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PART ONE

			THE GREAT EGOISTS

			

		

1.

			I saw them swimming in the pool, at night. There were three of them and they were very young, barely children, as I too was then—just a girl.

			In Speziale, my sleep was continually interrupted by new sounds: the swooshing of the irrigation system, the feral cats that tussled in the grass, a bird that made the same sound over and over again. In the first summers spent at my grandmother’s, it seemed I almost never slept. From the bed where I lay, I stared at the objects in the room as they receded and drew near, as if the whole house were breathing. That night I heard noises in the yard, but I didn’t move right away; sometimes the watchman came up to the house to leave a note stuck to the door. But then there were whispers and muffled laughter and I decided to get up.

			Making sure my feet avoided the mosquito coil that glowed from the floor, I went to the window and looked down: I was too late to see the boys undressing, but in time to catch the last of them slipping into the black water.

			I could make out their heads, two that were darker and one that looked like silver. Apart from that, seen from where I stood, they were almost identical, moving their arms in circles to keep afloat.

			There was a kind of tranquility in the air, after the tramontana had subsided. One of the boys started playing dead man in the middle of the pool. I felt my throat burn at the sudden sight of his nakedness, even though he was only a shadow, more my imagination than anything else. He arched his back and somersaulted into a dive. When he reemerged and gave a shout, his silver-haired friend slapped his face to shut him up.

			“You hurt me, you idiot!” the one who had somersaulted said loudly.

			The other boy shoved him under the water, then the third one also jumped on him. I was afraid they were beating one another up, that someone might drown, but instead they broke apart, laughing. They sat on the edge of the pool over by the shallow end, their wet backs turned to me. The boy in the center, the taller one, reached out and draped his arms around the others’ shoulders. They talked quietly, but I was able to catch a few words here and there.

			For a moment I thought about going down and sinking into the steamy night with them. The seclusion I felt at Speziale left me hungry for any human contact, but at fourteen I didn’t have the nerve for certain things. I suspected that they were the boys from the neighboring property, even though I had only ever seen them from a distance. My grandmother called them “the kids from the masseria.”

			Then the creaking of bed springs. A cough. My father’s rubber flip-flops slapping on the floor. Before I could call out to the boys to run, he was rushing down the stairs, calling the caretaker. The light went on in the làmia, the caretaker’s lodge, and Cosimo came out at the same instant my father appeared in the yard, both in their boxers.

			The boys had jumped out of the pool and were grabbing their scattered clothes. Leaving some behind on the ground, they started running into the darkness. Cosimo started after them, shouting, I’ll kill you, you little bastards, I’ll beat your brains out, and after a moment’s hesitation my father followed him. I saw him pick up a rock.

			From the darkness came a cry, then the smack of bodies against the fence, a voice barking no, get down from there. My heart was pounding rapidly, as if I were the one running away, the one being chased.

			It was a while before they came back. My father was holding his left wrist, he had a mark on his hand. Cosimo examined it closely, then pushed him into the lodge. Before he too disappeared into the house, he stared a moment at the darkness that had swallowed the invaders.

			The next day, at lunch, my father’s hand was bandaged. He said he’d stumbled while trying to put back a magpie nest. In Speziale he turned into a different person: in just a few days his skin became very dark and even his voice changed with the dialect. I felt as if I didn’t know him at all. Sometimes I wondered who he really was: the engineer who in Turin always wore a suit and tie, or the man with the unkempt beard who went around my grandmother’s house half naked. In any case, it was clear that my mother had chosen to marry only one of the two, and that she wanted nothing to do with the other one. She had not set foot in Puglia in years. At the beginning of August, when my father and I left to face the interminable car journey to the South, she didn’t even come out of her room to say goodbye.

			We ate in silence, until we heard Cosimo’s voice calling from the yard.

			On the threshold, in front of the caretaker, were the three boys from the night before. At first I recognized only the tall one, because of his thin neck and the oblong shape of the head. But then my attention was drawn to the other two. One had very fair skin, with hair and eyebrows as white as cotton; the other one was dark-haired, tanned, and his arms were scored with scratches.

			“So,” my father said, “have you come to get your clothes?”

			The tall one replied flatly: “We came to apologize for entering your property last night and for using the pool. Our parents send you these.” He held out a bag and my father took it.

			“What’s your name?” he said. In spite of himself, he had softened slightly.

			“Nicola.”

			“And them?”

			“He’s Tommaso,” he said, pointing to the albino one. “And he’s Bern.”

			They looked uncomfortable in their T-shirts, as if someone had made them wear them. I exchanged a long look with Bern. He had dark, close-set eyes.

			My father jiggled the bag a little and the jars inside clinked.

			“It wasn’t necessary for you to sneak in,” he said. “If you wanted to use the pool, all you had to do was ask.”

			Nicola and Tommaso lowered their gazes, while Bern continued to stare at me. The white stone of the patio behind them was dazzling.

			“If something had happened to one of you . . .” My father broke off, more and more embarrassed. “Cosimo, did we offer these boys some lemonade?”

			The caretaker rolled his eyes, as if asking him if he had lost his mind.

			“That’s okay, thank you,” Nicola said politely.

			“If your parents will allow it, this afternoon you can come and have a swim.” My father glanced at me, perhaps to ask for my consent.

			At that point Bern spoke up: “Last night you hit Tommaso from behind with a rock. We committed an offense by entering your property, but you committed a more serious one by injuring a minor. If we wanted to, we could report you.”

			Nicola elbowed him in the chest.

			“I didn’t do any such thing,” my father replied. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			The image of him bending down to pick up the rock came back to me and again I heard the sounds coming from the darkness, that cry that I had not been able to make out.

			“Tommi, show Signor Gasparro the bruise, please.”

			Tommaso drew back, but when Bern reached for the edge of his T-shirt, he did not resist. Gently, Bern rolled up the fabric, uncovering his back: it was even paler than his arms. The pallor made the bluish contusion, the size of a glass, stand out.

			“See?”

			Bern pressed his index finger on the bruise, and Tommaso squirmed free.

			My father seemed dazed. Cosimo intervened in his place; he issued an order to the boys in dialect and they calmly said goodbye with a bow.

			When they were already in full sunlight, Bern turned around to cast a stern look at our house. “I hope your hand heals quickly,” he said.

			That afternoon a thunderstorm struck. In a few minutes the sky turned purple and black, colors I’d never seen before.

			The rain lasted for almost a week; the clouds came from the sea, out of the blue. A lightning strike splintered a branch of the eucalyptus tree and another incinerated the pump that drew water from the well. My father was furious and took it out on Cosimo.

			My grandmother, on the sofa, read her paperback thrillers. Just to pass the time, I asked her to recommend one to me. She told me to pick one at random from the bookcase, they were all good. I chose Deadly Safari, but the story was boring.

			After staring blankly into space for a while, I asked her what she knew about the boys from the masseria.

			“They come and go,” she said. “They’re never the same ones for too long.”

			“And what do they do?”

			“They wait for their parents to take them back, I imagine. Or someone else who will.”

			She put down the book. “Meanwhile, they pray. They’re part of some kind of . . . sect.”

			When the bad weather ended, there was an invasion of frogs. At night they leaped into the pool, and no matter how much chlorine we added, there was no way to keep them out. We found them trapped in the filters or crushed by the wheels of the pool cleaner. Those who survived swam along peacefully, some in pairs, one clinging to the other’s back.

			One morning I went down to the patio for breakfast, still in my pajama shorts and tank top, and I saw Bern. From the edge of the pool he was pursuing the frogs with a net. When he caught one, he let the water drain out, then overturned the creature into a bucket.

			For a while I wasn’t sure whether to let him see me or go back in and get dressed, but in the end I went over to him and asked him if my father paid him to do that job.

			“Cesare doesn’t like us handling money,” he said, barely turning around. After a pause he added: “ ‘Then one of the Twelve went to the chief priests and said: “What are you willing to give me if I hand him over to you?” And they paid him thirty pieces of silver.’ ”

			It seemed like a nonsensical answer, but I didn’t feel like having him explain it to me. I looked into the bucket: the piled-up frogs leaped upward, but the plastic walls were too high.

			“What are you going to do with them?”

			“Let them go.”

			“If you let them go, they’ll come back tonight. Cosimo kills them with baking soda.” Quick as a flash, Bern looked up. “I’ll take them far enough away, you’ll see.”

			I shrugged. “I don’t know why you’re doing this lousy job if you don’t even get paid for it.”

			“It’s my punishment, for using your pool without permission.”

			“You already apologized.”

			“Cesare said we had to make up for it. But until today I haven’t had the chance because of the rain.”

			In the water, the frogs were hurriedly fleeing. He pursued them patiently with the net.

			“Who is Cesare?”

			“Nicola’s father.”

			“Is he your father, too?”

			Bern shook his head. “He’s my uncle.”

			“What about Tommaso? Is he your brother?”

			Again he shook his head no. When they had introduced themselves at our door, Nicola had said “our parents.” But Bern probably wouldn’t make it easy for me to understand and I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.

			“How’s his bruise?” I asked.

			“It hurts to raise his arm. At night Floriana makes apple vinegar compresses for him.”

			“Anyway, I think you were wrong, it wasn’t my father who threw the rock. It must have been Cosimo.”

			Bern didn’t seem to be listening to me, he was wholly absorbed in fishing out the frogs. He was wearing pants that at one time must have been blue, and he was barefoot. Then, point-blank, he said: “You really have some nerve.”

			“What?”

			“Accusing Signor Cosimo to excuse your father. I don’t think you pay him enough for that.”

			Another frog plopped into the bucket. There must have been about twenty or so, they swelled up and deflated.

			I wanted to cover up my earlier lie, so I asked: “How come your friends didn’t come?”

			“It was my idea to use the pool.”

			I felt my hair, it was broiling. I could have leaned over, dipped my hand in the water, and wet my head, but there were still frogs in the pool.

			Bern scooped one up and held the net out to me. “Want to touch it?”

			“No way!”

			“I figured,” he said with a nasty smile. Then he added: “Tommaso went to see his father in prison today.”

			He waited for me to react, but I remained silent.

			“He killed his wife with a wooden clog. Afterward he tried to hang himself from a tree, but the police caught him in time.”

			The frogs thumped frantically against the bucket. All those slimy bodies crammed together.

			“You’re making that up, right?”

			Bern stopped, the net suspended. “Of course not.”

			Finally he caught the last frog, the one that had been giving him a hard time. He got down on his knees so he wouldn’t have to lift the net up too far.

			“And your parents?” I asked.

			The frog escaped with a leap and plunged into the deepest part of the pool.

			“Damn! See what you did? You’re an arruffona!”

			I lost my patience. “And what is an arruffona, huh? That’s not even a real word! Look, I wasn’t the one who hurt your brother, or your friend, whatever the hell he is!”

			I was determined to walk off immediately, but for the first time Bern looked at me seriously. His face expressed a sincere remorse, and at the same time a kind of naiveté. And there were his close-set eyes, again.

			“Please accept my apologies,” he said.

			I was a little uncomfortable, like the week before, when he’d stared at me over my father’s shoulders. I leaned over the water to see where the frog had gone to.

			“What are those black strands?”

			“Eggs. The frogs came here to deposit them.”

			“That’s awful.”

			But he misunderstood what I meant.

			“Yes, it’s awful. Not only are you killing the frogs, but also all those eggs. Inside each one there’s a living creature.”

			Later I lay down to sunbathe, but it was two o’clock, the worst time of day, and I couldn’t stand it for long. I crossed the yard and went past the stones that separated it from the open countryside. Where the boys had climbed over, the fence was bent at the top and buckled in the center. Beyond it were more trees, a little taller than ours. I tried to see the masseria, but it was too far away.

			Before leaving, Bern had invited me to the burial of the frogs that he’d fished out dead.

			I’d asked Cosimo to inflate the tires of my grandmother’s old bicycle, and he had it ready for me in the yard, oiled and gleaming.

			“Where are you going?”

			“Just for a little ride, around here, along the road.” I waited for my father to go out to meet his friends, then I set off.

			The entrance to the masseria was on the side opposite ours; to get there you had to go all the way around, unless you decided to climb over and cut through the fields, as the boys had done. Along the stretch of paved road, trucks darted past me. I had propped the Walkman in the basket and had to keep leaning forward because the headphones’ cord was too short.

			The masseria didn’t have a real gate, just an iron bar, which I found open. Weeds grew in the middle of the dirt track. I hopped off my bike and continued on foot. It took me another five minutes to reach the house.

			I left the bike on its side and cleared my throat, but nobody appeared. I walked a few steps more to get out of the sun and into the shade of a pergola. The door to the house was wide open, but I didn’t feel I should just go in. I leaned over the table instead, intrigued by the plastic tablecloth that depicted a world map. I looked for Turin, but it wasn’t there.

			I put my headphones back on and walked around the house, peering through the windows, but the contrast between the darkness inside and the light outside was too stark. Then, in the back, I found Bern.

			He was sitting on a stool, in a shady corner, bent over the ground. In that position his vertebrae formed a strip of bumps down the middle of his back. Surrounding him were heaps of almonds, an infinity of almonds, so many that I could have lain down on top of them, arms outstretched, and been swallowed up.

			He didn’t notice me until I was in front of him, and even then he gave no sign of being surprised.

			“Here she is, the rock thrower’s daughter,” he murmured.

			A surge of humiliation rose from my stomach. “My name is Teresa.” He hadn’t asked me the whole time we’d been together that morning. He nodded, but as if the information were of no interest to him.

			“What are you doing?” I asked.

			“Can’t you see?”

			He grabbed a handful of four or five almonds, removed the hulls, and dropped them into a separate pile.

			“Are you going to husk them all?”

			“Yep.”

			“That’s crazy, there must be thousands of them.”

			“You could help me, instead of standing there, doing nothing.”

			“Where should I sit?” Bern shrugged. I settled on the ground with my legs crossed.

			We hulled almonds for a while. I noticed how many he had already husked; he must have been sitting there for hours.

			“You’re very slow,” he said at one point.

			“Well, it’s the first time I’m doing it!”

			“That doesn’t matter, you’re slow, period.”

			“You said we would bury the frogs.”

			“I said at six.”

			“I thought it was already six,” I lied.

			Bern glanced at the sun, uncramped his neck. I reached out listlessly to grab another handful. The trick to removing the hull more quickly was not to worry about the pulp ending up under your fingernails.

			“Did you pick all of them yourself?”

			“All of them, yes.”

			“And what are you planning to do with them?”

			Bern sighed. “On Sunday my mother is coming. She loves almonds, but they need at least two days to dry in the sun. And then you have to crack the shells, which takes even longer. So I’m late. I have to finish them by tomorrow.”

			I stopped. I was already tired and the pile hadn’t grown any smaller. I fidgeted a little to get Bern’s attention, but he didn’t take his eyes off the ground.

			“Do you like the new song by Roxette?” I asked him.

			“Sure.”

			But I had the impression it wasn’t true, that he didn’t know the song at all, or Roxette either. After a while he said, “Is that what you were listening to?”

			“Do you want to hear it?”

			Bern hesitated before dropping the almonds. I gave him the Walkman. He put the headphones on and started turning the recorder in his hands.

			“You have to press play.”

			He examined it again, one side and the other, then returned it to me with a nervous gesture.

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			“Why? I’ll show you how . . .”

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			We went on working, not looking at each other and not speaking anymore, only the clicks of the hulled almonds, clack, clack, clack, until the other boys came looking for us.

			“What is she doing here?” Tommaso asked.

			Bern stood up to face him. “I told her to come.”

			Nicola, more politely, held out his hand and introduced himself, as if I couldn’t remember his name. I wondered which one of the three had played dead man in the pool. It was as if what I had seen that night gave me an unfair advantage over all of them.

			Then Tommaso said: “He’s ready over there, let’s go,” and he set off without us.

			A man was waiting for us in a clearing among the olive trees. “Welcome, my dear,” he said to me, opening his arms.

			A stole with two gold-embroidered crosses was draped over his shoulders and in one hand he held a small leather-bound book. He had a black beard, and his eyes were a very pale blue, almost transparent. “I am Cesare.”

			Five small holes had been dug at his feet, and the frogs were already in them. Cesare patiently explained to me what was happening: “Man buries his dead, Teresa, he always has. This is how our civilization began, and this is how souls are assured of their journey to a new haven. Or to Jesus, if their cycle has been completed.”

			When he said “Jesus,” they all made the sign of the cross, twice in a row, kissing their thumbnails at the end.

			In the meantime, a woman had approached, holding a guitar by its neck; she stroked my cheek, as if she had known me forever.

			“Do you know what the soul is?” Cesare asked.

			“I’m not sure.”

			“Have you ever seen a plant that is about to die? Maybe of thirst?”

			In Turin our neighbors’ sentry palm had dried up on the balcony; the owners had gone on vacation without thinking about it. I nodded.

			“At a certain point,” he went on, “the leaves shrivel up, the branches droop, and the plant becomes a pitiable thing. Life has already left it. The same thing happens to our body when the soul leaves it,” he said, his head coming a little closer to mine. “But there is something they didn’t teach you in catechism class. We do not die, Teresa, because souls migrate. Each of us has many lives behind us and many more ahead of us, as a man, a woman, or an animal. Even these poor frogs. This is why we want to bury them. It doesn’t cost us much, does it?”

			He stared at me, satisfied, then, without looking away, he said: “Floriana, whenever you’re ready.”

			The woman took up the guitar. Since she did not have a shoulder strap, she had to bend a knee to support it. She started strumming arpeggios and singing a gentle song.

			After a few moments, the others joined in. Bern was the only one who kept his eyes closed and his chin slightly raised. I would have liked to hear him singing by himself, at least for a moment.

			At a certain point they joined hands. Cesare, who was on my left, gave me his. I didn’t know what to do about Floriana, who was playing the guitar. I saw that Tommaso was resting his fingers on her shoulder; not wanting to break the circle, I did that, too, and she smiled at me.

			The frogs were rigid, withered, there couldn’t really be a soul in those viscous bellies. I wondered whether Cesare believed it was still there or it had already flown away elsewhere. In any case, the bodies were blessed and the boys knelt down to fill the holes back up. “They’re part of some kind of sect,” my grandmother had said.

			Before I left, Cesare invited me to come back: “We have so many things to talk about, Teresa.”

			Along the dirt track Bern pushed the bicycle by the handlebars for me. “So did you like it?” he asked me.

			I said yes, mainly to be polite. Only later did I realize it was true.

			“ ‘Not for your sacrifices do I rebuke you,’ ” he said, “ ‘your burnt offerings are always before me.’ ”

			“What?”

			“ ‘I will not take a bullock from your house, or he-goats from your folds,’ ” he went on, repeating one of the prayers that Cesare had read shortly before. “ ‘I know every bird in the heights; whatever moves in the wild is mine.’ It’s my favorite verse, when he says ‘whatever moves in the wild is mine.’ ”

			“You know it by heart?”

			“I’ve learned some of the psalms by heart, though not all of them yet,” he explained, almost apologetically.

			“Why?”

			“Because I haven’t had time!”

			“No, I meant why do you memorize them? What’s the purpose?”

			“The psalms are the only way to pray, the only way that pleases God.”

			“Is it Cesare who teaches you these things?”

			“He teaches us everything.”

			“You three don’t go to a normal school, do you?”

			As he wheeled the bicycle over a stone, the chain wobbled.

			“Careful!” I told him. “Cosimo just fixed it.”

			“Cesare knows a lot more things than what you learn in normal schools, as you call them. He was an explorer when he was young, he lived in Tibet, alone, in a cave. He thinks that at some point he didn’t even feel the cold anymore, he could easily survive at four degrees below zero without clothes. And he hardly ate anything. That’s where he discovered metempsychosis.”

			“Discovered what?”

			“The transmigration of souls. It’s spoken of in many passages of the Gospels, in Matthew, for example. But above all, in John.”

			“And you really believe it?”

			He looked at me sternly. “I bet you haven’t read even one page from the Bible.”

			We had reached the iron bar at the end of the track and he stopped abruptly. Handing the bicycle back to me, he said, “You can come again if you want. After lunch, the others nap, there’s only me.”

			Sometimes I wonder why I went back to the masseria, if it was because I wanted to see Bern again—a curiosity that did not yet have a name—or simply because I was bored in Speziale. In any case, I returned the following afternoon, helped him with the almonds, and together we managed to hull them all.

			On my last day in Puglia, I spent the whole morning gathering up my things and packing them into my suitcase. Usually I was thrilled at the idea of leaving, but not that year. After lunch, I took the bike and pedaled over to the masseria.

			Bern wasn’t there, however. I walked around the house twice, whispering his name. The almonds were still there; without their husks, they looked strangely diminished.

			Back under the pergola, I sat down on the two-seater swing-chair and gave it a slight push. Two cats slept, lying on their sides, stunned by the heat. Then I heard my name being called.

			“Where are you?” I asked softly.

			Bern directed my gaze toward a window on the second floor, he, too, whispering: “Come closer.”

			“Why don’t you come down?”

			“I can’t get out of bed. My back seized.”

			I thought about all the hours he had spent hunched over the almonds. “Can I come up there?”

			“Better not. You’d wake Cesare.”

			I felt like a fool, talking to a window.

			“I wanted to give you something. I’m leaving tonight.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“Back home. To Turin.”

			Bern was silent for a few moments. Then he said: “Safe trip, then.”

			Maybe he would leave during the winter, and I wouldn’t see him again. “They come and go,” my grandmother had said. A beetle crawled near my foot; I crushed it under the sole of my sandals. Would they bury that, too?

			I picked my bicycle up from the ground. I was already straddling it when Bern called me again.

			“Now what?”

			“You can take some almonds. Bring them with you to Turin.”

			“Why, didn’t your mother want them?”

			I wanted to be rude and I probably succeeded. He seemed to think for a moment.

			“Take them,” he said finally, “as many as you want. Put them in the bike basket.”

			I set and released the brake a couple of times, undecided. Then I got off the bicycle and walked over to the almonds. I grabbed them, a handful at a time, and filled the basket to the brim. Before taking off, I hid the Walkman among the shells, with a piece of colored tape on the play button.

			By the time my mother found the box with the almonds it was already February, maybe March. She had taken advantage of my being at school to come in and straighten up my room. She was constantly moving things, throwing stuff away. She left the box on the bed. When I came home and saw it, I felt, strangely, that I had neglected something important. I opened the box; it was empty. I ran my index finger over the bottom, where a fine powder had been deposited, and swallowed it with my saliva. It wasn’t sweet, it had no taste, yet it made me picture Bern again, bending over the shells, and for the rest of the day I couldn’t concentrate on anything else.

			But that afternoon was an exception. In those early years, toward spring, Speziale and the masseria began to seem unreal. I forgot about Bern and the others until it was time to go back there, in August. I didn’t know if it was the same for them. If they missed me, they certainly didn’t show it. When we saw one another again, we didn’t brush cheeks or touch hands, we didn’t ask about the months that had passed. They treated me as if I were merely another element of nature, a phenomenon that appeared and disappeared according to the seasons.

			As I got to know them better, I learned that for them, time had a different flow than it did for me—or rather it didn’t flow at all. Each day was marked by three hours of theoretical instruction in the morning, followed by three hours of manual labor in the afternoon, with the sole exception of Sunday. That rhythm remained unchanged, even in summer. So I stayed away from the masseria before lunch, preferring not to get drawn into one of Cesare’s lessons. They made me feel stupid. He spoke about the myths of creation, about wedge or splice grafting on fruit trees, about the Mahabharata, all things that I knew nothing about.

			Every so often the boys went off with him alone, one at a time. They would sit and talk together in the shade of a large holly oak. Actually, it was always Cesare who spoke, while Bern or Tommaso or Nicola nodded their heads up and down. One day, Cesare told me that I was welcome to talk a bit if I wanted to. I thanked him, but I never had the courage to follow him under the tree.

			And yet, year after year, I, too, became part of the masseria. The summer following my first year of high school, and the one after the second. My father wasn’t thrilled about it, but he didn’t say anything, because knowing that I was at the neighbors’ place was better than seeing me moping around the house looking sullen all day.

			In return for the hospitality, I contributed to the chores as best I could. I picked green beans and tomatoes, I pulled up clumps of weeds from the dirt track, and I learned to weave dry branches into garlands. I was all thumbs, but no one criticized me. When my braid got so tangled up that I couldn’t go any further, Bern and Nicola rushed to help me. They undid the work to the spot where I’d gone wrong, then explained the sequence yet again: take that end, slip it under here, then in between, now tighten it, there, you can continue. They could have knotted those branches with their eyes closed, made miles-long garlands, even if they served no purpose: as soon as they were done, they burned them. When I asked Bern why they wasted so much time making them, then, he replied: “It’s for humility. Just an exercise.”

			I remember one evening when we were all under the pergola, where bunches of black grapes hung over our heads. Nicola was lighting a fire in the brazier while the other boys carried the dirty dishes into the kitchen. I had barely tasted the food. They were all vegetarians at the masseria, and at the time I hardly ate any vegetables at all. But I endured my hunger just to stay there, in that peaceful stillness, removed from everything, close to Bern and the fire.

			Cesare entertained us with the story of when, at the age of twenty, he’d had a vision of his previous life.

			“I was a seagull,” he said, “or an albatross, anyway, a creature of the air. I flew across the sky, all the way to the shore of Lake Baikal.”

			He challenged us to find the lake on the tablecloth’s map. The boys scrambled to push aside whatever still cluttered the table and began furiously scanning the continents.

			It was Nicola who shouted first: “Here it is! Right here!”

			Cesare rewarded him with a taste of liqueur. Nicola sipped it triumphantly, as Bern and Tommaso glowered. Especially Bern. He stared at the tablecloth, at the blue speck of Lake Baikal, as if he wanted to memorize every single name on the map once and for all.

			Then Floriana served ice cream and calm was restored. Cesare went on talking about previous lives, those of the boys this time. I’ve forgotten what he said about Nicola; he said Tommaso had been a feline and that Bern had retained something subterranean in his blood. My turn also came.

			“And you, Teresa, my dear?”

			“Me?”

			“Which animal do you feel you have been?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Try to imagine, go on.”

			They all looked at me.

			“I can’t think of anything.”

			“Close your eyes, then. And tell me the first thing you see.”

			“But I don’t see anything.”

			They looked disappointed. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

			Cesare stared at me from across the table. “I think I know,” he said. “Teresa has been underwater for a long time. She learned to breathe without oxygen. Isn’t that so?”

			“A fish!” Nicola exclaimed.

			Cesare looked at me as if he were seeing right through my body and through my past lives.

			“Not a fish, no. An amphibian, if anything. Let’s see if I’m right.”

			The boys could tell that another contest was coming, and they lit up instantly.

			“On my count of three, you must all hold your breath. The one who lasts the longest wins.”

			He counted slowly, at two I filled my cheeks with air and froze. We eyed one another, and no one giggled, as Cesare crept behind our chairs and stuck a finger under our nostrils to make sure we weren’t cheating.

			The first to give up was Nicola, who got angry and stood up, disappearing inside the house. After him, Bern. Then Cesare stationed himself between Tommaso and me, checking us in turn. My throat started to convulse, but Tommaso, whose neck was a disturbing violet color, opened his mouth an instant before me.

			Cesare offered me the glass of liqueur that I had earned. I drank it too quickly and the alcohol’s warmth exploded in my stomach. It was all so serious, so solemn, as the others watched me drink, as if that act finally marked my coronation as an honorary member of the family: the masseria’s first sister. I didn’t admit that for days I’d been practicing holding my breath in the pool, one of the games I played by myself. It was far more fascinating to believe in a past life, when I was like the frogs that had sprung up in the countryside two summers ago. I could choose what to believe in. I didn’t know that before I went there.

			That year Bern lent me a book. He said it had intrigued him, that it seemed to be talking about him. As I turned the volume over in my hands, I felt that he was looking at me differently, as if he were observing a rough stone and wondering if it was really worth polishing, whether it would survive the transformation or would prove too fragile.

			At home I put the copy of The Baron in the Trees on my bedside table. My grandmother noticed it. “Did they assign you Calvino to read over vacation?”

			“No.”

			“So you chose it yourself?”

			“More or less.”

			“You’ll find it difficult.”

			The next few hours I took the book with me everywhere, out to the yard, to the pool, but I never opened it. That night, in bed, I tried but I lost my concentration immediately.

			A few days after lending it to me, Bern asked me if I’d liked it.

			“I haven’t finished it yet,” I said.

			“But did you get to Gian dei Brughi? It’s my favorite part.”

			“I don’t think so. Maybe I’m almost there.”

			We were walking along the dirt track. It was a sultry evening; disco music reached us from afar.

			“And the swing?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Then you haven’t read a word!” he said, scowling. “Give it back to me right now!”

			He was shaking. I begged him to let me keep the book for a few more days, but he demanded that I go and get it. Once I did, he walked away without saying goodbye, pressing the book to him tightly.

			As he disappeared into the darkness, I felt a twinge of sadness, as I often did toward the end of my time there. My thoughts became repetitive: this is the last time you’ll wear your bathing suit, this is the last time you’ll watch the cat slink over to the pool, this is the last time you’ll leave the masseria behind. This is the last time you’ll see him.

			Then, the following summer, I was seventeen; Bern had turned eighteen in March. A bed of reeds had grown up at a spot in the countryside where water gushed from an underground spring. It was a ten-minute walk from the masseria through the olive trees. Bern took me there during the hottest time of the day, while the others slept: our secret hours from the beginning.

			We lay down on the ground and I closed my eyes. Suddenly the color I saw printed on my eyelids changed; I thought it was because of a cloud, but when I opened my eyes I saw Bern’s face very close to mine. He was breathing hard and looking at me gravely. I nodded almost imperceptibly and he bent down to kiss me.

			That day I let him stroke my face and run his fingers over my hips as we kissed, nothing more. But we always wore so little at Speziale, and the reed bed was so remote from everything. We went back every afternoon, always venturing something more daring.

			The soil along the brook was muddy, I felt it stick to my back, my hair, the soles of my feet, and Bern’s body over mine also seemed to be made of clay. I clung to his back with one hand and sank the other hand into the earth, among the stones and the worms. From time to time I looked up: the reed stalks seemed very tall.

			During that August, Bern explored every inch of my body, first with his fingers and then with his tongue. At times I was so confused, so consumed with excitement that I no longer knew where his head, his mouth, his hands were. I gripped his hot erection and at first I had to help him shove it between my legs, because he seemed paralyzed by fear. I had never been with a boy, and in a single summer he took everything there was to take.

			Afterward he wiped away my perspiration with his hands. He blew on my forehead to cool me. Then he wet his thumb with saliva and rubbed the muddy smears off my skin, brushed the leaves out of my hair, one by one. We always had to pee and we did it side by side, me squatting and him kneeling. I watched the rivulets of urine make their way along the ground and hoped that they would join together; sometimes they did. Then we would go back to the masseria, not holding hands, not speaking.

			At first I was afraid that he would tell Cesare everything during their talks in the shade of the holly oak, but their relationship had changed over the past year. Throughout the whole summer I did not witness a single prayer, except for the brief blessings before meals. There was no singing, and no lessons. Beginning in September, Bern and Tommaso would start attending a school in Brindisi, to prepare for the high school diploma exam as Nicola had done the previous year.

			By then the four of us spent a lot of time outside the masseria. We waited for the cooler hours because of Tommaso’s pale complexion, then we’d pile into Floriana’s Ford. There was a narrow cove at Costa Merlata, where we would lie on the flat concrete area that served as a beach. Nicola and Bern dived from the highest point of the rocky bluff. From below, Tommaso and I would assign them marks. We didn’t know what to say to each other. Some tiny fish kept nibbling at my heels and ankles; I kicked my feet to chase them away, but a second later they were back.

			Then Bern and Nicola joined us, swimming. Bern held me up with one hand and furtively shifted the edge of my bathing suit aside with his fingers, all the while talking to the others.

			In the evening we went to the Scalo. A cooperative of young people had taken over a stretch of rocks by the sea, near an abandoned watchtower. A few benches and tables were scattered around a pink trailer. Bern and the other boys knew everyone there and were constantly greeting people. I almost always ended up off to the side, sipping a beer, alone or with some wasted-looking stranger.

			One night I was stunned to see Bern and Tommaso devour a sandwich with chunks of horse meat. I was sure that for Cesare eating horse meat was a very serious infraction. Nicola picked at his fries unconcernedly, as if by then he was used to their behavior. But when Bern wiped the ketchup off his lips with the back of his hand and told him that someday he was going to tear apart one of his father’s nice plump hens, Nicola leaped to his feet, challenging him with his height. Bern and Tommaso teased him, flapping their elbows up and down like a couple of chickens.

			Toward midnight we walked back to the car on the path through the myrtle bushes, each clinging to the shoulders of the person in front of him.

			When we got back to the villa, the boys got out of the car to walk me to the door. The pool was inviting at that hour; we joked about diving in, clothes and all, and how my father would throw stones at us, but we never did it. From my bedroom window I heard the Ford’s engine start up. My hair was frizzy with salt, my fingers stank of cigarettes, my head was dizzy from the beer, and I had never felt so alive.

			After a while the reeds were no longer enough for us. Bern became obsessed with the idea of a real bed. If I asked him what was so different about it, he answered me vaguely: “You can try a lot more things.”

			But we didn’t see how we could manage it: at the masseria Cesare was always around, and at the villa Cosimo and his wife Rosa stood constant guard. We considered all the possibilities over and over again.

			Meanwhile, we were already past the feast of San Lorenzo, and the heat was different, summer was easing up a little. Everything around us transmitted a sense of urgency.

			“I’ll come at night,” Bern said finally, as his fingertips traced circles around my navel.

			“Where?”

			“Your place.”

			“They’ll hear you. Nicola always says he sleeps more lightly than everyone else.”

			“It’s not true, I’m the lightest sleeper. And besides, Nicola isn’t a problem.”

			“What if my father hears us?”

			Bern turned his head. His eyes were so close to mine, almost unbearable.

			“I don’t make any noise,” he said. “You’re the one who should restrain yourself.”

			But it was another few days before we acted on the plan, days when we did not return to the reed bed because Bern was too focused on the details. I was sorry about it, but I didn’t tell him, just as I never told him that I had fallen in love with him. Though I did my best to drive away the suspicion that getting to the bed had become more important than being with me, that doubt haunted me more and more each afternoon, when he took my hand and instead of leading me beyond the oleanders, he took the dirt track.

			From a hidden spot, we studied my grandmother’s house. “I can put one foot on that ledge, then grab on to the eaves,” Bern said. “Did you try to see if they’ll hold? From there I should be able to reach the windowsill, but you’ll have to help me. Come to the window when you hear this sound,” he said, sucking in his lower lip and whistling something that sounded like a bird’s call.

			On the appointed evening, we did not go to the Scalo. Bern told the others he didn’t feel like it, after all, we’d spent every night there, couldn’t we come up with something different?

			“Such as?” Nicola asked him, a little annoyed.

			“Such as buying something to drink and bringing it with us to the piazza.”

			He always got his way, Bern did, so we went to Ostuni. In Piazza Sant’Oronzo children were running around everywhere; we sat down in the center of the square, at the foot of the saint’s statue. It was ten days to the patron saint’s feast day, but the lights were already up.

			“My father asked me if there would be other girls with us,” I said.

			“And what did you say?” Tommaso asked.

			“ ‘Of course,’ I told him.”

			My back was leaning against Nicola’s knees, my legs were stretched out over Tommaso’s, and Bern’s head was against my shoulder. We had bought a large bottle of beer, because it was more economical, but mostly because we liked passing it from hand to hand, drinking and exchanging our saliva. I felt more connected to the boys than ever, and I liked it. And besides, there was the secret, what Bern and I would do that night.

			When we went back to the parking lot around one a.m., a group of guys were standing beside the Ford; they had set their bottles on the roof. Nicola told them to remove them, a little brusquely maybe, but not enough to justify the tone with which one of them asked him to repeat it, this time saying “please.”

			Bern blocked my way. I saw Nicola pick up the bottles and one by one move them to the guys’ car. The group hooted in concert, making fun of his bravado. Bern didn’t move, his right arm still stretched out protectively to keep me from moving forward.

			Then one of the guys in a red surfer suit and spotless Nikes offered Nicola a beer.

			“Chill, dude,” he told him. “Have a little drink.” Nicola shook his head no, but the other insisted. “As a peace sign.”

			Nicola took a sip and handed it back to him. He opened the Ford’s door. It would have ended there, he would have backed out and we would have gone to join the snaking line of cars headed to Speziale, if another guy hadn’t pointed to Tommaso, saying: “Did they dip him in bleach?”

			Nicola, lightning swift, dealt him an openhanded blow to the face. It was the first time I’d seen anyone strike a person like that. I gripped Bern’s arm; he hadn’t taken a step, as if he had foreseen it all the very moment we’d arrived there.

			Nicola leaned over the guy and whispered something that none of us heard. Then they were off.

			We got in the car, Tommaso and I in back, Bern and Nicola up front. When we were on the road again, stuck in the line of traffic, all three started shouting excitedly.

			At home, I found my grandmother in the living room. She had fallen asleep with the TV on. I touched her lightly and she started.

			“Where have you been?” she asked, rubbing her cheeks.

			“Ostuni. At the piazza.”

			“Ostuni is terrible in the summer. All those loud tourists. Would you like some herbal tea?”

			“No, thank you.”

			“Then make some for me, if you would.”

			When I brought her the cup, she was still motionless as I had left her, her eyes wide open, staring at the screen.

			“Is it the dark-haired one?” she asked, not turning her head.

			The cup clinked on the saucer. “What?”

			“Yes, it’s the dark-haired one. The other one, the real son, is also cute. But the dark one is without a doubt more captivating. What’s his name?”

			“Bern.”

			“Just Bern? Or Bern as in Bernardo?”

			“I don’t know.”

			She was silent for a moment. Then she said: “I was trying to remember what we used to do at night when I was your age. And do you know what we did? We went to the piazza, in Ostuni. Is he kind to you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good.”

			“I’ll bring your tea up to your room,” I suggested. “That way you can lie down.” She followed me up the stairs. Before leaving her to herself, I added: “Don’t tell him, please.”

			I took her smile to mean she wouldn’t. In the hallway, I stopped in front of my father’s door and heard his heavy breathing.

			I took a shower, then more time went by, a period during which I took off my night socks and put them back on, tried on at least four different sleep shirts, lay down under the sheet, and then moved to the chair because Bern might not like getting into a warm bed. The thought of what, at the reed bed, had come naturally now made me nervous.

			By three a.m. I convinced myself that he wouldn’t come. Maybe he hadn’t been able to get away, or else he had forgotten. I focused on the second hypothesis. Yes, the brawl we had come close to had caused him to forget our plan.

			But after a while, I heard something thump. I imagined his foot on the eaves. I forced myself to stay where I was until he whistled. When he reached the window, I opened the shutters and helped him climb in. Right away, he kissed me. His breath smelled of beer. His hands groped for my breasts, first through the shirt, then pushing it up, out of the way.

			“You’re tense,” he said, continuing to touch me.

			“I’m afraid they’ll hear us.”

			“They won’t hear us.”

			He pulled away to glance at the bed against the wall.

			“Do you want to stay on top of the sheet or under?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“I’d rather be on top. What about the lamp? Should we leave it on?”

			We knelt on the bed, facing each other. He had undressed too. It took my breath away to see him like that, naked in the dead of night, his erection rising from the dark patch of pubic hair.

			He pushed toward me with the same frenzy as before, but this time I stopped him. I told him that we would do it differently, that we would do it slowly. We were in bed and we had all the time we wanted. He pulled back, looking confused. So it was I who went to him and made him lie back as I put my knees around his waist.

			I started rubbing myself back and forth, from his stomach to his legs, back and forth, slowly at first, then faster, until I felt something forming at the point where we were in contact, a kind of heat that quickly rose to my throat. It had never happened to me before.

			Bern stared at me in astonishment, his hands grounded on the sheet, as if he were afraid of interrupting what I was doing.

			My first thought, afterward, was that we had been too loud, that maybe I’d cried out or he had.

			“It was different than I thought,” he said. “You didn’t even let me move.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“No,” he said hurriedly. “It was good.”

			My forehead was resting against his collarbone, I felt like going to sleep, but I could feel that his muscles were still tense.

			“I have to go now,” he said.

			From the bed I watched him put his clothes back on. I wasn’t embarrassed to lie there naked, what embarrassed me was to still want him while he was getting ready to go back to the masseria.

			“You can leave by the door,” I said.

			But he was already climbing through the window. I went over to it. He had gone down a foot or so when he looked up one last time.

			“Did you see how great Nicola was? He protected us all.”

			He steadied a foot between the stones of the façade and jumped down. When he reached the pool, he waved goodbye to me, then started running.

			The following day my father asked me to go to Fasano with him to see a childhood friend of his. I didn’t want to go, but I felt guilty about what had happened the night before, so I said yes.

			The friend lived in a yellow row house in the suburbs. He was very fat, and had trouble breathing; he didn’t move from his chair the whole time. With him was a girl my age; she brought him water if he was thirsty, picked up the pillow that was always falling to the floor, and at one point she lowered the shutters a few inches because she noticed that the light was bothering him. She performed those tasks with detachment, as though far away, then sat back quietly and listened to the conversation, or more likely did not listen at all. I found myself staring at her thin, tanned legs.

			My father’s friend coughed constantly into a crumpled handkerchief, then examined it for traces of something. I asked permission to go outside and get some air.

			After a few minutes, the girl joined me. I was smoking a cigarette behind the wall.

			“I have some grass, if you want,” she said.

			She pulled a small plastic envelope out of her pocket. She asked me for a cigarette, then with precise gestures emptied out the tobacco. Her fingernails were painted, the polish several days old. “Do you know how to make a crutch?” she asked. While I made it, she mixed the grass with the tobacco. She lit up the joint and we took a few tokes each.

			“Is it serious?” I asked her.

			The girl shrugged as she blew on the tip, making it gleam red. “He’ll die, I think.”

			I told her my name and somewhat awkwardly held out my hand.

			“I’m Violalibera,” she replied.

			“What a beautiful name.”

			She grinned self-consciously, forming two dimples. “I had another name, but I didn’t want it anymore.”

			“What was it?”

			She looked aside for a while, undecided. “It was Albanian,” she answered finally, as if that were enough.

			I didn’t know what else to say, I was afraid I’d been intrusive, so I asked her: “Do you ever come to the Scalo?”

			“What’s that?”

			“Kind of an outdoor club, by the sea. They show films. And there’s a bar, but it only sells beer and horse-meat sandwiches.”

			“How disgusting.”

			“They’re a little greasy. But you get used to it.”

			We finished smoking, both of us absorbed in our thoughts.

			“Can you give me some?” I asked her. Bern and the others would be thrilled. They often mentioned the idea of buying some grass, but they never had the money. “I’ll pay you.”

			Violalibera pulled out the little envelope. “Keep it. I have more.”

			She stuck a piece of candy in her mouth and offered me one. Then we went back into the house and she served us almond milk. The friend had a coughing fit that caused the milk to go down the wrong way. My father went over to him, but didn’t know how to help him. Violalibera told him not to worry, and slapped the man on his back until he stopped coughing; then she brought the tray with the pitcher back to the kitchen. For the rest of the time I had to keep my chin pressed against my chest so I wouldn’t burst out laughing.

			My father was sad on the way back. He asked me if I felt like taking a little walk on the seafront promenade, maybe have an ice cream. I was anxious to get back to the masseria; there were only a few days left and I was wasting all that time, but I didn’t want to let him down.

			We ended up on the beach of Santa Sabina. The sand was firmly packed, fishermen’s boats swayed near shore. My father took my arm.

			“Giovanni and I used to come fishing here as boys,” he said, pointing to an indefinite spot offshore. “We would return home with buckets full of fish. You could do that then, there weren’t all the rules we have now. Whatever you caught was yours.”

			He rotated the cone in his fingers, smoothing the ice cream with his tongue.

			“I’d like to come back to live here one day. What do you think?”

			“I think Mom would never agree to it.”

			He shrugged. At the end of the pier was a darkened amusement ride, the seats tied together by a chain.

			“Giovanni knew your friend’s father.”

			“Cesare?”

			“No. The father of the other boy. Bern, right?”

			He was looking at me very closely. Had my grandmother told him about Bern? I hoped he wouldn’t say anything else, but he went on: “They called him ‘the German.’ Nobody knows where he ended up.”

			“Bern’s father is dead. He told me himself.”

			He winked at me. “He doesn’t give me the impression of being very sincere.”

			“Should we head home, Dad?”

			“Wait a minute. Don’t you want to know why he’s called ‘the German’? It’s a curious story. Have you ever heard of the tombaroli?”

			I recalled seeing a short paragraph on a page in a history book. I kept silent.

			“It’s full of underground tombs around here. You can find anything in there: arrowheads, obsidian, ceramic shards. As a boy I picked up a thing or two myself. As I told you, at that time whatever you found was yours. But for the German and his friends it was different. They came here on vacation and instead of going to the beach they devoted themselves to archaeology. So to speak.”

			He wiped his sticky lips and fingers with the ice-cream napkin, then crumpled it and tossed it away.

			“They dug at night. When they’d filled up, the German loaded everything into a van and went to sell the goods in Germany. He’d made good money. One year he arrived in Speziale in a Mercedes. The carabinieri went looking for him. So you know what he did? He emptied a huge tomb all at one time, then he left and never came back. It caused quite a stir in Speziale, you can just imagine. Giovanni says everyone talked about it.”

			The seagulls didn’t budge as we walked by. They screeched and flapped their wings nervously.

			“Let’s go home, please,” I said in a whisper.

			Although I didn’t want to admit it, that story left me troubled. When I was in the reed bed with Bern again, I couldn’t let myself go. The roots scraped my back and the mud on my elbows bothered me. I felt as if there were a thousand eyes on us.

			A fighter-bomber tore through the sky over the tops of the reeds. Then there was a rustling sound, and when I snapped my head up to look, I saw the grass swaying and heard footsteps hurriedly moving off. I told Bern, but he didn’t pay any attention to me.

			“It must have been a cat. Or you imagined it.”

			Later the others found us under the pergola, pretending to wait for them to play skat as usual. Tommaso barely said hello to me. By then he and I spent all our time competing for Bern’s attention.

			After a few minutes Cesare also appeared. He smiled at me distractedly, then turned to the boys: “The chicken coop has to be cleaned out. Who’s coming to help me?”

			Bern and Tommaso exchanged dark looks, pretending not to have heard him. With a kind of resignation, Nicola said, “I’ll be there in a minute.”

			Cesare stood there waiting a few more seconds. Then he nodded to himself and left.

			Bern set down a winning combination of cards. As he reshuffled the deck, I thought about the way he pronounced all the other German words in the game. He must have learned them from his father, I imagined. Then I forced myself to chase away that suspicion.

			That year my departure coincided with Tommaso’s eighteenth birthday. On the last night we had a lot to celebrate, a lot of reasons to drink ourselves into a stupor.

			We’d brought a bag with a change of clothes to the beach and I undressed behind a low wall. I put on a pair of rope sandals, a skirt I’d bought in the spring with my mother, and a top. The fabric was slightly itchy on my salt-caked skin.

			I remember what the others were wearing as well: Tommaso’s mustard-yellow tee, Bern’s black one with zoo safari on it, which he would still have ten years later, and Nicola’s flashy shirt. I remember my anguish, which grew stronger hour by hour, at the thought of leaving the following morning.

			When we reached the Scalo, the sky was pink. I showed the boys Violalibera’s grass; although Nicola wanted to try it right away, we decided to save it for later. Nicola and Bern had planned a surprise for Tommaso: they had set aside a bottle of gin and some pineapple juice. We mixed them in a jug. The cocktail was so strong that in less than half an hour we were plastered, sitting on the deck chairs in the dark.

			A screen mounted in the middle of the patio area projected images of a black-and-white film whose actors seemed to move jerkily. I had realized immediately that Tommaso’s birthday would make everyone forget that I was leaving, and I decided that before the night was over I would have to make Bern kiss me in front of the others. What would I return to Turin with otherwise?

			We went off to smoke and each of us expressed a wish for Tommaso now that he had turned eighteen. I wished for him to find a girl soon; he thanked me, but with a sort of sardonic grin. Bern spoke last and said, “May you learn to dive from any height.”

			But toward me Bern remained remote, distracted. He and Nicola drank toasts only to Tommaso, then they lifted him into the air by his armpits. The pineapple juice was finished, so we had stopped diluting the gin. The bottle fell into Tommaso’s hands and stayed there. He took long swigs that left him gasping.

			Then Bern decided we had to climb the tower, he wanted to show me something. Nicola stayed behind, he’d already been there, he said, while Tommaso joined in reluctantly. He just didn’t want to leave us alone, I thought.

			We approached the barbed-wire fence that surrounded the ruin. The light in the distance was barely enough to read the do not enter sign. Bern removed a post to create an opening. We had to walk through a stretch of nettles and my legs were bare; I told him I would get pricked all over, but he kept going straight ahead.

			We scrambled up the stairs to the center of the tower. A small window opened onto the sea, but all it framed was a dark rectangle. Bern lit a flashlight. “This way,” he said.

			We took a flight of steps, downward this time. The walls were covered with graffiti and carvings, and the ground was littered with glass shards that crunched under our sandals. Beads of sweat began to run down my body. I asked Bern to turn back, but he said he wanted to take me to the bottom.

			“I don’t want to, let’s go,” I whimpered.

			“We’re almost there.”

			Behind me, I smelled Tommaso’s alcoholic breath. I clutched Bern’s T-shirt, tugging at it, but he kept going down.

			Then the steps ended. We were in a room; I didn’t know how big it was until Bern aimed the flashlight around.

			“Here we are.”

			The light beam picked out a mattress tossed on the floor in a corner. Around it were empty bottles and cans arranged in an orderly fashion. He bent down to pick one up and showed me the date on the faded label.

			“Look at the year: 1971. Can you believe it?”

			Even in the darkness his eyes glittered excitedly. But I wasn’t the least bit interested in the can, or any of the rest. I imagined cockroaches crawling in the dark, near my feet.

			“Let’s go,” I begged.

			He put the can down.

			“Sometimes you act like a spoiled brat.”

			Though I couldn’t see Tommaso, I had the impression that he was smirking behind my back.

			Bern quickly took the stairs, leaving me behind. I stretched my hands out in front of me to avoid bumping into walls that suddenly appeared before me. When we got outside, I threw up my supper on the nettles. Bern said nothing and did not move to help me. With his thumb, he kept switching the flashlight off and on. He looked at me coldly, as if he were assessing me. Only when it was time to duck under the barbed wire did he offer me his hand as support, but I didn’t take it.

			Meanwhile, the Scalo had filled with people. We started dancing. I felt increasingly left out of the evening’s excitement, but I fought against it, determined not to let sadness ruin the last moments. The music of Robert Miles was playing, melancholic and dreamy; I wished someone would change it or else that it would go on forever. I was of two minds about everything.

			It was while we were dancing that Tommaso threw himself at Bern, his forehead against his stomach, and started sobbing. Bern took Tommaso’s head in his hands, bent down to whisper something in his ear. Tommaso shook his head firmly without breaking away.

			“Come with me,” Nicola told me.

			We ordered a couple of beers. I thought about the effect that mixing the grass with all that alcohol would have, about how I would face the car trip the next day, and then I thought, What the hell. Bern and Tommaso were still in the middle of the dance floor, but Tommaso had gotten to his feet and now they were in each other’s arms, as if they were doing a slow dance.

			“What’s come over him?” I asked Nicola. He lowered his eyes and said: “He’s just had too much to drink.”

			In another month Nicola would start attending university in Bari. Throughout the summer it had been as if that prospect, that year of advantage over the other two, kept him somewhat at a distance.

			“It’s after three,” he said, “we have to go home, Cesare will be beside himself. And your father, too.”

			Tommaso and Bern had wandered off toward the sea, I saw them sit on the reef and then lean back on the rock, as if waiting for the tide to catch them.

			“We’ll wait for them,” I said.

			Nicola tried to lead me away by the arm, but I pulled free and ran to Bern. His head and Tommaso’s were close, but they weren’t talking, they were simply gazing at the dark sky.

			When Bern saw me, he stood up with a kind of submission, as if he knew he would have to. We took a few steps, even farther into darkness.

			“I’m leaving,” I said. I was unable to contain my anguish, my whole body was shaking.

			“Have a good trip tomorrow.”

			“Is that all you have to say to me? Have a good trip tomorrow?”

			Bern glanced at Tommaso, who had not moved. Then he took a deep breath. Suddenly I was certain that he was in full command of himself: the grass and the gin had not affected his lucidity, not even for a moment.

			“Go back to Turin, Teresa. Go back to your home, your classmates, your comforts. Don’t worry about what goes on here. When you come back next year, nothing will have changed.”

			“Why don’t you ever kiss me in front of the others?”

			Bern nodded, twice. He had his hands in his pockets. Then he moved toward me and grabbed my hips.

			It was not a hurried kiss, nor an awkward one. On the contrary, he pulled my body to him so that it fit tightly against his own. He slowly ran one hand up my back and grabbed my hair. But it was like kissing someone else, someone I didn’t know at all. It was, I thought at that moment, the perfect simulation of a kiss.

			“I suppose that’s what you had in mind,” he said.

			Tommaso kept his eyes closed, but even so, he was present between us. Bern stared at me, not angry, but rather with regret, as if I were already in a car speeding off, unreachable behind the window. I backed away, still looking at him, before turning around and running. I left him with the tower’s ruins behind him, the foam-slick rocks, the silent sea, and, all around, the mercilessly bright night of the South.

			By then I was used to finding Turin more inhospitable than I had left it, the avenues too wide, the sky white and oppressive. Cesare had once said: “In the end, everything that man has constructed will be reduced to a layer of dust less than an inch thick. That’s how insignificant we are. It is only the thought of God that makes us worthy.” Amid the buildings in the city center his words came back to me; everything seemed precarious, meaningless. Even so, I sensed that within a week or two the vortex that had formed in my chest, something midway between hunger and nausea, would dissolve and everything would return to normal. That’s how it had always been. But that year the sadness lasted much longer. At Christmas, I was still torn by longing for Speziale.

			In June, I turned eighteen. On my birthday I found an envelope on the pillow with some cash and a card with a heart, drawn in pen, with the number eighteen in the middle. I put the money between the pages of my French dictionary, then waited all day for a phone call from Bern, which did not come. Yet I had told him the date, I had even written it in a letter sent a few weeks ago, to which he had not replied.

			My grandmother called instead. She was unprepared when I asked her about Bern, Tommaso, and Nicola. She repeated the same words she had used once before, “They come and go.” I thought she did it deliberately.

			Final grades were posted on the bulletin boards with no surprises, but I didn’t feel like celebrating. My friends left on a trip to Spain, and I was able finally to devote my time to counting the days that separated me from Speziale.

			In a single afternoon I spent all the money I’d stashed in the dictionary. I bought a bikini and gave the rest to a Tunisian guy in exchange for some weed. When I got home, I hid the weed between two carved-out halves of a soap bar, as he had advised me. Bern had sworn that everything would be the same as the year before.

			The last stretch of highway, after Bari, ran past a series of nurseries. Palms set out in rows swayed beyond the fences. They had always been the sign that Speziale was getting close. That year I found them decapitated, the trunks lined up like the teeth of a rake. I asked my father what had happened, and he glanced over distractedly.

			“I don’t know,” he said, “they must have pruned them.”

			The two palms at the entrance to the villa were also dead. Cosimo explained that it had taken an excavator to yank out the roots.

			“Come, I’ll show you one of the little bastards,” he said.

			He invited us to follow him into the lodge, but only I went. From a shelf that held piles of tools, he grabbed a glass jar. On the bottom lay a red beetle, with a long curved proboscis.

			“The red weevil,” he said, shaking the jar under my eyes. “It burrows into the bark and lays its eggs. Thousands of larvae are born from just one egg. They eat the palm from inside, and when they’re finished, they move on to another one. China sent these damned pests to us.”

			During the next few hours, I tried not to rush over immediately to see Bern. In the evening I lingered with my grandmother and my father on the terrace, going on at length, telling her about the school year, until I was bored by my own voice. My back was to the railing, but as soon as I got up to help with the dishes I glanced in the direction of the masseria; beyond the foliage of the olive trees I glimpsed a very faint, yellow gleam of light, which seemed to be an infinite distance away.

			In the morning the sky was milky. I told my grandmother that I was going for a walk and that I might stop by to say hello to the boys. I was wearing the new swimsuit under a white sundress and I hoped she couldn’t see how I was shaking. In the straw bag was the soap bar with the weed; I would give it to Bern right away, partly to surprise him and partly because keeping it at home was too risky, with Rosa touching everything.

			But my grandmother stopped me. “Breakfast first.” A sour-cherry croissant waited on the table next to a glass of milk. I hesitated, then I perched on the edge of the chair and she sat down across from me. I broke off a piece of croissant with my fingers and chewed it.

			“Good?” my grandmother asked.

			“You know it’s my favorite.”

			Now I’d have to go back into the house to brush my teeth again and I’d lose more time.

			“Well, enjoy it. You won’t find these in Turin.”

			One of her books was lying on the table. I turned it over to look at the cover. The Skull Beneath the Skin: A Cordelia Gray Mystery.

			“Are you enjoying it?” I asked, just to say something.

			She waved her hand.
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