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


CHARACTERS

Annette Dior is Swiss and speaks with a typical French accent. She is in her fifties and has undergone plastic surgery. She is tall and slim. You would say she was a model thirty years ago, but nowadays all that her appearance reveals is her reluctance to accept the passing of time. She has long, dyed-red hair with blond highlights on both sides of her face.

Her appearance is vital to her. Having a high standard of living is also fundamental, even though she is not as well-off as she used to be. Annette separated from her husband and she is unemployed. Despite her fortune and the income she receives from her ex-husband, she looks like an impoverished aristocrat, a movie star of the 40’s who is now in the autumn of her life. Her rich villa looks like an old museum. The big garden is overrun with weeds. Her old-fashioned car has got worn-out champagne leather seats. Her designer clothes are at least ten years old. Her dog, a 13-year-old white terrier, can hardly walk and see.

Annette is a wounded woman. Left by her husband, she has been living alone in the big villa ever since. She has a tense relationship with her 20-year-old daughter. Her friends have sided with her husband. She has probably never had real friends. Most of the people who used to visit her were actually after her husband’s money. She has lost her status among rich women (no more VIPs to meet or rich parties to go to), she is no longer a wife and she is now in danger of losing credibility as a mother. Of what remains, her femininity, house and few privileges need to be safeguarded at any cost. Annette is well determined to do so. Even though this means making a fool of herself.

Ambra is a young volunteer who decided to do her apprenticeship at the Mental Health Centre after finishing the university. She is known simply as Ambra. She is cheerful, fit and tanned. She has ruffled short red hair.

 She is a newcomer at the centre. She started six months ago, but it seems she hasn’t found her role yet. She has started conversing with the Head of the Centre only recently. The first time they met he lost his temper and started to shout. Unfortunately, she didn’t know there was nothing unusual or personal in that behaviour and so she decided it was better to keep that man at a distance. On the other hand, she was received warmly by doctor Ghiro, a kind and witty man who acted as her tutor. Since she arrived at the centre, Ambra has been looking for support among the staff. She feels inexperienced and insecure, but she is curious and very enthusiastic. She spends many hours at the centre, trying to gain as much experience as she can. She wants to take part in domiciliary visits and meetings. Nurses wonder where she finds all her energy and enthusiasm and warn her against the exploitation of volunteers. Ambra prefers to think positive. She believes those are the words of people tired of working above the normal hours or frustrated by the Director’s sharp comments. It’s true that this man gets angry quite easily, though he has become nicer towards Ambra since they went to Bologna together. Now he spends more time supervising her activities at the Centre and encouraging her to become part of the staff.

Ambra is very satisfied of the work she is carrying out, although it is not a real job. Her experience at the Mental Health Centre has proved to be the right choice for her. Everything she does is interesting. There are always new people to meet, new stories to know, a thousand things to do. Ambra is very committed and shows great enthusiasm in what she is doing. 

Doctor Eolo Ghiro is a 45-year-old man. He has a cheerful look and speaks with a Tuscan accent. He has got bright eyes and grizzled hair that is growing thin. He wears a shirt with coloured floral patterns, a light-blue linen-jacket and a pair of sand-coloured trousers, as well as cream-coloured short socks and black summer shoes.

He is very expressive and makes others laugh heartily when he tells stories. He mentioned how he managed to make the chief of police to get drunk and undressed and another one where he tore his trousers on his bottom just before an exam. Once, he started to point out all the negative aspects of living in Venice, such as the high tide. ‘If you live on a mezzanine floor’, he said, ’you run the risk of splashing into the freezing sea water as soon as you wake up in the morning.’ 
Doctor Ghiro has a very informal approach to patients. He likes  to walk arm in arm with old women despite their reluctance.  Once, to persuade a young guy to join the Centre’s football team, he said: ‘The only reason why we want you to join the team is that we want to see you in shorts!’. Once, he gave a lift with his small car to a very fat girl. Afraid to inadvertently brush his hand off the girl’s bottom when shifting gears, he drove the car in first gear during the whole trip.

He seems not to take life too seriously. Thanks to him, obsessive people have learnt not to be too anxious. They have learnt that they are free to have dishevelled hair if they want to; as well as not to switch the wipers on as soon as they see some raindrops falling on their car’s windscreen. Sometimes the world through some raindrops on the screen can be highly moving.

Due to his bizarre nature, doctor Ghiro is slightly absent-minded. A little muddled at times, he is often unpunctual. When someone waiting for him calls him to hurry up, he always lies shamelessly: “I’m coming, I’m on my way”, while he might not even left. 

Mr.Zarrami wears a very elegant dark-grey suit, a light grey shirt and a light-blue silk tie. He wears well-polished black lace shoes. He his about sixty-five and very good-looking. His face is well-shaven, his fair complexion highlights his blue eyes. His hair is his most striking feature. He has grizzled, slightly greying, thick, straight and medium-length hair with a layered, natural cut. His hair is perfectly combed and shiny. He looks like he has just had his hair done.

He is a successful businessman, well-known in town for his fine jewels. His studio is decorated with marbles, mirrors and golden stuccos. He gave his two sons a job in the family business, after giving them the best education in the most prestigious American colleges. He wants to guarantee the same bright future to Marianne, the younger daughter he had from Annette, his second wife. As she wants to become a stylist, he bought her a flat in Paris and paid for her to do a course in fashion design, with the view to her getting a job in a famous fashion house.

He has a new partner who is almost the same age of his daughter. You can see them walking together in the city centre. She is not as beautiful as Annette, even though she looks like her. She is  a better-preserved, better-restored, better-dressed...better-off version of Annette. 

Mr.Zarrami still has some feelings for his wife. Mostly, he wants everybody to think of him as a gentleman who gives his wife everything she needs. So up until now he has given her five million liras a month and allowed her to live in the family villa. Now that Marianne is leaving for Paris, he has plans to sell the property and regain his capital. Annette will be also guaranteed a nice flat to live in.

SCENE I

The setting is gloomy and dark, despite the late-summer hot sun outside. The Mental Health Service is located in the General Hospital’s basement, through whose barred windows one can hardly see the street level. Rooms are illuminated by a cold neon light and a stuffy smell wafts around, mixed with the smell of oily skin and disinfectant-washed hospital sheets. 

In the empty women’s room Annette is sitting on a bed, her legs stretched out under the sheets. She is wearing a small top and no bra. Her eyelids are heavy because of the drugs she has been taking. She hardly keeps her eyes open. She answers with a polite but distant tone to the nurses.

Doctor Ghiro walks in. He has come to meet Annette Dior, a new patient who arrived yesterday from the Emergency Ward. The doctor of the Emergency who visited her has already rung doctor Ghiro to talk about the lady’s situation.

“Good morning, Madam.”.

Doctor Ghiro gets closer to Annette’s bed. 

“Good morning.”.

She withdraws her eyes from the small mirror in which she has been looking at herself. 

“I’m doctor Ghiro, how do you feel?”.

“Well, but all these drugs... make me sleepy.”

Says Annette, tapping the bags under her eyes.

“Can you tell me what happened, Madam?”.

“Ah, you should ask my husband what happened!”, says Annette bunching her hair with her hands.
“You mean ex-husband, Madam. If I'm not wrong, you split up”, says doctor Ghiro.
“Ex-husband, there’s no thing such as an ex-husband. Two people who get married are husband and wife forever. They can split up, have new partners but a husband will always be a husband”, Annette explains, a bit annoyed.
“I see, and what did your husband do, according to you?”

Doctor Ghiro adds with a cautious tone.

“He organised everything!”.

Annette, as if she was talking about something obvious.

“Organised what, Madam?”.

Doctor Ghiro, trying to give a slower pace to the conversation.

“He...wants me to die, wants to annihilate me slowly.”, Annette starts to get angry.
“And what did he do?”

Doctor Ghiro, always with a calm tone.

“To begin with, he doesn’t give me money. How can a woman like me live alone in a villa with five million liras a month!”.

“Well, five million...I would survive!”

He says smiling.

“No, believe me, with the household expenses, the servants, the gardener...one cannot make it...and all this because he has to give money to the other woman!”.

“Who’s the other woman?”.

“It’s his new girlfriend, everybody knows she’s not a real lady! For heaven’s sake, I’m not against common people, but someone like my husband,...a diamanteur...”.

“What? What does your husband do?”

Doctor Ghiro, frowning.

“He’s a diamanteur...how can I explain? A diamond dealer. His family is one of the oldest families of jewellers in town and, since the divorce, he has been living with that woman.”

“All right, Madam, but if you split up...”.

“That’s not the point. He doesn’t want to give me money and would also like to sell the villa. Could you believe it? A family-house. You are not supposed to sell a family-house! So he managed to make our daughter leave that house, giving her money and sending her to Paris, and now I have no rights to live there, do you see what I mean? After I’ve furnished it with all those antique furniture pieces, paintings and carpets...”.

“That’s the point, Madam... as far as I know you have recently done lots of shopping...and spent lots of money...”.

He interrupts her.

“No, I haven’t spent much money, because I only bought small things for the house, to preserve its style.”.

“But, you know, all that carpets...how many of them did you buy?”.

“A few. But just because they were a bargain. I have a friend who offered me wonderful carpets at a good price...”.

“All right, I see, but maybe you have overspent...I can see you are used to a high standard of living.... Anyway, listen! You won’t stay here longer. Tomorrow you’ll go to the centre. You are going to spend a few days with us, until you feel better.”.

Doctor Ghiro, trying to cheer Annette up.

“Where do you want to take me?”

Annette, raising her voice.

“To the centre, where you can stay for a few days...”.

“No, doctor. Listen, I can’t stay here nor can I enter any other centre. I can’t because I have other things to do and because I feel bad in here. I feel sad with all these suffering people around. And anyway, doctor, how can you stand the smell in this place?”

“All right, let’s see what we can do. What’s important now is that you take care of yourself and get well again”.

Says doctor Ghiro.

“Yes, OK, but how old do you think I am, doctor?”.

Annette, provocatively.

“Well, I couldn’t tell, about fifty...”

Says doctor Ghiro embarassed, declaring the age he guesses Annette would like to hear.

“That’s the point! And I need to have fun, I am a young woman, I need entertainment, I need to go out, I need a man...like...why not, someone like you, doctor...”.

Annette, brushing against doctor Ghiro’s jacket.

SCENE II

Light floods in through the first-floor windows of the Mental Health Centre. Only a few people are in the corridor since lunch-time break has finished. The smell of coffee and washing-up liquid fills the air. The ordinary meeting is going to take place in a few minutes time in the dining-hall which is still empty and silent. You can only hear the cooks singing while they are tidying up in the kitchen. Ambra is early. She wanders about the corridor. Doctor Ghiro arrives, climbing the stairs.

“Listen...would you be interested in keeping a patient company?”.

Ghiro, cheerfully.

“Who’s this patient?”. 

Ambra, a bit suspicious.

“A lady I’ve visited this morning at the Diagnostic and Treatment Department. She’s a nice woman, she is manically excited and prone to some delirious ranting...”

“Why don’t we take her to the centre?”

“Well, I thought it would be very difficult for her to adapt to the centre because she is a rich woman, married to a jeweller who owns a big villa on the sea. I believe that it would be better for her if she comes every day to the centre for her treatment and spends some time with you”.

“Mmmm...”

“Come on, you’ll see she’s nice, she’s Swiss-Italian, a beautiful woman...she even tried to seduce me.”

Doctor Ghiro pleased, as if this witnessed the lady’s good taste.

“Come on, Eolo!...And what should I do with this lady?”.

Ambra smiles and lightly pats his arm.

“You can spend some time at home with her, go for a walk or go to the seaside...well, try not to let her spend too much money. How can I explain.. she’s a bit too ‘extravagant’! During the last month she has spent almost forty million in carpets and other 

furnishing stuff. Her ex-husband is desperate to try to curb her spending”.

Doctor Ghiro laughs.

“All right, Eolo, I can try... let me see what I can do...”.

Ambra nervously fiddles with her ring, showing all her incertainty about her ability to carry out the task she has been assigned. 

“Don’t worry, you’ll enjoy it! Just let me ring her husband and see what he thinks about the idea”.

Doctor Ghiro smiles, satisfied for having convinced Ambra. 

SCENE III

That same afternoon doctor Ghiro and Ambra meet Mr. Zarrami in the  Café Tergesteo far from the Mental Health Centre, as requested by Mr. Zarrami. Soft natural sunlight illuminates the café. Summer heat floods in. Only two of the several wicker tables are occupied. A waiter is peeping from the bar entrance, staring at passers-by. Doctor Ghiro and Ambra are waiting, trying to see if they can recognise Mr. Zarrami.

“It must be him.”

Doctor Ghiro, as Mr.Zarrami is approaching.

Ambra keeps silent.

“Are you Mr.Zarrami?”

Doctor Ghiro, with a discrete tone.

“Yes,” the man answers offering his hand, “Doctor Ghiro, I suppose?”.

“Good morning.” 

Doctor Ghiro, shaking his hand.

“Pleased to meet you.”

Mr.Zarrami, then turns his eyes to Ambra.

“My name’s Ambra, how do you do?”

The three of them take a seat at a table outside the Café. They order a coffee and start talking about Annette. 

“How is she?” 

Mr.Zarrami, worried.

“Well, slightly better. Last night she had a good night sleep, so now she’s calmer.”.

Doctor Ghiro sighs and half-closes his eyes.

“Let’s hope she gets better, doctor. Look, I rely on you because I don’t know what to do with Annette any more. She’s been up to all kinds of mischief. She’s out of her mind!”

“Yes, the doctor who hospitalised her told us...but how long has she felt like this?”.

“Ah, what can I say...she’s always been hard to please, even when we were married...always unsatisfied, never content. Believe me, I tried my best to make her happy. I left my first wife for her. I’ve got two other sons, you know?”.

Says Mr. Zarrami, beginning to open up.

“Have you?”

Doctor Ghiro, surprised.

“Yes, I was married and left my wife for Annette. She was a beautiful woman...she still is, but twenty-five years ago.... And during all those years I did everything for her. We travelled, I bought the house of her dreams, all she ever wanted. I bought her furs, antique furniture...and she was never, ever happy. She always asked for more, she was excessive in everything, always! After the villa she asked for the swimming-pool. And do you know what my wife did once I had it built in the garden? She always wandered, sunbathed, swam, walked through the garden... completely naked! The fact is, our house is close to the road, and there’s plenty of houses all around. All the cars passing by could see her...I told her a thousand times to stop it, but she didn’t... Up until one day I decided to get rid of the swimming-pool!”

Mr. Zarrami pauses while doctor Ghiro and Ambra are looking at him in disbelief.

“Then, when we split up, things got worse. She became a little morbid. She wanted to control everyone, me through money and my daughter through emotional blackmail. That poor girl is fed up with her mother pressing her, making her feel guilty because she’s going away to study leaving her alone.”

Mr. Zarrami pauses once again and then bursts out.

“And lately she has really gone too far, you know. She says five million a month are not enough and spent forty million in silly things, dreadful carpets and horrible paintings! And then she’s obsessed by this illusion that I intend to harm her. She thinks I play tricks on her, that I put dead mice in her garden and other such nonsense...You have to stop her, because I tried but didn’t succeed!”.

“Don’t worry, now we are taking care of her and we will do our best to help her feel better.... Annette needs some medicines to balance her mood and to deaden her convictions about your tricks and then...she needs to rest a bit, to slow her pace a bit.’

“Yes, doctor, that’s precisely what she needs...”.

“Of course. That’s why we were thinking of Ambra as a support for her. She could stand by her, invite her to the centre for the therapy, provide her with a slightly slower pace. In short, limit her excesses.”.

Mr.Zarrami looks at Ambra with inquisitive eyes. He couldn’t understand her role up until now. 

Doctor Ghiro senses that and adds immediately:

 “Ambra works in our centre. We trust her and we believe she could help Annette. She will charge the expenses to you directly.’

Ambra quietly stares at Mr.Zarrami, waiting for his answer. 

“Sure, there’s no problem! What I really want is somebody to watch Annette and prevent her from doing any harm. If you can guarantee this...I’ll pay for it!”.

“I guarantee we can take care of Annette. Don’t worry, she will soon recover.”.

“I hope so, doctor”, Mr.Zarrami says, worried, “but please, don’t forget. Annette shouldn’t know I am the one who pays for this, otherwise she’d think I’m controlling her”.

“All right,” doctor Ghiro answers reassuringly, “Don’t worry, we are not going to tell her anything, so she will more easily accept Ambra.”.

“Great. And then, you know, I care a lot about my privacy. Would you be so kind as to try to be discrete...I’m well-known in town and I’d prefer people not to know about this...’

“Of course, Mr.Zarrami, don’t worry...”

“Thanks...let’s keep in touch, then...”.

Mr.Zarrami shakes hands with doctor Ghiro.

“All right. See you soon.”.

“Bye bye”.

Ambra smiles.

SCENE IV

Ambra and Lucia leave the centre in the car. 

Once at the Diagnostic and Treatment Department, they receive quite a warm welcome from Annette. It’s the first time they meet. Doctor Ghiro has already told her she is going home with them and that Ambra will support and stand by her for a while. 

Annette feels a bit uneasy. Her long red hair is unkept and dull, her face tired. She takes her few things and her beauty-case and gets into the car.

While Ambra and Lucia are sitting on the front seats, trying to get on good terms with her by asking questions and reassuring her, Annette is sitting alone in the middle of the back seat with the beauty-case on her knees. She is clumsily trying to make up her face but inevitably smearing it.

As soon as they arrive at the villa’s gate, Annette realises she doesn’t have the keys. Ambra and Lucia look at each other, discouraged. Annette rushes out of the car and starts trying to climb a rail next to the gate. From the car the two women see a skinny figure, flustered with Serenase, her hair ruffled, wearing leopard-print skinny trousers and high-heeled clogs, trying to climb up the rail. They rush outside and start pulling her by her swollen ankles, shouting at her to get down.

Finally Annette climbs down and Lucia decides to climb over the gate herself to let them enter.

SCENE V

Ambra goes to Annette’s place, as agreed with doctor Ghiro. The garden is completely unkept and the house seems framed in a picture. Annette opens the gate.

Ambra has received precise intructions from doctor Ghiro. She has to stand by Annette, trying to limit her spending. While crossing the garden, Ambra mentally checks all the instructions, included the one about administering the drugs she needs three times a day.

When passing from the bright light of the morning into the dusk of the house, Ambra gets temporarily blind. Then she starts to recognise the shapes of things around her and asks permission to enter the house. A voice from upstairs tells her to come in. She shyly steps forward on the ochre marble-floor and enters the living-room. At the right end of the room two white, old-fashioned couches face a rather big TV. Closer to her is an English-style, saffron-coloured sofa. Next to it, a small antique table holds several photos. Among all those silver frames a bigger one stands out. It’s a portrait of Annette. It probably dates back to more than twenty years ago. It’s a close-up profile in which Annette wears a white Angora-wool turtle-neck jumper and rather big, golden circle ear-rings. She has long, bright-chestnut hair with a layered cut and a roller-hairset. Her make-up is typical of the Seventies. Her skin is velvety and her profile perfect. She is beautiful, her picture reveals all her charm and femininity.

On the left, there is an antique table with four finely-upholstered chairs. On the walls, there are several rather dark paintings. Here and there small tables hold various silver objects, Murano glass-craftworks and antiques.

Ambra’s attention is drawn by the noise of Annette descending the stairs, which is a big semicircular, white-marble stairway reaching the centre of the living-room. Annette wears a long, blue velvet dressing-gown with no belt. She has got dishevelled hair but wears make-up, even though the mascara has formed clots on her lashes and a fine black powder has settled under her eyes. She has got ruffled and straw-like hair.

“Oh, good morning!”.

Ambra, relieved to see Annette.

“Good morning, Ambra”.

Annette, lifting her dressing-gown not to stumble.

“How do you feel today?”

Ambra, cheerfully.

“Better, because I’m at home and I finally washed my hair, I had had enough of it. Anyway I didn’t sleep much”.

“Did you take your medicine, last night?”

Ambra, longing to carry out her tasks.

“Yes, I took it at the centre. But that drugs...here, look at my legs...”.

Annette lifts her dressing-gown to her knees uncovering very swollen ankles. They look like sausages and strongly clash with her slender figure. 

“Well, it’s not unusual, but if you have any problems with the drugs we should talk to doctor Ghiro or to the Director of the Centre...”.

“Ah, that stupid doctor!”.

Annette comments, annoyed.

“Listen, what do you want to do today?”

Ambra, trying to change subject.

“Well, I have a few things to do, need to go to town. I wasted my time there at the hospital and I have a lot to catch up on...’

“All right, I can come with you.”.

Ambra steps forward towards Annette.

“Have you got a car, Ambra? Because doctor Ghiro told me I cannot drive a car and he took my keys because he doesn’t trust me.”.

Annette is annoyed but, in the meantime, also pleased by doctor Ghiro’s attentions.

“No, Annette, I haven’t got a car. Anyway, we could go by bus...”.

Ambra, not convinced of this idea.

“Bus? But it’s uncomfortable, it’s hot, it takes too long...”.

Annette, who has never gone by bus in her life.

“I don’t think so, Annette, and we don’t need to hurry. We’ll be able to do everything anyway.”.

Ambra, decided to make Annette accept her proposal.

“All right, then. Would you like something to drink, while I’m getting ready, Ambra?”.

Annette kindly.

“Yes, thanks...It’s so hot today.”.

Ambra feels she is breaking the ice with Annette and follows her into the kitchen. 

It’s a custom-made, white wooden kitchen, spacious and elegant in every detail, with a big table at the centre.

“What a wonderful kitchen!”.

Ambra enthusiastically.

“Well, yes, thank you, we had it made by an artisan twenty-five years ago. I designed it myself, look here...”.

Annette makes her way towards the table.

“You see? Here are the four rings. Here, on the side, the electric plate and the fryer!”.

Lifting a lid next to the stoves she shows a deep-pan fryer.

“I’ve never seen anything like that, it’s amazing!”.

Ambra, sincerely stunned.

“Thanks.”.

Annette smiles, pleased.

“Can I give you some ice-tea? I don’t have anything else at home, the fridge is empty.”

“The tea will be perfect, thanks”.

“Ah, here’s Paul!”

Annette, with a sweet expression.

Ambra turns and sees a slowly-walking, old white dog, whose eyes are hidden by its fur. It hardly walks and as it approaches them Ambra notices that it smells badly.

“Ah, poor little dog, he’s old. But you know, he’s like a son to me. Heaven help me if I lose him!”

Annette, stroking Paul.

“Mummy is here, sweetheart!”.

SCENE VI

Piazza degli Affari is as lively as usual. It’s a quarter past eleven when Annette and Ambra arrive. Annette wears her tight trousers, a grey jersey and holds a bulky, pressed-leather bag. Ambra wears a T-shirt, a jeans skirt and sandals. She is a bit nervous. She walks side by side with Annette, trying to predict her movements to avoid unpleasant situations.

“Ambra, can I offer you a coffee?”.

Asks Annette.

“Well, I don’t know...”.

Ambra, uncertain.

“Let’s go to the Portizza. They make a very good coffee in there. I always have a shaken coffee, it’s the best in town.”.

Annette, pointing at the bar. 

Ambra hesitates for a while, looks at her watch, thinks about what doctor Ghiro said and walks into the bar with Annette.

Annette is well-known here, she orders a shaken coffee with little sugar and invites Ambra to have one. Ambra, who has never tasted one, grows curious and orders one herself. 

SCENE VII

A few minutes later, out of the café.

“Ah, Ambra, since we’re here, let’s pop over to the optician, I need to have my sunglasses repaired. They got bent in my bag.”.

“Annette, look, maybe we could do it another time”.

Ambra starts getting nervous when she thinks of doctor Ghiro saying “Limit the expenses, limit the expenses”.

Soon after Annette is in the shop.

“Good morning”.

Says Annette.

“Oh, good morning, Madam, how are you?”.

The shop assistant replies bowing.

“Fine, thank you. This is Miss Ambra, a friend of mine”

Pointing to Ambra with a smile.

“Good morning”.

Says Ambra, embarassed.

“Can I help you?”.

The shop assistant, politely.

“I need to have these glasses repaired. They’re bent.”.

Annette gets the glasses out from the bag full of female belongings. 

“Don’t worry, Madam, I’ll fix them for you.”.

The shop assistant leaves. Ambra stands still while Annette gets close to a display case and starts looking at the glasses and tries some on. 

Ambra is getting nervous and cannot hold herself from thinking: “Limit the expenses, limit the expenses.”.

The shop assistant comes back. 

“Here you are!”.

Giving the glasses back to Annette.

“Thanks”.

Annette tries them on immediately and looks at herself in the mirror, provokingly. 

“How much do I owe you?”

Annette draws her wallet out.

Ambra gets nearer to the counter.

“Nothing, Madam, don’t even think about it!”.

The shop assistant smiles.

Ambra gives a sigh of relief.

Once they get out of the shop, Ambra and Annette find themselves in Piazza degli Affari again. This time, Annette suggest that they should go to the photographer’s shop to take some passport photos. Ambra tries to make her change her mind, but Annette has already got into the shop. Everybody knows Annette and treats her with respect. She introduces Ambra as a friend of hers and asks for some passport photos. Ambra gets more and more nervous, the situation is slipping out of her hands. “Limit the expenses, limit the expenses”. Ten thousand liras. They leave the shop and find themselves once againg in Piazza degli Affari.

“And now I have to go to the bank, before it closes.”.

Annette, resolved.

“What bank?!”.

Ambra, extemely worried.

“Yes, yes, come with me, Ambra, it’ll take only a minute.”.

Annette going towards the bank.

“Annette, wait!”.

Says Ambra assertively. 

“Don’t forget the agreements you’ve come to with doctor Ghiro. No expenses!”.

Ambra, resolutely.

“What’s doctor Ghiro got to do with it, now! I promised not to spend too much money but I need some money, at least to buy something to eat! You saw it yourself. My fridge is completely empty!”.

Annette, irritated.

“Let’s come to an agreement, then, Annette. How much money do you intend to cash at the bank?”

“Well, I don’t know, just a small sum, just two or three hundred thousand liras.”.

Says Annette.

“What? Two or three hundred thousand liras?! No way! It’s far too much! If you want to cash one hundred thousand liras, it’s OK for me, otherwise we’ll have to talk to the doctor...”.

Ambra, excitedly.

“Come on, Ambra, don’t act like a child, it’s just a small sum!”.

Replies Annette.

“YOU mustn’t act like a child! You know what the agreements with doctor Ghiro are, so please respect them!”.

Ambra, rising her voice.

“All right, Ambra, stay calm! I’ll do what you want, I’ll only cash one thousand liras. But let’s hurry up now, before the bank closes!”.

Annette and Ambra walk into the bank. Annette goes straight to the counter. 

Ambra queues at a courteous distance. She is not sure whether she should get closer to Annette and control her movements or stand aside. She decides to have trust Annette but from that two-metre distance she desperately tries to make the employee understand he mustn’t give too much money to Annette – she opens her eyes wide, shakes her head, tries to listen to what they are saying. The teller gives her a questioning look from behind the counter. 

Once Annette has finished, they both leave the bank.

SCENE VIII

The following day, Ambra goes back to Annette’s place. The living-room is in semi-darkness, the shutters half-closed. Paul slowly approaches Ambra, while she looks around to find Annette.

“Annette? Good morning.”.

Ambra, loudly.

“Good morning Ambra, just a minute!”.

Annette, with a feeble voice from upstairs.

“I’m downstairs!”

Ambra sits on the white couch. She looks around, strokes Paul which gets close to her feet, and switches the TV on. The gloomy scene of a dark crowd and a funeral procession appears. Many elegant people, flowers, luxury cars – it’s Lady Diana Spencer’s funeral. 

Ambra hears a faint noise and turns to the stairs. Annette is coming downstairs, wearing a pale-pink silk dressing-gown tied around her narrow waist. She wears pointed slippers with low spike-heels and lined with swan’s down. She is elegant even though her walk is a bit uncertain. She walks brushing the wall with her hand. Annette gets near the sofa and looks at the TV.

“It’s Lady D’s funeral.”

Ambra, feebly.

Annette collapses on the couch, revealing her thin thighs.

The TV scenes follow on, one after the other.

“Oh, mon Dieu...”

Annette stares at the TV as if she is actively participating in the funeral.

“Have you seen how many people, Annette?”.

Ambra, very involved.

Annette does not answer, Ambra looks at her and notices her eyes are full of tears.

“Annette...”.

Ambra, surprised.

“It’s terrible! Lady D was such a charismatic woman, she was good, sweet...”.

Annette, moved.

“Yes, you’re right, she really seemed a beautiful person!”.

Ambra, sadly.

“You know, Ambra, she was a real lady, a REAL princess. Her people loved her, she did so much good to the poor people...She had to put up with a lot, with that mother-in-law and that Charles, who was unfaithful to her and then...then she had to set herself aside because the royal family had cast her out, made her feel guilty. But you know what? She was the centre of the kingdom, I don’t know how we can do without her, do you see how desperate all the people are...”.

Annette cries softly.

“Yes, I do...”.

Ambra looks at her and her heart aches – the funeral is touching, but observing Annette is even more moving.

“Poor woman, she really didn’t deserve to die like that, she had just found love with her Dody...she was happy...it’s as if a friend of mine, one of the family had died...”.

Annette looks at Ambra, wiping her tears away. So does Ambra. The dramatic scenes of the funeral run on. Annette and Ambra sit still on the couch. They feel close and bonded by the same feelings.

SCENE IX

Ambra enters the living-room of the villa. She is used to Annette’s habit of not taking the trouble to open the door and welcome her. Ambra says hello and Annette invites her upstairs for the first time. Ambra climbs the white stairway without handrail, she feels as if she is walking in an ocean shell. Annette invites her to enter in a large lapislazuli-coloured bathroom. Ambra immediately notices some small shelves on her right. They are placed in a column and hold tiny perfume-bottles, all chaotically arranged and covered with dust. The room is untidy, a set of variedly coloured dressing-gowns and bathrobes hang from the wall beside the bathtub. A cream-coloured petticoat lies abandoned on the floor. Two sinks are set in a marble top holding a lot of creams, detergents, perfumes, tubes, deodorants, flacons, small bottles. The ceramics is opaque, just as the big baroque golden-framed mirror. Annette is standing in front of the mirror and is trying to gather her hair with some hairpins. She is barefoot, wearing a white bathrobe.

“Good morning Annette. What a beautiful bathroom!”.

Ambra, looking around.

“Good morning Ambra. Thanks”.

Annette, with a faint smile, looking at Ambra in the mirror.

“How many perfumes you’ve got! Did you know that I collect tiny perfume-bottles myself?”.

Ambra, looking at the bottles from close up.

“Do you? They’re cute...I’ve been keeping them for a long time...”.

Annette, absent-mindedly.

Ambra looks at her silently, sincerely attracted by those perfumes, trying to remember the reason why she is there. She observes Annette carefully.

“What are you doing, Annette? Are you bunching your hair?”.

Ambra, kindly.

“Don’t you see my hair? It’s a disaster! I haven’t dyed it for too long now, I’ve got awful roots and the ends are completely damaged and split!”.

Annette, touching some of her locks with contempt.

“Well, you could wash your hair, in the meantime. I can help you if you want...”.

Ambra, touching her hair.

“Oh, don’t worry, Ambra. I’m going to the hairdresser to have it done today.”.

Annette, staring at the last lock.

“And when would that be?”

Ambra, stunned, looks at Annette in the mirror.

“Immediately! It’s so embarassing for me to have such untidy hair. There’s nothing as sloppy as a woman with undyed roots! I’ve always taken care of my body. My hair, hands and feet are fundamental but unfortunately, due to my problems, the quarrells with my husband, the mice in the garden and the hospitalisation, I haven’t been able to go to the hairdresser and to the manicurist lately...”.

Annette, impassioned.

“So you’d like to go now?”.

“Of course, in fact I’m sorry you’ve come, Ambra, because I’ve got this engagement!”.

Annette, opening a door under the wash-basin and drawing a black wig out.

“Well, Annette, there’s no problem for me. I could come with you... so maybe we could go and have a shaken coffee, what about that?”.

Ambra, looking at the wig, amazed.

“If you wish...but I don’t want you to waste your time...”.

Annette, wearing the wig with difficulty. 

“No problem at all!”

Ambra, trying to help Annette by pulling the wig from behind.

“Just let me get ready and we can go. I’ve already rung the hairdresser. I have to be there in an hour.”.

Annette looks at herself in the mirror and slightly moves her head from right to left.

“You look fine with dark hair!”.

Ambra, amused. She looks at Annette’s face framed by shiny black hair. She looks like Cleopatra.

Annette admires herself, pleased with what she sees and then heads for the bedroom – another chaotic pile of clothes, bibelots, heavy furnishing’s fabrics, crystal and silver objects. The bed is undone and the armour doors are open. Clothes are everywhere. A whole range of precious clothes in lamé, silk, velvet, strass, chiffon, organza, voile, bright and dark colours. 

SCENE X

Annette and Ambra walk into the hairdresser’s salon, an open space recently restructured with Art Nouveau windows filtering a honey-yellow light. Three hairdressers are busy with as many ladies – one of which sits at the shampoo cabinet, one is waiting for a cut, her hair wet, and one is undergoing the aggressive strokes of brush and hairdrier.

“Good morning!”.

The three hairdressers, cheerfully.

“Good morning!”.

Annette finally feels safe.

“I’m with you in a minute”.

One of the hairdressers, busy with a hair-set. 

“I’ve brought a friend with me...”.

Annette, looking at Ambra.

“All right, do you need to have your hair done as well?”.

The hair-styling hairdresser.

“Oh, no, I don’t. Thanks.’

Ambra, a bit embarassed.

“Ah, that’s OK, then, please take a seat...”.

The hairdresser, pointing her chin at the armchairs next to the entrance.

“Thanks.”.

Annette sits down, putting her big bag on the floor.

“I’m not staying, thank you!”.

Ambra, getting close to Annette.

“I can get off by myself, Ambra.”.

Annette gives Ambra a severe look, without rising her head.

“Oh, yes, of course, Annette. But don’t forget – no excessive expenses and try to keep calm.”.

Ambra, talking softly but trying to be assertive.

“OK, OK... it won’t cost much, will it!? I just want my hair to be cut, treated with a restructuring mask, dyed with some highlights and set. And the manicure, of course!”.

Annette, resolute.

“All right... but don’t exaggerate. See you tomorrow, then...”.

“D’acord, see you tomorrow.”.

Annette, anxious to be let alone.

“Goodbye.”.

Ambra, moved.

“Goodbye!”.

The hairdressers from their positionings.

Ambra walks out and gives a sigh of relief. She has got away with it today and she won’t have to think about it until tomorrow. 

She sends off with very long strides along the streets of the city with a sense of relief and the pleasant warmth of the September sun.

After ten minutes, Ambra suddenly remembers: ”The medicines! I forgot to give her the medicines!”. With her heart beating faster, she thinks: “What am I going to do now? Annette cannot do without them!”. 

She suddenly turns and walks back with even longer strides, cursing to herself, not so much for the stretch she has to run through again and for the time wasted as for having proved she is not reliable.

She reaches the salon, breathless. She walks in and looks around for Annette. “There you are, I knew it, Annette has left already. She will have bought a yacht and two furs by now!”. 

“Back again?”.

The hairdresser from the end of the salon.

“Yes, I...was looking for Annette”.

Ambra, tense.

“She’s there.”.

The hairdresser, pointing at Annette.

Ambra turns her eyes to the bathroom cabinet and notices a woman with her head bowed backwards under the hairdresser’s hands trying to raise it to look at her. Ambra gets near and sees a defenceless woman with wet hair and foam traces on her forehead, the towel held tight on the shoulders covering a chocolate-coloured frock, and the disarmed eyes of someone who can’t move. She is speechless.

“Ah, Ambra, it’s you”.

Annette looks at her screwing up her eyes.

“Ehm, yes...I...”.

Ambra looks at Annette’s smeared eye make-up. She feels sorry and ashamed.

“I forgot something...you forgot to take these...”.

Ambra puts the piece of blister with two pills she was holding in her hand in Annette’s hand, so that the other people can’t see.

“I am leaving...”.

Ambra looks at Annette with a grateful look.

“Goodbye”.

Annette, her eyes half-closed.

SCENE XI

Ambra brings Annette to the Mental Health Centre. A sample of Annette’s blood needs to be taken in order to test that the therapy she has been undergoing is the right one. The two women walk in together. Once in the corridor, they meet two nurses they both know.

“Hello!”.

Ambra, cheerfully.

“Good morning.”.

Annette with a soft voice, from behind her dark sunglasses.

“How are you?”.

Ambra, feeling confident in such environment.

“Everything’s all right, what about you?”.

The nurse, warmly.

“Well, I need to have my blood taken...”.

Annette, kindly.

“Of course. Please go this way, you’ll find one of my colleagues.”.

The nurse, pointing at one room.

“Thanks”.

Annette knocks and enters saying “May I come in?”.

“Well, then, how are things? You’re enjoying yourself, aren’t you?”

The nurse asks Ambra.

“Oh yeah!”.

Ambra, nodding ironically.

“Have you ever noticed the two of you are alike?”.

The nurse says.

“Who? Annette and I?”.

Ambra, astonished.

“Yes, you two, you have the same hair and the same way of moving!”.

Says one of the nurses.

“That’s true! You look like mother and daughter! Identical!”.

Says the other nurse.

“Yes, of course, the longer you stay with Annette the more you’ll look like her. You are perfect together!”.

The nurse, laughing.

“Come on!”.

Ambra, laughing.

Annette opens the door of the pharmacy and finds herself right in front of Ambra. The two women exchange a serious look. The two nurses giggle.

SCENE XII

Ambra and Annette keep on meeting the following days. Sometimes they stay at home, sometimes they go out. Today Annette has suggested once again that they should go to the beach, to a well-equipped private area Ambra used to go to as a child.

They soon reach the place by bus, since it’s not far from the villa. Annette pays both entrance tickets and leads the way to the dressing rooms. She spends a lot of time changing while Ambra, who gets ready in a few minutes, waits for her outside, a bit lost. Annette comes out of the dressing room in a black swimsuit and with a tiger print pareo knotted round her waist. She wears her ever-present dark shades and a wide-brimmed straw hat. They go downstairs and reach the concrete beach. It’s a September weekday and few people are around. Annette chooses a place close to the water and undresses, leaving only the panties on. So does Ambra, even though she finds it a bit strange to work topless.

Annette is restless. She can’t lie in the sun for long. She gets up, has a swim, takes a shower, lies down again, gets up and lies down again. She suggests a shaken coffee.

When it’s time to go, Annette gets on her powder blue skinny trousers and a golden top. She has a bag on her shoulder, dark glasses and high-heeled sandals.

Ambra and Annette head to the bus stop. They agreed to pop in at the Centre for a chat with doctor Ghiro. They reach the bus stop after a short uphill stretch, then wait in silence for a minute under the yellow sign on which Ambra, tired, leans her shoulder. Annette stands with a slightly bent leg, folded arms and a hand lightly leaned under her chin. She’s got inscrutable eyes, while several cars speed along the road towards the city centre. Annette makes a light, imperceptible movement with the hand that holds her chin. A car passing by, a red FIAT Cinquecento, stops immediately in front of the yellow bus stop sign. The driver leans on the right to open the window. It’s a 45-year-old man with dark hair.

“Do you need a lift, Madam?”.

The man, with a bright smile.

“Oh, yes, please, it’s very kind of you!”.

Annette, opening the door.

“Please!”.

The man, pointing at the seat next to him.

“I’m with a friend.”.

Annette, turning to Ambra.

“Annette...”.

Ambra, standing there, completely lost.

“Come on! This gentleman is so kind...”.

Annette, with a smile while she lifts the front seat of the small car.

“Thanks...”.

Ambra gets into the car and sits on the back seat, hesitant.

“Where shall I take you?”.

The man, observing Annette bending in her skinny trousers to get into the car.

Ambra is just going to answer, but Annette precedes her.

“To the Grand Hotel, please!”.

Annette, with a sumptuous tone.

Ambra is astonished. The superluxurious five-star Grand Hotel is exactly next to the Mental Health Centre! Ambra thinks: “That’s incredible! I didn’t even notice Annette was hitchhiking! How did she stop this guy? He’s the usual man who starts flirting as soon as he sees a sexy woman...even though it’s a bit unusual here in Trieste. The one thing certain is that she knows what's what! What could I teach this woman? She should teach me... how to live! I’ve just seen how you can be cheeky and classy at the same time...to the Grand Hotel... who could ever think about it?...”.

While thinking about all this Ambra observes Annette talking, gesticulating and interrupting herself from time to time with a girly laugh. In the rearview mirror, she can see the man’s eyes fixed on Annette and turning fleetingly at the street.

“Here we are!”.

The man says, slowing down in front of the Grand Hotel.

“You’re such a kind person...”.

Annette, winking.

“Are you sure you don’t need a lift home, then?”.

The man stares at Annette as she gets out of the car with sinuos movements.

He wants to meet Annette again. Ambra hesitates for a while.

“Don’t worry for me, let this kind gentleman drive you home...I’ll call you, MUM!”.

Ambra, pronouncing the words distinctly.

Annette gets into the car quickly.

“Adieu!”.

Annette, waving from the lowered window.

                                              Cristiana Sindici

PS. The last six lines do not correspond to what happened! Actually I’ve not been so free. We both said ‘bye to the driver and we went…
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