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


These are her initials

These are her initials. It is possible, or better, probable. I do not feel like phoning, I already know it is her. I read and read again the short local crime-news article – a young woman threw herself from an ill-famed panoramic path and smashed against the rocks. At least the scenario she chose was spectacular: karst rocks facing the sea. As I leave the station, the noise of trains gives place to the uproar of the city traffic that brings my mind back to where I am. In the underpass, a balcanic guy has put his violin-case on the ground and has been playing his melancholic melodies, indifferent to the indifference of passers-by. He has been playing his music – maybe it is original, maybe he inherited it from some gipsy parents.

Letter to a woman I (almost) knew

Dear Maurizia,

                      the first time I met you, you were wearing a fashionable blue satin sports outfit and pink tennis shoes. You were a beautiful young woman in her thirties with a slender figure, black pageboy hairstyle and oriental eyes. But the dark side of her personality was already there, behind you. Despite my rational rejection of such things, there is something deeply true in first impressions. 

A real and concretely worrying fact was the good word put in by the specialist who escorted you, the man you considered your friend. Equally, if not even more worrying were the manouvres made by one of his colleagues from the Academic Hospital aimed at delivering you to a Suburban (Mental) Health Service by means of the not-too-clean trick of considering you as a suburban citizen, even though you had a residence, however precarious, within city limits. When it is cautious professionals who get rid of you, it is not a good start.

Reality and appearances. Besides the way you dressed, it was the propriety of your speech and your undoubtedly appealing feminine body and gestures that revealed a culturally and economically rather well off past. As a matter of fact, the origin of your problems seemed to lie mainly in your parents’ premature death and in your consequent – maybe congenital – incapacity to manage real life as well as, for example, the shop you inherited.

Running a business is not compatible with an eternal reckless adolescent lifestyle, if you have not been lucky enough to have someone who could advise you – and that was not your case. You just had a whole group of relatives who made themselves scarce as soon as difficulties arose, leaving you with not too clear insolvencies and loans, and friends you had better lost. In short, you were over thirty when you had to leave your too carefree youth to become a proletarian, and you had not matured the working-class antibodies yet – that mixture of disillusion, spite, ability to suffer and wait that poor people learn very early in their lives; the working-class antibodies, the intelligence of the world that allows a sherpa to walk fast and smiling after drinking drain-water while you are still there, throwing up your bowels.

Appearances and reality. A reality made of provisional accomodations, of night moves from a house to another, more determined by the mood of the cohabitants that followed each other in your life than by your own recklessness.

Reality also lay in the writing you used to draw up your professional CV: it was childish, not free from slight spelling mistakes and characterized by a syntax that was much poorer than your speech.

There was not much enthusiasm in me and in my colleague of the Job Placement, I must admit. Apparently, placing a young person who does not have any cognitive handicaps, nor psychotic disturbs should be easy enough. But our experience told us these are the situations where we work most blindly.

We also tended to resist from privileging someone who could have – always apparently – made it on one’s own, thus penalizing our usual clients who could hardly find a good job without being escorted or helped.

Anyway, we did it in the end. We proposed you a job as a cleaner for the Social Cooperative, which is quite a difficult environment but which can guarantee a rather punctually paid job. We thought that if the problem is guaranteeing a stable job and income – and a consequent stable accomodation – to a fragile and tendentially dependent girl in order to free and mature her, to make her realize that people must work to survive, this is the right job. The equation “solve the economic-social-accomodation problem and you’ll solve the psychic-existential one as well” was dominating and the task was completely delegated to us, the employees of the Job Placement, and to social workers, unless anything unexpected happened.

The unexpected was represented by your incredible capacity to make a mess of everything and by the well-known allergy we all have for other people’s mess and for people attracting mess.

The start at the coop had been good – you had overkeenly followed the unwritten rules for success. You had immediately taken the role of the efficient and reliable provocative girl who tends to talk too much about her colleagues on work grant, about their slow working-pace and their stealthy absences; you also went into detail telling that they met on the stairs of the building that had to be cleaned to smoke a cigarette or have a nip (more than one, maybe). The unwritten rules also include getting into the forewoman's good books, since she will report everything to the boss and this will influence your hiring. A behaviour that can prove effective, but can be very dangerous if you do not know how to manage it. After less than six months of work on grant, they promised you they would hire you by the end of the year. We know that the beginning of the year is a very critical moment for coops; it is the period when new jobs are taken on contract and old contracts are renewed – everyone is ready to satisfy anyone, to require and promise, in a negotiation that is the core of human relations on material terms, but a breeding ground for anxiety and insecurity at the same time.

I heard from you at Christmas, you told me the hiring letter was already in your hands. Strangely enough, we did not know anything about it. On the other hand, it is not unusual to let workers manage the negotiation, when it looks promising. Then something happened – something that was never cleared up. You were absent due to illness. You maintained you had already been engaged and you did not want to work on grant any more. People at the coop denied what you said, even though they had asked for a social disadvantage certificate (a document preluding hiring). The woman in charge of your sector kept denying and attributing the certificate request to an employee’s mistake, and was absolutely firm. So we thought: either everything was true but they had changed their minds due to some recommendation or late revenge – reinforced by your hysterically claiming behaviour – or it had been a misunderstanding. In our experience, however, the truth is: if they do not want you, it is useless to insist.

Coops can reach incredible tolerance levels when the integration is strongly wanted or imposed by external or departmental bigwigs who make all their possible political influence felt in order to give the services a certain image; but coops are equally strict and jealous of their own choices in all the other circumstances.

You had not been patient. Once again, you had managed to play your cards wrong, giving rise to the worst possible irritation towards you. We told you to be careful, we told you that sooner or later things would be alright, but you decided to leave and we could do nothing but accept it.

And everything started again – your wanderings, your requests for money; you started coming to the centre more and more often, getting more and more dependent. You could not make friends at the Centre. Above all you could not make female friends. Your behaviour with men – especially with those who had some power – was noticed and did not make you gain the help of other female guests, who felt undermined in their affective relationships with the staff by a younger and more pleasant rival. Even the female operators were hurt in their pride for your erotic seductiveness and annoyed by your continuous strange requests, and had no mercy. They talked about you as a social climber, and the fact you had arrived at the Centre through your friend’s influence still had an incredibly great weight and the power to magnify your sad myth.

In fact, during the daily meetings nobody supported your case any more. You had burned your fingers in the rehabilitation experience, but you had also burned the occasion of a good temporary accomodation – litterally, you had been accused of burning the bedroom in the squalid boarding house you lived in. Where was appearance, where reality in this circumstances? The net was closing in. Your habit of migrating from a flat to another, from a guy to another, was giving rise to a strange courtship. Two were the kind of guys who courted you: the fool who was willing to host you almost unconditionally just to stay close to you and your sensuality, and the aggressive suburban male, the bar viveur, owner of an old, repainted Alfa, who usually requested something more from you. You had begun – or begun again – to drink heavily. And you were not able to hold your drink. Drinking made your behaviour more and more incongruous; first, it made you accept the sick sociality you surrounded yourself of, then it let the deepest self-disesteem and depression overcome you. Nobody stood by you when the night revelries led you straight to the spiral of hospitalizations at the Centre, your last and only shelter from troubles.

Your relatives – that seraphic, money-making, middle-class circle – got rid of you.

The professionals you boasted about so much got rid of you, leaving you in an open field, in an unknown and hostile territory, like a French knight in the battle of Azincourt, whose useless plumed armour was the target of the mocking British archers’ deadly arrows.

We are getting rid of you. I am. You asked me to help you so many times, seductive and intriguing as usual, under the embarassed and malicious looks of other marginalized people; you were drunk and lost, and had lost your dignity.

I do not know what to do. You are not interesting merchandise for customers any more. You have really managed to drive everyone away from you. And the night animals are getting nearer and nearer, gasping.

Rue Saint Denis, a late night show. A desire métissage. People are quickly swallowed by alleys and side-streets and front doors; colourful humankind, the fair copy of an ugly movie by Fellini; black prostitutes, proudly wearing their rasta hairstyles, like Lippizaner horses with their plumage, dash off holding their faceless clients’ hands. Black whore, white whoremonger. In a widening of the street a crowd of very horny males is milling around a young woman – she is blond, tall, haughty, wrapped up in an improbable pale caftan. She is the mistress who manages the offers in the auction. And yet, in this festival of paid desire, everything seems to have its rough clarity.

I have opened the door of your room. An ancient vestige of my experience as a watchman tells me that a room closed for too long in broad daylight can be worrying. I have been observing you for the whole afternoon, while you kept commuting from the bar to the Centre in the general indifference.

There are two of you in the room. Manuela lies on the bed in her anorexic, baggy dungarees, her psychotic eyes looking without seeing. Without either seeing you, lying on the bed on her side, your eyes watery, your mouth open in disgust; you are only wearing a crumpled skirt. Your ass and vulva are exposed there, at the end of your beautiful, long, open legs, in a resigned offer. Your undone bed looks like a sacrificial altar. Offering yourself is the only language you know, by now.

Sweet wine. Wine. Red wine. Cowards’ blood.

I do not now what to say, what to do. I can hear myself pronouncing some recommendation about not getting cold, and things like that. I am not even listening to what I say. I cowardly cover you with part of the sheet. Coward. Coward. You are shaken by your sobs, hanging with resignation from your alcoholic dream. I leave and close the door behind me. I go and join the usual chatter in the nurses’ sentry box.

Lorenzo Decarli                                                       November 2003
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