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The girl stepped into the train compartment and took a seat beside me. The book
I had just bought would be completely useless. I wouldn’t read any further. The girl
was pregnant, and I lose control whenever I see a girl over five months pregnant. It’s
the only time the mere sight of a woman arouses me. I feel an overwhelming impulse,
I just want to kiss her, touch her, fuck her.

When my relationship with Susanna had just begun, I repeatedly asked her to have
a child with him. After a while, I started to insist. Initially, she tried to talk me out of
it, saying there would be difficulties, that she didn’t feel ready, that she felt that we
weren’t ready as a couple. Then, exasperated, she begged me not to bring that topic
up ever again. She didn’t feel like it, she wasn’t even sure she wanted to be a mother
in the future. And she had other things on her mind, anyway.

I don’t think she could really see the hidden meaning of my request. I wanted to
explore the changes in her body, touch the smooth skin of her womb, caress the light
hairs that would run straight from her pubes to her navel, observe her nipples, see
them grow larger, more turgid and darker, and above all, penetrate that body every
day. I loved the sex organ of pregnant women, the way it reacted to stimuli, the way it
opened up and welcomed you, unusually. Slowly.

Now, the girl in the train must have been about twenty-seven or twenty-eight, light
hair and skin, eyes slightly askew, protruding ears, a sly smile. She was beautiful.

I laid my book on my lap and closed my eyes. I controlled my breath and savored
the mounting arousal. The girl had a nice smell, blended with the scent of her stretch
mark cream.

Once, fifteen years earlier, I had been walking on my own down a Sevillan alley-
way. The heat scorched my skin, and piano music filtered from a second-floor win-
dow, I think it was Keith Jarrett. The sky was blue: I felt fine. I had never felt so serene.
There was an unusual, uncanny smell in the air. For years, whenever I thought of that
afternoon in Sevilla, that smell I didn’t know would come back to my memory: a scent
I somehow associated with happiness. For that had undoubtedly, and for no apparent
reason, been the happiest moment in my life.

Almost ten years later, the first time I happened to make love to a pregnant wom-
an, I smelled that odor again. I wasn’t sure where it came from: I had begun to snuff
the girl Iwas in bed with, and finally, after I grilled her, I had discovered that the smell
of happiness was a stretch mark cream, very popular with pregnant women.

I had often dreamed of being a mother, while I had never come to terms with the
idea of being a father. No, not a father, I didn’t want to be one. It had been a close call
twice, and I had subsequently fled the scene in both cases.

I was twenty the first time. I still remember the angst and the color of the sheets
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where I spent days sweating and waiting for the response. I lodged with an elderly
actor from Genua, the dirtiest and sweetest man I had ever met in my whole life. His
name was Domenico. When he wanted to treat me to dinner, he took me to a Festa
de I'Unita to eat any breaded mushrooms left in the plates of those who had ordered
too much food. The mushrooms were okay, although that cold fry tasted very much
like oil, and you needed loads of wine to get it down (wine which was, again, stolen
from our neighboring tables). At any rate, the mushrooms certainly tasted better that
the butter and rosemary pasta that Domenico would otherwise fix me in his filthy
kitchen. The cookers were so soiled that the flame seemed to burn from the bottom of
a crater, where Domenico placed his pot with water or skillet with frying eggs. Butter
and rosemary pasta, fried eggs. That was it, for six months, aside from the breaded
mushrooms on feast days. During that time, I remember regularly getting shooting
pains in my side, and a burning feeling every time I pissed. I wonder why.

Everything in Domenico’s flat was dirty, and he always found justifications. One of
his sons would remove the limescale from the shower; some friend would collect the
old papers; some cousin, a plumber, would repair the bathroom sink drain. In fact,
nobody ever came, and the place stayed covered in dirt.

My eyes burned like hell. I showered and my eyes burned. I washed my face and my
eyes burned. I think it had to do with the water. I mean, the pipes. All that came out
of the faucets was a whitish liquid. It looked like anisette or ouzo.

The thing is, my eyes were always red, red-ringed. And the dust didn’t help. Every-
thing was covered in it, especially in the room where I slept. The mattress rested on
the floor, on a carpet. There were no wardrobes, and I had to leave my clothes, both
the dirty and the clean ones, heaped together on a rickety ottoman under a window.
There were two actor’s trunks lined along the wall. I had ventured to open them once:
inside, there were stage clothes and old wool blankets. The stench of stale sweat and
moth balls was so intense I had to retch. I shut the trunks and never again dared
to pry into that “treasure”, as Domenico described it. Opposite the bed, there was a
shaky and dusty bookshelf. The day I had arrived, when I could still keep my eyes
open I had rummaged through the ancient books only to find an unbound copy of
Racine’s Phedre. I tried to read it during the following nights, but never made it past
the very first pages, as each time I opened the book dust penetrated under my lids and
blinded me.

Red-ringed eyes. Filthy greyish sheets. The illegible book — I had also realized that,
between the taped-together front and back covers, a lot of pages were missing. I gave
up. I often did that. T had nothing else to do but ponder and give myself up to despair.
I often did that as well. Pondering and despairing were rather common activities for
me.

So that was the picture: me working in Genua and lodging with Domenico, tossing
and turning in filthy sheets; my one-time partner, Chiara, in Milan, discovering (hap-
pily so) that she was carrying my baby.

No mobile communication, back then. Which didn’t make those times more ro-
mantic, just more inconvenient. A sleepless night between sticky sheets, a disgusting
coffee, a sigarette —I still used to be a smoker; I still used to do lots of things I don’t do
anymore; a short walk uphill, a public phone token in my hand, my trembling hand,
token in slot, rotating dial, rick-a-tick-tick, rick-a-tick-tick: that was the noise of pub-
lic payphones. Then her voice: “It was confirmed, sweetie, I'm pregnant”.

Pause.

Thirst.



“Cool”.

“Yeah, come back soon. I am dying to hold you in my arms”.

“Look, I'm here to work. Don’t start. You knew I'd be away for months, I can’t just
give it all up because of... because of... whatever. I just can’t. I have a show to do. And
I signed a contract. Fuck. You said a child wouldn’t change anything, you said I could
go on acting. This is my job”.

Pause.

Her silence.

Me: “Fuck”.

“Andrea, why are you overreacting like this? I am not telling you to change your
life, quit your job or anything. I just said I'm dying to hold you in my arms, that’s it”.
She sounded like she was going to burst into tears, and she would have every reason
to. “Of course you should go on acting, but who'’s saying you can’t? You should do
whatever makes you happy. I know you can’t come, but I still want to hold you. Can I
at least say it?”

What a jerk. I had no idea, as usual. Glunk. I remember tokens went glunk when
they dropped down. God save payphone tokens. End of call. Time to think.

A basic thought: “There’s a job, a lousy job but still a job. There’s a house, a small
house but still a house. There’s love, a shaky love but still love. Great, there can be a
child. Cool. Look for token. Call Chiara. Chiara happy if you say cool, but really cool,
not just ‘no-idea-what-to-say’ cool”.

I groped for a token. My pockets were empty. I walked back home. Shit. Domeni-
co’s daughter was home.

“Hi”.

“Hi, Domenico’s daughter”. What a lecher.

“My name’s Antonella”.

“Yeah”.

“Yeah”.

“T have a girlfriend. I really love her. We are expecting a baby. She just told me for
sure. I am so happy. We both wanted it. Now, we didn’t really plan for it, but I think
when you're twenty it’s time to settle down. Well, maybe we’ll wait some more before
we get married. And buy a bigger house. We are a family in our own right, though. A
mum, son and...”

“Dad”, said Antonella, pitiless.

“Of course. A dad”.

“Your eyes are red”.

“It’s the limescale”.

“Yeah. Wait”.

She took a handkerchief, licked one tip of it and wiped it suavely around my eyes.
Her scent. Oh God. I got horny. I fell in love. I kissed her. Lecher rhymes with sucker.

And then: “Honey, I was out of tokens. I had to go home and look for some coins to
exchange at the bar. But how are you? Alright? Everthing alright? Feeling queasy? I
am so busy rehearsing right now, we are premiering soon, but I'll be coming back the
next Monday I have off. I will. Bye”.

Glunk. Long-distance call. The token is gone in a sec. Love is gone in a sec.

Second time, much more mature. Ten years later. Still chicken shit. This time it’s
all so much easier; the older you get, the better you learn to fail nonchalantly.

Me and her, we were living together. Not Chiara. Marta. The moon was to blame.
The full moon is so beautiful, but I can feel it, and it makes me depressed. And when



I get depressed, I need reassurance. So it was the moon’s fault if I cheated on Marta
when she was two months pregnant. We fought for a whole week, and she resolved to
abort, because she couldn’t even begin to imagine having a child with a jerk like me.
And who was I to blame her?

The sounds had changed: no more glunks or rick-a-tick-ticks. It was beep-beep
now. Mobile phones, texts: “I can still taste your sex. I would spend a whole month
around you knees and your bellypot”.

I did try to argue: it’s not what you think it looks like.

“It’s not what you think it looks like”.

“What do I think it looks like then?”

“I'mean, we don’t have sex with each other. It’s just cell-phone sex play”.

“May I suggest a sex game you can play using a cell phone?”

I smiled. “What do you mean?”

“Want to know where you can stick your fucking cellphone?”

End of story.

What about the sender of the message? We started a nice relationship. Lots of sex.
It lasted about fifteen days. Big deal. And what about me? I was acting when I was
twenty. By thirty I had quit: I was working in Milan, in a theater’s office. I got engaged
with Susanna at thirty-two, and less than a year later, I have no idea why (some say
I was drunk), I married her. At thirty-three years of age, I was a married man. Which
changed by the time I was thirty-five. I had nothing left to do when I was thirty-five.
I didn’t have a woman, didn’t have a job. I was patiently waiting for the money to run
out. It wouldn’t take much longer, as I had so little.



