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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. He sits by the pool, his trousers rolled up at the ankles. He doesn’t believe in open-toed shoes and has contorted himself so that his loafer-clad feet are shielded beneath a chaise’s curved tail. Leo and Max rest their chins on the pool deck, looking up at him from the water.

“How?”

“Their four stomachs supercharge them.”

“Why do they need so many stomachs?”

“For all the different types of grass.”

Leo and Max concur.

“How many cows would it take?”

“It’s not the cows you need to worry about,” her father says. “It’s men. There’s no one eating us, keeping us in check. It’s why we keep going to war.”

“What about cannibals?” Leo asks.

“If only there were more of them.” Her father sighs. “But they’ve gone the way of the dodo.”

“Where’s that?”

“The past.”



THE RED-HAIRED WOMAN PAINTS her body with sunscreen, first warming the lotion in her hands, then smoothing it over her skin. Like she’s putting on a show, Leo thinks, huffing bubbles into the pool. She considers the word trollop, which is what her mother calls women who like to be looked at, and thinks of the way the woman danced with her father, laughing and tossing her brassy hair. She considers the word temptress.

The woman digs through her canvas bag and removes a bottle of nail polish. She rotates the vial in her hand, her wrist flashing whitely in the sun. Helen of Troy was born from a swan’s egg. Her skin was as pale as the clouds in which her father, Zeus, resided. Like cream, Leo’s father has said, which tempts you to lap at it.

Leo hoists herself out of the pool and sloshes over to the open chair two seats away from where the woman sits, preening. The woman bends forward and begins lacquering her toes. The polish is orange. The sky is as bright as a rubber ball. The woman nods her head to some imagined melody. Leo tries to memorize these observations so that she can tell Max later, with a spy’s perfect diligence, about the rubber-blue sky, the bob and weave of the woman’s head, her preposterous hair flouncing this way and that.

Max is working the front desk today. Nonna Tina likes to keep him with her for check-ins so that he can fetch the guests their keys and impress them with his polite thank yous and have a nice stays. He has the face of a cherub, she says, and the charisma to run this place when the time comes. She never asks Leo to work the desk and Max has never cleaned the rooms, never swirled a mop or folded the bottom of a sheet into neat corners.

“Do you want your nails painted?”

“What?”

The woman’s smile is like something unzipped.

“I said do you want me to paint your nails?”

“Okay.”

The woman has a thick, musical accent. She looks directly at Leo, her sunglasses nudged to the tip of her nose. She swings her legs over the side of the lounger, lofting her toes above the ground. Slowly, and with many sideways glances, Leo shifts to the vacant seat between them. The woman collects Leo’s foot in her hands.

“The color will suit your eyes.”

“My eyes are blue,” Leo says, dumbly. Her foot is mucky with dirt and tendrils of grass, which the woman swipes away with her thumb. Looking down, she learns, with a start of discomfort, that there are hairs on her toes.

“Do you know what a complementary color is?”

“No.”

“Think of colors as spokes on a wheel. The colors directly across from each other are the most unalike—there is no red in green, no orange in blue. And because they are unalike, they make each other purer, more intense.”

She has started to apply the paint to Leo’s toes, each done in a single, even stroke.

“Your eyes are light like mine. See—” The woman opens her eyes wide and Leo leans in, pretending that she has not already noticed this about her. She has a big mole under her chin.

“The orange brings out the blue and then you become like the color on the wheel—purer, more intense. It is like what they say about people in love.”

“Which people?”

“Opposite people. They drive each other to passion.”

“Oh.”

The woman brings her mouth close to Leo’s foot—dirt-speckled, sprouting its dark hairs—and blows. Leo jerks back. She is sure the woman has seen the muck between her toes.

“Are you a painter?”

“I design furniture,” the woman says, “in Madrid.”

She is in Lombardy for business, sourcing textiles for a new collection of armchairs. She owns a design firm, and a showroom in the city center where the footstools and hand-carved dining tables are displayed on platforms like sculptures in a museum. She says all this with an air of real significance.

“What do you do?” she asks Leo.

“I go to school,” Leo says. “I’m ten.”

“I’m Marlena, who are you?”

She considers a fib, like a good spy, while Marlena blows on her foot.

“Everyone calls me Leo.”



HER MOTHER IS WATCHING a movie in bed and, for once, Leo crawls in alongside her. The curtains are drawn against the spectacularly blue sky. Her mother has a quilt pulled up to her chin. The movie is an American drama about a man stranded on an island who grows more wretched and disgusting over time. They have dubbed over the speaking parts with Italian so that the dialogue is delivered at a delay, as if from the other side of the sea. Violetta takes Leo’s hand and studies the orange lacquer.

“Your nails look cute, bambina.”

“A lady by the pool did them for me.”

“Which lady?”

Leo wriggles free. She wishes she had not let Marlena do her fingers, but it had been nice to be touched carefully, with such attention.

“I can’t remember.”

Leo rests her head on her mother’s chest and closes her eyes. Violetta’s fingers are cool as they stream across Leo’s forehead.

Violetta has long, fine hands. They are as large as a man’s, capable of spanning a piano’s octave. She was, and is, a gifted pianist. As a young woman, she was invited to study at conservatories and tour concert halls, where she delighted listeners with her sincere, lucid style. Then came the anxiety, the exhaustion. Her hands trembled too much to play the shining grand pianos, could barely articulate an arpeggio.

Now she teaches private lessons from the comfort of their living room. At home, they can hear her guiding students through scales on the old upright, the notes floating across the apartment like so many specks of dust.

“Leonora,” she whispers. “Leonora, wake up.”



DESPITE THE OAK DOOR that separates their rooms, Leo can hear her parents whisper-fighting after dark. Her mother says things like I can’t do this anymore and You’re sick can’t you see you’re sick and You’re just like your father and You can’t just drink yourself to death and leave me alone with them and Stop, get off, I’m talking to you and her father says nothing at all.

Her father tells Leo not to worry about the fighting and the crying, this is just how married people are. When Odysseus returned to Ithaca, he says, Penelope was so angry that she could not look him in the eyes for weeks.

“But he came back.”

“She was angry at herself, at how much she still loved him.”

Her father’s brow is so prominent that his eyes have disappeared in the half-light of the candle. Two glasses on the balcony table. A tumbler of milk for Leo, and for himself a glass filled with amber liquid, finished with a curl of lemon. He sips and grimaces.

“No ice in this town,” he says. “No ice in this damn country.”

Beyond, crickets chirp. Her father’s face is shadowed with stubble. He has not shaved in days. Leo and Max will not let him kiss them when his face is like this, cutting. He finishes his drink and fixes himself another. He replaces the bottle beside his wire chair. From the pocket of his trousers, he pulls a knife and uses it to puncture the thick rind of an orange, which he peels slowly, in a single motion. The scent of it bursts into the air and tickles Leo’s nose.

“It wasn’t all Odysseus’s fault,” he promises. As he speaks, he tucks the orange wedges, one by one, into Leo’s palm.

On the way home, Odysseus fell in with a bad crowd. His friends had become poisoned by the war, which distorted their memories of the past and would prevent them from trusting any memories ever again, even the ones they had not yet formed. Instead of their pasts there was a void and they filled this void with pleasure. On one island, they joined a group of men and women who wore their hair tangled with flowers. They slept outside and ate from the lotus trees, refusing work or war. Once Odysseus’s men slipped the lotus under their tongues, they only wanted to stare at the sky and paint shapes on one another’s arms.

“But Odysseus kept dreaming of Penelope,” her father says, “waiting at home with Telemachus, who was old enough now to read books and chase girls and make his own peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Odysseus dragged his men back to the ships by their pigtails.”

He misjudges as he lifts his glass, sloshing some liquid onto his arm. Leo’s hands are sticky. Her father goes inside, fixes himself another drink. Leo and Max are not allowed juice after dinner. Their mother says that sugar makes them rambunctious and will give them bad dreams. Leo tells her father this and he winks with his whole face, like a character in a cartoon.

“It’ll be our secret.”

His throat pumps as he swallows his drink.

“Do you want to know what comes next?”

Her father’s watch reads 10:05. Leo nods, her breath heavy, urgent.

“We need to be by the water for this part. Come along now. Where are your sandals?”

A warm breeze whorls through the night. They creep down the open walkways, past the columns wreathed with bougainvillea and through the groves of calcified olive trees. Everything is slick indigo in the moonlight. When they reach the pool, her father slips off his loafers, drops his feet into the water. Leo follows. The pool lights cast swimming turquoise shapes over the walls and grass.

Once again they set out over the dark sea. The men smelled horrible. They were hungry, stinking, in search of an island where they might find some much-needed supplies. Instead they found a Cyclops—a giant with one eye and hands as big as men. He was the son of a real mover, the god of the sea, who kept him in the lap of luxury. Wool suits, golden sundials, silky caviar, crystal chalices. Nothing was ever enough for this creature, who had the entire world at his feet and a private island to boot and still wanted more. What the Cyclops wanted most was to eat Odysseus. That was the culture in those days: eat or be eaten.

Leo’s father lurches forward. She worries that he is sick, but he is only scooping water from the pool. The water trembles as he raises it to his mouth and drinks deeply from between his palms. When he turns to Leo, his stubble is netted with droplets. His voice is low.

“But Odysseus had a life to get back to. He had a wife, his son. He came from high stock and knew how to wine and dine with the best of them. He got the Cyclops drunk. He made it so that his enemy could not see straight. Then he stabbed him in the eye.”

“That’s cheating.”

“Maybe, but it saved his life.”

Her father kicks his legs beneath the water. His hands have left dark imprints on the brick.

“I almost forgot the best part,” he says, giddy. “Odysseus told the Cyclops that his name was Nobody and when the Cyclops was bloodied on the ground and howling for his father and clutching at the hole that had once been his eye, all he could shout was that ‘Nobody was hurting him’ and so nobody came to help.

“Do you get the joke? Here, listen.”

He cups his hands around his mouth.

“Nobody is hurting me,” he calls.

His voice is enormous in the empty night.

“Nobody is hurting me!”

“Shh.” Leo tugs at his shirt. She glances over her shoulder. A light has gone on in one of the hotel windows.

“No, you don’t understand. Nobody is hurting me.” He is practically shouting. “Nobody. Do you get it?”

“I get it.”

Leo’s stomach hurts.

Her father is quiet now, he has dropped his hands. His head bobs down onto his chest. Leo feels the bricks bite into her leg, the itchy damp of her shins above the water. Her father leans side to side, checks his watch, moves deliberately, unfolding one limb at a time.

“Give your dad a hand.”

He settles his thick hand against the place where her shoulder slopes into her neck and—pushing, forcing her into the ground—heaves himself up. His grip is tight like a rope, it burns. He keeps his hand there all the way back through the bougainvillea and slumping olive trees, the slick indigo, the watery moonlight, and Leo guides him.



FOR THREE DAYS, HER father lies in bed. Doesn’t touch his notepads or coffee. He refuses their offers of acquacotta and salami, gnawing only on morsels of hard bread. After the second day, a line of white crust forms around his lips.

Through the gap in the door, Leo watches her mother insert a toothbrush into her father’s mouth and swirl it around. On top of the sheet, his hand makes a fist. Unmakes it.



“LET’S GO OUTSIDE,” LEO tells Max. “The sun is going to set, any minute now.”



ON THE FOURTH DAY, Leo wakes at dawn. The room is opalescent, silent. Through her window, the moon is as thin and waxy as a fingernail.

She rises, careful not to wake Max as she climbs down from the cot. The empty corridors stretch and turn in unfamiliar ways, and Leo follows them as if swept along by a current. She has never seen the world at this hour, it seems entirely new. Outside, she feels the wet tingle of grass against her ankles. Mist settles over the mountains, slinks over the lawns. Or is it merely steam, skimming off the pool?

Her father hovers above the deep end. He empties a handful of yellow pages into the water, then another. Leo stands behind him and together they watch his notes float over the surface, darkening, sinking through the depths.



ITALY DRAWS ITS SECOND game. The family joins the rest of the town for the third match, which Italy must win—and surely will—against Slovakia. People watch the game through their fingers. The night moans and murmurs, and when Slovakia slots in a third goal, it howls.

The crowd swells as people push against one another, vying for release, searching for a way out of the square, out of this hateful circumstance, which has defied their every expectation and effort, their prayers and sacrifices and red cornicelli, which angry hands now rip from store windows and cast onto the ground where they are crushed among the smashed bottles, loads of viscous spit, and trampled flags, everyone fleeing, fleeing. Leo is jostled by a forest of limbs, stray elbows and hips jut against her face. All around, the darkness is split by bursts of smoke and sparking red. Flares illuminate molten silhouettes. Like shadows, bodies stretch out of shape. Dad, she cries, but there is no hand to gather her.

Her mouth is dry and hot, taffylike. She cannot seem to close it. Above the fray, the projector screen flashes images of the disconsolate Italian team sobbing at the center of the pitch, until it too becomes the object of people’s hurled drinks and a shard of glass leaves it gaping, flapping in the wind.

A high, droning sound swells from Leo’s chest and into the caterwauling night. Today her father wore beige pants and the soft leather loafers with the little notches on the front. You can put a penny in the notch, he once told her. She searches for these shoes now among the mashing feet. His palm is still wrapped in a bandage, his knuckles are hairy. She knows a silver ring glints on the fourth finger of his left hand. There are many men thronging around her and she cannot say a thing about them, what shoes they wear, whether they have rings or broad, black-haired hands. For the first time in her life, she calls for her father by his name.

The crowd disgorges her at the edge of the piazza, where she finds a low stone wall to huddle against. She rests her head against her knees, unable to muster even a sob. No one is coming for her. A Vespa revs nearby. She watches as a couple speeds past, dropping firecrackers off the back of the bike. The sound rings through the air like gunfire.

A pair of hands. Hands heavy on her shoulders, shaking. A silver ring. The man’s eyes are white, bursting, as he screams. His lips curl into the same strange shape over and over, which Leo recognizes, belatedly, as her name.



HER FATHER CARRIES HER all the way home. Her mother trails not far behind, Max’s hand clutched in her own. She has not stopped crying since the square and whimpers with every step. Their own shock having been eclipsed by their love of spectacle, Leo and Max take turns grilling each other on the action.

“Did you see the couple with the firecrackers?”

“Did you see the old men crying?”

“But did you see when they ripped the screen?”

“Yeah, but I bet you didn’t see the woman who threw herself in the fountain.”

“I wonder what happened to old Don Carlino and his teeth.”

“I bet he threw them away,” Max says. “What’s there to wish for now?”



BREAKFAST IS QUIET. EGG yolks are popped without fanfare, pastries left half-eaten on plates. A foul mood collects and brews over the guests. Davide buses the tables, scowling at the uneaten cornetti and biscuits, which he refuses to throw away.

Angry guests leave agitated rooms. Beds in turmoil. Toilets ringed with pinkish vomit stains. Towels saturated with beer and smelling of tangy sweat. In a family suite, they untuck the corners of a neatly made bed to find the sheets damp with urine. The clammy touch of the sheet causes Leo to jolt backward, dropping the fresh pillowcases on the floor. She stoops to collect them, and beneath the linens, stray down, and bits of fluff, she gropes the edge of a book. Nonna Tina is still jamming the duster behind the bureau, her back turned. Leo pulls the book toward her: a World Cup sticker album, glossy-covered, stamped with the tournament logo. She remembers the boy who owned this book—blond, knock-kneed—and the way he leaned poolside, laying each sticker carefully in its place. He played squirt guns with Max. It was he who peed the bed. He had blinked at her through thick, droplet-laden lashes. Leo slips a finger over the album’s lustrous pages, so smooth they feel wet, then stuffs it into one of the stripped pillowcases.



IN THE SUITE INHABITED by two men from Torino they discover a pox of cigarette burns on the dresser, ash crushed into the carpet. No amount of beating can shake loose the scent of smoke from the tapestries. Empty bottles tumbled beneath the bed. In the bathroom: orange piss spotted against the wall, a man’s wedding ring misplaced in the soap dish. Two days ago, the men had petted Leo’s head appreciatively when she refreshed their glasses of wine. Now, she scrubs flecks of excrement from the undersides of their toilet seats. She feels moved by their frailty, their bodies’ shivers and minor explosions. She wants to cry, holds her breath instead.

Leo and Nonna Tina march to lunch, dejected, with their hands still pruned from the harsh surfactants and arms crowded with soiled sheets. That morning’s stack of gnawed pastries is still in the kitchens and Davide insists that they eat some. It is a sin to throw them away. Leo braves a raspberry tart without visible teeth marks. The cream has curdled in the heat. She eats the berries off the top, placing them on her fingers like little hats before slurping them into her mouth. Nonna Tina’s expression pinches at this display while Davide eats his own cornetto with near-stoic gravity.

“When I was a kid,” he tells Leo, “my father would smack us across the head if we left food on our plates.”

He grimaces at his pastry, then swallows the rest in a single bite. Leo traces the knot all the way down his throat until it vanishes, disappearing into a process from which it will emerge changed, and by a different name.



DAVIDE BEGINS TO DRIVE again. The car is cream with silver fins and tan seats made of real leather. In the matinal light it gleams dimly like a whale’s hide. Dirt kicks up and coats the tires and undercarriage in fine brown dust, which Davide smooths away with a microfiber cloth. The car belonged to his father. It has an old slider radio and a broken cigarette lighter and coughs going uphill, but to Davide it is priceless. The steering wheel has a happy, well-loved sheen, oiled by two generations of palms.

Davide’s job at the hotel, like the car, is inherited. His father once labored in the flowerbeds, raked the orchards, brooded over the chickens. He taught his son how to swing an axe, first into wood and then through bone and flesh. He gave Davide his first cigarette when Davide was fourteen, and his first drink some years before that. He never complained, never tired, drank grappa after every meal, worked his fine hairs over the crown of his head with a resin comb. To Davide, he had been perfect. Duty—to his son, the land, its legacy—had driven him to live so deep inside of himself that his son could not say anything about him other than that he had been a Good Man.

Davide parks his father’s car under the shelter of a densely vined pergola at the far end of the parking lot, where it slumbers until after dark when its master returns, slow in step and freshly calloused, to wake it once more. From the balcony, Leo hears the mechanical click of the car door, the kick of the engine coming to life. Gravel, the car’s hum winnowing to silence as it disappears over the hill. For the first time, it occurs to her that Davide has a room of his own somewhere. His own bed, a set of keys. Objects that he has collected and preserved, and which she has never seen.

She pulls her body in on itself. Across from her, her father dozes with his head tipped over the back of his chair. She watches his chest inflate, the minute movements behind his crinkled eyelids. He dreams a private dream, invisible to her.

In the crowd, he had been a stranger. Another body, surging, snapping. In those moments when she felt as if no one would ever find her, she tried to recall his face, but all that surfaced were dark shapes. An eye. A mask. Her father was gone and she would never be able to remember him. Even with his hands on her shoulders, she did not recognize him. Her history was blank. There was only the expectation of her father, to which he arrived too late and with an unfamiliar face.

Now she studies the lines of his cheekbones, his crooked nose. His beard, which burns her cheek when he kisses her good night. His thick hands, good for laying out stories. His hairy chest. His eyes open slowly, redly, and seem not to know her at all.



HER FATHER STAYS OUT late drinking with the old men who come to the hotel for dinner. They’re townies, old friends of the family, good for a story and a song, her mother likes to joke. They smoke acrid cigars and get loud after dark. Her father, although twenty years younger than their most junior member, fits right in. Leo sulks around the patio for a while, hoping that her father might come to her, but to no avail. At one point he beckons her over to the table, but it is only to entreat her for another bottle of wine.

Back at the room, she and Max play war and take turns on the DS. When their mother is safely soaking in the tub, her little radio humming, Leo turns to Max.

“I’m going to tell you a secret,” she warns, “but don’t squeal to Mom.”

“Okay,” Max agrees. “I swear on a dog’s grave.”

From beneath their mattress, Leo extracts the sticker album, still wrapped in its pillowcase, which she has now augmented with her other souvenirs: the pearl necklace, the action figure arm, the wedding ring, a bag of gumballs, a bikini top with padded cups.

“They’re from the rooms,” she explains.

“That’s stealing.”

Max picks up the pearl necklace and strings it over his head.

“People left this stuff behind. If they cared about it, they wouldn’t have forgotten it.” Leo flicks the wedding ring around her pinkie. “They would have come back for it.”

“Maybe they still will.”

Max admires his reflection in the darkened window. With gentle fingers, he touches the pearls, the way he has seen women do in old movies.

“Don’t be an ignoramus,” Leo says. “They’re long gone.”

Carefully, she peels open the cover of the sticker album. The booklet is full of glossy two-page spreads, one for each participating nation. There are twenty-three white rectangles, awaiting player portraits. Some have already been filled. She uses her thumbnail to flick up the corner of the Spanish goalkeeper’s sticker. His face is as grave as an oath.

They hear the pop and slurp of the drain. Their mother’s feet slap against the floor. Leo and Max scramble to cram their treasures back into the pillowcase. Leo has just managed to conceal the load beneath the mattress when Violetta emerges, swaying her too-big robe. There is a sleepy, sodden look to her. Her feet are narrow, veiny, her ankles pink. She gives Leo a scuff and a kiss on the cheek. Her hand is on the crown of Max’s head when she sees it, the necklace, the pearls glowing innocently around the skin of his throat.

“Take that off,” she says. “Take it off right now.”

Max fumbles with the clasp. With each second of delay, their mother seems to grow in stature. She is filled to bursting with breath, with hot, evil air.

“Did you give that to him?” she asks Leo.

She grabs her arm. Her robe falls open, revealing her limp breasts, the thatch of black hair between her legs.

“Where did you get that?”

Leo shakes her head. She keeps shaking it until Max finally loosens the clasp. The pearls quiver in his fist, like droplets on the edge of a leaf.



THAT NIGHT, THEIR PARENTS fight like dogs, like starving animals. Under the covers, Leo and Max clutch each other tight. Leo holds her brother’s head against her own and does not cry.

Violetta’s voice is throttled with tears as she blames her husband for the pearl necklace (a boy needs his father), and for Leo’s stealing (she is becoming crooked, secretive). They need straightening out. Her father swears and bangs blindly into the walls. There is the question of what is to be done. There is the threat of leaving, and the response:

“Where else do you have to go?”



LEO’S FATHER TAKES HER place on the cot and Leo moves into the bed with her mother. Late at night, long after her mother has fallen asleep, Leo can hear him attempting to remove his shoes, the wire frame creaking under his weight. There is no way to see the stars from her parents’ bed. It is the season of the serpent, the dragon, Hercules on his knees.



THERE IS PLEASURE IN work. The labor of her days tires her. At night, sleep closes over Leo like a slammed door. She no longer has time for her father’s stories after dark. Between them, Odysseus remains stranded at sea. She avoids her father, and her mother. She is emphatic in her efforts to scrub the newly vacated rooms and keen to offer services to their continuing guests. She arrives at their doors unprepared, just for the excuse to run back to the storage closet and fetch a new pillowcase, some additional soap. Nonna Tina congratulates her on these efforts. At last, she is growing into the attitude of a proper woman. Leo’s accommodating exhausts her, and she expends what little energy remains swimming the length of the pool, ignoring the play of the other children, pushing her body until it burns.

On television, the World Cup players exert themselves to new extremes. They run and lunge, pumping their legs like pistons. They high-kick. They throw themselves to the ground and tumble acrobatically in extravagant displays of pain. When they score, they fling their bodies together, kissing and thumping. The language of these clashes is cataclysmic. One player scores a “screamer,” another “bangs it in.” When Germany lines up to play England, one commentator lauds the German winger’s left foot as “der hammer,” the successor of “der bomber,” another player from many years ago.

Leo watches the game hungrily from the privacy of her grandmother’s room. Her heart sprints, tires itself. She can hardly tell one man from another. The Germans have begun to sweat through their white uniforms. A midfielder positions himself behind the ball, drenched, his chest heaving with effort. And then he is swooping, the line of his body curving like a bird’s wing, weightless, as he bends over the ball and sends it arcing into the air.

The German players undulate across the pitch, expanding, constricting, finding space or making it. They form a web, and at their center: the midfielder, through whom every line is crossed, every motion begun. He chips the ball to a teammate, who, in turn, flings himself up the pitch, barreling down on goal. Surely he will take the shot. His body opens, his leg points the way. Defenders swarm to follow it, heaping to the left. Then his body changes, reverses. The ball skids to the right, where it reverberates off the foot of his teammate and into the net. Pure noise. A trumpetous wail. The scorer gets his head clasped by the other men. They whack their skulls together, grinning, screaming. Spit and sweat leap from their faces. A brief shot of the dejected English, who gape beseechingly at the sky, seeking justice. The network plays this shot in slow motion to amplify their misery. They replay the goal at normal speed and it seems to take only a few seconds, the time between two blinks. In the aerial shot, the ball is hardly visible beneath the players’ feet so that they seem to form the streaking, crossing patterns of their own accord. And there, in the thick of it, is the midfielder, shooting up the pitch, pulling the others behind him like baubles on a string.



LATER, IN THE EMPTY suite, Leo extracts the sticker album from its hiding place and flips to the German team page. There he is, the lone portrait in a grid of blank white squares—the midfielder, staring up at her like a sign. His face is meaty, fist-like. Small eyes glitter from beneath a heavy brow. Below, in crisp, black type, his name. Leo spells it out. She approximates its sound—a secret she will keep to herself. A code word.



LEO HAS COME TO replace the towels. The day is hot and it is a relief to busy herself in the cool stone hallways. She has borrowed her mother’s deodorant, slathering the thick paste over her armpits after the shower, and some of it remains chalked onto her shirt. She does not know how to remove it. Every time she sits, she is wary of the stripe of sweat that she leaves behind on the seat. She walks with her hands linked over her bottom, in case there is also sweat on her shorts, afraid that people will think she has peed herself. While she waits, she bunches the fresh towels under her arms in an attempt to conceal the sweat, the deodorant, a yellow dribble of egg, and feels piggish.

Marlena throws open the door, encircled in a slippery red robe, her hair piled high. There is a cigarette between her lips. Little Leo, she crows and steps aside, allowing Leo to duck beneath her arm. The sleeve of her robe is embroidered with golden birds.

“Don’t mind the mess.” Marlena waves to the tubes of fabric strewn over the bed and floor. “They’re samples, silks mostly. Come, touch this.”

She guides Leo’s hand to a swatch of glimmering aquamarine silk, woven through with strands of silver and emerald, and, placing her own fingers on top of Leo’s, moves their hands in tandem over the fabric.

“Isn’t it just exquisite?”

“I think so.”

“They use threads from six different dye batches. And the texture. Its flexibility and softness, the subtle grain, like the palm of a hand. It has such sensuality. Do you know what that means?”

Leo does not. She asks Marlena if she can replace the towels and Marlena says oh sure. She drops Leo’s hand. She saunters over to the open window, pulling a lighter from the pocket of her robe. Leo’s father smells like cigarettes again, though he still applies his nicotine patch each morning. He wants to be around smoking people, inhaling their air. He says a man can’t live blind, without scent, senseless as a worm. On Marlena’s nightstand there is a bottle of perfume, a tube of lipstick, a book on relationships written by a real doctor, a slim watch inlaid with gems. Marlena leans farther out the window and Leo thumbs the nozzle of the perfume bottle, hoping to catch a stray drop. She feigns a cough, bringing her fist to her nose. The smell is dark like the earth, citrusy.

A phone rings.

“Leo.” She turns. Marlena’s robe gapes around her chest and Leo glimpses the dusky curve of a nipple before she can look away. Her face blazes. “I need to take this. Excuse yourself when you’re done. Don’t wait!”

She can’t run into the bathroom fast enough. The balcony door slides shut. There are only the chirping cicadas, the last bit of water dripping from the sink faucet. The bathroom smells even more strongly of Marlena (now that Leo has breathed in the perfume, it seems to be everywhere). Little pots of face cream and shampoo clutter the sink. Another robe hangs off the back of the door. Leo collects the old towels, still wet from Marlena’s body. She wasn’t wearing anything under her robe. Leo presses the damp towel to her neck. In the mirror, she sees a face swollen with heat, stains beneath her arms. Marlena might have noticed these things about her.

In the trash bin, tissues, cloths streaked with eye makeup, strings of dental floss, a wide bandage blackened with blood. In the shadow of the bidet there is a bundle of red hairs dusting lightly across the floor. Leo slips it into her pocket. Why she does these things, she cannot explain.



EVEN THE SMARTEST MAN is no match for a woman, her father has told her. Odysseus took a long time getting home because there were many women who wanted to trap him. On one island, he met a witch who turned his crew into pigs. Her name was Circe and she said that she was into free love, even though she was rich and wore pearls on weekdays. She wanted to keep Odysseus as a pet, though she thought that love was “bourgeois.” This was a word that meant nothing these days, Leo’s father said, so don’t worry about it. Circe lived alone in a pale blue house, wore a ring on her toe, drank big-name wine straight from the bottle.

Odysseus loved Penelope but he was obsessed with Circe. He was mad about her. She asked him to raise the dead and he said yes. She made him go to the underworld, where all his friends from the war had gone, and stand before them and say their names. When he heard their voices, he cried. Even though he was a grown man, he wept and wept.

The other men hated Circe and called her a soul-sucker. They took Odysseus to a bar and slapped him on the back and begged him to return to his senses. He was drunk. He could not see straight.

Leo sleeps with Marlena’s hair beneath her pillow. The hair is copper and ash, like a fox’s. She touches it with the barest tips of her fingers. She puts it in her mouth and sucks.

Beside her, Violetta sleeps with her arm thrown over her face. She wears a pajama set printed with cartoonish dogs. The material is felty and thick, so unlike the delicate flutter of Marlena’s robe. There is a sheen of sweat over her brow and throat, so that the outline of her face is illuminated by moonlight. It is an otherworldly face, like the face of a painted saint. Irreproachable. Breath whistles in her long nose.

Her mother’s hair is black and her brother’s hair is black and her father’s hair is black, except for at the temples, where the white in his beard has crept up. In the morning, Leo carefully removes the knot of Marlena’s hair from the sheets and tucks it between the pages of her field guide. She does not want her mother to grow suspicious, for the fighting to continue. For his bride, Odysseus fashioned a bed from the trunk of an olive tree. Penelope was the only woman who ever slept in this bed. She slept there alone.



“BEAUTY, BEAUTY.”

Her father circles Davide’s car, drums his fingers on the hood. Abalone and chrome. Davide’s hair has begun to grow back in. His scalp is blue in the shade of the poplar tree, where he leans, ashing his cigarette. He watches Leo’s father bend to examine the side mirrors, slender as two spoons. When he asks questions about the make and handling, Davide grunts or shrugs. His English is poor, his Italian reluctant. He speaks the dialect of the mountains, a closed language, in which Leo’s father knows a single word: mucch. Dull. Don’t be so mucch, he warns his children, stretching out the vowel. Stop mucch-ing around. They do not understand this joke, though it makes him laugh.

“The engine’s got a beautiful purr,” her father says, flexing his Italian. “I imagine she’s vintage as well.”

Davide nods. He draws the cigarette to his lips. His sneakers are stained with dirt and grass, even the laces. Leo crouches by his feet with the soccer ball, which she and Davide had been playing with only moments before. She wishes her father would return inside. She wants Davide to teach her how to arc the ball through the air like the midfielder, to anticipate, to see backward and forward through time.

Her father says he’d like to take the car for a spin sometime and Davide says nothing. But I suppose a true lady can’t be passed around, her father says. Davide rubs at his upper arm. He drops his cigarette, which smolders in the earth by Leo’s foot, the burning thread darkening, growing damp. He crosses to the car and slides inside. He turns the key. The car hums. It growls and whirs, the mechanical groan building until Davide, with a sharp twist, cuts the ignition. Her father gives a low whistle. He pushes his glasses up his nose. When Davide exits the car, her father clasps his rough, enormous hand in his own.

“You have to—” Davide says, his English ponderous, each word like a drop deep in a well. “You have to warm her up.”



“I KNOW YOU’RE ANGRY with me.”

Leo turns away, back to the balcony rail, where a lizard has frozen, hoping to become invisible. The evening purples. Trees fracture the horizon. Sounds of late diners drift from the nearby patio.

Her father’s shadow lengthens.

“Are you really going to straighten us out?” she asks.

“Now how would I do that?”

“Whooping.”

Her mother has told them stories about cruel nuns with rulers. Once, she told them, Nonna Tina made her stand beneath a dripping rafter for an hour, after which the tiny beads of water seemed to penetrate her head like a drill. Leo suggests these methods to her father, who laughs.

“If you tell me where you got the necklace, I promise not to whoop you.”

Leo shrugs.

“You can’t steal something that nobody misses.”

“I see,” her father says. He stands beside her now, runs a hand over his face.

“My old man wasn’t around when I was your age,” he tells her. He keeps a firm hold on the words, as if they are at risk of running away. “And when he came back from the army he had a lot to say about how I’d been raised. He thought I stole his cigarettes once when I was a teenager. I got a real whooping for that one.”

“Did you take them?”

“Let’s just say I had them on loan.”

Leo’s imagination strains, trying to conjure the image of her father as a boy. She can picture the red-stitched uniform and cap she has seen him wear in his high school yearbook, posing with a baseball bat over his shoulder. The face eludes her. He might have looked like Max. She tries to imagine his father—wearing her own father’s beard and heavy brow—whooping the Max-faced boy in his cap. She watches her father brace himself against the balcony rail, sinking into his elbows.

A woman’s laugh, bright as a bell. Below, a shadowy figure emerges into the courtyard, lights a cigarette, winds her hair in her hand. Her father follows Marlena with heavy eyes.

“Do you know her?” Leo asks.

“Who?”

“That woman, you danced with her.”

“She seems like a nice lady.”

“I cleaned her room. It smelled.”

Her father frowns. He checks his palms. He has removed the bandage and his wound flaps like a thin, ghostly mouth.

“There’s a problem in your reasoning, bug. People don’t always need what they have, or have what they need. Those things you took— People might remember to miss them later.”



DOG DAYS. GRASS BRITTLES in the fields. Peaches for every meal. Leo and Max only emerge from the pool in the evenings, their hair matted and fingers pruned. Their mother swears their skin is turning green. They sit with her in bed as she attacks their knots with a comb. She uses her own richly perfumed cream—thick as clay—on their desiccated hands and feet. She needs this cream because her skin is so sensitive. She has brought her own sheets from New York, the material cool, textureless. They feel as if they are still in the water as they burrow into her, slapping her with their wet hair.

“Three mermaids,” their father says from the doorway.

He hardly writes on the balcony anymore. He spends his days on the shady patio, playing card games with the men from town. They sip beers, which they claim taste colder than water, and play in their undershirts, except for Leo’s father, who dabs at his face continuously with the inside of his collar. Only now does he undo his shirt, tucking his chin into his chest, his big fingers clumsy on the buttons. He unthreads his belt. He folds his pants diligently over the back of a chair.

He bites his children’s ankles, kisses his wife’s face.

“Your chin is all thorny.”

Though blurry, half-lidded eyes, Leo watches her mother touch his ear, his cheek.

“And your breath.”

His face in her neck.

“Better?”

“No.”

“Do you hate the beard?”

“Yes. Brush your teeth before bed.”



LEO WAKES BACK IN the cot. In the bathroom, her father lathers his face with shaving cream.

“The day comes,” he tells her, “when a man must fix his kisser.”

He slices through the lather, tapping the razor on the edge of the sink. His cheek is gray beneath the foam.

When he has finished wincing and smacking aftershave into his skin, he calls Max into the bathroom. Between his palms, he whips the blue gel into a swirl of luscious white and smooths this onto their faces and necks. Hold still, he commands. The razor’s blade is unflinching against Leo’s cheek, so unlike the softness of her skin, which she feels as if for the first time. It is like the way a knife reveals the yield of a tomato, whose firmness is only an illusion, its resistance fragile, untested. All this time, she has been exposed. Her father turns his children’s faces this way and that.



ONE DAY, ODYSSEUS WOKE up. He needed to return home, he knew this now. He had a wife and son. He could see his wife’s face again, the almonds of her eyes. His son was invisible to him, but he loved him just the same.

Circe took the news badly. She burned his clothes and broke the expensive plates she had inherited from her parents and cut off all her hair. Odysseus ran off in the middle of the night, when she had screamed herself to sleep.

There were more women who tried to trap Odysseus: two fat monsters who howled at him from the sides of the cliffs, sirens who sang so sweetly they forced men to die for them, Calypso, who combed his hair and opened her bed and fed him from her own spoon.

“He doesn’t sound like he was hurrying,” Leo says.

“It’s hard for a man to get out of his own way.”

Odysseus was dillydallying, it was true. He was afraid. He’d changed in the years he had been gone, but so had Ithaca. It was no longer possible to measure one against the other. Odysseus moved alongside the tumult of the world like two ships skimming the waves in parallel—each, from the deck of the other, appearing totally still. He did not know who his wife and son would be when he found his way back to them.

“On the way home, he collected gifts for his boy—marbles colored like the surface of a globe, papyrus scrolls, tin soldiers”—Leo’s father draws his forefinger and thumb together—“a miniature ship that could fit inside of a bottle.”



MARLENA LEAVES A FEW days later. Leo does not see her go. As she strips Marlena’s sheets, she presses her face to the fabric, searching once more for the earthy scent of her skin. There is nothing under the bed, not even a stray sock. On the nightstand, there are five euro coins with a scrap of paper beneath them that reads for Leo.



AS JULY FADES INTO August, preparations begin for Ferragosto. While other businesses will shutter for the holiday, the hotel will be busier than ever. Each of the twelve suites will be booked and still more visitors will flock from the cities on day trips, hoping to climb the town’s historic watchtower, afterward sheltering in the orchards or sipping fresh peach nectar on the patio. The kitchens will open for lunch, as well as breakfast and dinner. Nonna Tina and Davide wake early to boil vats of tomatoes, enlisting Leo and Max, still bumbling with sleep, to peel the skins from the pulpy flesh. By evening the tomatoes have been stewed and made fragrant with basil. Nonna Tina, her hair bobbing with curlers, seals the sauce into tall glass jars, which they will empty throughout the week.

Everything must be done in advance. The halls scrubbed, the fountains grouted, the wobbly legs tightened on the tables. They spend their days guarding against the days to come, wrangling their seconds. The present is absorbed into the future. The future rests on what has already passed. When Leo wakes on Tuesday, she is already thinking about the morning of the following Monday. Time speeds, slips by.



HE ARRIVES IN A crate, sectioned and wrapped in brown paper.

They have gathered in the kitchen, even the farmhands, who peer over Davide’s shoulder as he levers the crate open with a screwdriver. Straw hangs from between their lips. The farmhands have given some to Leo and Max as well. The children have been allowed coffee with their milk and, with the family in their pajamas and the enormous crate expectant at their feet, the event has the festive air of Christmas morning.

One by one, Davide begins to lift parcels from the crate, each bound neatly with twine. “Three hundred and fifteen kilos,” he boasts.

Coffee mugs and orange peels are swept from the counter to accommodate the packages—waxy, gleaming below the swinging kitchen light. Nonna Tina unfolds the wrappings to reveal a long white appendage, curled slightly at one end, the other still fastened to its lump of flesh.

“And how much of that is meat?” Leo’s father asks, eyeing the tongue with interest.

“They send the bones too.”

“All the flavor is in the bone, the marrow.”

Nonna Tina holds the tongue up to the lamplight, examining its underside. Another package reveals a garnet slab with the cool, uniform texture of jelly.

“What’s that?” Leo asks.

“Liver.” Nonna Tina grins at her. Her teeth are yellow, but very straight. In a notebook she records the parts of the calf and the days on which they will be served. “It’s good for the blood but the taste is like sucking on a coin. We’ll braise it with the heart and lungs, tomato, some wine.”

“Delicious.”

More packages are laid on the counter, the floor. The thick, flat steaks and tessellated tripe remind Leo of the exotic flora she has seen in the pages of her field guide. They barely recall the body of a live animal. Wrappings fall to the ground, revealing bones still inlayed with their pink marrow. A brain. Damp, alien, glowing.

“Oh.”

Max draws his hands into his chest. A bit of the fluid has darkened his sleeve.

“We paid for the whole calf,” Davide says.

“It’s so small.”

“A calf doesn’t have much to think about.”

From his pocket, Davide pulls a rumpled pack of cigarettes, igniting one with the tip of a barbecue lighter. Violetta frowns at him from her stool. She reaches forward, gathering Max between her knees.

“They live happily,” she coos.

Leo’s father scoffs.

“They live according to their nature.”

“That is happiness,” Nonna Tina says.

She pays no mind to Max, whose entire face has purpled, on the verge of tears. She has assured the children that to consume the whole animal is an act of ceremony. Her own people, the people of the country, understand this. You cannot serve a heart to Americans, who fail to see that the same blood flavors both the brain and the breast, who are so mistaken about usefulness, the part and the whole. The calf’s brain will be fried, his tongue stewed, shanks braised, bones boiled for stock. For herself, Nonna Tina will keep the delicate tripe. This she will cook in the last of the tomato sauce, with potato and celery, the way her late husband preferred it. Everything will be complete, everything satisfied.

Two trails of snot run from Max’s nostrils to his upper lip. Leo hopes the farmhands haven’t noticed. The farmhands smell wonderful, like dirt. Their faces are tanned and fresh with sweat. They wear the most magnificent boots, leather with shiny laces like miniature snakes. She mimics the way they sit, hunched over their spread legs, and wishes that she were wearing cargo shorts instead of her nightdress and robe.

“A cow has four stomachs,” she tells one of them. He is blondish, and so freckled that when he blinks, even his wide eyelids are dotted with brown.

“There’s only one stomach here,” he says quietly, as if surprised to be directly addressed.

Leo frowns.

“Well, then we didn’t get the whole cow.”

“The stomach has four parts, but it’s only one stomach,” her father says. He has switched to English so that the others won’t hear him correct her.

He moves closer to Davide under the guise of examining the now-empty crate and leans over as Davide draws the cigarette once more to his lips. His chest swells with it. He is dressed in day clothes, the crease in his trousers pristine, his shirt tucked, sleeves cuffed to reveal his dark forearms, his patch. Leo gnaws her hay, which has begun to splinter at the end. Her face is hot.

“That’s not what you told me before,” Leo insists in Italian, not wanting to appear stupid in front of the farmhands.

“I don’t recall. But listen here—a chicken’s stomach is strong enough to grind up stones. It’s how they chew their food.” His chest is still puffed.

“I’m not sure about that,” Leo says. The farmhands have stopped paying attention, fascinated by the calf’s eyeballs. One holds them up to his face and sticks out his tongue while the others laugh.

“We’re the lucky ones. Only one stomach, but we have teeth. Cut it out.”

Her father shakes Max from his trousers, where he has attempted to wipe his hands and nose. A bubble of snot glistens in his right nostril. Max stumbles back, and as he does, slips on the discarded wrappings. His legs shoot out from under him. He grabs for the counter, the crate, his father’s hand, catching only the paper beneath the brain, and sending the tender, glowing organ to the floor. A brain makes a sound when it hits concrete. A squelch. It makes the farmhands snort.

Max begins to sob. With one arm, their father muffles Max against his chest. There, there, he says. No use crying over spilled guts. His big hand covers the entirety of Max’s neck. With the other, he collects the brain and lifts it to his face.

“It’s soft,” he marvels.

“Like polenta,” Nonna Tina says, mildly. With her notebook, she smacks Leo across the knees. “Close your legs.”



THE NEXT DAY, THE veal is served cold and thinly sliced, slathered with a white sauce made from egg and boiled tuna. The sight of the slippery gray meat in its pungent dressing wrinkles Leo’s nose, but the plates all come back clean. In the kitchens, still heavy with the smell of fish, Nonna Tina ladles out bowls of barley soup. She serves Davide first, then Max.

“No, thank you,” Max says. “I don’t eat meat now.”

He clutches an origami elephant in his hand. Nonna Tina is unphased.

“It’s not meat, it’s chicken.”

“I’ve thought it through.” Max speaks as if the decision is both costly and necessary, his little chin wobbling, pointed in the air. “I don’t want to eat animals anymore. Even chickens.”

“When you’re twenty-five and still skinny as stalk, you’ll regret it. How are you going to lift things? You’ll be dizzy, tired all the time. It’s so American,” she says, voice trembling. She whirls around. “This is your fault.”

Leo’s father falters in the kitchen door. He has dined among the guests, an empty glass dangles in his hand. He jabs a thumb questioningly at his chest. For a moment, Nonna Tina’s face clenches as if she is about to sneeze or even spit. The next it falls back into place, impassive, beautiful, perfect in its glacial remove.



“THIS PLACE IS OVERRUN,” her father says. The evening is arid, oppressive. Even from their balcony, they can hear the commotion of the pool. Below, day-trippers smoke and photograph one another against the sun-drenched vistas. The trees are still. The air is thick with chatter, distant splashing, the mechanical whir of cameras. Beneath it all, the cicadas thrum like a heartbeat—the measure of the mountains’ life.

“We ought to sneak out of here. Go fishing. The fish don’t yammer.”

He presses a bottle to his temple.

“There’s a lake by here; we used to take you there when you were small. You won’t remember this but you once spent an afternoon building castles out of mud—I mean hours and hours—and when you were finished, this huge raven swept down and made a mess of the whole thing. The raven was almost as big as you were. I was worried you would be scared, or cry. Your little face was all pinched. But you just picked up a rock and hurled it at the damn bird.”

Leo’s heart swells. Her father’s laughter is like a light on her.

“I knew you’d grow up to be all right,” he says. His shirt is dark at the neck, his eyes closed. “Let’s go tomorrow. Working all day is for asses.”

“Max won’t fish. He doesn’t believe in that anymore.”

“So it’ll just be the two of us.”

“He’ll be mad.”

“He’s not like you and me. We’ve got hair on our chests.”



THEY TAKE DAVIDE’S CAR. No scratches, her father promises Davide as the keys pass between their hands. Her father drives with a beer between his knees. Leo sits with her legs folded up, afraid of sweating on the camel-colored leather. At the trailhead, she waits until her father starts rummaging through the trunk before she unbuckles, swiping her hand over the crescent of moisture she has left on the seat. It is a short walk down the face of the mountain to where the lake laps against the shore. While her father threads fishing line through the feathery bobbles from his tacklebox, Leo sifts her hands through the pebbles that glitter beneath the water. She pans for nibs of quartz and granite, turning each stone over to ensure the smoothness of its shape. Her father likes to skip flat stones and she collects these too. She stacks them on her father’s shirt, which he has lain over a nearby boulder.

Her father says that the joy of fishing is in the silence. When you are quiet, you are one with the current rushing by, he tells her, the trees. Look here—how the light moves through them. Leo looks at the trees, which cast patchy shadows on the water, and the water, which throws light back up into the leaves. Her father leans. His hard belly is white in the sun. She rocks on her heels, wiggles them into the grit. They sway wordlessly. They feel the lake against their legs, the sun on their necks. They attend to the tension of the poles in their hands. The whistle and chirp of the insects lurking in the trees, the trickling water, the rustle of leaves. In her hand, the pole twitches.

“Reel it in,” her father says. “Not too fast, not too slow.”

The line is way out in the lake. She has hooked something big. Her father folds his hand over hers and cranks and together they pull the bass, thrashing, from the water. The hook has pierced its cheek and when her father tugs it free, the hole rushes with blood.

“Hold on,” he tells her, dropping the fish into her arms. Its body is muscular, familiar, its eye whirls madly. She does not want to be anywhere near it and cannot let it go. She grips the fish, which moves as if a part of her. She can hardly breathe. She is gulping at the air. Pink bloodwater slithers down her wrists.

“We have to put it back,” she says, but her father shakes his head. His face is as blank as a skipping stone.

“It’s not right to force an animal to live in pain.”

He tugs the fish from her hands, clutching it just below the gills. The fish attempts to close its mouth. Its eyes bulge out of its head.

“When you take a creature from its home, when you do it harm, when you leave a wound that will make its every moment a misery,” her father says, “you have to finish the job.”

With his free hand, he removes the knife from his pocket.

Don’t look away, he tells her.



HER FATHER IS DISAPPOINTED that the car radio doesn’t work. He hums a folk tune and taps his palm against the wheel. He asks Leo if she wants to make up lyrics. They say nothing rhymes with orange but it wouldn’t hurt to have a little imagination. He tells her not to be such a mucch. Heat in her eyes, tears on the leather.



HER FATHER GIVES UP the balcony altogether, even in the mornings. He sleeps in, sometimes until the afternoon, by which point they have already cleared the platters of melon and pitchers of apricot juice. Leo and Max take turns going back to the room, jumping on the bed and shaking their parents’ legs. They lie there monumental and untouching like two felled trees. Sometimes her father is conscious, contemplating the ceiling with his arms locked at his sides.

In the kitchen, he refuses Nonna Tina’s offer to prepare him a late breakfast, insisting that all he needs is good, strong coffee. She tells him that sleeping so much will slow his heart. He ought to sleep on his back, never on his stomach. She pours him his coffee, for which he thanks her in excess. They have both made a show of politeness since her outburst in the kitchen. When he calls her a blessing, Nonna Tina flushes to her ears.

He asks Leo if she wants to read with him by the pool and she says no. She is arranging that morning’s leftover bread on wide trays. She watches from behind the drying racks as her father cracks an egg into a glass, adding vinegar and a shake each of pepper and salt. He downs the concoction in a single gulp.

He roams the grounds or sits poolside, playing briscola with the other men. A book is like a woman—it does no good to rush her. Her father leans in to confide this to Don Pietroforte. His big knees jostle the plastic table, the miniature espresso cups. In fact, he says as Don Pietroforte reveals his card, the more attention you give her, the more she resists you. It’s when you look away that she finally comes around. Don Pietroforte nods sagely, sweeping the cards at the center of the table over to his side. Leo’s father swears and sips his espresso.

His days are wide open. He sings in the shower. He chats up the guests at dinner, waving over fresh bottles of sambuca. Late at night he stumbles back to the room, knocking into the bureau as he attempts to remove his shoes. One night, he topples the Deruta bowl filled with lilac, the crash jolting Leo and Max from sleep. Leo helps him clean the mess, wrapping the shards in a bath towel, while Max watches, his eyes flashing darkly from the cot. In the morning, they deny what they have seen. Their mother never mentions the missing bowl, their father does not join them for breakfast or lunch. He naps in the pool chairs, his mouth slack. When his head begins to tip back over the headrest, Leo rushes to wake him, dripping water everywhere and slapping her wet feet against the tiles.

“Do you know what he’s doing?” She paces by the foot of her mother’s bed. “He’s sleeping!”

Violetta hums and wipes her face with the corner of a pillowcase. Her lips are cracked and deep red at the center, as if she has bitten into a cherry.

“You don’t understand. He’s sleeping out there in front of everyone.”

“He works hard.”

“He’s snoring.”

“Dammi l’acqua.”

Leo hands her a glass, using her finger to fish out the dust that floats on the surface of the water.

“He’s snoring and everyone can hear him,” she says.

“What are you worried about?”

What is she worried about? That the other children will laugh at him, that women might look at him sideways.



FERRAGOSTO DRAWS TO A close. On Friday, they serve veal chops over a bed of shaved fennel. Braised artichokes with mint. Peppery rapini. Black figs. The family joins the guests for dinner on the patio, where the tables are dense with tea candles, glasses, heaping ashtrays.

“Incredible to think all this is Mussolini’s doing.” Leo’s father massages his chin, blue once more with stubble. “But we do like our fun.”

Ash falls on tablecloths, knives onto the ground. While the guests are sleeping, Leo will carve the hardened wax from the tables, collect the dropped cutlery, scour the trays gummed with fig and dried garlic. The hour is late. Sleep is distant. She feels shaky and slightly sick from the espresso that Davide has sweetened for her with a sugar cube and thinks longingly of her cot by the window where, on hot nights like this, she cools her back against the stone wall.

“Do you know what fascism is?” her father asks her.

“What is it?”

“Forget it. A bunch of nonsense about playing soldier, the greater good.”

He takes the bone from Leo’s plate, scraping his teeth over the last of the gristle and fat. My wastrels, he calls his children. Her father, who eats the cores of apples, the eyes of fish. Max stares at his bowl of beans. Their father has tucked a napkin into the front of his shirt.

“Why’s it so gray?” Leo asks.

“What?”

“The meat.”

“They raise the calves on milk. Only the boys.” His mouth makes a slurping noise as it works over the bone. Leo’s stomach churns.

Looking around the patio, she finds that the guests are caught up in their own excess—clamorous, buzzed, basking in the splendor of the night, which has been arranged for their pleasure. She uses her thumbnail to peel a droplet of wax from the tablecloth.

“Why?” Max asks.

“Well, they can’t go on to produce more milk.”

Her father replaces the bone, now bare, and begins to pick his teeth. Leo works her nail under another glob of wax.

“How do they kill them?” she asks.

“Painlessly.”

“With what?”

“A pistol.”

Max whimpers. Leo leans forward, her elbows disrupting the forks, the guttering candles.

“Are you telling the truth?”

She squares herself against him. She has seen a knife tear the belly of a fish, a calf’s eyeball with its mess of nerves. That is truth. What must be ripped out. Her father furrows his brow.

“Now what’s this about?”

“Do they miss each other? The cows.”

“I don’t think so.”

“You’ve got a Bighead Degree. You’re supposed to know.”

He takes a moment, checks the fullness of a bottle of wine, fills his glass. Max stiffens beside Leo.

“They’re not like me and you.”

“What do you mean?”

He looks into his children’s faces, his pale eyes frank, drooping at the outer corners.

“Well, if you were gone, I’d miss you for a long, long time.”

“Would you cry?” asks Max, astonished, finally lifting his gaze.

“I’d miss you too much even for that.”



AND WHAT OF TELEMACHUS? He grew older. He grew strong. He etched stories about soldiers into stone tablets. He went to school, where he moved beads across an abacus and listened to the histories of ancient battles on strange shores. He learned the names of rivers, the provenance of mountains. He learned to hit a ball with a stick, he learned to hit it far.

He watched other men. He saw how they spat. How they never sat with their backs to the door. They frightened him and he longed to be like them. They had given rivers new names. He wondered if his father did these things. People kept telling him that he was his father’s son, though, having no father to compare himself to, this likeness was entirely hypothetical to Telemachus—it wasn’t visible at all. His own lineage was shrouded in a dense fog, the kind that hides the morning sea. He wondered if his father would spit in front of a lady. He wondered if his father was dead.

His mother could not tell him, he could not find the answers in his own heart. Men his father had known in the war had returned to sit facing, always facing, the doors of their homes. Telemachus visited these men, astonished by the lines in their young faces and their pretty, bustling wives. In the palace of the great Menelaus, foxy Helen herself poured him a chalice of strong wine. He was not yet a man, she seemed not to notice this. They asked him about school and he told them about how far he could hit a ball with a stick. They asked about his mother and he shuffled his feet. His blood thundered like a ship’s drum. I heard you served with my father, he said.

At the mention of Odysseus, Menelaus began to cry, not with his whole face, just his eyes—as if the tears were being squeezed from a stone. It was Menelaus who told him about the wooden horse. His voice was tight with grief. Your pa was a great man, a great man, a great man. He told Telemachus that the great man himself was, at that very moment, shacking up with another woman, Calypso, who was said to love him. Telemachus, overcome, took a sip of wine. Whew. It put hair on his chest.



A PIPE BURSTS JUST after lunch. Water pours from beneath the kitchen sink, glossing the concrete floor so that it looks like ice. Davide is quick to wrestle the valve shut, palming the spray from his eyes.

“Che palle,” he swears. As he rattles through his toolbox, he selects several other curses, each more vitriolic than the last. “I can’t fix this.”

He scrubs water from his bristly hair. His expression is dour, hateful. The dishes from lunch tower in the sink, already attracting flies. On the counter, a mound of diced onion awaits the pan. Nonna Tina peers at the mess through the kitchen door, considers her sandals, then sends Leo to the phone on the opposite wall, dictating to her the plumber’s number. No one answers.

“Should I leave a message?”

“Don’t bother, we’ll send someone.”

“He might be out of town,” Nonna Tina frets, but Davide shakes his head.

“I saw his wife yesterday at the market. Here…” He jams a hand into his pocket and removes his keys, tosses them to Leo. “Go find your mom. Make sure she parks in the shade when she gets back.”

He gives Leo the plumber’s address and tells her what to say—how to describe the burst pipe and the parts he will need to bring. He makes her repeat everything twice. Leo sprints across the patio, through the main hall, up the stairs, and down the corridor toward the family’s suite, where she finds her mother in bed. “I can’t,” her mother says. She has kicked off her slippery sheets. Her hair is damp on her forehead and neck. She doesn’t open her eyes, even when Leo jangles the keys in her face.

“This is an emergency,” Leo says firmly. “I swear to Christ.”

Though Violetta promises to wash her mouth out, the threat is without movement or intent. Back down the stairs, the corridor, the smack of her sneakers against the stone floors enlarging in the hall. The sun blinds Leo, washing everything to white. She finds her father by the pool, holding court.

“I need to speak with you about hotel business,” she tells him, straightening herself to her full height. The other men laugh and swig their beers.

“How about I finish this hand.”

Leo shakes her head, ever so slightly. She leans in and whispers to him. His face smells of ash. She tells him what Davide has told her—the corner, the pipe, the parts. Okay, he says.

Sighing, he rises, bumping the card table and causing the empty bottles to knock together.

“Gentleman”—he smooths the creases from his trousers—“we can’t all be bums.”

Leo follows him out to the parking lot. Across the road, a group of barefooted boys play calcio with a dusty ball. The pergola casts netted shadows over Davide’s car. Leo’s father places his empty bottle on the hood as he unlocks the door.

“Via Teresine and Via Trenta.”

“I know.”

“Wait, wait.” Leo catches her father’s sleeve. “Repeat it back to me.”



THE PLUMBER ARRIVES FORTY-FIVE minutes later. Leo is heading down to the pool just as he lumbers across the patio, dabbing his face with a flatcap. It only takes an hour to repair the pipe. The mountain of onions are reducing on the stove, the last of the sauce jars opened with the pop of a gasket. A love song plays on the radio.

“Did your mom park in the shade?” Davide asks as Leo pours herself a glass of juice.

“My dad took the car,” she says.

“Well, run out and check anyhow.”

The boys are still in the road, their faces white with dust, but the car isn’t under the pergola. It isn’t anywhere at all.



LEO AND MAX SWIM until they burn. After weeks of practicing, Max finally completes a double backflip. Leo rates it a 9.8 out of 10. They visit the stables, their pockets heavy with carrots. They help their grandmother sweep the kitchen floor. They examine the new copper beneath the sink. They check on their mother who is neither asleep nor truly awake. They replace the candles on the patio tables.

“Maybe he’s been kidnapped,” Max whispers.

“He’s too tall to be kidnapped,” Leo says. “Maybe he went to the lake.”

“Maybe he got lost.”

“Yeah,” Leo says. “That’s probably it.”

They count the keys behind the concierge desk. They spray the ants from windowsills. They return to the pool. Leo makes her body like a rock and sinks it. Her eyes blur. The water wants to carry her up, and she works against it, her arms flapping, straining.

By evening, Davide has begun to pace the parking lot. His calls to Leo’s father have gone unanswered. “Umbriago,” he spits, flattening a cigarette with his boot. When the front door has slammed shut, Leo emerges from behind the dumpster, where she has crouched out of sight, retying a garbage bag. Her bathing suit top is clammy on her chest and at the nape of her neck. Her feet are numb in her shoes. The sky is pallid. All the light has drifted to the west, where the sun will soon descend into the valley. Everyone will be flocking to the parapet, hoisting their children and cameras. Look, they will urge one another, though everyone is already looking. What they are seeing is so beautiful, they are desperate to share it and want to believe it exists just for them. After this, they will return to their lives, their cities, in which they will hardly remember to look at the sky.

A whir on the road sends Leo into the driveway. A boy rounds the corner on his bike, frantic legs pumping.

“You gotta call someone. The police,” he shouts to her. “There’s a car down there.”



SHE IS FLYING OVER the earth. For the first time, her body understands itself, its every part. The leanness of her muscles, the perfect geometry of her elbows and knees, her demanding heart. This is their purpose. Her heart’s beat is a command: go.

The car is crumpled at the blind curve halfway down the mountain, the hood crushed up like an accordion. The pearly hide, once meticulously polished, is scraped with black. Acrid smoke belches from beneath the hood and from the hollow where a headlight has burst in its socket. The driver’s-side window is down. Her father’s face is pressed against the wheel, as if he were sleeping.

“Dad?”

Debris glitters beneath her sneakers. She reaches through the window and swipes at his cheek. Her arms are too short and she cannot reach.

“Dad.”

The inside of his mouth is red. His lips twitch, and Leo sees that he is missing one of his wolfish teeth.

“What?”

The sound of her heart is deafening.

“Open the door.”

It doesn’t budge. She leans in farther and smacks her hand over the interior handle until she hears the click of the lock disengaging.

“Clean up.”

“Dad?”

His lap is slippery with blood, which has pooled so thickly around his groin that it appears black. The bottle between his knees has exploded and shards of glass have cut through his trousers and embedded themselves into his thighs.

“Clean it.”

With trembling hands, Leo begins picking the glass from the floor of the car. Once she has collected these pieces—scooping them into the pockets of her shorts—she moves upward, to where smaller fractals have caught in the seat between her father’s legs, and from there, to the glass lodged in his body. Her father groans as her hands move over the places where the cuts are deepest. She reaches into a dark bubble of blood and, after fumbling through the mess of fabric and flesh, retrieves something hard and pointed that turns out to be his missing tooth.

She unties the hoodie from around her waist and uses it to mop up some of the blood and the warm, pale liquid soaking into her father’s clothes. She wraps the larger pieces of glass in the hoodie and conceals the bundle beneath the ivy on the side of the road. Her body moves without her. She is overcome by a sensation that is almost like calm, a quiet that is denser than normal quiet, as if she were still lying on the bottom of the pool.

People have gathered on the road now, emerging from the nearby houses. The boys she saw earlier stand on the edge of the wreckage, not daring to approach on bare feet. They holler that the polizia will be there soon. One boy has their dusty ball still tucked under his arm.

“È vivo?”

Her father jerks, his head rolling over the wheel. A low, guttural noise stirs in his throat.

Leo peels off her damp T-shirt and, crouching, begins to wipe his hands. She turns away from the boys, attempting to hide her exposed chest and belly. A siren echoes, grows louder, nearer. She has not stopped scrubbing her father’s hands. The blood has dried on his watch.

“Get away. Stay out of the road.”

She waits in the brush, in the gathering dark. Her arms shiver so badly that she cannot lift them to cover herself. She stands with her hands hanging beside her like two dumb, heavy sacks. Her father refuses the stretcher, swats away the attempts to take his pulse and stanch the still-bleeding cuts along his legs.

“Call my wife,” he shouts in both English and Italian.

They do not need to call. A cluster of shadows descends the hill now, and as they come within reach of the ambulance’s flashing lights, her mother’s face is briefly illuminated. It is the face of a ghost. Davide is there, too, beholding the pulverized car. Though he is far away, Leo knows that he is crying. He has lost his father for the second time.

Between the flashes of red and blue, below the ashen, anonymous crowd, she sees Max clutching their mother’s sleeve. His is the only face not turned to the wreck. He gapes at Leo, his mouth opened softly, like a baby’s.

They meet at the center of the road. Leo gathers Max against her, wraps her fingers over his eyes.

“Don’t look.”



AFTERWARD, WHEN THEY ASK her, she says that she was in a state of disbelief. It is a phrase that she has heard her mother direct toward the disappointment of unwashed dishes, Leo’s poor report cards, her father returning late at night, when he thinks Leo and Max will not see him stripping in the doorway. As she repeats it to the police, only half understanding its meaning, her mother digs her nails into the back of her hand.

A state of disbelief, she says, untruthfully. After all, had she not run down the mountain, knowing without seeing, what she would find before she reached the bottom? It was belief that moved her. A bad faith—dread. It was dread she felt when her father had first circled the car, admiring its sheen and spoonlike mirrors. Dread when he vanished and when she saw him carousing with the other men and at the pool’s edge, where, not so long ago, his hand had lain on her shoulder, asking her to point the way.

The police officers blink kindly at her. They tell her that her Italian is very good, that she is a brave young lady. The older of the two officers reaches over to pat her knee as he says this. The hospital lights flicker overhead. It is nothing like the interrogations she has seen in her mother’s cop dramas. There are no tricks, no bargains. When they ask what happened after she arrived at the scene of the accident, she tells them that she held her father’s hand.

All through the night, people console her with their touch. There are too few chairs in the waiting room, and Nonna Tina insists that Leo sit on her lap. She clutches her granddaughter to her perspiring bosom with hands still stained with saffron. Upon hearing the news, she descended the mountain in her slippers and apron. Her dark hair wisps loose from its bun. Mascara smudges beneath her eyes so that they appear darkly ringed like a prizefighter’s.

Leo has been given a paper gown to wear over her bathing suit and shorts and as people pass, she feels their eyes on her—fearful, pitying, as if she were the patient. Eventually, a nurse leads the family and remaining officer to a long room partitioned by blue curtains, only a few of which have been closed around occupied beds. It is late, past visiting hours. The hall is filled with the numb tick of machines. The nurse escorts them to the end of the room, far from the other beds, and pulls aside a curtain to reveal Leo’s father, who props himself up on his elbows. The nurse checks her clipboard.

“Your wife says you take gabapentin.”

“Yes, in the evenings.”

“For seizures?”

“Sleep.”

“Is that all?”

“Lithium. Twice a day.”

“Symptoms?”

“Well, I’m not as lively as I used to be.”

The nurse makes a note of this. Next, it is the officer’s turn to ask questions. He looms over the foot of the bed, recording her father’s answers in the same notepad that he used, hours ago now, to take down Leo’s own statement. Her father’s version of events is concise, without detail. He attempts to gesture as he speaks, his movements stiffened by bandages.

“Really, I thought I saw a kid in the street. I’m miserable at driving stick, just couldn’t get the car under control. What can I say, it’s embarrassing.” His smile is apologetic, stretched. “I feel like a chump for cocking up the car, which belongs to an old friend of mine.”

The officer nods. He scratches something into his notepad. Leo’s father winks at her.

“Sorry for the foul language.”

He pats the bed beside him.

Max, who has been lingering just beyond the curtain, only shrinks back farther. He has not spoken once all night, except to ask for a cup of water.

“Go on, bambino,” Violetta says. “You won’t hurt him.”

Her eyes dart between the nurse and the officer, her mouth thin, and Leo thinks that her mother must know that she has lied.

“No,” Max says.

“What?”

Max searches the room, as if the refusal has come from elsewhere, his hands twisting in his shirt. He shakes his head, slowly at first, then with vigor. Shakes it so hard it might pop loose. No, he says again.

Their father’s laugh rings out, filling the hall. It isn’t his real laugh. Sharp, without body, it seems to shatter against the walls. His hand on the sheet is like a lone boat on the water.

Leo moves until she is standing right in front of him, blocking the hand from the others’ sight. She wishes he would stop smiling. There is a black hole where his right incisor once gleamed. The tooth is in her pocket. When they arrived at the hospital, she gave the tooth to one of the doctors, who, after a brief examination, said that there was no hope of reinsertion. The proper care had not been taken, the root had already begun to brittle. A tooth needs to be kept moist at all times, he told her. The blood on the tooth had dried. The tooth was dead. A new incisor, made of porcelain, would have to be ordered. Leo looks down at her father’s hand with its expectant, upturned palm, and does not take it. Behind her, she can hear Max sniffling and their mother shepherding him away, the officer and his ruffling notepad, the nurses ticking off their clipboards, the procession of bodies back out into the long room with its phantom occupants, the gentle, pumping machines, keeping the measure of her father’s heart. There are still smudges of blood beneath his fingers.

With everyone else gone, her father slumps back onto his pillow, his strength spent. His eyes are bright. The brightness condenses, bubbles up, slowly forming a bead. A tear rolls down his face, then another. Leo reaches out and touches his cheek.

“Do your legs hurt?” she asks. “Is it your head? Can you see okay?”

A boy once told her that a concussion can make you blind.

“I’m holding up three fingers, can you see them? You have to tell me if you can see them. You have to tell me where it hurts. Come on, sit up. The doctor said to stay awake. Sit up. You have to sit up.”

She pushes at his shoulder.

“You have to get up. You can’t just lie there like you’re going to die.” She pushes him again. “It’s not fair. Stop crying. You’ll cry yourself blind.” Hot, thick tears slide sideways and darken his pillow. She slaps his arm, his chest. “You don’t want to be a vegetable. Please stop crying. I won’t tell anyone, but you have to stop crying. Come on.” His face is empty, everything has poured out of him. “Dad,” Leo says. “Dad, I know you’re in there.”



THE RAIN COMES DOWN in sheets, morning until night. It drowns the courtyard, the orchards, the redbrick patio. Only a few guests remain. Dinners are quiet, everyone bemoaning their bad luck. A two-storm summer. All that heat rippling over the long grass, rising off the stones, shimmering along every surface. Everything that rises must return.

She finds her father by the pool. Even with the weather, he comes here in the afternoons, sitting under the dripping umbrella for hours. Their suite is a mess of half-packed suitcases, no longer capable of accommodating their possessions, as if everything has expanded in the summer heat. It is no place to work. He cannot read or even rest with his family so near, constantly checking up on him. The stitches will dissolve by themselves, he snaps at them. Mostly, he is quiet. Something has dampened within him.

An old newspaper covers his lap. He has completed all the puzzles, the ink bleeding in the rain. Leo takes the seat opposite him.

“What have you got there?” he asks.

“Espresso.”

She has grown used to its bitter, masculine taste, has even learned to crave it.

“That stuff will stunt your growth. You’ll never be able to reach the top shelf.”

“So I’ll jump.”

They sit for a while without speaking. Between them, on one of the plastic card tables, a glass of water reflects the underside of the umbrella. The glass is full. Since returning from the hospital her father only drinks water and coffee during the day. Sometimes a beer with lunch. The usual wine with dinner. The drinks don’t mix well with his pain medications, which he swears he doesn’t need for a few scrapes, anyhow. He lifts the glass unsteadily to his lips, barely sipping.

“It rained like this when Odysseus came home again.”

He nods toward the pool, its surface made blurry and opaque by the torrent.

“On the day he returned, the rain was so thick that he could hardly see the famous black cliffs, couldn’t recognize the walls of his own castle.

“When he finally realized where he was, he saw that his home was crowded with other men, who had eaten all his food and chased after his wife. He’d stayed away too long. There was no one to welcome him. Every face belonged to a stranger. The king of Ithaca begged for scraps at his own table.”

Leo’s body has vanished. The story sits across from her like a living thing.

“At long last, Penelope appeared at her balcony. Her face had changed, but not her eyes. When she looked out over the suitors, even she did not see her husband’s face among them.”

Odysseus left the castle and began plotting his revenge. He was wandering around, dressed as a beggar, when he bumped into a man on the side of the road. The man was young and broad in the shoulders. Odysseus looked into this man’s eyes and saw that they were his own. Odysseus ran his hands over his son’s face and tried to memorize the ridge and bend of it. He gave him the marbles and toy ships he had collected along his journey, though Telemachus was too old for them. Then, Odysseus gave his son a sword and they got to work.

Her father folds the paper carefully along its crease. He looks at Leo, beyond her.

“Together, they slaughtered every last suitor in the courtyard, just as the Greeks had killed every last man in Troy. They even hung the maids. When it was over, Odysseus had Telemachus bring the bodies out back to burn. He lit a pipe and offered it to his son. The first drag burned Telemachus’s throat, the next was sweeter.”

That wasn’t right. Leo tells him so. Odysseus wouldn’t do that. He had everything he wanted now—his wife and son and his own bed to sleep in.

“Why would you say that?” she asks. There is rain on her cheeks, snot on her upper lip.

“It happened.”

“Why?”

Her father doesn’t answer. He continues to fold the paper, his hands shaking.

“Why?”

“Odysseus was a man of war. He’d forgotten how to live another way. He was trying to make things right, the only way he knew how. He made his son just like him. You know what the funny thing is? Even after all that trouble, Telemachus and Penelope still took him back. They still forgave him.”

Leo wipes her nose on the hem of her shirt. She does not want to look at him. She rises and moves to the edge of the umbrella, watching the junipers blow over in the yard. On the surface of the pool, a dark cloud has formed.

Ants could swim, her father told her the second night in Italy, the ant trapped in honey between them. When their nests flooded, the ants banded together to form a raft. They grabbed one another with their pincers and kicked their legs to stay afloat. All the ants shared the same brain, the same life.

The wind comes then and blows the raft apart.

“After all that trouble, they still forgave him. Can you believe that?”
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SHE ARRIVES ON A SILVER bicycle. When Leo emerges that morning to sweep the front step, she finds the woman—or perhaps a girl—sitting there, a colony of ants eviscerating a grasshopper’s shell at her feet.

“Buongiorno,” the woman says.

Perspiration beads the velveteen fuzz of her shaved head, and she mops at it with her wrist. A man’s undershirt clings to her back. Her ears are heavy with silver. She must be eighteen—Leo’s age—or maybe nineteen. An American.

“We don’t open until eight,” Leo says. Then remembering her manners, “My apologies.”

“Could I borrow your towel?”

Leo removes the dishrag from her shoulder and passes it to the woman, who leans forward and brushes the ants from the grasshopper’s remains. Then, scooping the grasshopper into one hand and lifting her bag with the other, she hops to her feet. On one ear, a chain has been threaded through multiple holes, left to dangle at the back.

She offers Leo the pale husk. It is perfect, the chitin thin as paper. A hardened bubble preserves the place where a black eye once stared, unblinking, into the world.

“These are spines”—Leo hovers her finger above the delicate barbs—“and the grasshoppers rub them together to produce their sound.”

“Listen,” the woman says.

They sway on the front step, toe to toe. Around them, the mountains hum with their strange song. Grasshoppers, yes, and the rustle of trees, the echo of a car coughing on the road, far-off water, a hollow reverberation that Leo has never heard anywhere else, and which seems to emanate from the mountains themselves. A music of stones. The last time she listened for it, she was a young girl wading in a lake. Her father was there and she had been angry with him.

“We have coffee inside,” she tells the other woman, who follows Leo, her fingers closed over the grasshopper, her bike left glinting by the oak door.



HER NAME IS DOLORES and even though she is not a guest, Leo serves her coffee on the patio. While the moka pot bubbles, Leo watches her through the narrow kitchen window. Dolores looks around the grounds. She seems pleased, as though this place, in all its majesty, merely amuses her. Leo busies herself with halving a peach, culling pit from flesh. That morning’s bread, which she has woken early to prepare, is not yet ready. There is a hunk of leftover ciabatta in a covered basket, still supple. Leo cuts two thick slices, reserving the end for herself.

She makes two plates—one for the woman, Dolores, and one for Nonna Tina. Nonna Tina still wakes at dawn but is slow to rise from bed these days. Leo readies the kitchen herself in the mornings. She sweeps the front step and opens the door. She checks the guest ledger and counts the brass keys that hang behind the concierge desk. She prepares a tray of food and takes it to her grandmother in bed, sitting beside her as she takes squirrelly bites of toast. After she has served Dolores, she will go to Nonna Tina’s room and shake early light through the curtains.

Leo brings Dolores her coffee and toast and wavers over her as she dresses her bread with a thick swirl of butter. Dolores has taken a book from her bag, a slim paperback whose pages have been periodically dog-eared. Leo reads the title upside down, The Sickness unto Death. Sit awhile, Dolores says, and Leo does.

“You look too young to run this place.”

Leo explains about her grandmother and her grandmother’s father and the generations before that, who have tended to this land for centuries.

“It must be nice,” Dolores says, “to have a place that belongs to you.”

Dolores’s eyes are dark. She has placed the grasshopper on the table like a tiny dinner guest and fixes her attention on Leo.

“We don’t get a lot of Americans here,” Leo says.

Dolores knows this already. She has been living in Cremona for the past year, attending the school for violin-making. She is the only American in her class. In the fall and spring, she spends each day in workshops where the students bend strips of wood with steaming irons. There are lectures on music theory and padded rooms strung with bows, where they can go to try the instruments they have made with their own hands.

“It’s like having a child, probably,” Dolores says through a mouthful of bread. “It comes from your body and then you tune and care for it. And then you let it go.”

Dolores has the look of a person who has been tuned and cared for. It is clear that she feels at ease within her body. She moves her hands as she speaks and beneath her skin, Leo can see the flex of ropy muscles. She has a loose, open-mouthed smile that reveals a supernumerary tooth tucked behind her bottom incisor.

She has come to look for work, just for the length of the summer. She is staying in town at the apartment of a friend, a violinist, whose plants she has agreed to water. She is strong and a quick learner and whips a short résumé from the front pocket of her satchel. Can Leo help her?

Leo thinks of Dolores watching the light come over the mountains and the way that same light shimmers on the undersides of leaves. She tells her yes.



LEO DOES NOT GIVE the résumé to her grandmother when she takes her breakfast, but informs Nonna Tina that she has found another girl to clean the rooms. While Nonna Tina scrapes at the toast with her front teeth, Leo reads over crumpled paper, which lists a season working at a mall smoothie hut, a year spent building sets for a local theater company. Orchestra, all throughout high school. Transferrable skills: organization, punctuality, precision. At the top, Dolores’s name and number in large font, and an address in Los Angeles, California.



THE AGRITURISMO HAS ALWAYS hosted seasonal workers, but with Nonna Tina waning in strength, and Davide’s bad back (pulled last summer hauling a barrel of compost from the orchard), their need is greater than usual. Leo’s mother worries about Nonna Tina, posting job listings on Italian tourism boards and forums frequented by college students who work on farms for their own enjoyment. Violetta insists on traveling back to Italy—not only in the summers, but over the winter holidays—to drive her mother to and from doctor’s appointments. She and Davide conspire over long phone calls, trading dire predictions. The hotel is a money pit, more difficult to maintain with each season. An outside investor could throw money at repairs, could modernize the outlets and keep the water hot. The offers of acquisition they have waved away over the years are fewer now, and harder to dismiss. Each one might be a lifeline or a noose. Running the place requires two sure feet, Violetta laments to Davide. But even with her tottering step, her stiff knees, Nonna Tina is as perspicacious as ever.

She careens through the halls with her witch’s eye. Although she no longer cleans the rooms, she trails behind Leo, sprucing and tidying. She takes up flower arranging and constructs vibrant bouquets in each suite. In the kitchen, she ignores the corner stool in favor of dashing between pots of broth and sauce, adding a bit here and there. At night, she adheres to a feverish beauty regimen—soaking her hands in Epsom salts, then massaging them with olive oil. She buffs her nails and files them into neat ovals. Her hair is still as black and lustrous as it once was, though the color now comes from a box.

“I will die without a gray hair on my head,” she swears up and down.

This is one of many bargains she has begun to make.

I will never wear glasses in front of a man.

No machine will chew my food for me.

“The day I can no longer walk by myself,” she tells Leo, “you can push me right off this mountain.”



IN THE BATHROOM, LEO strips her shirt and apron, her mud-flecked jeans. She’s worn the same socks three days in a row and adds them to the pile where her bra and crinkled underpants fester. The water is slow to arrive and when it does, it ekes out as a tepid dribble. The family’s quarters have not been renovated for decades. The rooms bear the patina of neglect. No quantity of Nonna Tina’s bouquets can distract from the splitting window frames, the pink mold sprouting between tiles, the dust that wisps up from the carpet each time it meets someone’s foot.

As a child, Leo saw these little decays as part of the hotel’s charm. Their Manhattan apartment had been dusty, too, but it was small and lightless, and there was no mystery in it. The hotel was like a castle in a picture book, capable of producing magic from each teeming corner. It had enchanted her. Now, the mess just makes her tired, and a little sad. She cannot help but notice the things that she has been trained, year after year, to erase.

By the time she is done scouring the other rooms, she can hardly face her own. She and Max take turns running the handheld vacuum over the musty carpet and scrubbing mildew from behind the sink taps.

Leo stays under the stream of lukewarm water long enough to pat soap beneath her arms and between her legs, then kills the faucet and sits on the floor of the tub until her bones begin to ache. While she dries, Leo glares at her belly and the long, fine hairs around her navel. She has been at the hotel for a week and still hasn’t unpacked her toiletry bag. Black hairs stipple her legs and toes. She has yet to go down to the pool. When she isn’t working, she sits on the balcony and reads. She’s made it through Love in the Time of Cholera and Lolita and has even hauled over her leaden copy of Les Mis, which she is forever beginning and abandoning. At the bottom of her suitcase, there is a copy of the Iliad in a plastic bag. In three months, she will begin her first semester at a small college in the Midwest, and her life will turn over once again.

A fist pounds on the bathroom door.

“Mom’s looking for you,” Max calls. “There’s a problem.”

Leo wraps herself in a towel.

“Be less specific, please.”

“With pleasure.”

When she opens the door, Max has collapsed onto his cot, shoes still laced. He owns one pair of white sneakers, which he wears until the soles have disintegrated, then repurchases in the exact same style. His hair is tied up at the back, loose strands floating around his face. He has dyed it blond, one of many colors he has adopted in recent years. The previous summer, his hair was blue and made Nonna Tina weep. It’s a cry for help, her grandmother worries, but Leo sees it for what it really is: a diversion. Another thing behind which her brother can disappear.

Once, Max had filled their room with drawings and paper butterflies. Now, he does not even doodle in the margins of his notebooks. His grades are dismal. No one can say where his attention has gone. He has failed Spanish for the second year in a row and, in the evenings, returns to the suite to take a remedial course online. Violetta is mystified. It is practically the same language as Italian, she complains to Leo. She has given up fighting with her son. She still smooths his hair, kisses his face, worries that he is not dressed warmly enough, that his shoes have holes in them, that she does not know the names of his friends.

Max pulls a dab pen from his pocket and sucks. He is so thin that Leo can see the place where the bones in his forearms separate.

She tosses her clothes into her suitcase and, from beneath the strata of laundry, unearths a clean T-shirt and underwear. She makes no effort to conceal the exposed bras and underwear in her suitcase from Max. Until he started sleeping on the apartment couch last year, they had bunked one on top of another for their entire lives without room between them for secrets.

“Did you know,” Max says, “that early taxidermists used to arrange the animals in, like, dioramas where they did human stuff?”

She did not.

Max turns his phone to her so that she can see the image of forty-eight stuffed rabbits, posed as if they were writing on forty-eight miniature slates.

“This one has kittens playing croquet. Who would put this shit in their house?”

Leo shrugs and goes to the bathroom to change. She has resigned herself to using a clean swimsuit top instead of an old bra. She asks Max what their mother’s problem is, and he laughs.

“That woman who was mad about the afternoon check-in lost her earring in the pool and wants us to drain it.”

“That old bitch.”

“Hey now,” Max says. He is still the sensitive one and this is why he works at the front desk while Leo cleans the empty rooms.

“Anyways, Mom wants you to go diving for it or something.”

Leo palms her eyes, hard. When she opens them, her reflection in the mirror buzzes at the edges. Her bathing-suit top is too small. It reorganizes the shape of her chest, forcing parts to spill out here and there. It is late morning and hot, there will already be people at the pool.

“Okay,” she tells Max, then plunges a hand into her toiletry bag, searching for a razor.



THE PEARL EARRING WOBBLES in the undulating blue. A tiny thing, no bigger than a pupil. Leo’s eyes blur from the effort of the search. The bobbing and diving and sweeping along the rough pool bottom. She is a great, gelatinous eel. A skulking Charybdis. Above and around her, pale bodies move like ghosts. She gulps the water and knows that some of it is skin.

She surfaces and submerges. The pearl has trembled into the corner and she moves carefully to cup it between her palms. It dances away. The chase is slow. She lets it come to her and clips it with two fingers. So much worry and time wasted on a thing so small. The post of the earring pinches her skin as she tucks it between her breasts.

She waits until she has changed back into her day clothes to tell the old bitch, We apologize, but some things cannot be recovered.



THE DAY IS NEARLY over by the time she talks to Dolores again. Leo has changed (bumming a shirt from Max) and clipped back her hair. Her skin feels taut, burnt beneath the strap of her bag. As she creeps past the dinner crowd she spots Dolores at the edge of patio by the parapet, bending her book between her hands. She assumed that Dolores would return to town after breakfast, but Leo had glimpsed her throughout the day, reading on the shady patios and talking with strangers by the pool, and had been struck by the sense that this girl—with her men’s clothing and strange reading tastes—had nowhere to be, no one who was waiting for her. Dolores has already recognized Leo and beckons.

“Do you ever get tired of this?” she marvels, gesturing to where the sun burns low over the hills.

“You’ll see,” Leo says. “When can you start?”

Scuds of orange clouds move so quickly over the sky that they look like flames.



BOYS GATHER ON THE side of the road to play calcio, calling one another by unfamiliar names. Each year, the faces change. The boys of Leo’s childhood have grown and gone to chase better things. No one stays in the country for long. Whatever they are searching for—wealth, freedom, sex, joy—is always, necessarily, elsewhere. They have flocked to Milan and Bergamo. They do not venture south, aware that they are lucky to be from even the remote stretches of the north. They work in syrup factories and apprentice for tanners. Some have gone to university, but not many. Even under the wan splendor of the Milan Cathedral, they must miss the blue nights of their childhoods. The metallic scent of the earth.

The wheels of Leo’s bike spin without effort, compelled down the mountainside, and she waves as she passes.

Once in town, Leo circles the piazza. The restaurants clatter and chime. Lovers fish for coins in the fountain, trying their luck. Leo swerves away, into a dark alley, past the dumpsters and leaning bicycles, the barred windows behind which families have gathered to dine. She rolls to a halt at the end of the alley and props her own bike against a wall.

The bar’s name has long since peeled from the front window, but everyone in town knows it as La Pisciata. The Piss. Inside the lights are dimmed, but from the doorway Leo can see the group of men at the back table. Don Pochintesta, the hairy-eared barman, has left his post to join them, dealing a new hand of cards. The men have held her place, and Leo slips among them at the table, descending to kiss their cheeks.

Tonino slides a stack of chips in her direction, then stands to make her a drink. He is quiet, Leo’s age, give or take a year, and included in their weekly poker game only because he is Don Pochintesta’s grand-nephew and easily swindled.

As Tonino slices a curl of orange peel into her negroni, the others insult him with an attention bordering on tenderness.

“Your head is the size of a milk-fed baby’s.”

“It’s amazing you don’t topple over with that cantaloupe head.”

Leo reassures Tonino that the problem isn’t his big head, but his abnormally small body. He throws an olive at her forehead while the men laugh.

The others are either aged or ancient. Many of them have lived in the town for so long that they can remember the days when Leo’s mother was a girl. They had whistled at her on the street and mourned when she left for America. They bemoaned her marriage to some foreign professor, although they came to like him in the end. Of Nonna Tina, they are reverent. All have dined at her table. When Leo started showing up at their games, they could not find a way to refuse her. She has her mother’s long nose and her father’s limpid eyes. They poke and tease her. She reminds them what it is to be younger, funnier, thick-haired, zealous.

A steel cart with a television has been wheeled in from the kitchen, and the men stop tapping their chips to watch the German team put a second goal past the Swedish keeper. Their groans are perfunctory. They swig from their glasses and kill their cigarettes in the yellow ashtray.

Italy performed so poorly in the qualification rounds that they failed to make the World Cup for the first time in sixty years. With their disgraceful early exit, there is less to celebrate in the town, but interest in the tournament remains, even among those who have sworn not to watch. Many people have picked temporary favorites or placed bets on outlier teams. The previous week, Max wildly bet Davide fifty euro that Croatia would win the tournament while Davide put money on Brazil.

Leo checks her cards. Already she is sure that she has been dealt a losing hand. She swirls a pinkie through her negroni, which she will drink over the next two hours, meting out her sips. On TV, the clock runs down the game.

The midfielder is also absent from the competition this year, having retired after a brief, unlaureled captaincy. Of course, he had been integral to Germany’s victory in 2014. But that was the year that her father died, and Leo hadn’t watched.



IN THE MOUNTAINS, TIME is thin and slow. What hasn’t gripped deeply into the earth is washed away, then returns by a new name. Four years ago, the largest tree on the mountain collapsed. A descent of woodpeckers had lived in its trunk for generations and perished in the splintered wood. For years, they had chipped holes into the bark through which they might glimpse the sky, and out of these windows thistle and moss now grow. Birds’ bones are porous and soft. Within days, a bird’s body may reduce to a visceral sludge. Within a week, it may vanish entirely. Not all disappearances are so quick. So absolute. The tree, for instance, is still there.



THEY ARE TALKING ABOUT Don Ricci’s son, a doctor. At any given moment, all over the world, there is a father boasting about his doctor son. It is better than being a doctor yourself. When Don Ricci—whose earlobes hang down to his chin like a stone Buddha’s—dies, his son will still be a doctor, one at the height of his career. For the father of a doctor, life moves always upward and into happiness.

Don Anzio’s son is foreman for Luxardo. Don Geraci’s son works at Sky Italia. Their pride is weighty with international name recognition. People in America watch Sky Italia, Don Geraci says. Don’t you have Sky Italia? he asks Leo, and she says yes, although she isn’t sure. Don Lucchesi’s son lives in the city, which is almost as good as working for a TV network or a cherry brand, or being a dermatologist. Don Passero’s eldest son died in Kosovo, serving in the armed forces. No one is prouder than Don Passero, or quieter. Leo notices that he does not smoke as much as the other men and that the cards tremble in his hands and this fills her with affection for him, although these things may have nothing to do with his son’s death. She cannot be sure what is personality and what is history. After death, time begins to move backward. Everything becomes about what has happened. It has happened. All that follows, follows, a thread drawn back to the past. Death is positional, like the gnomon of a sundial, which forces time to circle around it.



WHEN LEO’S FATHER DIED, it was a shock to find him, suddenly, everywhere. Among the things he left behind—a mechanical watch with a leather strap, a parcel of postcards (received), letters stacked and rubber-banded (unsent), his glasses, still hung over his desk light as if waiting for him. A bedside drawer jumbled with Aquaphor, receipts, half-drained pens, pills loosed from their orange bottles, collecting lint. A heavy, manful lighter scratched with the US Army’s seal. His legal pads. A poem from Leo with backward N’s. From every seam of the apartment, he startled back into being. In the city there is nowhere for the dead to disappear. The accrual of their lives persists and other lives are forced to continue on top of and around them.

Her father took up so much space—takes up so much space—that there is little room left for Leo and Max and Violetta, the lives they keep tending in corners and niches.

Even their attempts to relegate the books to his study have proved futile. His collection is expansive, fungal. The titles range from Herodotus to Roth, Arendt to Aeschylus. New books are constantly turning up—under the couch, behind the flour in the pantry, or used to plug a hole beneath her father’s desk, where they once glimpsed a mouse extend its hirsute snout.

The university that Leo will attend in the fall requires all new students to read the Iliad before arriving on campus—a task that Leo has been avoiding for weeks, since the book first appeared in their New York mailbox, a note promising years of scholarship and camaraderie tucked between its cover and title page. She cannot see how she will ever be able to share this book with another person, especially the students at her university, who have clipped its lines for essays and hammered its metaphors into neat, definitive arguments. Who will be able to talk at length about Odysseus and Achilles, and in their windy explanations, render them lifeless.

There are, already, several copies of the Iliad in their apartment—including this exact translation—which once belonged to her father. Leo abandoned her university copy of the poem as soon as it arrived. She didn’t need to search for its twin among her father’s things. It was right there, on the third shelf above his desk, its pages still dog-eared from his final read, some years before.

In removing it, she disturbed the dust that carpeted the shelves and the desk, upon which she had placed her knee in an attempt to gain leverage. It was possible, she mused, holding the book in her hands—its cover soft from her father’s handling—that her father survived on the shelf in the particles of dust, which might have contained his skin. If he remained anywhere on this earth, it was among those books, which he had adored and which no one had thought to open since his passing.

Now, the book lies wrapped in a plastic bag amid the disorder of her suitcase, among her clothes, the things that have touched and bear her own skin. She knows what she will find when she opens it. She can neither raise nor bury her dead.



THE MEN ARE TALKING about literature now. This is another of their perennial topics. Their sons. Their books. Leo imagines that her father, a generation younger than these men, must have been a kind of son to them—a son who has yet to outgrow his father, still wants to hear his jokes, his recommendations on coffee and cigars, his feelings about some novel he has just read and finds sentimental, inaccurate. The chips rattle as the men place their bets.

“Lampedusa is too full of aphorisms,” Don Geraci says. “All that talk of leopards and sheep. Only Christ can speak in aphorisms.”

“Christ spoke in parables,” adds Don Pochintesta.

“That’s what I said.”

Leo peers into the men’s faces, which are perfectly relaxed. Each thing is exactly as it has been for decades. They already know who will fold, who is bluffing, the tell revealed in a twisted ring or sidelong glance.

“There’s more wisdom in a parable,” says Don Lucchesi.

“If we want everything to stay as it is, everything has to change,” says Don Passero.

“Who said that? Christ?”

“Lampedusa.”



LEO TAKES HER TIME walking back to the alley, pausing to read the posters tacked on the walls—one for a missing cat, another for an upcoming festival with a concert by a local band—and to shuffle an empty cola can between her feet. She puts one foot in front of the other, heel to toe, and extends her arms. Her balance is perfect. She has practiced this move all her life.

“Even you can’t be sbronza after one drink,” Tonino calls.

She turns. He is at the mouth of the alley, twisting his shirt between his hands. He was only a child during the years when her father frequented the bar, but still, he might have seen him there, recognized him. But all the men were raucous drinkers during that time, and it is possible that Tonino thought nothing of the American in their midst, except perhaps that he was a stranger. Surely he knows what has happened since. He might even feel bad for her. Leo doesn’t know anything about Tonino’s parents, whether they are alive or dead, good people or bad. She has never asked.

Leo busies herself with maneuvering her bicycle.

“You should really learn to fold,” she says. “You could keep the bar open on your own with all the money you lose.”

As she rolls the bike forward, he lopes beside her, keeping pace.

They have just reached the place where the alley curves onto the main road when Tonino stops abruptly. He has shoved his hands so far into his pockets that they threaten to pull down his pants.

“I have this,” he says and yanks out a fistful of coins—the money she lost during the game.

“I don’t want that.”

“Don’t think about it.”

“Tonino, be serious.”

“My uncle returns the money to me the next day. He calls it my tip.”

He throws air quotes around the English phrase and, embarrassed, shakes his head.

“When they hear about this, they’ll throw us both out of the game,” Leo says, but there is laughter behind it.

Tonino reaches forward and presses the coins into her palm. His fingers drag over hers as he lifts them, the color in his cheeks darkening.

“Do you want—”

“Yeah,” Leo says. A shiver runs through her. “Okay.”



THEY KISS FOR A while, just within the shadow of the alley’s bend. They have kissed once before—last summer, briefly and with terror, behind an empty granitas booth. Now Leo half leans, half sits against the basin of a water fountain while Tonino’s hands roam firmly up and down her back. Although he is not taller than her, and much thinner, his body feels larger so close, and with her fingers on his chest, she can imagine that she is small.

It is almost like pleasure. He is a capable kisser, although she has no one to compare him to. He has a normal number of teeth.



LEO’S LEGS BURN WITH the effort of ascending the mountain. Her lungs too. She is a clutch of throbbing heat. Her throat is ragged with the task of breathing. It feels like it might rip from her at any moment. Even when she has locked herself in the bathroom, it continues to bubble and rasp. Through the door, she can hear Max climbing creakily into bed. She turns on the sink faucet and stares at herself in the mirror, at her long neck and the shape of her shoulders and breasts, which are stuck together with sweat. She looks at her nose and recalls the press of it against Tonino’s cheek. She wonders what kind of bird she would be. A flamingo, or maybe a goose, slim in the neck and round in the middle. Something that feels inclined to stand, possibly for hours, and gaze out over the water.

She strips off her clothes and sits on the toilet with her legs up and considers masturbating, which she has never before done successfully. She does not know what to imagine. She pokes at herself for a few minutes and feels very little. She watches Germany v. Sweden highlights on her phone and mushes around some more. Nothing gets a rise out of her. Pleasure is like a light on a lake’s far shore—it moves every time she looks back at it. She watches the highlights of the 2014 World Cup final. The players run until their jerseys have turned from white to gray. The midfielder, younger then, and without his silver hair, receives an elbow to the face and rises with blood weeping down his cheek. He continues to play. When the final whistle blows, his is the face the camera finds and it is beatific. The players throw themselves, first to the ground, and then into one another’s arms. They have shed all of themselves on the field and are now nothing but raw nerves. Every face is squinched with both ecstasy and pain.

Leo can’t leave it out on the pitch and she can’t stop looking into players’ personal lives. She searches for pictures of the midfielder with his ex-girlfriend—a leggy blonde—and with his wife—a leggy brunette. He was with the blonde for several years, then suddenly with the brunette, whom he married soon after. How did he know to commit to one and not the other? How does anyone? She googles pictures of them kissing and is disappointed to see that there aren’t any. She broadens her search. A flurry of images. Players with their mouths pouted out like monkeys, their hands as big as their girlfriends’ heads. Always, the kisses look terrible. Eventually, the women wise up and begin to draw their long hair over their faces like a curtain. The hair is always long, crimped in even waves. She thinks that most of these women are not even very beautiful, just well-groomed. Many of them wear the same bold eyeliner smudged around their eyes, which are stunningly and invariably blue. A tabloid sensation: “World Cup Winner Struggles to Hide Boner While Yachting with Knockout Model Girlfriend.” The tent in his swimsuit is unmistakable, even when he bends over. A shot of him with his hands down his shorts, adjusting. Leo’s embarrassment for him is total, but even then, she laughs.



SHE SPLASHES WATER ON her face and between her legs, then pulls her clothes back on. The suite is black except for the gentle light of Max’s phone. Although they no longer share the cot by the little window, Leo climbs up next to him. His body is concealed beneath a heap of blankets. His eyes are pink-rimmed and he smells like artificial mango. She pulls out one of his earbuds.

“If you were a bird, what bird would you be?”

“Ideally or really?”

“Whichever.”

Max blinks slowly, once, twice. His phone flashes with a video of Bob Ross sponge-painting a river.

“A blue-footed booby.”

It has become increasingly difficult to ask Max about real things. Things that defy categorization. How he feels and what he thinks. Leo cannot tell whether he has burrowed deep within his body or found a way to be outside of it.

“If your day were a song, what song would it be?”

“I don’t want to play this game.”

The game is their father’s. He once asked these questions, hoping to draw his children out into the world. They learned to see themselves in stones and songs, in cities and minerals. Her father might have said I feel Buenos Aires today, or that his mood was of spinach—answers that evoked so much and revealed so little. Leo feels feldspar and ochre. She wishes Max would tell her about his day. Their father defies categorization and so they never speak of him. No one does. Max has already replaced his earbud. He never even paused the video.

Leo puts on her pajamas and slides into bed next to her mother, who is sound asleep. She sets an alarm for five. It is already past midnight. Leo lies still, resisting the urge to turn over or touch her phone. The darkness is total. She cannot be sure when she closes her eyes. When she dreams, it is of wings and teeth.



LEO AND HER MOTHER wake together. They shower and scrub the insides of their mouths, one waiting outside the door for the other to finish. They knock and hurry. Max sleeps until the last possible moment and they take turns threatening him. When he disappears into the bathroom, it is for a long time. He keeps the water running while Leo listens with her ear at the door.

They dress without privacy. Violetta does not even bother to turn her back. Leo sees her mother’s body and measures her own against it. Already, she fears that she has outpaced her mother in height and weight and stature. She has inherited neither her aquiline good looks nor her intimations of elegance.

Violetta is no longer a woman enfeebled by sleep. At some point, not long after her husband’s death, she woke up. She was invigorated by an inner strength that, she told her doctors and children, was her motherly capacity, and indeed she became, much to Leo’s indignation, something like a real parent. She has swapped her prismatic array of medications for mindfulness podcasts and a diet of whole foods—chewy grains and greens that retain the bitter, vegetal taste of soil. She does yoga. She sees a therapist twice a week. Her body reflects these changes. She is no longer waifish, but solidly built with a glossy sweep of silvering hair. When she embraces Leo, she grips her.



ALONE ON THE BRIGHTENING step, Leo awaits the flash and whir of a silver bike. Dolores arrives for her first day of work on time, in black trousers and a shapeless, overlarge button-down. The trousers are so long that she has cuffed them many times about the ankle. Leo helps her stow her bicycle behind a hedge and walks her through the hotel. It is early and most of the guests are still in bed. The only person they encounter along their way is Davide, who shakes Dolores’s hand with vigor, sizing her up.

Leo shows Dolores the linen closet, and the plastic cart that they use to ferry the surfactants and mops from room to room. They head out to the kitchens where Dolores ogles the pasta machine, the pots as tall and wide as drums. She reaches up to tap one of the hard salamis hanging from the ceiling.

Outside, the morning is still new. The sun skulks behind a mountain. The sky is the deep, electric blue that promises a hot day. Leo asks Dolores if she’s up for a walk and Dolores says yes.

They trek across the lawns, glittering with dew, past the stables, the grazing pasture, up the dirt path that leads to the orchard, where copses of crab apple trees susurrate and barrels of peach and apricot waft sweetly of sugar and rot. Leo points to these things as they pass. The land flourishes. Leo feels herself reflected in this, wants the exuberant bounty of the earth to speak for her. She moves with swift, swinging strides. She is aware of her body as a visible object, and of the places where Tonino has touched her, which seem to her limned by some attractive force. Having been attended to, they now demand more notice. She wonders if Dolores can sense this.

They pause at the top of the orchard, where guests, eager to leave their mark, have stacked a clearing with squat cairns. Dolores’s face is sheened with pink. She has taken off her sneakers and socks and sifts her toes through the grass. She is tall, taller even than Leo, who stands shoulder to shoulder with the men in town.

Leo looks out over the vista and strokes her own nape and the insides of her wrists. She touches these places to make them apparent. Ants crawl over their feet. Dolores begins to slap at her arms and legs, fighting the paranoia of more insects. They catch each other’s eyes and Leo thinks that Dolores might have looked at her bottom lip.

“So what’s there to do around here?”

“Look at beautiful things.”

“But when you’re tired of looking.”

“Who gets tired of looking at beautiful things?”

“Regular people.”

“Then they go to the pool, or nap. Sometimes in town they have a night with a live band and you can dance and drink and socialize with the other young people, all ten of them.”

“I like to swim,” Dolores says.

Far below them, the pool winks in the sun like a great glass eye.

Dolores threads her hands behind her and rocks back on her heels. Her shoes roil with ants.

“Last checkout today is at eleven. We can swim in the afternoon.”

“I don’t have a suit.”

Leo can tell, even at a distance, how slim Dolores is through her hips. How small and pointy her chest is, so different from Leo’s own.

“We might have one you can borrow,” Leo says. “Let’s head back.”



THEY DO NOT GO swimming. They sweep and scour. They fish tufts of hair from drains. They pour bags of trash into larger bags of trash. They jam fresh sheets beneath mattresses and beat pillows into neat peaks. They collect dead flowers and the petals that drop from them. When this is over, they eat lunch with Nonna Tina and Davide, and Max and Violetta, and Leo is quiet as she watches Dolores, who knows her not at all, among the four people who know her best. Leo shreds a napkin in her lap. Anything could be revealed at any time, and so she speaks only when asked a question or prompted to pass the bread. Dolores chews with her mouth open. In the afternoon, they mop the kitchen and chop carrots. They smell of ammonia and chlorine and stewing onion. They snack on berries and old, filmy cantaloupe. They chat about this or that, and Leo says only what she wants to and Dolores laughs and both of them are pleased. They spend a long stretch in silence and it is comfortable. Their bodies ache. Dolores says that she is tired and Leo says wait until Friday, and Dolores says that she guesses this is life now and Leo says yes, this is what it is and will be.



THIS IS THE SHAPE, more or less, of every day. Dolores arrives in the morning. They clean, then eat, then clean some more. Dolores is not a good worker. She is easily distracted, often pausing to caress a tapestry’s frayed ends. She is constantly fiddling with one thing or another—her shirtsleeves, bits of grass, the tassels on the impossibly heavy jacquard duvets, which the guests never seem to use and are likely to leave piled on the floor. She keeps a lighter in her pocket—a cheap Bic one in venomous green—and takes it out frequently just to scrape her finger over the wheel. Her nails are bitten down and striated with patches of white (from playing the violin, she tells Leo), but her hands are very beautiful, long, with tapered fingers that exactly mimic the bones beneath the skin. She is squeamish about touching the accumulated filth of other bodies and on her third day of work begins to cloak her hands in a pair of rubber gloves.

Leo does not mind that Dolores is inattentive and a weak scrubber. She trails behind her, sponging and tucking and ruffling what Dolores has half finished. It is nice to have someone to talk to, someone her own age. Dolores’s birthday is in April, eleven months to the day before Leo’s. She is an Aries sun, she tells her. Leo is a Pisces, which Dolores believes to be significant. You have a sensitive artist in you, she claims, and Leo says we’ll see.

“Do you know what you’ll study in college?” Dolores asks.

Leo shrugs. She straightens the towels that Dolores has bunched over the rack.

“Maybe English,” Dolores says, “or you could be a writer. Since you’ve always got a book.”

“So do you. Why aren’t you studying philosophy then? Or becoming a bookbinder.”

During her breaks, Dolores has taken to reading by the pool, each of her books more ghoulishly titled than the one before. She takes notes in a little notepad, which she carries everywhere in her back pocket.

“I have too much existential dread,” Dolores says matter-of-factly. “Besides, I’m trying to learn from Nietzsche, not shred him to pieces in some essay.”

She is vaguely into crystals and energies and incense, all things that Leo’s father would have deemed “happy hippie horseshit.” Leo watches Dolores peel off one of her nails as easily as a garlic skin and rues her own inability to believe in some joining spiritual force.

“Maybe I’ll do Classics.”

“Word,” Dolores says.

Leo suspects that her father would have liked Dolores. He would have thought she was artichoke-y.



IT IS DULL WORK, cleaning the rooms of the departed. The only way through, Leo has learned, is to make a game of it. She cannot stop playing games with her life, making it winnable. She hopes to be victorious over the things that bother and confuse her, to defeat them with the legislation of a thousand elaborate rules. In this way, she is no different from the child who once made an anthropology project of tampons and beard trimmings. She is still trying to predict the arc of things.

Which guest, for instance, left a pair of gummy underwear kicked at the bottom of the bed? Do mothers own underwear of this sort? Bratty, transparent with lace? Who once owned the umber-and-gold pashmina in the closet? The same woman? Does she miss these objects, or even know that they are gone from her? Who possessed the hairs caught on the sheets, the blood spotted on the leg of a chair, where a toe has clearly been stubbed? Who possesses these things now? Does Leo?

Dolores, too, is prone to speculation.

“I can’t help but imagine these people,” she tells Leo, lifting a badly discarded condom with the end of her broom handle. “Some guy with a big nose and too-long toenails left this. He’s a German banker and eats cake late at night, then complains that it doesn’t sit well with him.”

In the next suite, she extrapolates a beautiful, bookish ingenue from the semiotics of the bathroom, where the guest prewashed the soap dish and wiped down the counters, forgetting only an eyelash curler in the medicine cabinet. The ingenue’s room is so tidy that they finish cleaning it ahead of schedule. With only the bed left to make, they take a moment to lie on the exposed mattress.

“I’ll never stay in a hotel again,” Dolores swears. “I’d be too embarrassed for some other girl to find my lost bra and start hypothesizing about the flat-chested thirteen-year-old it must belong to.”

Leo laughs. She does not have the heart to tell Dolores that the woman who slept in the bed on which they currently lie was, in fact, a portly woman in her midfifties, on a solo holiday from Bologna. Instead, she tells Dolores that it is good to have a game, a way to pass the time.

“What’s yours?” Dolores asks.

“It’s a two-person game.”

“So teach me.”

“It’s called The Absent-Minded Professor,” Leo says. “And it goes like this—”



THEY TAKE TURNS ASKING and answering.

“Is the beauty of a violin’s music proportionate to the beauty of its shape?”

“Absolutely. Music is just waves in space. The more beautiful the shape, the more beautiful the sound, and vice versa. It’s why atonal composers write in crazy shit like tractors, Weedwackers, cowbells, the hydraulophone.”

“What’s atonal music?”

“No one knows,” Dolores says, “but can you tell me what makes one musician more virtuosic than the next?”

“Better fingers.”

“When I cry during a concerto, what am I crying for?”

“The present moment and its shape, through which the music moves for the first and only time. There’s also the problem of the future. By then the music has disappeared, and you can’t hope to hear it the same way again.”

“Well, what am I supposed to do about it?”

“What?”

“How do I stop good things from disappearing?”

“You can’t.”

Dolores frowns, halfway through punching a pillow into its case.

“That’s gloomy.”

“Not really,” Leo says, unlooping a single dark hair from where it has caught on the mattress’s quilt. “Everything leaves a part of itself behind.”



AT THE END OF Dolores’s first week comes a day so splendidly hot that they shirk their afternoon task—defrocking potatoes and carrots with Violetta—to take a dip in the pool. The guests have flocked to the pool as well, or are otherwise napping indoors, and the water stutters with bodies.

Dolores leans her shoulders back against the tile coping, exposing the thrilling line of her neck, and offers some comment or another about climate change. Climate change, Leo agrees. She cannot stop treading water, although her legs tire. She wants to appear fit. Her body distorts beneath the surface, anemic and boundaryless. She has shaved all the way up her legs and around her bikini line. She has taken everything. She has even plucked the hairs that circle her belly button, although she wears a utilitarian one-piece like an athlete. Dolores is in a purple bikini. The hairs on her arms are black when wet and with her index finger, Dolores smooths them into wavy patterns.

Leo watches until she is sure that Dolores will catch her, then dunks her head into the pool. The water distends with warbled voices. She surfaces, blinking through damp, heavy lashes. Dolores drums her fingers against the skimmer.

“Did your dad stay back in the States?”

“What?”

“I haven’t seen him around.”

“He died,” Leo says.

Dolores’s expression is petrified.

“It was four years ago.” She watches a sparrow land on the pool filter. “He wasn’t well.”

“I didn’t know,” Dolores says.

Leo musters a nod. If she speaks, she will tell Dolores everything. She had, for a moment, forgotten that Dolores is a stranger who does not know even the most fundamental thing about her. Although the day is as sumptuously warm as before, there is no delight in it. Leo submerges herself once more, her limbs slack.

She closes her eyes. There is a disturbance in the space just beyond her, as near as her own breath upon her face. A hand brushes her shoulder, a body pressing close. Dolores holds her only for a second, maybe two.



TELEMACHUS MOURNED ODYSSEUS FOR twenty years. His mourning was so long that it became his whole memory.

When Odysseus came back, he lived like a ghost in his own halls. He was quiet at feasts. When the bards played, he grew angry and sometimes cried. Once, he’d been a wonderful storyteller, but he could no longer see the humor in things. Though Telemachus prompted him, eager to hear about his father’s cunning in the wooden horse, his strength against the Cyclops and sea, Odysseus had no interest in talking about his exploits. Long ago, he’d begun spinning a narrative about his life in which each event collapsed neatly into the next, but before and after and because seemed fruitless to him now. Each morning, before the sun burned away the thick silver mist, he walked out to the black cliffs and watched the water gnash against the rocks while Telemachus looked on from his turret window.

Telemachus had lived his whole life in service of his father. He could not stop. He grew quiet. He stayed up all night, haunted by visions of the bodies piled in the palace yard, gathering flies. The maids’ bodies had been heavy to lift. He had cleaned the blood from the yard. He cleaned his father’s sick in the mornings. Was this the man he had missed for twenty years? He dreamed of life before Odysseus crashed his raft on Ithaca’s gray beach, the father he’d had then. With nothing left to weave, Penelope passed her days in the bed Odysseus had made for their wedding night, all those years ago. Now that her husband had returned and she was once again a wife, she would be bound to the castle forever, just as the arboreal bed was bound to its patch of earth. They stopped holding feasts. Odysseus disappeared for days at a time. When he returned, Telemachus brought him egg mixed with vinegar, pepper, and salt. He dreamed of the life he’d have once his father was gone. The silver mists rolled in, dissolving the sea, the shore. He followed his father down to the cliffs, just in case.

When Odysseus came back, his son learned there were betrayals worse than death. The problem with a parent who returns from the dead is that they may still do the worst thing they’ve ever done.



THAT EVENING, ONCE DOLORES has gone back to town, Leo calls Tonino. Although she has had his number for years, she has never used it.

“Are your parents alive?” she asks him.

“Yes.”

“Are they good people?”

“They’re all right. Sometimes they annoy me.”

Leo feels her stomach twist. She wants, more than anything, to be annoyed by her father, or even her mother, whom she loves like a labored breath. She wants to reject them, roll her eyes, keep score, wake up the next morning with everything forgotten.

“That’s too bad,” she says.

“It’s fine.”

The line fills with the static of other voices, the clatter of jumbling glasses.

“Come up to the hotel this weekend?”

“Yes. I’ll come.” Tonino turns away from the phone, his voice fading. “Dopo, Leo.”

Leo spins her phone between her hands. The mountains are nimbed with green light. Dark shapes swoop over the grounds, whether bats or birds she cannot say, only that they form black whorls like clouds.



ON SUNDAY, TONINO WALKS to the hotel after Mass and Leo takes him to the orchard, where they collect the overripe peaches that have burst against the ground. Tonino finds one that is neither wormy nor bruised and eats it as they work. In the enclosed stairwell by the compost bins, he runs a sticky hand over her face.

You’re getting juice all over me, she tells him, and he wipes his hands on his trousers. The sun is at its zenith. He points this out, unbuttons his shirt.

He is narrow from ankle to chest. His shoulders jut out like a doorframe over which his head swivels uneasily. She envies these things about him and desires the place where his stomach fluctuates, bulging a bit at the bottom like that of a woman who has just given birth.

From her mother, Leo has borrowed a top with a plunging neckline that reveals her cleavage. While Tonino is busy cleaning his hands, she adjusts her breasts so that they look pleasingly separated and full, not squished together like two fat blobs. The top is tight around her waist in a way that she hopes is flattering.

This time, she is the one to initiate the kissing. His eyes close before her lips have reached his, and she hovers there for a moment, watching his expression slacken. Their faces are so close. He looks like a Cyclops, his features condensing. She screws her own eyes shut and keeps them that way.

He’s more active this time, moving his palms in circles over her breasts. It hurts a little, actually, and she is glad when he abandons this to touch the rest of her. He reaches down and places his hands on either side of her hips and attempts to scoop her on top of the compost bin.

“Don’t pick me up,” she tells him. She tries, too late, to sound breathless.

“I can lift you.”

He is red all the way down to the middle of his chest.

“I know that. I’m just afraid of heights.”

It sounds moronic, even to her, and she is relieved when he nods and leans into her once more. Now, he keeps his hands above her waist. He makes no move to go under her shirt or return them to her chest. This too is a relief, although she worries that she has hurt his pride. Her heart pounds. Maybe, in stopping him, she forced him to look more closely at her. He might have felt some of the hair on the back of her leg, which no amount of bending, stretching, hitching, or contorting has ever allowed her to shave completely.

She wishes that he would attempt to stick his hand down her pants or rut against her a little, just to show some interest. Then she could say no. She could pull herself back together, strand him. Leave him wanting more. Everything she knows about sex is from books, where women are full of refusals.

Tonino’s tongue is solid in her mouth and his hands aren’t on her at all now. She pulls back, scraping her teeth over his bottom lip in a way that she intends to be both intriguing and sexy. He is still pink in the ears, the chest. Leo thinks that he is beautiful and that she is a bad person. She attempts to glean whether or not he is hard by running her eyes over his crotch, but she can’t tell, and this makes her feel even worse.

“I have to go,” she tells him. Children shriek up in the orchard. She shakes a beetle from her foot.

“Yeah, me too,” Tonino says.

They fix their clothes.

“Does my hair look okay?” Leo asks, although he never once touched it.

“Your mouth is very red,” he replies.



BEFORE HE LEAVES, TONINO stops by the kitchen to bid farewell to Nonna Tina, who kisses him on both cheeks and gives him a sack of peaches to take home to Don Pochintesta.

“He’s a crook and he owes me money,” she says. “And he never comes around for dinner anymore.”



NEWS OF TONINO’S VISIT soon spreads throughout the family. By that evening, even Davide has taken an interest and probes Leo for details as they shuck beans on the kitchen step.

“If you want me to have a word with him, I will,” Davide promises. “Man to man.”

“I’ve already got a father,” Leo says.

Davide lets the comment pass. His motions are so expert that he does not need to look at his hands as he works, nudging the beans from their filament with just the tip of his thumb. After so many years, his body has become tuned to the systems of the land and those who pass over it. Despite the protestations of his back, the small failures of his knees, his body does not need to relearn its labor, only rise to its demands. He is intolerant of weakness: frailty, softness, indolence, time off, bargaining, an effete lack of muscularity. He still laughs loudly, belches, chews his cigars, but there is a tinge of shame to these things now, as if he is always catching himself in the act. What gentleness he can bear to demonstrate he reserves for the horses, each morning descending the hill to offer them apples and palm their beloved, chestnut snouts.

“Who knew you were such a gossip,” Leo says when the silence grows long. Her own beans are haphazardly parted from their shells, still tufted with bits of light green fluff.

“Gossip is for hens.”

The screen door whines open behind them and Violetta bustles forward, a water jug balanced against her hip. Davide quits his shucking and removes an e-cigarette from his pocket—a boxy, hydraulic-looking contraption and lone concession to his doctor’s advice to stop smoking a pack a day.

“You look like a stupid teenager with that thing,” Violetta tells him.

She sinks onto the step, placing the jug beside her. Her feet are sandaled, and she wiggles her toes as if in pleasure. She has been awake for ten and a quarter hours.

“È fico.” Davide draws the phrase out, pinching his fingers at the end to appoint it with extra significance. Leo tracks his gaze to Violetta’s face, which the late sun has deepened with lines.

Her mother has come to look more like herself with time. She has grown into the severity of her features, her sloping nose, her downcast eyes. Leo’s old worry for her has become obsolete, but it has found other ways to survive. It is constantly taking new shapes. Anger. Admiration. Envy.

She imagines that beneath Davide’s gaze there is something like the resentment that she feels within herself. She resents her mother’s hale beauty, her wellness. Her ability to sit in meditative silence without sliding under the weight of her own thoughts. Now, when she is quiet, Leo has the sense that she is being drained away from herself, like water through a sieve. She keeps busy, though her interests are aimless. What does it mean to cherish a book or the translucent underside of a leaf? Only that these things are beautiful, that beauty makes bearable the passage of time. Her mother is older now than her father ever lived to be.

Looking at Violetta and Davide splitting the step, the gentle, childish camaraderie of their pressed shoulders, Leo envisions a world in which her mother had never left the village. Had married some butcher or hay-heaver. Leo’s own life extinguishes under this imagination. Her mother grows large, happy, effulgent. Her days are full of good weather. Everything can be tolerated, even time.

Leo is full of a bright fear that this other world is happier because of her absence. She knows, without being told, that her mother is happier without her father. What explanation can there be for a woman waking from a decade-long sleep? The need to close her eyes had passed. The nightmare was over. Her unhappiness became a thing to bury in the ground. She can locate it, marked by its stone. This is what Leo’s father is to her, and to Max—a bad memory under the dirt. Only for Leo does he stretch out into the immense and interminable future, which she must now face without him.

His death has taken from her youth’s greatest reassurance—that, one day, she will be a different person. That the changes before her are enormous and meaningful. Leo can take no comfort in these promises. The largeness of her future looms over her, cavernous and empty.

When Odysseus returned to Ithaca, he recognized Telemachus by the broad set of his shoulders, which is to say that he saw, in his son, the image of his own body. Telemachus never strayed from his father’s likeness. In doing so, he managed to collapse time. Odysseus left a young man and returned to find the mirror of his past self haunting Ithaca’s black cliffs. What Leo suspects is this: if she stands still, perhaps, she can hold her father inside of her. And although her father will not return to call her name, Leo fears that with each step into the future, she is becoming a person that he will not recognize. That should he find her on another shore, he would not see her, nor himself within.



AT THE START OF the season, Violetta decided that the time had come to digitize their operation and do away with the hotel’s current filing system—several cellar-bound stacks of carboard boxes, each stuffed to the gills and labeled with the relevant year. It would make things easier for Nonna Tina, she alleged while her children cast dubious looks at each other over their coffees. Their grandmother does not even own a cell phone; she believes that cordless phones, like microwaves, beam radiation into your brain. Violetta leaves the secondary reason unstated, though Max and Leo have both overheard her whispered conversations with Davide about bringing in outside management. You don’t let a new guest check into a soiled room.

Now, on slow days, Leo descends to the cellar to help Max organize the hotel’s records. Sometimes Dolores stays behind to help. They sit on upturned crates and press sweating bottles of orange soda to their necks. Dolores, her expression milky with heat, leans onto her knees and rolls her bottle over her clavicle. Leo wonders if she has any friends in town. She must not. Why else would she choose to spend her afternoons sweating through her clothes in a musty basement?

As they rustle the papers from their boxes, they find that many of the files have blossomed with swirls of mold—evidence of a flood from a few years back.

“It’s all sort of gorgeous,” Dolores says, one hand pinching the corner of an intake form whose whole surface has been webbed with black, the other hand closed delicately over her nose.

“It looks like a Rorschach test,” Max says.

“What do you see?”

Max squints.

“A Rorschach test.”

He turns around to rifle through a box christened “2001.” As he hunches over, a cloud of artificial smoke unfurls around his head. Leo sucks the inside of her cheek. Dolores, still rotating the blackened paper between her hands, seems not to have noticed.

“It looks more like two chihuahuas to me.”

Dolores holds it up so that Leo can see.

“A pirate ship,” Leo says.

Whenever Dolores is there, Max takes his earbuds out. He shows Dolores the pictures of taxidermized rabbits and slates, which Dolores calls “a powerful case against trinkets.” They talk about birding and French disco and a Japanese television show they both watch about a demon who solves crimes. As the long summer afternoons wind on, Dolores draws Max out, the way a gardener coaxes root from soil.

“For a while I was writing this comic,” Max says. “It was a whole fantasy thing with knights and resurrections and talking doves.”

“What happened to it?”

He shrugs.

“Oh come on.”

“It was too hard to draw the hands. I always did them in the same position. It made everyone look like a puppet.”

In the dust-choked air, Max reminds Leo of the boy she would see in the hallways at school, thronged by friends—skaters with chipped paint on their nails, girls whose lips and noses are punctuated with metal. A boy with in-jokes and after-school rituals, someone whose life includes other people, though not his sister and not his mother—people who do not worry about his grades or what he does locked in the bathroom, the tap running. People he never invites home.

“Don’t be preposterous,” Leo says. Her jealous heart twists. She turns to Dolores. “He’s a natural.”



THE FLIES ARE EVERYWHERE. Curled beneath the open window or else buzzing, baffled, into the room’s corners. Leo swats one with a roll of paper towels. Briefly, she can smell the sweet, pheromonal odor of its blood, so like the scent of rot, as if, at the moment of its death, some chemical change occurred in the fly and its body had not merely burst but turned like old milk. She wonders if the smallness of the fly speeds this decay along, as though death is something that takes time to surface from within the body and only escapes it invisibly, as a perfume, a slight cooling of the air. She turns to Dolores.

“Draw the curtains.”

Dolores, tugging at her rubber gloves, mutely obeys.

The day is overcast and with the heavy curtains drawn across the windows, the room is plunged into near darkness. For good measure, Leo closes the bathroom door, using the old towels to plug up the crevice of light near the floor. There is a canister of ant spray among their cleaning supplies and Leo hands this to Dolores, reserving for herself the bottle of diluted bleach. Get ready, Leo tells her. She flicks on one of the bedside lamps. The flies, drawn to the warm flicker of the bulb, hardly touch on the lamp’s shade before Leo and Dolores mow them down with toxins, their bodies seizing, dropping from the circle of light and out of view. Dolores swears and sprays with her eyes screwed shut. From time to time they pause to allow more flies to amass on the lampshade, and even for this, Dolores does not open her eyes. Oh no, oh no, she mumbles, I can hear them. Otherwise, she waits quietly, trustingly, for Leo’s command.

“I wanted to be a dancer when I was younger, but I was the wrong shape for it,” Dolores says after a long stretch of silence. “So I started building sets for plays and things, ballets.”

She sways a little on the balls of her feet.

“And then I went and saw this production of Sleeping Beauty at another theater. The whole set was made of silk. I realized that I was the wrong shape for set-making, too; I was never going to be able to dream up something like that. I just didn’t have the vision.” She grimaces. “You don’t need vision to make a violin.”

“There are famous violins, though,” Leo says. “It can’t be because they’re carved out of special trees.”

“These days calling yourself a famous violin maker is like calling yourself a famous cabbage.”

“There must be a difference,” Leo insists. She wants to believe that executing a task to perfection is more than just obedience.

Dolores thinks about this and says, “Attention.”

Her cheek is fuzzed with transparent hairs, which, in the irregular light, appear white, like the down on newborn rabbits or mice.

“My parents are dentists,” she continues. “It’s not artless, you know, as a profession.”

Her eyes are still closed. There is no one to contest Leo’s gaze. She looks and looks.

“Take your mouth, for instance. Your teeth are really grooved. I noticed it right away.”

“Well, I feel special.”

“You’ve got a great smile. You look like a movie star out here. Europeans have such dull teeth.”

Dolores’s eyes are open now. Her face is cut up by shadows and it is impossible to say whether the lines by her mouth are from laughter or just a trick of the light. She continues.

“It seems small, but when you’re making a fake tooth for someone you have to think about this shit. The grooviness of teeth. A good dentist honors the natural character of your teeth. Dentistry is custom to every mouth.”

“My dad had a fake tooth,” Leo remembers.

“Straight or groovy?”

“Sharp as a wolf’s.” Between them, the lampshade hums and undulates with flies. Leo’s bottle dangles between her knees. “It was never the same color as the other teeth, though. He had bad teeth. I don’t think his family had a lot of money when he was growing up.”

“You don’t know?”

In his final manuscript, her father had described the meals of spaghetti and beans that he and his mother had eaten every night while his own father, fresh off his tour in Vietnam, drank himself into a stupor. His father had been, like so many of the returned, both beggar and master. These men had come back to find a world in which so little was provided to them, and in which they were ill-equipped to provide for those who had been waiting. His father’s name was on the lease. The refrigerator, the old GE tube radio and the sideboard on which it sat, the bed whose comfort he had not forgotten, his wife, his son—these things belonged to him. He was dependent on his wife and son and they feared him like a guest.

“I guess I never knew how to ask,” Leo says.

Her father had stolen into worlds in which these things—poverty, war, fatherlessness—had happened to other people. It was a shock to see those half-familiar stories of Telemachus and Odysseus unfurl after I, that slender pronoun, written in her father’s own loopy penmanship. He had promised her that when she was old enough, he would give her the manuscript to read. After he died, she took the pages out of his desk. She had become old enough, all at once.

The hairs on Dolores’s cheek are so fine they seem to glow. So little separates us from the world, Leo thinks. The buzzing of the flies might be the sound she hears, sometimes, between her own ears. She changes the subject.

“Did your parents do your teeth?”

“Invisalign, three years.”

Dolores’s grin is gleaming, almost blue, in the lamplight.

“They left your shark tooth though.”

“They asked me once if I wanted to pull it, but I liked that it was something the other kids didn’t have. When you’re younger, you’re desperate to identify with any part of yourself.”

“And you don’t feel that now?” Leo asks.

“No, I do,” Dolores says. “But I have more say in who I am now. I can shave my head or stick metal in my ears.”

Below the lamp, Dolores’s knee bumps against hers. The sensation is almost unreal, like the contact one makes with the sharp edge of a table or chair, which is quickly forgotten only to appear later as a bruise. Leo’s body does not even feel like her body. In the half dark, everything is estranged, diffuse.

“It’s nice,” she says, “all that stuff. Even your wonky tooth.”

“What did he like to talk about?”

“Who?”

“Your dad.”

“The Mets,” Leo says. “Bob Dylan. Sometimes he would tell me about Odysseus.”



LEO IS WHEELING HER bike toward the end of the driveway when she hears the crunch of gravel behind her.

“Let me give you a ride,” Davide offers through the driver’s-side window.

“It’s all right.”

Music thuds from the car radio. Davide’s face is lined with dirt. His expression warns Leo not to waste his time.

“Throw your bike in the back.”

It barely fits. Behind the spare tire and bags of plant food, she finds a tarp and jams it around the bike’s mud-caked wheels. She has ridden in the back seat before—mostly to and from the Milan airport, when she can pretend to sleep with her head against the window while her mother and Davide do the talking. Without distractions, she is forced to confront the numbingly modern interior, so pristine that Davide might have just picked it up from the dealership. The console gleams, unsmudged by fingerprints. There are no crumbs in the seat cushions, wrappers in the cupholders. It still has that unctuous, plasticky smell, like a rental. All of the leather is black. The car is anonymous and sensible, a hatchback. Leo hates it with the whole force of her heart.

Davide puffs on his e-cigarette as he maneuvers the car around the bend.

“Sneaking out for a date?”

“Just visiting a friend.”

“Hey”—he puts a hand up—“è l’acqua in bocca.”

Leo hums. She pulls the hair back from her face. She can’t stand the feeling of anything on her neck. Her mouth fills with spit. The car winds around another bend, the road disappearing and revealing itself, slightly altered, with each turn.

“Could I roll the window down?”

“Leo, I’m only teasing.”

“Carsick,” she says.

The plastic smell is making her lightheaded. The only sign that the car belongs to Davide is the rosary strung over the rearview mirror. She watches the little cross bob, her stomach churning.

“Do you want me to pull over?”

She shakes her head. The signal clicks as Davide pulls onto the side of the road. Leo rests her head against the door, the night air licking at her temples.

She is sure that they are both thinking of the same night, the car, their fathers destroyed in the wreckage, glass glittering everywhere, turning the road to light. It has been eight summers now, and at the start of each, she worries that Davide will look at her coldly. That he will finally, rightly blame her for what happened to his father’s car. Had she not given her father the keys? Had she not smelled the bitterness of alcohol on his breath and still sent him rattling down that hill? She cannot quite force the apology out, even now. Eight summers, and it has calcified inside her, lodged in her throat like a bone. She unbuckles her seat belt.

“I’m just going to ride from here,” she tells Davide.

A boy with a ball under his arms ambles down the mountain, scuffing up dust. He watches as Leo removes her bike from the trunk and refolds the tarp. He must be no older than nine, maybe ten, and his clothes are too big for him. From the way he breathes through his mouth she can tell that he is too sensitive for other boys, that he has no friends, and that is why he is on the road alone in the quickening dark. Didn’t your parents teach you not to stand in the street, she wants to shout at him. Get out of here. Go anywhere, just go fast, go far.



THE MEN AT LA Pisciata are drunk by the time Leo arrives. They have already dealt a couple of hands, and bills settle between them on the table, weighed down by cuff links, rosaries, a paisley tie—a gift from Don Anzio’s wife to be discreetly offloaded before church that Sunday. The men have unbuttoned their shirts or doffed them entirely, their undershirts gaping around thin, spotted arms.

Leo wonders what they do all day, these men. Each time she sees them, they are jovial, boyish even. They make filthy jokes. They touch one another—slapping hands and shoulders—with both violence and care. They seem absent of women. They never speak of their wives. They carry, each of them, photos of their grandchildren. Their generations are mother-, wife-, and daughter-less.

Leo takes the seat beside Tonino, who has already prepared her negroni and pulls the chair out for her as she approaches. The men greet her in gruff chorus. Don Pietroforte passes her a photo of a baby covered from head to pea-toed feet in downy hair. His new grandson. The photo is creased down the center, having already been folded and unfolded many times. Leo has never seen a baby that so closely resembles his grandfather. She and Tonino catch each other in a dark glance. Beneath the table, his hand finds her knee. She still feels sick from the car. His bank is already depleted. She thinks that Tonino’s heart is too big—his wanting so simple and surface—and this is why he is a poor poker player.

Don Pochintesta deals a new hand and silence falls as everyone peeks under their cards. A two of hearts, a two of spades. Leo realizes that she is gnawing on the inside of her cheek and reaches for her drink instead. Beside her, Tonino’s whole face beams with a kind of composed neutrality. A few of the men fold at once, standing to fix themselves another drink. Don Passero’s hands shake as he pushes his chips to the center of the table. Leo is quick to follow suit. Tonino—with extraordinary, deliberative pause—slings his own wager in.

“You’re all such bores,” Don Pietroforte says. He has propped the photo of his grandson against his tumbler, and as he slides his wizened palm over his cards, he squints dreamily into the baby’s hairy, purple face. He hardly looks up as the door card is revealed.

“Guardate la faccia del ragazzo.” Don Anzio points at Tonino. “He’s like a snake that’s eaten a whole rat.”

“Fuck off,” Tonino says. Beneath the table, he slides his hand up Leo’s thigh.

As the game continues—chips slid across the table, cheap offerings (a linty chocolate, half-euro coins, stamps) piled in the center—Leo casts her gaze around to the other men. She cannot help but catalog their bodies. Whether they are fat or thin, handsome, liver-marked, red-nosed. Whether they pomade their hair or if they have hair left at all. Whether these things mean their wives still find them attractive, if they recognize their own bodies in the morning or feel estranged from them. What would they think about her and Tonino? What would her father have thought? They have not offered to set her up with one of their grandsons and Leo wonders if this is a suggestion of her own ugliness. Surely, they have noticed her body. Its shape. They might say, to one another or to themselves, that she is a girl with a pretty face. Perhaps they have compared her to her mother and grandmother and found her a poor imitation. She feels, as ever, that she is looking out into a world that has turned its eyes from her, unhappy with what it has seen. Across the table, Don Pietroforte draws his finger down the photo’s crease.

With all of the cards exposed, Leo sees that she has stayed too long in the game. It is too late to surrender, too late to save face. Don Lucchesi claps a ruddy, heavily ringed hand on her shoulder and when he bends close to whisper a joke, she is embraced by the familiar scent of aftershave and neroli, the earthen tang of tobacco. Yes, she thinks, the only thing to do is play to the end. She calls Tonino’s bet. The others have folded. It is just the two of them now, knees bumping under the table. She will let him take her money. She feels magnanimous and compliant.

The door thuds open and, in the bar’s low light, Dolores’s face is dimly illuminated.

“Uh,” Dolores says. “Sei aperto?”

She wears a YMCA T-shirt with cutoff sleeves and a pair of frayed shorts, belted with a shoelace. Her eyes dart around the table, taking in the shirts draped over chairs, the old men with their belching cigars and, sandwiched between them, Leo. Leo and her negroni, half sipped. A boy’s hand on her knee. It takes a moment for the recognition to set in, another for the shock. Even the smoke seems to hang interminably in the air.

“Ciao,” Leo says. Her own voice comes as a surprise. “Join us?”

Dolores looks around the bar as if the stools and glasses have revealed themselves as theater objects, the world suddenly cardboard, collapsible.

“No grazie. Non stasera.”

She bows a bit to the old men, then stumbles back out the door. The room is silent as they watch her shadow ripple over the front window.

“I’ll be back,” Leo says. Then, realizing she has said it in English, says it again. She abandons her cards on the table, barely registering Tonino’s triumphant shout.

Outside, Dolores leans against the building next door, spinning her lighter between her hands.

“I didn’t know,” Dolores says, about what Leo cannot be sure.

“There are a lot of stars here.” Leo leans next to her. “Even in the town.”

They both look up. The sky domes indigo and enormous overhead.

“The only constellation I could ever identify is Orion,” Dolores says. “But he’s not out tonight.”

“He’s a winter constellation. He chases the scorpion across the sky. Or the scorpion chases him. It’s an eternity either way.”

“That sounds like torture.”

“It was an honor,” Leo says, “for his bravery.”

Dolores has stopped spinning her lighter. She is still looking at the sky.

“Who’s this coming from, you or the Professor?”

“Just me,” Leo replies.



THAT NIGHT, LEO DREAMS of Dolores. They are by the pool with its nacreous light and Dolores has her hands on Leo’s thighs. Her face is not quite her face. She asks Leo to remove her pants, begs her, her not-quite-face growing more beautiful and more terrible with each refusal. Leo would like Dolores to touch her, but she has not shaved her legs and knows, without seeing them, that her thighs are covered in hair so black and thick that they occlude the skin beneath.

I’m afraid, she tells Dolores.

It’s easy, Dolores says and lifts her blouse to reveal a void where her body should be.

Isn’t that better? Dolores asks. Now you’ve seen all of me.



LEO WAKES. THE SHEETS have adhered to her sweat-slick skin. Everything is hot and damp and the body next to hers is her mother’s.

Instead of returning to sleep, Leo goes to sit in the empty fountain by the kitchens, where no one ever goes. She’d spent hours hiding there as a child, studying the damp-dwelling bugs.

Leo braces her feet against the wall and curves her spine over the basin’s rim, attempting to correct some of the ways in which her body has gone wrong over the years. She might be a better person if she straightened up.

Above her, an open-mouthed satyr projects from the carved stone. In the cavity between his lips where water once spouted, moss and algae now bloom. Leo watches a white spider crest the satyr’s ruined cheek. Her back aches and she thinks the correction must be working.



ALL MORNING, LEO IS menaced by images of Dolores’s vacant chest. Exhausted, she overkneads the bread, scorches a sheet of cornetti. She wants to smash the blackened pastries against the wall and savors this thought as she hacks at the burnt sugar that keeps them webbed to their tray. Picking through the remains, she selects the one that has been least deformed by her efforts and arranges it on a plate for Nonna Tina, along with a wedge of cantaloupe, some purple raspberries. The rest of the eviscerated pastries she dumps into a bag for Davide, who is, at that very moment, out collecting redder, livelier berries for the guests to eat.

Her mood remains grim all the way to her grandmother’s door, where she raps harshly enough to sting her knuckles.

“Christ, Leo, you’ve got a knock like a tax collector,” Nonna Tina says. Her face floats up through a confection of embroidered pillows.

Leo watches as Nonna Tina heaves herself into a seated position.

“Hand me my glasses.”

Leo obliges. The room smells stale—like sweat and something sharper, almost floral—and Leo uses her shoulder to jimmy the window, sliding an old ledger beneath the lift to keep it propped open. Everything in this place is falling to shit, she thinks.

Nonna Tina takes a minuscule bite of her cornetto, puckers her lips, and drops it back on the plate. She does the same with the cantaloupe, then with one of the raspberries.

“You have…” She makes a gesture like she’s powdering her face. “… on your cheek.”

“Fanculo.”

“Wash your mouth out while you’re at it,” Nonna Tina calls to Leo as she ducks into the bathroom.

The stale odor is even sharper in here. As Leo washes the smudge of burnt flour from her cheek, she examines the soaps and hair oils clustered around the sink. Product pools at their bottoms. There’s a pink ring around the drain. The mirror is flecked with toothpaste and spit. Leo can’t imagine when this place was last cleaned, or who would have cleaned it. Certainly not Nonna Tina, who struggles when bending her knees to rise from bed. The smell, it occurs to Leo, is urine.

She leaves the water running, disguising the sounds of her investigation. She stoops by the toilet, where the bowl is streaked and spotted with orange. Dust and hair congeal to the stand, the tiles. Leo’s stomach roils. She uses the toilet brush to churn through the waste bin, where, beneath handfuls of scrunched tissue, she unearths a pair of soiled briefs.

Leo feels panicky, like she might burst into tears. She drops the underwear back into the bin, and, with her bare hand, shuffles the compensatory tissues back into place. She kills the tap.

In the other room, Nonna Tina has braved another bite of her cantaloupe. Her glasses have slipped all the way to the end of her imperial nose. She stares, unseeing, at the window, its imposing daylight.

“We ought to serve the zucchini with dinner tonight,” she says. “And the tomatoes from the eastern garden. They’ll be overripe by tomorrow.”

“Yes. Of course.”

Leo presses a kiss to her grandmother’s head. Her scalp is sweet and smells of oranges.



ON THE TABLE: PECORINO, prosciutto shaved thin as silk, peppers slick with oil and caper brine. An envelope of brown paper is unfolded to reveal the end of a salami densely pearled with fat. Nonna Tina strips the casing with her teeth. She is still the type of woman who gnaws on chicken bones, who sucks the marrow. Each afternoon she eats a clove of raw garlic, for strength. Once, she kneaded the skin from the garlic with the palm of her hand. Now, she teaches Dolores to do the same. They speak to each other in Italian. Slowly, as if through thick glass.

“It’s good for the blood,” she tells Dolores. “When I was pregnant with Violetta, I ate a clove of garlic with every meal. When you have children, you must do the same.”

“They have pills for that now,” Dolores jokes.

“You modern women, you all think you know. Pills for pregnancy, for sex, headaches, bad moods. I gave birth the natural way. A mare doesn’t cry during labor, neither does a sow.”

Violetta swipes Max’s elbow from the table. Still a vegetarian, he has filled his plate with bread and wedges of cheese, though he shows little interest in either. He eats after the rest of the family has fallen asleep, bunch-shouldered and red-eyed in front of the refrigerator. Nonna Tina believes that he doesn’t sleep because he is protein deficient, that he does not eat because he has grown sick of bread.

When Leo makes no move to finish her own lunch, Violetta steals a cube of provolone from her plate. Her hair is knotted in a low bun and she rests her chin in her palm, surveying the table. She and Leo watch together as Nonna Tina shows Dolores her numerous rings.

“Mamma,” Leo says.

Violetta hums in acknowledgment. The skin under her eyes bursts with violet capillaries. Does she know? Is she frightened by the way her mother’s hands waver? Or does she still see Nonna Tina as the punishingly beautiful young woman capable of kicking a priest down a hill? A mother’s beauty is like the promise of heaven, into which so much hope is invested. The whole family conspires in this belief, tends to it. It is not right to be more beautiful than one’s own mother, nor to see the sallowness of her nails, a new hollowness in her face, emptied by the years. It is kinder to close one’s eyes. The smell of the salami reminds Leo of unwashed hair.

“Tell me,” Violetta says.

“What do you do with all of your metal when you go through an airport?” Nonna Tina tugs at Dolores’s ear. “You could be such a pretty girl, not so tough. But the holes can heal. Look at my granddaughter. She doesn’t even have her lobes done. Her body is exactly as it was when she was born. And that face. That frown, just the same.”



THAT AFTERNOON, LEO RETURNS to her grandmother’s quarters alone. On hands and knees, she sponges the bathroom floor, soaping each crevice and seam. Gray water foams beneath her touch. She bleaches the toilet, inside and out. She has pulled a bandanna over her face but cannot clean without confronting the detritus of her grandmother’s body. Each hair embarrasses her. It seems impossible that her grandmother could be made from the same stuff as everyone else. Leo detaches her eyes from her mind, absorbing nothing.

She paves the shower with baking soda. She lathers the taps. Down the drain, which is snared with hairs both black and silver, she pours a glug of sodium hydroxide. The windowsills are sooty with neglect, and she befouls one rag after another, unable to expose the paint beneath. Her hands are pruned from her chemical exertions. There is a burning in her eyes, and in her chest.

Leo works until the bathroom is heavy with a chlorinated odor, like a hospital. There is no difference in scent between the very sick and the very clean. Something is concealed in their scrupulousness. Leo shakes the contents of the bin into a garbage bag, which she knots three times and shoves beneath her apron, bearing it out of the room like some hideous gestation, down the halls, and to the dumpsters out back, where it joins the rest of the day’s waste. The ineffable remains.



PROPPED AGAINST HER MOUNTAIN of decorative pillows, Nonna Tina pores over the kitchen inventory, holding the papers an inch from the point of her nose. She has never gotten the hang of her bifocals and moves her entire head to read through them properly. The television in the corner of the room flashes with scenes from that evening’s World Cup match: a stalemate between Croatia and Denmark. The image is bad, lines of pixelated red and purple intermittently distorting the field.

Leo sits by Nonna Tina’s bed throughout dinner, pushing her minestrone around with a piece of bread. She has also brought a basket of tiny, seedy strawberries, and a knob of dark chocolate, which her grandmother reaches for before the rest of the meal. Nonna Tina attempts to gnaw at it with her front teeth, but quickly abandons this task.

“My teeth,” she declares, “are too soft for this shit.”

She places the hard lump of chocolate back in its wrapper, then asks Leo to move it to the window, where it might melt a little in the heat.

“I didn’t eat enough chocolate as a girl,” she says. “I was watching my figure. Then you get old and your body starts to rot like a fig.”

“You’ve got plenty of years left to eat chocolate,” Leo tells her. Nonna Tina exhales a disappointed puff and leans back against her pillows.

“I’ll never kiss another man,” she laments.

“You could,” Leo says. “If you wanted to.”

“All those boys panting after me for years, and the only one I ever kissed was your grandfather. What did I know? You marry a man and think you’re done. Death feels like a forever away, but then, of course, he dies. And you have years left to you. You can only mourn for so long. The heart,” Nonna Tina says, “remains strong even when the body goes to caca.”

Leo nods, but Nonna Tina has folded her glasses and now lies back with her eyes closed. The lids are so wrinkled that they ridge over her eyes like tree bark.

“I’ve told your mother this and I will tell you, too—have sex with as many men as possible. No man is worth dying alone for.”

“I don’t understand why you act like your life is over when it’s not.” Leo’s voice rises, running away from her. “You have time left. Lots of time.”

“That’s what I’m telling you, bambina,” Nonna Tina says. “There’s just too much of it. Who wants all of that?”

The final whistle blows on the soccer game, which after two hours, will be decided by penalties. Each man standing solemnly on the spot, taking his best chance.



LEO WATCHES HER EVERY step, suspicious of twigs and pebbles—the slightest fluctuations in the stairs, which have been grooved by generations of feet, her own included. Once, she might have walked this route with her eyes closed, but now the ground seems to leap up at her like a stranger in the dark. Her body is dislocated, unfamiliar. Each step requires enormous concentration. She is so absorbed in this task—putting one foot in front of the other—that it takes her a moment to register that she is not alone.

Dolores sits in the basin of the fountain, Max beside her. They have not seen Leo, hidden by the branches of a tilting quince tree.

The night is blurry and lovely, and beyond the leaves, her brother leans into Dolores. Their faces are hidden. Dolores lifts her hand as if to hold his cheek. Everything quivers: Leo, her heart. When Max pulls back, cigarette between his lips, she sees that Dolores’s hand has only been cupped around her lighter’s flame.

There is her brother, blowing smoke into Dolores’s eyes. There is Dolores, laughing laughing, the sound of it raucous, obliterative. Leo sways in the shelter of the tree. Impossible that just moments ago she could have been smelling her grandmother’s laundry for urine while Dolores wiped mirth from her eyes and Max hissed smoke through his teeth. That while she was soaping and scalding her hands, working the afternoon out of her skin, Max found Dolores and led her to the fountain, which was the only place left on the mountain where Leo could be alone, and had told her a joke that made her laugh like that, with the whole of her wonderful throat.

“You smoke now?” Leo has stepped out from behind the tree.

“Sometimes,” Max says.

Dolores’s mouth widens into a grin, languorous and white.

“Hey,” she says, then pulls the pack of Pall Malls from her pocket. “Want one?”

“Leo doesn’t smoke,” Max says, “or drink. She’s straight edge.”

Leo searches Dolores’s face for some flicker of confusion, the memory of Leo drinking among the old men, but it is as if the encounter never happened. She blinks slowly, redly up at Leo, like a person half asleep.

“That’s cool,” Dolores says, “you’ll live longer.”

They laugh, and Leo feels that it is at her expense. She has a few words for Max and his dwindling cigarette, many of them containing four letters, and some with five like idiot and moron.

“Actually, I will have one.”

Leo lowers herself into the fountain between her brother and Dolores, who pokes a cigarette between Leo’s lips and tells her to hold still. Max shifts beside her. His hair hangs lank around his cheeks. The bleach has greened from the pool and his roots have grown out, giving his head the look of a sunless, elemental water shrub. His eyes, like Dolores’s, are rimmed with red. His dab pen will be in his shirt pocket, she knows. She cannot face him, his blank, amebic stare. The first drag from the cigarette scalds her throat and she releases it quickly, determined not to cough.

“You look like you’ve sucked on a lemon,” Dolores tells her and Leo, seething, turns from her too. She looks toward the now-obscured quince tree, whose shelter she regrets leaving, and thinks of her bed with its cool sheets, scented with her mother’s verbena cream. Too long has passed and she draws the cigarette to her mouth once more. The quince tree shakes in the dark.

“Hello?” Leo says.

Both Dolores and Max are quiet now. Behind the night’s black veil, something snaps.

“I think there’s someone there,” Leo says. The cigarette in her hand is like a beacon. “Davide?”

She clambers out of the fountain and stalks toward the edge of the patio until she is only inches from the tree and can see the trembling silver outline of its leaves.

“Mom?” Leo whispers.

She ducks, the branches catching in her hair. By the base of the tree, a few premature fruits have tumbled loose. The earth is wet and fragrant.

A hand grips her shoulder.

“Leo, è solo il vento.” Max crouches beside her.

He had been a sweet boy, innocent as a calf. There is still something of the calf’s serenity in his expression, he looks right through her.



ON THE WAY BACK to their room, Leo catches Max’s arm, digging her fingers into the soft bend of his elbow.

“Don’t be stupid,” she tells him. “Even Dad stopped smoking.”

“As if that mattered,” Max says.

He jerks his arm, pulling hard, and when this doesn’t shake his older sister, he sinks his teeth into her hand. It is the shock of the bite that sends her reeling. The pain itself is dull and arrives at a delay.

“Don’t touch me, Leo.”

He doesn’t bother threatening her. He knows she will never tell their mother what she has seen. She cannot. He would begin to hide himself from her. There would be no way to watch over him, she would forever be trying to reach him by pressing her ear to a door. It is better to see the things she fears than to imagine them. To be sure of what is real. The imprint of Max’s teeth in her hand is proof that he has not fully disappeared.

“It’s my body,” he says. “My goddamn life.”

Max’s eyes, which are also the eyes of his sister, and of their father, are a milky, translucent blue and tilt down at the outer corners.



IN A SUITE VACATED by a family of Swedes: gum tacked to table bottoms, a pastiche of boogers and scabs pressed behind the headboard, a little boy’s shoe, a girl’s lock of silver-white hair, a Q-tip shelled with earwax, Band-Aids imprinted with maroon blood circling the shower drain.

Leo and Dolores dutifully sheathe these items in a garbage bag. They spray Clorox over the tub and sink and watch the bubbles yellow, deflate. Leo removes a multitool from her pocket and uses a palette blade to ply the concoction of hardened snot from the headboard, tenderly, so as not to scrape the wood.

What arrogance to leave the ruins of one’s fragile, fleeting body on a place that has seen centuries. The bed onto which some child—or maybe adult—has thought to conceal the private, repulsive indulgence of their picked nose is older than the works of Picasso and Mondrian. The bed on which they dreamed was older than nations, and still, they imposed themselves upon it. For a week or two, they vacationed from the present to spill themselves pell-mell over history. And yet, Leo thinks, balling up the sheets, is this not an ancient practice? People blowing their noses with the world.

Upon closer inspection, coarse hairs have curled into the ornamental rug. Together, she and Dolores haul the rug outside and beat it against the balcony, sending up clouds of dander and dirt. The day is neither too hot nor too cool. On the patio below, an older gentleman naps with a newspaper over his face.

Dolores asks if she can smoke and Leo shrugs. Apart from instructions, curtly imparted, she has been quiet all morning.

“I feel bad,” Dolores tells her, digging through her pocket. “Max told me you had a fit.”

Leo has barely seen her brother today and wonders when he had time to gossip about her with Dolores. Is it possible that they text? That her brother, who will not even describe his day to her in animals and songs, might tell Dolores how he feels?

“We’ve only smoked a few times,” Dolores continues. “Your brother is a good kid. Did you know that most languages have color terms for light and dark—or black and white? That these are the first color distinctions we form? Max told me. Isn’t that totally biblical?”

Everything seems meaningful to a person who’s high, Leo wants to say.

“Totally.”

Dolores rattles a cigarette from her pack and deftly lights it. She does not offer one to Leo. Her every movement is economical and mindless. She skims a finger up and down the lighter, then across the stones of the balcony railing, moving her hand back and forth, back and forth. Leo feels hypnotized by the motion. Even now, she has not outgrown the suspicion that smoking is a private act, like chewing or undressing, and cannot meet Dolores’s eye. She stands, attendant, in the corner of the balcony, wishing that she smoked or was a person who knew what to do while other people smoked, all the while watching the patterns formed by Dolores’s ceaseless hand.

“The next phase of color terms is for red, and then after that, green. The vital colors. You think it would be blue,” Dolores says, “because there’s so much of it, in the sky and the sea and stuff. But I guess we have to look in before we can look out.”

The balcony is cosseted by willows and poplars, the light sways over them. A sparrow calls from an unseen branch.

The cigarette has burned down and Dolores stamps it out in the balcony ashtray, then empties the tray into the trash bag, where its contents join the sanitary napkins and toenail clippings.

Leo sweeps the leaves and cobwebs from the ground and asks Dolores to grab her a damp cloth to wipe down the metal patio table. While Dolores is inside, she opens the trash bag and extracts the butt of her cigarette, which glows faintly from the imprint of Dolores’s lip balm. Leo wants to eat it, ash and all. To feel the paper turn to pulp between her teeth. To lick the place where Dolores fixed the cigarette between her lips. She feels feral and shivery. She is possessed by images. She does not really want to consume the cigarette, but to be a person moved in this way by passion. To be the image of a girl absorbing the disgusting object of her desires. She wants the leanness of Dolores’s wrist, to move through the world on Dolores’s slim legs. She wants to lie down for a long time. She wants Dolores to draw a line down her back with just the tip of her finger.



TONINO MEETS LEO AFTER his shift, a skateboard under his arm. “Do you want dinner?” he asks, and she shakes her head.

“All I’ve eaten today are sardines,” he says, “and bread, and some boiled eggs, I suppose.”

Occasionally, as they wander the curved streets, Tonino throws down his board and skates a few meters. Atop the board his body sways in rhythm with the roads’ bumps and bends. He grinds the curb, his arms loose at his sides. He grins magnificently at Leo, who grins back.

“Bet you didn’t know I could do that,” he says.

“I didn’t,” she replies.

They stop in front of a peeling ochre building whose balconies are tumbled with ivy. Tonino leads her up the narrow stairwell, stooping to scratch the ears of a sentinel gray cat perched on the landing. My parents are out, he tells her. It is their twentieth anniversary. Leo barely has time to look at the family photos on the entry table before Tonino is shepherding her into his bedroom. This is what she has come for. The totality of his attention. Tonino’s hands pulling at her clothes. The slippery, eager probing of his tongue. With Tonino she succumbs to nothing, obliges everything. She trusts his passion for her. She believes it will, in some way, anoint her.

Tonino pushes her back onto the bed. His hand slips abruptly up her shirt and cups her breast. Over his shoulder, she glimpses a tin soldier on his desk, a bottle of lotion. A gaming console and its bolus of cords. These objects seem to spectate Leo as Tonino sucks on her neck.

“What do you want to do with your life?” she asks him. She knows nothing about him. She is not even sure how old he is.

“I’d like to be a cop,” he says, “or a nurse.”

“Oh.” She wants to laugh. There is a poster of Tony Hawk above the bed, and on the dresser, a small, poorly executed painting of a dog.

“That’s Rocco,” Tonino says. “He died two years ago. He was so old we had to carry him up and down the stairs.”

The date of the dog’s death has been memorialized in the painting’s bottom right corner. Tonino descends once more to her neck.

“Wait,” Leo says. Her blood is rushing, she cannot catch up. Tonino blinks at her through thick, babyish lashes.

“My father killed himself,” Leo says. “You might have heard.”

“Yes,” Tonino says. He looks faintly sick, and this sends a thrill through her, arouses her.

“He hanged himself,” Leo says, “but not at our apartment. He was at a clinic upstate—in the country,” she clarifies.

Her heart is going, she is almost giddy. Tonino’s hand is still on her breast, and he looks at it with determined regret. He furrows his brow. His hand—trying not to draw attention to itself—is absolutely motionless, without even a tremor, as if he is holding his breath. It stays cupped like a statue’s hand, the fingers fused together, fused even to her breast, mute and unsensing, as his brow works away at conveying the right emotion.

“You can cry if you want to,” he says. “I won’t be mad.”

“Why would you be mad?”

“I wouldn’t be, that’s what I’m saying.”

“I don’t understand why you would say that.” Her nostrils are burning, so are her eyes. “I’m not going to cry.”

“I just feel bad for you that’s all.”

With his free hand, Tonino moves to touch her face.

“I forgot to make the dough for tomorrow,” Leo tells him. “I have to go home.”

I’m not upset, she promises. I’ve just forgotten something and I have to go home.



OUTSIDE, SHE SQUATS IN the street. Her heart speeds, seizes. She presses her palms to her eyes. She bites her thumb. She beats her hand against the peeling ochre wall. She gives herself thirty seconds. When a person ends their own life, they also end the delusions of the living. One such delusion is that you can properly remember the dead. When a person ends their own life, it becomes almost impossible to speak of them, not because it is painful, but because their name invokes a kind of humiliation, even fear. They have failed at life’s most basic task, which is—however injuriously, improbably, and without reason—to keep living.

Her thirty seconds are up. Leo stands. In the window she sees a gray, sunken face, like the face of a person buried in earth, and gasps. It is only the cat, who blinks, then vanishes.



WHEN HER FATHER’S THINGS were sent back from the treatment center, they included Leo’s and Max’s elementary-school portraits, printed on plastic tags with a hole notched in the upper corner through which one could insert their keys. Leo had refused to smile for her school portrait that year, and her father swore up and down that he would never pay for their school photos again. Still, he kept the pictures in his wallet long after his children had outgrown their full cheeks and gapped teeth. At the center, they take your wallet so that you have no way to buy alcohol or pills. They will also cut your nails for you. At some point, in the last days of his life, a nurse had held her father’s feet in their hands and trimmed his toenails, which were always slightly overlong and yellow (ogre feet, Max had called them). This was, perhaps, the last time her father had been touched.

It was not her father’s first stint at the center. The box of his personal effects did not include his wallet, which he had not brought with him to the facility upstate. Before submitting himself to treatment, he removed the photos of his children and put them in his pocket. The box also contained his wedding ring, watch, a roll of stamps, antidepressants, and an emergency sheet on which he had scrawled the numbers of his wife, half sister, and office assistant. He seldom called home. If he missed his children, he might have looked at their miniaturized portraits. He always talked about how nice they smelled when they were babies, how much he’d loved holding them when they were small. It is possible that Leo’s father had loved her most when she could not even remember him, when the world was no more than color, shape, commotion.



ON THE COUCH, TWO dark figures. Leo guides the door shut, quietly steps out of her shoes. Her mother dozes with Max’s head on her shoulder. The moonlight has washed the color out of his hair and in sleep, he appears solemn, somehow older. He is so much of their father, down to his knobby feet, protruding from beneath the blanket. They have the same big toe, which tapers and bulges like a mushroom. There is no way to fix this. A son cannot lob off a toe to spite his father.

Max’s phone is still on, soundlessly playing a time-lapse video of a magpie building its nest, dexterously working the twigs through one another, then pausing—its head swiveling round—to admire its work. Leo taps Max’s toe. She turns off his phone.



IN THE MORNING, LEO tells her mother that she feels unwell, will need to take the day off. It’s a slow day, only one checkout—a long-term guest, whose room she and Dolores have already refreshed. The guest is tidy and respectful, German. They have never found trimmings in his bathroom. Leo suspects that he is the type of person to be self-conscious, the type to clean his own mess before the maids arrive. He will be easily swept away, even by Dolores.

Violetta is quick to press her hands to her daughter’s face, her neck. Leo’s symptoms are internal, invented, but her mother kneads her thumbs over her as if she might leech the pain through her touch. Leo lets her. Her mother’s hands are a flurry against her temples. In her face, Leo can detect the same pinched anxiety that followed all her childhood earaches and colds. Violetta asks to see Leo’s throat. Leo opens her mouth, sticks out her tongue. This is who you really are, she thinks as her mother shines a light down inside her, a body coward. Her mother has not changed at all, she thinks. She is still frightened of illness, ignorant of how she is made, gullible for solutions.

Violetta squeezes a drop of fish oil onto Leo’s tongue. Leo lets her. She takes the chlorophyl tablets and vitamins her mother presses into her palm. She lies still as her mother lays strips of ointmented cloth over her forehead. Violetta has been awake for three and a quarter hours. Leo closes her eyes and pretends to sleep until she hears the door ease shut, and then she is alone.

Leo drifts through the family’s suite, gnawing on her nails and hard lemon candies that stick between her molars. She feels a subterranean pimple ache deep beneath the skin of her forehead. In the mirror, she picks and probes, attempting to scoop the pus to the surface. She works at this until the spot is raw and speckled with blood. Afterward, she pinches her nose and chin until her pores burst with hard, yellow tendrils. She flosses her teeth and, with her mother’s tweezers, plucks the hair from her knuckles and toes.

She is interrupted by a fist clattering against the door. Dolores bears a tray loaded with thick toast, salami, boiled eggs, a bulb of fennel still crowned with its feathery greens. There is a cutting of jasmine, from the garden no doubt, which Dolores has arranged in a shot glass.

“For the patient,” she says, pushing past Leo into the suite.

Dolores sets the tray on the coffee table and begins to wander through the space. Everywhere, the evidence of Leo’s life is nakedly apparent. Her gray-soled socks, her suitcase, still disgorging its dirty laundry. Her bed, unmade, the sheets kicked to the bottom. The two nightstands, one obviously belonging to Leo’s mother, crowded with tinctures and crumpled tissues. Leo’s things: her books, her father’s Iliad, her toiletry bag, which now contains, in addition to her razor and the recovered pearl earring, the butt of Dolores’s cigarette. There is the splotched wallpaper, the chaise from which stuffing sprouts like white mold. A vase of dried thistle, bunny tails, and lavender swirls with murky water.

Leo shuffles her bangs over her pulsating zit. Her eyes dart between Dolores and the half-ajar bathroom door, behind which the remains of her frenzied purification are scattered over the sink.

“It’s funny,” Dolores says, “I imagined it would be different.”

“What?”

“Where you live.”

She moves to the screen door and pushes it open, stepping onto the balcony.

“Let’s eat out here.”

Leo brings the tray, which she now notices is prepared for two, out to where Dolores brushes leaves from the table and chairs. A fine layer of dirt covers everything. In an empty planter, a host of mosquitoes blacken a pool of stagnant water. Leo runs back inside to grab a cloth and uses this time as a cover for quickly disposing of the bits of garbage and hair left in the bathroom.

When she reemerges, she finds Dolores sitting at the edge of her bed. Dolores turns over her father’s Iliad, smoothing her fingers down the spine and over the embossed cover. She thumbs across the pages. Leo watches her handle the book and can sense, from across the room, the lightness of her touch.

She joins Dolores on the bed. Both are perched there only barely as if preparing, at any moment, to depart.

“It was my dad’s,” Leo says. She looks into Dolores’s face, challenging her to apologize or deflect into a different subject. Dolores blinks. Her hand has stilled, and Leo places her own fingers along the cover’s edge.

“Did he read it to you?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

Their hands are close, only a centimeter or two apart. Leo thinks that each person must carry around themselves a kind of particle halo—a space in which their hairs extend, their breath ends, and the air is warmed by their skin—and that within this halo, she and Dolores now overlap. She feels the premonition of heat along her index finger.

“My dad had a memory like a glue trap. He was a good storyteller too. When he told you a story it was like he was reading it off a page.” Dolores’s hands are rosy, almost raw at the knuckles. “Funny guy. He liked liver on toast.”

Dolores flexes her hand, pulls it into her chest.

“Let’s go outside.”

It is more difficult to conceal herself on the balcony, where the light falls through the trees in bright shards. Dolores’s face shifts under the lilting shadows, unreadable. She tears at the bread with her fingers. Not hungry but in want of something to do, Leo begins to peel the fennel. She offers a wedge to Dolores, who accepts, bracing her foot against the bar of Leo’s chair.

“My dad does that,” Dolores says, “peels an apple after dinner.”

Leo continues to shuck the fennel. A wasp alights on her hand, loses interest, and moves to the softening lump of cheese. There is a chink in the foliage through which she can see the sky, the clouds grazing through it.

“Mine too,” Leo says.



THE NEXT MORNING, WHEN the grass is still wet and the air redolent with jasmine, Leo takes her father’s Iliad to the pool deck. A lone guest swims laps, his arm cutting through the pale water. Leo allows the book’s cover to fall open in her lap. She reads one page and then the next, and as she reads, she feels her father’s voice like an echo off the mountains.



IT IS NOT THE tale she remembers. When her father told the story, he began with Odysseus.

Before Achilles went to Troy, he was living as a woman on an island far from any war. Odysseus was the one who found him. He arrived on the island disguised as a merchant, peddling his jewels and silks. While the courtly ladies exclaimed over his wares, Odysseus sounded the horn of an invading army and sent them running. Only Achilles readied himself for a fight, pulling—from among the adornments—a warrior’s spear. There is no hiding from fate, her father warned. The violence was already inside him, he could not help giving himself away.



A SMALL STAGE HAS been constructed along the church steps, flanked on either side by foldout tables and chairs. Everything is spindly, collapsible. From behind a tin cart, a man hawks cylinders of shaved ice, and Tonino buys one for him and Leo to split, asking for two spoons and announcing, with deference and pride, that the man can keep the change. They pass the sweet between them, their hands growing sticky with the transaction. The event is still full of parents and small, syrup-mouthed children, although soon they will trickle away and the teenagers, lurking furtively at the tables and behind the stage, will move in to claim the night for themselves.

Tonino splays a hand against Leo’s shoulder. Leo is flattered by this gesture of togetherness but soon grows irritated by the heat of the hand and the awkwardness of walking with Tonino’s arm extended between them. It is a relief when he pulls away to solemnly pound the backs of his school friends, Leo hanging behind with the cherry ice leaking over her palm. A group of younger girls, perhaps fifteen or so, smoke at the next table, their bodies posed to display the thinness and brownness of their legs. The humiliation of her crumpled ice cup is enormous. She wishes that she could wash her hands.

A boy has mounted the stage and shamefacedly plays the guitar to a crowd of mothers who clap politely after each song. Tonino pulls out a chair for Leo and introduces her to his friends, many of whom she already knows from around town, and from the agriturismo where they help keep the grounds. They are going to the lake next week—would she like to join? A flask is pressed into her hand and she is quick to pass it to the next person. The boy’s voice cracks as he sings. More applause, apologetically loud. She cannot go to the lake, she is working. Her eyes search the crowd, receiving nothing. When the flask reaches her again, she takes a swig, then another. Their mother has kept Max home for the night, he has not finished his Spanish lessons. He would know when to speak, what to say. He can only talk about things that don’t matter while she can’t stop trying to squeeze meaning from everything. She and Tonino have not acknowledged the other night at his apartment. The boy finishes his set and scurries to the nearest table, where a girl’s hand is ready to console the back of his head.

There, just beside the stage, a perfect nape with its necklace of moles: Dolores. She is laughing into the face of a woman with a cascade of chestnut hair. She speaks with her hands, each gesture punctuated by the orange coal of her cigarette. Gone is the absurd, overlarge blouse she wears to work each morning, replaced by a slouchy button-down whose sleeves she keeps pushing up around her elbows. Leo feels her heart surge.

“Isn’t that the American girl? The one who works at the hotel?” Tonino has followed her gaze to its end.

“Yeah,” Leo says. The flask is in her hand again, then at her lips. “Dolores.”

Dolores leans back, squaring her shoulders against the stage.

“Don’t you think she’s pretty?” Leo asks Tonino. She is aware of how insecure she must look to the others—a bimbo, green-eyed, petty-hearted—and is embarrassed for that version of herself, and relieved, briefly, to be her.

Tonino’s face struggles for a response before splitting the difference and settling into an expression of cheerful offense. He lays a kiss on Leo’s cheek, assuaging some imagined jealousy.

“What use do I have for a girl who looks like a boy?” he says.

“Ha.” It is not a laugh, but its own word, with borders.

“I’m going to say hi to Dolores,” she says. “She doesn’t know anyone else.”

Dolores, still smoking and smiling, looks perfectly happy.

Leo crosses the square, passing the fifteen-year-olds, the exhausted, evacuating families. Each step closer to Dolores threatens the moment at which she, Leo, will become visible. Dolores still has not seen her. She could wave, make herself known, but then she would be met with a change in Dolores’s face, which would, without Dolores even knowing, begin to perform, conscious of its audience. She might lose that loose, happy expression. And in that instant, Leo would have her answer. She is not ready and so she forestalls the moment. She moves with thick-hearted deliberation. Her blood is uneasy in her ears.

When she is only a few paces away, Leo summons her voice and calls out Dolores’s name.

“Leo!” Dolores stamps out her cigarette. “I was looking for you.”

“I came with my friend.”

“I’m making some, or was hoping to,” Dolores says. “But I just talked to a girl who hasn’t had a haircut in fifteen years.”

Leo leans back so that her shoulder is parallel with Dolores’s. She keeps her arms at a slight distance from her own body, a trick she has learned from a magazine to make them appear thinner.

“Imagine going fifteen years without wanting to change a thing about yourself.”

“Well, at least one part of her is always changing, or growing as it were,” Leo says. “She’ll never be the same two days in a row.”

“No one is the same two days in a row. Your fingernails grow a tenth of a millimeter per day. Your hair grows three times as fast. Your body works through different foods. You deepen new lines in your face.”

“They say your nails keep growing even after you die.”

“It’s not that the nails are growing, but that your skin is shrinking back,” Dolores says brightly. “After death, the body starts reducing itself right away. It’s in a hurry to disappear.”

“Let’s dance,” Leo says.

The live performances have ended and a stereo now plays American pop songs, each a few years past being cool. Leo feels steadied by their familiar rhythms, which seem to keep the time of her own pulse. Dolores dances ecstatically beside her. She is inelegant, angular. She slips her palm over Leo’s stomach and keeps it there, riding the line of her hip. Her face and neck are pearly with sweat.

Leo wants to touch and then she does. Her hand skims over Dolores’s shoulder, her throat. She hardly means to do it. The choice is determined for her, deep inside her own body. The body does not act upon a want, it surrenders to it. Leo is no more and no less than the impulse of her own hand. She is weak before it. She cannot help giving herself away.

Leo closes her eyes. On her cheek, the heat of Dolores’s skin.

“Are you drunk?” Dolores asks.

Yes.

The drunkenness is just as she feared: wonderful.

“Very?”

“Only in spirit.”

“Come on, let’s sit.”

“It’s not fair.”

“What’s not fair?”

“When I look at you, I keep being reminded of things that I already know.”

“Let’s sit.”

Dolores and Leo totter to the edge of the square, back to the table where Tonino and his friends are smoking. There is one open chair and Dolores tells Leo to sit there, perching herself on the arm.

“Che hai una paglia?”

A boy with a ruddy, bovine face passes Dolores a cigarette. From the breast pocket of her shirt, she produces her venom green lighter. The sight comforts Leo, as if it is a kind of proof, evidence, a sign. Dolores keeps the lighter in her hand even after her cigarette is lit.

Tonino runs a thumb over Leo’s back, and she startles at the feel of it.

“Sei tutta sudata,” he tells her.

Has he seen their dancing? She is vibrating, unknowable. He will never grasp her, of this she is certain. Tonino’s hair is long on the neck. There are flakes of dandruff behind his ears.

Dolores has joined the conversation and even among strangers, in a language not her own, she is jocular, expressive. The discussion is lively with anecdotes. Leo can’t believe how many stories they all have, how much has happened to them, even here. The happenings are the small and precious stuff from which life is accrued—minor feats of daring, inside jokes, parties attended, girls kissed. Things easily patted into pleasing, familiar shapes. These stories make people feel included. They require no commitment, no password.

Leo wishes that Dolores would turn to her. She wishes that she had a life that made other people feel included.

Dolores, who has refrained from cutting in with her own stories, continues to manipulate the lighter, spinning it over her thumb, and Leo, for the first time, realizes that she might be nervous. Now, looking closely, she sees that the other boys only glance sideways at Dolores. Their expressions are condescending, almost fearful. This girl with a shaved head and a cuff of silver around her ear is an alien to them. She is big-shirted, quiet, foreign, an intruder. She is a satellite of punk, of the underworld. She wears their clothes and smokes their cigarettes. She dances with their women. Dolores clicks her lighter. Leo is glad to be close to her and presses closer still, dipping her shoulder into Dolores’s thigh. What delight to find that the flesh there is soft and gives beneath her touch.



AND THERE IS THE softness of Dolores’s wrist, her cheek. They have abandoned their party. The hour is late and everything is hootingly funny. Leo stumbles and sways, finding reasons to careen into Dolores. Dolores, who sings a little ditty about the mountains. She swings an arm over Leo’s shoulder and gasps it against her ear. Her breath is wet and insistent and it feels as if Leo’s ear is already being held inside her mouth.

The streets form a never-ending bend; they are always rounding some corner, the road they have traveled disappearing behind them, the path ahead concealed, and they follow its tilt. Wisteria hangs low and fragrant and the last lights are extinguished in the windows and around each turn the night unfurls into new darkness so that Leo can no longer see Dolores’s face and is guided by touch alone as Dolores slows and spreads herself against the wall of the post office where for the second time in her life, Leo grasps her own body’s wisdom, that secret purpose, which might be called intuition, and brushes her lips dryly, ruinously against the base of Dolores’s throat. She feels the cottony billow of Dolores’s shirt, the ridge of her collarbone, and adores this, too, touching her lips first to the clavicle then again to the skin beneath, which is hollow and delicate like that of a sparrow.

Dolores wraps her hands into Leo’s waist. Her head tilts back.

“The stars,” she says. “Leo, the stars.”



THE NEXT DAY, JUST before lunch, Dolores steers Leo into a broom closet and kisses her richly against a bundle of mops.

“Is this a secret?” Leo asks, hopeful.

It is bliss to have a door to close behind her. Someone to touch her cheek in the dark.



AT ANY MOMENT SHE is liable to be caught by a tremble of remembered pleasure. Even the most unpleasant tasks are slipped beneath some recollection of Dolores’s bottom lip, her little mole, the hot echo of her breath against Leo’s ear, which arrive to her in full color. Like objects, with weight. As she scours the stoves and brushes beneath the bureaus, as she is on her hands and knees or hunched over the stagnant bowl of the patio fountain, her thoughts are with Dolores, who is just in the next room and might be thinking of her.

Each moment is rich with significance. Each moment is a moment at which she might see Dolores, be touched by her, gather some new evidence of her affection. Against the mops, Dolores had held Leo’s hand up to her mouth and kissed the strap of her watch as if it were a natural and long-coveted extension of Leo herself. How many times has she dreamed of doing that? Each moment is two moments—the one inhabited by Leo, and alongside it, as if on the other side of a darkened window, the one experienced secretly by Dolores.

Leo has found, at last, a portal back through time. Or rather, a way of doubling it. Over and over again, she probes the contours of her interactions with Dolores, attempting to see them through two sets of eyes. She thinks of their hands on the book and through the microscopic quality of her attention is able to discover new heat passed between their pinkie fingers. Dolores in the doorway, quivering with early light. Her excellent throat, thrown back, the better to see the stars. When she finds that these memories are thinned under her ministrations, or her imagination has run out, Leo turns her thoughts to the future, which scintillates with the promise of further pleasures.

Dolores attends to Leo’s body with the same minute enthusiasm she once reserved for buttons and tapestry ends. Having kissed Leo’s watch in the closet, she revisits it again in the shade of the orchard, undoing the band so that she can also press her lips to the skin beneath, where the faint outline of a tan is revealed. The pale imprints of her shirt straps receive the same care, and the pink exposure of her ankles, which Dolores skims so lightly—bending over to retrieve her dropped glove—that Leo might have merely wished it.

It is like being undressed. With her touch, Dolores marks the perimeter of what Leo has concealed from the outside world. From the sun and the orchard dust. The white, unroughened skin, like a root pulled fresh from the earth. Her expression is opaque as she mulls the hem of Leo’s sleeve between her forefinger and thumb. Anything might be on the other side. Leo looks into the darkened window and sees only her own desires reflected back.

She knows what will happen when Dolores does at last get under her shirt, but she cannot imagine the experience or herself inside it. Nor can she imagine Dolores’s body or what she will want to do with it, to it. Even as Dolores continues to confidently, absently lavish her, Leo finds that she can only return imitations of affection. She touches Dolores exactly as Dolores has touched her. Dolores is wonderful to touch, solid, with strength waiting under the skin. Leo has no idea what to do with this. The pleasure she feels seems to come from Dolores herself and could never be produced by another, nor replicated by her own hand. When Dolores tossed her roughly against the mops and held her there, the handles hard in her back, Leo could only say yes, yes don’t move.

In the bathroom mirror with its slow-encroaching steam, she examines the curve of her neck and breasts. She turns to the side and stretches so that her stomach flattens, her ribs jut. She greets her face as a stranger. In the city, every block is lined with mirrors. At any moment, she need only look up to see her own face following her in a window. Here, there is nowhere to catch sight of herself. For hours at a time, all day really, her face is out in the world and she has no way of knowing what it might be doing. She pumices her elbows and the bottoms of her feet, aware of these places and their texture for the first time. She touches herself here and there and watches her expression in the glass. There is a flatness to all this. She realizes that she has relaxed her stomach, which folds a little in the middle, and sucks it back in.



SHE EXAMINES HER FACE in the bulge of a glass, in the backs of spoons, the black of her phone. It moves foggily over the pots on the stove, separated here and there by dimples in the copper. It breaks over the surface of the pool. It distends in a teaspoon of honey. Even the mirror she holds between her legs—the better to see the purple, gently parted flesh—slips, flashing back the expression of her own revulsed awe. She feels both attraction and disgust, as if that part of her is something living, slimy, prone, like a slug that she is compelled to prod. The reflection’s mouth hangs open. She kicks the mirror away. In shiny plastic, faucets, and door handles, in the striated blade of a knife, against tile and the burnished oak bureaus, she searches for her face, which pulls at the edges, shimmers, and vanishes.



ON TELEVISION, THE WORLD Cup continues to play out. For the quarterfinal between Brazil and Belgium, Nonna Tina prepares trays of crescentine spread with pork lard and crema di frutta. The family watches with the guests on the patio. With Brazil and Croatia steadily advancing toward each other in the bracket, the bet between Max and Davide has grown more competitive. Davide, tapping his e-cigarette on the table, jokes that he’s going to use his winnings to buy a new pair of lungs, while Max says he’s going to invest in a designer purse. They have replaced the convex TV with a projector and bedsheet and the players flash and dive like birds over the rapt audience. Dolores, unimpressed, cleans her teeth with a Belgian flag toothpick.

“I don’t know how to enjoy this sport,” she complains. “Nothing happens.”

“But it could at any moment,” Leo says.

A great cheer goes up as one of the Brazilians pokes the ball through the legs of his Belgian defender. Dolores looks mystified.

“I am not seeing what you’re seeing.”

“It’s all in the technique,” Davide says. Another Brazilian player stabs the ball, causing it to arc toward the goal. “The player has to know exactly where to hit the ball, and with which part of his foot, so that it will do what he wants it to do. There’s no chance in it. He has to have total authority over his body, even his little toe.”

“It’s magic,” Leo swears. “A good player moves like he can see through time.”

While the players sweat out their fate on the pitch and Davide prays for a Brazilian victory and eager, hollering children stuff their faces with bread, Leo teaches Dolores to see. Every time the possession shifts, Leo feels anticipation itch at the nape of her neck. Then Belgium scores. The goal is both the culmination of each metronomic pass, each inspired run, and something else entirely. The clock keeps running, but the seconds mean something new now. Amid the commotion, Dolores presses her shoulder into Leo’s. Look, Leo says, something happened.

“Did you ever play?” Dolores asks a despondent Davide.

“He was quite the star,” Violetta says. “They used to sing his name at school matches.”

“Well, we all have to grow up,” Davide says.

“You gave us a ball one year and tried to teach us how to do stepovers,” Max says.

Davide grunts. Is it possible that the accident had, like a nuclear blast, erased a circle of time around itself—a radius of before and after—so that Davide does not remember his gift to the children, the thousand other mundanities of that summer? Their father hated that damn ball.

“Did they have any potential?” Dolores asks.

Her hand finds Leo’s beneath the table.

“They both kicked like girls.”

On the screen, they have cut to the sidelines where the midfielder, now a commentator for the network, talks sensibly into his microphone.

To watch the midfielder knuckle a ball into the back of a net was to believe in a pure act of will. He had a way of kicking as if he were merely stepping up to the ball and tapping it, only for the ball to soar halfway over the pitch, ending its long parabola at the feet of another player, whose arrival at just the right moment, he had anticipated seconds before.

Leo wonders what it would be like to have sex, not opposite his body, but from inside it. Surely a person who once had the self-mastery to thread a ball through a defensive line, to apply just the right amount of force from just the right spot on the arch of his foot, would also have a mastery of his own pleasure. To be in tune with the minutiae of one’s body seems, to Leo, the highest form of knowledge. Watching the drive of the midfielder’s leg, she saw very clearly that she was an amateur in her own skin. She still is. She doesn’t know anything about her body or how to enjoy it. She doesn’t know her body well enough to know how to enjoy another’s. Beneath the table, she runs a finger up Dolores’s thumb. Is this pleasure? Leo’s finger tingles. She longs for the subcutaneous expertise of an athlete who can distinguish between the parts of his body and the satisfaction that can be derived from each of them. Who knows, in other words, what he is made of.



IN THE DULL SILVER of her grandmother’s breakfast tray, Leo’s face is no more than another discoloration. The dust in the drapes, the mold in the shower curtain, the watermark on the sheets—all shadows of the years, their passing. Everywhere, time leaves its grubby imprint. The guests have no sense of this. On the finely laid dining tables, the matte silver authenticates the simple, earthy pleasures of the country. In Nonna Tina’s hand, it just looks old.

Leo surveys her grandmother’s room for signs of neglect. A few dead flies lie curled by the window. A candle has left a half circle of wax on the dresser. Nonna Tina holds La Gazzetta dello Sport just below her nose, the better to see a photograph of a famous player grimacing in front of his private jet. There are crumbs all along the collar of her robe.

“They say Ronaldo is coming to Juve,” she says. “His girlfriend’s breasts are like zeppelins.”

“I don’t think they’re real.”

“No one is happy with themselves anymore. But I suppose we can’t all have tatas like yours.”

“Thanks, Nonna.”

Leo makes to clear the tray, and—confirming that her grandmother’s attention is still on the paper—sloshes a bit of coffee on herself. She swears for effect.

“I better go wash this off,” she says, already hurrying out of the room. With the door barely ajar, she scans the bathroom, but apart from the usual debris, there is no sign of age, no stagnation, no ruin. She scoops a bit of hair from the tub and dabs behind the sink taps. Satisfied, she blots the coffee out of her shirt and returns to her grandmother’s side. She makes a show of fanning the wet spot, then stops, wary of overplaying her hand. Nonna Tina frowns.

“Would you tell that girl,” she says, her eyes still fixed on the paper, “that there’s no need to clean the family quarters.”

“I don’t think Dolores cleans the family quarters,” Leo says. She straightens the knife on the tray, the toast on its plate.

“In any case, we can clean up our own messes.”

Nonna Tina folds the paper back.

“Also, I’m missing my cuticle cream. Your friend might know where it is.”

“Okay,” Leo says. “I’ll ask.”



THAT AFTERNOON, LEO WHACKS the handle of a broom behind the sink and under the cabinets until she knocks loose the tube of cuticle cream, baby blue and no larger than a thumb. She considers putting it back on the shelf but is blind to the bathroom’s design—the arrangement of its objects according to the order and frequency in which they are touched—and has no idea where this cream might belong, or where it might be convincingly misplaced. There is a pair of rubber gloves, in which Nonna Tina cocoons her hands at night, tossed by the potpourri dish. Leo conceals the cream beneath them. All the while—as the tiles press crosses into her knees—she is thinking about Dolores, her sweet, slightly musty smell, like sunwarm hay.



THE CELLAR PROVIDES SOME respite from the sun, but there is no escaping the heat. It’s like working in someone’s armpit, Max complains. Dolores fans herself with a manila folder, scattering a handful of old receipts. Max is more talkative than usual, eager to show them the things he has found. Leo and Dolores don’t join him downstairs as much these days, inventing reasons to spend the afternoons on their own, exploring the hotel’s hidden corners. Dolores bends to gather the receipts. She has stripped her work blouse and her collarbones flash. Leo can hardly look at her for wanting to touch her.

They only really need to scan the files from the past ten years, though the older entries provide more entertainment. In a box from 1982, Max finds a handwritten contract between their grandfather and a local rancher for the exchange of a horse, which had passed hands through a game of cards. In a box simply labeled Events, no year, Leo finds plasticky envelopes stuffed with photos of the various weddings and retreats that the hotel has hosted throughout the decades, and some faded press clippings in a yellowing sheet protector. Mentions of the hotel in travel magazines, ten-best-farm-stay lists. At the bottom of the stack, there is a newspaper article about the rise in tourism with a picture of Nonna Tina and her father—a squat, mustachioed man with proud eyes—posed on the hotel’s front step. Nonna Tina’s hair is long and she wears the fashion of the day, big hoop earrings and a kaftan with a geometric pattern. Even in smudgy newsprint, her beauty is unmistakable. A baby, balanced on her hip, squints into the camera. The caption reads: “A Family Business.”

Leo shows the photo to the others.

“Your grandma looks like a lounge singer.”

“Her heart is all lumberjack.”

“She used to walk all the way up to the chicken coop so that she could feed the hens grain right out of her palm. She thought they laid bigger eggs if we were kind to them,” Max says.

He reaches out, brushing his thumb over their mother’s infant face. Keep it, Leo tells him.

“My grandma believes that her cats can tell when food is about to expire. She lets them smell all the old stuff in her fridge.” Dolores shakes her head. “If I lived to be as old as she is, I’d probably start believing crazy stuff, too, just to add some interest to the day.”

Leo’s shirt sticks to her back. She pulls at it. She bows to examine the remaining contents of her box, briefly pinching the bridge of her nose. The stubborn bone and cartilage feel like the last solid materials in the world, defiant against the heat, in which everything is swollen and immense. Images of her grandmother crowd her mind. Her inky beauty. The spectacles at the end of her nose. The mildewed files smell like piss. Leo pushes the box away.

“Some animals have noses so sensitive they can smell lightning before it strikes, tumors, objects lost under water. Panic on your breath and sweat. Et cetera et cetera,” Max says, turning to riffle through another sheaf of paperwork.

“Very clever, Professor.” Dolores pulls the Events box between her legs, her knees wagging side to side.

Max’s shoulders slump and, even from behind, Leo can tell that his lips have drawn in and gone white, the way they do when he is trying hard not to speak. Dolores, oblivious, has begun to whistle. So let him say something, Leo thinks. She resists the heat crawling up her neck. She’d given Dolores their father’s old game as naively and furtively as one gives away a family heirloom—as a private gesture of devotion—only for Dolores to wear it pinned to her chest, not comprehending its worth. Max kicks aside his box. He roots around his pocket. Whatever value the game has, Max renounced his claim a long time ago. The heat is in Leo’s face now. She is raring for a fight. If he won’t say something, she will.

“Oh wow.” There is something precious in Dolores’s voice. Her hands are crammed with photos, her eyes bright. Leo closes her mouth, leans over, opens it again.

The photo is of Nonna Tina, older now but with her same dark hair and almondine eyes, a silk flower pinned to her lapel, her hands lifted midmotion, dancing.

“Some party,” Dolores says. She slips the photo onto Leo’s lap, revealing another beneath. “Max, come look.”

Violetta is no longer the caterpillar-limbed baby on her mother’s hip. As a bride, she radiates dignity. Her face is composed, her smile closed prettily over her teeth. Her new husband laughs with his mouth wide, flashing his long gums, his perfect, wolfish incisors.

“Come look,” Dolores calls again.

Max’s steps are so faint below the roar of Leo’s heart, it is as if she is hearing him from another room.

“Dad.” She means to warn Max, but her voice is all wonder.

She takes the photo from Dolores, holding it by the sides, not daring to smudge the glossy surface. Her parents had a formal wedding portrait done—the one on their piano at home, bride and groom arranged stiffly on either side of a massive lily bouquet. In the last four years, Leo has looked at it so often, and for so long, that she has stopped really seeing her father in it. She’d forgotten the way his lips pulled up when he laughed. She remembers now. She wishes Dolores and Max would go. Whatever they are seeing in the photo isn’t enough, isn’t right. She does not know how to explain what it is they should be looking at instead.

Behind her, Max’s body has the tensed stillness of an animal, his bones and muscles knitting themselves together, trying to keep him from attacking, running like hell.

“You look so much like him,” Dolores tells Max. “It’s uncanny. But I’m sure you get that all the time.”

“Not as often as you think,” he scrapes out.

Leo can smell her brother’s deodorant, the same one she borrows each morning. Beneath the clove and musk there is a scent that distinguishes him from every other person and can never be washed away. Once, she might not have noticed it, but he no longer smells like her.


    

    DAY’S END. THEY CHANGE into swimsuits and head down to the pool. The light is low and hazy, infusing everything with blue, the poplars, the distant vineyards, even the shadow of a rabbit, nestling itself into the lawn. Dolores asks if Leo wants to swim, but she declines, choosing instead to continue her slow progress through the Iliad. Her father annotated the book, his cramped handwriting surrounding, in tight meanders, the stanzas of the poem. Once she has decoded his note (often something opaque like “horse breaker: sexual code”), there are other clues to attend to. A wobble in the penmanship. A change of ink from blue to black, signs of a break in his reading, or perhaps a break in the years. There he is on the page, her father. The measure of his life. In the margins of chapter four, he had scribbled a grocery list: carrots, chicken thighs, formula, vinegar chips.

    In the pool, Dolores and Max race each other from end to end. When he wins the tie, Max celebrates by squirting an arc of water into Dolores’s face. And then they are wrestling, locking their arms, their bodies slippery and lank, the musculature like ropes interweaving as they plunge beneath the surface. Under the water Dolores and her brother are indistinguishable. They twist and writhe as a single creature. She wonders if Max knows, if he had watched Leo in the cellar, watching Dolores.

After finding their parents’ photos, Max had stepped out for air and Dolores had followed. By the time they came back, Leo had moved only to put the photo in her pocket. Something had passed between Dolores and her brother outside. They worked quietly after that. Max shoots a jet of water in Leo’s direction, wetting the edge of her towel.

“Levati dai coglioni,” she shouts.

Dolores, who has hoisted herself out of the pool, looks politely befuddled. Her head is dropleted with water. All of her glitters, even her eyelashes. There is a crease between her brows, through which a single rivulet funnels down. Leo feels compelled, as if by a command, to reach for it. Behind Dolores, Max floats to the far end of the pool, his limbs loose. She thinks Dolores might smile at her if she touched her face. Instead, she smooths back the cover of her father’s book. Some of the water from their playfighting has splashed onto the jacket, a cluster of beads that, when wiped away, leave no imprint, no trace.

Dolores drops onto the chair next to Leo’s and stares out over the valley, where the sun is just beginning its descent, still white and slightly blurry. In an hour it will have ripened to red. She knows, too, the precise spot where it will disappear behind the mountainside. She knows the scent of earth in the morning and the places where the sun will emerge again through the orchard trees. She turns to tell these things to Dolores, whose expression has fallen into something contemplative, almost hurt. Dolores flips through the pages of her book—On the Genealogy of Morality—as if only to hear the paper’s sharp rustle. Earlier, when they were changing, Leo teased her about the book and Dolores had flushed all the way to her breasts. She taps Nietzsche against her thigh.

“I have something to confess.”

“Okay.”

How long had Dolores and Max been outside earlier? Ten minutes, twenty? He might have said anything to her.

“I was embarrassed,” Dolores says, “when I saw you at that bar.”

Max is still floating at the edge of the pool, playing dead. Leo reaches out and hooks a finger into the string of Dolores’s bikini.

“What did you have to be embarrassed about?”

“I had this feeling, like all language had left me. Just flew right out of my head. It was as if the last year hadn’t happened at all.”

Dolores arrived in Italy with a few Italian phrases, most of them questions. The question is the lingua franca of the newcomer, for whom everything is unknown. Each day, friendless and far from home, Dolores set out to interrogate the city. She mapped Cremona by its bathrooms and cappuccinos, which were all she knew how to ask after. More than once, she confused the words for left and right and was forced to wander with only blind optimism as her guide. As it turned out, this wasn’t such a bad way to learn a place. She found things that she would not have known to inquire about—tanneries, sandal makers, cocktail bars, antique shops. She watched people, particularly old people. She loved the way that they smoked over their coffees, the economy of their gestures, which seemed a language all their own. From studying them, she learned to only drink milk with breakfast and walk after dinner, and how to remove, light, and drag from a cigarette in a single motion. Still, she had no friends. It was too conspicuous to eat at restaurants alone, so she ate abbreviated meals as she walked. Her appetite diminished, and so did her body. It was August and often so hot that she would spend her per diem on gelato, only ordering the flavors whose names approximated English words: melon, chocolate, lemon, pistachio.

On an especially windless day, she found shelter in a bookstore where the books were arranged with their spines hidden against the wall so that the shelves seemed to grin, their strips of anonymous textblocks like teeth. You had to pull a book all the way off its shelf before discovering what you had in hand. It was impossible to find what you wanted there, and better to come without a want at all. Having a want, or not having one, was the line between surprise and disappointment, she’d thought, hopelessly unsheathing one book after another.

In Italian, Dolores had no chance of articulating her wants to herself or to the sleepy, woolly-haired saleswoman who tended the register. Dolores drifted from shelf to shelf, examining the books’ foreign titles, most of which were in Italian, and some of which appeared in yet more unfamiliar alphabets. Many of the books were clearly used and in poor condition. Some had no price sticker, and she had to wonder if they had simply been abandoned there, concealed by the other backward books, all of which looked the same except for minor differences in width and discoloration. She would translate the titles using her phone, and this was how she became inculcated to a different Italian—the impractical, fanciful, ornate, seldom-spoken. Crouched in the store’s labyrinthine aisles, Dolores became the denizen of a new language.

As she tells this story, Dolores skims a finger over Leo’s wrist.

“When I saw you at the bar, it was as if the past year hadn’t happened. I only had questions,” she says, “and they made me feel alone.”

The sky is pink, the air cool against their skin. People have started to gather along the parapet.

“I’ll answer your questions,” Leo says. She bends the Iliad between her hands.

“Who were those old men? Is this a mob thing?”

“They were friends with my dad.”

Dolores nods.

“What did you say to Max just now?”

“I told him to get off my balls.”



THE NEWLY LAUNDERED NAPKINS are hot against their legs. They fold them into thirds, then halves. This task is as familiar to them as brushing their teeth or rubbing their eyes at the end of a long day. A tray of glasses awaits polishing. The kitchen air is dry and smells of soap. When they were children, they used to beg Nonna Tina to lay the warm napkins over their eyes, the way they saw her do with their mother. It’s a sin to fake illness, she told them, though she always found two napkins that weren’t quite up to snuff, looking away as they smothered their faces in the cloth.

“What color was your day?” Leo asks Max.

Her brother chews on the collar of his shirt. If he says orange, she will know that he is all right. He had loved orange when he was little, when they’d had no secrets and folded napkins over their eyes. He’d had an orange backpack that their father said made him look like a deer hunter. If he says orange, she will know that they are allies again.

“Purple.”

Leo nods. One of the napkins is frayed along its hem and she puts it aside for rags.

“If your day were a flower, what flower would it be?”

“A morning glory.”

“Which kind? There are thousands.”

She watches as Max pauses, cautiously smoothing a napkin so that its stripes align. He is high, she knows. He only humors her when he is on something.

“The purple kind.”

“I feel foxglove today,” Leo says.

“Killer,” he giggles.



THE GUEST’S COLORING IS not so different from Leo’s own. The same dark hair, the same paleness of the eyes and skin. Even her mouth is like Leo’s, grooving wistfully at the outer corners. And yet, Leo thinks, she does not resemble this stranger at all. Enough distinctions in size and shape, however minor—the jaw slimmer, the cheeks coyly dimpled—have made all the difference. That one woman should be beautiful, the other Leo, who has a face for forgetting. All the better for this line of work. With her plain face, her shrinking, apologetic posture, Leo is able to slip into the guests’ rooms and, just as quietly, out of their memories.

A hotel is like a kind of haunted house in which invisible hands work to reset the space to its past conditions. The space and its attendant objects are in a state of constant adjustment—ever-inching, ever-correcting so as to give the impression of unmarked sameness, as if the guest, at that very moment, is the only person who has ever stepped foot in this place, which has waited for her and will cease to exist the moment she departs. The guests, returning from the pool or an excursion to town, might notice that their towels have been changed, their robes rehung on the back of the door, but they do not read these as disturbances. Nor can they sense that they are the fundamental disturbance, which the hotel and its ghostly attendants are working to erase. Vacationers are as susceptible as those who are asleep. It is as if they have entered a dream whose order is slowly revealing itself. They do not bother to resist this order. They accept the spectral tremors at the dream’s periphery. In a dream, there are things that cannot be understood and which pose no threat. The ghosts stay ghosts and disappear by morning. Leo knows that the specter is also a spectator. She will remember the guests, even as they try to forget her. To recall the face of the cleaning girl is to recall the things she has touched and seen, to recall one’s own body and its constant betrayals. To realize that one has been asleep only to herself.

Leo looks into the face of the beautiful guest, who flicks a hand toward the bathroom and asks if they might also replace her shampoo, and knows that this woman has not really seen her at all. She has not thought about the shape of Leo’s mouth or whether it is like her own. When she turns to Dolores, she feels her invisibility double. Blush spreads up Dolores’s neck and over the whole of her scalp as she watches the guest, who, bending to fasten her sandal, declares that she’ll be in Trescore Balneario all afternoon.

“I bet she’s a sommelier,” Dolores says later, examining a glass on which the woman has left a crescent of purplish lipstick, “or someone who works in importing.”

“Importing wine?”

“Importing anything.”

Had Dolores noticed the woman’s pale eyes? Was she reminded of Leo as Leo is reminded, at the sight of black cats and boys with buzzed heads, of her? Dolores places the glass lightly on the cart and pulls on a pair of rubber gloves.

They work the bed from bottom to top, uprooting the sheets, stripping the pillows. Leo steps over the woman’s slippers, a discarded paperback of Madame Bovary splayed on the carpet. Even her things have a casual, superfluous beauty. They seem backlit by the woman herself and carry in them a perfection of taste. Leo skims her finger over the objects collected on the night table: a set of emerald earrings, a contacts case, an aluminum tube of expensive hand cream. While Dolores toys with the woman’s discarded robe, Leo twists the cap off the cream, which smells strongly of sandalwood and citrus. The smell is familiar, though she cannot place it. She rubs some onto her hands, taps the excess behind her ears.

“I bet she’s a divorcée,” she says. She puts the hand cream back on the table, nudging it ever so slightly out of position. “I bet she’s here to bed some sexy farmer.”

“For a roll in the hay.”

From beneath the bed, Dolores unearths a Spanish fan. She strikes it open and flutters it over Leo’s cheek.

“Maybe she’s a flamenco dancer,” Dolores says. Slowly, she draws the fan down, its folds caressing Leo’s jaw, her neck, the minuscule beads and lace faintly textured, like a tongue.

The scent of sandalwood seems to expand in the warm room. It is Marlena’s smell, Leo realizes. Perhaps all beautiful women smell this way, like the earth, and this is why men feel drawn to them, perilously, as if to their own graves. Leo has never been sure whether her father truly knew Marlena, or whether she had only feared—or perhaps wished—that he had. Suddenly it is as if time has collapsed, that the eight years have not passed, that she is still a young girl, learning to touch with just the tips of her fingers. The world smells just the same, only her father is gone and Dolores is there, pressing her mouth behind Leo’s ear, to the place where she smells of another woman, of sex and earth.

“Don’t look so sour.”

“I’m only thinking,” Leo says. Through the window they can hear the gentle clamor of the pool and the wind, which undulates the thin curtains so that they too seem to be underwater.

Dolores peels Leo’s blouse up as if removing a pillow from its case. She bites at her cheek, her throat, then bowing, at the soft of her hip, all the while brushing the fan up Leo’s spine, sending shivers everywhere. Leo is all surface now, all sensation. Her hands work at the front of Dolores’s shirt and for a moment she feels contained entirely in the press of the small, plastic buttons, each divot and thread enormous in her blind fumbling. Many things are happening at once, each enlarging the moment. And then there is only Dolores, her shirt sluicing to the floor, her expression raw and slightly imploded, like a fruit that has burst against the ground.

Never before has Leo looked into a person’s face like this, with everything surfaced. Desire moves over Dolores, racking her mouth, her gathering, liquid eyes. Leo feels possessed by this gaze. She cannot imagine what Dolores is seeing in her own face, the expression that causes her to reach forward and touch, ever so lightly, her thumbs to the corners of Leo’s eyes.

The fan has been abandoned beside them on the bed. As Dolores reaches lower, inward, Leo fingers its embroidered trim. It really is quite lovely, made of plum silk. Beautiful women have such nice things. Leo feels perfumed by the fan’s beauty. She might be a beautiful woman if she owned such a thing. For a moment, she sees a vision of her own face, which then morphs into that of the slender-jawed guest so that when Leo rolls her cheek against the cool mattress or gasps at Dolores’s touch, it is the guest’s face she envisions transformed with pleasure. There is no shame in this. To a beautiful woman, pleasure is a kind of destiny.



WHEN THE DAY IS over and she at last returns to the family’s suite, Leo darts into the bathroom, where she ducks under the dribble of tepid water and scrubs herself pink. Even as she collapses onto the bed, where Violetta is administering her nightly treatments, she is not sure that she has fully washed away the sweat and sandalwood. Leo is amazed that her mother cannot sense the change she has undergone—the enormity of the knowledge into which she has now entered. She is like a child who, upon learning about gravity, imagines she can feel its tug with each step. At the very least, there must be some fresh wisdom in her face. A new brightness in her eyes. She attempts to check these things in her phone’s front camera.

“Your feet are black.”

Her mother’s hair is clipped back. On hot nights like this, she sleeps in a sports bra, and her stomach buckles as she leans forward to balm her heels. As a girl, Violetta was not encouraged to preen. She was not pretty enough. Instead, she foisted her ambitions on the piano, beginning on the hotel’s modest upright, then moving to the larger model in the church. It was her father who fought for her to take lessons at a conservatory and drove, each Saturday, to Milan in the morning and then back at dusk, Violetta napping in the passenger seat. He wanted a life for his daughter beyond the hotel. He paid for her ticket to the United States, from which she never fully returned.

“The floor is black,” Leo says. She swipes away a notification from Tonino, who has texted her twice today, undeterred by her monosyllabic responses, the perfunctory ha or e tu? “This place is really falling apart.”

“Still,” her mother says, lathering her hands with thick cream, “don’t put them on the bed.”

Violetta is diligent, massaging between each finger and down into the cuticles. Her handsome, octave-spanning hands, translucent, green-veined, almost vegetal. She works at them industriously while Leo watches, gnawing the inside of her cheek. By now, Nonna Tina must have found the replaced cuticle cream. She has probably filed her nails and submerged her hands in the lubricated gloves. Perhaps Violetta has even helped her with these things. Perhaps she has held the gloves open for her mother’s hands, or trailed after her, switching off the lights. Nonna Tina’s hands tremble so badly at times that it is difficult to imagine her performing the ablutions that once astonished Leo with their excess.

Yes, Leo thinks. Her mother must know. She may not have been raised for it, but she has the vanity of illness, a paranoid self-regard. The sick person is always suspicious of their own body, and of others’. A woman afraid of letting dirty feet into the bed would not let her own mother’s frailty, even filth, go unnoticed.

Through the gap in the bedroom door, Leo can hear Max intoning Spanish phrases into his computer. “En el futuro tendrán coches autónomos. Esta invención es importante porque… goddamn.” Palm against table. Max starts over. “En el futuro…” With each day, he grows thinner, seems to disappear more completely from the world. His treatment is silence. An illness is not an idea, which becomes real upon articulation. A tumor may still kill you, even if it is called a mole. The life of the party can still drink himself out of a university job. He can go off his meds and buy his wife a mink coat, which he will cast over her prone body like an exorbitant tarp. His wife will sleep through this event. She will walk past her son, lumped on the couch at midday, and say nothing. Leo could tell her mother everything, she might only close her eyes.

From her nightstand drawer, Violetta withdraws a bottle of amber ointment and deposits a few drops on her tongue. Leo feels sick. She has already begun to sweat again.

Violetta is an only child, the hotel’s only heir. In waking up, she regained her life, or at least the possibility of it. Now, those possibilities seem, once more, to diminish. When the time comes, will she care for this place? Having crossed the ocean, could she return to the mountains, their enclosed horizon, behind which so much light is hidden? It takes many years, a lifetime, to leave the place that you are from. Every possibility has, at its center, a single choice. To tell or to conceal. To stay or to go.



ONCE, BUT ONLY ONCE, Leo’s father took them to stay in a hotel. It was a chain hotel, an old one, and had hardly changed, he told them, in the decades since his own father had taken him up the mountain to ski. Though their father seldom spoke of his own childhood, Leo and Max had heard many times about the ski trip. The powdery snow. The way he had skied, first time out, into a tree, only spared injury because of the extraordinary slowness with which he’d been inching down the slopes. He’d even described the hotel (which he’d called a resort) and the breakfast where they served hot chocolate (which was really syrup in warm milk), and the bed he’d had to himself (a cot) on which he’d had, he said, the most beautiful dreams of his life.

Leo felt that she had never been in such a fine place. It had a lobby with circular sofas, and in their room, the beds were outfitted with matching headboards and sheets. The carpeting was wall-to-wall. There was even an ice machine, which impressed Leo with its crunching efficiency. But the ice machine did not impress her mother, who declared that it was full of bacteria. She made many declarations that weekend. The floral duvets were chintzy, the carpets stained, the mattresses stiff. The petite, complimentary body wash was giving her a rash. She gaped, uncomprehending, at her children as they explored the foldout ironing board.

Don’t be such slobs, she had snapped. Someone has to clean up after you. On the morning of their departure, she had them strip their sheets and leave them piled at the center of the bed.

In another bed rumpled by Finnish honeymooners, Dolores bites the inside of Leo’s knees. The mattress is supple. Above her head, a fan lazily churns the air, and Leo thinks that the minor eroticism of a just-right bed and the slow whir of a fan are surely a vacation’s true luxury. Enough sunsets. To hell with ice machines.

“What do you want me to do?” Leo whispers.

Dolores, on her back now, pauses then ropes Leo’s hands around her throat. She holds them there lightly.

Leo is frightened by this request. She cannot see what it has to do with her. Another person must have asked this of Dolores and, in turn, taught her to ask it from others. Once introduced, the desire caught in her like a flame. Leo’s desire has no history. Dolores’s throat is soft, yielding beneath her hands.

“You won’t hurt me,” Dolores says.

“I will, I will.”

“That wouldn’t be so bad.”

“I can’t.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I’ll feel like I’m forcing myself on you.”

“I’m asking you to.”

“I can’t,” Leo says again. Spellbound, her finger hooks into the soft place where Dolores’s pulse throbs for her. “I mean, I don’t think I want to.”

“That’s okay.” Dolores lifts herself, licks between Leo’s breasts. “Just do what feels good to you.”

Leo hardly knows. Before Dolores’s touch, her body was merely a series of surfaces that felt, at times, the minute pleasure of grass and wind, the cool perfection of stones jumbling in her palm. The pleasure of brushing up against the world.

She skims her fingers over Dolores’s shoulders, outlining her clavicle, the curve of her arm. She traces down to the crook of her elbow. Dolores’s pulse leaps beneath the skin. She leans forward, hovers her mouth above the green veins. Dolores smells of smoke and sweat. Her fine hairs brush against Leo’s lips.

“Is this okay?”

“Yes.” Dolores’s voice is breath. “I feel like I’m dying.”



THE NIGHT IS LAVENDER, all sounds are distant. Laundry flaps from iron rails. A woman leans over her balcony, sucking haggardly at her cigarette.

Leo contemplates the green-shuttered windows. Dolores might live behind any one of them. She told Leo that she had passed La Pisciata many times and assumed it was out of business. In the mornings and at night, on either side of sleep, Leo imagines Dolores ambling sock-footed through an apartment with cold tiled floors, a ceiling of hammered tin, like the one in the bar. Dolores rarely eats breakfast at the hotel. Leo thinks of her dining alone at her borrowed kitchen table, slicing berries into her bowl of yogurt, the knife flashing in her quick, skillful hands. Dolores at the record player. Dolores at the mirror. Dolores’s books, lined up against the windowsill. Dolores emerging onto this very stretch of road, wiping the sun from her eyes, unlocking her bicycle, still lambent with dew.

“It’s going to be France,” Don Anzio says as Leo approaches. “Disgraceful.”

Leo peers into the bar window, and through the grime can see the pulsating blue light of the television on which the World Cup semifinal is being played.

“You didn’t want to watch?”

“It’s bad for my heart.”

He sips grappa from a cordial glass. He is the only one of the men who doesn’t smoke. In his fleshy, liver-spotted hand, the glass appears as delicate as a tulip. He proffers the drink in her direction and she waves him away.

“You’re a smart girl, you make good choices.”

“I do my best.”

“My son, he’s frivolous. He spends his money on these gaudy shirts, jewelry. He drinks and forgets himself.”

Together, they watch a cat curl itself beneath the wheel of a parked Vespa. Don Anzio’s shirt is unbuttoned to his chest, exposing a glinting amulet. He wears a flatcap pulled low so that Leo cannot make out his eyes.

“Yes,” she says. Sensing this is wrong, she tries again. “He may change.”

“He was such a polite boy. He always kissed us good night.”

“Did you prefer him then?”

“Who can say.” He drains his glass, then smiles. “I think you and I will have good luck tonight.”

He clasps her shoulder. There is silver in his teeth.



SHE PLAYS WELL. SHE has much to conceal. Tonino, beside her, seems none the wiser. His face gives everything away, his hand on her leg. The weight of his hand is a minor pain, like a toothache, which grounds her and sharpens her attention. She knows what she must do. She is cool and alert. The men seem, to her, transparent. Like animals, they act only according to their natures. Their instinct is for pride, and so they boast about their children, their cunning, their victories. They will only raise to humiliate one another. Their affection is gruff, poorly disguised. When one of them laughs, the others join in, afraid of having missed the joke. They want to see all. Leo sees all. She cleans them out.



AFTERWARD, TONINO FOLLOWS HER into the alley. He pushes his hair out of his eyes and leans back against the wall, the better to look at her.

“Come back with me?”

Leo shakes her head.

“Then I’ll come up to the hotel tomorrow.”

Leo crosses her arms, looks up at the sky. The moon is no more than a smudge.

“I don’t think you should.”

Oh, Tonino says. He shuffles his feet. He wipes at his face with his sleeve.

“Is it because I’m not tall?”

“No.”

“I’m not going to be here forever,” he says.

She feels suddenly bloodless. Her heart beats emptily, uselessly against her chest.

“I know that.”

“I’m not embarrassed by my life here,” he says, “but I’m not going to be here forever.”

“Okay.”

“I’ve had girlfriends. My family’s name is on a chapel.”

“It’s really not about you, not at all.”

She reaches out to touch his arm, but he pulls away. He walks out into the street and rocks there, his hands bunched in his pockets.

“Is it because you’re embarrassed, then? Because I don’t care about that stuff.”

“About what?”

“All of that”—he gestures—“with your dad.”

“His suicide, you mean.”

“I mean that he was a drunk.”

Her hand is still extended between them like an offer.

“Who said he was a drunk?”

“Come on.”

“Is that what your uncle said?”

Tonino shrugs.

“He warned me that you were probably a very sick girl.”

“Good for him,” Leo spits. She stalks toward her bike and, as she passes, shoves her winnings into Tonino’s hands. “For my tab.”

“You have a tell,” he calls after her. His fist is closed around the money. “When you have a good hand, you suck your lip in.”



SLEEP IS IMPOSSIBLE. SHE returns to the fountain, her father’s book under her arm, and reads by the light of her phone. On the page, men wilt like poppies, leap like pearl divers. Their deaths do not draw them inward but return them to the world, its ordinary pleasures, which they will never experience again. She calls Dolores.

“Don’t you sleep?” Dolores asks.

“What are you doing?”

“Contemplating my navel, the usual.”

“When a Homeric hero dies, the ‘end of death closes over him.’ Does that mean something to you?”

“Only that death also has a beginning and a middle. Are you all right?”

“Yes.”

“How do they die?”

“Who?”

“The heroes in their sandals.”

“Oh, horribly. Bursting intestines and all of that.”

“Sick.” Dolores’s voice shortens, as if she has rolled onto her back. “Tell me about it.”

Leo sinks down, laying her cheek against the basin’s edge.

“What do you know about Achilles?”

“Almost nothing.”

“He was like you.”

Dolores laughs.

“He wanted to know what it was all about, living. What the point of things was. He had a nasty suspicion, which was that his life had meaning—real meaning—and there he was, stuck in Troy, where everyone was in a rush to die for some girl.”

While the other men threw themselves on swords and died beneath the hooves of their own horses, Achilles sat by the water and played cards. He lay on the sand and felt the total warmth of the sun on his skin, the tide lapping at his toes. In the evenings, he joined his men for supper and reveled in the flush of wine across his cheeks, the excuse to clap his hands across his friends’ shoulders or sink his head into a warm lap, where two hands waited to caress his hair. These moments meant more to him than any trophy. It bothered him to let the other men die, but then again, he thought, this is not my war.

“But he did die,” Dolores’s yawn stretches across the line. “He was shot through the heel.”

“Yes,” Leo says. “He died for love.”

The book has fallen shut against her lap.

“He played the lyre beautifully, it must be said.”



DOLORES IS STILL HERSELF when naked and moves like herself. After sex she extends, supine, atop the sheets, her small, pale breasts flattening. The cut of her hips is boyish, her thighs slim and toneless, softened by sun-blond hairs. There is a sleepy indulgence about her. A total presence, like children have. She fidgets with the tassels of the nightstand lamps or with Leo’s nipple. It is as if there is no difference between these things—object, flesh. Her touch wants nothing except to remind itself of the world. To be touched as furniture is touched—embracingly, unthinkingly—is as pleasurable to Leo as the rest of it.

“Why do they say a person is long in the tooth?” Dolores wonders. She holds Leo’s foot absentmindedly between her hands. No one will check into this room until tomorrow afternoon. Dolores had licked into Leo without urgency, as if every one of those hours belonged to them.

“It’s something to do with horses. Horses’ teeth keep growing, right up until they die,” Leo says. She read this once in a book. It has become harder to invent reasons to plug the mysteries of the world. The Absent-Minded Professor’s endless supply of explanations seem hollow to her now. She has been properly kissed and understands how little the richness of experience can be deciphered.

“It’s like what they say about your nose getting longer as you age. It’s just gravity, though. The years yanking you down.” Dolores circles her thumb over Leo’s heel. “There’s a shark in Greenland that might be four hundred years old.”

“Do you think it’s still learning?”

“About what?”

“About how to be a shark.”

“I think it’s just a big, blind rock at this point. Like a fossil that needs to feed itself. I’d hate to live that long.”

“It’s outlived everything,” Leo says. “But I guess it’s in its nature to keep swimming forward.”

Dolores sits up, the afternoon light carving the long line of her back. Leo will never know anything as surely as this body, she thinks, the wide mole on Dolores’s collarbone, and its twin, just above her pubic hair. A small black spot, which Leo was delighted to learn had both texture and taste. Dolores takes back her hands and folds them in her lap, her expression serious.

“I don’t know anyone who’s died,” she says. “I don’t know how to ask the right questions.”

“You don’t have to ask anything.”

She is unsure whether to sit, facing Dolores eye to eye, or continue lying there, her body awaiting the next touch, which might bring her back to life. Her foot feels heavy and cold.

“It’s not a kindness.”

“What then?”

“You know things I don’t,” Dolores says. “You understand what’s important and I need someone to tell me.”

“One day you’ll know.”

“I want to be prepared for it.”

She can tell how much this means to Dolores, her whole body tense with longing.

“Nothing prepares you.”

“What’s it like?”

Dolores’s voice is hushed.

“Death? I guess it took longer than I thought it would.”

The room is shadowless, the light paving over the bed, the bureau, the dried flowers in their basin. Everything is blinding and close. Leo closes her eyes.

“It wasn’t like he was alive and then he was dead. He was quiet for a while in between. Years really.”

“Because he was sick.”

She knows the picture forming in Dolores’s mind—the beeping machines and skullcaps of the ICU, hacking coughs, jaundiced faces, the heroism of unstrapping the ventilator, last words. She thinks, not for the first time, of telling her the truth. But then the fear, the quiet disgust would surely set in. Like everyone else, she would be, suddenly, without questions.

“He just had nothing to say. He stopped letting the world in.” Her voice presses into the black silence. “Nothing seemed to register. Everything just passed him by.” Dolores doesn’t stop her. The words keep coming, with long pauses in between. “He couldn’t remember anything. The stories he used to tell, the names of our friends. He could never find his way out of the airport. I think he knew the end was coming, that he wouldn’t need those things soon enough. He wasn’t the same dad I had before.”

“Did that make it easier?”

“I don’t know,” Leo says. She opens her eyes. Dolores is still looking at her. “He was still my dad, but he didn’t find things funny anymore.”

Dolores rests her chin in her palm, her expression contemplative, as if she were thinking through a difficult proof. The concern knitting her brows seems to have nothing to do with Leo. It is not pity or fear. She is only trying to see the problem, beyond it, to its answer.

“Do you think he was afraid?”

“No.”

Dolores reaches over, takes her hand.

“Were you?”

Dolores might be able to feel her pulse rushing in her wrist. Leo’s body is motionless atop the sheets, the heart inside her working. Something moves in her throat.

“I think I was relieved.”

No more listening with her ear to the bathroom door, no more blank stares, no more benders, no more coming home from school and rushing, her shoes still on, to his room to find him where she had left him, in bed. He would never leave the apartment again. No need to catalog his clothing—his oxford shirts, his loafers with their half-moon notches—on his way out the door. No more dread. He would never return. He could never disappoint her again, he had done all there was to do. The best and the worst of her life was over.

“Maybe,” says Dolores, for whom everything still lies ahead, “maybe when he went quiet, he was trying to prepare you for him being gone.”



THE NEXT MORNING, LEO meets Dolores at the door.

“Take this,” she says, extending her father’s Iliad. “I know how it ends.”

This is how it goes: Achilles was in love. His name was Patroclus and he kept Achilles’s heart like a heeled dog. They were brothers, they were something else entirely. They wore each other’s armor. When Achilles refused to fight, Patroclus took his helmet and cuirass into battle, so that as he lay bleeding out into the dirt, he was held together by leather and brass molded to the shape of his lover’s body.

Achilles was quick to follow but not quick enough. He was feral with grief. Each day, he tried to kill Patroclus back to life. As it turned out, his capacity for violence was enormous: he slit the throats of horses and bashed men’s eyeballs from their skulls. When he was through with killing, Achilles slunk down to the shore where he lay on the sand and reddened the water with others’ blood. The blood washed away but the man beneath it remained. He moaned through the nights and his companions, embarrassed by his grief, pretended that it was only the howl of the sea.

“Achilles knew what was coming for him,” Leo tells Dolores, the book between them. “He did his best to go to death on his own terms.”

Dolores’s fingers are careful on the cover.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” she says, “but you can be really macabre.”

She touches her mouth to Leo’s cheek and feigns a crunching noise, as if biting into an apple.



WHAT SENSE IS THERE in dying for love? Love is a refuge from time and therefore from death. Leo feels this powerfully but abstractly, like a line recalled from a book. She is new to the language of passion. Her feelings bear the smudges of others’ thoughts. They are shapely and tremendous. They feel, to Leo, dishonest. She does not know what “love” means or how to use it. The right language, she suspects, will soon arise from Dolores like an overtone, produced by the harmony of the very things that make her particular and astonishing.

“You were right,” Dolores says. “Looking is the thing to do.”

The day is ripe for it. The sun on Dolores’s face. Leo’s shoulder under her tongue. Dolores says that she tastes of salt and grass and looks like Helen of Troy.

“Don’t be stupid,” Leo says.

They have paused on their way to feed the chickens, their arms sore from lugging new bags of feed. The valley opens itself to them. Everything appears ready with metaphor. Slumped against a tree’s black trunk, Leo feels moved, almost to tears, by the sight of tender white roots poking through the soil, entangled and exposed.

How terrible, she thinks happily, to have become the very person she most despises: someone content to use the world as a mirror, sincere, and unironic.

“No, Helen’s not quite right.” Dolores says. “You’re earthier. Like one of those maidens that lives in the rivers and trees.”

“A nymph.”

“That’s it. You grew right out of the mountain and you’ll be here forever, seducing girls under the poplar trees.”

“Will you come visit?” Leo asks.

“Every summer. I’ll play my lute for you.”

They finish hauling the feed bags to the henhouse, where a few children have already gathered to watch. They crow for the rooster, who bobs among the laying hens, his blue chest puffed. Leo gives each of them a handful of feed. I heard that chickens grind their food by eating stones, Dolores says. They do, Leo confirms. With her boot, she nudges a hen toward where the children stretch their seed-filled hands.

“Have you ever seen them kill one of the chickens?” Dolores doesn’t bother to drop her voice.

“I don’t have the stomach for it, the smell. Nonna Tina used to do it, when she was my age.”

“I thought she liked the chickens.”

“She does.”

Dolores shakes her head.

“She’s a tough old axe.”

She crouches, reaching to brush a hen’s spangled wing. The crown of her head glistens with sunscreen. Leo moves into the long shadow of a cypress tree.

“Each year for Ferragosto, she goes to a farm and picks out an animal for them to slaughter. A cow, sometimes a pig. She debones the heads herself. You’ll see.”

“I’ll be back in California by then.”

“Oh,” Leo says.

She shivers. One of the children, a small boy with round glasses, waves at her and she waves back.

“It’s my dad’s birthday. He’s turning sixty,” Dolores says.

“Very good.”

“I leave on the tenth.”

Two weeks. The number is flat, without purchase, like the face of a cliff.

“What do you buy someone for their sixtieth birthday?” she asks.

Dolores looks back over her shoulder, her face screwed up against the sun.

“A telescope.”



SAPLINGS BEND UNDER THE heat. The grass is fragile underfoot. They spend hours collecting swollen peaches, the flesh so tender that their fingers sink easily through the skin.

“Stay with me, at my apartment.”

Dolores’s touch is syrupy in the orchard shade. Leo’s hair sticks to her fingers, her bare, sweat-slick legs. There is no sense in refusing on one’s knees.

Instead of going to La Pisciata on Tuesday night, when Leo would ordinarily return long after her mother has fallen asleep, she will stay with Dolores, returning early enough the next morning to prepare the day’s bread.

By Tuesday, the weather has turned. Heavy-bellied clouds brew low over the mountains. The hail cycles through, rattling the windows. When the storm abates, Leo rushes outside to collect frozen pellets the size of cherry pits to show to her grandmother. Nonna Tina sits atop the kitchen stool, overseeing a vat of reducing peaches. All morning, she has complained about stiffness in her joints.

“I feel like a creaky chair,” she tells Leo. She has soaked rags in a concoction of willow bark and frankincense and laid them over her knees. She gnaws on a clove of garlic as she scrapes the bubbling peaches from the sides of the pot.

The wind starts up again, shaking the glass. Hail skitters down. If it does not let up by nightfall, it will be difficult to bike to town.

“It’s like the plagues. First the heat, now this. The mosquitoes will lay their eggs in the water and next we will have the swarms. God’s hand in the world.” Nonna Tina lifts her apron, groaning slightly, and wipes her brow.



“DON’T LOOK.” DOLORES LIFTS Leo’s hand and lays it across her eyes for good measure. The authority of this gesture fixes Leo in the doorway. The sounds of Dolores’s nearby tidying seem to arrive slowly, and from far away. Leo steals a glance through her fingers. There’s a rack on which shirts have been thrown over heavier winter coats. Beyond this, a small room. Tall windows, black and half open. The rain ended just hours ago. Something warm nudges against her leg and Leo bends down to caress the head of a hefty tabby.

“That’s Fausto,” Dolores says. “He’s a beastling.”

She carries a bundle of laundry in her arms and as she leads Leo into the bedroom, quickly slings the load behind the closet door. The room is spartan and lovely, with a narrow bed pushed against one wall, a desk against the other. On the desk, Dolores has arranged in piles her lip balms, rings, Advil, keys, pocket-size notebooks, and loose change—objects with no light behind them. Leo cannot believe that any object handled by Dolores could appear so common. A violin case is open on the ground and within it, the instrument gleams from a beneath a flap of velvet.

“Is that one of yours?”

“God no,” Dolores says. “That belongs to Gino. One of his less pedigreed acquisitions. He’s got at least three or four. He’s a real virtuoso. You can’t believe how good he is. You can’t believe that someone who plays Shostakovich so finely could be from a place like this.” Dolores flushes. “I just mean that it seems impossible that great people should come from anywhere at all.”

“As if their origins could explain them.”

Leo continues to look around the room, hoping to penetrate its blank objects. Her palms sweat and she has the vague, queasy sense that time is getting away from her. As if she has woken from a nap only to discover that the entire day has passed.

A low bookshelf is packed with leaflets of sheet music and romance novels, and on top—Leo’s heart swoops with recognition—books that belong to Dolores. Yellow, serious little paperbacks with their grooved spines. How many times Dolores must have folded their covers back recklessly, joyfully over her knees, or held them one-handed as she smoked by the window. The room is no longer anonymous, but bright with Dolores, the sheer fact of her. Dolores who, still flushing, picks up the violin and its bow and plays a quick scale. Her face pinches as the last note goes sharp. She repeats the scale, then paces around the room, plucking at the strings.

“It’s just that birth is this huge coincidence, an accumulation of huge coincidences. And I don’t mean the usual time-and-place junk about being born to your specific parents, who met at a specific bar, and bonded over their mutual love of the Dodgers, or what have you. I’m talking about the cosmic framework.”

Dolores toes off her sneakers and kicks them into the desk, sending some coins and a tube of hand cream clattering to the floor.

“That we should be on this rock, which is just the right distance from its star—that Goldilocks zone where, of all things, we have the chemical miracle of liquid water, which, you know, conveyed different molecules into one another over the course of eons until cellular life was produced, and those cells then began to group and transform into organisms that could survive the fire and the flood, the ice ages and meteor collisions and so on, and from there, the centuries worked to produce fins and from these fins, legs, then arms with their flat, flexible hands, their opposable thumbs, their fingernails, which grow a tenth of a millimeter per day.

“So much depends on everything else. Even a gnat is audacious. Paganini is just…” She shakes her head.

“You’re like an engineer or a psychologist—you think everything is connected by some intricate causal web. Where is the end of explanation?”

“Well, yeah. I’d like to believe that things are, like, consequential. That my life is about more than its own events.” The bow bumps against Dolores’s hip, giving her the loose, swaggering air of a cowboy. She nudges open the window. “Do you mind if I smoke?”

She rummages through her desk, violin still cantilevered out from her shoulder.

“I’m just saying, everything has its reason for being.”

“You sound more like a priest than a professor.”

“Look at this violin,” Dolores says. She ashes her cigarette on the window ledge. A soft breeze has circled into the room, teasing the pages of the books on the nightstand, the hem of the crochet blanket spilling, half folded, from the foot of the bed. “Nothing is incidental, even the shape of the holes, which amplify the sound just so. An instrument has a perfect teleology. The violin can’t be improved upon and hasn’t been for nearly five hundred years. Even the smallest difference would make it something else entirely.”

“But human life isn’t mechanical, isn’t made. Some holes don’t have a function. They’re just holes.” Leo’s face is hot. “You can trace your own life all the way back to the first moment of the universe, but at the center of that moment—the big bang if you will—there’s this untrespassable mystery, this hole in our understanding, and we can’t fill it with anything and it’s so dark and so deep we can’t see into it. That’s the end of explanation. There is no original cause. Or if there is, we can’t know it. In order to understand one tiny thing—to trace it back to the beginning—you have to deal with everything you can’t possibly understand. The more you want to know about yourself, the less you’re capable of knowing anything at all.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Dolores says. “I just don’t know what you mean at all.” She lays the violin back in its case. Her expression is bravely confused.

“I don’t want to play this game anymore.”

“What game? We’re just talking.”

“It’s a thought experiment, but you think it’s real life. Sure, ten thousand grains of sand seem like they weigh as much as a boulder, but when your life really is changed by something, it’s not a shower of sand. It’s a fucking rock and you’re flattened under it.”

“Are you going to take your shoes off?” Dolores asks.

Leo nods, crouching down to unlace her sneakers. She cannot look at Dolores. She lays her head on her knee, pressing hard into her eye. The darkness crackles and Leo knows that she is not really seeing anything, that it is only a vision, a trick, and when she opens her eyes, Dolores’s room slowly fuzzing back into being, she feels that a second trick has been played on her. At the base of Dolores’s desk, the grasshopper’s exoskeleton—collected so many weeks ago—lies gently capsized, his spindly legs turned skyward but still miraculously whole.

“What do you do in the mornings?” Leo asks, her heart pounding.

“What?”

“In the morning, what’s the first thing you do?”

“Turn off my alarm.”

“And then what?”

Leo shuffles closer to the desk, putting her body between Dolores and the mislaid insect. When she is sure that her hands are concealed, she tucks the grasshopper into the toe of her shoe.

“I brush my teeth.”

“You go straight from bed to the bathroom?”

She has turned to face Dolores now, who is cuffing and uncuffing her shirtsleeve, perplexed and radiant in the lamplight. Leo’s heart slows. She reaches out and touches two fingers to Dolores’s wrist.

“Yes, and I splash water on my face.”

“Be more specific.”

“Cold water. I rinse my face with cold water. Gaspingly cold.”

“And then what?”

“Oh jeez, Leo. I don’t know. I guess I make coffee and then I sit on the couch. Outside the window there’s this tree with these thin, shiny leaves. And when the breeze starts going the leaves form this great big undulation so that they look like water, like the surface of the sea.”

“That matters to me,” Leo says. “Yeah, I guess that’s what matters to me.”



DOLORES LEAVES THE NIGHT-LIGHT on. Are you afraid of the dark? Leo teases. Of course not, Dolores says. I want to see you.

Their bodies have been named for this. They tongue and mouth.



SHE WAKES AT THE usual hour. The room is pale. They have slept face-to-face and Leo watches the gentle open and close of Dolores’s mouth. A glimpse of her front teeth. Leo keeps her hands folded in front of her. She must leave. Her body is heavy with pleasure. The light phasing through the curtains is like a hand on Dolores’s cheek.

Later, after the blare of the alarm, the slow, sour kisses, she asks Dolores if she is going to wash her face.

“Shower with me,” Dolores says.

Leo shakes her head. She presses her thumb to Dolores’s mole, visible through the thin fabric of her underwear.

I just want to watch, she says. I’m not here.



SEVEN TWENTY. SHE CREEPS around the back of the hotel to the patio, where the early risers have already begun to serve themselves from the trays of pastries and sliced fruit. An older man peruses the paper, the first cigarette of the day smoldering between his fingers. A family with young children dines nearby. The father has already donned a safari-style sun hat. He studies a large map, which he has unfolded over the clustered pots of compote. Leo bustles between them, checking their coffees, waving flies from a tureen of cubed cantaloupe.

“Where have you been?” Max asks. He holds a pot of espresso, fresh from the kitchens. His eyes are swollen, his hair wisps up and floats on the breeze. When was the last time they stood like this, eye-to-eye? She and Dolores have stopped going to the cellar altogether, swimming at night. They see Max at mealtimes where he barely eats and watches videos on his phone. The rest of the time, he keeps his gaze averted from Leo like she has something in her teeth.

“Here.”

“No one made the bread.”

“I went for a walk.”

“You look terrible.” He informs her, eyes downcast. “Mom wants to talk to you.”

Leo grabs a plate and hastily begins to pile it with crostata and melon.

“I have to take Nonna her breakfast.”

Her grandmother’s door has bloated in the rain. The room is stifling, the windows closed. Nonna Tina has composed herself against the pillows, her blankets pulled up to her chest. Her glasses and rubber gloves are folded on the bedside table. She has yet to remove her hair from the two long plaits she wears to sleep.

“Have you seen your mother?”

Leo lays the breakfast tray atop the covers, and as she does, she catches scent of something dank, bodily. She jams a hand into her armpit, then sniffs it.

“I’m sweating like a goat. Let me wash up.”

The water from the sink is lukewarm. She wipes the sweat from her breasts and underarms with toilet paper, then, sitting on the bidet, dabs between her legs. The previous night announces itself from every crevice. There is something insatiate behind her face in the mirror and she feels, for the first time, her own beauty.

“Christ,” she says as she emerges back into the room. “It’s unbearable in here.”

“Have you seen your mother?”

Her grandmother has not touched her food. A few strands of hair have clumped against her brow. Her sheets are still pulled up.

“You’ll roast under these.”

“No, please.”

Nonna Tina clutches at the blankets, too late. Leo stares at the wetness spreading down her grandmother’s leg. The nightdress is transparent with piss where it clings to her lap.

“I’ll fix it.”

It is as if the spot is expanding, but it is only the room pulling at the edges, the sweat running into her eyes.

“Let’s get up. Let me help you up.”

“Don’t look at me.”

Nonna Tina jerks back from Leo, knocking her hand against the piss-damp dress. They both cry out, Nonna Tina’s legs twisting against the sheets, turning up more soaked fabric, the stench enlarging in the shuttered room.

“Mamma?”

Violetta slips through the doorway, carrying a second breakfast tray. She has filled a glass with daffodils. Mother and daughter, mother and daughter. They all have the same caught expression, the same long nose. Violetta sweeps toward the bed, pushing Leo aside.

“Outside, Leonora.”

She smooths the hair from her mother’s face, tucking it behind her ear.

“Leonora, I said get out.”



THROUGH THE GAP IN the door, she sees her mother’s shadow sway against the wall. Violetta reaches forward. The shadow bends like a willow, like a crane in flight.

Mamma, stai fermo.

Perdonami.

Mamma.

The nightdress rustles to the floor.

Aspetta, lasciami.

Per favore, non ti ardirare con me. Non guardami così.

Non essere sciocca. Devo guardare, Mamma.

Non mi toglierele.

Va bene. Adesso.

The bed groans. The shadow doubles, distends. They lurch forward, their bodies enringed, Violetta’s large, fine hands gripping her mother’s side, holding tight the delicate flesh. An exoskeleton. Nonna Tina’s thighs hang over her knees, her chin against her chest. And then they are out of sight.

Stai andando così bene.

The shower rattles to life, their voices no more than a warble through the water. Leo presses her cheek to the corridor wall. She attempts to count backward from thirty, but the numbers keep slipping. She cannot hold on to anything. She has sweat through her clothes. The humming between her ears is so loud that she does not hear the shower switch off. She watches, as if through a telescope, as her mother maneuvers Nonna Tina back toward the bed—the whole scene enormous and remote, utterly soundless.

“Leo?”

Davide stands at the end of the hall, a chicken slung over his back. Her face says it all. In two strides he is with her, pulling her close, one hand on the curve of her neck, the other over her eyes.



IN THE KITCHEN, HE fixes her a glass of cold milk. The chicken has been dumped unceremoniously in the sink. On the stove is a pot of boiling water, in which the bird will be briefly scalded, the better to remove its feathers. Nearby, a rack of bread shimmers with steam.

Tired of waiting with his arms crossed, Davide begins wiping down the pasta machine, the dials on the oven. He preps the onions. He sweeps their skins from the floor. Leo sips her milk, she holds the glass against her temple. Davide takes the chair beside her. He is so large that the chair threatens collapse beneath his heft, and the apple and knife appear like toys in his hands. He notches a slice from the apple and offers it to Leo, leaving it beside her glass when she refuses.

When Violetta arrives, she goes straight to the freezer and sticks her head inside.

“There’s no ice in this country.”

“Mamma—”

“You can never get the feel of the day off you,” she says.



SHE COMES TO DOLORES trembling. Dazed, she leaves the door open. The suite curtains have been tied up and the room smells dizzyingly of chloride and citrus. Dolores has just finished stripping the bed. The sheets tumble from her arms and drag against the ground as she moves to close the door. Leo begins to tell Dolores everything, then stops, starting the story over from further back, then stops again. Where does the story of one’s life begin? At birth, with one’s parents or grandparents, the first days of Italy and its legions of secretive, long-suffering women, Odysseus? How far back does she have to go so that the events justify themselves, requiring no further explanation? Before she was born, someone had hurled a rock at a window and years or centuries later it had smashed through and taken Leo out at the knees. That was how her life had come at her, sideways. Dolores waits with the sheets piled up on her lap. Dolores could tell the story better, if it were her life. She would know how to put an order to things. Leo can’t find the beginning and so she tells Dolores nothing at all.

She places Dolores’s hands on her chest, her throat. Please, Leo says. She keeps her hands folded over Dolores’s, gently squeezing, then dilating—a movement that echoes the contractions of her heart and lungs. Show me. She wants to be possessed, to give herself over to another’s strength. She wants to be inside of Dolores’s body, to feel her power from within, her leanness, the authority of her hand. Dolores considers her, then, extending one finger, presses into soft flesh beneath Leo’s jaw.



ATOP THE SHEETS, LEO listens to the rhythm of the leaves against the window. A metal fan futilely circulates the warm air. With her index finger, she brushes the legs of the grasshopper skin, which she had concealed in her backpack while Dolores prepared herself for sleep. The feel of it in her palm is more kiss than weight, sensation without substance. The size of the shell and the presence of two folded wing pads suggest that this was the grasshopper’s final molt, after which it would have to leave its body behind entirely. Leo wishes she could see its ancient face through the dark. Max sleeps unknowingly in the next room.

The heavy iron turn of the lock. She has just enough time to tuck the insect into her nightstand drawer before her mother settles onto the other end of the bed. Violetta peels off her shirt and trousers, her back glowing softly against the blue night. She lies down in just her underclothes. Leo’s throat tightens. Crickets clamor beyond the window.

“Did you know?”

“Mom.”

Violetta presses her hands into her eyes.

“I raised such secretive children.”

“I won’t leave like that again. Every morning, I’ll be here. I’ll take a gap year,” Leo’s voice rises hopefully. “I’ll stay here with her.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Leonora.”

“It’s my job.”

“I’m going to live until I’m very old. Then I’ll be your job. She’s my mother. This is just what we do for one another.”

Strange, that responsibility should move upward from child to parent when it seemed it should be the other way around. Like all heritable traits—a strong chin, good looks, wavy hair—the child grows into responsibility just as the parents age out.

“What about Max?” Leo asks. “You can’t just pick up his whole life and move here. He’s still in school.”

“All that worrying will only hurt your stomach,” Violetta says flatly.

“This is why—” But Leo cannot finish explaining herself.

“I don’t want you to be my job,” she says. “I want you to be my mother.”

“I am. I may not be the parent you want, but I’m the one you have.”

The truth always has a ring of finality to it. Leo nods; there’s nothing else to do. Violetta’s face is so close that she must feel this movement, although her eyes are still closed behind her palms.

“When you’re ready, you’re going to tell me the rest of it,” Violetta says.

“Okay.”

Violetta turns to her, a breath apart on the pillow. She smooths a hand over Leo’s hair.

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”



LEO PEELS HERSELF FROM the edge of sleep. She stumbles, half blind, to the bathroom and scrubs the crust from her eyes, the film from her teeth. In the mirror, her face is strange, misshapen, like wax that has been softened by the sun. A feather-legged centipede emerges from the drain and she smashes it with the flat of her palm.

On the cot, Max has cast off his blankets entirely. He sleeps with headphones in and through an exposed bud, Leo can hear the tinny trill of his alarm. There is a spot of drool on his pillow and gleaming carelessly beside it, his dab pen. Any moment, their mother might wake up and see it there. As Leo pulls on her shorts and socks, she listens carefully for the sound of footsteps. With another glance back at her brother, she returns to the bedroom.

Violetta has still not risen. Her hands are folded beneath her cheek. Leo shakes her, she pushes her mother’s shoulder.

“We have to get up.”

Violetta mutters, pulls a pillow down over her face.

“Come on.”

Soon, at the base of the mountain, Dolores will wake. She will splash her face with cold water. She will take her coffee on the couch and outside of the window, the leaves of the great tree will roll over for her like the tide. Leo tears the sheets from her mother’s legs. She claps in her ears.

She gives herself thirty seconds. The tide pushes forward only to retreat. She lays the sheets back over her mother. She collects her watch and keys from the nightstand. She pulls back her hair and laces her sneakers.

Get up, she tells Max, who continues to snore lightly but is otherwise dead to the world. Leo waits. Carefully, she coaxes the pen free from his half-curled fingers and, crouching, flings it beneath the couch. She cups his knee, shakes it. Andiamo, dude. It’s a new fucking day.



NONNA TINA’S HAIR FANS over her pillow, black, gleaming, absolute like the wings of a crow. Her hair is freshly combed, her nightdress clean and tied at the front in a loose bow. Max sets the breakfast tray on her lap and bows to kiss her cheeks. Leo follows suit. Does he know? Nonna Tina whispers and Leo shakes her head. Violetta has told him that Nonna Tina wasn’t feeling well, eliding the rest. Max fusses with their grandmother’s blankets. Nonna Tina waves him away.

“Il mio cherubino, you’re killing me.” She bends forward to sip her coffee, barely lifting the cup from the tray. Max settles by the window ledge while Leo takes the chair by the bed. Nonna Tina sniffs her coffee. “Maximino, run to the kitchen and fetch me a sugar cube.”

Leo fiddles with a hole in the upholstery of her chair. It is easier to cast her gaze around the decor than to look at her grandmother. The room has been neatened—the wax mark scrubbed from the table, the flies cleared from the windowsill. On the dresser, the linens are crisply folded. She fixes her attention on an ugly painting of a saint hung above the bed.

“I found my cream.”

“That’s good.”

The saint has a long, awkward neck and a thin face drooping with religious ecstasy. There is a small perforation in the canvas by her eye that makes her look as if she is crying.

“Why do you even have this?” Leo says, gesturing toward the painting. “It’s not as if we go to church. And,” she says firmly, “it isn’t beautiful.”

“I know you were the one who went through my bathroom.”

Leo’s silence is response enough. She has widened the hole in the chair and stuffing blooms from the tear.

“It was wrong for you to see me like that.”

“This is just what we do for one another.”

“You never knew when to leave things alone. You used to play with the most disgusting little caca. Hairs.”

“You haven’t disgusted me,” Leo lies.

“One day you will have to let people hide things from you.”

“So much for trusting the people you love.” She is obscurely angry. At her grandmother, her mother, herself, the inexplicable saint with her dingy, gaping eye.

“Trust them to know what is better kept private.”

Max returns, bowl of sugar cubes in hand. Instead of resuming his place by the window, he climbs onto the bed and sits, cross-legged by their grandmother’s feet. From his pocket, he pulls a handful of kumquats wrapped in a napkin. He offers some to Nonna Tina, who refuses, complaining of acid reflux.

“You must not believe people when they talk about the beauty of aging. All of these celebrities, these feminists—they are full of cazzate.” Nonna Tina picks an almond off the top of her porridge. “You cannot even remember what someone has just said to you in conversation. You can only talk about what has happened a very long time ago.”

Max leans back, his head bobbing sleepily against his shoulder. Nonna Tina floats her hand forward and runs it once, twice through his hair.

“I will tell you a story,” Nonna Tina says. She is still looking at Leo. “After I had your mother, I became very sick. I was in the hospital for many weeks.”

“Mom said she was born at the hotel,” Max says, midyawn.

“Yes and in this bed. But afterward there were problems. I was very weak. They moved me to the hospital and I took my baby with me. All day, she slept on my chest. I had nothing else. I had never spent so many days in bed. Even when I was pregnant, I woke early every morning to make the bread. I was going mad, I tell you. I woke sometimes and was sure that my legs had fallen off. Feeding my baby made me feel solid, like I had a body again. Your mother was a good baby, she never cried. The nurses loved her. They came to my room on breaks and bounced her and played cards. And smoked, of course. Things were different then.”

The kumquats are still tumbled by Max’s lap. Leo reaches over and takes one. She rolls it between her fingers, its rind softening, yielding its bitter oil.

“And all of the women in the town came. Friends from my school days and their mothers and sisters, their cousins, even the nuns. They came and prayed the rosary for me, every day, at the foot of my bed. And my sister-in-law, she was there all the time. She had a big mouth like a horse, but she was very dear to me.”

Nonna Tina smiles at Leo.

“She used to bring me my cosmetics. She would do my cheeks and eyebrows and such to prepare me for my appointments with the doctor. When he came in he used to say to me, Tina, you have to stop with all of this rouge. Otherwise how will I be able to see when you are better?”

A stroke of light has fallen across the portrait of the saint, revealing, around her long, goose-like neck, the barest thread of a gold chain, a minuscule cross.



ONCE THE CIABATTAS ARE formed and left to proof beneath their cloth, the berries sorted and stemmed, the floors swept, the melons tapped, the heavy pallets of produce delivered, Leo carries her coffee out and sits at the bottom of the patio steps, one hand warmed by her mug, the other plucking at the brittle grass. The sun is still hidden behind the mountain but over the past hour, the sky has grown steadily deeper—a clear, pure blue, as though it is already afternoon—and the grounds scintillate with moisture and light. At the bottom of the hill, Davide emerges from the stables, his stark figure cutting through the field. She has always been in this place or awaiting it.

Things cannot continue. This is what her mother said to Davide, still standing in the refrigerator door. Today, they will return the calls of the investors who, over the years, have sought to flip the hotel. To anonymize its rooms with white paint and platform beds. Though the sun will rise again, pouring the same light over the mountains, the narrow rivers, the immortal poplars, Leo will not be there to see it. These memories will crystallize, and when she comes again, it will be as a guest. A stranger. The thousand leaks and tears she has disguised over the years will be repaired, her work completed, erased. She will notice the scent of the air again.

Back in the kitchen, she finds her mother at the stove, prodding at a saucepan of caramelizing peaches. Violetta moves with the empty diligence of a sleepwalker. Her blouse is unevenly buttoned, singed at the sleeve.



MAX GRABS BENEATH THE couch cushions, behind the pillows. Upon arriving at the hotel, he’d unpacked his suitcase, refiling his shirts, trousers, hair ties, and socks into the bureau, whose drawers now hang open, their contents upended. Leo watches from the doorway as he shakes out a pair of jeans, then—irate, disbelieving—refolds them.

“Check your pockets,” she tells him.



THE INVESTORS COME ON a Monday. Leo can tell what kind of men they are from the heavy watches on their wrists, the way they cling to the stone paths, protecting their leather shoes. One of them is taller and square-jawed and the other seems to know this, striding out in front to appear more dominant. This obvious weakness of character comforts Leo.

Violetta leads the walk-through—Davide had refused outright. She wears a navy wrap dress, pearls in her ears and around her throat. That morning, she’d smoothed her hair into a twist, working quickly as she fastened it with pins. As she guides the men’s attention with the flick of her hand, she looks every part a concert pianist. The men nod. They peek into cabinets and behind doors. Neither of them have notepads or briefcases, but both remove their sunglasses to shake Leo’s hand.

Max makes himself scarce. When their mother takes the men down to the grounds, he emerges to join Leo at the parapet and together they watch the party make their way to the stables.

“They won’t put in an offer,” Leo says. “They’ll go for the sure thing.”

“Too many chickens,” Max agrees.

He reaches into his shirt pocket, then remembers. He braces himself against the balustrade.

“I know there’s something you’re not saying,” he says.

“Like what?”

“You tell me.” Below, their mother’s dress flutters darkly against the tan grass. Max wrings his hands. “Is Nonna dying?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

“If I knew, I’d tell you.”

“No,” he says. “You wouldn’t.”



PREPARATIONS FOR FERRAGOSTO BEGIN. Davide drives to a farm where he selects a pig for slaughter. He orders pallets of onion, squash, strawberries, golden plums. One morning, he arrives at the hotel with a box of his clothes and begins sleeping in the chef’s quarters—a narrow room used to store old cookery and extra flour. They haven’t heard back from the investors. When the summer ends, Davide plans to move into the family’s suite, live at the hotel full-time. This horse can still run, he tells them.

He enlists Leo and Dolores to take inventory of the kitchens and linen closets. He sends them from room to room with a tube of caulk, asking them to seal the windows and faulty sinks. Dolores takes the work in stride. I’ll be damned and dead before I see this place turned into a Marriott, she says. In the heat, the rooms smell of skin and disinfectant. They work with the windows and doors thrown open.

“Who was your first kiss?” Dolores asks her.

Leo sponges behind a sink faucet, where a fresh leak has sprung. Last summer. Tonino. The granitas cart. The night was hot and he kept his hands clasped behind his back so that they kissed like two stalks tilting into one other. Afterward, his expression stricken, he had wished her good luck in America.

“This boy,” she says. “He was an old friend.”

Dolores arranges a packaged soap in its dish.

“My first kiss was a boy named Daniel Kubrick. It was a truth or dare thing. He played baseball and used to wear his socks pulled all the way up. He didn’t even apply to college. He went into training to become a Buddhist monk.”

She speaks affectionately, as though of an old haircut. She will always return to Daniel Kubrick warmly, his stretched-out socks. She will tell the story of their first kiss over and over again, and each time she tells this story, it will become less about the memory and more about the telling. The anticipation of the first kiss will be replaced by the excitement of whispering the story to a new lover or imagining the kisses ahead. The first kiss prophesies all that follows. It is like a hometown, which one is saddled with for life. No matter where you go, or how far, you cannot change the place you are from.

“What happened to him, your old friend?”

Leo shrugs. She pumps a line of caulk behind the sink faucet.

She feels overcome, suddenly, by the desire to be near Tonino, to scuff the back of his head or flick at his bony knees. To be close in the way they had been close before sex had appeared like a specter behind everything and it became impossible to touch each other without implication. She sees now that she has ruined things. She will never be able to touch him that way again. With sex, she believed that she had found a portal through time, but she was not revisiting the past. She was reforming it. The evenings they spent bashing pomegranates against the hotel steps or the days passed below the surface of the pool, the children gathered at the stable gate to watch Davide insert a bottle into the mouth of a new foal—Tonino seems essential to these memories now, where previously he had been only a shadow, a half-turned face on the periphery. Her whole life, she will be saddled with him.

Though someone could pass the open door at any moment, she touches her lips to Dolores’s jaw. She taps her on the nose. This too cannot be undone.



THEY TRY TO FIND the places where their lives rhyme. Birthday parties attended at bowling alleys, the thrilling sweetness of powdered orange juice, honeysuckle on the night air, the unbearable fragility of a butterfly in their hands. Their mothers exclaiming over lilac, the memories so similar in texture and fragrance that they seem to recall the very same moment. Dolores describes tending to a wounded bee on the schoolyard, bedding an Altoids tin with rose petals and daisies, and the coyotes that she saw on her way to the bus in the mornings—their eerie stillness, their lantern eyes. Once, her father took her to shoot a rifle in a field. Her father taught her to drive in an IKEA parking lot. She gave her first and only hand job in a graveyard behind a friend’s house, the sounds of the nearby party washing over the livid and the dead. When her father picked her up from the party, she played Brahms all the way home.

In Los Angeles, everything is low to the ground, except for the mountains, which always seem far away. There is never a reason to look up. You could pass a whole life only looking ahead or behind you. As Dolores tells her these stories, Leo is filled with a tenderness that is almost like loss. That she will never have known the Dolores who tended to the bee in its tin. That, in only seven days, Dolores will continue moving forward, and Leo will be just over her shoulder.

In turn, Leo tells her about the fish. After her father drove his knife into its throat, he washed the blade in the river. The fish was too small and not worth eating. They threw it back into the water. As they climbed uphill to the car, he turned back to Leo, whose breath still glugged with tears. Do you know why fish swim in schools? he had asked her. Because they can’t walk.

“When I was twelve or so, my dad took us on this ski trip. It was all very sudden, but he told us it was a surprise. All the way up the mountain, he talked about how great the hotel was, and how far we’d be able to see from the slopes. When we got there, he told us to wait in the car while he got our keys. He went inside for a long time. I remember the blueness of the dark and the coldness of the car and all we could see was the parking lot and the other families trekking through it. And I thought—really thought—that maybe my father had died somewhere inside the hotel, but of course, what had happened was that there was no room for us. He hadn’t booked one.”

Dolores smooths the hair back from Leo’s forehead. Her fingers are cool, like rain. Through the open window, they can hear the distant murmur of diners on the patio.

“After a while he came back out, waving the keys in the window. Somehow he’d gotten us a room. I don’t know how. The room was on the first floor, and as we hauled our stuff in, we passed the bar and you know what I think? While we were all in the car, I think my dad sat at that bar and had a drink. Probably two or three.”

The alarm on her phone sounds.

“Time’s up.”

They rise. They dress. They relace their sneakers. They bundle the sheets and shove them into the laundry bag, along with the damp towels, a streaky washcloth onto which another woman has left the imprint of her face.



NOW THAT SHE HAS seen Dolores’s room and caressed with vivid attention its woodwork, window ledges, and dust-soft shelves, Leo’s fantasies only grow more intricate. As she pictures Dolores waking, she can all but feel the starchy pillowcase against her own cheek. She can hear the dreadful, cacophonous alarm, and the squeak of Dolores’s heels against the parquet floor as she stumbles to the bathroom. Here, Leo re-creates the green taps, the little hiss of the faucet as it sputters its icy water into Dolores’s hands.

As her own mother rattles through her pillbox, Leo transposes the sound into Dolores opening the curtain, the better to see the big tree, from beneath which Leo had, on her way out, collected a few shaggy chestnuts. These she keeps inside of her toiletry bag, along with the salvaged cigarette butt, the grasshopper shell. She hardly needs to look at them. It is enough to feel them nearby. Like votive objects, they help her thoughts reach further. Sometimes, though, she will shut herself in the bathroom with the water on and take one of these treasures and run it lightly over her skin. Once, she even perches the grasshopper near the top of her mound, shivering at its almost imperceptible weight. She stares sleepily into its wise, hollow face. There is pleasure in its closeness and fondly, she strokes its head, amazed to find that her own body rises in response.



ALL WEEK, HER BROTHER is irritable, confounded, like a person pulled from a deep sleep. He speaks in monosyllables—his displeasure conveyed in the tense line of his shoulders. He cannot work up an appetite and no longer joins the family for lunch. Behind the concierge desk, he shreds and folds notebook paper into diminishingly small squares. There is some relief in this. He is not quite the boy who once filled their room with paper animals, but he is, at last, awake to the world. What else could cause such discomfort? Such rage?

“Does he talk to you?” Violetta whispers. She and Leo lie back to back, the door is ajar. Every so often they can hear the couch groan.

“No.”

“He won’t say what’s bothering him.”

You have to watch him when I’m gone, Leo thinks. You have to keep your eyes open. You can’t let him vanish all day behind the bathroom door.

“He’s not a dog with a thorn in its paw.”

The dog will bite until the thorn is removed, then revert to its sweet disposition, its anguish forgotten. The condition that pains Max is ongoing. There is no extraction, no remedy, that will return him to his former self.



DAVIDE DRIVES NONNA TINA and Violetta to Milan for an appointment with a specialist. Nonna Tina dons a black linen dress and hat for the occasion, swipes lipstick over her thin mouth. She sits nervously in the back seat of Davide’s car, a beaded purse clutched against her chest. She doesn’t like the roads. A line of sweat has formed on her upper lip.

“It’ll be all right,” Davide says. He pats her neck as if she is one of his horses.

With everyone gone and Max cloistered with his Spanish lessons, Leo and Dolores are left to run the afternoon coffee service. The day is languid, August at its most essential. There is only the murmur of insects and birds, the sky motionless, almost without distance or depth, its limit absolute. They sip pear soda and bat flies from the zabaglione. At the edge of the patio, a line of ants makes off with crumbs from a half-eaten biscuit. They attempt to dissuade their path with pebbles, fingers, espresso cups. Dolores runs back to the kitchens to procure a deli container.

“Is this where a man might be able to get an espresso?”

Leo looks up. Don Pochintesta sways over her, flatcap between his hands. When she straightens, they stand eye to eye. She might even be a little taller than him. His scalp glows from beneath his thinning combover.

She leads him to a table in the shade of a lemon tree.

“Is Ernestina here?”

“My mother took her to Milan.”

“Ah.” She pours him a coffee, arranges some crackers on his plate. “You stopped coming to the games.”

“Well.”

Leo watches as he spreads a cracker with Nutella. Years ago, she had sat on her father’s knee as Don Pochintesta and the others hooted uproariously and entreated her to drink from their glasses. They might have been laughing at her. Even then he might have known her fate. A very sick girl.

“My nephew is a good boy but he doesn’t see things clearly. He does not know how to work hard, he does not understand women.”

Has she betrayed Tonino? They made no commitments, no declarations. Still, he trusted her enough to want her and, in wanting her, be vulnerable before her. She came to him distracted and self-serving. She was waiting to arrive at the real thing.

“Do you have a wife?”

“Not anymore,” he says. “You should come back, next Tuesday or the week after. You’re not a bad player, much better than your father.”

“Was he—” Leo rubs her eye. “Did he ever win?”

“Not once. It was like he was letting us pick his pockets, every time.”

She wants to ask another question, hundreds of them, but this fresh detail has muted her. She wants to repeat it back to him, just to hear it again. The words fill her mouth and she finds that she can’t even part her lips to smile. She presses them tight. She notches her knuckle into the corner of her eye, then pulls it over her brow.

“I bet he hated that.”

“He said the loser should drink for free.”

Dolores emerges from the kitchen and gives Leo a little wave. She crouches, positioning the deli container. Leo’s heart, still quickened at the mention of her father, rushes once more. This time next week, Dolores will be gone.

“Do you think Tonino will forgive me?”

“Oh, I shouldn’t think so.” Don Pochintesta raises the coffee to his lips. “But life is long. You have a brother, yes?”

Leo nods.

“You might bring him.”



BACK IN THE SUITE, Max has flipped up the corners of the carpet, dragged the couch away from the wall. His concave chest heaves.

“Did you take it?” he accuses as Leo enters the room.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Tangles of hair float along the baseboards. The underside of the carpet is blackened with mold.

“I heard a story about Dad today.”

Her brother snorts. He pulls out the drawers of the bureau, which dangle like loose teeth. Finding nothing, he slams his fist against the top, sending up a cloud of dust. His hair is wild, fried, a peroxide gloriole. He is so tall now, it must have happened when her back was turned.

“Did you know—”

“I don’t care.”

“Did you know,” she continues, “that the Greeks didn’t have a word for blue?”

“This is not a fucking game, Leo.”

“And that the Greek word for yellow, xanthos, is related to the word for swiftness and, in other cases, trembling.”

Max strides across the room.

“It was also the name of Achilles’s horse.”

For a moment, she thinks that they are going to wrestle, the way they did as children. She wishes he would shove her. She wants to feel what is vital inside of him, the flex of his heart, his hate. The pen is in her front pocket. He might know this if he touched her.

Max blows right past her. He kicks her suitcase, scattering clothes over the blackened rug, and begins rifling through the strewn laundry, unzipping the pockets. He unknots her socks.

“I know you’re lying,” he says. “You’re a liar.”

He moves into the bedroom and Leo follows, watching as he pulls out the nightstand drawers, disturbing their stiff tissues, stray papers, half-empty tubes of hand cream. These join the clothes on the floor, the mold, the rot. He reaches for her toiletry bag.

“That’s enough.”

She lunges for the bag, grabs at her brother’s wrists. The bag goes flying, scattering its contents across the ground. Her gummed razor, pore strips, night cream. Their parents’ wedding photo. The pearl earring. Dolores’s cigarette. The grasshopper’s shell rolls softly onto the carpet. Amid the dirty clothes, the dust, the crumpled ephemera, they appear worthless, like trash. Max does not even see them. He stumbles back, clutching at his face. Leo can hear him move into the suite, the groan of the couch as he pushes it back into place. A glob of dust lodges itself in the grasshopper’s legs.



DOLORES DOESN’T ANSWER HER phone. Her inbox is full and as the line goes dead, the night presses hot and close against Leo’s skin. She looks into the satyr’s mouth, still fitted with its algal spout, and imagines Dolores sleeping in the little white room. When Leo was there, Dolores had slept naked, her body blue against the sheets. This is how Leo sees her now. It is harder to remember the other things—the taste of Dolores’s neck, the feel of her. Though, turning over in the night, she had mumbled something to Leo, Leo cannot recall what she had said. It has only taken days to forget what she had sworn she would remember forever.

An ant crawls under the hem of her shorts. She does not even know what she wanted to say to Dolores on the phone. My brother is a Neanderthal. What color was your day? They think my grandmother might have Parkinson’s. Do you ever worry that if someone closes a door behind them they might not just be out of sight, but gone for good? I feel all Reykjavík today, all purple.

Light spills across the patio. Leo peels her shoulders from the fountain stone. Through the kitchen window, she watches Davide fill the kettle and put it to boil. He starts when he sees Leo’s face in the glass.

“We have to sell the horses,” he tells her when she joins him at the counter. The investors must have said no.

“Where will they go?”

“There are places that do riding tours. Vineyards.” He glowers, sucking his teeth. “A horse isn’t a servant. It knows what it is to be free. Even if it spends its whole life in the pasture. It knows.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s the way of things.”

He sits with his feet tucked behind the bar of his stool, his chin in his palm. A horse can find a new life but a man who has sat on that same stool, in his same way, his whole life cannot.

The kettle whistles and he stands to quiet it. He gathers two mugs from the cabinet and spoons dried mint into the bottom of each, then pours the water over. From another cabinet, he retrieves a sleeve of crackers and a bag of Puntini candies. He sets these offerings before Leo and, as he does, pats the back of her head.

“Tina was a great rider, in her day.” Davide unwraps a candy. “But Violetta never liked the horses. She wanted to be inside with her piano. I used to throw stones at her window, trying to get her to play with me.”

“She didn’t want us to ride,” Leo says. “She was afraid we’d get hurt. My dad used to say ‘Let them fall, V. It’s only a kick in the head.’ ”

Davide grunts. He smooths the candy wrapper with his thumb.

“He was a bad poker player—did you know that?”

Davide grunts again.

“He must have been a good sport, to lose so often and keep playing. That’s what I think.”

“Come on now, Leo. Be cheerful.”

“I am cheerful. I’m bright as a kite.”

With his index finger, Davide coaxes the floating tea leaves to the side of his mug, then scoops them out.

“Poker is a game of luck and discipline.”

“Well,” Leo says, rustling a cracker from its sleeve. “He didn’t have much of either.”

“You sound angry.”

“I already said I was cheerful.”

The cracker is like dust in her mouth.

“You can be angry,” Davide says.

“So can you.”

Davide waves dismissively. The car, the glass, the glittering road. The apology rises and sticks in Leo’s throat. She wishes Davide would yell at her, that he would call her a very sick girl. He places a candy in her palm.

“I thought he was very lucky to have married your mother. And lucky to be from the city, to have a job where he could read all day.”

Her mouth is still dry, the tea has only burned her tongue.

“You make him sound weak.”

“No,” Davide says, “I am just saying he did not know how to play his hand.”



THE MEADOW IS SWEET with the smells of the orchard, manure, sunbaked peaches. The season will soon be over. The quinces will ripen. Davide, alone, will harvest crab apples from the trees, eggs from the coop. The landscape will grow pale, new life lying in wait. Leo rests her cheek against the earth. The morning is so fragile, she feels it will never come again. She cradles the exoskeleton between her hands. When she left the room before dawn, she placed Max’s pen on the arm of the couch. She could not bring herself to slip it back into the pocket of his jeans, nor keep it among her own things. She positioned it in such a way that it would be clearly visible to anyone passing from the bedroom to the bathroom, and again from the bathroom to the door. Clearly visible, if you knew to look. The first to wake would find it. She stood in the doorway to the bedroom, her mother still sleeping behind her, and thought, her heart racing: it is out of my hands.

“Are you sunbathing?” A girl casts a shadow across Leo’s face. She is young, six, perhaps seven. At her feet a basket of eggs, still stuck with wispy feathers.

“Yes.”

The girl adjusts her skirt, lifting the layers of pink and lilac tulle to reveal a pair of striped shorts. She throws herself onto the ground. Seated, the handle of the basket rises nearly to her shoulder.

“In school we hatched chicks in an incubator. An incubator keeps the eggs warm, like this.”

She cups her hands around her mouth and huffs into them. When she places her palm on Leo’s cheek, her skin is moist.

“If you hold a flashlight up to the egg, you can see the chick inside of it.”

“That’s neat,” Leo says. “We get chicks here sometimes, in the spring. You have to turn the eggs, so that the chicks don’t get stuck to the sides.”

“I know that,” the girl says. She turns the eggs in her basket. Then, her whole face furrowed in concentration, she selects the smallest egg and lifts it skyward, as if the sun, despite its distance, might illuminate something within. “I think there’s only a yolk in this one,” she says, somewhat sadly.

“Probably.”

“Can I hold that?”

“Careful,” Leo tells her and scoops the exoskeleton into her hand, which the girl levers up to her eyes, the motion deliberate and even, like a platform being raised from beneath a stage. It’s a grasshopper, Leo says and draws the girl’s attention to its flexed legs and the ridged spiracles on its belly, naming each part as she goes.

“Do grasshoppers lay eggs?”

“Yes, when the summer ends. They lay their eggs in the ground. Like seeds.”

In the light, every texture of the grasshopper’s body is brightly apparent, down to the gentlest striations of its wings, still flared, as if in flight.

“A baby grasshopper is called a nymph. As the nymph grows into a full grasshopper, it needs to molt, which means that it has to shed its skin and form a new one.”

“Does it hurt?”

“I’m not sure,” Leo says. “The grasshopper can’t tell us.”

While the nymph is growing into its new skin—the very thing that will protect it and hold its shape—it is at its most vulnerable. The act of becoming demands such softness.

“You’re forming new skin all the time and it doesn’t hurt you,” she says. “Did you know that skin is the largest organ in the body?”

“Don’t be silly, that’s the heart.”

“Okay,” Leo says.

The girl brushes her finger over the grasshopper’s back, its wings, its speckled prothorax and jewellike head, then leans forward and places the insect once again on Leo’s chest.

“I simply have to be off,” she announces. She straightens her skirt, now stuck with blades of grass, and collects her basket of eggs. She looks down at Leo and frowns. “Your shirt is not very modest, you know.”



A GRASSHOPPER’S LIFE LASTS only twelve months. It will spend ten of those months in its egg. Then, if the vulnerable nymph survives the mice, rats, shrews, foxes, spiders, and toads, it will reach adulthood. After fifteen days, it will achieve sexual maturity. Fifteen days after this, it will expire. The grasshopper, part of the Caelifera suborder of insects, has proliferated for 250 million years. Two hundred fifty million generations, each no more than a filament. The grasshopper does not experience the turning of the seasons. It knows only the heat, the ripeness of leaves. The only changes the grasshopper experiences are the ones inside itself.



DOLORES FOLDS A SHIRT into thirds and lays it over her arm. Her suitcase is open between them. Inside, her oxfords and trousers are neatly arrayed. She prepares her things with deliberation, even care. She has carried them across the world, wrapped in paper, in cloth. In turn, they hold her shape. Upon arriving in each place, she has unpacked them so that she might, at any moment, be able to reach for a book, a silver ring, and be returned to herself.

The thought moves Leo to touch Dolores’s pillow.

“I wish I could see your room at home,” she says.

“It’s like this but with more tchotchkes. A lava lamp.”

Dolores carefully turns a sock right side out.

Leo’s backpack slumps against the wall. She has tucked the grasshopper into its front pocket. She means to replace it, she is only waiting for Dolores to leave the room. Dolores may not have even noticed its disappearance. The plants in the apartment are all brown at the tips. She keeps forgetting to water them.

“Max and I used to sleep in bunk beds. You couldn’t even see our floor through the mess.”

Soon, Leo will have to pack her own suitcase. She will pack her nonfarm clothes, her books, her winter coat with the hole in the pocket and take them with her to the Midwest, which on her college visit, had reminded her of no place she’d ever been before. The land had been without end. It was February and the snow had reflected the blue of the sky like a mirror. Her things from home, her life, seemed to have no place in that extinguished country.

Dolores hunts for a fallen book, ducking under the desk. If she would just step out, that is where Leo would hide the grasshopper. She would lay it softly on its side.

“My dad is fanatical about mess. When I was a kid, he used to lay a drop cloth over the seats of his car,” Dolores says. She taps the book against her arm. “I wasn’t allowed to eat in there, obviously. But one day, we were riding back from the market and I could see these cherries winking up at me from their carton. I was helpless. There was a problem, though, which was that I didn’t know how to get rid of the pits. I was in a dress, it had no pockets. It wasn’t as if I could roll down the window. And so I swallowed them.”

She climbs onto the bed and lies beside Leo.

“For weeks afterward I had these dreams. I’d suddenly feel the pits growing heavy in my stomach, then expanding, and my limbs lengthened and I could feel that something wanted to burst from my throat. My fingers grew long and bloomed with leaves and I could see, without eyes, in all directions.”

“Alarming.”

“Only for a moment, then it was wonderful. My body was so strong, the sky so close.”

The room is thick with heat. Their legs are bare.

“I had a dream once that you took off your shirt and there was a hole where your chest should have been.”

“Were you naked?”

“No. My legs were covered in hair.”

“That’s a shame.”

“What do you think it meant? Becoming the tree.”

“I was ten. I could have become anything, why not a tree?”

Dolores skims a hand over Leo’s hip. The sensation of being touched so lightly makes her feel exposed, as if there is no boundary between her and the room, the night air, as if these things are beneath her very skin.

“When I was little, my dad went to this rehab center upstate. He wrote us letters and sent us acorns. In the letters he talked about this river where he’d go swimming, how clear it was. I used to dream about meeting him by this river. He’d take me into the water and we’d float down the current together. We just kept going on and on.

“He wasn’t allowed to leave the grounds. He must have collected the acorns while circling the yard.” Leo smiles. There was so much generosity in his lie, a whole world. She had loved those acorns. “There was no river.”

“Was this the place he died?”

Leo sits up.

“Who told you that?”

“Max.”

“No,” Leo says bluntly. “He died somewhere else.”

“I didn’t know it was a secret.”

“It’s not supposed to be.” Dolores’s hand has stilled. Her things have vanished from the windowsill. The room is unconsoling. Everything is white, the walls. “What else did Max say?”

Dolores says “hung” instead of “hanged.” Her voice rises, as if she is asking a question. The question is about the word itself. What has happened has happened, it is as certain as a stone. She keeps talking, while Leo is carried out, out to the blur at the edge of the world.

“He told me that your dad was a big guy and he had a big laugh and he was very hairy—he made some joke about it. He said that he drank a lot and that he stole a car and crashed it. The hair on his chest was like a shirt, that’s what Max said. He said that your dad packed your school lunches, the same peanut butter sandwich, every day.”

“Yes,” Leo says. “He did those things.”



UP THE MOUNTAIN. PAST the blinking town, the ghostly church, the iron toll of the hour. The men playing briscola, fountain-side lovers. Two boys crouch by the black road. Their eyes are caught, fluorescent, in the passing light. The shuttered produce stands, the outer wall. Everything is speeding, textureless, disintegrating. Cypresses claw into the night. The stars alone remain unphased. Leo is burning, nearly blind. She chases the scorpion across the sky.

Max is awake, his phone in one hand, his dab pen blinking in the other. He looks up as she throws her backpack against the wall.

“You told Dolores about the peanut butter sandwiches.” He has not taken off his shoes. Over the course of the summer, he has worn thin the soles, his big toe visible through the rubber. “You told her about Dad.”

“Yes.”

It isn’t enough to yell. She grabs the pen out of his hand and throws this too. “What’s wrong with you?” Max says. Leo pushes his chest. She puts her hands above his heart and shoves, hard. It feels wonderful. Max grabs his sister’s arms and tries to pin them to her sides and they are fighting now and Leo is thrashing like a caught fish, twisting against her brother’s grip. There is strength in his elbow as it comes down against her shoulder, and in his leg, which he gets behind her, sending them both to the ground. Leo recovers first and manages to get on top, but once there, she has no sense of what to do. For a second, she feels her hands on his throat. She cannot hold her brother, she realizes. Not with her hands, not with her whole body. His thin waist writhes between her legs.

“All this time,” she says, helpless with her brother pinned beneath her, “you’ve been acting like he never died. Like he was never even here. But you told her. You told her.”

Suddenly, Max slackens. He gives up the fight.

“I know about the two of you,” Max says. His eyes are clear. Dead man’s eyes. “When did you stop talking to me? When did we start keeping secrets?”

“You never liked him,” Leo says. “You were ashamed of him.”

“Yeah,” Max says. “But he was still my dad.”

His stillness enrages her. She wants him to bite her again. To throw her over. The night is airless.

“He scared me. I never knew who he would be.”

“He wasn’t like that.” She is shouting. “He wasn’t a bad thing that happened to us. He wasn’t cruel.”

“He had a bad sense of humor. He could be a bully. He wasn’t patient. I think he liked other people’s kids better. He liked you better.”

“Max.”

He lifts his arm, but it is only to wipe his nose. His voice is soft.

“I couldn’t have done those things, lied for him. He collapsed once, dead drunk, and you pretended he was asleep. I was crying and you wanted to play sneak around the troll.”

She is so tired. The current has borne her to its end. Water will run until it is out of space or out of water. She crawls off Max and lies next to him on the carpet. She rests her hands over her stomach.

“I think he liked us better when we were babies,” she says.

“Probably. We couldn’t see him then.”

“I don’t know what his favorite movie was. I never thought to ask,” she says. “I’ve read all these books, his books. I can never tell him about them.”

Max turns to look at her. There is a dimple in his cheek and it is all his own.

“I thought I saw him tear up during The Wizard of Oz,” he says.

“Everyone cries during that movie.”

“He wasn’t so different from everyone else.”



THEY DO NOT HEAR their mother return. They sleep fully clothed, face-to-face. They forget their dreams by morning.



THEY MEET ON THE front step. In the urgency of her preparations Dolores has forgotten to trim her hair. The curve of her scalp is darkly felted like a lamb’s. Her shirt is translucent with sweat at the shoulders.

“Max knows about us.”

“Is he upset?”

“Only that I didn’t tell him.”

Dolores drops her satchel from her shoulder and after rummaging for a moment, pulls out the Iliad Leo had given her all those weeks ago.

“I can’t keep this.”

Her sneaker is undone. Leo bends to tie it. She holds Dolores’s fine ankle between her hands.

“Did you read it?”

“I’m not sure what to learn from it,” Dolores says. “It made me pretty sad, I guess. None of them could escape themselves.”

“Achilles had a son, you know. Neoptolemus. Even before he got to Troy, men said he was a natural-born killer. Stupid. When he was born he was a baby, like anybody else.”

Leo looks up at Dolores, whose gaze is turned toward the sky.

“I loved those acorns my dad sent us. I lost them, I don’t know when,” she tells her.

“When I first came here, there was this grasshopper shell. I don’t know if you remember. You helped me clean it. You were so careful, you barely touched it. All the hairs on my neck stood up, like I was the one being touched. I wanted to give it back to you but I can’t find it now. I wanted you to have something to remember me by.”

When Leo had hurled her backpack against the wall, the collision splintered the grasshopper’s fine legs. Turning the crumpled exoskeleton in her palm, Leo felt that an entire life had, in that moment, gone from her. Nothing in time can be undone. As the river carves its unending way, it leaves behind sediment, and from this accrual of stone and silt, the bank of the river takes shape. The river bends. Its course has transformed. In order to run, the river must change. There is no hope of returning the grasshopper. She passed that bend, without even knowing it.

“Will you do something else for me?”

She bows. She puts her mouth to Dolores’s ankle, which tastes of salt and does not yield.



DOLORES NUMBS HER LOBES with a bottle of grappa from the freezer. They have borrowed one of Nonna Tina’s sewing needles and sterilized it with the same isopropyl that Leo used, just hours ago, to disinfect the sink. Dolores steadies a slice of apple behind Leo’s ear.

She is radiant with concentration. It is the attention of an artist, unmixed, worshipful. This is who she is bowed over the steaming irons at school, stroking water over the delicate wood, which must be persuaded, gently, into its new form.

“Take a deep breath. Then—when I tell you—let it go.”

The needle slips through. Leo can feel the flesh parting, accommodating. Dolores feeds one of her own earrings through the hole.

“Okay, now again.”



NONNA TINA ENTRUSTS THE day’s bouquets to Dolores, who, stooping low, touches the old woman’s cheek to her own.

Her arms spill with thistle and snapdragon as they move from room to room. They undress on the stripped bed and even her breasts smell of eucalyptus. While Leo bags the sheets, Dolores fusses over the flowers in their vases. She makes adjustments here and there. She has a sense of what is beautiful, correct. This time tomorrow, Dolores will be on the bus to Milan. Leo, alone, will sweep the petals from the bureaus.

They are quiet as they approach the last room. Wait, Leo says at the door, but she can think of no reason to keep them standing in the hall. Wait. Dolores touches her shoulder. She opens the door. When the bathroom has been scrubbed, the curtains clipped back, the sheets tucked and smoothed, Dolores fills the Deruta vase with water and carefully begins to arrange the flowers.

“I’ve been thinking about Odysseus,” she says.

“What about him?”

“He’s the only one in the poem who knows he has agency. The others just do as they’re told.”

Dolores turns the vase from side to side, her head tilted.

“You know when Odysseus goes to Achilles to smooth-talk him back into the war? He tells Achilles that he’ll never find comfort if his friends are killed. He makes him afraid to choose his own life. He makes him think that death is a better fate than grief.”

“He’s right. There is no consolation for Achilles, only anger.”

“Even so, anger’s not the end of life. Here, hold this.” Dolores removes a sprig of veronica and hands it to Leo. “Besides, it might not have gone so badly for Achilles. He might not have listened to him.”

Leo lifts the veronica to her nose and considers this. The flower has hardly any scent, the delicate petals still closed.

“What are you saying?”

Dolores fans the eucalyptus leaves, fluffs the bursts of oleander.

“Do you know how they teach ballerinas to spin like that? They tell them to find a point of the wall and use that as their anchor. As long as they focus on that spot, they’ll stay steady. That’s what it’s like to live on someone else’s terms. It keeps you steady, but it also keeps you stuck in place.”

At last, Dolores straightens the vase and steps back. Her work is done. The room is still, each thing in its place.

Leo takes a seat on the end of the bed, the duvet crumpling beneath her. Something flutters in her throat. She tries to smell the veronica again. There. A faint herbal smell, mild and sweet, like a meadow. Dolores begins replacing the sponges and sprays, preparing to return the cart to its closet.

“I guess I should throw these out,” she says, looking down at her rubber gloves.

“Achilles chose death because he’d lost the one person that made life worth living,” Leo says. “Even if you live by your own ideas, you’re still bound to other people. You’re still running the long three-legged race.”

“So we’re all hobbled, basically.”

“At least we have someone to hobble with.”

On his way home, Odysseus found Achilles in Hades. What Odysseus must have felt upon seeing his old friend in the underworld. What Achilles must have thought upon seeing him, still alive when he had shepherded so many others toward death. After everything, Odysseus stood before him and wept.

All is fair in love and war, Achilles told him, although it is better to choose to love one’s life, no matter how small, than to waste it on war. If I could do it over again, Achilles told him, I would find myself a farm with some chickens and loyal dog, and I would wake up every morning to see the sun crest over the sea. I would work the land until my muscles sored and I felt the exhaustion of creating something and seeing it through. I would sleep on a soft mat next to the person I loved and I would grow old and worry about my hairline and liver spots and how the veins in my legs look like worms, and I’m sure I would be bored with cards, bored with the land, bored with the sun glittering over the sea, and I would imagine braver things for myself, but I would have my life. This is what Achilles said.

“It might not have gone so badly for Odysseus. He might have listened to him. But then again,” Leo tells Dolores, “he’d already given that life away.”

“Not really,” Dolores says. “He only thought he had.”



THEY HEAD DOWN TO the pasture. Late sun caresses the grass. The mountains are vivid, immediate. Guests gather on the patios, birds in the trees. The swifts and dunnocks have already begun to call, and the trees babble over the stable path. Dolores tries to whistle along. She wears the branches’ shadows like a veil.

In the stables, they feed the horses from a bucket of carrots. Dolores is afraid of their shuffling mouths, their overtly muscular necks. “They’re overexposed,” she whispers to Leo, who guides her hand down the jaw of a palomino. “You can see exactly how they’re made.”

“Is there a more honest animal?” Leo says.

The grasshopper is hidden in her apron pocket.

“A jellyfish,” Dolores answers.

Outside, at the tap, Leo rinses the horses’ drool from where it has run beneath the wristband of her watch. Together, she and Dolores circle the perimeter of the paddock, to where a chestnut mare slows its grazing, her face lifted to the girls hanging, side by side, against the gate. The mare’s total stillness. If only she would act, then they might be able to speak. Leo’s finger finds the grasshopper and strokes its once perfect back.

“I have to tell you something,” she says.

The grasshopper bends beneath her touch. Its face is two hundred fifty million years old.

“I love you.”

Dolores removes her lighter, closes it in her fist.

“I was thinking the same thing, that very moment.”

The horse bows its head. Above and around them, the birds are going. The horse shakes its legs. Just beyond the paddock gate, a rabbit beds down in the grass.

“I think you and I have really known each other,” Dolores says. “But I don’t want to be this person forever.”

She considers the mountains, her head tipped back. The bright line of her profile. Her beautiful, fine-boned hands. She taps her lighter against the fencepost. She scrapes her nail over the wheel.

“It’s not going to be like this with anyone else,” Leo says.

“You might change your mind.”

“There was a noise you made sometimes. When we kissed. An apple sound.” The sky grows white, the water. “What happens now?”

“Will you write to me?”

“And call.”

“I’ll keep the letters. I want to see your name written out.”

Dolores turns and touches her thumb to the wick of Leo’s mouth.



SHE FINDS MAX ON the patio.

“She left?”

“Yes.”

“Here,” Max says. His eyes are on the sun. “Where do you think it’s going?”

It is difficult to see. Leo’s eyes are blurred, the image is behind them, within her. Across the ravine, the vineyards lengthen with shadow. The mountains are striped with yellow and black, the sun has begun its final descent. Parents hoist children onto their shoulders.

“On three?”

They wedge their hands into the sky.



THAT MORNING, AS EVERY morning, she rises early to prepare the bread. She wakes in advance of the alarm. She had been dreaming. It is almost gone from her now. The alarm. The usual emptying. Teeth. Cold water on her cheeks. She leans close to the mirror and picks the sleep from her eyes.

The kitchen warms with the scent of yeast and coffee. Leo shapes the loaves and notches them with a straight razor. She sucks on a sugar cube as she scrapes flour from the counters. The only sounds are the sounds of her labor—the slap of dough on steel, her footsteps against the floor, the rush of water from the tap, summoned at her moment of need. She massages dried dough from her wrists and the seams of her watch’s strap. Mist hangs low over the lawns, shocking color into everything. The bougainvillea, the backlit mountains.

A rap on her grandmother’s door receives no response. Leo lays the tray of biscuits and coffee across the foot of the empty bed. She checks the sheets. The roses on the nightstand have begun to rot. She collects their petals in her hand. Nonna Tina emerges from the bathroom with her hair still braided. Each step is measured. The braids swing low. I think I will sleep more, she tells Leo. If you would only draw the curtains. Leo helps her grandmother onto the bed, clutching her elbow as Nonna Tina sits, turns, lifts one leg, then the other. When she is ready, she covers her granddaughter’s hand in her own and squeezes. You must do the tomatoes, she warns. We must think in hours, not days.

Back in the kitchen, Davide has turned on the radio. He sucks down coffee with mud on his shirt. We have to do the tomatoes today, Leo says. He scratches this at the bottom of a notepad. Her mother and Max arrive, their arms full of laundered napkins. They fold these as Davide reads aloud from his agenda. The kitchen clock ticks. The minute and hour hands hang down, one obscuring the other. The first batch of bread is removed from the oven. The loaves erupt with steam as they tear into them, scalding their hands.

The mist has begun to burn off. In the distance, the horses are once again visible in their paddock. Leo sets the tables for breakfast, laying out the trays of fruit, pitchers of juice, and half-emptied compote pots, pausing from time to time to watch the horses bow their faces to the earth.

While the guests trickle out, Leo and Max fill the largest pots they can find and set them to boil. In go the tomatoes. The water grows murky with pulp. They bus the tables. The tomatoes are strained under cold water and skinned. Into yet another pot, they add garlic and basil and sputtering oil. One timer is set for the sauce, another for a third batch of bread. Leo’s knees hurt from crouching before the oven. Her face is tight with oil and heat. She cannot bring herself to stand in the shower. Already, her shins have begun to stubble again. She shuffles through her toiletry bag and retrieves the grasshopper shell. The crushed legs disintegrate in her damp hand. Its wings are still whole, its hollow eye. There is a miracle of resilience in every body. That this thin imprint should outlive its inhabitant, that our bones should outlast us, that a horse’s teeth keep growing, even as the rest of its honest, evident machine gives out. Leo dresses. She tucks the grasshopper in her apron pocket.

Three checkouts today. She retrieves the cart from its closet. It makes a racket on the stone floor. She has just lifted her fist to knock at the first suite when the door swings open.

“We’re about finished,” the woman says. “I’ve only misplaced my sunglasses.”

“I can come back.”

Another voice drones from deep inside the room.

“It’s just the maid,” the woman calls over her shoulder.

“We had the most beautiful time,” she says. “I’ve never seen a sunset like that in my life. It must be the air up here.”

“Yes.”

“The hot water took a long time to arrive. Oh, and the faucet leaks. You might want to know.”

“Certainly,” Leo says. “I’ll come back.”

The next room is empty. Leo strips the bed and bags the sheets. She collects the duvet from the floor. She throws open the windows and ties up the drapes. She sweeps from corner to corner, pulling the furniture from the walls. When she turns out the bureau, she finds a pair of museum tickets and a necklace with a jade charm. Beneath the bed, there is a small plastic cartridge from an e-cigarette. She slips these into her pocket. The clock on the nightstand shows a quarter to eleven. She mops the floors and unties the curtains. She polishes the side tables. With a toothbrush and glass cleaner, she lifts the tarnish from the ornate handles. The sun is resplendent on the brass.

In the bathroom, she scrubs the tub with a wooden brush. She lets the faucet run. When the bathroom is cloudy with steam, she fills a bucket with the piping water and throws it over the shower walls. She scoops loose hairs from behind the toilet and beneath the sink. She whitens the bidet with bleach. She sorts through the trash, then empties it. A new soap is placed in the dish.

She checks her father’s watch, which reads half past eight. It had stopped without her noticing.

She rests for a moment, lying on the warm mattress. Birdsong carries in through the window. Above, the fan goes round and round. She turns her cheek so that she is facing the open window and watches the leaves of the tree there flutter, gleaming and pale one moment, then darkening the next. Undulation, that was the word Dolores had used. Leo will include this in her first letter, though it feels urgent that someone else see what she is seeing, that very moment. If only she could turn to someone and say Look, isn’t it just like the surface of the sea? But the thought, like the breath caught in her chest, arose from Dolores and still belongs to her, and so, although Leo is the one left holding it, she cannot give it away. The day was beautiful and I thought of you. This is what she will write in her letter. Whenever I see something beautiful, I wish you were there to see it. I would give you my eyes. I will learn to describe things instead.
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