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	If the Italian, always torn between hate and love, lives by his passions, and the French by his vanity, the good and simple descendants of the ancient Germans live by their imagination—and this is particularly the case with women. 

	Stendhal, Of Love 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 








	INTRODUCTORY NOTE 

	 

	In essence, this book is the product of stories which Cornelia herself told me, and testimonies given by Cornelia’s friends. For this reason I am especially grateful to them, and I offer my deepest thanks to those who were already mutual friends as well as to those whom I had the opportunity to meet along the way. I won't list them one by one, because for some I kept their real names, while for others I changed them. 

	Many of the stories and facts are authentic, while others are fictional, including those expressed directly by Cornelia.



	

	CHAPTER 1 

	EPILOGUE 

	
	Cornelia had died. 

	The only witness was the black-and-white photograph of a man with a proud face. 

	The death occurred on a gloomy November Sunday in 2016, around ten o’clock in the evening. My wife Mahvash and I had visited her just a few hours earlier at the Policlinico hospital in Rome. We had done so several times before: We had accompanied her when she had been hospitalized about ten days earlier. This day, however, we had trouble finding her; they had changed her ward and moved her to a single room, as she could no longer tolerate living with other patients. 

	As soon as we entered the hospital we were assaulted by a horrible smell, that mixture of ether and phenol that sticks in your throat. 

	“We’re looking for Mrs. Ferdows. You know, the portly lady who speaks Italian with a slight foreign accent?” I asked a large nurse with a mustache who was sprinting down the hallway, hopelessly chasing after the non-stop dings of patient call buttons. 

	“Is she by any chance that lady with five last names?” 

	“Yes, that must be her: She goes by Ferdows or Lehmann.” 

	“She’s staying in Room 15. And damn is she pissed, that one. She’s always complaining. Tell her it’s better to be quiet than rich.” 

	We found Cornelia extremely agitated, suffering excruciating pain. The illness had not changed her physically, other than the complete loss of brightness in her dream-filled eyes and the lack of nourishment that had deformed a mouth made for smiling. 

	Women, it seems, can endure illness and pain much better than men, even in terms of their physical appearance. 

	Mahvash tried to provide some relief by gently stroking her belly, which had grown to the size of a mountain due to a long-neglected hernia. This customary gesture proved more affectionate than effective. The patient’s breathing had become increasingly labored, and only when she exhaled, emitting a slight gasp, did she seem to gain a moment’s relief. 

	It was the first time I had seen Mahvash and Cornelia with roles reversed: Mahvash the protector and Cornelia in need of help. Usually it was Cornelia who protected Mahvash by setting her on a pedestal, allowing her liberties she wouldn’t grant to anyone else, such as permitting her to enter the kitchen and give her a hand while she was cooking. As a sign of true esteem, she called her friend by the same moniker she reserved only for her favorite cat: “my princess.” This exclusive privilege stemmed from the fact that Cornelia saw in Mahvash a great deal of class and a unique loveliness, as if these atouts were personal merits and not natural gifts. 

	The sweetness of this generous gesture lit up Mahvash’s face and reawakened the beauty that had characterized and enlivened her youth. Hers was the type of beauty that seems peculiar by Western standards but extraordinarily prevalent in Iran, her home country: green eyes, dark hair, pronounced cheekbones, a full and sensual mouth, a wash of freckles spreading over decidedly pale skin.  

	Next to the bed in this room, on a metal bedside table with a peeling Formica top and one lopsided, precariously balanced leg, stood the photograph from which she would never be parted, of Ghassemlou, the Kurdish leader killed by Iranian intelligence agents. Other than the photo on the table, there was a bottle of fluid, a white plastic chair, a huge book and a daily planner. An open drawer revealed a pair of glasses, a pearl necklace, a gold ring with a cameo-engraved coat of arms, a set of keys and an old cell phone. Although the room had proper heating, we felt a pervasive sense of cold, a chill that enters the bones and can be felt only in environments of pain. 

	Cornelia fell into a sort of torpor; she was finding it increasingly difficult to sleep at night, with only brief periods of dozing marked by slower, more regular breathing. As soon as she awakened, her brain went right back into top gear, putting together the puzzle pieces of memory; she began to ask insistently and in a notably authoritative tone for chamomile tea: 

	It was difficult to find in the hospital at that hour, and moreover on a public holiday. Mahvash shot me a helpless look, frustrated that she couldn’t fulfill such a simple request for a terminally ill woman. 

	One should not die mere hours after asking for chamomile tea! 

	The undertaking proved so difficult that, rather than deny a dying woman this modest desire, after asking around the entire hospital we ended up settling for plain black tea. We had to make our way to a seedy cafe located just across the street from the hospital, a dive frequented by nurses, porters and the type of unremarkable-looking people one meets only on Sundays. 

	“Let’s hope she doesn’t notice that it’s not chamomile tea and throw it in our faces,” Mahvash muttered. 

	Returning to the room with our tea, we crossed paths with a new visitor: an elderly gentleman struggling to keep hold of his cane, with the blank stare of someone focused on thoughts of his own demise while observing the imminent departure of a close friend, his look suggesting that he had long forgotten how to laugh. Mahvash recognized him and embraced him, and he reciprocated with an impeccable hand-kiss: Virgilio Colombo, that was his name, a diplomat with a long tenure at the Italian Embassy in Tehran. A grizzled beard and pure white hair that once must have been shockingly black gave definition to the features of a perfectly round face marked by two deep ripples stamped on his forehead, leading one to imagine a life torn between the burden of having taken a career role inadequate to his position and the sweet pleasures of meat and table. After inevitably losing the ability to conceal his true nature, the old man revealed who he was deep down. He wore a well-tailored brown suit of a clearly provincial cut to cover his massive and robust build; in the buttonhole of his lapel he wore the gaudy crest of the Italian Monarchist Union, with the royal crown above a Savoy knot. 

	Had Cornelia been completely herself, she would have noted that this decadent image of a country squire was a far cry from the ambitious diplomat she had met in the sumptuous setting of the Italian ambassador’s residence in Tehran. The two of them had developed a sense of solidarity in Iran, based on their mutual need for aid: for Cornelia it was of a practical nature, while Virgilio was in need of social protection. Over time their relationship had grown stronger, their lives intertwining at various moments, and now, strengthened by their shared struggles, it had been promoted to the rank of solid friendship. 

	I exchanged a knowing smile with Colombo, and after ensuring that he would take our place in the visiting room, we took the opportunity to go back home. As we exited, I lost my sense of direction for a moment: In the dimly lit halls everything looked the same. The long corridors of the Policlinico seemed taller and darker than usual, and at that hour they were hopelessly empty. Nurses’ wooden clogs thundered against the floor, and even the voices of the few remaining visitors seemed to be amplified in the distance. 

	The loneliness and silence in these environments of pain are particularly unbearable, as if the presence and voices of others has the ability to refract and share the sadness. Unsurprisingly, friends and family of patients often break the silence of the visiting room and chatter in hushed voices about their shared sorrows. The suffering causes visitors to bow their heads slightly, but it also establishes an immediate sense of intimacy concerning human misfortunes: talking about one’s woes with others who, due to shared circumstances, are willing to listen, is already a consolation. 

	As we made our way out, we noticed at the end of a corridor a delicate little plaster statuette of the Madonna with an ivory complexion and black robes, completely covered in cheap necklaces and rosaries. At the statuette’s feet, grateful hands had deposited a now withered red rose and a half-empty, heartshaped bottle of old perfume. The dusty bronze busts of emeritus physicians scattered around the dark, classical-style patio on the ground floor also contributed to the mournful air. 

	Less than two hours had passed since returning home, all of which we spent in total, shared silence, when the phone rang. I hesitated to answer out of a sense of foreboding; I was in no mood to hold a conversation or listen to everyday banter. In the end, I reluctantly picked up the receiver. 

	A metallic female voice abruptly asked, “Am I speaking with Nicola Stolfi?” 

	“Yes, that’s me.” 

	“I’m a nurse at the Policlinico. I’m sorry to give you sad news,” she said with the intonation of someone quite accustomed to making such announcements, speaking quickly for fear of being interrupted. “Mrs. Cornelia Ferdows passed away a few minutes ago. She had told me that I should inform you of any updates. We have some personal effects which she asked us to deliver to Mrs. Mahvash. Am I pronouncing it correctly?” 

	“Yes, that’s correct. Thank you.” 

	The shock was so acute that I didn’t even feel the urge to cry. On the trip back to the Policlinico with Mahvash, we never stop talking for even a second: How should we inform the daughters who were living abroad and might not have known about their mother’s illness? What plans should we make for the funeral? How should we make arrangements for the house? 

	“How is it possible that you passed away only a couple of hours after we left?” cursed Mahvash. 

	The silence was frightening this time; it would have been too oppressive inside the suffocating walls of the elevator, so we walked very slowly up the two flights of hospital stairs. 

	Pain imposes slowness; only happiness stimulates speed. 

	We entered the room, and the only apparent difference I noticed from a few hours earlier was a slight smile on Cornelia’s face. Beyond her pale visage, the only uncovered parts of her body were her large hands, which had remained miraculously tapered; the palms were smooth while the backs were now covered by a dense mesh of bluish veins. Racing through my mind was that stretch of my life which I had shared with Cornelia. I told myself once again that, in the end, her dreams had stayed the same from the time she was a child all the way into her adulthood, and would probably have remained the same even if she had managed to reach a venerable old age. Trying not to fall into despair, I would occasionally look away from that inanimate body and furtively cast a pleading glance at Mahvash; even this failed to bring me comfort. With an edge in her voice, she found strength to break the silence: “Remember how she said that only beauty and art could keep her alive?” 

	Suddenly I became aware of my surroundings when I heard the door creak open: it was the nurse who confirmed Mahvash’s identity and handed her a copy of The Count of Monte Cristo, a set of keys, a watch, two rings, a firstgeneration cell phone, a ring and a planner. 

	The next day Mahvash phoned Cornelia’s eldest daughter Firuzeh in Germany to convey the sad state of affairs. Her response to the news was chilling and expressed without any hint of emotion: “No. We are not coming. She was not our mother.”  

	With the terrible phrase “she was not our mother” still ringing in her ears, it took all of Mahvash’s patience and skill to convince Firuzeh and Cornelia’s other daughter, Mana, to come to Rome for the funeral. 

	Mahvash had found the phone number, written in a familiar elegant script, in the black hardcover address book with small floral designs which Cornelia had bought a few years earlier on a trip to the Amalfi coast. That trip had left its mark on Cornelia: she declared upon her return that the heady perfume of orange and lemon blossoms had intoxicated her. She was enchanted by those terraces built along the steep slopes of the Amalfi coast where the citrus trees grow. Following an ancient local tradition, the trees were covered by pagliarelle—long wooden poles packed with straw to defend the trees from night frosts and wind. Seen from above, the landscape took on a geometric form: countless small rectangles as far as the eye could see, fading into a horizon of the citrus groves closest to the sea. Cornelia couldn’t imagine how she had lived so long without a daily view of that sea which, when calm, reverberated the sun’s reflection, not in a continuous band but in interrupted strokes that followed the changing currents. She couldn’t imagine how she’d gone without the infectious friendliness of the locals, without the rhythm of speech that sounded like music to her ears, without that dazzling light. But the biggest surprise for her was a trip to the Valle dei Mulini near Amalfi, where for centuries a great papermaking tradition had flourished, harnessing the power of the Canneto River as it channeled through a narrow mountain gorge. Cornelia visited one of the most prestigious paper mills where she purchased an address book and a pile of business cards, stationery and envelopes. The unique feature of this paper—she had been assured by the young entrepreneur who had taken up the family business—was that although they had abandoned the production of “handmade” paper, they had replaced it with the “continuous roll” system, which still guaranteed softness and transparency, a deckled edge and good sheet grain, and had the advantage of reducing production costs. 

	Cornelia had been hospitalized a few days earlier at the Policlinico. We had accompanied her with the help of Sandro the gardener, whom we had introduced to Cornelia previously to help her manage her beautiful terrace on Via XX Settembre. Sandro turned out to be the right person for the job: he was strong enough to support a 175-pound patient when necessary; he was efficient enough not to get emotionally involved in a situation that required concentration. His size also benefitted him in his second profession as a master tango dancer: There the male figure takes on a dominant role (el hombre leads in this dance). The female students, greatly outnumbering the males, were quite enchanted by this master who would twirl them in a sensual, asymmetrical embrace and lead them firmly in caminadas and milongas with a continuous series of improvised steps. At the end of the lesson, the poor husbands or partners would emerge, frustrated by this merciless assault; few were able to remain objective. This dance, with its cadenced, twisted gait, its back-and-forths that mark the torment and hope of the promised land, might have seemed likely to enrapture Cornelia; but instead that very sense of longing for a lost homeland repulsed her, and she had refused to join the rough ranks of tangueras. She had become so close with Sandro that, once hospitalized, she had chosen to entrust him with the keys to her house. It must have been Sandro’s broad, square shoulders that caused Cornelia to place her complete trust in him: she insisted that men with sloping shoulders, unable to support the weight of another human being, were unreliable and treacherous. 

	After an initial diagnosis of simple pneumonia came the more ruthless one, typical for a heavy smoker: malignant lung cancer. After arriving by ambulance and being admitted to the Oncology department, her case was assigned to a doctor who, as it turned out, had been accused of manipulating patient records, diagnosing them with a non-existent disease progression, and prescribing drugs from a multinational pharmaceutical company. The headlines, which were published in all the city newspapers, did not escape Cornelia’s notice. 

	“Do you realize whose hands I’ve fallen into?” she shouted at her visitors. “I don’t want her anywhere near me.” 

	Someone suggested that she keep an open mind, as the details were still unclear. 

	“It’s an ugly affair, one that involves drug lobbying, but you mustn’t worry about your treatment,” I explained, trying to console her. “It seems that the facts have yet to be proven, and in any case, they won’t compromise the quality and meticulousness of your hospital treatment. The oncologist has an unimpeachable record.” 

	Cornelia would not listen to reason, and she attacked the doctor during her first follow-up visit, shouting and demanding to be seen by someone else. 

	Her stay at the Policlinico was an ordeal. From the moment she was admitted, she lamented not having her silver cutlery, a towel and mineral water from home. She couldn’t stand the antiseptic smell that caught in her throat. She demanded she be cared for and served like a queen; she treated the nurses badly and kept ringing the call button incessantly, only to be ignored. She couldn’t tolerate her roommates listening to “horrible” radio stations or talking loudly on their cell phones. She was overcome by a pronounced social snobbery. While sensitive to the human misfortunes afflicting millions of her brethren on Earth, she was irritated by the sounds of patients moaning or other noisy forms of suffering. She spent several sleepless nights complaining that she couldn’t even read a book because of a godforsaken lightbulb that had burned out. And her impatience was not limited to strangers; she had become intolerant even toward her closest friends. When her friend Danilo—who had always admired Cornelia for choosing to live a romantic life, albeit one lacking in wisdom or simple common sense—learned that she had been diagnosed with end-stage lung cancer, he felt compelled to give her helpful advice. 

	“Cornelia, my dear,” he said to her, with all the appropriate affection and delicacy, “in my opinion you should tell your daughters about your condition immediately.” 

	In a voice raw from insomnia and filled with animosity, she replied, “I really don’t think so. I rarely spoke to them when I was feeling well, I see no reason why I should today.” 

	“You cannot blame them for living apart from you. Remember that it’s not the tree that leaves the flower, it’s the flower that leaves the tree. I think maybe you should make a will…” He didn’t even have time to finish his sentence. 

	“We haven’t been in touch for years, and I don't feel like they care much for their mother, let alone about my failing health.” Then, loosening the collar of her nightgown to take a deep breath, she added, “I won’t let you give me advice. Mind your own business and leave me alone. If this is all you have to say to me, it’s better if you don’t come to see me.” 

	Danilo, more humiliated than offended, stopped visiting her from that moment forward. 

	Cornelia couldn’t manage to acquaint herself with death, and so she aged badly. She seemed to be moving backwards, looking toward and exalting the past, lingering on the days of her youth. Before she even knew it, she had reached the edge of the abyss. 

	There are two schools of thought about death: You can talk about it constantly, converse with it in hopes of taming it; or you can forget about it, do nothing to prepare for it, leave things unresolved in hopes that it will forget about you as well. Cornelia definitely belonged to the second school, and she did nothing but stretch out her youthfulness beyond all limits. 

	Just a few months earlier, coddled by the faint hopes of her friends, she had entered an experimental program involving nuclear medicine diagnostics and therapy at the Institute for Diagnostic and Nuclear Research on Via Crispi in Naples. She had been assured that this new treatment would be able to target metabolic cell activity by signaling with extreme precision any functional changes even before the tissues started to show structural damage. 

	We accompanied her twice to Naples along with Diana, her Colombian nurse, lady-in-waiting, housekeeper and repairwoman. The agreed-upon procedure was that I would stop at the house in a cab that would then take us to Termini station. The first time, much to the annoiance of the taxi driver, Cornelia emerged a good quarter of an hour late, bundled into a wrap coat that made her look bulkier than she actually was, high-heeled boots adorning her feet, and on her head a hat with mink trim. She was dragging a suitcase heavy enough for a full week rather than an overnight stay. Though not yet in her seventies, she walked slowly, leaning on an ever-present caneeither the one with a bronze dog’s head handle, or the other with a parrot’s head and enamel eyes. Her appearance was almost regal and still quite imposing. These days it seems impossible to imagine that she had once been a beautiful, robust northern girl in her youth: apart from her unblemished, youthful skin, her body was in sharp decline. And had acquired a Teutonic heaviness that aged beyond her years. 

	As the train left for Naples, Cornelia pulled out the second volume of Anna Karenina; it was her third time reading it. She didn’t get far. She quickly became distracted, staring incessantly at a beautiful young woman, brown-haired and freckled with a finely shaped mouth, wearing a pair of sunglasses so dark they obscured her eyes completely. The woman took off her glasses to reveal tiny, insignificant eyes, and her charm vanished altogether. Cornelia, who had been looking for a way to strike up a conversation with the passenger, gave up after that sight and continued reading without a word until her arrival at the Institute on Via Crispi. 

	“There’s no sense waiting for me. I think this will go on for quite some time. As soon as I’m done, I’ll call you on the phone. Take a pleasant walk, and then we’ll go to a nice place for lunch together, on me. Nicola, take care of everything please.” 

	“If you don’t mind,” Diana intervened, “I’ll take this opportunity to visit a friend of mine who moved to Naples years ago.” 

	“Don’t worry about the restaurant,” I said in turn. “I’ll try to get us reservations at the Naval Club so you can try their scialatiello alla norma.” “What is it?” she asked. 

	“It’s a special type of fresh durum pasta topped with zucchini and provolone del Monaco, a cheese that gets sharper in taste spicy as it ages and is common in the Agerola region.” 

	We met at the designated time at the Naval Club overlooking the small port of Santa Lucia, a stone’s throw from Castel dell’Ovo. It was perfect weather for standing on the balcony of the Club to admire Vesuvius: the spectacle was remarkable because from that perspective, the volcano showed off its best side with a clear view of its two humps. We both ordered a seafood antipasto and the scialatiello alla norma, a fresh Falanghina wine from Campi Flegrei and, ending on a high note, some coffee and gelato. After ordering a chocolate and pistachio ice cream cone from the inexperienced waiter, I then explained to Cornelia: “I always say chocolate first, hoping they’ll scoop it first so I’ll end with that flavor in my mouth.” 

	“I also love chocolate, but I’m not so calculated about it. Now that you mention it, if anything, I’d rather start with my favorite flavor right away.” 

	The day passed peacefully, but I felt irritated that I couldn’t seem to be my normal self around Cornelia. The looming idea of her serious illness made me overly condescending; I didn’t feel comfortable expressing opinions, even about inconsequential things. I felt an amplified sense of reserve and discretion which, though often viewed as my most prized skills by friends, for me constituted a burden that had become more and more intrusive over the years. On the other hand, it also felt like Cornelia’s terminal illness was warping her personal relationships. 

	It's common for gravely ill patients not only to become particularly demanding in their requests for assistance but, almost as if taking on a challenge, they tend to demand the ultimate proof of total dedication from their friends and loved ones. 

	Eventually I felt the impulse to break this cursed bond: 

	“Could it be,” I wondered silently, “that out of a sense of discretion, I might lose the opportunity to convey my affections to a friend who may well be leaving me?”  

	Taking advantage of a long wait at the restaurant, I asked spontaneously, “Do you ever get homesick? For me, coming home means journeying into memories that are the treasure chests of our emotions.” 

	The question, which I had intended to be affectionate and friendly, had an unexpected effect on Cornelia, so much so that, after a moment’s reflection, she responded in an uncertain voice—such a rare occurrence. “Contrary to what people believe is a characteristic of those who belong to the zodiac sign Pisces, I never experience homesickness, because I feel like a citizen of the world. I never have that intense, bittersweet, sometimes caustic feeling of homecoming. I belong to a generation that wanted to transform the world, while the current generation, due to weakness and the loss of collective thinking, only strives to keep the world from falling apart. I continue to fight so that those with greater consciousness and culture—wherever they may be—will try to foster a worldwide movement for a more supportive and egalitarian, a more emancipated society.” 

	“Me on the other hand, as I grow older, I’m becoming more and more moderate. Rather than an activist, I find myself an observer of social events. And this for me is an unmistakable sign that I am aging. Since this feeling has seized not only me but young people as well, I get the impression that it’s actually the world that is aging,” I replied. “But I was asking if you felt nostalgia. If you really think about it, we most often associate nostalgia with places; we feel nostalgia for a place that connects us to our past, but we don’t often have that same feeling for a person. We talk of other feelings for people: affection, friendship, love. This means that a place where we’ve lived occupies a concrete space in our past and our memory, and this memory is inherent to all humans. This feeling arouses a vague sense of melancholy, regardless of whether it’s associated with a happy or unhappy event. For me, it’s Naples that fills me with melancholy. But I don’t want to stand here philosophizing. I only wanted to know if you also have a sense of melancholy attached to some specific place.” 

	Cornelia took plenty of time to respond; she took the last sip of the Falanghina, lit yet another cigarette—forbidden due to her condition—and replied, “No. I believe I have roots inside me. My only strong feelings are associated with people. I love places, and so I feel I must possess them, but I don’t feel any nostalgia for them.” 

	“I no longer have that sense of activism I felt when I was young,” I retorted. “I’m not saying that I don’t care about social issues or helping the most vulnerable, but these days I have personal existential crises that absorb my thoughts completely. Every day I find myself doing the same things at the same times: in a sense, there’s an illusion of eternity in the routine. Perhaps it’s because I’m nearly eighty years of age, I am at the point where a day feels radiant if a new and pleasant fact occurs to me: yesterday, for example, I only had to hear Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, with its Ode to Joy and Adagio molto e cantabile, and I
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