	PESCI GROSSI, PESCI PICCOLI

II padre di Zeffirino non si metteva mai in costume da bagno. Stava in calzoni rimboccati e maglietta, con in capo il berretto di tela bianca, e non si staccava mai dalla scogliera. La sua passione erano le patelle, I piatti molluschi che stanno appiccicati allo scoglio, e fanno col loro durissimo guscio quasi tutt’uno con la pietra. Per staccarle il padre di Zeffirino adoperava un coltello, e ogni domenica coi suo sguardo occhialuto passava in rassegna una per una le rocce della punta. Continuava finché la sua piccola cesta non era piena di patelle; qualcuna la mangiava appena colta, succhiandone la polpa umida ed agra come da un cucchiaio; le altre le metteva in una cesta. Ogni tanto alzava gli occhi, li girava un po’ spersi sul mare liscio e chiamava: Zeffirino! Dove sei?

Zeffirino passava in acqua pomeriggi interi. Venivano alla punta tutti e due, e il padre lo lasciava lì e subito si metteva dietro ai suoi molluschi. Così ferme e testarde, le patelle non potevano attirare Zeffirino; furono dapprima i granchi, a interessarlo, poi i polpi, le meduse, e poi via via tutte le qualità di pesci. D’estate le sue cacce erano sempre più difficili e ingegnose: e adesso non c’era ragazzetto della sua età che col fucile subacqueo andasse così bene come lui.. In acqua chi va meglio sono i tipi un po’ tracagnotti, tutti fiato e muscolo; e Zeffirino veniva su così. Visto a terra, per mano a suo padre, era uno di quei ragazzi rapati e a bocca aperta da far andare avanti a scappellotti; invece in acqua dava punti a tutti; sott’acqua meglio ancora.

Quel giorno Zeffirino era riuscito a mettere insieme tutto l’armamento per la caccia subacquea. La maschera l’aveva già dall’anno scorso, regalo di sua nonna; una cugina che aveva i piedi piccoli gli presto le pinne; il fucile lo prese a casa di suo zio senza dir niente e al padre disse che gliel’avevano prestato. D’altronde era un bambino attento, che sapeva usare e tener di conto tutto, e ci si poteva fidare a dargli roba in prestito.

Il mare era una bellezza, cosi limpido. Zeffirino disse: Sì, papa, - a tutte le raccomandazioni e andò in acqua. Con quel muso di vetro e l’antenna per respirare, le gambe che finivano da pesce, e in mano quell’arnese un po’ lancia un po’ fucile e un po’ forchetta, non somigliava più a un essere umano. Invece, appena in mare, benché filasse via mezzo sommerso, subito si riconosceva che era lui: dal colpo che dava con le pinne, dai modo in cui il fucile gli sporgeva sottobraccio, dall’impegno che metteva ad andare avanti con la testa giù a fior d’acqua.

Il fondo dapprincipio era di sassi, p01 di rocce, alcune nude e corrose, altrc barbutc di fitte alghe brune. Da ogni piega di scoglio, 0 tra le trcmule barbe librate alla corrente, poteva a tin tratto apparire tin grosso pesce; dietro il vetro della maschera Zcffirino muoveva attento intorno gil occhi ansrosr.

Un fondo marino ê bello Ia prima volta, quando lo si scopre: ma II pin hello, come in ogni cosa, viene dopo, a impararlo tutto, bracciata per bracciata. Pare di berli, I paesaggi acquatici: si va Si va e non si flnirebbe mai. Il vetro della maàchcra è tin enorme unico occhio per ingoiare le ombre e I colon. Ora lo scuro finiva e s’era fuoni da quel mar di scoglio;~ sulla sabbia del fondo si distinguevano le sottili crespe disegnate dal muoversi del mare. I raggi del sole arrivavano fin gin con luminelli occhieggianti e luccichii di branchi di rincorri-gli-arni:~ minutissimi pescetti die filano dritti dnitti e a tin tratto svoltano ad angolo retto tutti insierne.

Si levb una piccola nuvola di sabbia ed era il colpo di coda di un sarago sul fondo. Non s’era accorto d’averc puntata contro quella fiocina. Zeffirino gin nuotava nit​rnerso; e II sarago, dopo poche rnosse distratte del fianchi striati, di soprassalto filO via a mezz’acquas. Tra scogli

irti di dcci il pesce e II pescatore nuotarono fino a una cala di roccia porosa e quasi nuda. ((Qul non mi scappa*, pensb Zeffirino; e in quel momento II sarago span. Da buchi e incavi si levava un fib di bollicine d’ania, poi subito smetteva e niprendeva altrove; gli anemoni manini bnillavano in attesa. Ii sarago fece capollno da una tana,6 span in un’altra e sbucà subito da un pertugio distan​tissimo. Bordeggib uno sperone di roccia, puntô in basso e Zeffinino vide verso II fondo una zona d’un verde lumi​noso. Ii pesce si p~rdette in quella luce, e Zefllnino gli andO dietro.

Traversb un basso arco al piede della roccia e riebbe sopra di sé l’acqua alta e II ciebo. Ombre di pietra chiara circondavano II fondo tutt’intorno e verso II largo s’ab​bassavano in una scogliera mezzo sommersa. Con un colpo di reni ed una spinta delle pinne Zeffirinoinino niemerse a respirare. Ii tubo dell’ania afflorO, sofflO via qualche goccia infibtnata nella maschena, ma la testa del ragazzo restO in acqua. Aveva nitrovato II sarago; anzi: due I Già lid xnirava quando ne vide tutta una squadra7 navi​gare tranquilba alla sinistra, ed a destna brlllare un altro branco. Era un posto nicchissimo di pesca, quasi uno specchio chiuso, e dovunque Zeffirino guardasse incon​tnava un guizzare cli pinne sottili, luccichii di squame, tanto die dab stupore e dalla gioia non gli venne di far pantire neanche un colpo.

Bisognava non aver fretta e studiare be botte miglioni senza seminare intorno bo spavento. Zeffirinoinino sempre a testa sotto si diresse verso bo scoglio pin vicino; e nella acqua, lungo la parete, vide una biancamano penzolante. Ii mare era immobile; sulla superflcie tesa e tersa s’allar​gavano circoli concentnici come a un gocciolio di pioggia. Ii ragazzo aIzO II capo e guardb. Bocconi sull’onbo debo scoglio, una donna grassa in costume da bagno stava prendendo II sole. E piangeva. Le lagrime scendevano una dopo b’altna pen be guance e cadevano nd mare.

Zeffirino aIzö ia maschera sulla fronte e disse: — Scusi.

La donna grassa disse: — Figurati,’ ragazzo — e con​tinuava a piangere. — Pesca pure.

-~unpostopienodipesci-spiegblui-Havisto

quanti?

La donna grassa restava coi viso sollevato, gil occhi fissi davanti a sé pienl di iagrime — Non ho visto proprio. Come faccio? Non riesco a ~mettere di piangere.

Zeffirino finché si trattava di mare e di pesci era II phi in gamba;’ invece, in presenza di persone, rlprendeva quella sua aria a bocca aperta e baibuziente — Mi di​splace, signora . .. — e avrebbe voiuto tornarsene al suoi saraghi, ma una donna grassa piangente era una vista cost insolita che lui restava incantato a guardarla suo malgrado.

— Non sono signora, ragazzo, — disse ía donna grassa con queiia sua voce nobile e un p0’ nasaie. — Chiamami signorina. Signorina Dc Magistris. E tu come tl chiami?

- Zeffirino.

— Bravo, Zeffirino. Hal fatto buona pesca? 0 buona caccia, come si dice?

— Non so come si dica. Non ho ancora preso niente.

Qui perb è un buon posto.

— Sta’ attento con quel fuciie, perb. Non per me, pove​retta me. Ma per te, a non farti male.

Zeffirino ía assicurO che poteva star tranquilia. Si sedette sub scoglio accanto a id e Ia guardb un po’ piangere. C’erano momenti in cui sembrava che smet​tesse, e aiiora aspirava dal naso arrossato, alzando e scotendo il capo. Ma intanto agli angoli degli occhi c sotto le paipebre era come si gonfiasse una bolla di in​grime e l’occhio subito ne traboccava.

Zeffirinolrino non sapeva bene che pensare. Vedere una signorina die piangeva era una cosa che stringeva il cuore. Ma come si faceva ad essere tristi davanti a qucl recinto marino colmo di tutte le varietà di pesci, che riempiva ii cuore di gioia e di voglia? E a tuffarsi in

quel verde e ad andare dietro ai pcsci, come si faceva con vicino una persona grande tutta in lagrixne? Nello stesso momento, nello stesso posto esistevano insieme due struggimentilo cost opposti e inconciliabili. Zeffirino non riusciva a pensarli entrambi insieme; né a lasciarsi andare all’uno 0 all’altro.

—
Signorina, — chiese.

- Dimmi.

— Perché piange?

—
Perché sono sfortunata

—
Tu iron puoi capire, sd un ragazzo.

—
Vuol provare a nuotare con ía maschera?

—
Grazie, volentieri. ~ bello?

—
~ ía cosa phi bella che ci sia.

La signorina Dc Magistris si alzb e s’abbottonb le bretelline del costume sulla schiena. Zeffirino le diede ía maschera e le spiegô bene come metterla. Lei mosse un p0’ ii capo tra scherzosa e vergognosa con ía maschera sul viso, ma in trasparenza si vedevano gil occhi che non smettevano di piangere. Scese in mare senza grazia, come una foca, e prese ad annaspare tenendo II viso gin.

Zeffirino col fucile sottobraccio si buttà a nuoto anche lui.

—
Quando vede un pesce m’avverta, — gridô alla Dc Magistris. In acqua lui non scherzava; e ii privilegio di venire a pescare con lui lo concedeva raramente.

Ma ía signorina alzava ii capo e faceva segno di no. Ti vetro era diventato opaco e non si vedevano phi I tratti del suo viso. Si tolse ía maschera. — Non vedo niente, —disse,’ le lagrime ml appannano II vetro. Non posso. Mi displace—. E restava II, piangente, in acqua.

— un guaio, — disse Zeffirino. Non aveva con sé ía mezza patata da sfregare sul vetro per fario ritornare limpido, ma s’arrangiO alla meglio con un p0’ di saliva e indossà lui ía maschera. — Guardi come faccio 10, — disse alla grassa. E avanzarono insieme per quel mare, liii tutto di pinne con ía testa gin, lei nuotando su un flanco,

con un braccio disteso e l’altro piegato, e il capo ama​ramente eretto e inconsolabile.

Nuotava male, Ia signorina De Magistris, tutto di fianco, con un goffo slancio di bracciate. E sotto di lei per metri e metri i pesci correvano ii mare, navigavano stelle marine e seppie, s’aprivano le bocche delle attinie. Ecco che allo sguardo di Zeffirino si facevano incontro paesaggi da lasciarcisi smarrire. L’acqua era alta e ii fondo sabbioso era cosparso di piccoli scogli tra i quail dondolavano mátasse d’alghe al moto appena sensibile del mare. Ma a guardare di lassü, sulla distesa uniforme della sabbia sembrava fossero gli scogli ad ondeggiare in mezzo all’acqua ferma e densa d’alghe.

A un tratto la De Magistris se lo vlde sparire a testa in gin, affiorare un istante col sedere, poi con le pinne e p01 la sua ombra chiara era sott’acqua, che calava verso II fondo. Fu troppo tardi quando ii lupaccio s’accorse del pericolo: la fiocina scattata già l’aveva colto di sbieco e ii dente di mezzo gli si conficcb verso la coda e lo passb da parte a parte. Ii lupaccio drizzb le pinne spinose e s’avventb battendo l’acqua, gil altri denti della fiocina non l’avevano preso e lui sperava ancora di fuggire a costo di scodarsi. Ma quel die ci guadagnO fu di infiggersi una pinna su uno del denti liberi, e fu perso. Ii rocchetto ritirava già II fflo e l’ombra rosea e contenta di Zefflrino gli era sopra.

La fiocina apparve fuori dall’acqua col lupaccio in​filzato, poi il brãccio del ragazzo, poi la testa mascherata e un gorgogio d’acqua dalla canna. E Zeffirino si sco​perse 11 viso: -- Visto che beilo? Visto, signorina? — Era un grosso lupaccio argenteo e nero. PerO Ia donna con​tinuava a piangere.

Zeffirinolrino si arrampicb sulla punta di uno scoglio; la De Magistris lo segui a fatica. Per posare 11 pesce in fresco 11 ragazzo scelse una piccola conca piena d’acqua. E ci si accoccolarono vicino. Zeffirino contemplava I cangianti colon del lupaccio, carezzava le scaglie e voleva che Ia De Magistnis lo imitasse.

— Vede che bello? Vede come punge? Quando gil parve che un fib d’interessamento per ii pesce si facesse Iargo nello sconforto della donna grassa, disse: — Io vado a vedere un momentino se ne piglio un altro, — e, bardato dl tutto punto, si tuffó.

La donna restO col pesce. E scoperse che non v’era mai stato pesce piü infelice. Ora lei passava le dita sulla bocca ad anello, sulle branchie, sulla coda; ecco vedeva aprirsi, nel bel corpo d’argento, mule fQri minutissimi. Pulci acquatiche, minuscoli pârassiti dei pesci, s’erano da tem​po impadronite del lupaccio e rodevano be torn vie nella sua came.

Tgnaro di queste cose, Zeffirino già riemergeva con sulla forchetta un’ombrina dorata, e la porgeva aila signorina De Magistmis. Oosf già I due si erano divisi I compiti: la donna toglieva ii pesce dalla fiocina e lo met​teva in fresco nella conca; e Zeffirino si ficcava di nuovo a testa in acqua per cacciamne un altro. Ma prima guarda​va ogni volta se Ia De Magistris aveva smesso di piangere se non smetteva a vedere un lupaccio, un’ombrina, cosa mai avrebbe potuto consolarla?

Strie dorate traversavano i fianchi dell’ombrina. Due pinne in fila percomrevano ii suo dorso. E nell’intervalbo tra queste pinne, la signorina vide una ferita stretta e profonda piü antica di queue della fiocina. Un colpo di becco di gabbiano doveva aver picchiatQ sub domso del pesce con tanta forza che non si capiva come non l’avesse ucciso. Chissà da quando l’ombrina portava con sé questo dobore.

Piü veboce della fiocina di Zeffirino, sopra un branco di zemli” piccoli e incerti, s’abbatteva il dentice. Fece in tempo a inghiottire uno zerbo e la forchetta gli s’inca​strava in gola. Mal Zeffirinolrino aveva fatto un colpo tanto buono.

— Un dentice mondiale! — grids, togliendosi la masche​ma. — Io ero dietro agli zerli! Ne inghiotte uno ed io. —e spiegava la scena esprimendo la commozioné a balbettii.

Un pesce piü grosso e belbo era impossibile cacciarbo: c

Zeffirinolrino avrebbc voluto finalmente che Ia De Magistris prendesse parte alla sua soddisfazione. Lei guardava it grasso corpo argentato, quella gola che aveva or ora inghiottito il pesciolino vemdastro a sua volta sbranata dai denti della fiocina: e cosl era la vita in tutto il mare.

Zefllrino pescà ancora un rocch~’~ grigio e un roccht5 rosso, un sarago a strisce gialle, un’orata grassotta ed una piatta boga; perfino un baffuto e spinoso pesce​rondine. Ma in tutti, oltre alle ièrite della fiocina, la signorina De MagistrIs scopriva la puntura della pulce die II aveva rosi, o la macchia d’una peste sconosciuta, o l’amo conficcato da tempo nella gola. Quella cala sco​perta dat ragazzo, dove tutte le specie di pesci si davano convegno, era forse un mifugio d’animali condannati a una lunga agonia, Un lazzaretto’3 marino, un’arena di duelli disperati.

Ora Zeffirino armeggiava tra gli scogli: I polpi! Nc aveva scoperto una cobonia appiattata at piede di un masso. Sulla forchetta già affiorava un grosso polpo yb​Iaceo stillando dalle ferite un liquido simile ad inchiostro annacquato; ed una strana ansia s’impadronf della si​gnorina Dc Magistmis. Per contenere II polpo fu trovata una conca appartata e Zeffirino non si sarebbe pin mosso di II, ad animirare la pelle gmigio-rosa che cam​biava lentamente sfumature. Era anche tardi e at ma​gazzo cominciava a vcnire un po’ di petle d’oca, tanto era stato lungo quel suo bagno. Ma non era certo Zefflrino die rinunciava a una famiglia di polpi già scoperta.

La signomina osservava II polpo, ta sua came viscida, te bocche delle ventose, l’occhio rossiccio e quasi liquido. Ed ecco che il polpo, unico tra gli esseri pescati, a tel sembrava senza macchin né tormento. I tentacoli d’un roseo quasi umano, cosl molli e sinuosi, e pieni d’ascelle segrete, richiamavano pensieri di salute e vita, e ancora qualcie torpida contrazione II faceva volgere con Un lieve clilatare cli ventose. La mano della signorina De Magistmis accennava a mezz’aria una carezza sulle spire

del polpo e muoveva le dita hnitandone ii contrarsi, e pOl sempre piü avvicinandosi arrivô a sfiorarle.

Sctndeva Ia sera, un’onda incominciava a battere sul mare. I tentacoli vibrarono in aria come fruste c subito il polpo era avvinghiato con tutta la sua forza al braccio della signorina Dc Magistris. In piedi sullo scoglio, come fuggendo dal suo stesso braccio prigiOniero, lanciO un grido che suonb come: — E il polpol ~ II polpo che ml strazial

Zefllrino, che era proprlo allora riuscito a stanare un calamaro, misc II capo fuori dell’acqua e vide la donna grassa con il polpo chc dal braccio allungava un tenta​cob e Ia prendeva per la gola. Send Ia fine del grido, anche: era un urlo alto e continuo, ma — cosf parve a! ragazzo — senza lagrimc.

Accorse un uomo armato di un coltello e prese a sfrrrare colpi contro l’occhio del mollusco: lo decapitO quasi di netto. Era II padre di Zeffirino che riempita la sua cestina di patelle veniva a cercare il figlio per gil scogli. Udito l’urlo, appuntando ii suo sguardo occhia​luto aveva visto la donna ed era corso con la lama che usava per le patelle a darle aiuto. I tentacoli si afflo​sciarono subito; la signorina Dc Magistris svenne.

Quando ritornb in sé trovb il polpo tagliato a pezzi e Zeffirino c il padre glielo regalarono per cucinarlo fritto. Era sera e Zeffirino si era messo la maglietta. Ii padre con gesti precisi le spiegb come si faceva un buon fritto di polpo. Zeffirino la guardava e diverse volte credette che fosse II 11 per ricominciare; invece, non le usci pin neanche una lagrixna.

	BIG FISH, LITTLE FISH

Zeffirino’s father never got into a bathing-dress. He stayed in rolled-up trousers and vest, with a white linen cap on his head, and never moved away from the rocks. He had a passion for limpets, the flat clams which stick to rocks and become with their very hard shells almost part of the stone. To prise them off Zeffirino’s father used a knife, and every Sunday he would scrutinize the rocks on the headland one by one through his spectacled eyes. On he would go until his little basket was full of limpets; some he ate as soon as gathered, sucking the damp bitter pulp as if from a spoon; the rest he put into his basket. Every now and again he would raise his eyes, let them meander over the smooth sea and call out: ‘Zeffirino!  Where are you?’

Zeffirino spent whole afternoons in the water. They would go together as far as the point, then his father left him there and went straight off after his clams. Limpets were no attraction to Zeffirino, they were so motionless and stubborn; what interested him most were crabs, then octopuses, jelly-fish, and then eventually any kind of fish. In summer his hunts became ever more arduous and resourceful; and now there was not a boy of his age who was so good with an underwater gun as he. In water the types that go best are rather stocky, all lungs and muscle; and Zeffirino was growing up like that. Seen on land, holding his father’s hand, he was one of those crop-haired, open-mouthed boys who need clouting to drive along; but in water he outdid everyone; underwater better still.

That day Zeffirino had managed to put together a complete gear for underwater fishing. The mask he already had from the year before, a present from his grandmother; a girl cousin with small feet lent him the flippers; the gun he had taken from his uncle’s, home without saying anything and told his father they had lent it. Anyway he was a careful little boy, who knew how to use and take care of every. thing and could be trusted with a loan of them.

The sea was lovely, so clear. Zeffirino said ‘Yes, Dad’ to all his father’s advice and went into the water. With that glass snout and that breathing tube, his legs ending like a fish’s, his hands gripping that weapon, part spear, part gun, and part fork, he no longer looked like a human being. But as soon as he was in the sea, though he slipped along half submerged, one could see it was him at once; from the shove he gave with his flippers, the way his gun jutted under his arm, the care he took to move along with head down on the surface of the water.

At first the sea-bed was of pebbles, then of rocks, some bare and corroded, others bearded with thick brown sea weed. From every fold of rock, or between the quivering beards of weed poised in the current, there might suddenly appear a big fish; behind the glass of his mask Zeffirino moved around anxious attentive eyes.

A sea-bed is lovely the first time when one discovers it; but it’s lovelier afterwards like everything else, when one gets to learn all about it, stroke by stroke. One seems to be drinking them, these marine landscapes; on and on, one goes and might go on for ever. The glass of the mask is a huge single eye to swallow up shadows and colours. Now the dark ended and he was out of that boulder-strewn part; on the sand of the bottom could be made out fine crinkles drawn by the movement of the sea. The sun’s rays reached right down with peering gleams amid twinkling shoals of tiny fish swimming along in a straight line then suddenly all turning together at a right angle.

A little cloud of sand went up from the blow of a sea-bream’s tail on the bottom. It had not noticed that harpoon pointing at it. Zeffirinolrino was now swimming right under water; and the bream, after a few distracted movements of its striped sides, all of a sudden rushed away closer to the

surface. Fish and fisherman went swimming off between rocks bristling with sea-urchins until they reached a cove of porous, almost bare rock. ‘Here it won’t give me the slip,’

thought Zeffirinoinino; and at that moment the bream vanished. From holes and cavities rose a row of air bubbles which quickly stopped and started again elsewhere; sea-anemones gleamed in expectation. The bream peeped out of one hole, vanished into another and reappeared again at once from a distant aperture. It tacked along a spur of rock, headed down and Zefllnino saw a patch of luminous green towards the sea-bed. The fish lost itself in that light, and Zefllrino went after it.

He crossed a low arch at the foot of the rock and again had above him high sea and sky. Shadows of clear stone surrounded the sea-bed all round lowering into a half. submerged rock towards the open sea. With a thrust of his loins and a shove at his flippers Zeffirino re-emerged to breathe. The air-tube surfaced, away blew some drops ffl​tered into the mask; but the boy’s head stayed in the water. He had found the sea-bream again; in fact two! Just as he was aiming he saw a whole squadron of them navigating calmly to the left, and another shoal gleaming to his right. The place was swarming with fish, almost an enclosed lake, and wherever Zeffirino looked he met a frisking of narrow fins and a gleaming of scales. Between amazement and delight he did not let off a single shot.

He must not hurry, must calculate the best shots without sowing terror around. Zeffirino, still with head under water, moved towards the nearest rock; and in the water, along the wall, he saw a white hand dangling. The sea was motion​less; concentric circles were widening as if from a drop of rain on the tense, terse surface. The boy raised his head and looked. Face downwards on the edge of the rock was a fat woman in a bathing-dress taking the sun. And crying. The drops came down her cheeks one after the other and fell into the sea.

Zeffirinolrino raised his mask onto his forehead and said ‘Excuse mc.’

The fat woman said, ‘Of course, boy,’ and went on cry​ing. ‘Do please go on fishing.’

‘It’s full of fish, this place is,’ he explained. ‘Have you seen how many there are?’

The fat woman lay with face raised, her eyes staring ahead full of tears. ‘I haven’t really looked. How can I? Ijust can’t manage to stop crying.’

Zeffirinolrino was at his best in matters of sea and fishes; but in the presence of people he took on that stuttering open-mouthed air of his again.

‘I’m sorry, signora...’ and he would have turned back to his breams; but a fat woman crying was such an unusual sight that he stayed there spellbound, gazing at her in spite of himselL

‘I’m not a signora, boy,’ said the fat woman in that noble rather nasal voice of hers. ‘Call me Signorina. Signorina Dc Magistris. And what’s your name?’

‘Zeffirinolrino.’

‘Fine, Zeffirino. Have you had a good fish? Or a good hunt? What do they call it?’

‘I don’t know what they call it. I haven’t caught any​thing yet. But this is a good place here.’

‘Be careful with that gun, though. Not for my sake, poor little me. But for your own, not to hurt yourself,’

Zeffirino assured her that she need not worry. He sat down on the rock next to her and watched her crying for a bit. There were moments in which she seemed to be stop​ping; then she would breathe through her reddened nose, raising and shaking her head. But meanwhile in the corners of her eyes and under her lids a bubble of tears seemed to be swelling up and her eye quickly overflowed.

Zeffirino didn’t know quite what to think. To see a sig​norma crying like that wrung his heart. But how could one be sad facing that marine pen brim-full of every variety of fish, and fflhing his heart with joy and longing? As to plunging into that green water and going after the fish, how

could one do that with a grown-up in tears nearby? At the same moment, at the same place, coexisted two opposite, irreconcilable urges. Zeffirino could not manage to think of both together; nor of letting himself go to one or the other.

‘Signorina,’ he asked.

‘Yes?’

‘Why are you crying?’

‘Because I’m crossed in love.’ ‘Ahl’

‘You can’t understand, you’re only a boy.’

‘Would you like to try and swim with the mask?’ ‘Thank you, I’d love to. Is it nice?’

‘It’s the nicest thing ever.’

Signorina De Magistris got up and buttoned the straps of her bathing-dress on her back. Zeffirino gave her the mask and explained carefully how to put it on. She moved her head a little with the mask over her face, part-joking and part-coy, but through the glass could be seen her eyes which never stopped crying. She went into the sea grace​lessly, like a seal, and began to hold her face down gaspingly.

Zefflrino, gun under arm, jumped in and swam too.

‘Tell me when you see a fish,’ he called to Signorina De Magistris. In water he never joked; coming to fish’ with him was a privilege he rarely conceded.

But the signorina raised her head and shook it. The glass had gone opaque and her features were not to be seen any​more. She took off the mask. ‘I can’t see a thing,’ she said, ‘the tears are dulling the glass. I can’t do it. Sorry.’ And she remained there in the water, weeping.

‘What a mess,’ said Zeffirino. He had no half-potato with him to rub on the glass and make it come clear again, but did the best he could with a little saliva, then put on the mask himself. ‘Watch how I do it,’ he said to the fat woman. And they moved on together over that sea, he all flippers with his head down, she swimming sidestroke, with one

arm out and the other folded, and her head bitterly erect and inconsolable.

She swam badly, did Signonina De Magistnis, all on one side, with clumsy sweeping strokes. And beneath her for yards and yards fishes coursed the sea, star-fish and cuttle​fish navigated, the mouths of sea-anemones opened. Now Zeffinino’s eyes met seascapes that were quite bewildering. The tide was high and the sandy bottom was scattered with little rocks among which swayed clumps of seaweed moving to the faint movement of the sea. But looked at from above on that uniform stretch of sand it was the rocks that seemed to be waving about amid the still water dense with seaweed.

Suddenly Signonina De Magistnis saw him vanish with head down, surface a second with his behind, then with the flippers, and then his clear shadow was under water, swoop​ing down towards the sea-bed. When the bass noticed the danger it was too late; the loosed harpoon had already hit it aslant and the middle prong was stuck near its tail, pierc​ing right through. The bass straightened its spiky fins and rushed off beating the water, the other prongs of the har​poon had not hit it and it still hoped to escape at the cost of shedding its tail. But all it gained was to impale a fin on one of the free prongs, and it was lost. The reel was already pulling in its cord, and the pink, pleased shadow of Zeff​inino was above.

The harpoon appeared out of the water with the bass skewered on it, then the boy’s arm, then his masked head and a gurgle of water from the barrel. And Zeffirinolrino un​covered his face. ‘D’you see what a fine one? D’you see, signonina?’ The bass was a big silvery black one. But the woman went on crying.

Zeffirinoinino clambered on to the top of a rock; Signorina De Magistnis followed with some difficulty. To keep the fish fresh the boy chose a little rock-pool full of water, and they crouched down by it. Zeffinino watched the changing col​ours of the bass, stroked its scales and wanted Signonina De Magistnis to imitate him.

‘D’you see what a fine one? D’you see how it pricks?’ When he thought that there was a faint interest in the fish leavening the fat woman’s misery, he said, ‘I’ll just try a moment and see if I can catch another.’ In full harness he dived.

The woman stayed with the fish. And she discovered that never had a fish been so unhappy. She began passing her fingers on its ring-like mouth, its gills, its tail; and now all over its lovely silvery body she saw thousands of tiny per​forations. Water fleas, minute parasites of fish, had become masters of the bass for some time and were gnawing their way into its flesh.

Ignorant of all this, Zeffirino now re-emerged with a sea-perch on his harpoon, and proffered it to Signorina De Magistris. So the two had already divided tasks; she took the fish from the harpoon and put it to keep cool in the rock-pool; and Zeffirino again plunged in head-first to catch another. Before he did so he looked every time to see if Signorina De Magistris had stopped crying; if she did not stop at sight of a bass or a sea-perch, what on earth could ever console her?

Golden stripes went across the sides of the sea-perch. Two rows offins went up its back. And in the gap between these fins the signorina saw a deep narrow wound that had been there before the harpoon’s. A seagull’s beak must have bitten into the fish’s back so sharply that she could not understand why it had not been killed. Who knows how long the perch had taken this agony about with it?

Faster than Zeffirino’s harpoon, a bream fell on a shoal of little uncertain whitebait. It was just in time to swallow a whitebait before the harpoon was embedded in its throat. Never had Zeffirino made such a good shot.

‘It’s an outsize dentex!’ he cried, taking off his mask. ‘I was following the whitebait! It’d swallowed one and I ..‘ and he explained the scene, showing his excitement by his stutter. No bigger or finer fish was possible to catch;

and Zeffirino would have liked Signorina Dc Magistris to take part in his pleasure at last. She looked at the plump silvery body, that throat which had just a moment before swallowed the greenish little fish and been in its turn torn to shreds by the harpoon’s teeth. Such was life in. the entire sea.

Zefllrino fished out yet a grey rock-fish and a red rock.. fish, a bream with yellow stripes, a fat dory and a flat bogue; even a hairy and prickly flying fish. But in each of them, apart from harpoon wounds, Signorina De Magistris found the pricks of fleas that had gnawed at them, or the mark of an unknown disease, or a fish-hook stuck in its gullet some time ago. That cove discovered by the boy, where every sort of fish met, was perhaps a refuge for creatures con​demned to a long death agony, a marine hospital, an arena for desperate duels.

Zeffirinolrino was now manoeuvring among the rocks. Octo​puses I He had discovered a colony hidden at the foot of a boulder. The harpoon had already surfaced a big lilac octopus, its wounds dripping with liquid like watered ink; and a strange anguish now came over Signorina De Magis​tris. To hold the octopus a separate rock-pool was found and Zeffirinolrino felt like staying there for ever, lost in admiration of the grey-pink skin slowly changing colour. It was also late and the boy was beginning to get a little goose-flesh, his bathe had been so long. But Zeffirino was certainly not one to renounce a family of octopuses already discovered.

The signorina was examining the octopus, its slimy flesh, the mouths of the suckers, the reddish almost liquid eye. And the octopus seemed to her the only one among the creatures fished up to be without a mark or sign of torment. Its tentacles of almost human pink, so soft and sinuous and full of secret suckers, made her think of health and life; some torpid contraction was still making them turn with a slight dilation of the suckers. Signorina De Magistris’s hand sketched a caress above the coils of the octopus and she

moved her fingers imitating its contractions, getting closer and closer until she grazed it.

Evening was coming down, a wave beginning to beat in the sea. The tentacles vibrated in the air like whips, and suddenly the octopus was clinging tight with all its strength to Signorina Dc Magistris’s arm. Standing on the rock as if trying to escape from her own imprisoned arm, she let out a cry which sounded like, ‘The octopus I He’s tearing me to bits!’

Zeffirino, who had just that second managed to dislodge a cuttlefish, put his head out of the water and saw the fat woman with one of the octupus’s tentacles reaching from her arm to take her by the throat. He heard the end of her cry too; it was a high and continuous howl but — so the boy thought — without a sob.

Up rushed a man armed with a knife and began slashing blows down on the octopus’s eye; he cut off its head almost clean. It was Zeffirino’s father, who had filled his basket with clams and was coming along the rocks to look for his son. Hearing the shout, and adjusting his spectacles, he had seen the woman and rushed to her help with the knife he used for clams. The tentacles went flabby at once; Sig​norma De Magistris swooned.

When she came to herself she found the octopus cut in pieces: Zeffirinolrino and his father gave it to her to fry. It was evening and Zeffirino had put on his vest. The father ex​plained with precise gestures how to make a good fry-up of octopus. Zeffirino looked at her and a number of times thought she was on the very point of starting again; but no, not even one tear came out.




