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ThepassengerswhohadleftRomebythenightexpresshadhadtostopuntildawnatthe

smallstationofFabrianoinordertocontinuetheirjourneybythesmallold-fashioned

“local”joiningthemainlinewithSulmona.

Atdawn,inastuffyandsmokysecond-classcarriageinwhichfivepeoplehadalready

spentthenight,abulkywomanindeepmourning,washoistedin—almostlikea

shapelessbundle.Behindher—puffingandmoaning,followedherhusband—atinyman,

thinandweakly,hisfacedeath-white,hiseyessmallandbrightandlookingshyand

uneasy.

Havingatlasttakenaseathepolitelythankedthepassengerswhohadhelpedhiswife

andwhohadmaderoom forher;thenheturnedroundtothewomantryingtopull

downthecollarofhercoatandpolitelyenquired:

“Areyouallright,dear?”

Thewife,insteadofanswering,pulleduphercollaragaintohereyes,soastohideher

face.

“Nastyworld,”mutteredthehusbandwithasadsmile.

Andhefeltithisdutytoexplaintohistravelingcompanionsthatthepoorwomanwasto

bepitiedforthewarwastakingawayfrom herheronlyson,aboyoftwentytowhom

bothhaddevotedtheirentirelife,evenbreakinguptheirhomeatSulmonatofollowhim

toRomewherehehadtogoasastudent,thenallowinghimtovolunteerforwarwithan

assurance,however,thatatleastforsixmonthshewouldnotbesenttothefrontand

now,allofasudden,receivingawiresayingthathewasduetoleaveinthreedays’time

andaskingthemtogoandseehimoff.

Thewomanunderthebigcoatwastwistingandwriggling,attimesgrowlinglikeawild

animal,feelingcertainthatallthoseexplanationswouldnothavearousedevena



shadowofsympathyfrom thosepeoplewho—mostlikely—wereinthesameplightas

herself.Oneofthem,whohadbeenlisteningwithparticularattention,said:

“YoushouldthankGodthatyoursonisonlyleavingnowforthefront.Minehasbeen

senttherethefirstdayofthewar.Hehasalreadycomebacktwicewoundedandbeen

sentbackagaintothefront.”

“Whataboutme?Ihavetwosonsandthreenephewsatthefront,”saidanother

passenger.

“Maybe,butinourcaseitisouronlyson,”venturedthehusband.

“Whatdifferencecanitmake?Youmayspoilyouronlysonwithexcessiveattentions,but

youcannotlovehim morethanyouwouldallyourotherchildrenifyouhadany.

Paternalloveisnotlikebreadthatcanbebrokenintopiecesandsplitamongstthe

childreninequalshares.Afathergivesallhislovetoeachoneofhischildrenwithout

discrimination,whetheritbeoneorten,andifIamsufferingnowformytwosons,Iam

notsufferinghalfforeachofthembutdouble....”

“True...true...”sighedtheembarrassedhusband,“butsuppose(ofcourseweallhopeit

willneverbeyourcase)afatherhastwosonsatthefrontandhelosesoneofthem,there

isstillonelefttoconsolehim...while...”

“Yes,”answeredtheother,gettingcross,“asonlefttoconsolehimbutalsoasonleftfor

whomhemustsurvive,whileinthecaseofthefatherofanonlysonifthesondiesthe

fathercandietooandputanendtohisdistress.Whichofthetwopositionsistheworse?

Don’tyouseehowmycasewouldbeworsethanyours?”

“Nonsense,”interruptedanothertraveler,afat,red-facedmanwithbloodshoteyesofthe

palestgray.

waspanting.From hisbulgingeyesseemedtospurtinnerviolenceofanuncontrolled

vitalitywhichhisweakenedbodycouldhardlycontain.

“Nonsense,”herepeated,tryingtocoverhismouthwithhishandsoastohidethetwo

missingfrontteeth.“Nonsense.Dowegivelifetoourchildrenforourownbenefit?”

Theothertravelersstaredathim indistress.Theonewhohadhadhissonatthefront

sincethefirstdayofthewarsighed:“Youareright.Ourchildrendonotbelongtous,

theybelongtotheCountry....”

“Bosh,”retortedthefattraveler.“DowethinkoftheCountrywhenwegivelifetoour



children?Oursonsarebornbecause...well,becausetheymustbebornandwhenthey

cometolifetheytakeourownlifewiththem.Thisisthetruth.Webelongtothem but

theyneverbelongtous.Andwhentheyreachtwentytheyareexactlywhatwewereat

theirage.Wetoohadafatherandmother,butthereweresomanyotherthingsaswell...

girls,cigarettes,illusions,newties...andtheCountry,ofcourse,whosecallwewould

haveanswered—whenweweretwenty—eveniffatherandmotherhadsaidno.Now,at

ourage,theloveofourCountryisstillgreat,ofcourse,butstrongerthanitisthelovefor

ourchildren.Isthereanyoneofusherewhowouldn’tgladlytakehisson’splaceatthe

frontifhecould?”

Therewasasilenceallround,everybodynoddingastoapprove.

“Whythen,”continuedthefatman,“shouldn’tweconsiderthefeelingsofourchildren

whentheyaretwenty?Isn’titnaturalthatattheiragetheyshouldconsiderthelovefor

theirCountry(Iamspeakingofdecentboys,ofcourse)evengreaterthantheloveforus?

Isn’titnaturalthatitshouldbeso,asafteralltheymustlookuponusasuponoldboys

whocannotmoveanymoreandmuststayathome?IfCountryexists,ifCountryisa

naturalnecessitylikebread,ofwhicheachofusmusteatinordernottodieofhunger,

somebodymustgotodefendit.Andoursonsgo,whentheyaretwenty,andtheydon’t

wanttears,becauseiftheydie,theydieinflamedandhappy(Iamspeaking,ofcourse,of

decentboys).Now,ifonediesyoungandhappy,withouthavingtheuglysidesoflife,the

boredomofit,thepettiness,thebitternessofdisillusion...whatmorecanweaskforhim?

Everyoneshouldstopcrying:everyoneshouldlaugh,asIdo...oratleastthankGod—asI

do—becausemyson,beforedying,sentmeamessagesayingthathewasdyingsatisfied

athavingendedhislifeinthebestwayhecouldhavewished.Thatiswhy,asyousee,I

donotevenwearmourning....”

Heshookhislightfawncoatastoshow it;hislividlipoverhismissingteethwas

trembling,hiseyeswerewateryandmotionless,andsoonafter,heendedwithashrill

laughwhichmightwellhavebeenasob.

“Quiteso...quiteso...”agreedtheothers.

Thewomanwho,bundledinacornerunderhercoat,hadbeensittingandlistening

had—forthelastthreemonths—triedtofindinthewordsofherhusbandandher

friendssomethingtoconsoleherinherdeepsorrow,somethingthatmightshow her

howamothershouldresignherselftosendhersonnoteventodeathbuttoaprobable

dangeroflife.Yetnotawordhadshefoundamongstthemanywhichhadbeensaid...

andhergriefhadbeengreaterinseeingthatnobody—asshethought—couldshareher



feelings.

Butnow thewordsofthetraveleramazedandalmoststunnedher.Shesuddenly

realizedthatitwasn’ttheotherswhowerewrongandcouldnotunderstandherbut

herselfwhocouldnotriseuptothesameheightofthosefathersandmotherswillingto

resignthemselves,withoutcrying,notonlytothedepartureoftheirsonsbutevento

theirdeath.

Sheliftedherhead,shebentoverfromhercornertryingtolistenwithgreatattentionto

thedetailswhichthefatmanwasgivingtohiscompanionsaboutthewayhissonhad

fallenasahero,forhisKingandhisCountry,happyandwithoutregrets.Itseemedto

herthatshehadstumbledintoaworldshehadneverdreamtof,aworldsofarunknown

toherandshewassopleasedtoheareveryonejoiningincongratulatingthatbrave

fatherwhocouldsostoicallyspeakofhischild’sdeath.

Thensuddenly,justasifshehadheardnothingofwhathadbeensaidandalmostasif

wakingupfromadream,sheturnedtotheoldman,askinghim:

“Then...isyoursonreallydead?”

Everybodystaredather.Theoldman,too,turnedtolookather,fixinghisgreat,bulging,

horriblywaterylightgrayeyes,deepinherface.Forsomelittletimehetriedtoanswer,

butwordsfailedhim.Helookedandlookedather,almostasifonlythen—atthatsilly,

incongruousquestion—hehadsuddenlyrealizedatlastthathissonwasreallydead...

goneforever...forever.Hisfacecontracted,becamehorriblydistorted,thenhesnatched

inhasteahandkerchieffrom hispocketand,totheamazementofeveryone,brokeinto

harrowing,heart-rending,uncontrollablesobs.


