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Do the Blind Dream?

A NOVELLA
To that girl leaning
out the window, waving
“A kiss, a bite . . . one who truly loves with all her heart can
easily mistake them.”
—Heinrich von Kleist, Penthesilea

1
It Was late afternoon in the bedroom of a house in Fùlmine, a small town close to the
sea in the south of Italy. Punctuated by occasional thunder and lightning, rain punished
the walls and pounded against a high window. The room was sparsely furnished: a
bed, a dresser and a mirror. On the wall over the bed hung a crucifix. Fresh yellow and
blue flowers stood stiffly in a vase on the dresser.
In the center of the room rested an open coffin in which lay the body of Beatrice, a
woman seventy-six years old at the time of her death the day before. Her face, while
not serene, was remarkably free of lines and wrinkles. Next to the coffin, seated in
chairs, were two of the deceased woman’s three children, Sandra and Aldo, who was
barely a year older than his sister. Both of them were distraught, crying or between
bouts of crying.
“Is Cara coming?” Sandra asked.
“Aunt Rosa spoke to her. She was filming in Spain. She’ll be here before they close
the coffin.”
“Is Buddy with her?”
“Yes,” said Aldo.
“Good. What time is that?”
“She had to wait until this morning to get a plane to Madrid from somewhere in the
North. Then they fly from Madrid to Rome. From there they’ll come by car.”
“I meant,” Sandra said, “what time do they close the coffin?”
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“At six. Then we go to the church.”
Sandra looked at her watch.
“It’s only four-thirty. It’ll destroy Cara if she’s too late to see Mamma one last
time.”
“How long have Cara and Buddy been together?” Aldo asked.
“Two or three months, I think.”
Aldo stood up and took one of his mother’s hands in his own. He bent down and
kissed her face, then her ringless hand before collapsing onto her body.
“Mamma! Mamma!” he cried.
Sandra rose and put an arm around her brother, hugging him. After a few moments
he released his mother’s hand and sat down again, as did Sandra.
“Is Papa going to come?” Aldo asked.
“He’d better not try.”
“Rosa would kill him.”
“I’ll kill him.”
Aldo wiped tears from his cheeks and eyes.
“You know,” he said, “he came to see Mamma a couple of weeks ago.”
“No, I didn’t. Why? He hadn’t seen her in years.”
“Mamma asked to see him.”
“Asked? She couldn’t ask.”
A large clap of thunder rocked the house, rattling the bedroom window.
“She spoke his name, over and over,” said Aldo. “Rosa didn’t want to, but she
telephoned him and he came. Papa sat with Mamma for three hours. He sang their old
songs, recited her favorite poems. I was here.”
“Did she recognize him?”
“I think Mamma always knew what was happening. She was a prisoner inside her
mind. I could see it in her eyes, behind her eyes.”
“No,” said Sandra, “I don’t believe it. She was lost a long time ago. Fifteen years—
twelve, at least.”
“Cara told me Mamma spoke to Buddy.”
“To Buddy? When was this?”
“It’s true—the last time she visited, three weeks ago, Cara said she was sitting with
Mamma on the couch, holding her, stroking her hair. Buddy was sitting in a chair
across from Mamma, or standing, I don’t know. All of a sudden, Mama looked directly
at Buddy and said, ‘Beautiful.’ She turned and looked at Cara, then back at Buddy, and
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Mamma said to him, ‘Poor guy.’ Then she faded away again.”
“No! That’s fantastic!”
Aldo shook his head.
“Cara couldn’t believe it, either. She said Buddy joked that Mamma felt sorry for
him, and despite the sickness she had to warn him, to let him know she knew how
difficult life would be for him with Cara.”
“Unbelievable.”
“Buddy met Papa, too, around the same time. Papa asked him how many children
Buddy had, and Buddy told him two.”
“Buddy has two children?”
“Apparently. Anyway, Papa said he had six, and Buddy said, ‘But I’m not finished
yet.’ Buddy told me that Papa, eighty years old, sick, barely able to stand by himself,
got a dark look in his eyes and said, ‘I’m not, either.’”
Sandra grunted.
“He’s sick, all right. He’s always been sick.”
Tears spilled suddenly from her eyes. Annoyed, she fished around in her pockets,
found a fresh tissue, and quickly wiped them away.
“Papa had better not try to come,” she said.
“He won’t. Rosa hates him, and as long as you’re here he knows he’s not welcome.”
Ignazio, Sandra’s husband, and Giuliana, Aldo’s wife, entered the bedroom and sat
down next to their respective spouses.
“I mean it!” Sandra said. “I won’t let that monster near Mamma.”
“Papa’s not a monster,” said Aldo.
“You don’t know him.”
“He’s my father, too. What do you mean, I don’t know him?”
“You didn’t know he had another family! A wife and a child.”
Aldo shook his head.
“Nobody knew, not Mamma . . .”
“Of course, not Mamma!” Sandra shouted. “Just like she didn’t know about all of
his other women.”
“Pretended not to know.”
“He fucked every girl or woman he met, or tried to. Mamma couldn’t keep a maid
or a girl to help with us. He even did it with Gabriella.”
Aldo stared at Sandra.
“How do you know this? Gabriella moved to Argentina thirty years ago.”
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“Why do you suppose Mamma would never mention the name of her only sister?”
“You know what happened. When Gabriella was twenty-five she was misdiagnosed
with a blood disease and told she had only a short time to live, two or three years; so
she went out and slept with every man in town. By the time she found out she wasn’t
going to die she’d disgraced herself in Fùlmine. That’s why she had to marry a
foreigner, because nobody here would have her.”
Sandra laughed.
“Don’t be a fool, Aldo. Cara and I know the truth.”
“Where is Cara?” Ignazio asked.
“She’s coming,” said Aldo. “She and Buddy should be here any minute.”
“Do they know the coffin will be sealed at six?” asked Sandra.
“They know.”
Noises came from the other side of the apartment. They heard the doorbell ring,
then the front door open and close, followed by a rush of voices. Rosa, who had been
Beatrice’s caregiver, and in whose apartment she had lived the last five years of her
life, rushed into the bedroom.
“It’s Cara,” she said.
Immediately behind Rosa came Cara, followed by Buddy, her American boyfriend.
Cara’s face was a mess from crying, but her distress could not disguise her unique
beauty. Cara went straight to the coffin and threw herself on Beatrice, sobbing loudly.
Sandra and Aldo caressed and held her as Buddy stood in the doorway, watching.
“Mamma! Mamma!” Cara screamed. “No! No! Mamma!”
Sandra, Aldo and Giuliana’s attempts to comfort Cara were futile. She was clearly
inconsolable.
“I should have been here!”
“Aldo was with her,” said Sandra, “and Rosa.”
“She died in my arms,” said Aldo.
“Oh, Mamma!” Cara cried.
Ignazio gently guided Cara to a chair. She allowed him to briefly embrace her. The
others acknowledged Buddy’s presence with embraces, kisses on the cheeks,
handshakes.
“Thank goodness you’re here, Buddy,” said Sandra.
“Cara told me Beatrice stopped eating two days ago.”
“She gave up before the Alzheimer’s. When she found out about Donatella and little
Silvio. He made her sick.”
Aldo shook his head.
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“Papa didn’t cause the disease,” he said.
“How do you know?” said Sandra. “She might have resisted it longer.”
“Alzheimer’s doesn’t work that way.”
“Maybe it wasn’t even Alzheimer’s,” Sandra said. “She was never tested.”
Ignazio came over to Buddy.
“It must have been a difficult time for you with Cara when Aldo called.”
Buddy nodded.
“She knew it was coming, but she took it hard. Not ever having a chance to hear
Beatrice tell her she loved her was devastating.”
Aldo, hearing this, came over.
“My mother was not herself for so many years.”
“I mean even before the Alzheimer’s affected her,” said Buddy. “Cara told me
Beatrice never, or rarely, showed her any real affection.”
“The situation was difficult, certainly,” said Aldo.
Rosa came over to Buddy and took his hand.
“It’s so good you’re here,” she said to him. “Without you, I don’t know how Cara
could stand it.”
“I don’t want to intrude. Cara insisted that I come.”
“She’d be devastated if you hadn’t. I could see when you were here before how
quickly and deeply Cara had become attached to you. She believes in you, Buddy,
don’t disappoint her.”
“I’ll do my best, Rosa. But you know, it works both ways.”
“Cara is very nervous,” said Rosa, “but she’s a good girl. And she loves you.”
Sandra was sitting next to Cara, holding her younger sister close. Cara struggled to
compose herself.
“I never sleep, Sandra. I think I won’t be able to really rest until I’m dead, too.”
“It’s Papa’s fault, all of it. If I ever see him again, I’m going to put his eyes out.”
Cara pulled away, sat up and fixed the clips in her hair.
“You’ll make me crazy, Sandra. Don’t say that! In front of Mamma.”
“He’s a devil,” said Sandra. “Admit it and you’ll be able to sleep.”
“Sandra, no. He was the one who loved me, not Mamma. When I was three years
old one day Mamma was angry at me for something—I wouldn’t eat, probably—and
Papa came home. She told him what a bad girl I was, and he picked me up and held
me and told me that before I was born I’d been an angel. He caressed my back and
shoulders and said, ‘Cara, my little angel, here’s where your wings used to be.’ It’s
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why I can forgive him, for everything.”
“Don’t be stupid, Cara. He’s insane.”
Cara stood up.
“Not now, Sandra, don’t! Not with Mamma like this.”
Sandra shrugged her shoulders.
“She can’t hear us.”
“How do you know she can’t? Nobody knows anything about the dead, not even if
they’re really dead.”
“Who’s the crazy one?”
“Everybody in this family’s crazy, Sandra. Don’t you see it?”
“How does Buddy put up with you?”
“Don’t talk about Buddy! He’s not your man.”
Buddy and Aldo looked at Cara and Sandra, then resumed talking quietly with
Ignazio.
Cara stood up and went over to the coffin. Giuliana guided a chair under her and
Cara sat down and stroked Beatrice’s hands. Sandra got up and walked out of the
room. Ignazio followed her.
Two men from the funeral home entered the bedroom, dressed in dark suits. One of
them was carrying a hammer and a small paper bag, both of which he placed on the
bureau.
“In a few minutes we’ll seal the coffin,” he said.
Cara exploded in tears. Aldo rushed over and held her.
“Not yet, not yet,” said the man from the funeral home. “We can wait a little
longer.”
He and his companion left the bedroom.
“Remember when you were a kid,” Aldo said to Cara, “and I sold you to my
friends? I was twelve or thirteen.”
“Sold me?”
Aldo grinned.
“I was so ashamed later. That’s why I gave you the money.”
“I don’t think . . .”
“You were seven. I made you pull up your dress and pull down your pants. They
wanted to see a girl’s pussy. None of us had seen one except in a picture in a
magazine. I told you to do it and you did. You don’t remember? ”
“Not really, no.”
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“My friends were very disappointed because you didn’t have any hair down there.
They said it wasn’t a real pussy.”
Cara and Aldo laughed together. He took out a handkerchief and dried her tears.
“A couple of the boys asked for their money back,” he said, “but I refused. They got
angry but I was bigger than they were. Nobody wanted to fight me.”
Cara kissed Aldo on the cheek and he held her close.
“Do you think Mamma knows we’re here?” Cara asked.
“I knew this would be tough, Cara, but it’s even tougher than I thought.”
Beatrice sat up in her coffin. She looked around at the people in the room, her gaze
lingering for several long seconds on each person, none of whom noticed her. The last
person she fixed on was Cara. Then she spoke.
“So many tears wasted on the dead. But who am I to criticize? How many thousands
of times did I want to cry while I was captive in my own body? And now that I’ve
been released I have even less freedom. No freedom at all, in fact. Being dead is not
like the nuns and priests tell you. But they’re no worse than anyone else, and no worse
off. If I could help my children, I would. Poor babies. The longer they live the more
they’ll suffer. They’re only beginning to understand.”
The two men from the funeral home entered again. One of them picked up the
coffin lid which had been leaning against one wall. The other picked up the hammer
and shook several nails from the paper bag.
“It’s time,” he said to Aldo and Cara.
Cara continued crying but stood and caressed her mother, who remained sitting up,
her eyes wide open. Aldo did the same. As they were doing this, Sandra came in,
walked over to the coffin and kissed Beatrice. The three of them then walked out of
the room, accompanied by Buddy and Giuliana.
One of the funeral men placed a hand on Beatrice’s right shoulder. She patted it with
her own hand.
“I know, I know,” she said, “I heard him. I won’t give you a hard time.”
Rosa walked into the bedroom smoking a cigarette. She stopped and stared at
Beatrice.
“Rosa, give me a drag, will you?”
Rosa walked over and handed her cigarette to Beatrice. Beatrice puffed on it,
inhaled deeply, then exhaled. She handed the cigarette back to Rosa.
“Thanks,” Beatrice said.
Rosa kissed her, then stood back a little to allow the men from the funeral home to
do their work. She wiped the tears from her face. Beatrice lay back down in the coffin.
One of the men placed the coffin lid over her, and then the other nailed it shut.
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It Was early evening. The coffin containing Beatrice’s corpse was carried out the door
of the house by the two men from the funeral home, Aldo, Ignazio and Buddy, and
loaded into the back of a black hearse. The two funeral workers got into the car and
proceeded very slowly toward the church as the family followed behind, walking in
the middle of the street. A light but persistent rain fell. Neighbors and passersby
observed the procession, most crossing themselves as it went by. Cara and Aldo
walked directly behind the hearse, followed by Sandra with Buddy, then Ignazio with
Giuliana and Rosa.
“My mother was very beautiful once,” said Sandra. “Did you know that? Did Cara
ever show you photographs of Beatrice as a young woman?”
“A few, yes,” Buddy said. “She was striking.”
“You can’t imagine how that man tortured her. If she hadn’t been a Catholic, I’m
certain she would have committed suicide.”
“You mean Massimo?”
“The world would have been better off had my father never been born.”
“Then I wouldn’t have you,” said Ignazio.
“You’d be better off, too,” Sandra said to him. “Don’t be a hypocrite. You’ve said it
yourself many times.”
“Stop this!” Aldo said. “With Mamma in her coffin, can’t you quit bitching? ”
Giuliana patted her husband’s arm.
“Everybody’s upset, Aldo. It’s difficult for us all.”
“Think of how Beatrice is on her way to heaven now,” said Rosa. “She’s with the
saints.” Rosa crossed herself.
Beatrice appeared, trailing the others. She stopped in the street as a man came
walking toward her.
“Do you have a cigarette?” Beatrice asked him.
The man stopped, pulled a pack of cigarettes from one of his pockets, shook one out
and gave it to her. He took out a lighter and lit the cigarette for Beatrice, who inhaled
deeply.
“Thank you,” she said. “You never know when it might be the last one.”
“I always smoke each cigarette as if it were,” he answered. “That way I enjoy it
even more.”
The man put the pack of cigarettes and his lighter back into his pocket, nodded
politely, and walked on. Beatrice stood there, smoking.
“Massimo, my husband,” she said, “was impotent when we were married. He told
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me he’d never been able to have proper relations with a woman. His sister, Claudia,
ruined him, he said. Claudia the famous painter, seven years older than Massimo. She
made him show her his cock when he was ten or eleven years old, and told him he
would never be able to satisfy a woman, not with such a small penis. For some reason,
he believed her.
“She was a terrible woman, really terrible. Her first husband, a Spanish writer,
killed himself after four years with Claudia. Hanged himself from a chandelier in their
hotel room in Barcelona. Her second husband, Gatti, the cellist, could get an erection
only by watching Claudia make love with another man. She told me.
“Claudia made Massimo masturbate in front of her and as soon as his little cock got
hard she would suck it until he came in her mouth. This began when he was twelve.
She told him he would probably be a homosexual, fit only to suck other men’s cocks—
as if this were such a terrible thing. Even after she had married Javier, Claudia
continued this horrible game with Massimo. Javier must have discovered it. Perhaps
he didn’t, I’m not certain. God only knows how Claudia chose to torture him. Once
she had a man in her thrall the only way out for him was suicide, a mortal sin. This
way Claudia would take not only their lives but their souls, too. Gatti shot himself one
night while she had two men at the same time, sucking one while the other fucked her
in the ass. This was the activity she preferred. Massimo said he watched Claudia do it
when he was sixteen.
“The public loved her, of course. Claudia’s art was revered around the world by the
time she was thirty. She was like a movie star. She looked like one, with long wavy,
blue-black hair, an enormous mouth and a great figure; tits not too big, prominent ass,
nice legs. Her nose was too big, but it made her bold, daring anyone to criticize her, as
if she were always ready to attack, which she was. A phenomenon. The tragic deaths
of her husbands created sympathy for her from the people. There was no cruelty in her
paintings, only tenderness, a quality she could never convey in real life. Tenderness in
her extraordinary use of light, Tuscan light, the light she captured from her childhood.
“It took almost one year for Massimo and I to consummate our marriage. He
claimed it was a miracle. Only after praying to Saint Anthony could he perform
properly. Anthony, the patron saint of lovers. In a way, I wish he had remained
impotent, because after this Massimo had no self-control when it came to sex, no
judgment. He wanted to make love all the time, but not just to me, to every woman or
girl who would have him. Massimo must even have slept with many of his female
students at the college. And then there was Donatella, his mistress. Making up for lost
time, I guess, and to take his revenge in his way on Claudia—except I was the one
who suffered.
“But he never could really have his revenge on her, this I know. She told me that he
tried to make love to her once, years later, while she was married to Gatti. He bragged
to his sister about his many conquests, telling her how wrong she’d been, what a
masterful seducer and cocks-man he had become despite her deviltry. Show me,
Claudia demanded, challenging him. She undressed, lay down in front of him and
spread her legs. He tried, she told me, but he couldn’t. Massimo’s cock was dead in
her presence. No matter what he did, he couldn’t get an erection. She shoved her big
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ass in his face and laughed at him. He beat her then, Claudia said, beat her badly, until
she bled. Called her a witch. When she didn’t try to stop him, Massimo cried, then
begged her forgiveness. Can you imagine?
“It was the last time they saw each other. She and Gatti moved to New York soon
thereafter, and she never returned to Italy. Claudia was fond of saying in interviews
that Italian society was burned out, she was happier in the new world. I wouldn’t know
about any of this, since I never traveled out of the country. Claudia died ten years ago,
of breast cancer.
“Oh, well, I suppose I shouldn’t keep them waiting.”
Beatrice took a final puff on her cigarette, dropped it, stepped on the butt, and began
walking in the same direction as the funeral procession.

3
Seated in the first pew of the church were the family: Cara, Aldo, Sandra, Ignazio,
Giuliana, Rosa and Buddy. Beatrice was seated in the row behind the family, at the end
of the pew. The closed coffin was at the front of the church, on a pedestal, strewn with
floral bouquets. Next to it was a podium. Friends and relations of the family were
seated throughout the church. The mourners sat quietly, a few whispering to each
other. A priest entered from a door to one side of the coffin, walked to the podium and
stood behind it. Before speaking, he stared—glared—at the son and daughters of the
dead woman seated in the front row.
“Beatrice would be astonished to see her children here today,” he said. “It took her
death to bring them into God’s home. It took her death. And this woman, we are
certain, having made her peace with Our Father, is safe in Heaven now.”
There was movement at the back of the church. A woman approximately Beatrice’s
age entered, dressed eccentrically: half-formal, half-slovenly, a large, feathered hat.
She seemed oblivious to the somber mood of the proceedings, chatting gaily to those
seated in aisle seats as she made her way toward the front of the church. It was
Camilla, Beatrice’s cousin. She shook several hands during her procession. When she
came to Beatrice, Camilla looked at her curiously, as if she could not quite place the
dead woman, who nodded and smiled courteously to Camilla before returning her
attention to the priest. Camilla took a seat.
“Safe and free,” declared the priest, “the kind and gentle Beatrice. It is her children
who have failed to make their peace with Him. To them, I say, better to go to your
homes after apologizing to your sainted mother, and kill yourselves. Not being
Catholic is your greatest sin—suicide, in this case, is the only honorable act left to
you.”
Aldo stood up and shook his fist at the priest.
“How dare you speak this way over the dead body of our mother?!” he shouted. “I’ll
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