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THE DAY IS GRAY AND luminous and her father is talking about wooden horses again. He sits legs crossed, ankle to knee, last week’s Sunday crossword folded over his lap. As he speaks, he gathers the air with his hands.

His story concerns Odysseus, who was, at that moment, crouched in the belly of the horse. Outside, the Trojans pressed their ears against the planks. Helen circled below, calling to the Greeks in the voices of their beloved, faraway wives. No one called back. Everyone was holding their breath, holding perfectly still.

Then, her father says, all up and down the beaches the Trojans began to cheer. They clattered their swords and poured wine onto the sand. They spat into one another’s hands, sobbed into their brothers’ necks. Lost in all the clamoring and singing—the carting of the horse into the city, past the famous, impenetrable walls—was the sound of a thousand Greek exhales. That night, the Greeks spilled out from their hiding place.

“Just like that.”

Leo’s father points to a trail of ants dragging their bloated bodies behind them. The ants are all over the hotel, streaming across the patio stones and the ceramic tiles at the edge of the pool. Leo has even seen them marching through the grass with leaves pointed over their backs like fins. Fire ants can support five thousand times their own weight. Leo knows this because her father told her so, the second night in Italy, when he trapped an ant with honey and used a toothpick to break apart the bulbs of its head, thorax, and abdomen—naming each part as he went.

He continues: “Under the cover of darkness, the Greeks moved out of the horse and into the city where all their enemies slept and they slaughtered the Trojans in their beds.”

“Even the women and children?”

“Some of the women and children. They took the others back with them to Greece, along with the gold and armor and jewels. But before they left, they burned the whole city, even the horse.”

“Why?”

“Well.” Her father scratches at the nicotine patch on his arm. He makes a circle on the table with the tip of his pen. “Maybe after ten years they were tired of looking at it.”

“And then what?”

A fly orbits the surface of Leo’s parfait, which has glossed over in the heat. They have been by the pool since late morning. Leo is so excited that she cannot bear to eat. Her stomach jumps like a flea, like water off the surface of other water.

Her father stands, tucking the paper under his arm. All the light is behind him, so that he sways shadowy and enormous overhead.

“And then they went home.”



THE HOTEL HAS BEEN in the family for a century and, in one way or another, has always been a place for people to pass through. Once, it was a vineyard, and at another time, a hunting estate. During the wars it was transformed into a country hospital, its great stone halls crowded with the dying and the dead. These days it is an agriturismo, where families come to teach their children how to feel nostalgic for nature. There are orchards where they can pick their own apricots, henhouses where they can collect their own eggs. People visit to marvel at the smallness of the fresh eggs, the sweetness of fruit plucked by their own hands, and the family waits on them.

The property is tucked into the mountainside so that from the north, south, and east, all one can see are the slanting hills gridded with rows of olive and lemon trees, and, in the autumn, trellises of black grapes. To the west, the hotel faces the valley and in the evenings guests congregate by the pool to watch the sun descend into the horizon. The sight is so beautiful that no one ever seems to tire of it.

Even Leo and Max go out to watch. They wedge their thumbs into the air, attempting to eclipse the sun on its way down. This is a complicated task, the thumb needing to be held at just the right length from their faces so that it appears, to their straining eyes, the same size as the distant, diminishing star. By the end of the summer, they will become so skilled at this that they will begin to predict when and where the sun will disappear behind their fingers. They devote hours to this game and to the others, each with its intricate rules, and these structure their days.

Leo and Max have visited the hotel every summer since they were babies and this summer is no different. They are ten and nine years old, respectively, born 394 days apart. They share everything in the manner of siblings who have not yet distinguished themselves with time. Their suitcases are a mess of Star Wars Lego sets and colored pencils, Nintendo DS games, playing cards, and chapter books. When Leo lost her first tooth, she made sure that Max was not far behind, wiggling his incisor free with her own fingers.

The days are slow. In the mornings they swim in the pool, where they play chicken and submarines and gaze up through the water, watching the dry world shimmer over their heads. At noon, when she returns from helping Nonna Tina clear the patio after breakfast, their mother calls them back to the kitchens where the groundsman, Davide, feeds them thin sheets of mortadella with cubes of melon and fresh cheese.

They like the kitchen, its ceramic pots and suspended bundles of dried peppers and herbs. Davide and their grandmother navigate the narrow space with the practiced give-and-take of dancers—platters of fruit balanced on their arms, tureens of stewed sausage and onion hoisted over their shoulders. In the corner the radio fizzles. On the stove something delicious, fragrant bubbles. When the time comes for Nonna Tina to bring in the newly wrung chickens, Davide covers their eyes with his hands. The hotel serves both breakfast and dinner. Nonna Tina and Davide begin work before dawn and cook through the evenings, though they rarely eat the food sent out to the dining room, preferring instead a simple acquacotta made from trimmings.

Sometimes the children’s mother, Violetta, takes them into the town at the base of the mountain, where she shops for silk scarves and sachets of lavender, treating them to gelato when the heat becomes unbearable. It is the summer of the World Cup, the summer of a thousand superstitions. All the shops have hung red cornicelli in the windows.

“When Rossi scored the first goal in 1982, I was right here, sitting on this fountain. Was so excited I fell into the water and cracked my teeth. The dentist had to replace them but I keep the old ones in my pocket now, for luck,” Don Carlino, the barber, tells Leo and Max as they wait for their mother to leave the butcher’s. The teeth in his mouth are bone white. He pulls a pouch from his trousers and spills the broken teeth into their hands. These are shriveled, wormed with age. Their mother emerges and quickly shoos them away. She is always spoiling their fun.

Mostly, their mother spends her days in bed—the curtains drawn, her silk scarves unworn, still tucked in their paper wrappings. She is often sick. Easily tired, she is unable to work for more than a few hours at a time. Then there are the headaches. Dizziness. One moment, she is slicing tomatoes at the counter, the next, collapsing onto the nearest chair, clutching her face in her hands. In New York, she has visited a number of specialists, none of whom can tell her why she sleeps for sixteen hours a day. There is no cure for being very tired. Not to be deterred, Nonna Tina tries her hand. She brews muddy teas and lays slices of potato across her daughter’s forehead. She doesn’t care for doctors. She burns foul-smelling herbs and places a picture of Christ on the night table. Because of her ageless strength and herbal stench, her grandchildren suspect her of being a witch. All this greatly amuses Leo’s father, who is himself a believer in the panacean properties of Tylenol.

While Leo and Max play Floating Corpse in the pool and their mother sleeps fitfully in the next room, their father sits on the balcony and writes. He is a professor at a university where, each fall and spring, he teaches a popular lecture on the history of human conflict. He is working on a book, his fifth, about the war in Vietnam. His own father served in this war and deployed just after his son was born. He writes longhand on yellow legal pads. By his elbow, there is a carafe of coffee, prepared in the American style, from which he drinks throughout the day. Leo waits for him, for the evenings, when he might tell her about Odysseus.



GUESTS CHECK OUT IN the mornings after breakfast and this is when Nonna Tina and Leo’s work begins. They strip sheets, beat curtains, retrieve lost socks and frilly holiday panties, bikinis left strung over bath faucets and bottles of pills abandoned in nightstand drawers. There is always something to be rectified. Beds to be made. Cobwebs that need knocking from corners. Bathtubs filmed with dirt, which Leo and Nonna Tina remove using baking soda and wooden brushes. Nonna Tina’s knees are swollen, so Leo does the scrubbing while her grandmother fans herself with a tabloid magazine.

In her youth, Nonna Tina was regarded as a great beauty and her preternatural good looks were said to have attracted many people to the hotel. Nonna Tina’s father realized this early on and soon began to direct business through her. Farmers brought her their best crops, merchants offered special discounts on tiles and carpets. Boys from around the village volunteered to buck bales of hay and muddy their knees in the orchards, just for the chance to watch Ernestina as she swished to and from the kitchens.

The source of her power seemed to be her hair—blue black and so lustrous that her mother refused to cut it. On Saturday nights, she anointed her daughter’s hair with fragrant oils and braided it with strands of cloth. In the morning, the hair unspooled into thick curls that drew the eye of everyone at Mass. Even the priest, Father Rafello, took her beauty to be evidence of some divine hand and insisted on making the journey up the mountain to the hotel so that he could privately counsel her on the good book.

By the time he arrived for their lessons, he was perspiring so heavily that sweat seeped through the back of his clerical garments. He reeked like a cow field, but Ernestina, always fine-mannered, allowed him to share her garden bench and soon developed tricks for escaping his odor. She laughed often when he spoke and sometimes gave a revelatory gasp, each time demurely covering her face with her hand, in which she had concealed a sprig of lavender. After a purifying gulp, she would return her hands to her lap, Father Rafello none the wiser.

He was, she thought, a bit of a dope. He beamed soppily down at her and mopped at his brow, which seemed to sweat even more profusely in her presence. So too did his hands tremble as they turned the pages of her Bible. He would instruct her to read passages from the Gospels aloud and, as she bent over the text, he strained to glimpse her breasts through the gap in her blouse.

One afternoon, their heads bowed over Leviticus, he reached forward and stroked a single finger over her collarbone, drawing a long, tremulous line from her shoulder to the divot of her throat. Ernestina continued to read, squeezing the lavender in her palm until its buds popped loose from the stem. His hand visited her again, this time as a hot weight against her thigh.

Father, she said. When she looked at him, she was surprised to find that his expression was no longer doting, but cruel. It only lasted a moment. The next second, he pulled contrition like a mask over his face. He fell at her feet and lay his head in her lap, the way a small child might.

“He was talking a lot of spazzatura to me then, about how he wanted to marry me,” Nonna Tina tells Leo. “He told me that life in the priesthood was filled with darkness and that a single touch to my chest had brought him back into the Lord’s light. Can you imagine?”

The magazine claps around her face.

Ernestina was so embarrassed that she could not speak. She watched, as if from a different bench, in a different body, as he prostrated himself before her with sweat and snot all over his face. Sensing her indifference to his plight, Father Rafello grabbed her foot and lavished it with a kiss. The shock of it caused her to kick out, right into his dripping, sniveling nose.

They both screamed and then, for good measure, she kicked him again. The crack of his nose was like a chicken’s neck snapping. A flash of blood. He tipped backward over the edge of the path and down the hill. Whore, he shouted up at her, tumbling through the ivy and dirt. Temptress! And then the shouting stopped.

“I flew back to my room,” Nonna Tina says. “I ran all the way across the grounds and up the stairs and I locked myself in the washroom. I had blood and dirt and caca all over me. I hid the clothes under my bed and waited until dusk. While everyone was gathered in the hall for dinner, I went back out to the orchard with a lantern and one of my father’s knives to look for Father Rafello, but he had disappeared. All that was left of him was the Bible on the bench and some drops of blood among the brambles. I never saw him again.

“I must have been fourteen when this happened, because the next year my father took me out of school to work at the hotel full-time,” Nonna Tina finishes.

She pulls her skirt up around her thighs. Her bad knees are thick and dimpled with black veins. Leo scrubs under and around her as her grandmother points to a recalcitrant smudge of dirt, a bundle of shed hairs.



EACH OF THE HOTEL’S rooms is outfitted with a four-poster bed and bureau with gleaming brass handles. The nicer suites are hung with tapestries while others have Deruta pitchers, which Leo and Nonna Tina fill with sprigs of hydrangea and rose. Beneath the uniform furnishings, forgotten objects suggest the shapes of the lives that have passed through. One room yields a strand of pearls dropped beneath the bureau, while another turns up an action figure’s miniature bionic arm.

Leo offers the pearls to Nonna Tina, who, after a brief examination, announces that they are only glass dupes. Unlike her own earrings, she adds, which Leo’s late grandfather bought from a jeweler in Venice. She pulls back her hair so that Leo can see the oblong pearl suspended like a droplet of milk from a clutch of tiny red stones. She tells Leo that she will inherit these earrings, along with the rings that glisten on her thick fingers.

Cool, Leo says and strings the false pearls around her neck. She feels like a pirate, decked in booty. She is Odysseus, dripping in the spoils of her clever intrusions.



MORE ABANDONMENTS: NAIL CLIPPINGS, eyelashes, stains on the linens. The body cannot help leaving its mark. Leo removes these losses, sweeps them away. The dried bits of snot dropped behind the bed or scabs flaked off between the sheets are private embarrassments she treasures. When she hauls out the trash, she uses the butt of the wooden tub-brush to sift through the crumpled tissues and tampons. These cylinders of cotton and brown blood are of special interest to her. She admires the attempts to conceal them with folds of toilet paper, the persistence of their seeping, stinking load. She has not yet gotten her period and thinks that when her time comes, she will do a much better job hiding the evidence. The body is a long series of betrayals. Leo must be quicker. She minds her body like a clock.

Nonna Tina leaves to fetch two glasses of apricot juice. Alone in the bathroom, Leo undresses and climbs onto the seat of the bidet, the better to study herself in the mirror. To her relief, her body looks as it has always looked, but then she imagines that she can see the foretold growth in her chest and hips and feels exposed, even to her own eyes. She has already learned to turn her back to her brother when they dress in the mornings.



IN THE GARDEN THEY pull weeds and shake coffee grounds over the knotted roses. They collect still-warm eggs from the henhouse, carrying them back down the mountain in the folds of their aprons. From the orchard they grab handfuls of apricot and lemon and fill more baskets still with the fruits that have already dropped, worm-ridden, to the ground.

The day is hot on their necks as they bend over the grass. They dab their faces with their shirts and with the bits of moss that they pull from between the patio stones. They scrape flecks of hardened egg from the tables, discard the stained napkins, burned-down candles, and wilted violets. As she works, Leo is overwhelmed by a sharp, allium stench. When she returns to the family’s room, at last, to shower, she is amazed to find that the odor rises from her own body.

“Do your armpits stink?” she asks Max, who sits on the bed, folding squares of paper into origami cranes.

“No,” he says.

“But I’m sure they will soon,” he consoles her.



MAX FILLS THE WINDOWSILL by their shared cot with rhomboid frogs and miniature, angular bears. He is meticulous as he overlays the corners of the ornately patterned folding paper. At the start of every summer, Leo and Max are each given a twenty-dollar bill with which to purchase a new book. This year, Leo spent fifteen dollars on A Young Entomologist’s Field Guide to Species of the World, enchanted by its puffy cover and colorful illustrations of bugs. Though she had eyed a tin of chocolates at the register, she gave her remaining five dollars to Max so that he could purchase Origami Menagerie and a sleeve of washi paper. Over breakfast, he and Leo put their books together, first selecting insects from her field guide, then finding their corresponding instructions in Max’s manual. Max makes his sister a paisley beetle, a square-winged dragonfly, a grasshopper that bends and springs when she presses on its back. Her favorite is the centipede, whose many sawtooth folds remind Leo of the duster she and her grandmother swipe along the tops of windows.

Leo watches as Max uses a fingernail to sharpen a crease down the center of a paper butterfly. He has promised her that this will be easy to make, though her own butterfly, she thinks, looks more like a stepped-on flower—petals of paper sticking out everywhere, the folds bulging. Max is better than she is at art, and at school. He can carry a tune. He does not make their mother cry when she teaches him piano. His name carries the proud hopes of their family—Maximino, meaning “greatest,” a name lifted all the way up from Latin. Leo has no particular talents. Her name is lifted from a long-dead aunt.

They beg their father for a section of his newspaper so that they can make a fleet of hat-shaped boats. Max promises Leo that the little hat boats really will bob on water. She mimics the way he halves the paper crosswise, then brings in the outer corners, leaving a pinkie width of space between each edge. Their father, pen between his teeth, flips the remaining newspaper over his knee. He had packed several editions of The New York Times in his suitcase before the trip. He reads one section each morning, savoring the news from home, which, by the time he gets to it, has already passed into recent history. He complains that the crosswords have gotten too easy.

When they have finished, their father scrounges up an empty bowl and fills it with water. Leo and Max set their boats on the surface. It only takes a few seconds for Leo’s boat to nose into the water, the paper untucking at the bow and stern. Max’s boat wobbles from one side of the bowl to the other. Their father claps his son on the shoulder and tells Max that every seafaring vessel needs a name, like the Argo or the African Queen.

“How about Gregory?” Max says.

“This is horse manure,” Leo declares, her heart, like the undone boat, gurgling, sinking.



THEIR FATHER IS ALWAYS saying that this or that will put hair on their chests. A nasty smell, for instance, or a foul-seeming food. He is a lover of offal. Of hearts and sweetbreads and liver spread over toast. At dinners he prefers fish still embedded with their glassy eyes, squid fried whole in oil. He likes the smell of gasoline and cigarettes. Although he quit some months ago, he lingers on the patio after meals to catch a whiff as the other guests smoke over their coffees.

One day you will learn to like these things, he tells Leo. Things that are bitter, odorous, visceral. His chest is a thicket of black coils. His children have never seen him cry.



SOMETIMES LEO’S FATHER WILL take an interest in the children’s games. He predicts, with an expert’s accuracy, the arc of the descending sun. He refuses to wear shorts in public and so will not join them in the pool for Splash Attack or Floating Corpse, but from his lounger consents to referee their backflips and handstand contests. These bouts of interest are fleeting. He is easily distracted. A visit from Don Anzio is enough to capture his attention, or a particularly pulpous cloud. He is prone to scratching his chin, contemplating the far-off hills. He likes the other children at the pool and is good with them. A little boy approaches him, round-bellied and pants-less, his tiny penis wagging between his legs, and stands before Leo’s father, demanding to be recognized. Leo’s father distends his own belly, rubbing it like a genie’s bottle. He is laughing, laughing.

He is happy to play a monster for the children, his own and others. His face holds many faces within it—lion, zombie, chimera. He is unafraid to howl. When he encourages Max to follow suit, they find that Max cannot muster the same ferocious noise. Leo’s father asks her to bare her teeth and Leo does. Now roar, he tells her. She does her best. Now again.

But more often than not, his children will surface from the water to find that he has opened some book or another and is now lost to them. The books he carries with him are never fully closed, but tented open, ready, at each moment, for his return. His children are distractions from his reading, which is the true object of his time. They borrow him when they can. They hold themselves open for him.

There are times, though, when no one else is around and he must attend to Leo and Max, and on these occasions, their father prefers a game of his own invention.

“Many years ago,” he tells them, “I went to school to become a doctor of everything. Some people are doctors of literature or medicine or even statistics, but I have a BhD, which stands for Bighead Degree, and I have seen and known everything there is to see and know. I have read every book, heard every song. I have studied maps and learned card tricks. I can make a dime disappear up your nose or tell you the capital cities of Asia.”

He runs a hand over his face, tugging down the gray skin.

“It’s hard work, knowing everything,” he says, “and I would very much appreciate it if I had two assistants to quiz me from time to time, so that these things don’t just fall out of my brain.”

Leo and Max are happy to oblige. They grill him on rivers and lakes. They ask him to quote Romeo and Juliet. They want to know where Atlantis is, what feathers are made of, whether hair grows right out of their scalps or from their tangled ends, and he tells them. They have no sense of what is real and what is play, only that the Absent-Minded Professor is a kind of god, all-knowing, and that with the right password, they will be privy to his secrets, which are the secrets of the world.

How do checks work? Do worms really eat dead people? Can you die from licking an eggshell? When you dream, where do you go? Leo’s father tilts his head and knocks on his skull, rattling the answers around. Something’s coming loose, he tells them and produces a euro from behind his ear.



ITALY’S FIRST WORLD CUP game means that their hotel work is hampered by paranoia. Everyone has their own curse to ward against, their own omens to divine. Nonna Tina becomes fanatical about dropped grains of salt and will only sweep the kitchen floors in a clockwise motion. She prays the rosary before every meal. Davide refuses to drive on weekdays, claiming that when the Azzurri won in 2006, his car had been in the shop and he was forced to walk to and from the town all summer. Now, like then, he shaves his head.

The guests—many of them Italians, on holiday from Milan or Rome—are full of special requests. Max, ecstatic, tells Leo that one woman called the front desk to ask if they knew where she might procure a rabbit’s foot.



HEAVY RAINS: A BAD portent. On matchday, the sky hangs low, eclipsing the mountaintops. A humid wind unsettles the trees and clatters the patio chairs. Leo and Max take their breakfast of biscuits and milk by the kitchen window, watching the surface of the pool blow back and forth, churning over itself until the rain begins and the water is no longer clear but pebbled like cheap glass.

“Rats,” Leo says, poking her biscuit beneath the surface of the milk. Their plan was to watch the match in the town square where a screen and projector have been set up, but now they will surely not be allowed. Their mother worries that the dirt and the wet will make them sick, that a chill will sneak into their jackets or boots and follow them home. When it rains, she sends them to school in two pairs of socks. She has no tolerance for crowds, the splash of sticky granitas and beers, hot breath, cool sweat, bodies thrashing their delight. She is the only person who still calls Leo “Leonora,” a name belonging to a different sort of girl.

As rain lashes the window, Leo feels that she hates her mother. The next moment, shame. Shame at both her mother and her anger toward her. That morning her mother had been no more than a wisp of hair and bone in her bed. Like something discarded, easily swept away.



BY EVENING, THE RAIN has grown so violent that the hydrangeas have uprooted and float over the flooded patio. The hotel has only a handful of televisions, not enough for every room, so they wheel Nonna Tina’s TV into the dining hall, where guests have gathered to watch the game.

Leo and Max thrum with the energy of the noise, the anthems, the cacophony of vuvuzelas shredding through the ancient television speakers. Davide has given them crowns fashioned from newspaper, which they spin around their wrists and doff at each other like fancy men. Some of the guests have brought sweets and press brightly wrapped taffies into the children’s palms. While the commentators predict a 4–0 victory for Italy, Nonna Tina ferries trays of cannoli and crescentine from the kitchens.

Despite the cheering and praying, the paper flags they have arranged in toothpick holders, Paraguay are the first to score. Leo shrieks with the other guests, stomps her feet alongside them. Her mother has tied Leo’s hair with two red ribbons and she uses the cover of the goal (even Violetta is shaking her fist) to tear them out. With her hair now wild around her face, she feels like a Greek warrior, like the players in their prematch graphics. Snarl-mouthed. Ready for a storming.

Her father drinks from a dark bottle. When the ball flashes from one foot to another, he gamely cheers. He is the only true American in the hotel and does not care a whit about soccer, its rituals on the field and off. He is a baseball-loving Brooklynite without superstition. Leo sits on his lap, kicking his shins with her feet. Each time there is a lunge, a whistle, a long cross over the pitch, Leo tells him “look, look.”

She is sodden with greasy food and sticky-fingered from the taffies, whose wrappers she has mounded at the center of the table. When Italy finally scores—the ball firing off the player’s boot and into the net—she leaps to her feet without thinking, as if her body is following the trajectory of the ball through the air. Because she is a child, everyone wants to touch her, feel the purity of her excitement. Davide hoists her onto his shoulders and the guests reach up to pat her sandals as though she is the one who has scored the goal.

Nonna Tina, elated, pours syrupy yellow liqueur into glasses shaped like thimbles. Leo is urged to dip a pinkie in. Her mouth puckers around the taste. It’s like Pledge, she says, and her father laughs. He has already had two swallows of the stuff. Leo is happy to see him smile, to see his back teeth with their silver fillings. His face is pink with happiness, she thinks, and she presses a hand against the hot skin of his cheek.

The rest of the game is mostly pointless. Italy runs the ball around and doesn’t put it in the back of the net, can’t even hit the post. The guests become rowdier with each goalless minute, jeering and singing and making increasingly fanciful predictions. A wide shot jolts Leo from her father’s lap.

“Come on!”

He slams his bottle into the edge of the table, where it erupts into froth and glass.

The whistle blows and the players look neither happy nor sad. Everyone in the room vows that the next game will be different. Davide turns on the radio and declares: let’s not sulk. Leo feels sick. Her stomach roils from the sugar, the sight of the blood that bloomed from her father’s palm. He has wrapped his hand with a napkin, stanching the flow. He is back to laughing. Leo lays her head against the tablecloth and watches as her father dances with one of the guests, a woman with red-gold hair. Her mother slipped out during the halftime break and has not returned. Leo is sure she will be in bed. From beside the doorway, Nonna Tina casts her eye like an evil spell around the room. Her father spins the woman under his arm.

In all of the excitement, Max has fallen asleep under the table among the crescentine ends, the fractals of glass.



THE NEXT DAY, THEIR parents sleep until noon. Max and Leo pour their own apricot juice and rasp butter over slices of toast. They put on their swimsuits and go down to the pool, where they perform handstands and backflips for each other’s enjoyment. Leo rates her own handstand a 9.5 and Max’s a measly 7.7. This gets old quickly and when it does, they take to searching for grasshoppers in the southern field. Max smooths a towel over the ground so that their bellies will not have to touch the dirt. The towel is damp and so are their bodies. The day presses down on them. Bits of dirt and grass stick itchily to their skin.

“It’s so hot that my brain is like soup,” Leo complains.

“My brain is like ice cream melting in the bottom of a bowl,” Max says.

Leo swipes a gnat from the bridge of her nose. Her brain is like a tide pool, with many things dwelling inside.



THE NIGHTS IN ITALY are so black that you cannot see your own hand even if it is an inch in front of your face. There are many stars and Leo’s father knows them all: the great bear, the blind hunter, the beautiful sisters that come in a group of seven. Under the populous sky, Leo and her father sit on the balcony and slap mosquitoes from their legs.

She has hardly seen him today. Around lunchtime, her father took his customary spot on the balcony, the bandage wrapping his palm no longer white, but sickly brown. His hand was stiff and he transcribed awkwardly. Every so often he stood, stomped around, found something to complain about—the kids in the pool, the too-bright sun—then sat down again and continued his slow progress through the legal pads. He yelled at Leo and Max and the ball they were kicking, loudly, into the wall. “You’ll wake your mother and then you’ll be sorry,” he shouted, though Violetta was already half-conscious, watching a soap opera from beneath an unseasonably heavy duvet. The yelling made Max snivel like a kicked animal, but Leo was no crybaby. She spent the afternoon marching around the suite with her chin in the air, ignoring everyone. Only when dinner was cleared, the kitchens swept, did her father invite Leo to join him on the balcony and, tired of being aggrieved, she said yes.

Still, she performs her annoyance by sighing and scoffing and turning the pages of her book with a vigorous snap. Every few seconds, she looks up to check if her father is watching her. He continues to gaze straight ahead into the vacant black of the courtyard.

Through the open window, Leo can hear the burble of the tub as her mother fills it for her evening bath. Max is already in bed. As a privilege of her extra year, Leo is allowed to stay up until ten, a whole thirty minutes later. She is sure the night is different in this half hour—deeper, with a strangeness that might still be magic. Beyond the veil of night, a thousand insects chirp—crickets and katydids and cicadas, which can live underground for years at a time. In A Young Entomologist’s Field Guide to Species of the World, the Cicadetta sibillae glistens fatly like an obsidian brooch. She snaps the page.

“You know,” her father says, still looking out into the courtyard, “Odysseus spent ten years at war and it took him another ten to get home.”

Leo flattens a mosquito between the pages of her Field Guide. The streak of brown it leaves behind is her very own blood.

Her father sips from a thick-bottomed glass.

“He set sail from the shores of Troy and it took him ten years to return to Ithaca. He was a king and there were many people waiting for him. He left his wife and baby when he went to war. They looked different when he returned.”

His notes are on the table between them. He thumbs at their pages. He rubs at his wrist, unfastens his watch—catching it on his bandage—and lays it beside his glass. When she is old enough, he has told Leo, he will give her the same watch his father once gave to him as a boy. Her father’s father died a long time ago. There are no photos of him in their home. He was a soldier and a barfly, as the story goes. Also, professionally, a bus mechanic. A man of many ways, her father tells her. Like Odysseus, Leo says. Yes, just like him.

When she is old enough, he tells her, she can read the book he is writing, which is about what happened when his father returned from the war in Vietnam. He uses a funny, French word to describe the book. Memoir. This word means that her father is in the book, too, and his mother, also dead. Because Leo has never met these people, they are not real to her, nor is the childhood her father passed with them. As a child he had listened to records and stashed magazines under his bed. He loved tin toy soldiers and comic books and baseball cards. He made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and waited for his father to come home. He fought with other boys, troubled his mother, whistled at girls, fell in love, cried, bombed tests, caught butterflies in his hand. To Leo, he is like the massive, ancient cypress tree that shades the henhouse and seems to have popped out of the ground fully formed and in his polished leather shoes.

“Odysseus’s wife was Penelope. Penelope was a stunner, but less foxy than her cousin Helen for whom all those men had died.”

“Why didn’t he marry Helen then?”

“He took what he could get. And besides,” her father says, “Penelope was practical. He liked her narrow eyes. Her hair was so long she could sit on it. After Odysseus left and did not come back for twenty years, she wore it in a tight, black braid every day. His son, Telemachus, was a stranger to him.”

Leo has given up her page-snapping and listens with the book resting limply on her thighs.

“Odysseus and his son loved each other, though neither could remember being together. Every night, Telemachus asked his mother for stories about his father, but Odysseus had been gone for so long that she had nothing left to tell him. She spun him stories about other heroes—Hercules and his labors, crafty Daedalus and his wax wings—and told him Odysseus had done these things. Telemachus believed her. He wanted to believe his father was a great man instead of an unlucky one.

“All the while, for years really, as Penelope wept and wove and Telemachus watched the moon, hoping that his father was thinking of him, Odysseus had been living on an island with another woman. The old dog.”



FOR SOME TIME, BUT not a long one, Leo and her father lived apart. Her mother told her that he was at a writers’ residency in Upstate New York and would be back in a couple of months when his project was complete. Every week, they received letters from him, which were full of upstate things—acorns and handfuls of dried pine—to prove that was where he was and that he was thinking of them. The letters described the view from his window and the stream where he liked to wade. One envelope contained an ink-and-napkin drawing of a face surrounded by squiggly hair. So you don’t forget what your old man looks like, he’d signed.

After they read these letters, Leo’s mother would become very tired and need to lie down at once. Leo would stay in the living room and look at the family pictures on the piano. Her father looked back at her. He was a different man then, and yet another when he returned three months later, his hair and beard newly streaked with white. But in those moments, Leo did not imagine that her father had a life unknowable to her. She was imagining the stream. Its silver tadpoles, its stones. She turned these images over until she fell asleep at night, when they became dreams in which she met her father at the water’s edge.

Now, Leo goes to sleep in the cot beside her brother. She has dibs on the side closest to the window, and as she lies there in the thick and absolute dark, she looks out at the stars, trying to find the invisible lines between them that form the shapes of animals and men.



THE RAINS HAVE BROUGHT everything to the surface. Roots, buried treasure. For days, they find limp animal carcasses lying all over the grounds. They are drowned. Blind moles, mice, even a clutch of baby rabbits, still pink-skinned around the eyes.



HOW DOES THE GROUND not collapse under their feet when it is riddled with snake tunnels, mole holes, the warrens of rabbits? Is the crust of the Earth like the shell of an egg? How can there be air underground? Can moles hear the worms breathing? How do you make a mountain out of a molehill? Can cow farts really burn a hole in the atmosphere?

“Absolutely.”

The sun glints off her father’s glasses.
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