Leonardo Da Vinci Pilot Projects (2001 - 2004) – True Stories


She chose one, I chose the other

 by Claudia Battiston

Year 1992

Two names alike, two identical surnames, two similar addresses, the same year of birth, September,  the same class in highschool, two parallel experiences.

A blank sheet with a single word right in the middle: why?

She herself gave me the plain definition of psychiatry: psychiatry differs from psycology because the former deals with more serious cases, the so-called ‘mad people’.

She chose the former, I chose the latter.












Year 2003

Why?

You know, I’d have preferred not to go to your funeral, not to look at the grey complexion of your skin, not to stare at your protruding bones, but it was the only way to admit to myself that you would have been no longer part of my life. It was 18th October.

Why?

I selected your last clothes and put them in a plastic bag. I got your underwear from the drawers of your bedroom’s messy wardrobe, rummaging through the heaps of clothes on the bed, searching through the piles of objects thrown on the floor. It was the first time I entered that room.

Why?

You were imprisoned in your stiff body, your black eyes looked at me, your swollen abdomen didn’t hurt any more while the doctor was plunging her hands into it to test your intestines. You gave out no more sounds. You used to tell me you went through all kinds of experiences in your life, except the mental house and the prison. I think that during those last days in the hospital you imprisoned yourself.

Why?

I was no longer able to come to see you in the Department of Medicine on my own. I needed to have somebody close to me who could comfort me a little and knew who you were beyond your medical report.

Why?

Cirrhosis of the liver due to alcohol abuse…

Why?

I thought it was all because of the oysters you liked so much. I also feared it was because of the fresh eggs I had given you some weeks before. I couldn’t believe the words of the doctor when she pronounced this diagnosis. ‘Little good food accompanied by lots of good wine’, she went on repeating. 

And yet you always told me you only liked peach-flavoured tea…

Why?

Everything was written on your hospital–discharge letter. That morning I had come to pick you up for the check-up and saw that piece of paper lying on the kitchen table. You were wearing your mother’s clothes and you looked very much like her. On our way to the hospital, you vomited blood. I could smell the sharp smell of your blood for days. 

Why?

During the previous hospitalisation you kept saying your liver was OK and you felt relieved, apart from that big stone that had caused your yellowish complexion. I used to tell you that you looked like a canary. Your mood was definitely good. You knew already who you liked and who you disliked among the nurses. You enjoyed talking to your room-mate. You were rather disappointed when she was discharged. You kept telling me that being in the hospital was a sort of holiday to you.

Why?

Because of your brother, you had the chance to experience the mental hospital as well.

Why?

On Saturday 19th September, one of my colleagues rang to tell me your mother had died in hospital. I wanted to be with you when you received the news. So I got up, got dressed and joined my colleague. Your brother was in the car, too. It was his birthday.

Why?

I was sincerely scared of your brother’s, sorry I mean half-brother’s, reaction to the news. Of course you had prepared him for this eventuality. As soon as he entered your room in the hospital he told you in tears that your mother had died, but you had already been informed. You two were the only survivors of your family. You tried to cheer him up.

Why?

You yourself had prepared the clothes for your mother’s funeral. You had obtained a permit to leave the hospital and had given us your documents and all the money you had managed to collect. Your brother, a collegue and I chose a simple coffin, a plain funeral chamber and no flowers. We didn’t have much money to spend. But I remember that you told me you were far-sighted and used to spare money…

Why?

You didn’t come to your mother’s funeral. Only your brother, a colleague and I were present at the ceremony. Just the three of us, sadly. Your brother visited your mother almost everyday for approximately a month and a half. You visited her just once. I think that was the last time you saw her alive. Neither on her deathbed did she tell you your father’s name.

Why?

I had cried with you in the department’s corridor, far from her bed, far from your brother’s eyes. Your mother used to say very few words, and they were all for him – she warned him to be on his guard, not to let you trick him. You had left your home and job to take care of her. You had been sharing the same apartment for almost four years, you were a family attempting reconciliation.

Why?

You would do anything to have a mother once again. To you it was like a broken doll whose pieces you had desperately tried to put together, while to your mother and brother you were just the one who had come between them.

Several times you had tried to clear the trunks out of the room, you wanted to make space for your brother’s bed, you couldn’t stand to see them sleep in the same bedroom. You were horrified by the chance that there could be an incestuous relationship between them, and so was I.

Why?

I had given you my mobile number, for emergencies. And every single day became an emergency – your mother was in the hospital and you had your brother breathing down your neck. We wanted to send him into a mental home for a period. You didn’t stand him any more.

Why?

We couldn’t help you.

Why? 

You locked yourself in your bedroom because you were afraid – he had already clutched your neck with his fat fingers. You had already come to me with blue signs on your skin. I thought I couldn’t do much about it. But I wanted to be there in those tense moments, to stand by you not to let you feel alone. 

Why?

You often told me that your brother feared me – I’ve never realised if it was because of my acute voice, because I reproached him when he didn’t want to wash himself, or because I threatened him with hospitalisation if he didn’t ‘obey’ you. 

Why?

You had already seen a lawyer to verify what your obligations towards him were – taking care of your ill mother was a duty you didn’t intend to avoid, but living with a mad half-brother was too binding for you. You wanted to go back to your own life as soon as possible, because that duo was taking all your space away.

Why?

You asked me to go to a restaurant to celebrate your birthday, and we were joined by Andrea and two colleagues of mine. During the evening, the tales about your incredible love affairs and extravagant travels gave way to the tales about the clashes within your family, which let you open your heart. Among all the pictures that had been taken that night, I kept a few, you had one magnified and another one leans on your locule’s concrete.

Why?

You kept repeating you had found lots of solidarity within the Service, particularly from some people you knew you could count on. And you were very generous – you always thanked and gave small gifts to everyone. ‘Giving is a caress to the heart,’ you always said while I was unwrapping a ball for my dog or a red suspender belt for New Year’s Eve.

Why?

And it was New Year’s Eve when I introduced you to Andrea at the Zyp Club. Your hand had deliberately touched his private parts because – you immediately confessed – you wanted to test if what I had chosen was ‘top quality’. Your brother didn’t refrain from swaying his huge body in the most unrestrained dances, while you were absorbing other people’s suffering. That’s why you decided to leave before midnight.

Why?

You were a cinderella who had to go home in order not to see her carriage become a pumpkin and its horses become mice. You know, I always thought that some episodes of your life were extremely fantastic. As a baby, you had been abandoned in front of an enclosed convent. That had been your world for over eighteen years. In that world you had eighty mothers caring for you and as strict as excellent an education.

Why?

You often boasted about your own extraordinary gift – you knew how to read people’s souls and their true identities at first sight. The long period of cloistered life had trained you. So, once you left that ecclesiastical prison, you got to know parapsychology and palm-reading. Well, I couldn’t resist! So one morning – one year and a half ago – I placed the back of my hand on the bar table, next to the coffee cup and to the ice-tea glass. And you started telling my story. Who knows – maybe precisely in that moment our stories lightly touched and then weaved together. First I had got inside your life, your family and their complexity. Then you got inside my life, inside my present.

Who knows – in fact, maybe it was when you confessed you considered me as the daughter you had never had, when I realised you were like a careful and extravagant aunt to me, that I felt our bond and my affection for you.

Why?

Because the first time you turned to the Service for help, someone had accused you of being  altered by alcohol consumption, while I had considered you simply as upset by the situation you were living in. A blond, sixty-year-old woman wearing pants and heart-shaped pink glasses, that’s what I noticed the first time I met you. I didn’t judge you. I didn’t scrutinise you with the eyes of a doctor – if I had done so, I think you would still be here now.

Why?

Your brother wanted your funeral to be identical to your mother’s, so my collegue and I had to choose a simple coffin and a plain funeral chamber with no flowers.

You would have chosen a wooden coffin with golden finishings, a spice-smelling funeral chamber, a carpet of fuchsia petals.

I am convinced of that.

Why?
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