When you realize by Luigi Pirandello (from the collection Short Stories for a Year)
The passengers arriving at Fabriano station from Rome with the nightly train had to wait for sunrise to continue their journey for Marche in a little ramshackle slow train.

At dawn, in a filthy second class carriage where five travellers had already taken their seats,  a lady was carried bodily, as she was so lost in her deep sorrow that she could hardly stand.
The crude squalor of the early light, in the oppressing narrowness of that dirty smoke-stinking carriage, showed all that pile of clothes, clumsy and merciful,  carried with snorts and groans up from the platform and then from the footboard, as a nightmare to the five passengers who had spent the night without sleeping.
The snorts and groans accompanying and almost sustaining the effort from behind, came from her husband, who appeared in the end, thin and haggard, as pale a dead, but with lively eyes, sharp in the paleness.


The pain he felt in seeing his wife in that condition did not prevent him from showing himself ceremonious, even if very embarrassed; but the effort done obviously made him also a bit cross, maybe for fear he had not been able, in front of those five travellers, to hold and take the heavy burden of his wife into the carriage. 

However, after he took their seats, and after he apologized and thanked the passengers that had moved to make room for the suffering woman, he could prove himself kind and thoughtful to her, too, by arranging her dress and her shawl collar that had  raised on her nose.

- Are you fine, darling?

His wife not only did not answer, but angrily pulled up her shawl – up to hide all her face. So he sadly smiled: them he sighed:

- Eh...that’s life!

And He wanted to explain to his fellow travellers that his wife was to be pitied because she was in such condition for the sudden and immediate departure of their only son for the war.

He said that for twenty years they had not lived but for their only son. The year before they had moved from Rome to Sulmona for the university studies of their son because they did not want to leave him alone. After the war broke out, their son was called to arms and he joined the short course of the officer school; three months later he was appointed infantry second lieutenant and he was assigned to 12th platoon, “Casale” brigade, then he joined the depot in Macerata and assured his parents that he would stay there at least for one month and a half for the grunts’ training; but, after only three days he was sent to the battle front. The day before they had received the telegram communicating this treacherous departure. And now they were going to say goodbye to him, to see him leaving.
His wife tossed under her shawl, she contracted, she wriggled, she snorted even more times, like a beast, exasperated by the long explanation of her husband, who, not comprehending that no special compassion could come to them for an event that happened to many people, maybe to all, he could provoke, instead, irritation and disdain in those five travellers who did not show themselves afflicted and defeated by the deep sorrow like her, even if they probably had one or more sons at war. But, perhaps, her husband was intentionally speaking and giving that information about their only son and his sudden departure after only three days, etc., to let the others coldly tell her again all the words he had been saying for some months, that is since their son served the army; and not so much to console her and to console himself, as to nastily persuade her to a resignation impossible to her.       
In fact they coldly welcomed the explanation. One of them said:
- Thank God, dear sir, that he is leaving just now! My son is already there since the first day of war. And he has been wounded, you know? Twice already. Fortunately, once on the arm, once on the leg, lightly. One month of leave and away again, to the front.

Another said:

- I have two sons. And three nephews.

- Eh, but an only son… - the husband tried to make them consider.

- It is not true, don’t say that! - The other interrupted him rudely.

-You can pamper an only child; you cannot love him more! A piece of bread, when you have more than one child, a little bit to everybody is alright; but not their father’s love; to every child a father gives all that he is capable to. And if I suffer now, I am not suffering half for one, half for the other; I am suffering twice as much.

- It’s true, yes, that’s true,- the husband admitted with a shy smile, pitiful and clumsy.- But look…(we are just talking now, and let’s touch wood) let’s assume the case…not yours dear sir, for God’s sake …the case of a father who has more sons at war: he loses (let it never be!) one, he still has got the other, at least!

- Yes, yes, and the duty of living for the one left,- he immediately answered, frowningly- Which means that if it happens to you…well, not to you, to a father that has got only one son happens that this son dies, if he doesn’t know what to do with his life any longer since his son is dead, he can kill himself and that’s that; but me, you see? I’m supposed to keep living, for the other child I have; and the worst case is always mine.

- What a conversation! - at this point another traveller, fat and blood red, broke in, looking around with his large light watery and blood veined eyes.

He was panting, and it seemed that his eyes were going to pop out of the panting internal violence of an  exuberant vitality that his flabby body could not contain any more. He put one of his big, out of shape hands on his mouth, as if he was suddenly assailed by the thought of those two missing teeth; but then, he did not think about that any more and went on saying disdainfully:
- Do you think we have children for ourselves?

The others leaned to see him, filled with consternation. The first, the one who had his sone since the first day of the war, sighed:

- Eh, for our country, yes...

- Eh, - the fat traveller repeated, - dear sir, if you say this, for the country, it may seem a simper! 

My son, I gave you birth 

for the country and not for me...

Stories! When? Do you think about the country when you have a child? It’s good for a laugh! The children come, not because you want them, but because they have to come; and they take life; not only theirs, but they take ours, too. This is the truth. And we are for them; not they for us. And when they are twenty years old... guess what, they are like we were when I and you were twenty years old. There was our mother; there was our father: but there were also many other things, the bad habits, the girlfriend, the new ties, the illusions, the cigarettes, and the country, too, yes, at twenty, when we had no children. And tell me, if the country had called us wouldn’t it have been above our father, above our mother? We are fifty, sixty, now, my dear: and there is also the country, yes; but inside us, of course, there is also the stronger love for our sons. Who of us, if he could, would not go, wouldn’t  like to go to fight instead of his own son? But all of us! And now don’t we want to consider the sentiment of our twenty-year-old sons? Of our sons, who obviously have to feel a love for our country bigger than that for us when the moment comes? I am speaking, of course, of the good sons, and I say of course because in front of the country, for them, we become sons too, old sons who can’t move any more and have to stay at home. If there is the country, if the country is a natural need, like the bread that everybody needs to eat if they don’t want to die of hunger, somebody has to go and defend it, when the moment comes. And there they go, at twenty, they go because they have to go and don’t want any tears. They don’t want them because, even if they die, they die inflamed and happy. (I am always speaking of good sons of course!) Now, when you die happy, without seeing all the ugliness, the boredom, the misery of this miserable life that goes on, the bitterness of disappointments, what do we want more? We don’t have to cry, but laugh…or to cry in the way I do, yes sirs, happy, because my son has let me know that his life – his life, you see? The one  that we have to see in them, and not ours – that he had spent his life as well as he couldn’t have better, and that he died happy, and that I didn’t have to dress in black, as in fact, you sirs can see that I didn’t.  

While he was saying these words he shook his fair jacket, to show it; his lips on the missing teeth were trembling; his eyes, nearly liquefied, were dripping and he finished with two bursts of laughter that could also be sobs.
 - Here it is ... here it is.

For three months that mother, hidden under her shawl, in the dullness of her gloomy pain, in everything his husband and others told her to comfort and convince her to accept it, had been searching for a word, a single word that was able to awaken an echo in her, to make her understand it was possible for a mother to accept with resignation to send her son, not exactly to death, but even to a probable risk of life. She had not found one, never, among the many that had been told her. Therefore she had thought that the others spoke, could speak to her like that, about resignation and consolation, only because they did not feel what she was feeling. 

The words of this passenger, now, stunned and amazed her. Suddenly she felt that not only the others did not feel what she was feeling; but she, on the contrary, could not feel something that all the others felt thanks to which they could resign themselves, not only to the departure, but even to the death of their son.  

She raised her head, drew herself up from the carriage corner to listen to the answers that the traveller was giving to his companions’ questions about when and how his son had died, and she was astonished, she thought she had been plunged into a world she did not know and was overlooking for the first time, as she felt that all the others not only comprehended, but even admired that old man and congratulated him that was able to speak like that about the death of his own son.
But, suddenly, she saw on the face of the five travellers the same astonishment that must have been on hers, when, just without intention, as if she really had neither understood nor comprehended anything, she interrupted asking the old man:
- So ... so did your son die?

The old man turned to see her with his terrible eyes, wide open beyond measure. He looked at her and suddenly, in his turn, as if only now, at that inconsistent question, he had realized that, finally, at that point, his son was really dead for him, he ruffled up, changed, hastily took a handkerchief out of his pocket and, in the astonishment and emotion of all, he burst out in harrowing and irrepressible sobs. 
