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Wigs and Orangeade
One afternoon, a few years earlier but after the surgery on her
cerebellum, his mother received a visit from one of her friends. The
two women went outside to sit and chat. The summer of 2003 was
especially warm, and Mattia’s mother allowed herself short walks in
the garden. When she did, she was forced to wear a straw hat because
radiation therapy had left the skin on her head hypersensitive to the
sun. She could stay outside—and she loved to rest in the shadow of
a dogwood—as long as she was properly covered and didn’t exhaust
herself.
The friend was smiling and saying she never expected to find his
mother looking so well; she talked about how impossible it seemed
when they’d seen each other last, not even a month ago in the hospital.
And now: Look at you!
Mattia, meanwhile, playing the good host, was carrying out a tray
with two glasses of orangeade for the women and some water flavored
with mint for himself.
(Each time Mattia drinks a sip of cool water on a muggy day, and
feels the liquid smoothly coating the walls of his throat, he understands that this is life: the water that descends into the dark recesses
of his body to give new life to his cells. The opposite of alcohol, that is,
which scratches the entire way down with its hooked claws, sweeping
everything away with it.)
His mother cheerfully recounts the details of her recent surgery: the
future seemed filled with hope; her disease could be defeated.

And as her friend listened and nodded, sipping her orangeade in
which a cube of ice floated amiably, his mother suddenly turned to
her son and asked him to go upstairs and bring back her wig so she
could show it to her friend.
Mattia and his mother had bought the wig in a store downtown, but
they’d had difficulty finding the right one. They’d first gone into a
store called The Wig Ward, and the name alone was enough to put
them on their guard.
The salesclerks, expounding upon the handcrafted quality of their
products, emphasized the adjectives. Each one of their wigs was
designed and made for strictly personal use, and the hair—they were
quite intent on making this clear—came exclusively from only the
most reliable individuals. As real as the hair on my head, said one
young clerk. She featured a ginger-colored mane, a lock of which she
twirled around one finger. (Mattia imagined that, to make clear the
true excellence of their products, one of the clerks might suddenly
whip off what seemed to be her real hair to reveal to the astonished
clientele a completely bald pate.)
The staff of the Wig Ward seemed to know their business. They
evaluated each client’s facial symmetry and precise shade of skin tone
(in their workshop they designed wigs made exclusively to order; the
ones displayed in the shop window for the public to admire were only
there for show). A specialist, after taking a photograph of Mattia’s
mother’s head, sat at a computer, analyzing every eccentricity of her
skull before drawing up an estimate.
After his mother’s first breast surgery—the one in 1996—her hair
hadn’t fallen out, despite all predictions. Perhaps that meant the

doctors were wrong this time, too. Weren’t they the ones who were
constantly insisting that each case was unique? His mother had come
to the wig store because she didn’t want to be caught off guard. But
perhaps it was, after all, an unnecessary precaution. Talking it over
with Mattia, she became convinced there was no reason to spend so
much money, and so the two of them thanked the salesclerks, gave
their regards to the specialist with the estimate, and made their escape
from the store.
Before heading back home, they stopped in a café for coffee and then
window-shopped, arm-in-arm. At an earlier time, Mattia would have
been ashamed, but now he felt fiercely proud to stroll the downtown
alleyways with his mother at his side.
They had almost reached the car when they happened to find
themselves, nearly by chance, standing before a shop (much more
unassuming than the Wig Ward) whose front window displayed a
variety of wigs at reasonable prices. With exaggerated haste, like a
couple under pressure to procure a gift, they all but burst into the
store. They chose a wig, his mother tried it on (attaching it to her
hair, which was still thick), and, because they both seemed satisfied,
they paid without a second thought. As they left the store, clutching
a parcel that resembled the kind of bag the baker put bread in, they
experienced a sense of relief.
The day had been perfect, a kind of treat that mother and son had
presented to one another. They’d gone to the movies and, afterwards,
decided to have supper in a restaurant. In the years since, Mattia had
kept the movie ticket and the receipt from the restaurant folded in his
wallet, a pocket-sized proof of happiness.

As they left the restaurant, they saw that the windshield on the car
parked just behind theirs had been destroyed. The paving stone that
had been used to smash the glass was still lying there on the dashboard,
surrounded by pulverized shards of glass that twinkled beneath the
light of the streetlamps. As they got into their car, his mother said,
That could have happened to us.
Back at home, his mother had shut herself immediately in her
bedroom; she was tired. Mattia’s father was still out at a work supper,
and Mattia called his girlfriend to tell her about their day, memorable
as it was, in its way.
When he decided to go to bed, Mattia noticed that the light was
still on in his parents’ bedroom. He poked his head through the door
and saw his mother, naked, standing before the mirror, the scars on
her chest a silent denunciation of injustice. She was wearing the wig
and nothing else, but the wig suggested nothing so little as harmony:
rather, a wounded animal seemed to have deposited itself on her head.
When she noticed her son standing motionless in the doorway, she
tried to hold back a sob, and then she began to weep.
The next morning, Mattia had tossed the grotesque heap of fake hair
into the trash. He called the Wig Ward to say that their specialist’s
estimate was more than acceptable and they should go ahead with the
custom order, please, thank you very much.
Afterward the wig became, for Mattia’s mother, an all-occasion
headdress, a personal object—strictly personal, as they would have
said at the Wig Ward—that she would nonchalantly slip on as the
mood struck her, and when it was not in use, she hung it on a knob in
the armoire as though it were a coat or a beret.

When Mattia handed the wig to his mother, she immediately put it
on in front of her friend, the way she might have done thirty years
earlier when she wanted to show one of her schoolmates her handsome
new pair of shoes.
The friend had hurried to say that, yes, indeed, his mother looked
wonderful in the wig, and in fact one would hardly even notice it was
a wig.... Luckily, and much to Mattia’s relief, his mother had taken the
wig off then; he worried, if the friend’s compliments went on much
longer, that she’d end up telling his mother that the wig made her look
even better than her real hair did. In fact, now that he thought of it,
perhaps the friend should undergo a little radiation therapy herself
so she could wear a wig just like it. (In any case, as soon as she was
back at home, perhaps she’d finish the story of her visit by telling her
husband, That could have happened to us.)
As his mother sat with the wig on her head, Mattia alone noticed
that the glass with the orangeade had trembled for a moment in the
friend’s hand.

