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Amin: the foreigner




Presentation

The work, blending in skilful, measured doses, profes-
sional skills and experience with the interweaving of the
characters' feelings (almost all are protagonists!) is not epi-
sodic, as it might seem 'ictu oculi'.

On closer inspection, it achieves an inseparable unity,
beyond the vicissitudes of the various figures, in that the au-
thor's courageous, effective ideas, aimed at innovating the
dramatic reality of certain aspects of the health structure in
general and that of the former psychiatric hospitals in parti-
cular, come to constitute the catalysing element of the work.
It becomes a novel, an authentic creation of the author, who
undertook the undertaking as a true champion of serene hu-
man understanding.

This work is not, therefore, an autobiographical work
'tout court' but, on the strength of a robust multifaceted hu-
man character of suffering, love, forgiveness, redemption, it
transcends the particular, the experience of the individual
character or, if you like, of the main protagonist in whom
the author recognises himself, to certainly draw on the Uni-
versal.

Like the author, so must every reader, every person of
goodwill, recognise themselves in this work and, through
this experience, aim at the True, the Beautiful, the Good,
becoming better. And perhaps more hopeful and optimistic!

After all, there is so much need for goodwill and op-
timism in today's society, which is all too often dedicated to
petty interests and filled with selfishness, hypocrisy, indiffe-
rence and apathy. Finally, thanks also to the author for the
smooth, enjoyable reading.

Dr Giacomo Longo



The

There was no doubt that this garden of the psychiatric
hospital, like the others he had seen, was beautiful and tidy.
This was what young Dr Andrea Lo Conte thought of as he
walked along with his director

The large green park in which the various pavilions
were located was truly lush, with tall, majestic palm trees
and immense linden trees rich in green foliage. The little
flowers of these, insignificant in shape and colour, were al-
ready beginning to spread a sweet scent of spring. On the
contrary, the flowers of the agaves growing along the ave-
nue were enormous but also disproportionate, so much so
that they seemed to bend over the two doctors who walked
slowly: one already advanced in years, with his limp and
uncertain step, the other young, blond, agile and confident,
who was forcing himself to slow down and keep up with his
superior.

Young Dr Lo Conte already knew that this neat, beau-
tiful and lush garden was just a facade. A fake facade like
the plywood and wood ones used in films: with balconies,
windows and flowerpots, all painted; or like the backdrops
of stages that conceal, behind the glittering lights and mar-
vellous shapes, as if they were great gardens and rich patri-
cian villas, much more banal and grey realities, made of
wooden planks, dust, peeling walls, rusty chains and ropes,
made dark and grimy by the big sweaty hands that had
handled them over the years.

Nevertheless, he liked to admire him as he walked
with a brisk spirit and a slow pace, to humour the elderly di-
rector. He proceeded confident that he knew how to face
this new challenge, as he had done in previous years with
the others. Had he not passed unscathed through private cli-
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nics, in which all possible diseases and all types of patients
flowed, provided they were wealthy enough to pay the hefty
fees? Clinics in which his few and shaky notions of medici-
ne had been put to the test? Had the young doctor not
known how to deal with psychiatric wards with their con-
stant emergencies

The hospital director spoke with care and affection
towards his guests, whom people hastily called ‘crazy’, but
there was, at certain moments, a well-hidden tremor in his
voice, combined with an underlying bitterness. Bitterness
perhaps due to the fact that he, like his guests, felt margina-
lised, both by ordinary people and especially by the scienti-
fic world.

The old director was certainly aware that his was not
a real hospital, where one could meet doctors, technicians
and nurses, wearing white coats and looking cheerful and
smiling. His was not a hospital crammed with state-of-the-
art equipment, useful and often indispensable for examina-
tions and therapies. No, a psychiatric hospital was some-
thing else: it was the admission of the insane, it was the pla-
ce where society hid, without creating any ethical problems,
men, women and children who were 'different' in appearan-
ce, behaviour and communication. Men, women and chil-
dren who for some reason had created, or in the future might
have created, problems for their families or for people who
might have anything to do with them. In short, simply put,
he was a dustbin of society and he was its manager and
guardian.

"Knowing that you are very well prepared and good, |
entrusted you with the ward with the most difficult and se-
rious patients,” he said. And it was not clear whether those
words were a compliment, an affectionate irony, or a way of
getting the new recruit to accept the worst of the wards wi-
thout provoking an immediate reaction of rejection from the
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young doctor. As Dr Andrea tried to work out which of the
three hypotheses was the right one, not knowing what to
say, he kept silent.

It was his habit to approach every new situation with
this attitude: when faced with something new or particularly
difficult, he would impose silence, to try to understand and
evaluate. Silence broken, in this case, only by a polite
"Good morning!" when he was met in the avenues by some
older nurses and colleagues who, in addition to greeting
their director with respect, also hinted at him with a greeting
in which they hid their curiosity to get to know this new,
unknown, young acquisition. Even the hospital sisters, who
seemed to be gliding along the dusty road in their black, bil-
lowing gowns and with their heads also covered by the
black veil, lifted their faces for a moment, offering a respec-
tful "Good morning!".

On the long driveway lined with huge lime trees that
they were now walking along, many windows of a long,
brick-coloured building appeared. From those large, tall
windows that opened like dark eyes on the side facade of the
building, no sign of life came out, as if the interior was de-
serted. Only a few faint cries or moans could be heard, as if
from afar.

Then something struck the young doctor's sensitive
nostrils: it was a sharp, intense miasma emanating from
those very windows. The young man remained motionless
and perplexed for a moment, but again preferred to remain
silent rather than ask where that intense stench of urine and
human excrement emanated from. Nevertheless, inside him,
something, like a fluttering of black bat wings moved for a
moment, in alarm, but then quieted, as if waiting.

Around the corner, on the grey and peeling facade of
the ward, a door, a sturdy iron door, also painted grey, ap-
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peared in front of two doctors, and then, following a long
ringing, finally the sound of the lock opening.

He was inside the department entrusted to him. That
was to be his workplace, but also his ‘unchallenged king-
dom’, the director reminded him, with a sketch of a smile
that, this time he was sure, surely concealed a cruel irony.

"I think you'll want to see the patients I've entrusted to
you," the director continued hurriedly, as if trying to get a
weight off his shoulders, as he trotted unsteadily on shaky
legs that no longer seemed to bear the weight bearing down
on them. Preceded by the head nurse of the ward, he entered
a long but narrow room, explaining:

"This is the living room where our and his patients
stay during the day." Then he added: "In time you will get to
know them."

While in front of them, the nurse with his stocky body,
dressed in blue jeans and a T-shirt, tried to make his way
through the bodies, with the director behind him, who fol-
lowed unsteadily, looking for support on the large wooden
tables and benches, Andrea's heart, in that long, narrow
room whose end was not in sight, seemed to stop.

Gone was the initial boldness and confidence, gone
was the determination to do for these patients as he had do-
ne for others in the past, all that remained was a mixture of
horror that, step by step, invaded him, slapped him and
struck him almost physically, harder and harder.

He felt all his senses battered and scrambled as never
before, as never, not even in the most terrible nightmares of
his childhood dreams, had he experienced. If his sense of
smell, which was by the way very sensitive, was assaulted
and offended by the whiffs of stench, in which the acrid
smell of sweat from the countless bodies in the hall mingled
with the nauseating stench of faeces, urine and still-living
blood, his sight staggered and blurred by the shapeless mass
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of half-naked bodies thrashing about, shouting between the
benches but also above and below the tables, as in the nar-
row passage between the benches and the wall that they
walked along.

Some of the bodies were covered in blood, partly
crimson, partly black, because it was already clotted, gu-
shing slowly from their heads, arms and legs, while di-
straught faces of anger, pain and fear looked on in puzzle-
ment.

Other bodies, which it is difficult to define as men,
almost totally absent, with their gaze lost in the void, cra-
wled on the walls, like unusual ghosts of long-dead people
who, agonised, endlessly wander the same places for mon-
ths and years without ever finding peace.

His hearing, in turn, was greatly strained by what was
going on in that long hall, which appeared tiny and narrow,
however, due to the huge number of bodies present. Confu-
singly, he heard continuous murmurs, like a lullaby, as well
as mutterings like distant thunder, alternating with lacera-
ting cries and expletives, along with groans, broken phrases
and obsessively repeated prayers.

If that was not enough, one had to walk. And if the
chief nurse managed, with jostling and shouting, to make
way for himself and the director, the young doctor, whose
legs at times froze and paralysed, as if drained of all
strength, lingered. As the sea water cut by the keel of the
boat closes in behind the stern, so that human mass closed
in, resuming its place.

As a result, poor Dr Andrea lagged further and further
behind; confused and dazed, until the head nurse, retracing
his steps, picked him up, as a good father would do with his
children who linger in a forest, frightened by the noise of
some wild animal or the slither of a snake or simply because
of the stinging brambles.
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That groping, that tearing forward, made that treache-
rous path, of which he could see no end, even longer, more
impassable and exhausting. Not least because, almost at
every step, eyes appeared before him, locked on deformed
faces that seemed to come out of nowhere. Eyes that stared
at him fixedly and perplexedly, as if wondering why so-
meone, a stranger, dared to slip between them. An uninvited
and certainly unwanted stranger in that cursed place.

It was only after long moments of bewilderment that
he was able to notice some details of what he had initially
perceived as a shapeless, distraught mass of humanity at its
most degraded and suffering.

Only after some time did he begin to make out some
details, such as that of an abnormally fat man, with an im-
mense head and groin shaved clean, who was lying on one
of the tables almost entirely covered with his flaccid flesh,
while with a voice that sounded like a bellow he shouted,
snickering, his face distorted, his sagging chest jiggling,
immersed in a game that was almost endless masturbation

Only later did he begin to notice a young man, tanned
and handsome in his total nudity, who sat on the bench, tap-
ping his fingers on the table and then smoothing it smilin-
gly, as if instead of wood he had been drumming on the
sand, so that it had to be smoothed out to make it homoge-
neous again, so that he could once again imprint inscrutable
marks on it.

Next to him stood a young man with raven-black hair,
stained with a long streak of reddish blood that, starting
from the top of his head, ran down - down to his throat. This
young man, whose face was set in a smiling grin, had his fa-
ce marked by a web of scars that covered his face like a tra-
gic mask. Of them, the thickest and most obvious were just
above the eyebrows, but many others were distributed irre-
gularly on his forehead, cheeks, chin and mouth, which he
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was now trying to defend with his hands to prevent the
blood, oozing from his head torn open by a long red wound,
from covering his lips.

Towards the end of the room, in a corner, he was fi-
nally surprised by a middle-aged man who, squatting down,
was spitting on the floor, while with his fingers he seemed
to be carefully and accurately drawing, by means of the sa-
liva emitted on the floor that he constantly fed, the face of a
woman, perhaps known to him in the past; perhaps desired
and loved by him.

This man who was painting with his saliva did not
seem to notice anything: neither the small group of workers
passing by him, nor the horde of humanity shouting,
shoving, swearing and begging. Nothing seemed to shake
him in what seemed an important and delicate occupation.

Beside and around him, huddled together, frightened
like little birds caught out of the nest, while a large flock of
sparrowhawks fluttered and quivered around them, stood,
holding hands, about fifteen people. People different from
the others, not only because their faces, bewildered and
childlike, made one think more of a group of children than
of adults, but above all because, unlike the others, they wore
their clothes with more dignity. By the way, these clothes,
which was strange for that place, seemed to be quite new
and clean.

Not a single word had escaped the lips of the small
group of workers trudging between the tables and benches,
as any sentence would have been absolutely useless: the
clamour around them would have overwhelmed it.

They finally reached the end of the hall: there were no
more tables and there were few bodies either.

The young doctor did not understand why the patients
all crowded into that first part of the room when they could
have gone further. He did not understand until he realised he

14



was walking on a wet and very slippery floor, while an even
more intense stench hit his nostrils and enveloped him.

As he looked around, he noticed that almost in conti-
nuation with what the director had pompously called ‘the
sick room' were the bathrooms, which had certainly recently
been renovated, as they were covered in pretty yellow tiles
embellished with floral designs. Tiles were present both on
the walls and on the floor. However, the washbasins had
been almost completely destroyed or dismantled, so that wa-
ter gushed unceasingly from the pipes and showers installed
on the ceiling.

He also understood why they avoided going beyond
the living room from the row of toilets that followed the wa-
shbasins, most of which were broken and lopsided, held up
only by the pipes coming out of the wall. All were, howe-
ver, overflowing with faeces, which spread around.

Only at this point did the director turn to him: "We
have seen enough, we can go back," he told him. And this
time his voice was pervaded by a clear tremor.

That they had enough, young Dr Andrea was perfectly
convinced, as he tried to keep his breath up, hoping to soon
find the exit and thus breathe freely, out of that infernal bed-
lam.

Fortunately, they made the long return journey by a
different route, made up of immense rooms and corridors.
The only thing noticeable in the rooms, but also in the corri-
dors, were rows and rows of bunk beds which, long ago,
must have been painted blue, whereas now, encrusted and
corroded by rust, they appeared as if stained with congealed
blood.

Above and below those beds were scattered pieces of
yellowish foam rubber, partly altered by time and dirt and
therefore darker. Some of these pieces of foam rubber lay on
the floor, as if they were soft bedside rugs, others lay on the
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head of the beds like filthy pillows. There were few beds in
which the nurses, by joining together three or four large pie-
ces, had managed to form mattresses or something resem-
bling them.

Every four to five bunk beds stood piles of cloth from
which nauseating smells exhaled. These piles must have
been sheets, blankets and clothes waiting to be taken away
to be washed.

As the small group walked faster and faster, as if
wanting to get away from those unhealthy places as soon as
possible, Dr Andrea noticed for a moment something that
clashed with everything else. In a room smaller than the
others, almost isolated from the rest of the complex, with a
corrugated metal roof lower than the other roofs, betraying
the haste and temporariness with which it had been built,
there was a row of single beds, each with its own good mat-
tress and pillow. And, strangest of all, each bed was covered
with a white overcoat that, at least from a distance, looked
quite clean.

Around these beds bustled a tall, sturdy, though not fat
man, with jet-black hair framing a square face. As the small
group passed by, he barely turned his gaze, winking with a
smile, as if he were too busy working to waste his time on
those passing the room. However, even of this anomaly, the
young Dr Lo Conte, too dazed, too confused, did not have
the strength to ask anything, nor did his companions bother
to give any explanation.

On their way to the exit, the small group stopped in
front of a huge room, filled to the ceiling with food, clothing
and furnishings. In what must have been a large storeroom,
a nun, plump and no longer young, greeted them with a tired
smile, while next to her an elderly man in a jacket and trou-
sers, well dressed compared to the other patients, was sli-
cing loaves of fragrant bread on a wooden chopping board,
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still warm. The man made slices, which he then placed in
large baskets. He realised they were slices of bread ready to
be distributed to the sick, guests of the ward.

While the elderly person was ignored, the nun was in-
troduced by the director: "This is Sister Celestina, the ward
nun; you will realise how valuable a nun is in these places. |
hope you don't resent this well-deserving category."

Finally, right at the entrance to the department, in
front of a dark red Formica door, one last stop to tell the
young colleague:

"And this is your office, | wish you good work."
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Andrea in the studio

After the director had left him in the doctor's office,
Andrea had spent the rest of the morning as if in a trance: he
didn't know exactly what to do and especially didn't know
whether to do anything. In a cupboard he had found the me-
dical records that the nurses bureaucratically called 'the files'
and thus discovered that there were two hundred and thirty
sick people to be examined, treated and in theory, but only
in theory, to be discharged after their recovery, with the help
of only four nurses per shift, without other colleagues, social
workers, psychologists and other operators. Two hundred
and thirty people of whom he knew nothing. Two hundred
and thirty people who expected something from him - but
what could they expect? In the ward he had just left of a fa-
mous private clinic in the capital, there were fifteen patients
in his care and he had, at all times, the help of a bevy of nur-
ses and a capable and good head nurse.

When he thought of this beautiful young nun, with her
lively blue eyes, he was always amazed by her skills, which
were expressed not only in preparing an excellent lemon tea
every day, accompanied by chocolate biscuits, but, above
all, in managing her patients.

A nun who, knowing the feminine soul very well and
understanding the basic needs of psychiatric patients, when
some young, but no longer young depressive was admitted
to the ward, knew that women are very sensitive to three
major and basic anti-depressants the hairdresser's where
they can make themselves beautiful; the shops where they
can look at items and, if possible, buy their ‘little things';
and lastly, talking, so that they can exchange and communi-
cate their worries, fears and anxieties, this young and beauti-
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ful head nurse was able to use all these three miracle drugs
in series.

Some of the patients, accompanied by a nurse, were
sent to the hairdresser's, others were allowed to go shopping
in the nearby shops, and the rest of the ladies were left in the
ward, so that they could tell their sad stories to the young
doctor, who was always willing to listen to their anxieties
and heartaches.

Flipping through the pages of those '‘files', time
seemed to move madly back and forth over the years. The
most recent entries, however, seemed to have frozen events,
S0 repetitive and stereotyped were they; others, on the other
hand, especially from the past, were richer in observations
and notes written with good scientific accuracy by some
doctor who was certainly more attentive and helpful than his
last colleagues before him.

The latter, undaunted, at the beginning of each year
noted in fine handwriting the reassuring phrase: 'Physical
and psychic conditions unchanged'. Three hundred and
sixty-five days had passed in that unhealthy place but
nothing had happened to that schizophrenic, nothing had
happened to that depressive, nothing had happened to the
patient admitted for psychomotor agitation. Hours, days,
months had passed and everything, according to the col-
leagues who had left the last notes on the ‘files’, had remai-
ned unchanged.

Reading these notes first astonishment and then anger
invaded the young Dr Andrea's soul. It was not possible for
a doctor to behave so sloppily, even working in the despera-
te conditions he had already noticed. Something more and
better should and could have been done. Otherwise, better to
throw in the towel and leave.

Already leaving as he now thought he would do. Be-
cause leaving, running away from that horror was the best
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thing to do! This decision, like a refrain, he repeated to him-
self, every time he saw in his mind's eye all that was stirring
behind the grey iron door of the living room that stood di-
rectly opposite his. If there were not the slightest conditions
to operate, it was better to leave an impossible task to
others, than to vegetate and write at the beginning of each
year: 'Unchanged physical and mental conditions'. No this
never!

Anger, helplessness and disappointment were the
emotions stirring in his soul. He knew that asylums were sad
places but under no circumstances could he have imagined
what he had just seen

Now that the decision he had made was clear and final
in his mind, he felt better. A few days to look for a way to
return to the clinic in the capital he had left and then away...
never to return to this place or places like it.

Franco: the foreigner

For Franco, that was the most beautiful moment of the
day! That was the moment of memories that no one could
tear from his mind and heart. That was the moment of no-
stalgia, which fortunately, after so many years, had now lost
the power to lacerate his soul, but rather served almost to
tenderly illuminate it, as did the stars and the moon that
seemed to caress the dunes of the desert where he had been
born and where he had spent the best years of his childhood.

Alone, outside the walls of the ward, with a blanket of
stars on top and with the fire burning beside him, everything
was possible, everything was enchanting. In those moments,
the fire, under the large kettle that was to be used to heat the
water of the only two working showers for the sick, in those
moments, was more precious to him than the bread and pa-
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sta that the nurses fed into the aluminium bowls, the fire
was the most important thing.

This fire, at least in his eyes, was not under that huge
black copper pot with a long, limestone-encrusted coil insi-
de, immersed in boiling water, but rose free towards the sky,
as if to cover, jealously, the glitter of the stars.

Every evening that fire crackled in front of his mud
and thatch house, a few hundred metres from the great river.
At other times, he imagined the fire waving softly in front of
the tents, the same colour as the desert sand, while he and
his companions sang one of the many dirges born in the si-
lence of those places and handed down from father to son.
The tongues of fire, when it was just lit, rose high, as if to
chase and catch up with the moths and other nocturnal in-
sects that flew around and above it, in the air.

That was his home and dreaming of that fire he found
himself, at least for a few moments, inside his home!

It is difficult for those who live far from that strip of
green land from which date palms rise high and majestic,
seemingly protecting and caressing the crops of barley,
wheat, lentils and other pulses, to understand what home is.

Home is not the tent that the wind whips in your face
and blows away if there are no trees to tie it up or you don't
have time to fold it. The house is not the four mud walls that
resist intact until the first rains of autumn, when the water
that comes from the west lashes them for a long time, for-
cing them to bend softly, as if they were the white hips of
women squatting on the ground to cook. Water that, if it
continues to pound hard, already melts those walls after a
few days, so that they return to being lumpy mud, mixed
with straw, that joins and blends with the soil from which
they were born. Home is not even the straw mats woven by
the women to cover the beaten earth floor. Home is not the
wooden stools covered with dromedary skin that each fami-
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ly carries with them on every journey, nor the earthenware
crockery.

No. The real home to be proud of, the real home that
welcomes you and whispers the sweetest words suited to
your feeling, both when you are sad and suffering and when
you rejoice and love, is that black vault dotted with stars to
look at while lying down.

For Franco, but also for all the others who lived like
him outside the cities, in the villages along the great river
Nile, this was the real home to be proud of, as if it were the
sultan's palace. For that house is the largest and tallest ima-
ginable. Taller and more majestic than the Sphinx and the
great pyramids, but it is also the most beautiful that anyone
could wish for, as well as the richest; for underneath it beat
an infinity of hearts, sometimes burning with passion and
joy, at other times suffused with sadness and melancholy,
but always full of warm, burning life.

Under that starry mantle, death does its black work as
always, reaping young and old, human and animal, but life
too does its black work as always: it makes people meet and
fall in love; it makes beautiful flowers bloom; it makes tasty
fruit grow, but above all it scatters like fertile seed on the
black turf, little human beings, baby animals and chirping
chicks. Some of these are beautiful, others decidedly ugly,
but all are soft and sweet to look at and caress.

Inside that immense house his mother had given birth
to him while clutching a piece of soft leather between her
teeth. In that immense, luminous house, he had known and
loved his woman. Inside that house his children had frolic-
ked, chasing each other through the palm trees and the mud-
dy streams that he and the others in the village dug when the
river was in flood to bring the precious liquid to each plot,
where they cultivated wheat and soya, onions and vegeta-
bles, vegetables and exquisite fruits.
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These were the thoughts he always loved to bring to
consciousness when the nurses would abruptly order him in
the evening: "Franco, light the fire." These were the
thoughts he loved to dwell on sometimes with joy, at other
times with heartbreaking melancholy.

On that day, however, his thoughts turned to the large
room where he worked and arranged the beds of his 'chil-
dren’, as he called the sick, some of whom had been en-
trusted to him by the nurses, while others he had taken in
and adopted, prodded by their constant requests. From the
hustle and bustle that the rare nurses on duty had created to
try to put the premises in the best light, he had realised that
the director, the head nurse and a young doctor were roa-
ming the ward.

He did not expect much from this visit! It was not that
he did not trust others, but too many years had passed in that
place with almost nothing having changed, to continue to
trust the people who roamed those huge grey rooms.

The proof was there, before his eyes, in that big black
pot under which he kept putting wood to feed the fire that
seemed to want to escape from the concrete hole in which
he was confined, under the hearth that supported the boiler.
The proof was in that coil inside the kettle, in which the wa-
ter from the showers flowed. He knew from personal expe-
rience that this primitive instrument served only to heat the
water to boiling point for one to two people, after which his
other companions would have only barely lukewarm, if at
all, cold water.

He also knew that soon the nurses on duty would co-
me out to scold him for not being able to heat the water mo-
re. But what could he do more than put in wood and keep
the fire going? An almost useless job!

Even what he did for his 'children' sometimes, in mo-
ments of despair, seemed almost useless to him. Could he
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give them a home they no longer had and perhaps never
had? Could he give them that father, that mother, that bro-
ther who had slowly or abruptly abandoned them to their fa-
te, leaving them in that place? Could he give them the mi-
nimum of freedom that even pack animals are entitled to,
like the donkeys and dromedaries that in his village grazed
freely in the meadow, outside the cramped stables, used
only when rare storms raged over the village? It was that
‘almost' that gave him enthusiasm and strength.

He was perhaps not ‘almost' dead.

Yet he was still there as alive as one can be in such an
environment! Above all, he knew that he was important to
them, to his ‘children’, not only because he managed to get
them to sleep in a clean enough bed every day; not only be-
cause he fed those who could not eat on their own; not only
because he cleaned them as much as he could. He confusin-
gly knew that he was something more for them.

Then he admitted, with even greater melancholy that
sometimes brought him to tears, that what he gave them was
much less than what they gave him, when they called him
‘daddy' or when they approached him for help with some
task, or when they came, just as young children do towards
their father to be protected, consoled and cuddled, when
they suffered assaults and beatings from their older and mo-
re aggressive companions in misfortune. In all these cases
he tried to understand whether they were the desperate ones
in need of help and assistance or he was.

The arrogant voice of a nurse, whom he identified as
Giovanni, brought him back to reality: "Franco, that's
enough for us. We have finished with ours, now you take
care of yours and then you all go to bed. Remember then to
put out the fire, don't let us all burn!"
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At home

Going home after duty hours, young Dr Andrea's tu-
mult of thoughts and emotions had not diminished at all. He
blamed himself for having accepted to take part in that
competition, pushed and almost forced by his parents, who
were eager to have their son back, and, above all, he disap-
proved of himself for having accepted the appointment as an
assistant in a psychiatric hospital and, at the same time, for
having resigned from a private clinic where he was more
than happy, both financially and in terms of the affectionate
welcome he felt from the staff and patients every time he
crossed the ward door. And for what then? To be close to
his parents, relatives and friends.

"Can one be so stupid?" he said to himself.

Entering the modest and anonymous house where he
had lived during his university years at the end of the wor-
king day, both his mother and father anxiously pestered him
with the questions he expected:

"How did it go? What did you do? How are the sick
people? And how did the other colleagues receive you?"

This slew of questions he really did not feel like an-
swering, so, citing a severe headache, he managed to lock
himself in his room. Lying down with his clothes still on the
bed, he could intensely smell the same stench as in the ward
he had been assigned to, so he hurriedly undressed, threw all
the clothes he felt were contaminated directly into the basket
of dirty clothes to be washed, and plunged into the bathtub
filled to the brim.

He felt the need to get that awful stench off him but,
above all, he felt the need to think about how to resign and
how to ask to be re-employed in the private clinic from
which he had resigned and, all this, possibly without losing
face.
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He saw again the astonished face of the clinic director
when he had announced his resignation. Now he understood
what the expression on her face wanted to communicate to
him: "You must be really dumb to leave a luxury clinic for a
stinking asylum." However, he had not understood or had
not wanted to understand that message!

Protected and safe in his home he wanted to relax, but
unfortunately the tumult of his thoughts and anxiety preven-
ted him from doing so. It was as if his body and mind had
decided to punish him for his dabbling, tensing and contrac-
ting the muscles of his body spasmodically, especially those
in his abdomen, determined to give him no respite and no
breathing space.

"Can one be so stupid?" he repeated to himself over
and over again, "to study so much to end up in a shithole li-
ke this!" Only during dinner did he manage to tell his pa-
rents that the mental hospital was bad. "But what do you
mean ugly? All hospitals are ugly, you'll get used to it!" the-
se were the obvious words of his alarmed mother.

She understood that the woman had no idea what he
had seen within the walls of what should have been her
ward and, at the same time, she clearly felt the alarm and
fears that shook her fragile maternal soul. The son, after so
many years away, first to specialise and then to work in a
private clinic from which one can be fired at any time, had
finally returned to their midst, to the same town, to their
home, and this after winning a public competition, which
allowed him to be permanently settled for life; so that he
could now marry, have children and start a family without
any worries. Both mother and father, looking at Andrea's
closed and distraught face and noticing from his manner an
impending decision, warned that all their plans risked vani-
shing into thin air: mere castles in the air built by apprehen-
sive parents. There was the risk of having achieved nothing:
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no child near; no marriage; no grandchildren to pamper;
nothing at all. Their fate as lonely parents, with a distant
son, living in an immense city, seemed sealed.

The night brought no comfort to Andrea. Thoughts
chased each other like bolted horses in a narrow country la-
ne running, kicking and attacking anything in their path.

Like flashes, the pretty nurses of the university ward
appeared before his eyes, always ready to assist him as soon
as they saw that he approached a patient, but also always
willing to go out for a walk in the streets and squares of the
eternal city. He saw the nurses he had left behind, always on
the lookout for a smile and a word of support and, in con-
trast to them, the crude, stocky head nurse of the ward assi-
gned to him who had no problem walking around without a
gown or uniform that could make him recognisable as such,
while he forced his way in, pushing this or that patient, de-
spite his and the director's presence. The contrast was too
much to even begin any confrontation. Mentally, he also
cursed that sort of fat and claudicant director who mocked
his prowess in order to saddle him with that horrendous
ward, the worst, certainly impossible to manage.

It was difficult for him to sleep, it was difficult for
him to even rest. Only during the morning, as the light be-
gan to filter through the lowered shutter, among the thousa-
nds of images that came to his eyes was that of that man
who, quietly, as if he were at home, was putting up and ar-
ranging the white bedspreads, while a few metres away
from him stood hundreds of bunk beds, peeling and filthy,
only partly covered by those ridiculous pieces of foam rub-
ber, resting on top of the rusty nets. That image intrigued
and embarrassed him: "Who was that man? What was he
doing in a place like that? And above all, how did he keep
his little dormitory clean and tidy?
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After the alarm clock had uselessly done its duty with
the ritual tune, as he tried to get up, following a sleepless
night, he was reminded of his first traumatic contact with
the world of psychic disorder or as his friends would say
‘with the world of the insane'.

He saw that red, dishevelled being flailing convulsive-
ly in the bed of that small room in which he had been placed
S0 as not to disturb the other patients.

Who knows why in his mind it was the colour red that
prevailed over all that incredible scene. The red of the
young woman's hair fanning out and closing with the con-
vulsive movements of her head as it hit the pillow smeared
with tears and saliva; the red of her armpits and pubic hair
as she jerked as if in the throes of an orgasm; the dark red of
her red face as she screamed and cursed; the red of her skin
from which anger and fear oozed; the red of her eyes locked
on terrifying images, which she was sure were fuelled and
accentuated by those tight clamps that kept her nailed to the
bars of her bed, shiny, spotlessly clean, yet frighteningly ca-
strating her need to escape from who knows what horrific
enemies.

In contrast to this red colour was the immaculate whi-
te of the walls of the room and the gowns of the crucifixes,
nurses and doctors, all around that bed. Andrea still recalled
with amazement and bewilderment their apparent calmness
and composure, but also their detachment and self-control,
as they witnessed that scene from the Sabbath of Hell.

There was no alarm in their faces as they consulted
each other on what to do, no tension in their lips as they di-
scussed the case, no trembling in their hands as they flipped
through the pages of the patient's file or tried to put back the
rickety bed, which, propelled by the woman's convulsive
jerks, moved around the room as if it had a life of its own,
banging sometimes on a wall, sometimes on a pillar. He saw
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no tension in the attentive and professionally detached gaze.
Nor did he see if anyone was trying to cover up that young
body exposed naked to the gaze of all the clinic staff, using
the white sheet that had slipped to the floor. Perhaps they
knew, with granitic professional certainty, that it would ha-
ve been an absolutely useless gesture, in that situation of se-
vere psychomotor agitation, to attempt to cover that woman.

The only one upset seemed to be him, the young doc-
tor Andrea, who had chosen, who knows why, to leave the
city where he had just graduated in medicine, to go and spe-
cialise in the most famous and prestigious Italian university:
that of Rome. He was shocked at the sight of that patient
flailing about, naked, shouting and swearing, but he was
equally bewildered by the behaviour of his elderly and sure-
ly illustrious colleagues, who did not even try to calm that
woman down with words or some affectionate gesture.

It was only after they had left the room that the head
nurse managed to draw the attention of Professor Ferlisi, the
head of the department, to the intruder who was following
them, with the puzzled and bewildered air of the young neo-
phyte, still without a lab coat, in a blue shirt and grey trou-
sers, who had asked to confer with him.

Who are you? What do you want?" the professor
abruptly apostrophised her.

"l am a newly graduated doctor, | asked the director to
attend your neuropsychiatric clinic as a volunteer and he
sent me to your department to talk to you and make myself
available to you".

"Aren't you even specialised?"

"No, but I would like to enrol in your specialisation
course”

"l get it, you're a rookie, nice purchase! Follow me
along with the others, don't take any initiatives and don't do
or say anything to the patients without my permission”
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"Certainly, thank you.

And then, turning to the head nurse, almost angrily
towards the woman in psychomotor agitation, he ordered:
"For this girl we double the dosage of the therapy we have
started. And now let's go to the other patients."

"The tour’, as it was called, had not provided the young
doctor with any particular surprises. The women, mostly
young, each waited in their neat and tidy beds for the medi-
cal team, after scrutinising the pages of the file rather than
their eyes or their words, to decide on the most suitable the-
rapy for them: increasing or decreasing the dosage of psy-
chotropic drugs, starting electroshock sessions, taking some
particular test.

He sensed from their faces that some wished and ho-
ped for discharge, others feared it more than anything, not
wanting to return to their homes and families. Not a piece of
clothing, a sheet of paper or a newspaper on the bedside ta-
bles, where instead only small bottles of water, all of the
same brand and all placed in the same right-hand corner,
with a white plastic cup on top, towered. Above the per-
fectly tidy and clean beds, the only different objects that ga-
ve a note of colour were the patients' dressing gowns, char-
mingly folded and all richly decorated with lace, ornaments,
in different colours and shapes.

At the end of the tour, a young and attractive crucifix
pupil, noticing Andrea's bewildered or perhaps clearly
frightened face, accompanied him to the doctors' room, offe-
ring him, with a winking smile, the key to the locker where
he could put his gown and effects: "This locker where you
can put all your things is for you. Best wishes!'

"Wishes of what?" The image that dominated her eyes
was certainly not the smiling and friendly one of the young
pupil, nor that of the other women each lying in their own
neat and clean bed, awaiting Professor Ferlisi's visit. The
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one that dominated and overshadowed all the others was the
red image in the last small room from which still, though
muffled by distance, came screams, curses, threats, profani-
ties and swear words, directed at imaginary enemies, born
from the mind clouded by that woman's delusions and hal-
lucinations.

Imprecations, screams and curses, sometimes mutte-
red, other times shouted at the top of his voice even towards
the ward staff, perceived as accomplices of his persecutors,
as if the last strenuous defence of his life was at stake,
which he felt was seriously threatened. At other times it was
the sombre sound of his bedside banging on the walls of the
room that upset the young doctor's fragile equilibrium even
more.

He reflected on his more than likely mistake in his
choice of specialisation. His father, proud of his son who
was going to specialise at Italy's most prestigious university,
had handed him a white envelope with money inside for all
the necessities of a month, but he already thought he would
spend it in a week, enjoying the sights of that beautiful city,
and then return home and choose another specialisation. He
did not want to deal with patients like that red-haired wo-
man in the small room a second time

After three days during which he had kept well away
from the offending room, he rang the ward door and saw her
smiling and serene in front of him. "Good morning, have a
seat" were the woman's only words of welcome.

That, he was later certain, was the trigger for his deci-
sion to stay at that university and then specialise in neurop-
sychiatry. The insane, even the very serious ones, like that
red-haired woman, could be cured and they could even do it
quickly. A lot could be done for their mental health and he
would do it.
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The tub

After a few days, even though it was evening, the
young doctor was still in the doctor's office rummaging
through old medical records. 'Dangerous to oneself and to
others'; this was the classic, short sentence with which the
diagnosis made by the doctors in the various cities of origin
of the patients who had decided for the internment of those
thousands of people inside the psychiatric hospital ended.

As he read through the various diagnoses that always
ended with this sibylline phrase, the faces of those people
imprinted in the time-faded photos seemed to be watching
him, almost wondering what he was like and what he had
come to do there.

Dangerous to himself and others' was that young
swarthy man smiling and perhaps wondering why he was in
that picture. 'Dangerous to self and others' was that blind
man who kept his eyes turned upwards and his hands on his
chest as if to protect himself. "Dangerous to self and others™
was also that blond and very pretty child sullenly looking at
the camera.

He was so absorbed in his thoughts that he did not ini-
tially notice the strange noise coming from the ward. It was
as if something very heavy was rolling and crawling on the
floor. There were then dark thuds that stopped for a few se-
conds, only to reappear immediately afterwards. He did not
understand what could be causing them or where they could
be coming from.

One necessarily had to get up to go and check. The
corridors close to the source of those noises, lit by the white
neon lamps overhead, were completely empty of nursing
staff, a sign that the patients had all been put to bed and the
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nurses had retired to their rooms to have dinner. Again that
sound of something being dragged and then like something
rolling.

Strange that no one had bothered and gone to check!
The first long corridor to his left, occupied by bunk beds,
which he had walked through, turned at right angles.

"Is it possible that someone is still up? But to do
what?' he asked himself.

As he approached the room where he had seen that pa-
tient making the beds, the noise became more intense.

"What was going on?

He was about to raise the alarm, calling loudly for the
nurses when, as he approached the door of that dormitory,
he was almost run over by something round, huge, rolling
lopsidedly, propelled by at least five young in-patients who
appeared strangely smiling and satisfied, despite the fact
that they were already tired from the considerable fatigue
they had endured.

He thus discovered that the noise came from a large,
rustic tub, in reality a large barrel cut in half, roughly pu-
shed, so that at times it would roll unbalanced for a few me-
tres, at others it would get stuck or crash somewhere: now to
the right, now to the left, to the great disappointment of
those who were pushing it, trying with difficulty to steer it
in the right direction.

Behind it, shouting loudly, encouraging the volunteers
on duty, who were trying their best in their pushing and pul-
ling efforts, were a flock of mostly young patients, whom he
recognised as being the same ones who were holding each
other like frightened birds at the end of their stay, but who
on this occasion not only did not appear afraid at all, but
were clearly enthusiastic about what they were doing and
how their work or play was being carried out. Once again
the tub crashed with great clatter first into a wall and imme-
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diately afterwards into a door, scratching and denting it so-
mewhat.

However, the various traverses they encountered
along the way did not seem to deter the strange little group
at all; on the contrary, they all seemed clearly amused by the
great noise they were making, so much so that they clapped
their hands whenever a sudden obstacle - a bed, a chair, a
door - blocked or slowed them down.

In order to understand what was going on, but also to
ask for an explanation of this strange gathering, Andrew, as-
suming an authoritative tone, asked in a loud voice what
they were doing and where they thought they were going
with that immense tub, receiving only broad smiles and un-
certain indications of an undefined place that must have
been far beyond the corridor they were in at the time. Still
insisting, he only received a dumbfounded look, as if to say:
"Can it be that you are so dumb that you don't understand?

Annoyed, perplexed and very angry at the unresponsi-
ve and unconscious nurses who still didn't deign to interve-
ne, he couldn't do anything but stand in line with the others,
praying in his heart that someone wouldn't get hurt too bad-
ly.

It was only when they rounded the last corner of a
subsequent corridor that Andrea understood, or rather
seemed to understand, what the destination of that immense
tub was: the toilets. In these rooms, while the water from the
torn or malfunctioning pipes came out and splashed from all
sides, the tub was finally placed, with a long ovation, under
the showerhead of one of the two still intact showers, from
which a jet of lukewarm water came out.

Despite the commotion the group had caused, still no-
ne of the nurses had deigned to intervene. Also absent was
the strange individual who prepared the beds and who
seemed to be their leader.
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The feat in which the whole group had collaborated,
some pushing, some just shouting to encourage others, did
not seem to have ended there. Helped by the others, in a
confused and clumsy manner, four of the patients at the end
of the line, who had only participated virtually in the opera-
tion, began to undress completely, waving their arms in
coldness or perhaps embarrassment, while those in front,
who were apparently in charge of the operation, very se-
riously and with great composure lifted them by weight and
slipped them one by one into the tub.

The shouts of joy and incitement increased in pitch as
all four were somehow placed in the large vessel. Standing
upright, to maintain their precarious balance, they held each
other forming a circle, while their backs and bottoms were
shamefully turned to their companions around them

At this point each of those present felt obliged to par-
ticipate in washing their companions. Holding in one hand a
piece of yellowish cloth, like a sponge, and in the other a
few flakes of soap, they all undertook to scrub the shoul-
ders, buttocks and backs of their four companions who, in
turn, were enjoying themselves as much as or more than
them, being caressed, groped and scrubbed.

Andrea was increasingly amazed and perplexed. Eve-
ry now and then someone in the group would turn their gaze
on him, not quite sure whether to check his reaction or to
invite him to participate in that game or cleaning operation
that was. Andrea didn't really seem in a position to share
their enthusiasm and joy.

Apart from the risk of an accidental fall on that floor,
made slippery by the soapy water, the sight of those naked
bodies that everyone enjoyed touching as a game, without
feeling any embarrassment, did not seem to him at all ap-
propriate to a place of care. He was therefore distinctly in-
clined to put an end to or at least put in order that filthy way
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of washing. However, every time he tried to intervene with
gentleness but also with determination, he was systematical-
ly turned away, as if judged incapable of understanding
what was going on, or deemed inadequate to operate well

When the first four were well washed and groomed,
after a final round in the tub, which predictably splashed
more water on top of the already abundant water on the
ground, they were helped down.

Drying and dressing was a much easier task. The doc-
tor noticed that those in charge of this task were using a
sheet full of rips and holes to dry their comrades, while, to
complete the task, they had placed on two chairs, in bulk,
two piles of apparently clean clothes. Of these, one consi-
sted of a pile of blue trousers of rough cotton, the other of
jackets, of the same colour

As far as Andrea could understand, the choice of clo-
thing by the workers did not follow any rules, as the four of
them and those who followed afterwards were all dressed in
a pair of trousers and a jacket, without taking into account
the size of each one. Therefore, at the end of the operation,
some were forced to hold up their oversized trousers with
one hand, to prevent them from slipping on the floor, while
others had to tighten their unbuttoned trousers at the front,
to prevent them from opening. In the end, it seemed that
everyone could only use their right hand, while their left
hand, which was busy holding up or tightening the trousers,
seemed to be missing

Andrea's anger and disdain towards the nurses grew as
the operations came to an end. Could it be that still no one
showed up? Could it be that those poor people were left alo-
ne to wash and dress themselves? Was it possible that they
had no shirt or vest to wear under their jackets and pants
under their trousers? And was it ever conceivable that there
was no one able to choose clothes for each of them, at least
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close to their size? All these operations were the specific re-
sponsibility of nurses. What kind of hospital was that? And
what kind of careless, unconscious staff was it? The next
day he would have groomed them properly, by golly!

The conclusion of the operation could not have been
more disastrous. The four or five sturdiest of the group did
nothing more than empty the dirty water into the middle of
the toilets, which was added to the other water coming out
of the various broken pipes, as well as the faeces and urine
scattered everywhere on the floor but also on the walls

The operation of getting the tub back into the room by
that group of rowdies seemed to happen faster to him. May-
be the synchrony of the volunteers pushing or rolling the tub
had improved, or maybe everyone seemed to have had
enough fun and wanted, at this point, tired but happy and sa-
tisfied, to go to sleep in their beds

Only on the way back did he see the strange character
he had seen the day before appear, as if from nowhere. He
only glanced at his doctor in passing, while very calmly and
with a beautiful smile on his face he turned to his compa-
nions to ask them, in a whisper, for information.

Some of the bystanders answered him with a grunt
and a few mangled words, others, unable to do any better,
used eloquent gestures to tell how the events had unfolded.
The sequel was brief: the tub was left in a corner of the ward
and everyone lay down on their beds with all the clothes
they had on. Therefore, while the coldest ones got under the
sheets, the others lay down directly on the overcoat. The
chatter continued for a few minutes and then nothing more.
Everyone slept peacefully like little angels.
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v

In the morning

After what he had witnessed, going home to sleep al-
so seemed an impossible task. He could never have imagi-
ned behaviour similar to what he had witnessed. He thought
about giving the nurses a good scolding the next morning
and, at the same time, he was really curious as to how they
would defend themselves.

He could certainly not fire them, as he was only a roo-
kie assistant, but he would certainly report to the director on
what was going on in that department, so as to force him to
take appropriate action. There was no doubt that he was in a
'madhouse’, but that in no way justified certain behaviour
and absences.

The next morning, right on time, he presented himself
at the ward. He had forced himself to operate as calmly as
possible, but his voice, with which he asked for the head
nurse who opened the solid iron door for him, was still
trembling with suppressed anger. He told the chief nurse, in
great detail, everything he had witnessed the night before,
noting the absence of the staff, whose main duty should ha-
ve been to assist and help the disabled patients with their
cleaning.

The man, still dressed in blue jeans and a T-shirt,
looked at him with respect, but also with benevolent under-
standing, as if to say: "l understand and justify you because
you do not know these places, but you will soon learn to
your cost and then you will not make such stupid speeches",
he answered him saying: "You know, doctor, for some years
now, that sick man you met, Franco, has been keeping a
group of morons with him, whom he takes care of himself,
washing them, feeding them, putting them to bed. The direc-
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tor knows about it and has recommended that we let him do
it." Then he added: "On the other hand, we nurses are always
few and we cannot keep up with all the sick.

Taken aback by the mention to the director that he
knew everything, indeed he himself had consented to that
kind of conduct, he did not know what to reply except:
"Please call this man, so | can talk to him and also give me
his medical records.

Flipping through it, he immediately noticed that there
was something strange. In beautiful calligraphy, right on the
cover it said: Amin Dali, but inside was a photo of a much
younger man, who was undoubtedly this Franco.

"But then his name is not Franco?' "No, doctor, he
calls himself that, but his real name is the one written on the
chart; he is not even Italian, he is Egyptian. He is supposed
to suffer from epileptic seizures, but since | have been in
this ward, he has never had any, and | assure you that he
does not take any treatment" the head nurse pointed out to
him.

Andrea's bewilderment and confusion increased more
and more. A group of sick people is completely in the care
of a stranger, who goes by a different name from his real
name; this man is supposed to suffer from epilepsy, but he
never has any seizures, despite the fact that he does not take
any specific therapy. One is astounded. "But why does he do
this? Who makes him take care of these ... how many are
there? Sixteen patients’'We don't know," replied the nurse,
"some say he does it to take sexual advantage of the little
ones."

"What?" shouted Andrea at this point, jumping up and
punching the table. "Is there also this risk? Are you all crazy
in this place? You keep a man who calls himself something
other than his real name; he's supposed to be epileptic but
never has a seizure; you entrust sixteen sick people to this
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man and there's also the possibility that he will sexually
abuse them?' "I've never seen such a thing. However | will
get to the bottom of this. Call me this Franco, please.’

While waiting for the strange individual to come, An-
drea began to check the data in the file. The man had been
hospitalised nine years earlier. In the admission certificate,
handwritten by a doctor he did not know, was his real name,
'‘Amin Dali' and the diagnosis: 'Suffering from epilepsy and
psychomotor agitation' with the usual corollary: 'Being dan-
gerous to himself and others, admission to the psychiatric
hospital is required'. There was only an electroencephalo-
gram taken on his admission to hospital, from which there
were only the very general and unclear notes of '‘Mild bioe-
lectric alterations'.

In the psychic examination, the patient was described
as a calm, reliable, good worker, with no major mental di-
sorders, and then, punctually, at the beginning of each year,
the usual sentence: 'Physical and psychic condition unchan-
ged'.

When this strange individual appeared before him, he
immediately noticed the square face, the high and broad fo-
rehead, the thick eyebrows and the coal-black eyes and hair,
although the skin was only slightly darker than that of an
average Sicilian. He also noticed that, although he was not
fat, he possessed a robust and strong build, but above all, he
once again observed that smile on his face, which never
seemed to leave him.

Standing before him, he exuded the serenity, confi-
dence and reliability noted nine years earlier by his collea-
gue who had admitted him to the hospital. Characteristics
that the latter had diligently noted. So much for “psychomo-
tor agitation!"

He decided, therefore, to avoid, at least for the time
being, mentioning the suspicions of sexual abuse of the pa-
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tients in his care. He preferred only to ask why he had ar-
ranged the patients' toilets in that way. He: "You know doc-
tor, it is not an easy task. | have to wash the children without
them catching pneumonia from the cold water and without
them getting scalded from the boiling water. So I thought of
getting Luigi, the carpenter, to give me a saw and with it |
cut an old barrel, partly devoured by moths, that | found in a
hospital cellar. | removed the ruined part and built a tub, not
so big that it could not be transported, nor so small, for what
we needed. We normally keep it in a corner of the room
where we sleep and it is used to put the clothes and linen
that the nun gives us. Once a week, we roll it to the toilet
where we fill it with lukewarm water. The children like this.

He added: "I have to keep the fire burning under the
pot, so the others take care of washing, drying and dressing
them." The man spoke in fairly good Italian, with only a di-
stinct foreign accent, and the reasoning didn't make a wrin-
kle, but he kept calling them 'children’, when they were not
children at all. All of them were definitely teenagers or of
age, otherwise they would not have been able to stay in that
ward, others were grown men if not clearly elderly. Of cour-
se, many of them were mentally deficient, could not speak,
behaved 'like children’, but why did he use that term for eve-
ryone? For Andrea it was a mystery added to the others.

At this point, the next question he asked him was ine-
vitable: "Look, you were hospitalised nine years ago for epi-
lepsy, but you have never had any seizures in the hospital,
my colleagues in the past have noted that you do not have
any mental disorder that would justify hospitalisation. Why
doesn't he ask for discharge and go home? He must have a
home!'

Andrea, looking at the face of the man in front of him,
still standing, who had turned dark and pensive, losing at
least for the moment that strange smile and confidence that
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distinguished him, had already guessed the answer: "I have
no home, and so | prefer to stay here." "Yeah, stay here, to
help the patients or to take advantage of them?" thought the
doctor. It was impossible for him to dissolve this dilemma
now, but he would do it at the cost of ... Of course, at the
cost of giving up leaving that place. 'What an idiot | keep
being,' he brooded to himself.

He knew at that moment that he had changed his deci-
sion to resign and leave that hospital, but it was not fully
clear to him why this change of plan had occurred. To have
seen mentally deficient people dragging a tub and taking a
bath? To find out what the man who still, motionless, stood
before him was hiding? He suspected in his heart that this
man was responsible for that change of programme, but he
could not guess the real reason

Back home he communicated, with a sad and angry
face, his decision to his mother. The latter, noticing in her
son the inner turmoil that seemed to gnaw at him as much
and more than before, did not know whether to be happy or
not. She decided in any case to be generous and altruistic.
Please, Andrea" she told him in a faint voice, as when as a
child she consoled him for his father's reproaches or bad
marks at school, caressing his head resting on her lap, "life
is yours, you know that your father and | want you in Mes-
sina, but if you do not feel up to it, go back to Rome. We
don't want you to sacrifice yourself because of us.' "It's not
for you that I'm doing this,” replied the son, "I've decided
just like that."

To avoid any further discussion he left the house. He
felt the need for a long walk to try and relax. As he had done
on similar occasions, he needed to immerse himself in natu-
re, to regain the peace and inner balance that seemed lost
since he had returned to his city.
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In this he was lucky. A few metres from his cottage
was the beach, still almost deserted at that time, and then the
sea. It was enough to cross the road to get there. The street
was lined with cars that drove slowly, almost with the same
desire to relax as their drivers who, on the seafront, wanted
to enjoy the magnificent panorama of the Strait and Cala-
bria, but also to enjoy the sound of the waves gently cra-
shing on the shore.

Unusually for the habits of his city, the car drivers let
him pass the road without accompanying him with their
honking horns. Sitting close to the shore, he felt that the
sand had already cooled so much that his hands felt damp as
they sank into it. This uncomfortable feeling contributed to
his even greater anger towards the nurses, the director, him-
self and, above all, towards that mysterious man in his ward.

"What a hypocrite, that man,” he said to himself,
"pretending to help those poor wretches in order to take ad-
vantage of some of them." Who then? Many of that group
were quite young. Certainly younger than Franco who
looked to be at least forty; but handsome they were not! The
illness and the stay in that institution had left indelible
marks on their bodies and faces: many were thin, almost
gaunt due to insufficient food; some had clear deformities of
the bones and conspicuous scars on their faces and bodies,
as a result of who knows what clashes with other patients.
So what attraction did he ever find in those people?

Salvatore

At that moment, Franco's thoughts were somehow
connected to those of his doctor. However, his emotions
were very different as he recalled the meeting he had had
with Dr Lo Conte. Although he had realised that the latter
had called him to reproach him for the way he handled his
‘children’, unlike the others who had preceded him, he had
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read in his eyes a great deal of determination and a sincere,
intense interest in the hospitalised patients.

This pleased and reassured him. However, he feared
what the nurses would say about him. He had long been
aware of their suspicions and accusations. More than once
they had reprimanded him, and even beaten him, for finding
him hugging one of his ‘children’.

The last time was because of Salvatore. She had met
him almost a year before. On his 'file’ it was written that he
suffered from mental retardation and severe behavioural di-
sorders. The boy did not speak, he could barely say mum,
dad, and a few other monosyllables, however, through ge-
stures he was able to communicate his needs very well.

He was only fifteen years old, but already the nurses
in the children's ward, where he had been since he was
eight, had noticed all the signs of sexual maturity in him,
and this had convinced them of the need to request his trans-
fer to some adolescent and adult ward. It had not been diffi-
cult to achieve this, as the director did not want to be accu-
sed by them or their unions of leaving a sexually mature
person with children.

On the other hand, the nurses, exasperated by the
abandoned condition of the ward: without effective guidan-
ce from the medical staff, which was practically absent, and
without any psychologist or other educational and rehabili-
tation staff, they were waiting for nothing more than his de-
nial, to unload on him all their frustration, which would turn
into anger, for a job that was as onerous as it was painful

And so Salvatore, with the approval of the director,
had been accompanied in the early afternoon to the 'dirty
ward' and entrusted to the nurses. The latter, on receiving
him, had done nothing more than open the iron door of the
living room and put him in with the others. The following
day, the doctor would make some notes on the file
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However, they had not foreseen the reaction of the
boy who, upon entering the living room, reacted first with
anxiety and then with terror at the sight of that degraded
humanity. Salvatore, left behind by the nursing staff, looked
around in vain for a secluded place to hide, so as to feel a
little safer and more secure. Unfortunately, there always
seemed to be something or someone who managed to scare
him off or chase him away in a bad way, with a scream or a
shove.

He was terrified by the large number of sick people,
physically much larger than himself. He was frightened by
the constant presence of many completely naked people ut-
tering disjointed phrases and moving in a disorderly and
convulsive manner. He was horrified by the screams, blood,
swearing and curses that seemed to come from everywhere.
As he futilely tried to find a place isolated and protected
enough, he felt anguish growing within him and this anguish
caused him to shake convulsively. Biting his hands, through
physical pain, he tried to better control and partly cushion
his terror.

He did not understand why he had been taken to that
place, which was much uglier, dirtier and smellier than the
one he had known for several years. But it was one thought
above all that caused a total, albeit momentary, upheaval in
his mind: "How would his mother have found him in that
unknown place?" In that place there were no chairs, where
mothers, fathers and grandfathers would sit when they came
to visit their children and grandchildren, just as there were
no tables, where they spread out the tablecloths and put the
best things imaginable on them.

Giovanna, his mother, who came almost every week
to visit him, would place the tablecloth printed with many
small roses on the wooden table with the white formica-
covered top on this she would place the plate with the still-
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warm spaghetti with sauce, which she poured from a plastic
holder, but also the meatballs, which he liked so much.

The good things that Mum brought seemed never-
ending. From the large wicker basket that she placed beside
him, there would also come out, as if by magic, some soft
white sandwiches stuffed with mortadella; a slice of cake;
oranges or apricots and then, before leaving, she would also
slip into his pocket many small sweets of various colours
and flavours, all for him.

He could no more do without his mother and the kiss
she gave him, her eyes moist with tears, when she arrived
and when she left, than he could do without spaghetti,
sandwiches, oranges and sweets. Almost unintentionally,
along with the tears, there gushed from his throat, clenched
like a vise because of the despair that had completely engul-
fed and shaken him, a high-pitched, lacerating cry that
seemed to go on forever.

Perhaps to seek help, or perhaps to ask to be taken
back to the place he knew, he also began to bang his fists on
the table next to him, ever louder and more violently. For a
few minutes, no one noticed him, but then another sick per-
son, perhaps disturbed and annoyed by his loud shouting
and banging on the table, began to push him towards the
wall, at first softly and then increasingly loudly and violent-
ly. He heard, along with his own desperate shouting, the dull
sound of his body and head hitting the wall. He remembered
nothing else. Enveloped as if by a soft, black veil, he fainted
without feeling anything more.

When he awoke, he found himself lying in an unfami-
liar bed. The room, not too large, resembled that of the chil-
dren's ward from which he had come. In order not to be no-
ticed, he tried as far as possible to remain motionless and
with his eyes closed. In his sleep he thought back to his mo-
ther but also to his father, who unfortunately rarely came to
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visit him. Unwittingly, he remembered the crucial days in
which his life had totally changed.

Ever since he was three years old, he had known nu-
merous doctors to whom his parents took him for examina-
tions and tests. The doctors would ask him a thousand que-
stions, invite him to play with cubes and cards, but then,
turning to Mum and Dad, they would shake their heads with
sad eyes and politely ask him to leave the room

For a few minutes he would stay in the company of
some young lady, also in a white coat, who would make him
laugh and joke, while his parents stayed in the company of
the doctors. When Dad and Mum left the room, however,
they were always much more frowning and sad than when
they entered. He did not understand why. Sometimes Mum
would stare at him, as if she wanted to tell him something,
and then hug him tightly, crying; at other times, without
even looking him in the eye, she would tug him back, as if
she had committed a mischief and was angry with him.

After a short time, the torment of kindergarten began.
On the day he started attending it, as his mother helped him
put on a white, starched pinafore with a blue ribbon, which
smelt new, he could not understand why she was particular-
ly affectionate towards him. She seemed to want to eat him
up with kisses as she adjusted, as best she could, his stoc-
kings, the collar and sleeves of the pinafore and repeated,
continuously, to the point of exasperation, a sequence of re-
commendations: "Salvuccio, please be nice to the teachers,
don't hit the other children." "Salvuccio, please do every-
thing the teachers ask you to do." "Salvo, remember, when
you have to pee, tell the teacher. Don't pee in your pants.'
"Salvuccio, | put a napkin, a butter sandwich and an apple in
your basket for you to snack on. Eat everything!" "Salvo, do
you know you look good in this pinafore? Take care, don't
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worry, mummy will run a few little errands and come get
you."

But he did not like school. He could not stay for so
long without the reassuring and attentive presence of his
mother. He felt an emptiness inside, as if his heart were
being torn out, every time she gave him trembling, final re-
commendations, the strongest kisses on his face and fore-
head. Above all, he hated the yellowish, slightly peeling
door of his classroom, which seemed to swallow him up and
make him disappear forever!

Whenever this happened he would cry, sometimes
softly, almost afraid of being discovered by teachers and
classmates as weak as a sissy, but at other times he could
not hold back his anger and would shout loudly as tears rol-
led down his cheeks. When he shouted, he did not want
anyone to come near him, and if a child or a teacher politely
handed him a toy or a pencil, to distract him, he would
throw them at them, bite his hands and try to scratch his fa-
ce.

After about a month of that martyrdom, his parents no
longer took him to that hateful place. Following the advice
of various professors who had visited and observed him,
they began to consider the possibility of placing him in a
psycho-pedagogical medical centre where, they said, they
would teach him a thousand things: how to speak, how to
undress and dress himself, how to stop peeing on himself,
and then who knows, in the future, perhaps they would also
be able to teach him to read and write, at least his name.

In short, the various specialists he consulted were all
in agreement that this place would serve to stimulate his in-
tellectual capacities so as to help him become greater and
more mature in everything. This facility was, they said, the
right place for him.
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A few months passed before he made up his mind. He
was happy to no longer go to school and stay at home with
his mother, his younger brother and all his toys. In the eve-
nings, however, something troubled him. He could hear, as
he curled up in his cot, clutching his teddy bear tightly to
ward off bad dreams, that his parents were arguing, raising
their voices as they talked about him. The phrases they re-
peated most often were: "What are we going to do?' "We
can't pretend nothing is happening!" "We have to do some-
thing!"

He did not understand the meaning of those phrases,
although he was sure they referred to him. But what more
did his parents have to do? He was serene and happy with
them. His mum, dad and grandparents were loving and kind,
seemed to understand him in everything and made him feel
secure. He did not need anything else. What they gave him
was more than enough to make him feel good. And then the-
re was his little brother to make him laugh, to play with, and
there were the toy cars and building blocks to play with. Su-
rely he had everything he needed!

However, according to the doctors, these things were
not enough, he had to do many exercises to get better and
these exercises could only be done in that place they called
the 'Centre'.

He did not understand why his people were bickering.
If that place was so useful, he would have attended it with
pleasure! Even when talking to his grandparents and uncles,
when the word 'Centre' was whispered, it provoked new cla-
shes and heated arguments every time. One grandfather
against the other, Dad against Mum. Even the uncles wanted
to have their say and everyone was squabbling. Salvatore
did not understand, but waited confidently. He was certain
that they would make the best choice, because he knew that
everyone, each in his own way, loved him dearly.
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The days and months passed. Salvatore still remembe-
red that period as one of the happiest in his life. Apart from
the heated discussions in the evenings between his loved
ones, everything seemed to be going well. He now under-
stood much better the speeches the grown-ups made, and the
words he could pronounce had also increased, to the great
joy of his mother and father and grandparents, who repeated
to everyone, their eyes gleaming with joy, every new word
he could pronounce, as if each one was a great achievement.
He also no longer peed in bed, and this too was hailed by all
as a great, memorable achievement

However, the doctors to whom mum and dad reported
their son's improvements were not at all enthusiastic about
this; they shook their heads, as if to say that it was difficult
to make certain parents understand and accept what was
really useful and necessary for their children. Then, those
men in white, with an attitude always serious and composu-
re, kept repeating that he would acquire much more in a
medical psycho-pedagogical centre, where he would have
the support of many specialists: psychologists, social wor-
kers, speech therapists, psychomotricists, etc.

The list of specialists who were supposed to take care
of Salvatore was long, but this did not seem to convince his
parents and other relatives who, perplexed, wavered until
the day the painful decision was made: "Let's put him in this
blessed centre," they heard them say, almost in unison.

The paperwork involved was longer and more difficult
than his family had imagined. It seemed that every parent
who had a problem child at home yearned to enrol him in
one of these precious services. Some sought the support of
some monsignor known to the parish priest, some asked a
‘friendly' politician always looking for votes for this special
favour, and others preferred to ask for help even from some
'man of honour', present in their territory, who would lend
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themselves to favouring anyone who asked for their inter-
vention, in order to demonstrate their power.

This difficulty in being accepted in a psycho-
pedagogical medical centre seemed to give reason to those
who, like his father and paternal grandparents, were most in
favour of this decision. Salvatore often heard them repeat
that: "If so many parents are trying hard to place their child
in those centres, they must be really useful and valuable for
all children with similar problems.” At that time, another
phrase they repeated among themselves and with all those,
friends and neighbours, with whom they spoke, as if to ob-
tain from each of them an acceptance and support for the
decision they had made, was: "What we are doing will cer-
tainly be good for Salvuccio."

It was summer when the long-awaited day arrived. He,
like the others, was excited about this event. He was repea-
ting to himself what everyone was confidently saying: "He
would speak beautifully, perhaps better than his little bro-
ther with whom everyone was making comparisons; he
would dress himself, so that his mother would no longer
puff impatiently every morning; and maybe he would even
learn to read and write!

He did not understand, however, why his mother had
been filling a large valise with all his things for several
days, but he was happy about it. When he had gone to kin-
dergarten, Mama Giovanna had only put a butter sandwich,
a napkin, an apple and Pippi, the teddy bear he was fond of,
inside the basket. Instead, luckily, this time, Mummy did not
finish putting all his clothes, jackets, knickers, T-shirts and
also many of his toys and puppets into the basket. Perhaps
she had realised that he was happier if he could have her
things. "Good mommy!" she thought.

However, the woman's face betrayed the torment she
was experiencing. "How come she makes this dark face, if
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this place is so important and precious to her child whom
she loves so much?" thought Salvatore.

He was amazed by another oddity: in Dad's car, not
only his parents but also his grandparents and Aunt Nannina
wanted to get into it to accompany him, even though they
were choking to death. They, too, were not finished
cuddling and smooching him on the way.

He discovered that this Centre, which everyone was
talking about, was in a place outside the city. For him, who
loved nature, flowers and plants, this was an added bonus on
top of all the others. He was convinced that the place would
certainly be more beautiful than the anonymous and sad pla-
ce in his kindergarten, which he hoped to have abandoned
for good. Dad had to look at the map of the area several ti-
mes to find out where to go and where to turn.

Finally they entered a small, unpaved road that ran
through a pine forest from which a delicious perfume ema-
nated. After passing through a large and beautiful solid iron
gate, the child realised that the Centre was right in the midd-
le of a grove of immense trees: pines, firs and eucalyptus
trees alternated and stretched as far as the eye could see.

Along the large entrance avenue to both the right and
left, marble statues and busts were placed on columns,
which seemed to welcome visitors. Some were clearly co-
pies of ancient statues, the busts on the other hand portrayed
certainly important people, who seemed to scrutinise and
watch with their attentive eyes every visitor who entered the
park. Perhaps they represented the former owners of the vil-
la or the illustrious doctors who had worked there.

Right next to the house, around and on either side of a
large fountain, stood several richly flowered flower beds
that made the place enchanting and magical. Added to this
was the mass of purplish-red flowers of an immense
bougainvillea climbing up and around a large solid wooden
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doorway. The flowering shoots of the rich creeper, reaching
up to the first floor, framed a large balcony and then casca-
ded down, like a purple waterfall, almost to the front door.

This truly large and majestic building was much more
beautiful than the anonymous flat block where the child li-
ved. Even the other windows were as if framed by the gree-
nery and dazzling colours of other creepers, especially wi-
steria, which softened and decorated every opening with
their foliage and flowers descending in clusters. The sight of
this princely villa and so many plants and flowers, many of
which were unknown to him, heartened him even more.

The child was also pleasantly surprised and laughed
heartily when his dad, after fruitlessly searching for the
electric bell, had to use a large iron clapper, in the shape of a
lion's head, to get it to open. It made a loud and majestic
noise, just as loud and majestic was the whole place, which
looked a bit like the drawing of the fairy castle in the big
book that Mama Jeanne read to him every evening.

A girl came to open the door, whom he described in-
wardly as 'very sweet and very gracious' and who, after
warmly greeting the adults with a bow of her head, took him
in her arms, cuddling him and pampering him with a thou-
sand nice nicknames.

"We have been expecting you," he said, "I am Dr Ma-
ry Giuffrida. You can take a seat in the director's room. As
she said these words she pointed to the guests at one of the
majestic, massive doors that stood right next to the entran-
ce."

"This is our Salvuccio. Uh, how big you are. You're
almost bigger than daddy!

And then placing it on the ground: "Come, do you
want to run with me to go and play?"

Salvatore, enchanted by this girl who seemed to enve-
lop him in tenderness, warmth and joy, did not let himself
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be repeated twice and ran with her down the wide, immense
corridor with its pink marble floor and walls, over which
large doors with richly decorated wooden jambs opened.

As the echoes of her voice and her little shoes echoed
across the floor, at the end of this long ride Mary led Salvo
into a room in which all the toys in the world seemed to ha-
ve been collected: there were constructions of all sizes: from
small ones to large ones, the latter to be used with both
hands. In addition, perfectly functioning toy cars, trucks and
bulldozers were resting in plain sight on the massive
wooden shelves; but also a few rifles, many balls, puppets
and many dolls.

All these games only filled his heart with enthusiasm
and heightened his confidence in that enchanted place. So
he sat down on the ground and began to play with himself.
Before long, however, looking shyly at her from behind, he
invited that enchanting young lady to join in his games.

Given the size and sumptuousness of the centre's pre-
mises, the director's office, into which Salvatore's parents
were admitted by a diligent and gracious secretary, was no
less impressive. This was a large rectangular room which, at
first glance, was more reminiscent of a small museum room
than a doctor's office. In it, small vases and other Greek and
Roman artefacts were gathered on alabaster columns at the
sides, while paintings from various eras and ancient parch-
ments made a fine display on the walls.

Both the paintings and the scrolls and other works of
art seemed to welcome and guide the guests towards a huge
dark mahogany desk at the end of the room. This desk asto-
nished the guests as it was not only exquisitely decorated,
but also had small columns at the four corners, while some
cherubs and golden angels harmoniously embraced in the
centre. A large Persian carpet covered much of the floor and
served to harmonise the whole.
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Salvatore's parents, dazzled by so much splendour,
shyly and awkwardly approached the man who sat in a
sumptuous armchair upholstered in dark leather, surmounted
by numerous scrolls hanging on the wall. These attested, for
those who still had any doubts, to the great and profound
scientific culture of the man sitting in that armchair.

The director greeted them with a warm smile: "Please
take a seat. The secretary told me that you are the parents of
that child who was so highly recommended to me by Mr
Lamberti. My team will analyse and study his case, doing
everything humanly possible to improve his intellectual
condition, which they tell me is very deficient, and also his
behavioural problems, which unfortunately are often asso-
ciated with intellectual deficits. | recommend to you, howe-
ver, to stick to the rules of our centre. Keep in mind that vi-
sits are only allowed once a week, if possible on Sundays,
and only for no more than one hour. If you really want, you
can take your child home for a fortnight during the summer
period. In the event that you have difficulty keeping him or
her and managing him or her well at home, the child can
stay here with us and continue to receive the most important
and basic therapies for his or her harmonious development,
even in the summer.'

Salvatore's father interrupted him only to say: "But
can you assure us that you will have improvements?"

"We don't guarantee anything," replied the director
somewhat annoyed, "but believe me, improvements will be
there, as long as you are not too nagging and lax."

The interview was very brief. It seemed that the direc-
tor already knew everything about Salvatore's past and had
foreseen everything for his sake

When, after taking leave of the director, the parents
entered the playroom to say goodbye to their son, seeing
him enjoying himself, perfectly at ease, in the company of
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Dr Mary, they breathed a sigh of relief that dispelled any
further doubts about their troubled decision. Even the child,
thanks to the immediate emotional bond he had established
with the young pedagogue, seemed to have accepted that
grandiose, splendid institution very well.

It was only during lunchtime that little Salvuccio had
any misgivings, when he was introduced by the young pe-
dagogist into a room where there were also many other chil-
dren with various pathologies, some certainly more serious
than his own. Hearing some crying loudly, others shouting,
scolded by the assistants as they were being fed, a little
frightened he clung even closer to what he now considered
his friend, jumping on her lap. From time to time he asked
about his mum and dad, but the sweet words and kisses Ma-
ry gave him in abundance managed to reassure him.

Salvatore had forced himself to banish all fears from
his soul, as he had realised that his parents would love and
appreciate him more if he gained more independence and
skills. However, it was very difficult for him to face his
fears during the night, after his friend Mary had taken leave
of him.

The girl had told him she was going home, but reassu-
red him that she would return the next day when he woke
up. Another woman who did not look at all like Mary had
taken her place: fat, old and always angry, even before swit-
ching off the lights in the dormitory, she had scolded, with
her gnarled hands at her sides, some crying children, threa-
tening to beat them up if they disturbed her during the night
with their shrieks

He noticed that one of them, who must have been, by
the way, older than him, moved with difficulty and in a
strange, jerky manner. This child's face also seemed to de-
form into an ugly grimace when he tried to speak, but failed.
Both during the first evening and afterwards, that ugly, fat
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woman, when chatting with some of her other colleagues,
referred to him as 'that new retard'. Could it be that she did
not know his name? He offered to tell her his name.

Luckily he slept most of the night. He was awakened,
as he expected, by the kiss of his friend Mary, who took to
cuddling and joking with him, tickling his neck and tummy
as he laughed ecstatically, thinking in his heart that not even
his mummy and daddy played so much and so well with
him.

"Today, Salvuccio, if you want, we will go and play in
the garden,” she promised him as he, who was struggling to
wake up at such an early hour, clung to her neck. After
breakfast he kept his promise.

Running between the flowerbeds in that flowery park,
playing with the girl who lingered to be caught by her good-
smelling skirt, was a wonderful feeling that he often, even in
later years, liked to remember when he wanted to chase
away the too sad and painful emotions.

Only after playing chase did they start, sometimes
alone, sometimes together with some other children, what
they called 'the therapies'. Some were terribly boring, others
were fun. It was easy for him to realise that the most fun
therapies were the ones carried out with the nicest therapi-
sts, while on the contrary, the most boring ones were carried
out by the most unfriendly and obnoxious people, who huf-
fed and looked at their watches all the time.

His mother, father and grandparents did not come to
see him until three days later. Seeing him calm and not very
eager to go home and hearing from the director that he had
adapted wonderfully to the environment, they were even
more reassured.

For Salvatore, the weeks passed fairly peacefully, ex-
cept for the nights when Mrs Nina, the nurse he had inward-
ly referred to as 'the fat, mean one', was on duty. Fortunate-
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ly, it was a small, ugly interlude, abundantly compensated
for by the affection his friend Mary gave her in abundance.
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Mary

Maria Chiara: this was the real name of the doctor,
who had gladly accepted to be called Mary by her friends
and colleagues. She had just graduated in pedagogy when
she started working at that psycho-pedagogical medical cen-
tre outside the city. Her father, a well-known lawyer at the
Messina Bar, had accepted neither that type of study nor that
job well.

His one and only beautiful daughter could have
quietly and dignifiedly used her lively and alert mind for
something much more interesting and dignified, such as
lawyering or the judiciary, rather than dealing with retarded,
deformed or otherwise 'seriously brain-damaged’ children,
as he often called them. He judged his daughter's work as
sad, ugly and perhaps even dangerous, since he had to con-
duct it together with brats of various ages whom he, in his
imagination, saw as 'deformed, aggressive and violent little
monsters' ready to harm his little girl.

His disappointment was great, but also his bewilder-
ment at the inability of young people to understand and then
choose the activity best suited to their possibilities and so-
cial status. He hoped that at least he would be able to carry
out his activity in a professional and dignified manner in his
own private facility and not in a centre dependent on others.

Among other things, he knew of that centre where his
daughter had found work and doubted a lot about the moral
and professional correctness of those who ran it. "But unfor-
tunately,” he said to himself, "young people today think and
act without any criteria.”

In spite of her father's disappointment, Mary loved her
job, especially because it allowed her to be close to defence-
less puppies like the last one to arrive: Salvuccio. What

59



would become of them and how would they cope with life,
far from the family, swallowed up by the rigid rules of the
institution, without someone who could understand and li-
sten to them?

When she thought of this last child, her heart warmed
with tenderness and beat faster than ever before. She was as
if in love with this little one: she immensely liked his beauti-
ful, bewildered but always attentive eyes to the world
around him, loved his face framed by rich, curly hair of a
very light brown.

Salvatore's constant desire for play and cuddles and
his enthusiasm for every new discovery had, without her
realising it and much more than she could ever have expec-
ted, stimulated her dormant maternal instinct. That child's
face and eyes had been for her like the warm breath of
spring creeping through the countryside, among the bare
branches of the trees, still full of the dampness and squalor
of winter, to deliver to each plant and shrub, still wrapped in
sleep, its sweet, warm message, so as to urge them on to re-
newed vigour.

The risk, she knew, was to get caught up in this insti-
nct and allow her heart to give in to a particular feeling and
bond. She feared letting herself give in to an affection that
would lead her to neglect or underestimate her professional
commitments to the other guests at the centre. That is why,
with great effort, she tried to give each child the same atten-
tion as Salvatore. However, he was aware that he did not
fully succeed. She knew that her eyes and arms, when Sal-
vuccio was with her, often betrayed her.

Her colleagues and other staff at the centre had also
become aware of this disturbance. Especially the older ones
had started to make allusions to this special bond of hers. At
a later stage, the allusions had turned into explicit, clear,
acid accusations of favouring, who knows why, the latest
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child. Accusations to which he tried to respond by mo-
difying his behaviour as much as possible.

Salvatore, unaware of this chatter, was only aware of
his friend's constant mood swings. At times she was very af-
fectionate with him, while at other times she seemed to want
to push him away even physically, as if trying to escape his
friendship and his insatiable desire for hugs and kisses.

It was autumn and already the flowers in the flower
beds had become scarcer, while even the bougainvillea had
almost lost all of them, creating a large purplish-red carpet
on the ground, when the director called her "for important
communications”, as the secretary told her:

Have a seat, Doctor. Were you working? | am sorry to
have disturbed you. In the meantime, | must compliment
you on how you devote yourself to our children. I know that
you are very well liked by all of them. Especially I've been
told about your special relationship with that new little re-
tard, what's his name?"

Salvatore Sorrenti" suggested the doctor.

"Yeah, little Sorrenti,” continued the director. And
then with some embarrassment: "Unfortunately | have to gi-
ve you bad news: for economic reasons we are forced to de-
prive ourselves of your collaboration. The fees the province
pays us are getting smaller and smaller, and we can no lon-
ger afford the necessary expenses. However, | am sure that
you, with your excellent human and professional qualities,
will have no difficulty in finding new employment. In any
case, should the economic situation change, we will give
you due consideration.

She was fired. She understood this immediately and
accepted it. It was more difficult to accept what this dismis-
sal meant for her, not in financial terms, as her parents
would not let her lack anything, but in emotional and affec-
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tive terms. She felt that leaving that place would be a disa-
ster for her and the children she cared for.

With each one of them she had established a solid and
important emotional relationship: she knew every wrinkle of
their souls, certainly more than their parents who, by visi-
ting them as a rule no more than once a week and for only
an hour, had gradually but inexorably lost much of their
children's intimate life. Intimate lives that they, on the other
hand, had increasingly intertwined with her. Abandoning
them at that time was painful for her but would certainly ha-
ve been a calamity for the little ones in her care.

He could not help but express these misgivings.

"Excuse me, director, but how will the children I look
after do? And Salvuccio, who has only been here a few
months?"

"Don't worry about that. The children you looked after
will be distributed to your two other colleagues, who will
look after them with the same care and attention you have
given them so far. Little Sorrenti, your protégé, will also be-
nefit by bonding with other figures, as he will be able to
expand his psychological and emotional space,' the director
replied dryly.

He realised that there was nothing more to add except:
"Good morning."

Saying goodbye to the director was certainly easier
than having to say goodbye to what he called 'his children'.

He did not know when and how to do it. She didn't
want to leave them crying, as she surely would have done at
that moment. Since she still had a few days before she was
forced to leave, she thought of organising a rich, pleasant
little party for them. With smiling eyes but a torn soul, she
communicated this decision to the whole group of younger
children she was looking after.
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They were happy about this, also because she had
glossed over her dismissal. The little big lie she had told
them was that she had to attend a course so that she would
become better, so she would come to the centre a little less,
but that they would continue to see each other and be to-
gether anyway.

To ensure that 'Mary's big party’, as the children were
already calling it, went off without a hitch, every little one
worked hard. Cutting and gluing the coloured tissue paper to
make the decorations were the tasks to which they devoted
the most time, while the kitchen staff and cooks provided
the cakes and other goodies.

Finally the day of Mary's 'big party' arrived. Every-
thing was ready. The colourful garlands had been spread
high up, from one wall to the other in the playroom. On a
banner placed on the wall opposite the door were greetings
and good wishes for Mary. Under the garlands, right in the
middle of the room, two small tables had been set up for
food. A small amplifier with many records, placed on the
side of the door, had the task of adding to the party atmo-
sphere.

Greetings were always reserved in a cheerful and
light-hearted manner only for the end of the evening. Hardly
any of the children had fully understood the true meaning of
that celebration, so when their doctor greeted them one by
one with two big kisses on their cheeks, no one, least of all
Salvatore, realised that something very important was about
to change in their lives.

Only in the following days did the stark reality beco-
me apparent. Mary was gone, and with her were gone her
kisses, her cuddles, her games and above all the joy and love
that she distributed with full force. The two colleagues who
had taken charge of the whole group of little ones had
agreed to add these to those they were already following:
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"Because the director's orders are not to be questioned," but
they were not at all happy about it.

The large number of children overloaded them with
work, and it was also difficult for them to manage little ones
who had already established a strong emotional bond with
the dismissed colleague. Their annoyance was also accen-
tuated by the not too hidden thought that the reason for the
dismissal was not so much the economic problem as Mary's
behaviour that had been talked about for some time. Beha-
viour considered by the other workers to be too exclusive
and affectionate towards Salvatore.

Therefore, the latter, who was already referred to as a
clingy and boring child in the discourse of the staff, had
now, after what had happened, also become in the eyes of
everyone a 'trouble child' to be kept physically and affecti-
vely away from.

Little Salvatore was immediately aware of this, and
from then on, he lacked not only the boundless love he felt
from his friend Mary, but also the minimum of attention and
affection that the pedagogues lavished on all the guests at
the centre. Added to this was the detachment he felt increa-
singly evident from his family, who continued to visit him
once a week, as the director had instructed, but seemed to be
in an ever greater hurry to return home, sometimes for one
reason, sometimes for another.

It soon became apparent that the child's psychological
condition was worsening. He felt the increasingly rare visits
from his friend Mary as a betrayal, visits that ceased alto-
gether after a few months, while he clearly felt the hostility
present in the behaviour of the staff to whom he was assi-
gned.

For almost a year, Salvatore shut himself up in an
emotional autism, isolating himself from both his classmates
and adults, while in the following years, the suffering he
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suffered turned into increasingly irritable, grumpy, negativi-
stic, aggressive and destructive behaviour and attitudes.

Over time, the meetings requested by the director
from Salvatore's family became increasingly frequent and
painful. Every time the parents went to the centre to find
their son, they were almost afraid of being noticed by the di-
rector who systematically sought them out to tell them so-
mething worse:

"Your son is becoming more and more capricious,
stubborn and insolent.”

"He does not sleep at night and wakes everyone up
screaming. He says he has fears. But | assure you they are
all whims. Sometimes they are forced to punish him severe-
ly."

"The day before yesterday he beat up a classmate just
because he did not immediately give him the toy car he was
playing with."

"Yesterday he threw a book at the teachers and knoc-
ked over his work table."

"The assistants were forced to lock him in a darkened
room because he had bitten one of them."

The child had just turned eight years old when the di-
rector called his parents on the phone to inform them that he
had been forced to admit their son to a hospital where he
would be better supervised because, during a nervous brea-
kdown, he had attacked the nursing staff and had thrown an
ornament at a stained glass window, shattering it into a
thousand pieces, with the risk of hurting other children and
some of the staff.

So it had been that for him, like for so many others,
the words on a prescription pad of '‘Dangerous person to self
and others' had been sufficient for the doors of the psychia-
tric hospital to open.
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As Salvatore remembered these things, because of the
pain he felt in his head and all over his body, but also be-
cause of the fears that had returned to his mind, he began to
cry again, at first softly and then louder and louder. Her
crying was reminiscent of that of the puppies when they
complain about the prolonged absence of their mother and
call her to do her duty of nursing, warming and protecting
them. The puppies, after a while, if their mother is not soli-
citous to care for them, yelp louder and louder, desperate,
fearing that they have lost her forever, so abandoned, they
fear they will die.

Unfortunately Salvatore's mother was not there. There
was only a man in front of his bed, patiently placing some
laundry in a large container. The latter, fearing the recurren-
ce of another crisis, immediately left his work and ran to
him. Sitting on the boy's bed and using affectionate words,
smiles and hugs, he tried to console him.

Those smiles, those hugs and those words had the de-
sired effect after a while. The boy, having calmed down, re-
sponded by clinging tightly to the man who, despite being
so big and strong, had managed to give him that shred of se-
curity and protection that he had not been able to have for a
long time.

It was at that very moment, as he was holding tightly
to that man with the black but good eyes, that the two nurses
entered. The latter, not having seen the newly admitted man
in the living room, had gone to look for him. Discovering
the two of them hugging each other, they shouted at the man
and threatened him once again, to put 'zip ties' on him and
tie him permanently to the bed, should they find him in such
a situation again.

Unfortunately, their intervention had once again upset
and frightened Salvatore, who had turned away and started
crying loudly again, with no one to console him.
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The first interventions

Once he had made the painful decision to stay and
work at that hospital, Dr Lo Conte felt the need to do every-
thing he could for those patients. But what to do? Where to
start? What was the most important thing? His clinical men-
tality, formed in university lecture halls, gave him precise
indications: before operating, one must know the people one
IS going to operate on. Therefore the first thing to do should
have been to visit, one by one, all the patients, so as to know
their precise psychic, medical, social and family conditions.
Yes, but how does one visit and then get to know two hun-
dred and thirty people in depth, as his lecturers had taught
him?

In the private clinic he had just left, he only had to ta-
ke care of fifteen female patients, so his task was not that
difficult: he only had to thoroughly examine each new case
that presented itself and devote the rest of his time to the
other patients. But here? Months would pass before he exa-
mined them all! And all the others?

How is it possible to assess their physical and psycho-
logical condition on a daily basis, so as to give the most ap-
propriate therapeutic indications for each one, if at the same
time it was necessary to examine so many patients in depth?
And then, how to deal with the newly admitted? And again,
how could one think of treating their physical and psychic
problems and at the same time leave them and bleeding,
crammed into that living room? And finally, how could one
accept letting them sleep in those makeshift beds, made of
pieces of foam rubber smeared with excrement?

Seen from all angles, the problems facing him seemed
absolutely unsolvable. Action had to be taken on several
fronts, but he understood very well that with his own forces
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and those of the few nurses he had at his disposal, very little
could be done.

Having found no strategy that gave him any chance of
success, he thought he would start by examining individual
patients.

To the head nurse who diligently assisted him when
he was in the ward, he asked for a Leonardo to come to his
office.

As he waited, he began to read this man's medical hi-
story. A history described very briefly in the yellowed pages
of the folder. The year of admission had been 1945. The
diagnosis was: 'Confusional state and psychomotor agita-
tion'. As it was the year 1975, it was exactly 30 years since
this gentleman had been hospitalised.

From his few notes, he realised that he had spent those
thirty years essentially in three departments. His first desti-
nation had been 'men's observation', where he had stayed for
less than a week. From this ward, since it had not been pos-
sible to discharge him quickly due to the persistence of dis-
sociative symptoms and psychomotor agitation, his former
colleagues had decided to transfer him to the "agitated
ward", where he had remained for twenty-two years. Since a
psychic deterioration had occurred that forced the patient to
urinate and defecate where he was at the time: whether it
was his bed, the living room or the corridor, he had been in
the current 'sweat ward' for eight years.

From this patient and others with the same characteri-
stics as his, Dr Andrea began to understand the philosophy
and practice that moved the destinies of the men and women
who made up the population of that hospital. Everyone, ex-
cept children, even if only for a day or a few hours, was ad-
mitted to the 'observation ward" which could only accom-
modate a small number of patients, no more than forty. In
this ward, psychiatric treatment was carried out quite pro-
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perly, so if you were lucky enough to improve quickly you
were discharged and returned home. Otherwise, and this
happened frequently, in order to make room for the newco-
mers, a transfer to one of the large wards was ready, where,
due to the large number of patients, it was impossible to be
followed up individually, even if only by treatment with
psychotropic drugs.

Therefore, from then on, the likelihood of discharge
and thus reintegration into society became minimal, while
the worsening and chronicisation of the psychic condition
was almost certain. If, as was often the case, after the acute
phase, psychic deterioration set in: with incontinence, a ten-
dency to tear clothes, to strip naked or to destroy furni-
shings, the last resort was the ‘filthy ward', from which one
only left to be transferred to the mortuary.

In the ‘filthy ward' therefore, all mentally retarded or
severely mentally deteriorated male patients who tended to
soil themselves or destroy their clothes or furnishings came
together. He realised at that moment that if the psychiatric
hospital was society's dustbin, the ward entrusted to him
was the hospital's dustbin. The prospect for him and his
work was even more disturbing!

Time passed slowly but still the patient did not arrive.
When he was finally brought into the office and made to lie
on the examination couch, Andrea, who had expected a
thankless task, due to the poor hygiene of in-patients, im-
mediately noticed that this man, compared to those he had
seen in the living room, was discreetly dressed, appeared
quite clean and, strangely enough, was also wearing a vest
and pants. The patient sat down on the examination couch
without any resistance.

Nevertheless, all attempts to establish any kind of con-
tact, if not a real conversation, were frustrated by his com-
plete silence. The man, locked in his impenetrable shell, did
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not seem at all curious or frightened to find himself in that
situation. Nevertheless, throughout the visit, he remained
completely silent.

His only interest seemed to be a piece of string that he
twirled restlessly in his hands, sometimes nodding, someti-
mes muttering incomprehensible words. Even during the
doctor's cursory examination of his body, he showed no hint
of rebellion or rejection. The chief nurse confirmed that this
patient was also considered by his colleagues to be a very
quiet person, but also totally absent and passive

After this, throughout the morning, he visited three
other patients. The second one that appeared before him was
an elderly man, completely blind, admitted for alleged epi-
leptic seizures. This man, unlike the first, was perfectly lu-
cid and liked to talk about his family and his past. He re-
counted that he had worked for many years as a municipal
guard and had had to leave his office because of his
blindness. He was a widower with two children, a boy and a
girl.

The latter, after the death of his wife, had admitted
him to that hospital. One of them, especially the male son,
came to visit him from time to time. Also in his file, as in
Franco's, from the rare notes, although he had no specific
therapy, it did not appear that he had ever had any epileptic
seizures.

The third patient, very young, with a stocky, chubby
body, classic almond-shaped eyes and chubby hands, was a
Down's syndrome subject who was mentally retarded. As he
lived in Franco's group, he was accompanied for the visit by
the latter who presented him as a child who was well off,
who dressed himself and even helped others to dress or eat.

The doctor was then invited to examine a fourth pa-
tient, who was presented by the head nurse as a boy who
could not be brought into the office as he was bedridden.
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These two words: 'boy and restraint' triggered an ima-
ge in his mind of another boy, also restrained in bed

He did not even know his name. He only remembered
that that morning, the director of the private psychiatric cli-
nic where he was replacing a colleague who was absent due
to illness, had asked him to perform the usual electroshock
therapy sessions. Having already performed this type of the-
rapy in the university clinic where he was studying, which
was then the clinic where Professors Bini and Cerletti had
invented and experimented such therapy, he felt he was well
prepared and also available.

He had found that in some difficult psychic situations
this therapeutic practice had proved to be quite effective. In
order to carry it out, the patient was taken in his or her own
bed to the small room dedicated to what was called sleep
therapy by the doctors and the nurses. As the patients did
not notice anything, as they were put to sleep before the ac-
tual electroshock, they looked forward to the 'sleep therapy’
sessions with pleasure, because of the pleasant feeling of re-
laxation they experienced when they woke up, and did not
object to it in the slightest. Therefore Andrea agreed to carry
it out, certain that he was doing the right thing.

The surprise was considerable. He immediately noti-
ced that there was an unusual, intense agitation in the ward.
He saw the nurses running from one side to the other as if
looking for someone they could not find or who was esca-
ping. He soon realised that they were frantically searching
for numerous patients who, recalcitrant, absolutely did not
want to be taken to the ward where they were to be electro-
shocked, and so fled hither and thither, hiding under beds, in
cupboards or in the stairwells.

This general stampede and playing hide-and-seek ma-
de him very suspicious. There was something wrong with
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this practice: "why were these people running away and the
patients of the university clinic not?" he asked himself.

One of them, a boy barely in his teens, was the last
and most difficult to catch. The very young patient, running
from one side of the rooms to the other, jumping over beds
and tables, slipping like an eel from the hands of his pur-
suers, systematically managed to escape the attempts to stop
him. However, the nurses did not give up at all, until, at the
end of a long corridor, a window barred by large bars put an
end to his escape attempts, allowing the enraged pursuers to
pin him down, drag him and tie him tightly in a bed.

Of the little boy who screamed with the others, beg-
ging and pleading not to be electrocuted, he remembered
with great sorrow two images that were indelibly fixed in
his mind: one was that of his arms clutching uselessly at the
bars of the high window that had put an end to his attempts
to escape, and the other was that of his face distorted with
terror as he screamed, banging his head left and right, after
being tightly and violently tied on his cot.

Dr. Lo Conte, who had watched in astonishment, an-
ger and disbelief the scenes of the chase and above all had
read the terror in the eyes of the patients, each one contained
in a bed waiting for the electroshock discharge, did not
know what to do. He absolutely did not want to take part in
that unworthy way of carrying out the therapy; on the other
hand, how could he give up his task after so much effort and
sacrifice on the part of the staff who had worked for at least
a good half an hour to search, chase and then contain all
those patients

Fortunately, after a few minutes he was freed from
this distressing dilemma by the news that the anaesthetist,
for some reason of his own, could not come to the clinic that
day, so each of the patients was freed from the clamps and
returned to their favourite corner.
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Andrea, as soon as he knew he was free from this task,
rushed to the director to express his disgust at what he had
witnessed and to propose a more correct way of acting, but
the latter explained to him with an impatient attitude that the
method of electroshock treatment, i.e. placing all the pa-
tients, tightly bound, in a single room, was born of the anae-
sthetist's need to perform this task as quickly as possible;
but also, thought Andrea, sure that he was not wrong, from
the clinic's need to pay the specialist as little as possible!

After this and other painful experiences, knowing that
there was a boy in his ward who was restrained in bed, im-
mediately triggered in the doctor a rebellion against anyone
who, for whatever reason, dared to exercise violence to-
wards patients, especially young ones. He neither accepted
nor tolerated the practice of restraint, except in rare cases of
true emergency. He therefore hurriedly got up from the
squeaky old wooden chair in the office to visit the boy in his
bed, ready to put up a fight to have him untied

Mario, this was the name of the boy, barely 16 years
old, had been admitted to that ward two years earlier, co-
ming from the children's ward, where he was already syste-
matically bedridden, as he exhibited, among other disorders,
clear self-harming behaviour

"Is it possible that you cannot fit him in with the
others?" asked the chief nurse.

"Unfortunately that is not possible, doctor,” the man
replied very politely.

"We have to try," replied Andrea, almost running.

Mario was in a bed that had, fortunately for him, not
only a full mattress but also a pillow and a blanket. He was
locked in bed in the usual way: two 'clamps' tied his wrists,
which had turned red and swollen, to the side bars of the
bed; his legs were locked in the same way. As was the legal
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requirement for restrained patients, a nurse sitting at his side
monitored him on sight.

He had read that the boy did not present any mental
retardation, nor had delusions, hallucinations or other psy-
chotic symptoms ever occurred. His admission had been
motivated by 'severe behavioural disorders at home and at
school'. In order to understand more about his inner world,
but also to begin to establish a relationship, Andrea thought
of asking him some very general questions:

"Your name is Mario, right?" "How long have you
been in hospital?" "How old are you?" "How do you feel?"
"What would you like to have?"

The boy, with his tense and angry face turned towards
the opposite side of the doctor, at first did not seem to listen
to what the latter was saying to him; only after the last que-
stion, shouting, did he forcefully and determinedly ask: "Gi-
Ve me a cigarette.

Taking advantage of this request, Andrea made his
proposal:

"If you behave and don't hurt yourself, I'll give you
not one but three cigarettes. Are you in?" "All right" agreed
the boy.

Andrea, in his heart, even though he did not smoke
and was against smoking, was willing to give him not three
cigarettes, but three whole packets of cigarettes, as long as
he did not see him tied up like Christ on the cross.

Very well, let's do this, I'll untie your arm in the mean-
time and you keep quiet while the nurse goes to get cigaret-
tes". The boy did not answer.

"Let's try untying just one arm," the doctor ordered.

"l assure you that this boy is dangerous,” replied the
nurse.

And again the doctor: "I know, but we are here... Let's

try.
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With great circumspection the head nurse began to un-
tie his right arm. He had only just loosened a bandage when
Mario, with incredible, sudden impetus and force, not only
managed to completely untie his arm, but shouting violently
began to storm his own face with his fists, so that after only
a few seconds, blood was already oozing copiously from his
nose and lacerated lips. Moreover, as the nurse tried hard to
push his hands away from his face, he managed to scratch
the latter's arms as he angrily spat at him

It was evident that this intervention had been not only
unnecessary but also detrimental to both the patient and the
nurse. This indisputable truth only deepened the frustration
of Andrea, whose face had suddenly whitened. Not knowing
where to put his hands, which were trembling nervously, he
shoved them into the pockets of his gown, clenching his fi-
sts tightly.

He was angry with himself because it was clear that he
still had a lot to learn. There, it was as if the contents of all
the textbooks he had studied were completely useless, in-
deed, misleading.

He also thought that the phrase one read about psy-
chiatric hospitals, which were usually referred to as ‘citadels
of madness', was only half true. For rather than a citadel, it
seemed to be a world apart, with its own rules and laws. At
this point, he expected on his way out that the sun, in that
place, would rise in the west and set in the east!

Contrite towards the head nurse who had been injured
and was standing next to him, he could only mutter as an
apology a simple: "I'm sorry."

At the same time he appreciated the composure and
self-control the man had shown on this occasion. The lack
of the white coat seemed to him at this point to be of no im-
portance. On the contrary, the fact that he had noticed it, so
as to express within himself a negative judgement from this
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lack, only added a further demerit to his abilities. In this ca-
se, to his ability to judge people by their clothing and not by
their qualities.

Since he had made it his business to first examine the
physical and psychological condition of individual patients,
when he entered the ward he locked himself in his office to-
gether with the head nurse and avoided walking around. He
was well aware that this behaviour of his was also a conve-
nient excuse for not feeling the horror present on the other
side of the grey door in front of his

Nevertheless, the living conditions of his patients be-
came brutal for him within the practice itself. One day the
head nurse begged him, also on behalf of his other col-
leagues, to slow down his commitment to visit four to five
patients every day, on the grounds that this created excessi-
ve stress and fatigue in them. "What kind of request is this?"
he thought. "How, | work to visit patients and they get stres-
sed and tired!" Another strange thing added to the others.
However, he only asked: "How come?

You know, doctor, when you ask us to visit a patient,
we first have to wash him or her and that is already a big
problem because the showers often don't work, then we ha-
ve to make the one you have already visited undress and put
those clothes on the other one, and that is not always easy,
because some are not used to having clothes on and you ha-
ve to fight and overcome their resistance, but even the one
whose clothes we take off sometimes doesn't want to and re-
sists

The doctor did not know what to say to these argu-
ments. He had, until then, evaded those realities: the lack of
decent clothes and especially the almost total absence of un-
derwear.

"Who provides the clothes and linen?" he asked.
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"The nun," replied the nurse, "it is she who gives us all
the clothes."

"Let's go to the nun" was Andrea's immediate request.

It was from the first day of service that he had not en-
tered the huge room where Sister Celestina was staying in
the company of that old man, well-dressed and very clean in
his bourgeois habit, whom he had noticed cutting bread.

Again the nun greeted him with a tired smile, saying:
"Good morning, doctor, what do you need?"

"Sister, | have noticed that many sick people are naked
and many of them are not wearing any underwear: can you
provide these clothes to the nurses so that they can dress the
patients?"

And the nun pointed upwards: "Some linen is on the
shelves, we use it mainly for talks with relatives, but not so
much to dress everyone." In truth, a lot of clothes, shirts,
underwear and a small supply of blankets were arranged on
the large wooden shelves.

"You give him everything you have, | meanwhile ask
for more clothes, more underwear and more blankets," An-
drea ordered.

"All right doctor, but ask for a lot, because a lot of
stuff gets lost in the laundry," the nun suggested.

It was a good feeling that he felt a few minutes later,
seeing the four nurses on duty, their arms full of never-used
linen, leaving the nun's room for the living room. And it was
even nicer, so that he was partly reconciled with himself
when, opening the door of that infamous room, he noticed
that a good number of patients were already dressed and
looked even cleaner.

This feeling, however, was very short-lived. Already
after a few days, the image of the patients had returned exa-
ctly as before: many of them were again naked, badly dres-
sed and dirty. It was like rewinding a piece of film and
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seeing the previous scene again. In addition, she had to en-
dure the nun's grumbling as she no longer had any clothes or
underwear for the patients to wear during their interviews
and had to face the protests and reproaches of relatives,
scandalised by the way their sons, husbands, fathers, bro-
thers were treated.

At this point his hope was placed in the thousand
items of linen he had requested, accompanying this request
with a peppery letter in which he described the pitiful condi-
tions in which his patients were living. He expected a nega-
tive reaction from the director, but instead, the latter, with
great sensitivity, immediately countersigned his request and
forwarded it to the bursar's office, asking them to urgently
provide for the purchase.

78



Goliath

That huge quantity of new linen arrived in a large van
after just over a month. Given the time of bureaucracy, the
time that had elapsed after his request had been quite short.
That feeling of satisfaction and joy that he had experienced
the first time, after managing to get a small number of sick
people dressed, was multiplied a hundredfold this time. It
was good to see almost all the patients wearing underwear
and clothes. If 'the clothes don't make the monk, it certainly
helps the monk'.

That shapeless mass of exposed flesh, naked and
smelly, was now beginning to take on a new look and a new
dignity. Those bodies were finally becoming people again,
badly suffering of course, but people nonetheless. This plea-
sant feeling also stemmed from the fact that, due to the fine
weather, the patients were now no longer cooped up in the
so-called living room, but circulated freely in the large inner
courtyard.

In this large space, surrounded by the walls of the
dormitories that took light and air from it through high win-
dows, an orderly series of benches and tables had been built,
all made of solid and indestructible reinforced concrete.

Since the courtyard floor was also made of concrete,
no trees or tufts of grass were present or would ever grow
there. In return, cleaning, by sprinkling water on the concre-
te surfaces, was facilitated and kept the place sufficiently
clean. The sick used to stay in that courtyard when the wea-
ther was good.

Some lay on the tables as if to sleep or sunbathe;
others sat on the benches immersed in their gloomy and me-
lancholic thoughts; still others ran all around the courtyard,
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shouting and prancing barefoot, as if to chase away the
monstrous ideas that haunted them.

When it came time for lunch or dinner, the nurses di-
stributed the food by pouring it into an aluminium cup pla-
ced directly on the concrete table. To avoid any risk of ag-
gression and injury, the only cutlery allowed for bringing
the food to the mouth was a spoon. Therefore when meat
was fed in the form of steak or schnitzel, it had to be bitten
off before being chewed and swallowed. This had created
emergency situations more than once.

In one of these Andrea was called in urgently to ren-
der immediate aid to a patient who the nurses reported was
stuck under the table and appeared lifeless. The doctor ru-
shed immediately. He found an enormously fat man lying
and partly actually wedged between the table and the con-
crete seat. Motionless and with a purple face, he seemed li-
feless. A piece of meat was sticking out of his clenched
mouth. Using the handle of a spoon Andrea noticed that the
mouth and perhaps also the throat was full of as yet un-
chewed meat. Only when with force he managed to pull it
all out did the big man finally manage to breathe as his face
cleared up again.

Andrea also noticed with not too much astonishment,
given his previous experiences, how the therapy with psy-
chotropic drugs was administered: the nun would go out into
the courtyard with a cup full of pills of various shapes and
colours, which she would distribute, at her discretion, by
putting them directly into the mouths of the sick. The latter
swallowed the drugs using water administered by a nurse
who held an aluminium cup in one hand and a jug in the
other.

He had also noticed that the dishes, at the end of indi-
vidual meals, were collected by the nurses in large baskets
and taken to a separate place to be washed. "But by whom?"
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wondered Andrea. Certainly not by the nurses, who imme-
diately left that room, adjacent to the toilets, from which
there was a great noise of water. Therefore he guessed that
that task had certainly been given as 'occupational therapy'
to some patient.

In fact, there were many patients who, given the chro-
nic lack of staff, were lending themselves to a variety of
functions: helping the nurses in collecting dirty linen from
the beds and taking it to the laundry; going to the kitchen to
fetch food; washing their companions, etc. Therefore, the
curiosity to know the person or persons who took care of
that delicate function of washing dishes was great in him.

This curiosity of his was soon satisfied. Walking
down the corridor leading to the toilets, following the crun-
ching sound of the water as it became more and more inten-
se, he found himself in front of a door with its two wings
completely wide open. As he looked out he saw a short,
thin, almost skeletal old man with a red nose and spirited
eyes. This old man, who had a bald head with only a few ra-
re tufts of white hair at his temples, was busily engaged in
cleaning dishes.

Apparently the sprightly old man had made this boring
occupation fun by using singing and dancing. Indeed, to
drown out the noise of the water he sang old ditties at the
top of his lungs; he pranced and danced apparently happily,
with bare legs and feet, here and there in the room following
the rhythm of the music.

As there were two large concrete tubs in one wall of
the room, in which cold water constantly flowed, the old
man took the dirty dishes one by one from the basket depo-
sited by the nurses and, before plunging them into one of the
tubs, cleaned them from the remains by throwing the lefto-
vers into the centre of the room, where there was a drain for
the water, which he had completely opened.

81



This cleaning technique surprised Andrea: the manho-
le, given the considerable amount of material flowing into it,
must necessarily have been clogged long ago. How come
this was not happening?

The solution to his question came shortly afterwards.
From the open manhole, at first timidly, as if to get used to
the intense light of the room and also perhaps to test the ter-
rain, and then more and more shamelessly and indifferently,
a host of rats of various sizes began to emerge, which, after
their initial hesitancy, seemed perfectly at home in the room.

Some of them were small, others were of considerable
size and in different shades of colour, all of them, however,
with great speed and efficiency, picked up with their little
teeth and front paws the food that was so abundantly be-
stowed upon them, and then running and sometimes gliding
over the water, carried it into the drain.

Once they disappeared down the hole, after a few se-
conds they were replaced by their friends or perhaps relati-
ves, who waited patiently for their turn. The latter, in turn,
would skilfully perform the same operation and disappear as
if by magic down the drain. In this way, the drain always
remained perfectly clean. Ultimately, the food offered to pa-
tients by the provincial administration also served to feed
and maintain certainly more than one family of rodents.

This seemed to amuse the old man, who danced
around the room, singing at the top of his lungs accompa-
nied by the sound of aluminium cups banging against each
other. His dance seemed to Andrea to be a clear invitation to
his rodent friends to attend the party and the gargantuan
lunch he organised three times a day in their honour.

That skinny, small, emaciated old man, Andrea later
discovered, had a name that just didn't suit him: Goliath. His
admission, which dated back over forty years, had been mo-
tivated by a simple, banal diagnosis: 'Chronic alcoholism'.
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Admitted at the age of thirty-two, he had spent the rest of
his life in that hospital. His relatives, contacted a couple of
times, recommended and insistently begged the ward doc-
tors not to discharge him. They feared that by starting to
drink again, he would cause more problems and trouble for
his family.

Goliath like all the other patients called 'workers' pre-
ferred not to join the others. As far as he was allowed, he
tried to stay almost all day in that room, in which he was in
the company of his little rodent friends. He would only
reluctantly leave it at night to go to bed. Perhaps, Andrea
thought maliciously, after his admission to that ward, he had
chosen that job because on Sundays half a glass of wine was
given to every in-patient. And since some of this precious
nectar almost certainly remained in the glasses, Goliath had
taken on the welcome task of preventing it from being wa-
sted by throwing it away

Andrea avoided talking to both the nurses and the di-
rector about what he had just seen, already knowing that it
would be of no use. As the weeks went by, he became more
and more convinced that the problems in his ward had to be
solved with a different strategy, very different from what
could have been used in any other hospital; but which one?
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Luisa

More than four months had passed since he had star-
ted that strange job of his. He had found that he was using
his education and skills as a doctor and psychiatrist to a mi-
nimum, as almost all his energy and time was absorbed in
researching how to make the people entrusted to him live a
little better. There was little left to occupy himself with any-
thing else. However, since the results were always very
poor, he had the distinct feeling that all his efforts were
spent in vain, or almost in vain.

What he called 'the institutional monster' always
seemed to get the better of him. Indeed, he succeeded, wi-
thout any effort at all, in rendering in vain his and the nur-
ses' labours and desperate attempts to improve the condi-
tions of the people entrusted to their care. The most glaring
demonstration was there, clearly visible, both in the dormi-
tories and in the infamous living room: despite having re-
ceived thousands of clothes, sheets, blankets, crosspieces
and mattresses from the bursar's office, day after day, the
degradation in the beds and in the way the patients presen-
ted themselves was evident.

Without needing to count them, the number of beds in
which something essential for a minimum of hygiene and
comfort was missing was increasing by the day: in some
there were no sheets, in others no blankets, and in others
even the new mattresses seemed to have vanished, to be re-
placed again by smelly pieces of foam rubber. Not to men-
tion the clothes; there were already a dozen or so patients
walking around almost completely naked in the ward.
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Andrea, exhausted by tension and fatigue, felt oppres-
sed by a sense of depression and failure for what he conside-
red to be a futile daily effort.

Strangely enough, only the patients entrusted to that
stranger, Franco, always had a suit and a decent bed to sleep
in. That individual's hands looked like those of a magician
who can make anything he needs pop out of nothing, wi-
thout any effort. On the contrary, his hands and those of the
nurses seemed to make disappear or render useless every-
thing that they managed to procure with immense effort,
made up of letters, phone calls and pleas to the director and
the bursar's office.

Luisa arrived precisely in one of his increasingly fre-
quent moments of discouragement and disappointment. An-
drea was going round and round the mountain of patient fi-
les on his desk, more to distract himself from the dark
thoughts that assailed and scrambled his mind than anything
else, when he was told by the head nurse that a girl was visi-
ting who wanted to 'confer' with him. Andrea marvelled
each time at the nursing staff's use of bureaucratic terms.

This girl, Andrea immediately noticed, was not at all
conspicuous: much shorter than him, she wore a dress that
was so plain and banal in colour and size as to appear old-
fashioned. A pair of myopic glasses stood out over her eyes,
making her even more anonymous and insignificant. She in-
troduced herself as a recent graduate in social work, eager to
engage in voluntary work.

Although few men would turn to look at her when
they saw her passing in any street or square of the city, for
Andrea that girl immediately assumed the role of an angel
descended from heaven. A cherub in a skirt, with shy but
certainly intelligent and attentive eyes, with whom to di-
scuss and share at least some of the thousand problems that
beset him daily.
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Like a torrent in flood, he immediately presented her
with some ideas, which she almost immediately followed up
with precise requests:

"We are sending a letter to all relatives of patients to
invite them for an interview, so as to try to reconnect with
the family network that for many patients has been comple-
tely broken for years";

"We try to ask voluntary associations for some discar-
ded clothes, to be used for patients, in exchange for the few
horrible blue uniforms they are forced to wear";

"We prepare a card in which we enter the essential da-
ta of each patient, so that they can be released from ano-
nymity more easily";

"We study the best strategy to get the best ones to di-
scharge, in the shortest possible time";

"one could also try to get patients out of the ward so
as to recover them from the degradation in which they live
on a daily basis";

"We divide the patients into small groups managed
either by another patient or by a nurse, so that they can be
cared for better and individually"

Who knows by what magic, the fact that he had so-
meone next to him to whom he could expound and with
whom he could share his thoughts and ideas for change,
made these more easily implementable. Luisa looked at him
with attentive eyes, without contradicting him, but in her
heart she thought that many of the young doctor's intentions
would be difficult if not impossible to implement.

Yet the young doctor's eagerness managed to galvani-
se her too, so much so that she immediately set to work and
at the same time proposed other possible interventions. Fi-
nally, after much study, she could try her hand at an activity
that, although free, seemed fascinating and full of much
promise. She was happy about this.
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While she was already looking through old folders for
addresses and phone numbers, so as to start calling some of
the many relatives who had disappeared from the lives of
their loved ones, she also wondered, but only for a moment,
whether her enthusiasm for the job was in any way influen-
ced by the presence of that young doctor, with the blond
hair and lively, sweet eyes that had made such a deep im-
pression on her.

She had already noticed that he wore his surplice in an
unkempt manner, given the usual male disregard for clo-
thing, but even this made him appear more interesting in her
eyes, so much so that she had to restrain herself from the
impulse to better arrange, with her own hands, that blessed
white surplice that was a little lopsided. She had observed,
however, that the tension, which she considered excessive,
towards his institutional task was evident in that young man.

To the attraction she felt towards this man she imme-
diately answered 'no', as if to chase away a disturbing
thought, as it was evident that in this young man's commit-
ment to his work seemed to devour all his energies, so much
so that he did not notice her femininity at all. She recogni-
sed that she was not beautiful but she could already feel a
certain irritation growing within her at the way he looked at
her, or rather did not look at her, as his beautiful, pensive
eyes constantly went beyond her body and person.

He clearly felt that he was, at least at that moment, a
tool for him, as a pen, pencil or typewriter can be. A useful
and welcome tool certainly, but still a tool to be used for his
projects for the benefit of the patients. He understood that it
was the thought for them that dominated and filled, to the
point of overwhelming, his mind and soul, so that there was
no room for other emotions and feelings.

The most glaring proof of this was in their first mee-
ting: he had pestered her with an enormous amount of work
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that she would have to do quickly and free of charge, wi-
thout any delicate thought towards him, such as offering her
a hot coffee or tea with biscuits that, after hours spent at the
typewriter, would partly fill the hole he felt growing in his
stomach.

Fortunately, at least in part, this was remedied by the
head nurse who, while she was still immersed in her work,
came over to her with an affectionate smile, as if he had
known her all her life, and handed her an excellent black
coffee, asking if she, like Dr Lo Conte, was hoping for a
medal for valour for her tireless work. Although she felt
embarrassed by what must have been a compliment, she
managed to thank him with a shy smile, while Dr Andrea,
disregarding the nurse's joking remark, continued to sip his
hot coffee thoughtlessly, talking to her undaunted about so-
me other ward problem they would have to face together

Andrea, on his way home that evening, thought of all
he could have done with the help of that social worker -
"what was her name?" Luisa, he had been told. The thought
that this woman could ever interest him either sexually or
romantically did not even occur to him.

His relationship with women was, according to his
friends, peculiar: often, even though he sensed in them a
clear interest in him, he did not care or take advantage of
them, pretending not to notice anything.

His friends told him that the Lord does not always do
things well. For example, he does not give food to those
who have teeth, to offer it, instead, abundantly to those who
have no teeth at all. Andrew, to tell the truth, did not feel
that he was a man 'without teeth', but, being very selective
in his choices, he only wanted to indulge in amorous fee-
lings with a woman who had specific qualities. And this
woman, unfortunately, he had not yet found, despite the ur-
ging of his friends and his mother.
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He thought back that evening to the mockery of his
colleagues for the failed adventure with a lady who had cho-
sen him with the clear intention of cheating on her husband.
Of this young woman he did not even remember her name.
Instead, he remembered that she had been admitted to the
neurology department as she was suffering from an early
form of plaque sclerosis.

The woman had been entrusted to him by the chief
physician so that he could perform the small tasks for her
that were the prerogative of residents: collecting and writing
her medical history, checking her blood pressure and pulse
rate every morning, and carrying out the simplest of thera-
pies. He had already been at the university clinic for a few
months and felt proud of the attention he was able to give to
the patients entrusted to him, as he was able to listen well to
their pains and torments.

He had not the slightest suspicion that he had aroused
any interest in that young, beautiful woman, who stood in
the bed opposite the front door of the main ward. This pa-
tient had, for a few days, agreed to talk about her problems;
meekly she had undergone the series of clinical examina-
tions that the consultant had requested for her; willingly, wi-
thout batting an eyelid, she took the prescribed treatment.

Nothing was foreboding about the message, the young
resident could not tell whether it was amorous or just of in-
tense sexual desire, which she sent him one morning while
he was looking after her. The woman, shaking his hand and
looking him firmly in the eyes, sent him an unequivocal
message: 'l like you'. This upset him so much that, without
delay, he tried to get away that patient to attend to a lady in
the next bed.

He did not imagine that this could happen. He felt in
his conscience that he had always approached every patient,
young or old, with the same correct and professionally irre-

89



proachable attitude, so that hand clasping his and that mi-
schievous and inviting look he felt then and remembers
now, as undeserved low blows.

That young woman was, among other things, married
to a man who appeared to him to be desperate because of
the pathology from which his young wife was suffering, so
much so that, before returning to his village in Calabria, he
had entrusted the woman to him with tears in his eyes. And
what did this one do? She took advantage of the first oppor-
tunity to provoke him, without the slightest thought for her
husband who was suffering for her!

In the days that followed, the gestures of interest in-
creased considerably: every time Andrea, for whatever rea-
son dictated by his profession, approached her, she manife-
sted her desire for him in an increasingly brazen manner:
sometimes she touched his arm, sometimes his leg. And she
always stared at him with clear, insistent passion, so much
so that Andrea was greatly afraid that the other patients and
nurses might also have noticed such amorous advances.

Both during the day and especially in the evening,
thinking about this woman he certainly felt his body ignite
in a way that had seldom happened to him, but he also felt
that this torment could not have any legitimate and dignified
outlet for a doctor like him: certainly young, inexperienced
even, but ethically very careful and responsible.

He then decided to unequivocally clarify the situation
with the lady by telling her that he was her doctor, so there
could be nothing between them outside of a professional re-
lationship. The woman, after this clarification, seemed to re-
sign herself. In fact, as if offended, she tried to be absolutely
indifferent to his presence.

He happened to have to write the discharge therapy,
but again she behaved in an exemplary manner. Andrea was
pleased with himself, for how he had been able to deal with
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this delicate situation. The fact that he had managed to re-
sist, without giving in at all to the provocations of this
young and beautiful patient, made him professionally very
proud.

However, it did not end there. The day after the enter-
prising lady was discharged, while he was attending the
ward rounds, a student crucifer called him, warning him that
there was a phone call for him. On answering, he heard the
woman tell him in a soft but quiet voice: "Hello, how are
you? Now that | have been discharged, 1 am no longer your
patient. If you want, I'll wait for you at my hotel."

When he later told his colleagues what had happened
to him, namely that despite explicit offers of love, he had
not gone to the hotel indicated by the lady, because he felt
he could not betray the ethical principles of his profession,
but also her husband, who had entrusted her to his care with
great trust, they did not cease to torment him for his gullibi-
lity with easy jokes about him. One of these was precisely
the one referring to bread and teeth!
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Outside the department

Despite the fact that the young social worker had sent
hundreds of letters and made as many phone calls, the fami-
ly members who had come to contact her and the ward doc-
tor were very few in number, and almost all of them were
not only unhappy that the doctor was interested in them, but
also, on the defensive, tried to fight hard not to be deprived
of something that they considered fundamental to them: the
perpetual hospitalisation of their brother, son, father or
husband.

They perceived this perpetual hospitalisation as their
sacrosanct right or achievement not to be missed. One of
them, Leonardo's elderly father, who was then the first pa-
tient the doctor had examined, came staggering in, helping
himself to a cane. The elderly man sat down, sighing au-
dibly to show his tiredness, scrutinising Andrew with per-
plexity, and asked him:

"Are you Dr Tommasi?"

"No | am Dr Lo Conte, Dr Tommasi left this de-
partment ten years ago and has been dead for some years,"
Andrea answered him.

"Ah excuse me. | came to this place just after the war.
| don't understand now what you want. What's the pro-
blem?"

"There is no problem,” Andrea replied, "we just wan-
ted to get to know the relatives of our patients and that is
why we sent you the letter".

The doctor's answer did not convince the old man at
all, who appeared increasingly suspicious and defensive.

"Tell me what you want because at noon | have to take
the train back to Milazzo," the man added in an annoyed,
hurried tone.
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Andrea did not know what to reply, so the dialogue
with that elderly parent was brief. The young doctor was
almost immediately convinced that his son, who had been in
his ward for decades, was no longer in anyone's heart; above
all, he was not in the heart of that father, who found it really
strange that someone, a doctor, would invite him to talk
about his son's needs and problems.

When the infamous letter arrived at the home of the
elderly blind man, who had also been visited in his first in-
terviews, it shocked his two sons who, alarmed by this
strange request for an interview, were preceded by a series
of 'recommendations’, not only from other medical col-
leagues, but also from some well-known politicians. Each of
these felt obliged to phone him directly or the director so
that he, like his predecessors, would not change the situation
in any way: leaving the father in the psychiatric hospital
ward and the children to freely enjoy his home.

The brother of the retarded young man with Down
Syndrome, who was in Franco's group, also came. The lat-
ter, a young man of no more than thirty, was even more ex-
plicit in rejecting his brother. As Andrea began to explain
the reason for the letter: to gradually bring all the family
members closer to their loved ones, he interrupted him in a
threatening manner, cutting off any further clarification:
"Doctor, I'm telling you for the first and last time, the best
place for my brother is here and not our house. And no one
and nothing will ever change that.

Fortunately, not everyone reacted to the request for an
interview like that father, those sons and that brother. Al-
though only a few, some pity and love remained in the
hearts of a few relatives. These not only felt the need to
thank him, but each in his own way endeavoured to show
his gratitude by offering him some modest gift. Among the-
se few relatives, he was struck by the gesture of a mother of
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a mentally retarded young man who, as a sign of gratitude,
had come bearing two huge plastic bags as gifts for Andrea.

When she opened them at home, she realised that in
those bags that mother had put a lot of fruit, some vegeta-
bles, some eggs and a piece of good cheese. It was not diffi-
cult to realise that in those two bags she had put not only
everything that was available in the fridge at that moment,
but she had also, and above all, put her love as a mother.
The name of her very young son of just sixteen was Salvato-
re, whom the doctor knew on that occasion to be another of
the patients of what he now called Franco's group.

Not only Luisa but also Andrea's parents and friends
had noticed how that job had monopolised the young doc-
tor's thoughts and life. They had all noticed his constant, in-
cessant mulling over the best strategy to positively change
the conditions of his ward and his patients, but they also
sensed the constant frustration he felt and suffered from, for
not having succeeded in his endeavour, if only marginally.

One of the many attempts that the doctor proposed to
Luisa one morning, asking and expecting from her an opi-
nion on the feasibility, was the opening of the ward towards
the rest of the hospital. The idea he had been nurturing for
some time was to think of the whole hospital with its tree-
lined avenues and flowerbeds as a space in which patients
could move freely, not just the courtyard or the totally ina-
dequate living room. This was not a new idea in psychiatry.
Before him, Prof. Basaglia had successfully implemented it
in the psychiatric hospital in Trieste.

The observations and proposals of this distinguished
psychiatrist had offered a new vision, both on the origin of
mental illness and on how to treat and manage people suffe-
ring from this serious pathology. This distinguished clini-
cian had noted how the way the mentally ill person was ma-
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naged had considerable repercussions on their behaviour
and the further development of the pathology.

Psychiatric patients worsened considerably when they
were confined in confined spaces or when they were denied
the most basic human rights, whereas they improved consi-
derably when they were treated as persons, with all the
rights attached to their very humanity.

However, most of his colleagues, especially the older
ones, radically contested these ideas, judging them to be the
result of political and social choices and not of a careful
examination of medical reality. Only a few young psychia-
trists had accepted them and made them their own, starting
to test and experiment them in the field.

Apparently it was not difficult to plan and then im-
plement the opening of the ward to the rest of the hospital.
The doors were there and all the nurses, as well as their doc-
tor, had in their pockets the special key that could open
them. However, there were numerous obstacles to be over-
come: first of all, it was necessary to obtain the authorisa-
tion of the director who, in turn, needed the political appro-
val of the provincial administration on which the hospital
depended, but above all, it was necessary to educate the nur-
sing staff in a different way of seeing and handling the pa-
tients entrusted to them.

In the eyes of this staff, up to that point, patients were
dangerous subjects to be constantly monitored; they were
dirty individuals to be cleaned; they were human beings ab-
solutely incapable and therefore in need of constant and ca-
reful guidance.

It was necessary to succeed in overturning these erro-
neous preconceptions in their eyes, replacing them with
truer and more real ones, such as the evidence that only on a
few rare occasions can the mentally ill become dangerous to
themselves and others, and, above all, that the behaviour of
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the mentally ill improves considerably when they are wel-
comed and treated with respect and love, as their inner sere-
nity improves in these cases.

It was also necessary for the nursing staff to learn how
to discover and bring to light in the patients entrusted to
them the talents hidden or obnubilated by the severe suffe-
ring caused by the asylum institution.

After obtaining the director's approval and after nume-
rous lectures, meetings and formal and informal discussions
with the nurses, the day finally arrived when the order was
posted to leave the ward doors open, so that every patient, if
they felt like it, could leave freely. This order was displayed
prominently on all the ward doors so that every nurse and
every patient would be aware of it.

He knew Andrea that what he intended to do was also
a challenge to most of the medical and nursing staff in the
other wards of the hospital. Many of them were absolutely
convinced that the patients would take advantage of this
unusual freedom to escape or worse to attack anyone they
encountered on their way. "Who can ever control this mass
of people?" they said among themselves. "The hospital is
big and the walls can easily be climbed over; they can esca-
pe and attack the townspeople,” they added. "They are cra-
zier than their patients who propose these things. Who will
take responsibility for the assault of some innocent and un-
suspecting visitor?"

The morning arrived on which it had been decided to
open the ward doors. Many people had gathered in front of
the front of the ward to witness the event: there was the di-
rector, who had found a comfortable bench to sit on for the
occasion, together with the provincial councillor delegated
for the psychiatric hospital; there were almost all the doc-
tors, and there were also many nurses from the other wards
on the dismounting shift, who had preferred to stay and see
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what would happen, rather than return to their homes, despi-
te having spent the whole night in hospital.

Some of these spectators were simply curious, others
were clearly hostile and scandalised by ‘these dangerous od-
dities'. A small group of nuns, who did not want to miss this
event, had arranged themselves on the fringes of the onloo-
kers and huddled close to each other, seeming to protect
each other. Of course Andrea and social worker Luisa were
also there, both very perplexed as to what they could expect
but certainly, unlike many others, they were confident about
the outcome of the experiment.

After the director's gesture of assent and Andrea's or-
der, the head nurse with a firm and confident manner started
to walk in and out of the ward, opening all the internal and
especially the external doors. Everyone was visibly brea-
thless.

What would have happened? Who would have run out
first, happy to finally be able to move freely in that wonder-
ful garden? Who would have tried to escape from that place
of pain and violence by climbing over its walls? From
which of the two hundred and thirty patients could any dan-
gerous aggression be expected? By what means could they
have harmed the large committee that had formed outside
the ward door or the people who were hanging around the
hospital at that hour of the morning: secretaries, suppliers,
mechanics, electricians and many others?

Five minutes passed, then ten, finally half an hour, but
nothing happened that had been hoped or feared. The pa-
tients who were inside the living room remained inside the
living room, even though its doors were wide open. Only a
few, as they approached, gave a fleeting glance outside the
door, only to leave immediately, as if fearing the dangers
that might come from the outside world.
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No one expected to witness that kind of mutiny. Eve-
ryone, one way or another, was disappointed. The optimists
were disappointed because they expected the patients to
come out pushing each other, happy to finally be able to
enjoy, outside the dreary and dirty walls of the ward, the
longed-for freedom. The pessimists and catastrophists were
disappointed because they did not have the opportunity to
reaffirm the danger posed by the mentally ill when they
were unexpectedly granted excessive freedom of movement.

No one knew at this point what to do. The councillor,
always very busy, looked at the director as if to tell him of
his haste, the latter looked at Andrea, who stared at the door,
with less and less confidence that anything would happen.
Only the head nurse, seeing the disappointment on the faces
of the bystanders, had the happy idea of taking those closest
to the door by the arm to lead them out one by one.

But even after this forced conviction, not everyone
stayed in the garden. Many, at a leisurely pace, trying al-
most not to be noticed by the onlookers who were watching
them perplexed, preferred to return within the protective
walls of the ward. Not only that. Some of them even took
the impudent initiative of closing the ward door in the faces
of the waiting onlookers, as if to avoid being disturbed by
all those onlookers outside.

At this point, no one could imagine what to expect
from those strange individuals barricaded for no reason in-
side the ward. After a few minutes, however, something
new happened. Slowly the ward door was first ajar and then
thrown wide open by a tall, sturdy man with coal-black hair
and eyes.

The latter, holding the hand of another limping pa-
tient, supported him and, smiling at him, encouraged him to
get out. The limping patient, in turn, turning back did the
same to the next one and so on.
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In a few minutes, a long and very strange little train
formed, mostly made up of very young patients who, hol-
ding hands, made gestures of invitation and support to the
others who were still inside the ward, murmuring incompre-
hensible words and phrases to encourage them to leave.
These young patients were alternated with distinctly elderly
or disabled individuals who leaned on and were physically
supported by the former.

In this way, with great circumspection, helping each
other, all of Franco's ‘children’ came out. The latter, who had
come out first and opened the queue, after nodding his head
in respectful greeting to the director, smiling, led them, al-
most carelessly, as if he had made that gesture a thousand
times, to the small villa next to the ward and placed them,
one by one, on the stone benches around the hospital's statue
of the Madonnina.

Luisa, visibly moved, noticed that the image of the
virgin, shining in the morning sun from the top of her gol-
den niche, seemed to welcome with great joy and love, ope-
ning her blue mantle, these unusual worshippers who stood
at her feet, while the gentle breeze coming from the hill
above made the leaves of the lime trees rustle and fall, next
to and above these people, as if nature also welcomed them
and wanted to somehow touch and caress them.

Both the director and the other spectators, who were
as if enchanted by this strange and unusual scene for a psy-
chiatric hospital, looked at each other, as if to understand
the meaning of what was happening before their eyes. Then,
as if to better reflect in private, saying goodbye to each
other, they got up and left without saying a word.

Only Andrea remained, who had Luisa and the head
nurse at his side. Although they too could not explain exa-
ctly what had happened, they were intimately pleased and
satisfied. Only then did Andrea notice that Luisa, who had
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positioned herself very close to him, was gripping his arm
tightly with her hand, as if seeking protection and support
from him. Turning around, embarrassed by this unexpected
gesture, he instinctively smiled at her, while she, equally
embarrassed, turned away and hastily re-entered the ward
with an uncertain manner, at the same time wiping her glas-
ses, too wet with tears, with a flap of her dress to see clearly
where she was standing

Andrea, at this point, undecided on what to do, not
wanting to enter the ward, thought better of sitting in the di-
rector's seat, as if he had the task of checking on the beha-
viour of all those who had dared to come out. As he watched
them one by one chattering shyly but happily, he noticed a
woman approaching the group sitting in front of the statue
of Our Lady, carrying a basket.

As she looked closer she realised it was Salvatore's
mother who had come to visit her son. The woman, acting
as calmly as if she had been invited to one of the many pic-
nics that took place in the beautiful pine forests surrounding
the city, opened the basket, distributing to each person what
she had brought for her son. The latter, in turn, not only did
not protest, even though there were only a few sweets left
for him, but happy with what had happened, stood up clap-
ping his hands as he went to kiss and embrace first his mo-
ther and then Franco, calling the latter "Daddy!"

But it was not to end there. After a few minutes, other
women approached the group contemplating the Madonnina
statue for the first time. Andrea realised they were the seam-
stresses led by a nun. Each of them was carrying something
from her own breakfast: some a fruit, some meatballs or a
slice of meat, to offer them not only to the patients in Fran-
co's group but also to all those who stood undecided in front
of the ward door. Only on seeing this did Andrea, with a
sigh of relief, get up to join Luisa
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The Great Enterprise

Little Amin was no more than seven years old when
his father, who had been employed for a few months as a la-
bourer for the Aswan Dam, had given the four sons, whom
he knew to be the most turbulent of the family, what they
called 'the promise of the great undertaking'. He had simply
promised that if they were good and helped and obeyed their
mother, after a few months, on his return, he would make
them climb with him to the top of the great pyramid.

Little Amin, after his father's departure, still felt with
great nostalgia his strong arms clasping him to his chest as
he said goodbye, before he disappeared behind the date
palms surrounding the village, sitting on the truck as he was
jostled left and right along the bumpy road with the other
workers hired for the dam work.

It was not easy for him, the youngest of the family, to
hold back his tears. The only balm he found to compensate,
at least in part, for the pain of his parent's departure was this
'great feat', about which all his friends always spoke with
pride.

Climbing the immense steps of the pyramid of Cheops
and reaching the top meant, for every male in the village,
facing not only the risk of peeling hands, legs, or worse,
breaking a few bones, but also defying the punishment of
the old deities, ever present in the popular mind. Deities
who surely judged badly and would perhaps punish those
who dared to violate something sacred with their feet, which
by the way were usually very dirty.

It also meant making a mockery of the guardians, who
during the day would shoo away strangers by shouting at
them or threatening them with their sticks, while at night
they would use rabid dogs to chase away those who dared
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even approach the monuments. Fortunately, the village boys
also knew that during the night, after a hot and tiring day,
the men who protected the site from onlookers or looters of-
ten allowed themselves a restful sleep.

During those long months, as Mama was the supreme
judge who would make this feat possible, through her un-
questionable judgement on the goodness of their conduct,
Amin, at many times during the day, would try to sweeten
her, she would say 'bribe’ her, by offering her many small
gifts and services. Sometimes it was just a large hibiscus
flower picked by climbing over the walls of the wealthy
merchant's villa on the edge of her village.

The woman, accepting the gift with a grateful, bright
smile, loved to put that big red flower coquettishly in her
brown, curly hair when she was inside the house, while her
eyes shone with pleasure and joy. At other times, Amin
would try to convince his older brothers to weave bracelets
or earrings for him, and then give them to his mother as
gifts, made from the whitest, tenderest and most fragrant
leaves of the palm trees all around the village.

When Allah assisted him, he could also find beautiful
coloured stones with which his mother made necklaces to
adorn herself at feasts and ceremonies. These stones he
would find among the silt left at the edge of the bed of the
great river, which would rip them from the mountains and
drag them with its rushing current down to the valley.

Ever since his father had left, his favourite topic of di-
scussion, both with his brothers and with his village friends
who looked at him incredulously, was precisely this 'great
feat' that he was going to do. No child of his age, they said,
had ever climbed the great pyramid, which day and night
was well guarded by guards, ready to batter with sticks and
whips anyone who even tried to approach it without permis-
sion.
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His two sisters, both older than him, would also have
liked to be part of the enterprise, but their parents had cate-
gorically excluded them, so that they sulked at Amin, who,
small as he was, just because he was a boy, would perhaps
have been allowed to participate.

As the days went by, the child became more and more
restless and, not yet able to read numbers well, constantly
asked his mother when daddy would return. The woman,
equally impatient with her husband's absence, during the
first few days would stop chatting with the other women or
look up as she kneaded the bread, which she put to bake
over a large pan placed over the fire, to respond to her son
with gentleness, but when, as the weeks went by, her re-
stlessness about her man's prolonged absence had also in-
creased, she began to respond to him in an increasingly ru-
de, irritated and tired manner. So much so that little Amin
gave up questioning her, preferring to ask her older brothers
for news.

Finally the day came for the men to return to the villa-
ge they had left almost three months ago. A company truck,
perhaps the same one they had left in, full of workers shou-
ting like obsessives, drove in at dusk between the lopsided
palm-roofed cottages, trumpeting and raising a cloud of red
dust that was slowly dragged towards the river banks.

As he crossed the only road that almost bisected the
small agglomeration of simple mud and thatched houses
from north to south, the clatter of scrap metal, combined
with the joyful cries of the workers standing on the truck's
bed, irritated the village roosters, who, strutting in their
splendid plumage, went to reassure and protect the shy hens
that ran here and there squawking in fear.

At the same time, the dromedaries and donkeys, too,
seemed to want to tear the reins that bound them to the poles
driven into the ground in order to escape that unusual din.
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However, that shouting and clamour made all the human in-
habitants happy, especially the women, old men and chil-
dren who had been impatiently waiting for that day. The
joyful cries of the men were soon joined by those of their
women and children, who surrounded the truck almost to a
halt, to prevent it from going further.

In the evening, parties were held in almost every hou-
se, but also in the tents that stood at the edge of the commu-
nity. In Amin's house, although they did not drink alcohol,
since they were all very observant of the dictates of the Ko-
ran, the mother and sisters, after the first hugs and greetings,
ran around to buy what they needed to prepare a banquet
that, given the event, they wanted to be sumptuous.

They competed with the other women in snatching
from the rare shopkeepers' hands the meat, spices, flour, da-
tes and whatever else they might need for the rich dinner
they wanted to prepare for their men. The shopkeepers in
their turn, not being able to calmly satisfy the many, too
many requests coming from all those women who seemed
mad with joy, were also shouting to control and rein in the
energetic women who were pushing each other, trying to
grab the best goods, while at the same time being careful not
to let any of them leave without paying for the goods they
had bought

That night, few were able to sleep. The doors of the
houses and huts remained wide open. Both men and espe-
cially women and children, all excited, went from one end
of the village to the other to invite, ask or bring something
to friends and relatives or just to talk, comment and laugh
together.

Amin was no exception. When he wasn't running
around with his mates, he was jumping on his father's legs
and in his arms like a cricket in the mood for acrobatics, so
much so that his mother was forced to give him a resoun-
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ding spanking in an unsuccessful attempt to get him to stop,
so that her husband would devote some time to her too. Un-
successful attempt, since the son, with the complicity of his
father who had waited a long time for those moments of af-
fectionate exchanges and play with the little one of the fami-
ly, had monopolised the man's attention, so much so that he
demanded to sit on his lap during the whole dinner

Throughout the long and stormy evening, the child
had refrained from asking for the reward of his good deeds,
but the next day, after waking up almost at lunchtime, he
judged that the time had come to collect what was due. He
therefore began pestering his father with a series of que-
stions, the main one of which was evidently: "Dad, when are
we going?".

To this main question were added and alternated many
others: "Dad, what should we prepare? Can | bring a friend
of mine? Dad, who is coming with us? Not the sisters, right?
They are women! Dad, what time are we leaving? Dad, is it
true we're going up to the top? You won't leave me below,
will you?"

The older brothers were also eager to ask the same
questions but preferred to keep silent to avoid annoying the
parent, leaving that thankless task to Amin. Finally, the fa-
ther, after recovering from the weariness of the journey, ta-
king advantage of a moment when all the sons were around
him, gave his answers: "Amin, | have already told you that
we will go at night, when the overseers are asleep from the
big one. We must therefore wait for a night full of stars and
with a full moon, so that we have some light on the climb.
Otherwise it would be too dangerous. Rest assured that the
day before we leave | will tell you to prepare the ropes and
everything you need.'

This answer was fully satisfactory for the other three
sons, but certainly not for Amin, who had not foreseen that
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it would also take a full moon and stars! He therefore had
many more questions in store: "But Dad, when will there be
a full moon? And why do we have to wait until there are al-
so stars? And what about my friend Dabir? | can't leave him,
he cares so much about this undertaking! You must talk to
his father and convince him to let him come too!

What should we ask mummy to prepare if we get hun-
gry while they are up there? Dad, my friends say that Pha-
raoh's gods will punish us for what we do if we don't wash
our feet and hands properly. Is that true, Dad? | am not
afraid of the guardians, if | see one | hide among the rocks.
But you and the brothers who are tall and big, how will you
do?'

In the days leading up to his departure, the poor father,
who had already regretted his promise after Amin's persi-
stent insistence, also had to endure the complaints of his
wife, who, both during the day and especially at night, next
to him in the straw bed, never ceased to complain about his
permissive behaviour, especially towards little Amin, listing
for the umpteenth time all the possible dangers that he and
especially his children could face

Luckily it was summer and there was no risk of the
sky being covered in clouds, so the day before the full
moon, the father gave the family the news that the next day
would be the day they were waiting for. Therefore, they had
to be ready to face 'the great task'. The few villagers, who
had been aware of this for some time, were divided between
those who applauded and prepared for the same feat and
those who bitterly criticised it, both for the dangers involved
and for the bad example being set to their children by allo-
wing them to take part in an action that was absolutely for-
bidden by law and contrary to the divine dictates that did not
want the peace of the dead to be disturbed.
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The departure was set for early in the morning, in or-
der to arrive at the foot of the pyramid in the evening, so as
to be prepared and ready for the climb. As means of tran-
sport in addition to their donkey, which had been taken
away from their work in the fields for a few days, their fa-
ther managed to borrow two sturdy dromedaries, one from
their uncle who lived in the hut near their house and another
belonging to the father of Amin's friend, who was coming
with them.

At first light, a large part of the village of a few hun-
dred souls had gathered in front of Amin's house to say
goodbye and give final advice. Even the mother, who had
initially, in protest, declared that she would not come out of
her house to greet them, at the last moment, unable to resist,
rushed towards her children and husband, to give last Kisses
and make further recommendations. The sisters for their
part, who had been sulking for a few days, now chatted with
their girlfriends, seemed happy and proud of what they were
about to face the males of the family.

The small caravan arrived in Cairo at dusk, so that in
the middle of the night they found themselves on the edge of
the archaeological zone. They chose to camp in a fairly iso-
lated area that Amin's father knew well, having left with
teenage friends from there many years before to accomplish
the same feat.

None of the passers-by or shopkeepers paid any atten-
tion to them so, after tying up and hiding their mounts in the
bottom of a quarry, they took all the necessary equipment
and began the march towards the pyramids. It was not diffi-
cult to pass through the fence, which in that out-of-the-way
area was partly torn down. More difficult and tiring was
walking on the saggi