotists," Doro observed.

"Do you like Ginetta?" Clelia asked me.

"She's a very healthy girl," I said. "Why? Is there something else?"

"Oh, nothing. Doro maintains that I looked like her when I was a girl."

I ventured the opinion that all girls look alike. One had to see them as women to tell them apart.

Clelia shrugged her shoulders. "I wonder how you judge me?" she murmured.

"I lack the necessary evidence," I said. "Only Doro could judge you properly."

Doro surprised us by joking about it, saying that a man in love has lost the use of his eyes, that his judgment doesn't count. The way he talked, he sounded like Guido. I stared at him in amazement. The best of it was that Clelia ignored us and merely shrugged her shoulders again, grumbling that we were all the same.

"What's the matter?" I said with a laugh.

Nothing was the matter, and Clelia began to complain in a small voice that it was like listening to some old fossil talking, that just to think of her girlhood, her childhood rather, when she was a schoolgirl and went to her first dance and put on her first long stockings, made her shudder. Doro listened abstractedly, barely smiling. "I was an overanxious child," Clelia said gloomily. "I kept thinking that if tomorrow Papa should suddenly lose his money and if the kitchen should burn down, we wouldn't have enough to eat. I made a little cache of nuts and dried figs in the garden and waited for disaster so that I could offer Papa my provisions. I would have said to Papa and Mama: 'Don't despair. Clelia thinks of everything. You've punished her, but now forgive her and never do it again.' What a fool I was!"

"We are all fools at that age," I said.

"I believed everything they told me. I didn't dare poke my face between the bars of the gate for fear that someone passing might put my eyes out. Still, from the gate you could even see the water; I had no other distractions because they always kept me shut up. I used to stand on the garden bench and listen to the passers-by, listen to the noises. Whenever a siren sounded in the harbor, I was happy."

"Why are you telling us these things?" Doro said. "To bear someone else's childhood memories, one must be in love with her."

"But he does love me," Clelia said.

We talked a long time that night and then went to see the ocean under the stars. The night was so clear that one could make out a thin foam breaking along the promenade. I said that I really didn't believe in all that water and that the sea made me feel as if I were living under a glass bell. I described my olive tree as some kind of lunar vegetation, even when there wasn't a moon. Clelia, turning between me and Doro, exclaimed: "It sounds lovely! Let's go see it."

But crossing the square, we met some acquaintances to whom we had to tell the story of Mara. It wasn't long before Clelia had forgotten the olive tree, and we all went back to the villa to play cards. Slightly annoyed, I left them, saying I was tired.

At the other side of the square I met Berti, who wasn't quick enough to get back into the shadow out of sight. I walked on. Berti spoke first.

"What's all this spying?" I said finally.

An hour before, I'd noticed him below the villa. He had been hanging around on the promenade a short distance away. His white jacket showed up too well against the sports shirt. He told mebold in the darknessthat he'd heard there had been an accident in the pine woods and wanted to find out if it were true.
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"As you see, I'm alive," I said. "Did you really need to shadow me all evening?"

He asked if I were going to bed. We stopped under the olive tree, a black stain in the darkness. "They said that a woman was killed," Berti said.

"Are you interested in women, too?"

Berti looked up at my window. He spun around quickly and said that an accident could make a vacationer decide to leave. He had thought that I and my friends would be leaving.

"And that relative of theirs?" he asked.

I realized that evening that when he mentioned my friends he was thinking of Clelia and Doro. He asked once more if Mara were a relative of theirs. Just the suspicion of his interesting himself in the thirty-year-old Mara made me smile. I asked him if he knew her.

"No," he said. "So what?"

I arranged to meet him next day on the beach, teasing him about his discovery of the pleasures of reading in company. "If you imagine I'm going to introduce you to girls, you're mistaken. You seem able to make out pretty well on your own."

That night I sat by the window smoking, thinking over Clelia's confessions, bothered by the thought that Ginetta would never have made similar ones to me. A familiar depression took hold. The memory of my talk with Guido, added to that, sank me completely. Luckily I was by the sea where the days don't count. "I'm here to have a good time," I told myself.

The next day we were sitting on the highest seaside rock, Doro and I, and beneath us Clelia was spread out flat, covering her eyes. The beach umbrella was deserted. We discussed Mara again and decided that a beach is composed of women, or at any rate of children. A man may be missing and nobody notices,- if a Mara is missing, a whole circle disbands. "Look," Doro said, "these umbrellas are so many houses; they knit, eat, change their clothes, pay visits: those few husbands just stand there in the sun where their wives have put them. It's a republic of women."

"One might deduce that they had invented society themselves."

At that moment a swimmer came up below the rocks. He lifted his head from the water, getting a handhold. It was Berti.

I watched him without saying a word. Perhaps he hadn't noticed me up thereI can't see two yards ahead myself when I first leave the water. He swayed back and forth in the surf, hanging on. On a level with his forehead, a few inches away, Clelia was basking, motionless on her back. Berti's hair kept falling over his eyes; to keep it in place he made those tentacular gestures of the arms that suggest the instabilities of swimming. Then he suddenly broke away and paddled on his back, circling a submerged reef at the point where the sand gave way to rock. He called something to me from out there. I waved at him and went on talking to Doro.

Later, when Clelia had shaken herself out of her blissful state and the other girls and acquaintances showed up, I scanned the beach and saw Berti standing among the bathhouses reading a newspaper. It wasn't the first time, but that morning he was obviously waiting for something. I signaled him to come up. I insisted.

Berti moved a bit, folding his paper without looking at us. He stopped below the rocks. I said to Doro: "Here is that enterprising type I was telling you about." Doro looked and smiled, then turned in the direction of the bathhouse. So I felt I had to go down and say something to Berti.

To introduce a boy in black trunks to girls coming and going in swimsuits, or to men in beach robes, is no great affair,- in other words, no apology was required. But Berti's solemn, bored face irritated me,-1 felt silly. "We all know each other here," I brought out curtly, and coming up to Ginetta as she was about to go in the water, I said: "Wait for me."

When I got back to the shoreGinetta stayed in for more than an hourI caught sight of Berti again sitting on the beach between our umbrella and the next, hugging his knees.

I left him alone. I wanted to talk a while with Clelia. She had just emerged from her bathhouse, putting on a white bolero over her suit. I went up to her and we gave each other a mock bow. We walked slowly away, talking, and when Berti had disappeared behind the umbrella, I felt better. We made our usual tour of the beach, between the foam and the noisy, sprawling groups of people.

"I've just been swimming with Ginetta," I said. "You're not going in?"

From the first day I had hinted at my readiness to swim with her out of politeness, but Clelia had stopped to look at me with an ambiguous smile. "No, no," she had said. I looked at her, surprised. "No, no, I go swimming alone." And that was that. She explained that she did everything in public, but in the sea she had to be alone. "That's peculiar," I said. "Peculiar it may be, but that's how it is." She was a good swimmer, so there was no embarrassment for her there. She had just made up her mind. "The company of the sea is enough. I don't want anybody. I have nothing of my own in life. At least leave me the sea..." She swam away, hardly moving the water, and I was waiting for her on the sand when she came back. I started the conversation again; Clelia just smiled at my protests.

"Not even with Doro?" I asked.

"Not even with Doro."

Next morning we joked about her mysterious swim as we picked our way among the bodies, laughing at fat bellies and criticizing the women. "That red umbrella," said Clelia. "Do you know who's underneath?" One could make out a bony nakedness clad in a two-piece suit of the bikini variety. It was tanned in streaks; the bare stomach showed the mark of an earlier, normal bathing suit. Toes and fingernails were blood red. Over the back of the deck chair hung a luxurious pink towel. "It's Guido's friend," Clelia whispered, laughing. "He keeps her on the string and lets nobody see her, and when he meets her he kisses her hand and pays her all the compliments." Then she took my arm and leaned forward.

"Why are you men so vulgar?"

"It seems to me that Guido has all sorts of tastes," I said. "As for vulgarity, he's got plenty of that."

"But no," Clelia said, "it's that woman who's vulgar. The poor fellow is very fond of me."

I started explaining to her that nothing is vulgar in itself but that talking and thinking make it so, but Clelia had already lost interest and was laughing at a child's little red beret.

We strolled to the end of the beach and stopped for a smoke on the rocks. Then, dazed by the sun, we went back. Looking blankly around, I noticed Berti walking away from our umbrellaburned back and shortstalking nervously to a strange little woman in a flowered dress, high sandals, and bright, powdered cheeks. Just then Clelia shouted something to Doro, waving, and the two turned around, Berti hurriedly escaping as soon as he saw us, the little woman sauntering along behind, calling his name none too respectfully.

"That geisha who was following you," I said when he came to meet me at the trattoria. "Was she by any chance the woman you took to your room that day?"

Berti smiled vaguely around his cigarette.

"I see you have good company," I continued. "Why are you looking for more? Lucky thing I didn't introduce you to those girls."

Berti looked at me hard, the way one does when one is pretending to think about something. "It's not my fault," he burst out, "if I met her. Excuse me to your friends."

Then I changed the subject and asked him if his parents knew about these undertakings. With his usual vague smile he said slowly that that woman was worth more than many well-brought- up girls, as, for that matter, was true of all her sort, who at least had one advantage in their hard lives over the proper ones.

"And that might be?"

"Yes. Men all agree that by going to prostitutes and letting off steam they are protecting the others. So prostitutes should be respected."

"Very well," I told him. "But you, then, why do you run away and act ashamed of her?"

"I?" Berti stammered. That was another story, he explained. He was repelled by women; it made him furious that all men lived just for that. Women were stupid and affected; the infatuation of men made them necessary. One should agree to leave them alone, to take them all down a few pegs.

"Berti, Berti," I said, "you're a hypocrite, too."

He looked surprised. "Making use of a person and then cutting her the next minute; no, that is out." I noticed that he was smiling and ostentatiously crushing his cigarette. He said in his mildest tone that he had not made use of that woman, buthe smiled she had been making use of him. She was alone, she was bored by the sea; they found themselves together on the beachshe herself had begun by joking and swapping stories. "You see," he told me, "I couldn't say no because I felt sorry for her. She has a little pocketbook with the mirror all broken. I understand her. She's only looking for company and doesn't want a penny. She says that by the sea one doesn't work. But she's malicious. She's like all women and wants to embarrass men by making them look foolish."

We went home through the deserted streets at two in the afternoon. I had made up my mind to give no more advice to that boy: he was the kind one must give a long rein, to see where they end up. I asked if that woman, that lady, he had not by chance brought from Turin himself. "You're crazy," he replied snappishly. But the snap left him when I asked who had taught him to apologize for things that nobody cared about one way or the other. "When?" he stammered. "Didn't you ask me a short while ago to excuse you to my friends?" I said.

He told me that, considering I was with the others, he was sorry we had seen him with that woman. "There are people," he said, "in front of whom one is ashamed to be ridiculous."

"Who, for instance?"

He was silent a moment. "Your friends," he said carelessly.

He left me at the foot of the stairs and walked off under the sun. Because Doro liked to rest during the hottest hours and I am unable to sleep during the day, I went inside merely to rid myself of Berti. Now the daily tedium of the hot and empty hours began. I wandered through the village, as always, but by now I knew every corner by heart. Then I took the road to the villa in the hope of talking to Clelia. But it was still very early and I stayed for a while ruminating on a low wall behind some trees that were silhouetted against the sea. Among other things I thought for the first time that somebody not knowing Clelia well and seeing the two of us strolling and laughing together would have said there was something between us a little stronger than friendly acquaintance.

I found Clelia in the garden, lying back in the shade on a wicker chair. She seemed glad to see me and started talking. She told me that Doro was sick of always painting the sea and wanted to stop. I couldn't hold back a smile. "Your friend Guido will be happy," I said. "Why?" Then I tried to explain that, according to Guido, Doro was thinking more of his painting than of her and that this was the reason for their quarrels.

"Quarrels?" Clelia said, frowning.

I was irritated. "Come now, Clelia, don't try to make me believe that you haven't been fighting a little. Remember the evening when you asked me to keep him company and distract him..."

Clelia listened, slightly offended, and kept shaking her head. "I never said a thing," she muttered. "I don't remember." She smiled. "I don't want to remember. And don't you play the home- wrecker."

"Ye gods," I said. "The first day I was here. We had just got back from that trip where we were shot at..."

"Wonderful!" Clelia exclaimed. "That little white man and his monkey shines ?"

I had to smile, and Clelia said: "Everyone takes me literally. You all remember what I say. And you grill me, you want to know." She clouded over again. "It's like being back in school."

"For my part..." I grumbled.

"People should never remember the things I say. I talk and talk because I have a tongue in my head, because I don't know how to be alone. Don't you take me seriously too,- it's not worth the trouble."

"Oh, Clelia," I said, "are we tired of life?"

"Of course not. It's so beautiful," she said, laughing.

Then I said that I no longer understood poor Doro. Why should he want to stop painting? He had become so good at it.

Clelia grew pensive and said that if she weren't what she was a bad child who didn't know how to make anythingshe would have painted the sea herself, she liked it so much. It was something of her own; not only the sea but the houses, the people, the steep stairs, all of Genoa. "I like it all so much," she said.

"Perhaps this is why Doro ran away. For the same reason. He likes the hills."

"That might be. But he says his country is beautiful only in his memory. I couldn't be like that. I have nothing beyond myself."

We were waiting for Doro, facing one another across a small table. Clelia went back to telling me about her girlhood and laughed a great deal about the ingenuousness of that lifein the closed atmosphere of elderly men who wanted to make her a countess and bounced her around between three houses: a shop, a palazzo, and a villa. What pleased her was the triangle of streets that linked them together through all that mass of city. Her uncle's palazzo was an ancient building with frescoes and brocades, full of glass cases like a museum. From the road its big leaded windows seemed to jut out over the sea. As a child, she said, it had been a nightmare to enter that immense hallway and spend her afternoons in the gloomy darkness of the small rooms. Beyond the roof was the sea, the air, the busy street. She had to wait until her mother had finished whispering with the old lady, and endlessly, martyred by boredom, she used to raise her eyes to the dark pictures where mustaches glimmered, cardinals' hats, pale cheeks of ageless, doll-like women.

"You see how silly I am," Clelia said. "When the palazzo was almost in our hands, I couldn't stand it. Now that we're poor and transplanted, I would give anything to see it again."

Before Doro appeared on the balcony, Clelia told me that her mother didn't want her to stay at the shop where Papa was because it wasn't nice for a little girl like her to hear arguments behind the counter and learn so many awful words. But the shop was full of things and had shining showcasesthe same that filled the palazzoand here people came and went; little Clelia was glad to see her father happy. She was always asking him why they did not sell the pictures and lamps at the palazzo so as not to go always deeper into trouble. "I had an anxious childhood," she told me, smiling. "I would wake up at night in a panic at the thought that Papa might become poor."

"Why were you so afraid?"

Clelia said that in those years she was a little bundle of apprehensions. Her first inklings of love had come to her in front of a picture of St. Sebastian, the martyr, a naked youth lurid with blood and peeling paint, arrows stuck in his stomach. The sad, amorous eyes of that saint made her ashamed to look at him. This scene came to represent love.

"Why am I telling you this?" she said.

Doro soon appeared on the balcony, intent on drying his neck with a towel. He nodded to me and went in again. I asked Clelia if she had changed her ideas about love.

"Naturally," she said.
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When I got back at night, I used to stand at my window smoking. One supposes that smoking promotes meditation, whereas the truth is that it disperses one's thoughts like so much fog; at best, one fantasticates in a manner quite different from thinking. Real discoveries or inspirations, on the other hand, arrive unexpectedly; at the table, swimming, talking of something entirely different. Doro was aware of my habit of dropping off for a moment in the middle of a conversation to chase an unexpected idea with my eyes. He did the same thing himself; in the old days we had taken many walks together, each of us silently ruminating. But now his silences, like mine, seemed distracted, estranged; in a word, unusual. I had been only a short while by the sea and it seemed a hundred years. And nothing had happened even so. But tonight when I went home I had the idea that the whole past daythe banal summer dayrequired of me goodness knows what effort of mind before I could make sense of it.

The day after Mara's accident, when I saw friend Guido with his cursed automobile, I divined more things in the few seconds it took me to cross the road and shake his hand than during an entire evening of pipe smoking. That is to say, I realized that Clelia's confidences were an unconscious defense against Guido's vulgarity, a man otherwise very courteous and well-bred. Guido was sitting there, bronzed and glowing, holding out his hand and showing his teeth in a smile. Guido was rich and bovine. Clelia was reacting against him but without showing it; therefore, she took him seriously and began to resemble him. Who knows what inspiration would have turned up next if Guido had not started laughing and obliged me to talk. I climbed into the car and he took me to the cafe where everybody would be gathered.

While they were discussing Mara, I went on exploring my thoughts and asked myself if Doro understood Clelia's complaints as I did and why it didn't seem to bother him that Clelia kept no secrets even from me. Meanwhile, the two of them arrived, and after the first greetings Guido told Clelia that when he was crossing Genoa he had been thinking of her. Clelia looked at him archly, in fun, but it was enough to make me suspect that sometime before she had told Guido the same girlhood secretsand I felt put out.

After dinner Guido arrived at the villa; he was in high spirits and had brought Ginetta with him in the car. While Doro and Guido were talking about their work, I listened to Clelia and Ginetta. I remembered what Doro had said as we went down the mountain, that the characteristic thing for someone who marries is to live with more than one woman. But was Ginetta a woman? Her frowning smile and some of her busybody opinions made her seem more like a sexless adolescent. Still less could I imagine how Clelia was supposed to have resembled her as a girl. There was a certain tomboyishness in Ginetta, restrained most of the time, that every so often seemed to shake loose her whole body. She was certainly not given to confessing herself with friends;

still, to look at her talking, one had the sense that there was nothing there to hide. Those gray eyes were as clear and candid as the air itself.

They were discussing some scandal or otherI don't remember whatbut I recall that Ginetta was defending the people involved and appealed to Doro, interrupting all the time, while Clelia very gently reminded her that it wasn't a question of morals but rather of taste.

"But they will get married," Ginetta said.

That was no solution, Clelia put in,- marriage is a choice, not a remedy, a choice that should be made calmly.

"Damn it, it will be a choice," Guido interrupted, "after all the experiments they've made."

Ginetta didn't smile,- she repeated that if the purpose of marriage was to have a family, all the better to make up one's mind right away.

"But the purpose isn't just to have a family," Doro said. "It's to prepare a background for a family."

"Better a child without a background than a background without children," Ginetta said. Then she blushed and caught my glance. Clelia got up to serve the drinks.

Then we played cards. It was late when Guido finally drove us home. After dropping Ginetta in front of the garage, we walked back to the hotel. I would have liked to walk alone, but having said little all evening and played cards with aggressive indifference, Guido wanted to keep me company. I brought up Mara again, but Guido didn't seem interested. Mara was in good hands and in no danger. When we reached the hotel, he kept on walking.

We arrived at the end of my little alley in silence. I made as if to stop. Guido went on a few steps, then turned and remarked casually: "Let them wait. Come as far as the station with me."

I asked him who would be waiting for me, and Guido replied indifferently that, what the devil, I must have company of some sort. "Nobody," I replied. "I'm a bachelor and alone."

Then Guido muttered something, which started us walking again.

Who would be waiting for me, I asked again. Perhaps that boy of the beach?

"No, no, professor, I meant some relationship ... some affair."

"Why? Have you seen me in company?"

"No, I don't say that. But, after all, one needs some relief."

"I'm here to rest," I said. "My relief is being alone."

"I see," Guido said absent-mindedly.

We were on the little square, before the cafe, when I spoke. "And you have a friend?"

Guido looked up. "That I have," he said belligerently. "That I have. We're not all saints. And she costs me a pile."

"Engineer," I exclaimed, "you manage to keep her well hidden."

Guido gave a self-satisfied smirk. "That's why it costs me a pile. Two accounts, two establishments, two tables. Believe me, a mistress is more expensive than a wife."

"Get married," I said.

Guido showed his gold teeth. "It would always be a double expense. You don't know women. A girl is modest enough while she's still hoping. She has everything to gain. But the fool who marries is at her mercy."

"And you marry the lady."

"We're fooling. Leave those things to old men."

I dropped him in front of his hotel, promising to meet his woman the next day. He shook my hand enthusiastically. Entering my place, I thought of Berti and looked around, but he wasn't there.

The next morning I was busy writing until the sun was well up, then I wandered the streets chewing over the last evening's conversations. Now, in the noise and brilliance of the day, they seemed off-color and inconsistent. I aimed for the beach, where everybody was gathered by now.

But I met Guido at the entrance to the bathhouses, this time in a maroon wrapper. He drew me aside and steered me without a word toward that certain umbrella. When we were there, Guido broke into a boyish smile and exclaimed: "Nina darling, how did you sleep? Allow me..." and he told her my name. I touched the fingers of that skinny hand, but between the glare and obstruction of the umbrella, I saw chiefly two long, blackened legs and the complicated sandals in which they ended. She got up to sit in the deck chair and looked me over with eyes as hard, as fleshless as the voice she directed at Guido.

We exchanged a few compliments. I asked how she had enjoyed her swim. She said she only went in toward evening, when the water had warmed. She honored my joke with a few barks of laughter and held my hand a good while when I said goodbye, asking me to come back. Guido stayed with her.

I reached the rocks and saw Berti sitting back, chatting with a sixteen-year-old friend of Ginetta's. Doro, stretched on the sand between them, left them alone. By this time Clelia was in the water.
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One morning Doro took me by the arm and explained why he was tired of painting. We were slowly leaving the village on the road that climbed above the sea.

"If I could be a boy again," he told me, "I'd do nothing but paint. I'd leave home and slam the door behind me. It would be something definite."

This show of feeling pleased me. I told him in that case he wouldn't have married Clelia. Doro said laughing that that was the only thing he hadn't been mistaken about. Yes. Clelia was a true vocation. Still, he said, it wasn't those stupid paintings he did to pass the time that made him furious; it was his having lost the enthusiasm and will to discuss things with me.

"What things?"

He paused and looked at me rather haughtily and said that if this was how I was going to take it he would complain no more. Because I was also getting old and obviously it happened that way to everybody.

"It could be," I said, "but if you have lost the desire to talk, I don't come into it."

I didn't warm to this line of speculation. The fuss was ridiculous, but I kept silent and Doro dropped my arm. I looked down at the sea beneath us and an idea occurred to me: Could his quarrels with Clelia have consisted of nonsense like this?

But here was Doro talking again in the same careless tone as before. I saw that my annoyance had made no impression. I answered in the same vein, but my rancor grew into a quite genuine anger.

"You still haven't told me why you quarreled with Clelia," I finally said.

But Doro eluded me again. At first he didn't understand what I was getting at, then he looked at me quizzically and said: "Are you still thinking about that? You are stubborn. It happens every day between married people."

The same day I told Clelia, after she had been complaining about a boring novel, that in such cases the fault lies with the reader. Clelia raised her eyes and smiled. "It always happens," she said. "One comes here for a rest and ends up being impertinent."

"Everybody?"

"Guido, too. But Guido has the excuse that his mistress torments him. You, no."

I shrugged my shoulders and looked foolish. When I told her I had met the aforesaid lady, Clelia blushed with pleasure and almost clapping her hands begged me: "Tell me, tell me, what's she like?"

I knew only that Guido had half a mind to get rid of herpalm her off on me, for instance. I said this in a quiet way that Clelia seemed to like; she was pleased. "He complains that she costs too much," I added. "Why doesn't he marry her?"

"That's all we need!" Clelia said. "But that woman is a fool. Look at the intelligence she shows in letting herself be shut up in a cupboard like a Christmas present."

"So far I've only seen her legs. Who is she? A ballerina?"

"A cashier," said Clelia. "A witch whom everyone in Genoa knew before Guido fell into her clutches."

"She's a clever one, is she?"

"It doesn't take much with Guido." Clelia smiled.

"I think she's putting on this submissive act the better to snare him," I said. "It's a good sign when a woman lets herself be kept in a closet. It must mean she already considers herself at home."

"If you like to think it a good sign," Clelia said sulkily.

"But surely he can't do better than marry her?"

"No, no," Clelia bridled. "I wouldn't receive her in my house."

"Would you rather that a brute like him should marry a Clelia or a Ginetta?" I eyed her to see how she would react to the word, but she let it pass.

"It's iniquitous," Clelia said, "that a girl should be defenseless before you men. I congratulate those women who take you for a ride."

One afternoon I had a visit from Guido at my house. He put his face in the door with an apologetic laugh and said he didn't want to disturb my reading. I made him come in, embarrassed myself because of my little iron bedstead, and offered him a seat by the window. He fanned himself with his hat and finally asked me to make his apologies to Doro and Clelia for not being able to go and fetch them in the car. He had an engagement.

We passed some very uncomplimentary remarks about Guido on the beach that evening. The most spiteful were the girls, who had been counting on a ride. Berti, established now and circulating among us, seemed the only one who didn't care. I heard him saying to Ginetta that after all you came to the seaside to swim and not to go around looking at tourist attractions.

"Well, now," I said to him, sitting down nearby on the sand, "you're not thinking any more about readings?"

"Certainly I am," he replied.

"Even with these girls around?"

He gave me a black look. "I?" he said. Sitting there against the rock, he seemed really annoyed. Yet, not long before, he had been standing up to them all in the most condescending, detached manner.

"You're not going to tell me that you dislike us too. After all, you came here to see us."

Berti smiled. Ginetta passed in front of us, fixing her bathing cap before going in. From where I was sitting, as I watched her loping along in the act of covering one ear, she seemed very tall, more than a woman. Berti looked down at his knees and muttered: "They bother me. Who can understand themgirls?"

Doro loomed over us, about to throw himself on the sand. "This is the student," I told him. I introduced them. They knelt up and shook hands.

Then Doro began chatting with me inconsequentially, in one of those brusque, bizarre moods we used to have as students. It was clear that Berti was out of it. One part of me was listening to Doro, the other keeping an eye on my young friend.

Suddenly Berti asked point-blank: "Engineer, will you be staying here long?"

Doro looked through us and didn't answer. Berti waited, blushing right through his tan. After a long pause, I said that I was leaving at the end of August. But Doro remained implacably silent. All three of us looked out to sea, where Ginetta was just going in and Clelia unexpectedly emerging. We watched her approach and I couldn't decide whether to smile. She made a grimace; her foot had slipped on the shingle.

"Come now, the sea is yours," she called out to us, waving, and made for the umbrella. Doro got up. "How about a short walk?" he said. I got up, hardly noticing Berti, who was still gazing at the horizon with a stoic air.

Later, fresh and rested, we were gathered around the umbrella, Clelia smoking a cigarette, I my pipe.

"Who knows where Berti has gone?" I said. Doro didn't move. Stretched between us, he looked up at the sky. "You are real friends," Clelia said. "You're inseparable."

"I make a screen for his loves," I said. "There's a woman who otherwise would be jealous."

Clelia loved this kind of talk and I had to relate the whole business, including our conversation in the trattoria. Doro said nothing; he went on staring into space.
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The next time I saw Berti he was sitting moodily in the trattoria. He had obviously entered for lack of something better to do. He told me he wanted to visit me in the afternoon so that we could read something together.

"Don't you like girls any more?" I asked.

"Which ones? I hate them," he answered.

"You don't mean to say it's the engineer's company you're after?"

He asked me if Doro were really my friend. I said yes, he was, he and his wife were the dearest friends I had.

"His wife?"

He didn't realize that Clelia was Doro's wife. His eyes gleamed.

"Really?" he repeated and lowered his eyes with that impassive and irritated air that was his way of being serious. "What did you think?" I murmured. "That she was a ballerina?"

Berti crumpled the tablecloth and heard me out. Then he raised two bright, ingenuous eyes, his boy eyes, and asked once more if he could come up to my room that afternoon.

"Nobody will break in on us?" he asked, evidently thinking of Clelia.

"What's this?" I asked. "You hate women and blush just thinking about them?"

Berti made some idiotic reply and we fell silent. Finally we got up. He was taciturn along the street, but he answered with increasing animation, like a person talking at random to ease his mind of some great thought. I stopped a moment under the olive tree to speak to the landlady. He waited for me at the foot of the stairs, eyeing and caressing the smooth stone which formed the balustrade,- a half-tender, half-disdainful smile on his lips. "Come up," I said, rejoining him.

When we were inside, he went to the window, leaned his back against the wall, and watched me pace around the room.

"Professor, I am happy," he burst out unexpectedly. I had turned my back to rinse out my mouth.

I asked him why and he replied with a wave of the hand, as if to say: "That's how it is."

Even that afternoon we did no reading. He began telling me how every so often he felt an urge to work, a mania, a need to do something; not so much to study as to have some responsible position, some real work to give himself up to, day and night, so as to become a man like the rest of us, like me. "Well, work then," I told him. "You're young. I wish I were in your place." Then he said he didn't see why people made so much of being young; he would rather be thirtyit would be so much time gainedthe intervening years were stupid.

"But all years are stupid. It's only when they're over that they become interesting."

No, Berti said, he couldn't really find anything interesting in his fifteen, in his seventeen years; he was glad they were behind him.

I told him the good thing about his age was that the foolishnesses didn't count, for the very reason that displeased him, because he was still considered a boy.

He looked at me with a smile.

"Then the things I do aren't foolish?"

"It depends," I said. "If you annoy the wives of my friends, it will certainly be a piece of foolishness as well as a discourtesy."

"I don't bother anyone," he protested.

"That remains to be seen."

He confessed in the course of our talk that he had stupidly assumed that the lady was my friend's mistress and that to learn she was his wife instead had pleased him, because it made him furious that women, just because they were women, should offer themselves to the first comer. "There are days when the world and life itself seem like one big cathouse."

At that moment a shrill voice I recognized interrupted him, an exasperated woman. It rose from the street, talking back to our landlady. We looked at each other. Berti fell silent and lowered his eyes. I knew it was the woman of the beach, his mistress in a manner of speaking. Berti stayed put.

The landlady said: "He's not here; I know nothing about it." The woman shrilled back, declaring that nobody ever showed her such lack of respectit would take more than holy water to rinse the landlady's mouth out, she proclaimed.

When they had shut up as someone walked by, I waited for Berti to speak, but he was looking off into space, glum and distracted.

As he went off, I told him to behave so that these things wouldn't happen. I cut our meeting short and closed the door.

He didn't show up at the rocks that evening. Guido did, mopping sweat off his face. Clelia teased him by asking when we would be going dancing on the hill again.

"Do you hear that?" he said to Doro. "Your wife wants to dance."

"Not me," Doro said.

Clelia was telling me about a small loggia in her uncle's old palazzo that she had just thought of that evening and wanted to see once again. Guido listened for a while, then said that I was just the man to appreciate those voices from the past.

Clelia smiled, taken aback, and replied that we all were awaiting our news of the present from him. We looked at Guido, who winkedfor my benefit, I imagineand said to Clelia that at least she should tell us about something interesting: her first ball, for instancea woman's first ball is always full of surprises.

"No, no," said Clelia. "We want to hear about your first ball. Or maybe about the last, yesterday evening."

Doro got up and said, "Take it easy. I'm going swimming."

"Exactly," I said. "People are always talking about the first balls of young girls. What about those of little boys? What happens to future Guidos the first time they embrace a girl?"

"There isn't any first time," Clelia said. "The future Guidos don't begin at a given date. They've been at it even before they were born."

We kept it up like this until Doro returned. Clelia enjoyed aggressive jokes like that, adding, unless I am mistaken, a teasing sous-entendu, a touch of malice that Guido sometimes missed. Or rather he had an air of being too preoccupied to notice it. But the mock-angry pleasure he took in the game made me smile.

I said: "You seem like husband and wife."

"Clod!" said Clelia.

"What else can you do but joke with a woman like Clelia?" Guido said.

"There's only one man you can't joke with," I said in my turn.

"Naturally," Clelia agreed.

Doro turned around and flung himself on the sand in the sun's last rays. After a while Guido got up and said he was going to the bar. He walked off among the poles of closed umbrellas, threading his way through the coming and going of the evening beach. Some distance away, Ginetta and her young friends were noisily greeting an arriving boat. The three of us were quiet; I listened to the thud of the waves and the muted cries.

"Do you know, Clelia," I said finally, "that after seeing you my student decided to change his life?"

Doro raised his head. Clelia opened her eyes in amazement.

"He has chucked that lover of his and damns all women. It's an infallible sign."

"Thanks," Clelia murmured.

Doro lay back again. "Considering that Doro is present," I went on, "I can tell you. The boy's in love with you."

Clelia smiled without moving. "I'm sorry for that woman... Isn't there anything I can do?"

I smiled.

"When you think of all those hungry girls," Clelia said, "it's a nuisance."

"Why then?" I said. "He is happy. He's happier than we are. You should see him caressing trees.. . He's drunk with it."

"If it takes him like that..." Clelia said.

Doro turned over on the sand. "Oh, cut it out..." he said.

We told him to keep quiet because he had nothing to do with it. Clelia looked down awhile without speaking. "But is it really true?" she asked suddenly.

I laughed and reassured her. "What does that fool see in me?" she asked. She looked at me suspiciously. "You're all fools," she said.

I repeated that my student was happy and that was good enough; I wouldn't mind being a fool on those terms.

Clelia smiled and said: "That's true. It reminds me of when I stayed in the loggia and instead of studying I threw twists of paper down at the necks of passers-by. Once a man looked up and scared me to death. He wanted to know what I had written to him. It was a Latin composition."

Doro laughed, stretched out with his face in the sand.

"And that man was Guido," I said.

Clelia stared at me. What did I have against Guido, she asked. I stuck to my guns. "I know him," I said.

"Guido doesn't do those things," Clelia said. "Guido respects women."
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Somewhat hesitatingly Guido invited me to go up there one evening in the car. "Nina will be there. Sure you won't mind?" He glanced at Berti, who had been dawdling a few steps behind to let me talk, then looked questioningly at me. I asked him to bring Berti along, a young lad of spirit who could dance, which was more than I could say for myself. Guido frowned and said: "Of course." Then I introduced them.

It was an evening of silences. Berti had expected to find Clelia and instead had to dance with Nina, who looked him up and down and lost her tongue in the process. The rest of us sat silently at the table watching the couples. It was not that Guido wanted to get rid of Nina; the remarks he dropped seemed to me only his way of letting off steam. "I've reached the age, professor, when I can't change my way of life, but if Nina wants to have some fun, see new places, new company to distract her, I would look favorably on the idea."

"You've only to tell her."

"No," Guido said. "She feels lonely. You understand; a man has friends, relationships to keep up. He can't always give her all his time."

"Wouldn't a frank explanation do the trick?" I suggested.

"With other women, but not with her. She's a friend, an old friend, you see... a demanding woman, do I make myself clear?"

Then Nina had a few dances with him; Berti smoked cigarettes at the table, glancing around. He asked me if the woman was Guido's wife.

"Not she," I told him. "She belongs to the world you dream about. Who are you looking for?"

"No one."

"My friends aren't coming. When this woman is here, they stay away."

That night under the stairway by the olive tree I asked him if Nina had appealed to him, and seeing his smirk I said that he would have done Guido a great favor if he had amused her for a while. "But if he is tired of her, why doesn't he chuck her?" Berti said.

"Try and ask him," I said.

Berti did not ask him, but instead, the evening after, having discovered that we would be going up to dance with Clelia and Guido, he went up on footI don't know if he had eaten or not. We saw him threading down among the tables to a seat in the back. He had a soft drink in front of him and threw a cigarette away. But he didn't move.

Ginetta didn't happen to be in the party. Now that I seemed to be able to read his mind, I realized that he had expected Ginetta to be there to lead off the dance with. Guido, very much rejuvenated by his evening of freedom, was looking around, pleased with himself. He waved vaguely in Berti's direction. Berti got up and came over. Being a coward, I stared at the floor. "How is the signora?" Berti asked.

Clelia broke the embarrassment with an irrepressible burst of laughter. Then Guido answered: "We are all very well," in a tone of voice and with a large wave of the hand that made us all smile, except Berti, who blushed. He stood there looking at us until I, squinting at Clelia, couldn't resist saying: "This is the famous Berti." Doro made him a bored sign to sit down, grumbling: "Stick with us."

Naturally it fell to me to entertain him. Berti, sitting on the edge of his chair, gazed at us patiently. I asked him what he was doing alone up here,- he answered like someone trying hard to listen to the orchestra.

"My friend tells me you have stopped studying," Doro put in. "What are you doing, working?"

"I am unemployed," Berti retorted, somewhat fiercely.

"My friend tells me that you're enjoying yourself," Doro went on. "Have you made friends?"

Berti merely said no. We were all silent. Clelia, half turned toward the orchestra, said: "Berti, do you dance?"

I was grateful to her for those words. Berti forced himself to meet her eyes and nodded. "It's a shame that Ginetta and Luisella haven't come," Clelia said. "You know them, don't you?" Without looking away, Berti replied that he did. "Aren't we going to dance?" said Clelia.

None of us said anything as they moved off. Guido made a fuss to get a coffee spoon; meanwhile I looked over at Doro. He must have seen an anxious question on my face, because as I was about to hide my embarrassment by staring off in another direction, I noticed him frowning, then smiling halfheartedly.

"What is it?" Guido asked, getting up.

Clelia and Berti came back almost at once. Whether the band was playing faster than usual or whether my nervousness had distracted me I can't say, but back they came, and Clelia said something I can't recall, something she might have said climbing out of a taxi. Berti followed her like a shadow.

They danced once again in the course of the evening. I think Clelia had encouraged him with a look. Berti rose without saying anything and, scarcely looking at her, waited for Clelia to join him. During the intervals when I was sitting at the table either with Doro or with Guido, occasionally one of us would address a word to Berti, who answered condescendingly, in monosyllables. Guido danced often with Clelia, returning to the table with sparkling eyes. Then we all stayed at the table for a while, gossiping. Berti made an effort not to look at Clelia too much, watching the orchestra in a bored, absent-minded way. He said nothing. At this point Guido spoke to him: "Are you taking makeup exams this autumn?"

"No," Berti muttered calmly.

"Because you have more the face of an exam-taker than of an educated person."

Berti grinned foolishly. Clelia smiled, too. Doro stayed put. Seconds passed and nobody spoke. Guido scowled at us and mumbled something. Most offensive of all was the half-scornful grin he dedicated to Berti. As if to say: "That's done. Let's forget it."

Berti said nothing. He went on smiling vaguely. All at once Clelia said: "Shall we dance?" I raised my head. Berti got up.

Clelia came back to the table, calmly nodding to someone she knew on her way. She sat down,- there was a tired, almost sulky expression on her face, and without looking at us, she murmured: "I hope that now you're going to be more entertaining." A number of her friends emerged from the shadow and distracted her.

During our ride home in the car, Clelia replied, to a hint of mine, that Berti had not said a word while they were dancing. But Guido, on the other hand, said a great many when the two of us went later for a last trip to the bar. He explained that he couldn't stand boys and especially couldn't allow them to put on the air of reading him a lesson. "They too have to live," I said, "and learn from experience."

"Let them wait until they've run through as many as we have," Guido said stubbornly.

Nina was waiting for him at the bar. I was expecting her. She was sitting at a low table, her chin on her fist, watching the smoke from her cigarette. She nodded to us, and while Guido was ordering at the bar, she asked me in her husky, uneven voice, but without moving her arm, why I hadn't shown up sooner.

"What about yesterday evening?" I said.

"You don't dance, you don't sunbathe, you don't eat with anyone, why don't you come with us? Oh, Guido's friends! What has that woman got to seduce you all? Don't tell me it's the engineer's company you're after."

"I'm not saying anything," I stammered.

It was so warm that evening it was a shame to go inside. I had no idea whether or not Berti was waiting for me at the foot of the stairs. Probably he had gone to sit on the beach and mull over his shame. I wouldn't have wanted to see him. Back in my room, I stood for a long time at the window.

Berti called me from the street early the next morning. Our lane was still completely in shadow. He asked if I weren't coming with him to swim. He was quiet awhile, then asked if he could come up. He entered aggressively, his eyes shining and tired. "Does this seem the right time?" I said. He looked as if he hadn't slept and told me as much right off, very casually. He seemed actually proud of it. "Come to the sea, professor," he insisted. "There's nobody there."

I had to write a letter. "Professor," he said, after a short pause, "all you have to do is turn the night into day and everything becomes beautiful."

I looked up from my paper. "Troubles at your age are light."

Berti smiled with a certain hardness. "Why should I have troubles?" He looked down.

"I thought you had quarreled..." I said.

"With whom?" he interrupted.

"All right, then," I grumbled.

"Come in swimming, professor," Berti said. "The sea is huge."

I told him I would be coming later with my friends and to leave me in peace. He went, with an expression half serious, half irritated, and immediately I blamed myself for having treated him so meanly. But patience, I thought, you are learning something at his expense.

I met Guido at the bar. He was wearing white shorts and an open-neck shirt as usual; the bogus virility of his tan made me smile. Guido smiled and held out his hand, raising his eyes to the roofs, sly and severe at once. "What a day!" he said. It was indeed a wonderful sky and a splendid morning. "Have a glass of Marsala, professor. Last night, eh?" He winked, I don't know why, and refused to let me go. "And what is the beautiful Clelia doing?" he said.

"I've just come from my room."

"Always the sober one, eh, professor?"

We walked off. He asked me if I were staying much longer. "I'm beginning to have enough," I said. "Too many complications."

Guido was not listening, or perhaps he missed the point.

"You don't have company," he said.

"I have my friends."

"Not enough. I share the same friends, but I wouldn't be in such fine form this morning if I'd slept in a single bed."

As I didn't reply, he explained that he also enjoyed Clelia's company, but the smoke was not the roast.

"And the roast would be..."

Guido laughed loudly. "There are women of flesh," he said, "and women of air. A deep breath after dinner is great. But first you have to eat."

Actually, I said, I was at the sea for Doro's sake.

"Incidentally," I added, "he's not painting any more."

"It's about time," retorted Guido.

But neither Clelia nor Doro came to the beach that morning. Neither Gisella nor any of the others knew why. I got impatient by noon, and taking advantage of the others' plans for a boat trip, I went home to dress and climbed up to the villa. No one in the street. I was about to open the gate when Doro and an elderly gentleman with a cane and a panama hat came out on the walk. The latter walked slowly toward the road, nodding at things I couldn't hear. Doro, when we were alone, looked at me with dancing eyes.

"What's going on?" I said.

"It happens that Clelia is pregnant."

Before showing my pleasure, I waited for Doro to give the lead. We went up the walk toward the steps. Doro seemed amused and unbelieving. "The truth is, you're happy," I said.

"I want to see how it works out first," he said. "It's the first time it's happened to me."

Then Clelia came out of her room, asking who was there. She smiled at me, almost as if to excuse herself, and put her handkerchief to her mouth. "Don't I disgust you?" she said.

Then we talked about the doctor, who had run on a good deal about responsibility and wanted to return with all sorts of instruments to make a scientific diagnosis. "What a nut!" Clelia said.

"Nonsense," Doro retorted. "Today we are going to take the train to Genoa. You've got to see De Luca."

Clelia looked at me. "You see," she said. "Paternity has started already. He's giving orders."

I said I was sorry they would have to cut off their vacation; but otherwise it was a fine thing.

"And you think I'm not sorry too?" Clelia grumbled.

Doro was counting on his fingers. "It'll be more or less..."

"Knock it off," Clelia said.

Instead of going by train, they went in Guido's car. Doro kept me company as far as the village, confiding a certain distaste for having to discuss it all with everybody; he would have preferred a dislocation or a fracture. He chattered and joked about trivialities.

"You're more worked up than Clelia," I told him.

"Oh, Clelia is resigned already," Doro returned, "so resigned it gives me a pain."

"Didn't you expect it?"

"It's like a lottery," Doro said. "You put your ticket in your pocket and forget about it."

That afternoon I was with Clelia, saying goodbye, when Guido brought his car to the gate. I watched her circulate through the rooms, as she did up parcels, the maid running about. Every so often Clelia would sigh and come to the window where I was leaning, like a hostess making the rounds of her guests who reserves for one of them the privilege of hearing about her tiredness and boredom.

"Happy to be going back to Genoa?" I asked.

She gave a distracted smile and nodded.

"Doro likes unexpected journeys," I said. "Let's hope this is the last."

Even this allusion escaped her. She merely said that in these things one couldn't be sure of anything; then she blushed as she got the point, saying: "You brute."

I told her that I, too, would be leaving the coast. I was going home. "I'm sorry," she said. At the least, I told her, I was happy to have spent with her her last summer as a girl. For a second Clelia became that girl of past days: she stood still and straight and said softly: "It's true. What a nuisance I was. You must have been very bored, you poor boy."

They left halfway through the afternoon with a joking Guido. Clelia wasn't exactly in the mood for badinage, so I imagine he soon left off. They told me to wait for them because they meant to return in a few days; I felt a bit sad watching them go. The truth is that I had wanted Doro to take me with them.

The next morning I was with Ginetta on the beach, and after talking a while about Clelia I didn't know what more to say, when some young men came to take her away. I circulated among the umbrellas. I caught sight of Nina and turned toward the sea. I expected Berti to show up any moment.

But instead, on my way back to the road, I met Guido. He had already dropped the car at the garage. He told me the couple were staying on at Genoa. Their doctor was away, and Clelia hadn't taken the trip very well. "It's a bore," he said. "Everybody's leaving this year."

Berti, as usual, put in an appearance at the trattoria. He crept in like a shadow; I was conscious of him standing in front of the table before I raised my eyes. He seemed quite calm.

fudging by his bored and empty expression, I would have said that he knew about the departure. Instead he asked me if I had gone to the beach that morning. As we talked, I worried about what I should say to him. I asked him when he was going back to the city.

He made an irritated gesture.

"They are all going back," I said.

When he heard Clelia's news, he fiddled with his box of matches. I had not explained the reason for her departure. He seemed rather cast down,- then it occurred to me that perhaps he might be thinking that he was the reason, because of the dance incident, so I told him that the signora, according to his own lights, had been a good wife and conceived a child. Berti looked at me without smiling, then smiled unaccountably, threw away the matchbox, and stammered: "I expected it."

"It's annoying," I told him, "that these things happen. Women like Clelia should never fall."

Without my having noticed the transition, Berti had become inconsolable. I remember that we returned to the house together. I was silent; he was silent, staring vacantly around.

"Are you going back to Turin?" I said.

But he wanted to go to Genoa. He asked me to lend him the money for the trip. I told him he was mad. He replied that he might have lied and told me he wanted the money to pay off a debt, but that sincerity was wasted on me. He merely wanted to see Clelia again and say hello.

"What are you thinking?" I exclaimed. "That she remembers you?"

He fell silent again. I was thinking how strange the situation was: I had the money for the trip but wasn't going. Meanwhile we arrived at our lane and the sight of the olive tree rubbed me the wrong way. I began to see that no spot is less habitable than a place where one has been happy. I understood why Doro, one fine day, had taken a train to his hills and the morning after had returned to his destiny.

The same evening we met at the cafe. Everyone was there, even GuidoNina, too, at her tableand I persuaded Berti to return with me to Turin. Guido wanted to take us dancing; he was even willing to take Berti. But that night we both left.

