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PLOWED FIELDS

“The world 1sn't made up of clementary particles, or mol-
ccules, or whatever you want to call them,” Filippo said to
me. “It’s made up of actions.” [ didn’t understand. All I'd
asked him was whether he thought it was a good idea to
continue our regular morning routine. Actually, my ques-
tion had been much more indirect than chat, bur clearly
he'd been expecting some such observation from me for a
while now.

“Actions constitute the structural basis of human rela-
tions, they link individuals together, they prevent things
from falling apart. For the past five thousand years or so,
they've been the double-edged sword that distinguishes
man from the beasts.”

“Of course,” 1 said.

“I'm talking about the symbolic level, you understand.
Let's imagine a married couple,” he elaborated. “Husband
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and wife: every day, they go to sleep side by side, sharing
the same bed, tully aware that they will repeat this same
action until the day they die, because it is the ultimate
essence of thelr pact, their alliance. It doesn’t marter
whether they make love, it matters even less that he may
from time to time dream of loving another woman, what
matters 15 that they will prepare a bed and together they
will face each night of darkness together, falling asleep, side
by side, just as they do every evening. You understand? It's
the only way that they can ground their sense of reality on
a solid footing., O, to take another example, let’s say you
go to a demonstration...”

“I've never been to a demonstration in my life.”

“Oh... well, anyway... you're not going to the demon-
stration because it really serves some higher purpose, you
go to perform that gesture, that action: vou go to keep your
world mtact. And it's the same thing for me: if I stopped
giving vou a blowjob every morning, the universe would
fall apart, complete disintegration would ensue, the end of
all social cohesion. In other words, a mess, a total and
pointless mess.”

Narurally, [ said nothing in response. We were sitting on
a bench, a few blocks away from the funcral parlor. The
sky was dense, thinning out toward the horizon like the
skies of the north. was stll slightly stunned from the alco-
hol I'd consumed the night before, and I couldn’t venture
anything more than my calm and courteous smile.

“Do you like Claudia?”

“---”

“Fuck, Matreo answer when someone asks you a ques-
tion!”

“Sure, [ like her.”
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“You know perfectly well that vour relationship with her
1sn’t going anywhere, don’t you?”

“I'm not interested In going anywhere.”

“That’s not true, everyone wants...”

“Listen, Filippo. Do you remember the first time we
met? | was just coming home from a wedding, and you
offered me a job in a funeral parlor, which was the most
irrational thing that I could do, and I accepted without
even thinking it over Does it really strike vou that I'm
interested in going somewhere?” [ wasn’t being a hundred
percent truthful, because working in that funeral parlor
was the only thing that had ever given me a sense of dirce-
tion in my life. Of course, [ didn’t see it as a path, but
rather as a slow discovery. But my thoughts have always
been mutilated, “pretextual,” as my mother says; they
adapt to reality without causing trouble, without acting
out. Unlike Filippo, T believe that this 1s the difference
between man and animal, the capacity to fool oneself, to
test the ground and always to find a functional beauty.
Humans adapt to everything, they learn to sow and reap
and they arc happy with their harvest, whatever it might
be. They could culovate shit, nothing would change.
Filippo thinks that he can avoid accepting this, but in real-
ity he has always taken to his heels at harvest time, he has
always abandoned the plowed ficlds, he has inundated the
land of abundance with cancerous water, and he has never
allowed himself to give in to regret. But now, as he was
speaking to me, he scemed to be at the point of rethinking
matters, he looked at me with elvish eyes, his effeminacy
has only been exacerbated by an effort not to give up, the
cxuberance of the last-ditch effort, the pride thar goes
before a fall.



THE UNDERWOLRED DOMAIN

My encounters with Claudia had continued with the relia-
bility of sccret meetings, [ believe that the mere fact that we
were both more or less living in captivity drove her to seck
me out continuously. Moreover, it would be wrong to
underestimate the magnificence of our beginning. She
thought of me as a divine messenger dispatched on an
urgent mission from his underworld domain to restore her
to life. [ wasn’t required to do a thing. It was sufficient not
to act, and Clandia felt reassured and contented. She, in
contrast, lavished all her encrgy and efforts on behalf of the
cause, devising an endless succession of self-flagellating rit-
uals, awaiting with docility my non-intervention. The dan-
ger, though, is that humiliation, endlessly renewed, can
carry one dangerously toward a slow entropy. Claudia
began to scnse this, bur it still struck her as the best com-
promise, given the circumstances. From what she told me,
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she'd broken off all sexual relations with Alberto. She’d
cxplained to him that, with marriage looming closer, she
was reluctant to run the risk of tainting her decision with
anvthing as unmanageable as sex. Both of them would
have to make a special effort to project their love upward
and outward—above and beyond the body. That was the
onc way to be sure that they were destined one for the
other. Alberto had swallowed it, hook line and sinker, in
part because Clandia seemed much calmer and far more
balanced than before; she emitted a strange aura of lucidi-
ty, made up of sweet phrases and unwavering smiles; her
gaze had actually become meck and compliant. She was
finally his betrothed, the virgin that he vearned to caress,
walking arm-in-arm, protecting her as they made their way
through the days of turmoil prior to the great event.
Claudia would call me on the phone, and I'd go to her
apartment. There I'd find her naked, on all fours, tied to
the door handle, or with her face thrust into the toiet
bowl, or else in the middle of the living room, positioned
as if she were a footrest. She’d fix me a drink, shuffling on
her knees from one part of the apartment to the other,
she'd hasten after me like a bloodhound whenever 1
moved, poised, her tongue hanging out, expecting some-
thing in exchange. We never talked about anything. [ was
accustomed to the smell of her apartment, the wav you
become accustomed to the smells of a beach town; I'd cross
the threshold of her apartment and find myself in a hotel
out of town, with a woman available for my personal use,
included as part of the vacation package. In the realm of
unhappiness, Clandia recognized only those miseries that
resembled her own, she had never learned to look anyone
in the eye, [ mean that literally, the game she played always
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led her to cast her gaze downward, staring for hours at the
motionless surface of the floor. This tragic resignation of
hers was the most intransigent form of selfishness that 1
had ever encountered. There was no room for anything
clse: once she had transtormed vou into a god, you were
left with the barren consolation of omnipotence, and all
the boredom that came with it. We engaged in actual car-
nal sex relatively rarely, in terms of penctration, coitus.
Sometimes ['d approach her from behind and take her as
she wailed, with her usual modulated noises, then I'd come
and abandon her, moaning, on the floor She expected me
to “take 1t up a notch,” to indulge in the delights of sadism
and sexual abuse, but I never did. She lay there, curled up
in a ball, waiting for me to surrender. She couldn’t accept
the fact that I refused to relish my power to its full extent,
that I'd never raped her, never insulted her, never whipped
her, never invented a language of my own to match hers, a
language of complete mastery and dominance. [ just never
said a word, that’s all.

As time went by, her apartment was turning into a place
of farewell, much of the furniture had already been moved
to the furure home of the couple-to-be, the fridge was
always empty, everything was covered with dust. It was
impossible in that place to keep from fecling that you were
guilty of something, it felr like the scene of a murder, years
later, when even death has been accepted and all thar s
sought are forms of commemoration. Bur I couldn’t man-
age to feel fully guiley, [ was never given that opportunity,
omnipotence strips you of free will.

We almost never saw one another outside of her apart-
ment, and when it did happen it was because she needed to
let off steam. She'd talk to me about Alberto and his expec-
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tations, and about her mother, who'd just given up on life
after her father died. She was afraid that she would meet
the same fate, she feared that one day she'd discover that
she was in love with her husband, but 1t would be too late.
I had no difficulty believing that: Claudia was capable of
love only in a void, and she did evervthing she could think
of, sparing no cffort, to ensure thar this void was a real
presence in her life. Onee she told me that she could only
recognize Alberto’s features in the dark, that her memory
functioned by associations, her memorics migrated up over
the threshold of the passing months and became present in
the very instant that she decided to take her life in her
hands and make a commitment. Was she doing the same
thing with me? I believe that she was frightened, becanse—
try as she might—she couldn’t find the magic spell for the
final risk. What more could she ask of me? She had tried
without success for months to turn me into a sadist, she
wanted me to be the exccutioner of that abstruse world
that she busily planned our in the dark like a meticulous
architect, but something had cluded her control, because
now she discovered that she had a hangman, a torturer
whom she could scarcely control. But the point, perhaps,
was whar did [ want? This point was always left out of the
storv. | wanted Claudia, I loved her desire for me, her
unhappiness; [ was intoxicated by that sorrow and pain, a
sorrow and pain that [ knew was unextinguishable. If I'd
secn a way out, I would have become tired of it right away.
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MEEK LOVE

Claudia told me that we needed to talk. She asked me to
come sce her that evening, and simply to be mysclf. “No
games,” she added. When I walked nto her apartment, it
seemed like evervthing was appropriately understated, a
garish lamp hanging straight down from the ceiling, back-
ground music playing so low it was barely audible, and
Claudia sitting primly on the sofa, her eyes swollen.

[ sat down across from her, reaching our for the watered-
down martini that she must have prepared too early.

“So what is this? What arc we doing?” she asked.

She was hardly surprised at my failure to respond. For
that matter, she had already planned out everything she
would say, and she had little need for confirmation or dis-
agreement. She was no longer in love with Alberto—this
was her astonishing discovery —and was therefore afraid
that she had fallen in love with me.
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“Claudia, I believe that vou are just dependent on me, if
vou want to put it that way. Don’t worry, though, depend-
ence 15 always temporary.”

[ was amazed at how lucid I had managed to be, but
despite my cffort to be understanding, she scemed anything
but satisfied.

“Why don’t vou ever tell me what you feel? Why the
fuck won't you ever talk to me about yourself, vou don’t
vou ever say anything to me? And why do you keep com-
ing here? What do you want from me?”

The ordinariness of Claudia’s questions, along with a
growing notc of hysteria in her voice—which for the
moment took the form of small rising screeches where
question marks ought to go—had an unfortunare effect:
burrowed ever decper into my mute silence, without a
glimmer of hope.

“Ah then, I don’t even deserve an answer?”

The girl was just getring worse with every new accusa-
tion, I'd overestimated her, | hadn’t believed she was capa-
ble of this sort of interrogation. I'd been through this
before and, honestly, with Claudia, I hoped I'd escaped the
danger. But, as my mother says, | manage to bring our the
worst in people, even though from my point of view, the
worst of people 1s their essence, the rest is just a pantomime
of affections and failed loving impulses. In short, I had hit
a wall. You should always be wary of those who want to
talk to vou: it's clear evidence that they really have nothing
to say to you and at the end of the day, those few words,
once spoken, swell up in your head and keep you from get-
ting to sleep.

But Claudia wouldn’t give up, in fact, she had become
increasingly serious—for her, becoming serious meant sim-
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ply furrowing her brow and raising her right evebrow. In
cases like this, form immediately becomes substance.

“Are vou in love with me?” she finally blurted out.

“MNo.”

Things were turning ugly.

“Well then tell me this, have you ever been in love with
anyone in your life?”

“Listen, Claudia, what's the good of talking about this
stuff when you're abourt to ger married? How will it help
vou? Are vou interested in philosophical speculation? Are
vou trving to understand what love is2”

My frankness continued to produce disastrous cffects.
Claudia had burst into an orgasmic wave of sobbing. For
the first rime since I'd met her, I could barely make our in
her any beauty at all. Her face was swollen and reddish,
her large green eyes were nothing more than a pair of
sharp-cdged crescent moons, her strangled voice dispensed
arrhythmic hacking coughs, while she continued to repeat:
“What the fuck are you saying?”

I've never been very good at calming other people down,
getting control of sitnations; [ realized that [ needed to do
something, but that cuch-cube of neurotic svndromes that
stood staring at me impatiently was too-overwhelming an
adversary.

“I think I'd better leave,” I managed to zay.

“Na, you're not going anywhere.”

“I think it would be better for both of us.”

“What do vou mean better? I don’t understand...
Matteo, if you walk out of this room, you’'ll never see me
again.”

Threats, at least, have the benefit of being structurally
resolutory. I knew that wouldn’t be the last time [ saw
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Claundia, but even if I'd been a little less sure of the fact, the
idea of getting up from that dusty chair gave me shivers of
Joy:

Unfortunately, Claudia was incapable of definitive ges-
turcs. And so, soon after making the threat, she shifted tac-
tics. She took off her clothes and wriggled across the floor,
reaching my feet just as [ made it to the front door

“I love you,” she said, lifting her chin from the floor and
locking at me once again with those extraordinary eves
that had resumed their natural appearance. She scized my
ankles and, deep down, she was hoping that [ would move
so that she could continue to shther along the floor, hold-
ing tight to my feet. Instead, I leaned over and lifted her to
her feet, and I said to her:

“Claudia, this 1sn’t the end of the warld. Sooner or later,
vou'll see, we'll figure out what to do.”

Fortunately, by this point she had calmed down and she
scized my hand in a gesture that expressed trust and hope.
We were two adults, afrer all. Isn't that what people always
say?
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AN OVERSIZED RING

When I got there, | found her wearing her wedding gown.
The first impact was cven more unpleasant than [ expect-
ed. It looked as if she'd spent the last few days weeping
uninterruptedly, and covering up the circles under her eyes
with indelible foundation. Her face was disfigured, it was
the face [ would have expected the first time I saw her,
when she came into the funeral parlor Something had hap-
pened, her resistance to pain and grief that had preserved
her from the decay of the flesh was somechow no longer
able to protect her. The pain and sorrow that marked her
face had something so worn out and stale about it that it
reminded me of her mother Only her voice continued to
stop time, forcing it into that apartment that was by now
almost completely empty.

She kissed me as if she’d been waiting her whole life to
do ir, as if the minutes that had crystallized in that room
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were demanding revenge. She said: “I'm vours, I'm yours,
I'm vours.” Her white dress kept tripping her up and mak-
ing her stumble. As soon as she recovered her breath, and
spoke the word “yours,” she'd huel herself toward me, and
the Hlower-patterned train got caught up between her legs,
undermining her balance. She hadn’t rehearsed long
cnough in front of the mirror, and so I took the opportuni-
ty to remind her of one of the first things she’d ever said to
me: “WNothing comes our of improvisation.” But I think
that she misunderstood the meaning, because what hap-
pened next was that she was in my arms, whispering to me
in a voice dripping complicity:

“I know, I know, I know.” By now, everything she said
was a sequence of repetitions.

“Claudia,” I said, “isn't it bad luck to wear your wed-
ding gown before the ceremony?™

“What ccremony are you talking about?™ she interrupt-
cd brusquely. “The two of us—you and me—are going to
be married tonight, evervthing’s ready... come with me.”

She took me by the hand and dragged toward the bed-
room, which had been transformed into a sort of gas cham-
ber with incense, with a little shrine n the middle of the
room, and flower blossoms scattered on the floor

“Is that a Buddhist altar?” T asked.

“I don’t know, whar does it martter? It's the best one I
could find.”

[ clung to the topic of Buddhism, trying desperately to
steer the conversation in some other direction.

“A friend of mine who was a Buddhist had a little altar
that looked exactly like that one. I thought it was just a
joke, but it turned out he really believed in that stuft.”

“Of course he really believed in it... I really believe in it
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too. Matteo ['m not kidding, We are about to get married.”

“lan’t 1t odd that a far greater number of men than
women convert to Buddhism? You might not think so, but
its a manly religion. Do vou have any girlfriends who
turned Buddhise?”

“Na, I don’t. Matteo, please, cut it out, stop talking
about Buddhism. Okay, maybe it actually 15 a Buddhist
altar, I have no idea. [ bought it in a Chinese minimart...
assure you, it’s not the casiest thing in the world to lay your
hands on an altar these days.”

“Well, when [ was a little boy, [ used to wonder why
women went into church, what could they be asking God
for. I couldn’t imagine that they had wishes.”

“And whar did you wish for?”

“I wanted to mect God, that’s what [ asked for. I asked
God if 1t would be possible to meet him in person.™

I knew that this conversational hijacking wouldn’t last
long, in part because Clandia had already become suspi-
cious of mv sudden burst of charter. She stepped toward
me, with a little velver cushion upon which she had
arranged the two rings. Inside one of the rings, my name
was engraved. [ picked it up and realized that it was too hig
for me.

“Claudia,” I said, “I'm afraid that you're going to have
to exchange this ring. It’s too big.”

“It doesn’t matter, it's only a symbol.”

“I see that vou are failing to obey me; a good wife must
learn to obey her husband.”

At that point Claudia smiled with a victorious air; it had-
n't been easy—she said to herself—but in the end T did 1t
Nothing had been wasted, in her view. All those pathetic
little scenes that had puncruated her parallel life in recent
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weeks and months, all those phone calls, sighs, moans: all
that turmoil and upsect. The circle was about to become
complete, all the signs were falling into place, that's what
she must have been thinking at that moment. Her existence
was an assemblage of pain and sorrow piled up, massed
together, a nucleus ready to implode. And she imagined
herself right at the point of the implosion, in the exact cen-
ter, she could no longer be wrong. The future is now, she
kept repeating to herself while that impudent smile flood-
cd, unchecked, across her face. I'd never scen her so happy;
to tell the truth I'd never seen anyone so happy. Thinking
back on it today, I belicve that, all things considered,
Claudia should be grateful to me, not everyone has the
opportunity to watch as their dreams are made flesh, even
if it’s only for an instant. Instead, people are weak, and
they forget to be grateful. When she finally stopped smil-
ing, she threw herself, cxhausted, at my fect. She tottered
uncertainly back and forth on the floor, because her train
prevented her from genutlecting elegantly, and she said to
me:

“Of course, my darling, of course I'll obey you. For as
long as I live. For as long as I live...”

“Certainly, I understand, for as long as you live. Now
stand up, take off all this stuff, it's unlucky to wear it
before the wedding ceremony.”

While Claudia stripped off her nuptial diving suir, I
began to look around, carefully observing that apartment I
knew I'd never see again. [ felt the same sense of yearning
nostalgla | used to feel during my last few days at the
beach. My father was still alive, and even though I could-
n’t have forescen his death, it was clear to me that I'd never
be returning to this place. I remember that when our
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