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I
    don’t know, I truly don’t know. 
    

      
It
      was unexpected. That maid, Angela. I don’t know why, but she
      forced
      her way into my head after we kissed. She told me her
      mistress had
      lent her to Alessandra for the reception. Giacomo, my
      husband, I lost
      somewhere among dances and vermouth. In a bluish haze, I
      found myself
      standing before her, Angela. Slipped into that little gray
      dress of
      hers, long, with an apron. In a cooler frame of mind, I would
      say she
      must have been rather tipsy too. They drink on the sly, the
      shameless
      creatures. But in the end we let ourselves go, we danced a
      slow dance
      in each other’s arms, she was leading, we slipped into a
      secluded
      corner and kissed beside the pier glass. Yes, but I did not
      know
      whether I was kissing her; I could have kissed anyone else.
      In truth,
      I thought I was kissing my husband. Come now, it is not
      serious,
      kissing a maid is merely laughable. It was her fault, she
      should have
      remained professional. I don’t know, perhaps I am lying to
      myself,
      perhaps I truly wanted to kiss her because I had been struck
      by love
      at first sight. But it was nothing, only a kiss. I flirted
      with
      Angela. It was marvelous.
    
  




  

    

      
Suddenly
      I understand that I have been seized by an immoderate passion
      for
      her, but I cannot speak of it to Giacomo. I think that
      sometimes my
      husband does not love me, not with the intensity with which I
      am
      capable of loving him. In Monte Carlo he made me gamble my
      favorite
      necklace away, and I lost it. At bridge I lose more often
      than I win,
      and he makes me play with that witch Giovanna, Baroness of
      Rivalba. I
      already owe that merry widow a heap of money. My husband owes
      a heap
      of money to the bank, to friends, to everyone. He does not
      even show
      himself in public anymore, except at these society events, a
      handful
      a year, from which we cannot absent ourselves out of duty.
      When he
      attacks me mentally, I manage not to answer back. If I could
      do it,
      and if he gave me a reason, I would live with him in an
      intense and
      perfect harmony. I understand his need for relief from the
      sinister
      financial complications into which he has dragged us,
      especially
      after he had to sell the textile factory founded in 1870. The
      brick
      smokestack thrust like a knife into the dark and luminous
      belly of
      the sky. The dark red brick façades with their tall, narrow
      windows
      looked like marmot burrows, with those many-paned windows,
      refurbished in the Thirties. For him it was like the funeral
      of our
      prosperity. It produced decorative fabrics, lace, and
      upholstery
      cloth; it was out of the market. His family had left us a
      great many
      debts, and he, as a gentleman, paid them. I too desire
      tranquility, a
      serene relationship, but I cannot have it except by following
      my
      impulses. I am languid at times, I feel strange desires that
      he does
      not want to understand, and so I do not speak to him of
      them.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      return to the party and the other guests from the corner of
      the room
      where the maid and I had ended up, carried away by the slow
      dance,
      her whispers still in my ears. She was daydreaming of me and
      her, and
      of the notes of 
    
    

      

        
Parlami
        d’amore Mariù
      
    
    

      
.
      I seemed to have become a child again, with that sense of
      safety the
      old regime gave you before you understood that it was an
      immense
      falsehood. Little girls become women; they no longer wish to
      play
      with gymnastic hoops or hear that Italy does not bow its head
      before
      the powers of the world.
    
  




  

    

      
Giacomo
      greets me.
    
  




  

    

      
At
      last, there you are, Giulia. After the waltz, we lost sight
      of each
      other.
    
  




  

    

      
He
      stinks of liquor; he too has had too much to drink. Some
      woman has
      embraced him, kissed him, leaving traces of lipstick on his
      cheek. It
      was not me, they are not mine. Giacomo is not a libertine,
      but that
      baroness has bewitched him. He is a gentleman, but debts have
      made
      him hard, cold. The warmth that was in him seems to have
      turned to
      ice. The banks are revoking their loans, and he is aging
      prematurely
      because of these worries. His skin is made olive-colored by a
      shaft
      of light. My husband speaks to Alessandra, the mistress of
      the palace
      where the reception is being held.
    
  




  

    

      
If
      I could obtain a loan, I would repay it little by little over
      a few
      years, Giacomo says.
    
  




  

    

      
She
      turns her back on him and walks away.
    
  




  

    

      
For
      some time Giacomo has been telling me about his plan to ask
      the bank
      for an extension. Madama Mira de Clipis, married Valdagna, is
      the
      wife of Alberto Lorenzo Valdagna, a banker to whom my husband
      owes
      money. She wears a pearl-gray shantung suit, a jacket with a
      Mandarin
      collar, and a calf-length skirt. Ivory gloves, a rigid glossy
      leather
      handbag, a small hat with a discreet veil. A splendid corpse
      brought
      back to life by the flow of wealth from her husband Alberto,
      the
      banker. Giacomo asked me to make myself interesting, to
      attract
      Alberto’s attention. Mira came accompanied by Flavia, who
      stands
      beside her in a black crêpe dress with three-quarter sleeves,
      a boat
      neckline, a matching belt, and a diamond brooch. They form a
      splendid
      pair of fascinating and seductive women, if only they were
      not such
      arrogant, cloying harpies. This evening could have been a
      unique
      opportunity for me and Giacomo. Alberto had noticed me at
      another
      party; he is a corpulent man with a strong jaw. I like him,
      and he
      attracts me because of his energy; his strength seems that of
      a
      giant. I was supposed to be charming with him, but everything
      is
      postponed until the next opportunity.
    
  




  

    

      
A
      face extraordinarily fascinating and authoritarian at once:
      Giovanna,
      my husband’s mistress. She sets her glass of vermouth on the
      tray
      carried by one of the maids. I cast a fleeting, aggressive
      glance at
      her. Her dark hair stands out amid the redness of the lights
      and the
      glitter of her real jewels. I hear her speaking to
      Giacomo.
    
  




  

    

      
Your
      wife needs to make herself more explicit if you want to
      obtain a loan
      from Alberto.
    
  




  

    

      
There
      is a low murmur, then a pall of reverential silence. A woman
      in a
      black evening dress with a veil has made her appearance. Her
      beauty
      is as murky as Giovanna’s, but her power, the certainty she
      gives
      me when she brushes me with her gaze… a mine exploding in my
      mind.
      Alessandra rushes toward her. A moment later the room returns
      to its
      previous clamor; the woman in black has gone out, she was in
      a hurry.
    
  




  

    

      
Claudia
      de Belleroche, I heard them call her.
    
  




  

    

      
Giovanna
      inclines her head toward me.
    
  




  

    

      
How
      excessive, all that attention for that idiot, she says to
      me.
    
  




  

    

      
Giovanna
      disconcerts me, not so much in herself as in the pleasure she
      must
      take in hiding her relationship with Giacomo from me. Why,
      when I am
      before her, do I feel so weak, timid, vulnerable? Her
      presence
      shamelessly pushes me into a struggle with myself, trying to
      erase
      the pleasure I unconsciously feel toward her.
    
  




  

    

      
In
      my mind she comes toward me in the vermilion light of Erebus,
      emerging from the darkness of my perverse desires. In her I
      see, for
      the first time in my life, the woman I would want to lead
      with me,
      hand in hand, into the dark forest. I had been trying to
      imagine such
      beauty, and it was of her that I was thinking. The color of
      her skin,
      her teeth. Her beauty had something murky and heroic about
      it; it is
      the canvas on which my portrait degrades itself by depicting
      her
      image, the same one Basil painted for Dorian Gray. I could
      have knelt
      before her. Giacomo, the party, everything faded. She is
      concerned
      only with her role in life. I understand why Giacomo is so
      terribly
      fascinated by her face and by her body.
    
  




  

    

      
The
      clamor of the party is drawing to an end, yet it cannot break
      in
      between me and Giovanna, who find ourselves in a corner. If
      anything,
      it isolates us inside a bubble. The lights seem far away, and
      so do
      the other people. She stands there on high heels, wrapped in
      the
      sumptuous luxury she radiates, measured, never loud. I am in
      my old,
      well-preserved, hand-finished suit.
    
  




  

    

      
When
      I was a girl, at Villa Redwood, you know, that property of
      ours in
      the hills, I watched a filly being broken. She was untamable…
      beautiful. The groom seemed to be in difficulty, but in the
      end she
      yielded.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      am not an easy filly to bridle, I answer her.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      feel her warm, unfamiliar hands on me.
    
  




  

    

      
Bitch,
      I know how to break you, she whispers.
    
  




  

    

      
She
      lowers my panties to mid-thigh. Her palms settle on my
      backside. She
      caresses it and I tremble as if in contact with vitriol. I
      seize one
      of her wrists and try to push it away from me.
    
  




  

    

      
Let
      me go, my husband is here, people are here…
    
  




  

    

      
Who
      cares, she says, ironic.
    
  




  

    

      
Her
      eyes are terribly assertive, bright, planted in mine, which
      lower.
    
  




  

    

      
You
      have a beautiful ass, seductive legs. You must let them be
      looked at,
      she murmurs.
    
  




  

    

      
She
      is on me like a steamroller. She is interested in me; no one
      else has
      ever been interested in me with such vehemence. I feel a
      strange and
      unknown pleasure, being touched by her among people, at the
      idea of
      betraying my husband. I could secretly give myself to her in
      some
      purple-red boudoir of hers. Her hands release their hold, she
      frees
      me, but only after having thoroughly fondled me. I quickly
      pull my
      panties back up. She has squeezed my ass as if it were her
      property.
      Giovanna takes her glass with casual indifference. Angela has
      reappeared, a little disheveled, watching me with glittering
      eyes,
      and solicitously offers Giovanna another. She saw us. She saw
      Giovanna with her hand under my skirt while she lifted it and
      mercilessly lowered my panties. Did I grasp the meaning of
      reality
      for a moment? Is this what Giovanna’s intrusion means for me?
      Is
      the feeling I have for my husband already over? Should I hate
      her?
      She is a snake stealing my husband from me. Must I kneel
      before her?
    
  




  

    

      
You
      need the whip, I have understood you, she whispers.
    
  




  

    

      
She
      does not yet know that I am the one who has understood her.
      She does
      not want to give me something flat, vulgar, nor do I demand
      that of
      her. Her violence is born from her suffering; she makes
      herself
      nourishment and life for me. None of the guests seemed to
      notice what
      had happened. Angela remained there watching us while
      Giovanna
      touched me, motionless. She is still standing beside us,
      watching us
      with eyes swollen with a feverish, perverse, delicious desire
      that
      adorns her face with burning malice. I throw my head back,
      let out a
      sigh. The disturbing thing is that I did not pull away from
      Giovanna’s violent attentions, and I did it while Angela was
      watching us. If I had chewed on indignation, it would have
      dissolved
      into a pill of pleasure.
    
  




  

    

      
We
      leave Turin and Alessandra’s welcoming palace to return home,
      to
      Castello Pinotti. We have to take the Littorina at Porta
      Susa; we get
      there on foot and in secret. If anyone discovered us, it
      would be
      humiliating for Giacomo. The city is hostile to me, seemingly
      in the
      grip of mysterious forces, demons hidden behind the baroque
      splendor
      of the center, ready to spring out and bite the soul. Under
      the
      arcades of Via Po, where once Giacomo and I walked hand in
      hand and
      laughed, and those were spring days, now we stagger apart,
      unable to
      join our hands together. Here, the workshops turned into
      shops; the
      portal of a church opening into a dark interior where our
      souls can
      find no peace. The Mole Antonelliana appears to me in a
      cutout of
      horizon between the corners of the buildings. Once they made
      liqueur
      bottles in its shape and sold them to the whole world. At
      Porta Susa
      station the train is waiting for us, with its long brown
      motor coach
      and seven windows. The carriage is cold, squalid, the people
      few and
      sleepy, mostly workers. The conductor passes and a shiver
      takes me,
      but I see him smile and punch the ticket Giacomo has drawn
      from his
      pocket. I do not know how he managed to find the money; I do
      not ask
      him. Days have passed since the party at Alessandra’s.
      Attending
      that event was a sign that we still exist, but it produced no
      results. Giacomo did not succeed in obtaining loans.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      returned to Turin alone, to Alberto’s bank. Everything is
      clean,
      gleaming, the light enters through the broad windows,
      illuminating
      the corridors. Impeccable clerks at the counters, vast rooms,
      a few
      vases with enormous blood-colored datura flowers. Black and
      white
      cement tiles. I went up in the elevator to his office.
      Alberto is
      waiting for me at his desk; I make my timid entrance. He has
      me sit
      down. He is sour, hard.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      know why you are here, and I will tell you no at once. I
      received you
      out of courtesy, because you were once well regarded in the
      better
      drawing rooms, because you know my wife and Giovanna.
    
  




  

    

      
He
      speaks to me and pulls from a drawer bundles of promissory
      notes
      signed by my husband and several loan contracts. I am silent.
      The sun
      floods the room, but it is distant, unattainable. I know
      perfectly
      well what Alberto wants from me, and I know that what I want,
      he will
      not give me.
    
  




  

    

      
We
      need an extension. We are asking you for only a month. Give
      us room
      to breathe. Giacomo’s hound died, he is devastated with
      grief. Let
      him bury it, and then, when he has recovered…
    
  




  

    

      
He
      shrugs. I put my hand on his arm and look at him with
      pleading eyes.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      suffer from headaches. I will have to seek treatment. 
    
    
I
    need money.
  





  

    

      
He
      is a paper man, accustomed to calculations, guided by the
      rule of
      profit. But he is a man, and he needs to be exalted, coddled,
      consoled, like all the bull-men I have known. Yes, because as
      I look
      at him, I compare him to a bull. He has understood that he
      cannot
      fuck me without giving me an illusion. He has no desire to
      invent
      one, and therefore he is perfect for me. A perfect lover who
      gives
      nothing, but only asks. When I tell him that to obtain the
      extension
      I am willing to let him fuck me, he is amused. His
      expression, the
      dark, contemptuous little smile he shows me, lasts only an
      instant. A
      gust of wind erases it like a cloud in a spring sky. My
      question is:
      do I want to amuse myself with him, to have him? To steal him
      from
      Madama Mira Valdagna to satisfy my pride as a woman? I
      suspect that
      we both live our lives intensely because our inner intensity
      has gone
      out. Giacomo has been captured by his passion for Giovanna. I
      myself
      have felt tension toward her, and a sort of perverse love,
      indispensable to me. Giacomo has pushed me into Alberto’s
      arms, and
      Alberto appears to be made of steel from the outside, but he
      wants
      me. He would not have troubled himself to receive me
      privately in his
      office, to send away the two secretaries by whom he is
      surrounded and
      who are probably his obedient and silent lovers. The throne
      of money
      on which he sits produces this effect on people; it draws
      them like a
      swarm of bees toward the corolla of flowers. But he? His
      passion for
      his wife must have died long ago. His attentive manner toward
      her in
      public is a formality that must be observed, like the
      technical
      drafting of a bank balance sheet. The faithful wife, which is
      what I
      appear to be, is a metaphor. Inside me I have frightening
      plans.
      Using these people who want to exploit me as instruments may
      seem
      monstrous, but if I can do it, why lose the opportunity? I
      could have
      been a perfect wife, I wanted to be, but in that case I would
      never
      have married Giacomo. Deep down I love him, I love him
      whatever
      happens, whatever I am for him and he is for me. When I
      return to the
      castle tonight, he will be refined and perfect toward me,
      despite
      Giovanna. I will not be able not to pity him. Now I am
      stationed
      here, before Alberto, the banker, and I feel nausea for his
      world
      made of promissory notes, loans, shady dealings. Giacomo
      carries on
      him the smell of tobacco and hunter; Alberto carries that
      horrible
      smell of banker and businessman. At times I feel repulsion
      for him,
      and yet I am ready to give myself to him as soon as he snaps
      his
      fingers.
    
  




  

    

      
Giovanna
      has come to visit us. My husband is out hunting. I did not
      think she
      would reignite in me the passion for gambling, after making
      us
      promise we would no longer go to Monte Carlo to ruin
      ourselves. She
      gave us enough to survive. But gambling is still in my blood.
      She
      draws in my life, she is possessive toward me, she knows how
      to
      incite me subtly, and she wants to see my absolute defeat
      before her
      after giving me the hope of beating her, a hope she herself
      has
      fostered in me.
    
  




  

    

      
You
      are in debt to me. Giovanna’s voice is like the hiss of a
      snake.
      She is close to me, and I am still confused and weak. I will
      send the
      promissory note for collection.
    
  




  

    

      
Wait.
      You will get nothing, you know that, I tell her.
    
  




  

    

      
The
      drawing rooms will close their doors to you, no more
      invitations. You
      will begin spending a great deal of time in some public
      library
      because you will not know where to go. If you are lucky, in
      winter
      you will find the heated entrance hall of some building and
      the
      doorman will let you sleep there. Perhaps you will hold out
      your hand
      under the arcades of Via Po, in front of Mira and Flavia’s
      palace.
    
  




  

    

      
Bitch,
      give me time and I will pay you back, I tell her.
    
  




  

    

      
The
      samovar murmurs on the low table. The fire in the great
      hooded hearth
      lights the drawing room in flashes. On the gaming table, the
      velvet
      is worn at the center. Giovanna caresses her sapphire ring,
      then
      slowly slips it off.
    
  




  

    

      
Seven
      hundred thousand lire.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      remove my gray pearl necklace, the only jewel I still have
      left. It
      is not as valuable as the one lost in Monte Carlo. I place it
      beside
      the ring. Giovanna smiles at me.
    
  




  

    

      
Accepted.
      They are worth about that. Sentimentally, at least.
    
  




  

    

      
On
      the third hand, I lost. Zero against seven. Giovanna gathers
      the
      cards calmly, then takes the necklace.
    
  




  

    

      
As
      agreed, she says, holding it gently, then adds: You know
      better than
      I do that these do not entirely cover the stake. This round
      was for
      seven hundred thousand.
    
  




  

    

      
It
      is worth at least six hundred thousand… I reply.
    
  




  

    

      
She
      raises an eyebrow.
    
  




  

    

      
Two
      hundred thousand. It is obviously fake. You tried to cheat
      me. I want
      to be kind. I ask only five hundred thousand for the
      difference.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      have no cash… I say, confused.
    
  




  

    

      
Giovanna
      slides a small white sheet of paper and a gold fountain pen
      in front
      of me.
    
  




  

    

      
This
      stays between us. Five hundred thousand.
    
  




  

    

      
Will
      you tell my husband? I ask her.
    
  




  

    

      
Is
      that what worries you?
    
  




  

    

      
I
      nod.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      do not want him to know…
    
  




  

    

      
She
      answers:
    
  




  

    

      
Behave
      yourself and he will not know.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      take the pen and sign slowly. My hand is steady but
      cold.
    
  




  

    

      
I,
      the undersigned, contessa Giulia, undertake to settle the sum
      of
      500,000 lire to Baroness Giovanna by March 31, 1953.
    
  




  

    

      
Giovanna
      takes the promissory note and the necklace and puts them away
      in her
      black silk clutch.
    
  




  

    

      
Alberto
      has already been waiting for me for ten minutes, the engine
      running
      and the window fogged. The air is thick with mist and
      cigarette
      smoke. The gray Lancia Aurelia looks like a panther crouching
      in the
      darkness of the side street, in a dead part of Vanchiglia.
      The
      factories have been closed for hours, and even the trams seem
      to
      avoid this part of the city. Alberto sees me approaching,
      wrapped in
      a dark coat, my face half hidden by a scarf. He opens the
      door
      without saying a word. I sit down composedly, my handbag on
      my knees;
      the delicate but decisive perfume I use, one of those French
      scents,
      a perfume for a woman who does not give herself easily,
      spreads
      through the cabin with its vapors, mortal tentacles
      enveloping the
      cologne with which Alberto has drenched himself.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      do not have much time, I tell him, without looking at
      him.
    
  




  

    

      
You
      will have enough, he answers.
    
  




  

    

      
He
      shifts gears and the car starts off with a rumble. We do not
      speak
      for a good ten minutes. The streets slide beneath the dull
      headlights. Alberto drives as if he knows exactly where he is
      going,
      and in fact he does. At a certain point we turn into a narrow
      courtyard, the gate creaking as it opens slowly. Behind it
      stands a
      small brick garage, with a double wooden door, nailed boards
      lacquered in neutral beige. He opens one side with a
      decisive, abrupt
      movement. Inside, the silence is dense. The smell of oil,
      iron, old
      tires, and damp wood. Alberto closes the door and fastens the
      chain
      padlock, then turns toward me.
    
  




  

    

      
This
      place is horrible, I tell him in a low voice.
    
  




  

    

      
A
      bad investment. But useful in certain cases.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      lower my gaze, then raise it again. My eyes are bright with
      desire
      and defiance. I feel him approach me slowly and put his hands
      on me.
      They are not violent, but they are not gentle either. They
      are sure.
      I do not stop him. I take off my gloves, one after the other,
      letting
      them fall onto the dusty hood of the car. He lunges at me,
      pressing
      me against the side of the Lancia, among shadows and metal.
      Our
      lovemaking was fierce, like that of two primitives. That must
      have
      been how prehistoric men made love. Violent, brutal,
      controlled not
      by them but by life, which had imposed it. A way people today
      call
      unnatural, but it was precisely nature and the instincts of
      passion
      that isolated it. I believe those moments were the only ones
      in which
      Alberto truly appeared to me as himself. Even the stench of
      banker
      vanished; what remained was the rough, coarse, animal man, if
      he was
      still a man at all. He could have been a savage, half animal
      and half
      man, emerged from the flames and coals of hell, or from the
      high
      tower of a medieval bell tower where he had been frescoed as
      a wild
      beast-man. Only I had reduced him to that, I had lit the hell
      around
      him, and now I felt compassion for him. Alberto blends
      emotion with
      intelligence, and I like that.
    
  




  

    

      
We
      ended up on the ground, against the car door, still needing
      to dress.
      I take the powder compact from my handbag and open it. I see
      my tired
      face and my disheveled hair.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      look like a wreck. You made me look like this, I say to
      myself.
    
  




  

    

      
It
      was not me. You are a wreck of a woman, he says.
    
  




  

    

      
Angrily,
      I snap shut the round mirror of the compact, casting him an
      aggressive look. Alberto has lit a cigarette and passes it to
      me as
      well. They are handmade Sobranies from London. The rings rise
      slowly
      and hypnotically as I watch them. He speaks to me of his
      passion for
      art, of his wife’s mania as a painter, which she shares with
      her
      friend Flavia, from whom she managed to snatch a Modigliani
      at an
      auction in London. Alberto recently bought a Renoir in Paris
      while he
      was there on business; now he wants a canvas by Caravaggio,
      but he is
      not sure he will be able to obtain it. We speak of my passion
      for
      gambling, instilled in me by my husband. I admit that in
      Monte Carlo
      I was willing to sell myself in order to keep playing
      roulette.
    
  




  

    

      
And
      did you?
    
  




  

    

      
Perhaps.
      Sometimes the temptation was there, I answer him.
    
  




  

    

      
You
      are a whore. I understood that at once, Alberto says.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      stopped gambling in Monte Carlo, I reply.
    
  




  

    

      
He
      looks into my eyes.
    
  




  

    

      
That
      is not true. You sell yourself to anyone. You disgust
      me.
    
  




  

    

      
Why?
      It is terribly exciting to be won at gambling, more exciting
      than
      gambling itself, I tell him.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      shake myself.
    
  




  

    

      
It
      is late. I must return to the castle. My husband will be
      waiting for
      me, I conclude.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      get up and dress after putting out the cigarette.
    
  




  

    

      
Two
      days after my encounter with Alberto, I hear a roar. It
      shakes the
      castle, sweet, smooth as silk. I go out into the courtyard: a
      silver-gray spider with a metallic gray roof, shining like a
      mirror,
      stops in front of the entrance. It is a Ferrari 250 Europa GT
      Spider
      Pinin Farina, the car of my dreams. Giacomo, unexpectedly
      pleased,
      gets out of the passenger seat. Behind the wheel, wearing
      sunglasses
      and a scarf, sits Giovanna, wrapped in the beige leather of
      the
      interior.
    
  




  

    

      
Do
      you like it? Giovanna asks, getting out, then adds: If you
      behave
      yourselves, perhaps you may use it too.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      do not know whether to thank her or spit on the ground. But
      the
      thought strikes me like lightning: Monte Carlo, the roulette
      wheel.
      The ghosts stir more violently than ever in the air. Nights
      in Nice.
      My hands on the wooden steering wheel, with polished aluminum
      spokes.
    
  




  

    

      
May
      I drive it? I ask.
    
  




  

    

      
Giovanna
      studies me.
    
  




  

    

      
You
      must ask my permission.
    
  




  

    

      
She
      has devised everything only to give me a cold shower. She
      studies my
      reactions; she likes the determination with which I made the
      request.
      I look at the car with wide eyes, full of pure desire. My
      lips part
      in an impatient little smile while my hand reaches timidly
      toward the
      door. I turn toward Giovanna, and my face changes: my
      eyebrows draw
      together in an expression of wounded astonishment, my eyes
      lit by an
      offended light.
    
  




  

    

      
Your
      wife does not want it, Giovanna says.
    
  




  

    

      
My
      husband looks at me sternly.
    
  




  

    

      
You
      wanted it so much. It is exactly the model you liked.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      feel that I am losing Giacomo, or perhaps I have already lost
      him. I
      must not accept a gift from his mistress, not on the
      condition that I
      use it when she wants. This is not a gift; it is a strategy
      of
      conquest toward Giacomo and of humiliation toward me,
      minutely
      studied. And yet I like her, that hard tone of hers that
      admits no
      reply. I too need, like Giacomo, tenderness, affection, to be
      pampered, a strong and steady hand that will also keep me a
      little in
      line.
    
  




  

    

      
Well?
      Giovanna asks.
    
  




  

    

      
May
      I use it? I ask her, after gathering my strength and
      simulating a
      smile.
    
  




  

    

      
Are
      you begging me? she asks.
    
  




  

    

      
Please!
      I say, clasping my hands.
    
  




  

    

      
Are
      you not forgetting some small piece of etiquette? she
      replies, sly as
      a fox.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      lower my head and feel like a little girl asking an old lady
      for
      sweets.
    
  




  

    

      
Please,
      may I use it, signora? Please…
    
  




  

    

      
She
      watches me with satisfaction. She knows I am practically
      begging her.
    
  




  

    

      
Are
      you grateful to me? she asks.
    
  




  

    

      
She
      waits for an answer. Like a martyr, I admit:
    
  




  

    

      
Yes,
      I am grateful to you.
    
  




  

    

      
But
      the viper has not yet finished injecting her venom.
    
  




  

    

      
And
      how will you show me? she torments me.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      shake my head, caress the car door with my hand, and look at
      her.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      will show you however you wish.
    
  




  

    

      
She
      nods. She has understood that I will not yield to her unless
      she
      makes an effort, unless she creates a dream for me. My signal
      is
      clear: if she has no desire to trouble herself, she will not
      have me
      on the terms she imposes.
    
  




  

    

      
Giacomo
      has left us alone. He goes hunting near the estate that is no
      longer
      his, sold after the war. The woods are close, the vegetation
      luxuriant, among brambles, oaks, chestnuts, a few poplars or
      beeches
      in the cooler areas. He hunts hare illegally, walking in
      silence
      between the rows, at the edge of the woods and fields. It
      pains me to
      think of him: he says he needs a dog. He had two hounds and a
      pointer
      in his youth, when he hunted with his father. But today he
      has
      shouldered his double-barreled shotgun and goes after
      pheasants, with
      his game bag over his shoulder, his rumpled but sturdy tweed
      jacket,
      his slightly worn knickerbockers, and his boots. I should ask
      Giovanna to buy him a new outfit and a Beretta or a Franchi
      instead
      of his father’s English gun. I am tempted, and I try to
      speak.
    
  




  

    

      
Giacomo
      dreams of a twelve-gauge Beretta, a new outfit…
    
  




  

    

      
I
      speak to her with my eyes wide and shining.
    
  




  

    

      
Giovanna,
      look, he needs it.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      could equip him. It depends on you, on how good you
      are.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      pout a little, clasp my hands before my chest, and tilt my
      head
      slightly to one side.
    
  




  

    

      
You
      look like a defenseless puppy, Giovanna says to me. But I
      like you
      that way. Perhaps you will convince me.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      promise I will be good, I say.
    
  




  

    

      
You
      have just asked me for the Ferrari, she reminds me.
    
  




  

    

      
But
      this is only for him. He always talks to me about it, he
      lives in the
      illusion of being an accomplished hunter. He never brings
      home
      anything to eat, and I am hungry. That is what happens most
      of the
      time.
    
  




  

    

      
Giacomo
      used to boast of his gifts as a hunter, of how every year, at
      the
      beginning of the season, he was expected at the Osteria del
      Fagiano
      Cacciatore. All the hunters were there with their dogs,
      making noise
      and having lunch to inaugurate the season. He had spoken to
      me about
      it even before marrying me. He had given me the impression
      that his
      family was rich, with the silk mill, the castle. My family
      was in
      ruins, and I would marry well, restoring a little luster to
      my title.
      For that reason, my parents put up the money for the wedding,
      borrowed from an aunt and, as far as I know, never repaid.
      When I
      asked Giacomo where your money is, and I was not yet very
      worried,
      but was beginning to be, he answered me with a
      laconic:
    
  




  

    

      
There
      is none.
    
  




  

    

      
But
      you had led me to understand there were no problems.
    
  




  

    

      
And
      what was I supposed to tell you? That I was almost ruined?
      You would
      only have worried, while you seemed to be living in a dream
      and I did
      not have the courage to destroy it. I love you and you love
      me. Is
      the rest important?
    
  




  

    

      
Then
      he reproached me, saying it was my fault, because I had not
      told him
      about the state of my family fortune, consumed even before
      the war
      began.
    
  




  

    

      
As
      I speak to Giovanna, my voice is sweet and a little
      plaintive. I tug
      lightly at her sleeve, looking up at her from below with a
      hopeful
      expression.
    
  




  

    

      
Is
      this how you think you will persuade me, by playing kitten?
      Is that
      not rather little as gratitude? she asks.
    
  




  

    

      
We
      stare into each other’s eyes.
    
  




  

    

      
Whatever
      you want… I will undress for you, I murmur.
    
  




  

    

      
Thanks
      to her car, I will have the pretext to ask her to buy me a
      new dress
      as well. I will stop going about bundled in my dead aunt’s
      coat,
      avoiding the gaze of the other passengers while the train
      rattles
      toward the city.
    
  




  

    

      
Will
      you do it in front of me and your husband?
    
  




  

    

      
Her
      words strike me like lightning. She looks at me, and I feel
      invaded
      by enormous tenderness.
    
  




  

    

      
You
      know, you would be a perfect little pet for us, curled up at
      my feet
      on winter evenings, Giovanna says.
    
  




  

    

      
Giacomo
      has never expressed any desire for orgies, and indeed,
      undressing
      before the two of them, by the fire, accompanied by roasted
      chestnuts
      and a good libation of Barolo, has something poetic and
      evocative
      about it. I think of myself kneeling beside Giovanna’s long
      legs,
      slender and well-shaped, while she rests her feet on my back
      and sips
      the wine. The log crackles, and my husband, beside her, holds
      her
      hand while listening, on the record player, to a romantic
      tune, as if
      they were a happy couple. I quiver and shudder, shake my
      head.
    
  




  

    

      
But
      do you not owe me gratitude?
    
  




  

    

      
She
      looks at me with curiosity, waiting.
    
  




  

    

      
You
      will undress and serve us drinks naked.
    
  




  

    

      
She
      stretches out a hand and brushes my hair. It is such a sweet,
      soft
      touch. I lower my gaze. It is very sensual when I believe I
      have
      control of myself, and I am handing that control over to her.
      I am
      fully aware that I am doing this in order to become her kept
      woman:
      she already keeps my husband, so technically she keeps me
      too. I am
      surprised that she is satisfied with so little. A voyeur’s
      glance
      does not seem like her. I think she wants to savor the
      humiliations
      she will administer to me, as one savors good wine. Her hand
      is
      before my mouth. I sigh, I feel her thumb parting my lips. I
      am
      seized by an impulse, an irrepressible instinct. I want to be
      hers. I
      press a kiss onto her fingers, resolute, nervous, eyes
      lowered. She
      pulls her hand away from me an instant before I would have
      done so
      myself. We stare at each other again. I look at her as if I
      were her
      prey.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      will think about it, but you keep yourself ready to obey me,
      Giovanna
      concludes.
    
  




  

    

      
She
      leaves me abruptly, while I am in turmoil, a flood of
      thoughts and
      sensations with her at their center. She walks away,
      saying:
    
  




  

    

      
In
      about an hour my driver will come to pick me up. I am going
      to
      freshen up in your bathroom.
    
  




  

    

      
What
      monster persecutes you, Giovanna? What chimera hides inside
      you,
      ready to leap out and seize you? I have seen your eyes, and
      they were
      pearls, but a dragon guards them. It is the terror of your
      existence
      that hunts at every breath, and you know it, but pretend not
      to.
    
  




  

    

      
The
      club where Alberto has arranged to meet me overlooks Via
      Carlo
      Alberto, protected by an austere and discreet façade. A
      bottle-green
      door, a polished brass plaque bearing the words Circolo
      Cavouriano.
      It is a place for men who matter, and who prefer to matter
      without
      witnesses. I enter entirely alone. The man at reception does
      not
      raise his eyes when I pronounce the name:
    
  




  

    

      
Signora
      Bianchi, for the six o’clock appointment.
    
  




  

    

      
No
      one asks who I am or why I am there. They escort me to a
      small inner
      room, room three, with walls in dark purple velvet, polished
      parquet,
      and a window overlooking an inner courtyard. A bottle of
      cognac is
      already waiting on the low table, two glasses, a silver
      ashtray.
      Alberto arrives a few minutes later, in a dark suit, his tie
      loosened, his coat over his shoulders. He looks at me as if
      it were
      the first time, and the hundredth. He pours himself a drink
      while I
      sit on the sofa. We do not speak. I cannot call speaking the
      remarks
      Alberto makes about the plump bottle of vermouth, or the fact
      that at
      his house a war has broken out over the Renoir: his wife
      wants to
      move it into the bedroom. The silence of the club is
      different from
      that of the garage: here everything is studied, elegant,
      muffled.
      Outside, Turin moves slowly under the March rain.
    
  




  

    

      
You
      have changed, Alberto says after a sip.
    
  




  

    

      
Why
      all this caution? Does your wife frighten you? I ask
      him.
    
  




  

    

      
He
      comes toward me with dangerous calm. His eyes implore. He
      brushes my
      hand, then my wrist, my blouse, and becomes impatient with
      the
      buttons. I let him explore me calmly, I savor him. The savage
      in him
      seems to have softened, just as the savage in me, today, is
      absent.
      Even instincts play with us, but perhaps they are nothing
      more than
      the product of a mathematical calculation. What remains to us
      is the
      illusion of existing as human beings, even when we no longer


























































































































































































































                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    













