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Prediction is very difficult, especially if it’s about the future.


—NIELS BOHR




FEROCITY




PART ONE



 


Those who know say nothing;


those who speak do not know




 


A pale three-quarter moon lit up the state highway at two in the morning. The road connected the province of Taranto to Bari, and at that time of night it was usually deserted. As it ran north, the roadway oscillated, aligning with and diverging from an imaginary axis, leaving behind it olive groves and vineyards and short rows of industrial sheds that resembled airplane hangars. At kilometer marker 38, a gas station appeared. It was the last one for a while, and aside from the self-serve pumps, vending machines that served coffee and cold food had recently been installed. To promote the new attractions, the owner had installed a sky dancer on the roof of the auto repair shop. One of those puppets that stand fifteen feet tall, pumped up by powerful motorized fans.


The inflatable barker fluttered in the empty air and would continue to do so until the morning light. More than anything else, it made one think of a restless ghost.


After passing that strange apparition the countryside ran on, flat and unvarying for miles. It was almost like moving through the desert. Then, in the distance, a sizzling tiara marked the city. Beyond the guardrail, in contrast, lay untilled fields, fruit trees, and a few country houses nicely concealed by hedges. Through those expanses moved nocturnal animals.


Tawny owls traced long slanting lines through the air. Gliding, they waited to flap their wings until they were just inches from the ground so that insects, terrified by the sudden tempest of shrubs and dead leaves, would rush out into the open, sealing their own fates. A cricket, perched on a jasmine leaf, extended its antennae unevenly. And, all around, impalpably, like a vast tide suspended in the air, a fleet of moths moved in the polarized light of the celestial vault.


Unchanged over millions of years, the tiny, fuzzy-winged creatures were one with the equation that ensured their stability in flight. Tied to the moon’s invisible thread, they were scouring the territory by the thousands, swaying from side to side to dodge the attacks of birds of prey. Then, as had been happening every night for the past twenty years or so, a few hundred units broke their link with the sky. Believing they were still dealing with the moon, they homed in on the floodlights of a small group of detached houses. As they approached the artificial lights, the golden angle of their flight was shattered. Their movements became an obsessive circular dance that only death could interrupt.


A nasty black heap of insects lay on the veranda of the first of these residences.


It was a small villa with a pool, a blocky, two-story construction. Every night, before going to bed, the owners turned on all the outdoor lights. They were convinced that an illuminated yard discouraged burglars. Wall-mounted floodlights on the veranda. Large oval polyurethane lights at the foot of the rose bushes. A series of faint vertical light fixtures lined the path to the swimming pool.


This kept the cycle of moths in a state of immanence: carcasses on the veranda, tortured bodies on the scalding hot plastic, in flight among the rose bushes. Just a few yards away, as it had the night before and the night before that, a young stray cat was moving cautiously across the lawn. It was hoping for another bag of garbage left out by mistake. Beneath the branches of the rhododendrons, a snake was splaying its jaws as it struggled to devour a still-live mouse.


The heavy barrier of leaves that separated the villa from its twin next door started to shake. The cat cocked its ears, raised a paw in the air. Only the moths continued their dance, undisturbed in the spring air.


It was against the background of the impalpable grey-green bank of haze that the young woman made her entrance into the garden. She was naked, and ashen, and covered in blood. She had red polish on her toenails, nice ankles, and a pair of legs that were long but not skinny. Soft hips. A full, taut pair of breasts. She put one foot in front of the other—slowly, tottering, cutting straight across the lawn.


She wasn’t much over thirty, but she couldn’t have been younger than twenty-five because of the intangible relaxing of tissues that turns the slenderness of certain adolescent girls into something perfect. Her fair complexion highlighted the scratches running down her legs, while the bruises on her ribs and arms and lower back, like so many Rorschach inkblots, seemed to tell the story of her inner life through the surface. Her face was swollen, her lips slashed vertically by a deep cut.


That the animals were alarmed was to be expected. The fact that they hadn’t remained so was far stranger. The snake returned to its prey. The crickets resumed their chirping. The young woman was no longer of any concern to them. More than her harmlessness, they seemed to sense that she was dragging herself once and for all toward the place that eliminates all differences between species. The young woman stepped on the grass, surrounded by this sort of ancient indifference. She was bathed in the glittering mantle that the swimming pool was reflected onto the walls of the villa. She passed the bicycle abandoned in the drive. Then, just as she had appeared in that small corner of the world, she left it. She went through the hedges on the far side of the yard. She began to vanish into the underbrush.


 


Now she was moving through the fields in the moonlight. Her blank gaze was still locked onto the spool that was drawing her along a route that ran identical and opposite to that of the moths: one step after another, drawing blood as she crushed sharp stones and branches underfoot. This went on for some minutes.


The underbrush turned into a floury expanse. After not even a hundred yards the path narrowed. A dark surface, far more compact. If she’d been in full contact with her nervous system, at this point the young woman would have sensed the strain on her calves as she climbed uphill, the wind freely whipping her skin. She reached the top and didn’t even feel the chilly metallic 500-watt power that once again revealed the curve of her waist.


 


Five minutes later she was walking on the asphalt, straight down the center of the state highway. The streetlamps were behind her. If she’d lifted her eyes she’d have seen, beyond the curves of the gas station sign, the pathetic profile of the sky dancer lunging skyward. She followed the roadway as it bent to the right. The road straightened out again. It was in this way—a pale figure equidistant from the lines of the guardrails—that she must have been reflected in the animal’s pupils.


A gigantic sewer rat had made it that far and now it was looking at her.


Its hair was bristly, its head square. Its enormous yellowish incisors forced it to hold its mouth half-open. It weighed almost ten pounds and it did not come from the surrounding countryside. It came from the foul-smelling collection of sewers that fed into the tunnels that reached the outlying urban areas. The rat wasn’t frightened by the young woman coming toward it. In fact, it watched her curiously, stretching the whiskers on its spiraliform muzzle. You’d almost have thought that it had its sights fixed on her.


Then the animal detected a vibration in the asphalt and froze. The silence filled with the roar of an engine coming ever closer. A pair of white headlights illuminated the woman’s silhouette, and finally the girl’s eyes were reflected in the horrified expression of another human being.




 


In the muggy, suffocating night, he went on telling the story of the crash.


“Completely fucked up. You’re just doing your job but that day Christ on the Cross decides to turn a blind eye to you. When He abandons you, He abandons you. I’m just saying that already that morning, things had started off badly.”


He’d told the story in the spring, and even before that, when the old single-pipe steam heating system was still struggling to ward off the chill in the recreation center, so that he, Orazio Basile, fifty-six years old, a former truck driver and now disabled, was forced to sniffle constantly. He sat there hunched over in his seat, his crutches crossed against the poker machine, with a grim, disgusted look on his face. And his audience—men on unemployment, steelworkers with ravaged lungs—listened closely every time, though not a comma of the story ever changed.


The rec center was in the old section of Taranto—the borgo antico—a small bean-shaped island connected to the rest of the city by the spans of a swing bridge. Charming, unless you lived there. Buildings with fronts eroded by time and by neglect, empty courtyards overgrown with weeds. Outside the rec center’s front door was a parking area where semitrailers were left overnight. Between one truck and the next you could see fishing boats bobbing in the water alongside the deserted wharf. Then huge red forked tongues of flame. The sea crisscrossed by reflections from the oil refinery.


“That fucking city.”


As Orazio said it, he widened his eyes. He spoke in dialect and he wasn’t referring to Taranto. The others pricked up their ears even before he opened his mouth. Watching him over time, they’d learned that the metronome preceded the opening notes of the music—the trouser leg stitched shut at knee length was coming to life. The stump bounced up and down, increasingly rapid and edgy.


 


That morning a faint blue haze covered the fields between Incisa and Montevarchi. He’d been at the wheel for hours, driving his delivery van down the A1. His passenger just wouldn’t stop talking. Orazio regretted having picked him up.


He’d left Taranto the previous afternoon and spent the night at a service area in Mugello, lulled to sleep by the reefer units on semitrailers packed with perishable food products. By 8:30 that morning he was on the outskirts of Genoa. He picked his way through the industrial park, down roads marked by implausible points of the compass. Electronics. Toys. Household Goods. One after another, he passed wholesale warehouses. Apparel. That’s where he slowed down. He rummaged through his pockets for the crumpled sheet of paper. He’d been there once months ago, but still he was afraid he might get mixed up. When the letters of the sign matched what was written on the paper, he stopped.


He let the warehousemen unload the merchandise. Five hundred pairs of jeans made in Puglia and destined for retail outlets across Northwest Italy. While the men were unloading the clothing, the owner emerged through a glass door from a small office.


“Nice to see you again,” said the wholesaler with a smile.


The man was about sixty, and wore a pinstriped three-piece suit that had seen better days, his choice of attire suggesting superstition more than stinginess. Business must have been thriving for years, as many years as it had taken to fray the jacket cuffs this badly.


“Let’s go get a cup of coffee.”


The wholesaler acted like someone who was sure he’d neither stepped across the watershed that marks the midpoint of a lifespan, nor was running the risk of doing so in the future. It would take more than twelve hours of driving to get back to Taranto; every minute was precious. Orazio was trying to come up with an excuse when the man laid a hand on his shoulder. Orazio let himself be jollied along. That had been his first mistake.


When they got back from the café, he’d followed the owner into his office to get his signature on the bills of lading. Only then did he see the cell phone salesman. The young man was sitting at the desk, reading the paper.


“The son of a longtime friend,” said the owner.


The kid stood up and came over to introduce himself. Slim-fit suit, black shoes. Just as relaxed as the wholesaler was, that was how hard it was for the thirty-year-old to keep both feet flat on the floor for more than three seconds at a time. Without moving his head, Orazio looked out the window at the leaden sky outside. He was eager to get going. The same kind of impatience that, Saturday nights in Taranto at the rec center, drove him to get into an argument with someone after a glass or two.


“It’s practically a miracle that he’s alive,” said the wholesaler.


The previous afternoon the salesman had crashed his Alfa 159 outside of Savona. A curve taken too fast. He was looking for a ride home.


“He’s Pugliese, too,” added the wholesaler.


Orazio snapped to. “Where from?” he asked.


The kid told him. The wholesaler nodded with satisfaction. One crash leads to another, thought Orazio. He considered the fact that giving him a ride wouldn’t take him out of his way. He could drop him off right after the toll barrier and then continue on to Taranto. Easier to say yes than to say no. And yet he could say no. The problem was the wholesaler: the bubble of bliss he was floating along in was a way of presuming—to the point of imposing—total understanding between Orazio and the salesman. Joviality capable of showing itself for what it really was—suspicion and arrogance—only if and when the bubble popped. But that hadn’t happened, ensuring that the wholesaler chose, like the last time, not to have the items of clothing counted before having them stacked in the warehouse along with other identical garments. All jeans of the same brand. An attitude the truck driver had counted on for this second trip. And so he’d had to give the youngster a ride.


 


The second mistake had been to let him spew all that nonsense.


His passenger had behaved perfectly until they stopped for coffee at the Sestri autogrill. Which is to say that for the remaining 560 miles, he’d never once shut up.


“First there’s the panorama of the Riviera di Ponente. You know what I’m talking about, I’m sure. Pine trees and citrus groves just steps from the sea. At that point, wham! and I’m sitting on the asphalt without even a scratch on me. Jesus Christ, you can’t begin to imagine. I didn’t really get what had happened myself. It was a brand new 159. Before that, I drove a VW Golf Variant.”


He burst out laughing for no reason. “A Variant,” he said again.


The accelerated precision of someone who’ll go on being thirty well past the age of fifty. After all, he came from the regional capital. He spoke lightly of the danger he’d escaped . . . When His talon sweeps past, just grazing you and inflicting nothing worse than a scare, the thing to do is shut up and keep going.


Orazio continued to drive and pretended to ignore him. He was forced to acknowledge his undeniable existence, though, when, at Caianello, he wasn’t able to pull into the gas station. That’s where, if he hadn’t had the salesman along, he’d have met the fence and handed over the forty pairs of jeans he’d pilfered from his freight.


He would have set aside part of that money and whatever else was left after rent. The cash would come in handy the next time he had an argument with someone at the rec center. Like other times before, he’d choose to leave the center rather than get into a fistfight. He’d drive through the outskirts of Taranto until the lights of the refinery illuminated the city limits ever more faintly. A swarm of sparks would carve out the darkness at the end of a dirt lane. Whores. He’d head straight for them, thanking his lucky stars for leaving out on the streets the women he didn’t have at home.


 


Instead he’d had to keep going, which left the salesman free to take the initiative a little further down the road: “What do you say we stop here for a piss? Let me buy you an espresso.”


They set out again after a brief break. Orazio was on edge. He kept brooding over the income he’d so recently missed out on. He totted up numbers in his head as he drove, as twilight erased Irpinia and a clear, metal-black evening in late April descended over the plains of Puglia.


As they approached Candela they saw the enormous pylons of wind turbines in rows across the fields in the moonlight. They suggested a landscape imprisoned for too long in the realm of the imagination. Cars instead of horses. Mechanical towers instead of windmills. After ten minutes, the wind turbines vanished, and the horizon flattened.


The kid should have gotten off at the South Bari toll plaza. But just before they got there he said: “Now, please, let me repay you.”


He spoke of a restaurant in the center of town. From how he described it, a very fancy place. He reeled off dishes and brands of wine, and when he stopped he still hadn’t finished—Orazio had nodded in agreement. His third mistake. It wasn’t greed but exhaustion that had convinced him that, when the kid offered to treat him to dinner, the damage was going to be made whole, at least in part.


They pulled through the South Bari toll barrier and headed toward the coast.


 


Quídde paíse de mmerd’!


At this point in the story—when he referred in dialect to “that fucking city”—Orazio was usually already standing up. He’d hoisted himself erect with one hand gripping the armrest of his chair while, with the other, he harpooned his crutches. The effort charged him with an angry energy that swept over the counter and the bottles behind the bar, as well as over his audience as they nodded, in the throes of indignation, well aware that their own city might be an endless list of disasters and infamies of every kind. But Bari was even worse.


Any mentally sane individual would feel dismay upon entering Taranto from the Ionian state highway. The tranquil promise of the seacoast shattered against the crusher towers of the cement plant, against the fractionating columns of the refinery, against the mills, against the mineral dumps of the gigantic industrial complex that clawed the city. Every so often a foreman would be carted off in an ambulance after a grinding machine spun out of control. A plant worker would find his forearm stripped bare to the bone by the explosion of a machine tool. The machinery was organized so that it hurt men according to a cost-benefit equation calibrated by other men in offices where they optimized the most unbridled perversions. The regional assemblies ratified them, and the courts acquitted them at the end of battles the local press fed on. Thus, Taranto was a city of blast furnaces. But Bari was a city of offices, courthouses, journalists, and sports clubs. In Taranto it was possible to link a urothelial cell carcinoma classified as “highly improbable in an adolescent” to the presence of dioxin, used in ninety percent of Italy’s entire national production. But in Bari, on Sunday afternoons, an elderly appeals court judge might sit comfortably on the living room sofa watching his granddaughter pretend to swing a hula hoop around her hips, dressed in a filthy pair of sneakers and nothing else. That episode had been recounted by a worker at the cement plant whose own daughter was working as a maid in the regional capital.


That’s why he shouldn’t have accepted the salesman’s invitation. What did it matter if he’d gotten a home of his own out of the story? Four sparkly clean rooms in a building in the better part of Taranto.


In Bari, after dinner, he abandoned the salesman to his fate.


He had no time to enjoy the solitude because he immediately got lost. He made a left turn, then a right and then another right, and found himself right back under the blinking neon owl outside the eyeglasses store. He cursed as he swung the van around. An advertising panel scrolled vertically from a sunny ad for toothpaste to a velvety one for a clothing store. That was when Orazio thought about the jeans still hidden in the van.


After driving around aimlessly for half an hour, he pulled onto the bridge that connected the center of town to the residential area. Ten minutes later he saw the Ikea tower and felt relief. He realized that he was on the state highway facing the cement barrier that separated the traffic going in opposite directions.


The person he was all this time later made a tremendous effort to lift a crutch to shoulder height. Wild-eyed, he pointed to the dark space beyond the breakwater, as if to say that not even a Man who’d come walking over the waters could have warded off his accident. The mistakes had piled up in the empty primordial space where life stories are written before the events make them indelible and comprehensible.


He barreled down the deserted state highway, jamming on the accelerator. The roadway rose so that the vineyards stretched out as far as the eye could see. The moon was just a few days short of full and right now it gave the illusion that it could wax ad infinitum. He accelerated into the curve, altering the relationship between the passing seconds and the reflectors on the pavement. In the distance, beyond a second curve, he saw the inflatable man flailing wildly atop the roof of an auto repair shop. There was something ridiculous about the dance. Orazio furrowed his eyebrows without losing sight of the angle of the road: the absence of lights in the visible stretch corresponded to the lack of dangers in the blind spot. He would have been able to see a car with its parking lights out of order. But what happened was impossible to avoid.


A woman, or maybe she was a girl. She was walking in the exact center of the roadway, completely naked, and covered with blood.


He violently jerked the wheel to the right. That was a mistake, since the van immediately shot in the opposite direction. It went whizzing past the girl. It hit the guardrail. The van slid across the road until it smashed into the barrier on the opposite side. It tipped, flipped, and landed on its side, so that he could very clearly see the wall of metal coming back toward him.


 


He woke up again at Bari General Hospital, in a room with bare walls where an old man with a fractured femur kept moaning.


The first signs of a sunny morning entered through the window. Dazed by the pain medicine, Orazio reached his arm out toward the nightstand. He felt his other arm. He grabbed the bottle. The long drink of water refreshed him—his thoughts lined up in a bridge of light, but then collapsed, jumping back into line in a different order.


He’d had a crash, but he was alive. A nasty crash. He remembered the highway, even the salesman. The van must be a wreck. Then something. An opalescent marble glittered amidst the rough gears he was using to reconstruct what had happened. That was strange, because the gears were interlocking, while the marble floated in thin air. It gleamed again and disappeared. The girl. That had to be a ghost, an imaginary shape risen from the depths of consciousness. He felt an itch. The patient in the adjoining bed wouldn’t stop whining. He scratched his face. He scratched his left hand with his right. Still, an itch. He jerked himself upright, into a sitting position. He felt a tug, reached his arm down toward his right leg.


Two nurses came running at the sound of his screaming.


 


The next morning, as he lay in bed with the stump of his leg draining, the head physician came to see him, accompanied by a nurse. From that point on, Orazio began to believe that the girl was real.


The doctor was an old man, tall and deathly pale, with wispy white hair. He leaned over him. He observed him longer than was necessary. He smiled. He re-assumed the chilly persona that must have fit him comfortably and spoke to the nurse. The stump needed to be washed with delicate soap, he told her. An antiperspirant would reduce excessive sweating, while the inflammations should be treated with lotions.


“A corticosteroid cream,” he specified in a voice that was a caress to the patient’s ears, and an order to the nurse.


Public hospitals. Orazio knew those places. Once a cousin of his had had her appendix removed, and after the operation they’d left her in the hallway for five hours. The head physician was a nameplate on a door with no one ever behind it. However much the old man might look at him, from behind the protection of his summa cum laude degrees, Orazio recognized in his eyes a strange eagerness to please.


And so he lay motionless in the bed. He stared at the head physician so that the old man’s eyes followed his as he shifted them toward the other bed.


“Isn’t there a fucking thing you can do to make him shut up?”


 


Two hours later, he’d been moved. A single room with a private bathroom. Really, an oversized room overlooking the eucalyptus trees in the courtyard. Maybe an oversized records room, emptied out at the last second, to which had been added a bed, a bedside table, and a television stand. Each of which now emanated the dreary aura of objects out of place.


They got him settled in the bed, vanished for a few hours. In the afternoon, a nurse came in carrying a tray with coffee and grapefruit juice. He furrowed his brow and glared at her. He pushed aside the tray, freeing up his line of sight. “What a pathetic excuse for a screen.” He asked them to replace the television set. The next day two attendants were carrying in a 32-inch set fresh from the mall.


When the head physician came by to see him again, Orazio asked to have the nurse stationed outside the door. His request was granted.


The next day, the head physician returned, escorted by two men in dark suits. Under the jacket of the first man he glimpsed a dangling hem that looked very much as if it, too, might belong to a labcoat. The second man was in his early fifties, and his hair was brylcreemed. Notable polka-dot tie, chunky-toothed smile. He introduced himself: “I’m Engineer Ranieri.” They started talking. The first man felt called upon to lower the shades, thinning the light.


 


At this point, no one was bringing up blood alcohol levels. At the rec center, no one was making any more wisecracks about the possibility that the crash had been fatal mostly for his memory. Those jokes had been made at first. He’d tell the story and the others would shake their heads. One of them had gotten hold of a copy of the paper from the day when the news report should have been published. “Well?” He slapped the counter with the rolled-up paper. There they are, the things that happened that day. An out-of-work man had set fire to himself outside the Apple Store on Corso Vittorio Emanuele. The daughter of a well-known builder and developer had killed herself by jumping off the top tier of a parking structure. There was also a car crash on a highway, but on the Autostrada Adriatica. No reports of a girl on State Highway 100 at two in the morning—neither naked, nor dressed, nor blood-smeared, nothing at all.


“So, Ora’, do you want to tell us what really happened?”


But a few weeks later, Orazio had moved house. From the one-bedroom apartment in the old part of the city he’d moved into an airy apartment overlooking Via d’Aquino. The only problem was that there was no elevator. Absurd as it seems, he only realized it the second time he tried to climb the stairs, hobbling up them on his crutches. He didn’t like it one bit. Three months later, a team of construction workers was hard at work on the scaffolding that rose up the side of the apartment building.


To anyone not convinced by the stump of his leg, this was more than adequate.


 


But Orazio hadn’t stopped thinking about the girl.


It was early May, his hospital stay was coming to an end. One after the other, they’d unhooked his tubes and lightened his dose of pharmaceuticals. They’d given him a pair of crutches.


After his conversation with the head physician, it had become clear to him that it had been no dream. From a simple ghost, he had transformed the girl into the cause of the accident. Only that meant he’d now placed her in a service role that likewise stripped her of significance. She became the cause of the crash just as a tree or an oil patch might have been, as if tree and oil patch were logical transitions capable of leading to the word “amputation.”


Every now and then, curses echoed through the hall. That’s when they called for the orthopedic surgeon.


It wasn’t just the fact that he mentally perceived the presence of his leg. He caught himself actually moving the toes of his right foot, he felt an itch on his right ankle, and pain—piercing stabs between his kneecap and shinbone, or on the knee that was no longer there. He clenched his teeth and broke out in a cold sweat.


 


Then, one night, he tracked the girl down once and for all.


The hospital was shrouded in silence. The laments of the other patients didn’t reach his room. Neither, for that matter, did the sounds of the voices of the staff on duty. He had fallen asleep watching TV. He’d awakened with a start to a commercial for a jeweler offering to buy gold at twenty-five euros a gram. Two young men were rummaging around in a corpse’s mouth, and in the next scene they were handing over the gold teeth to the jeweler. He switched off the television set, and rolled over onto his side. He must have fallen asleep at the precise moment he felt the urge to go to the bathroom. He dragged himself out of bed with his mind elsewhere, convinced he’d be able to support himself on both legs. He collapsed face-first onto the floor.


Angry, discomfited, he felt the chill on his forehead.


He tried to get himself into a sitting position by lifting with both hands. His breathing was labored. The room was immersed in quiet. The shadow of the eucalyptus trees stretched across the ceiling so that the leafy branches turned into seaweed, coral branches tossing in the shifting currents. His eyes grew accustomed to the darkness. It seemed to him that the floor was swept by a faint luminescence—the catalysis of fireflies and sea anemones—the radiance of the early May nights that the absence of artificial light gradually revealed. But the light that was capable of leaving him open-mouthed was right in front of him.


Further on, beyond the wide-open bathroom door, the magnifying mirror fastened to the wall was flooded with the moon. Reduced by half up in the sky, it still appeared full in the concavity of the reflective surface—a silvery puddle that emerged from the past, at the bottom of which he seemed to find her again. The small opaque patch took form, drawing closer. Orazio realized once and for all that she was beautiful. He realized that she was in her death throes. He realized, with a shiver, that sheer will couldn’t have kept anyone on their feet like that, which meant there had been something else making her place one foot in front of the other. Movement itself, more than that from which the movement physically derived. A quicksand, a dead swelling beneath the summer rain.


He understood, above all, that he’d swerved not to avoid her but to save himself, because everything about her was a magnet and an absence of will, the hypnotic call that, once followed, makes everything identical and perfect, so that we cease to exist.




 


Seated on the sofa, his legs crossed, he crooked his arm along the armrest so that he held the handsome gold watch dial up before his eyes. It was a quarter to three in the morning, and Vittorio was waiting for the phone call that would tell him whether or not his daughter was still alive.


 


He was breathing slowly in the den of the villa that he’d purchased after the birth of his eldest child. The first person to live there had been a large landowner under the Bourbon dynasty. It had become the property of the local podestà, and then passed into the hands of an elderly senator who wisely stopped thinking of it as his home when, sensing as he dozed the pull of the thread tying him to Rome, he attributed, night after night, a syllable to every jerk of the string, so that he was able to read in advance the judicial sentences of the coming year. At that point, Vittorio Salvemini made the first bad bargain of his life, purchasing the building at market price.


It was 1971, and the employees of the neighboring South Bari Tennis Club saw him arrive one morning, escorted by a small team of men, the bare minimum necessary. Tall and tan, dressed in a tailor-made linen suit, he clenched between his lips a self-satisfied smirk that no tailor would have attributed to a tradition older than ten years. The others were too rough even for the furthest outlying areas—five men, short and muscular, to whom even dialect was an achievement. They walked up the drive, one after another taking the lead with sharp shouts, sniffing the air like the vanguard of a barbarian king who had just crossed the sheltering Alps.


Here comes another one who doesn’t know his place, thought the custodian of the tennis club, lowering his gaze to the chalk lines he hadn’t stopped tracing.


The senator had come close to transforming the villa into a modern residence behind the art nouveau façade. Vittorio was of another mind. He had the furniture heaped up in the garden. He ordered his men to uproot the marble statues, and beneath them reappeared the slabs of stone aggregate. Every time he heard a hollow sound when he rapped his knuckles against the wall, his face lit up. Away with the partition walls, away with the false ceilings. The workers knocked down one wall after another.


The men, it later emerged, came from the same town where he was born. They would have been normal farmhands if the times they lived in hadn’t left them unemployed before they could learn the trade from their fathers. More than out-of-work laborers, they were his slaves, creatures without a past, faithful and willing to do anything. They hauled sacks bursting with rubble and garbage without ever taking a break, and they’d have tried to rotate a house barehanded if he’d asked them, because he, not they—at least so they believed—knew precisely the point beyond which they would collapse, never to rise again.


Vittorio wanted them to finish the work in just a few weeks. To save time, he one morning authorized them to burn all the furniture he had no intention of reusing down at the far end of the garden. After half an hour, one of the workers came running up to him, out of breath. He was gesticulating. On his face was an expression of disbelief. Vittorio followed him. Just on the other side of the boundary line between properties, a number of men were gesturing in indignation. Two of them wore shorts and polo shirts. They were pointing at the black column rising into the sky.


The smoke, after drifting across the tennis courts, was brushing against the gazebo, where loungers had been hastily abandoned by ladies in swimsuits who were now chattering indignantly, their hands on their hips.


“I’m so sorry. I hope you’ll forgive me.”


He made a show of bowing in an exaggerated fashion. He was smiling. A part of him was flattered by the idea that he’d bought a house in a neighborhood where, albeit for a complaint, he could attract the attention of these kinds of people, men who, even in their underwear, could evoke the image of a gold nameplate screwed into the door of an office that they had never needed to take by storm. Their faces luxuriated in a special form of relaxation, the apparent state of idiocy particular to the privileged, in which Vittorio identified a further form of intelligence. No trace of the metal foil that darkens beneath the skin thanks to friction with the world. Their grandfathers might perhaps have felt fear in their lives, and their fathers only the volatile apprehension that filled the monarchs of bygone times with wisdom.


Still, a part of that part of him would instead have led him to kneel at their feet, to kiss the marks of the tennis balls that they’d been driving for decades over the red clay.


“My workers must have thought that the wind would blow all day long toward the road,” he lied, because it would have been worse to admit that it had never occurred to him that at that time of the day men might be doing something other than work, or that women would be out of the house for reasons other than adultery.


“I see that there’s a bar,” he went on, pointing to the gazebo, “and I realize that I’ve inconvenienced them as well. And so . . . ”


“You have first-rate powers of observation.”


No one laughed. The man who had spoken was in his early fifties, not especially tall, all gussied up at ten in the morning. Jacket and trousers draped in a facsimile of elegance, an intentional step behind genuine elegance, but only so as to show it the way. Vittorio decided that this must be the club director. He remained confident: “And so, in the hope you’ll forgive me . . . ” he went on, and as he spoke, he felt a twinge of hope quiver in his chest, “I’d like to treat you all to a nice round of champagne.”


Two men turned on their heels then and there. They headed off toward the tennis courts as if the offer had settled any remaining doubts about the stranger.


“Signor . . . ?” the director smiled with venomous charm.


Vittorio uttered first and last name, hoping that the man was capable of glimpsing them from the future, the letters, from that perspective, written in an ever larger typeface, the way he saw them himself on the days when inspiration (nothing but the anguish of the talented) allowed him to perch at the far end of the decade.


“Signor Salvemini,” the man went on, “to enter this club all you need is a membership pass. It’s small and rectangular, and to procure one you need to submit a request supported by five members who’ve renewed their own memberships for the past ten years. Which of our old friends have the pleasure of being yours as well?”


A few more men moved away. Vittorio did not retreat. As more and more men went to join their wives, he sensed that, for the director, questions of principle were once again mingling with practical considerations.


“May I speak with you for a moment?”


“Why of course.”


“Earlier, you said that I had good powers of observation. I’m afraid for myself that you’ve put your finger on the heart of the matter.”


The director’s face continued to register curiosity.


A propensity for detail, Vittorio went on, had led him to notice the deposits of rust on the lampposts on the second tennis court, the pitted pavement at a certain point along the front drive—where the eye strained to reach, though not his eye, and not at sunset, since at that time of day the rainbows produced by the sprinklers faded away. He’d noticed the signs of wear on the façade of the administrative building and the necessity of replacing the modular dance floor from which at night (on those occasions he and his workers had stayed late working on the renovations) the notes of instruments playing mazurkas, polkas, and sambas floated across the lawn, along with the laughter of women and men hidden behind the hedges.


He kept to himself the fact that those voices constituted, for him, the sweetest of possible calls. In them he sensed the movement of surnames that appeared on zoning plans, flinty tablets of laws that he could only work around. He promised to take care of the small amounts of work required. It wouldn’t cost the club a cent. In fact, he had no idea whether he could even afford to bring skilled workers over from the other construction sites. In all likelihood, the debts the banks held would require him to further speed up his schedule. And yet, hadn’t he just undertaken the reconstruction of the entire dance floor, free of charge?


“Have you ever seen anything like it?”


He pointed to his workers. Without a word from him, they were doing their best to put out that small bonfire. Strong as bulls, intuitive as horses capable of sensing the coming spring from the scent of blossoming oats. He’d summon more men, he told the director. They’d be done applying new coats of paint to the lampposts before the members of the tennis club even realized they were there. These were men accustomed to far more demanding endeavors. Last year they’d introduced the idea of row houses to the province of Taranto; and now, in Santa Cesarea, they were completing in record time a vacation resort that would yank the district out of the past.


“Where were you born?” Vittorio asked, as he adjusted his jacket. The director smiled. Because Puglia was certainly not Bari, he went on. It wasn’t Lecce and it was hardly Foggia. For that matter, it was a land that you had to have the guts to kneel down and kiss with the rat-tat-tat of a jackhammer. Vast expanses of wheat and fields of tobacco, dirt roads that fetched up in the piazzas of towns and villages whose inhabitants elbowed each other aside to hurl wads of cash into the faces of the statues of their patron saints. They prayed to God through the eyes of their parish priests for a building permit that would allow them to sell farmland that was ever less productive.


The proposal in question is approved by a majority. In Santa Cesarea they’d been forced to blow up a deconsecrated church. In the province of Taranto, they’d had to wait for a fire to devour 225 acres of pine grove before crossing the threshold of the city council.


Crossing that boundary had been nothing but a first step. Over the years he’d shared meals with mayors and struggled to follow conversations so tangled an interpreter should have been present. Men with shirts dotted with spaghetti sauce who practically forced you to take their cleaning women to bed as revenge for the favors you were doing them. Lunch after lunch after lunch. And now he was in the regional capital, at the age of thirty-five, the sole owner of a company that no one had ever heard of. But just ask the Bantus of Pulsano. Gather information from the aboriginals of Campi Salentina. Take a Southeastern Railroad train and admire, I beg you, in these northernmost reaches of the Horn of Africa, the first hotel in Puglia to boast a golf course, a hotel on whose cornices, if they hadn’t already been covered over by blooming geraniums, you’d be able to notice the name of Salvemini Construction carved in bas-relief.


“Hurry up and get that little fire put out, or we’ll have to call the police on you.”


It was too bad that Vittorio took that phrase the wrong way. If pride hadn’t blinded him, he’d have glimpsed in the eyes of the club director a very different signal. From a gentleman in pinstripes to a gentleman in a linen three-piece suit, the invitation was merely to raise the stakes. But Vittorio turned his back on the director without a word of farewell. He headed straight for his workers. He yelled at them to work faster until his scolding calmed them.


In the days that followed he extended the working hours. He was convinced that they could get it done in less than the short time he’d already allotted. He thought back to the members of the country club. Did they drive gleaming sports cars? He knew how much work went into paying for one. Were they napping in the shade of the city’s finest lawyers? Vittorio knew that behind the zoning plans there was legislation, and behind that (which they considered the solid earth that had forever been beneath their feet) there was nothing but an initial act of arbitrary personal will.


He ordered his men to dismantle the old wall-mounted armoires. He had them hammer the granite flowerpots at the foot of the interior staircase to rubble and dust.


The morning he decided to knock down the large expanse of wall separating the front hall from the living room, though, the foreman finally balked. There was a good chance that the wall was load-bearing. Vittorio smiled. The foreman’s fear confirmed the presence of a seal that remained unbroken.


Once the wall had been demolished, the bright light that poured in on the rubble gave him the impression that he’d finally burned through the faint patina of time, allowing him to see, and perhaps even to touch—as if the villa could rejoin something that reached back earlier than its own foundations: the Austrians before the Bourbons, and the Aragonese before the Austrians—an uncertain presence that he recognized from having perhaps glimpsed it in some recurring dream. Namely, glory. Impossible to give it a more specific name, because its power—provided a man was sufficiently daring to reach out his hand to it—consisted in the fact that any name would do.


The following year, Vittorio had won his first major contract, in Bari, for a small university cafeteria next to the building that housed the economics department. Ten years later, he was constantly shuttling between Sardinia and the Costa Brava, and so it fell to his wife to toss his invitations to evenings at the Rotary Club into the trash.


 


He looked at the hands on his watch dial once again. Upstairs, his wife and Gioia were asleep, blissfully unaware.


He left the sofa and went over to the window overlooking the garden. He watched the shadows of the trees around the fountain. Something moved in the leaves without discomfiting the shadows. The last time he’d seen Clara had been the week before. She’d come by to pick up an old trench coat that had lain forgotten for years in what she alone still considered Michele’s bedroom.


The coat hung in the back of an armoire that by now was packed with all manner of things, wrapped in a plastic cocoon ever since the days when Gioia was still just a girl and Ruggero was shining at the medical school where he was specializing in oncology and on his way to graduating first in his class. They all still lived under the same roof, back then. And even if, with the passing of the years, that bedroom had been transformed into a sort of storage closet, every time Clara came by to visit, she lingered in front of that door as if behind it she would still find her younger brother.


It’s not as if he’s dead.


Then she’d continue down the hall, a glint of contrariness swallowed in her gaze.


Vittorio thought he knew what was bothering her. She blamed him and his wife for having, over the years, allowed dust to cover the star globe, for having let the ashwood furniture fall out of their shared tastes so that they had an excuse to discard every last stick of it.


If, however, the last traces of his son had almost evaporated, that was, according to Vittorio, not the reason. Quite the opposite. Since he’d left Bari, Michele hadn’t come to see his family more than five times. Five visits in ten years.


Michele never spent the night. He’d arrive from Rome and leave the same day. Without wasting so much as a syllable, he’d made it clear what the odds were on the likelihood of his spending so much as a single night in the house where he’d grown up. Vittorio would have liked to know what urgent responsibilities summoned him back to the capital. He wasn’t a successful professional the way Ruggero was. Saying “he works in Rome” was just a way of fending off the curiosity of his acquaintances. At thirty-three, Michele scraped by in Rome. He wrote for newspapers that went out of business after a month or else forgot about him, evidence that leaving Bari hadn’t solved all his problems, as the psychiatrists had hoped. The train schedules even kept him from staying for dinner. In the implausibility of those obstacles, Vittorio glimpsed the pretense of a duty to safeguard. To safeguard them. As if sitting down for a meal with Michele exposed them, not so much to embarrassment as to danger. Were they still ready to leap out of bed at the sound of a beam collapsing, devoured by the flames of a fire set in the living room?


Clara would have run that risk. She and Michele were separated by hundreds of miles, their only contact reduced to cordial chats over the phone during the holidays. There was no longer the same asphyxiating intimacy that had so worried Vittorio years ago. And yet, Michele’s older sister would still have unhesitatingly rushed into the flames for him.


For that reason, the fact that the last time he’d ever laid eyes on her was as she emerged from that room struck Vittorio as the bitterest of coincidences.


Vittorio was climbing the last steps of the interior staircase. This was a complicated period. Business was creaking under the weight of uncertainty, and the whole Porto Allegro affair was robbing him of sleep. He’d heard the door click shut and then he’d seen his daughter suddenly emerge from the far end of the hallway: an elongated s in the darkness, miniskirt and white blouse, the trench coat she’d just taken from the armoire clutched firmly in her bejeweled fingers. She’d brushed past him saying “Ciao, Papà” with a faint smile on her lips. Vittorio hadn’t been able to bring himself to ask her if she wanted to stay for lunch. Clara was already walking out into the garden, ready to head back to her own apartment or to take a stroll in the center of town, leaving, beyond the door, the idea of a flock of birds rising into the air from a beach without witnesses.


The equivalent of a filial benediction, Vittorio had thought vaguely, as if all his problems were on the verge of being solved.


 


He threw open the sashes of the casement window. He received the cool caress of the springtime night. The moonlit sky gave him the feeling that he could, paradoxically, read earthly distances, as if in place of the nothingness of space he could see Brazil, the United States, and China . . . The constellation of Los Angeles. The sleepless nebula of Tokyo. As he waited to learn Clara’s fate, the sun had already been shining on Phuket for four hours. That meant that a small army of bulldozers was busying itself around the small hotel complex that he was building with his partners over there. By the time they stopped working in Thailand, it would be three in the afternoon in Turkey, where he was completing work on a spa. In Italy he’d call the supervisors of the various construction sites with the moon already high over the Bosphorus, leaving only the hours between ten and eleven at night empty of activity.


That was the only moment during which the machinery everywhere in his little empire would fall still. Vittorio ultimately came to consider that hour a dangerous vulnerability. Wasn’t that the time of day he’d first received news of the problems with his vacation resort in Porto Allegro? And the heart attacks? Both of them right after dinnertime. “Not actually heart attacks, just particularly violent angina attacks, from which for that matter you’ve recovered completely,” Ruggero repeated, barely concealing his annoyance.


Still, at seventy-five, Vittorio could no longer smoke. At tennis he wouldn’t last past the first set, and his memory was no longer that prodigious thing men his age had envied him for so many years. To say nothing of how the world had changed. He’d have bet against Argentina in soccer a hundred times, but he would never have dreamed how the thoughts, frustrations, and shared confidences of millions of adolescents slumped in front of a computer screen could fatten the wallet of the most cunning of their ranks. There had been a time when all he needed was a little confidential information from a union organizer—a tip about Fiat management being ready to take to the streets in defiance of the striking metalworkers—and he’d buy some shares. Now there were algorithms sailing around the internet, issuing huge buy orders, canceling them a split second before they took effect, and instantly issuing new orders to profit from the price variations they themselves had generated.


There were nights when he looked up at the starry sky—the world was once again revolving upon its own axis, and he feared that the show was happening outside his line of sight.


Clara.


A ladybug came in through the open window. A nondescript black speck transformed itself into a handsome vermilion shell as it emerged from the darkness of the night. Its flight, slow and tremulous, could have been extinguished by a simple clap of the hands. Its pleasing appearance for humans made that eventuality fairly rare. Birds on the other hand were deceived for the opposite reason—they associated that spotted red with the poisonous nature of mushrooms and berries. In this way, the little ladybugs could better play the role with which nature had entrusted them: they managed to devour as many as a hundred aphids a day, and they did it with a voracity, a rapidity, a cold convulsive mandibular movement that on a large scale would have been intolerable to human sensibilities.


Like a Japanese umbrella, the insect resheathed its wings and paused on one of the doors of the bookshelf.


The feeling he had about Clara was that he never understood her quite well enough. Snapshots of his eldest daughter emerged, each detached from the others. The only objectifiable theme was the fact that she was attractive, and that was a puff of air no net could capture for long. Quiet and taciturn until the age of thirteen. Logical without being pedantic at fourteen. Magnetic at sixteen—jeans and long-sleeved cotton shirts, hair worn loose and long, straight-backed and composed on an armchair in the living room. A Mayan idol whose touch unleashed visions from the future: the caravels of Christopher Columbus, the mass rapes of the conquistadors.


At eighteen, she sometimes resembled certain movie stars after the va-va-voom period. Her curves soft, though not excessively so, a Natalie Wood without the final gloss.


Vittorio couldn’t grasp what linked one transformation to the other. He’d had to wait for Clara to get married before he understood her place in the world. Until that moment, however, he’d struggled. The young woman passed lightly through the rooms of the villa. It was rare to hear her raise her voice or even try to start an argument. Calm incarnate. But she seemed to be the portion, as it were, favored by the light, and he was afraid to receive confirmation of the fact by those who, over time, really did enjoy the benefits of the presence of his daughter. Young men.


The specimens that appeared for many years at the end of the drive couldn’t be described as anything but embarrassing. The important thing seemed that they be obviously marked by want and poverty. Lowlifes, practically. Individuals who were explicitly or implictly hostile to the paternal authority he represented. They would come pick her up in the afternoon and he wouldn’t hear a thing from her until the middle of the night. As he lay in bed with his wife, Vittorio would hear the door click shut downstairs. He thought he could sense Clara’s hair releasing the scornful nocturnal power with which a motorcycle ride had charged it.


When he tried to scold her, his daughter’s lovely mouth lightened in an expression that had a hint of melancholy. Though she was still standing in front of him, she eluded him as surely as she did when she wasn’t home. In those moments, Vittorio not only failed to understand where but what this daughter—whose essence dissolved, leaving in her place only the naked heartbeat of a regret, perhaps even of a sorrow, in the presence of which all were forced to take a step back—was.


Clara’s voice materialized elsewhere, cool now and chiming, in a form her father did not have the privilege of hearing up close. Vittorio would walk along the upstairs hallway—a sudden silence after Michele’s room. A few more steps and two peals of laughter that ended in an embrace, the excuse being they wanted to smother each other.


At that point, Vittorio would begin to worry. Young people are easily infected, and Michele was a hotbed of malaises. That was more than an impression. That had been certified by an envelope embossed with the seal of the board of education.


The letter, which was signed by the vice principal, had come several months into the new school year. Vittorio sent his wife to talk to the boy’s teachers. That evening, Annamaria came home with the expression of someone who’s just had her suspicions confirmed.


“Now I’ll tell you, but you promise me you won’t lose your temper,” she said, pouring herself a glass of chilled wine.


The problem wasn’t that Michele’s academic progress was poor, but rather that his progress was impossible to verify. When quizzed in history, he hadn’t uttered a word. Summoned to the blackboard by his math teacher, his greatest act of will had consisted of crumbling the stick of chalk in his fingers. For his Italian essay, he’d sidestepped the problem with an absurd burst of stream of consciousness. “This,” said Annamaria, “will give you some sense of what we’re dealing with.” The prompt asked the students to analyze a statement by Marc Bloch that had been the subject of classroom discussion. “Misunders­tanding of the present is the inevitable consequence of ignorance of the past.” At the end of the second hour Michele had handed in a sheet of paper whose margins were illuminated with drawings of strange little creatures, while the main part consisted of a long sentence of which it was impossible to make either head or tail (“the room’s window overlooks the garden,” the incomprehensible opening phrase in the middle of the page), whose only connection to the writing prompt was to be found in a shrewd axiom copied who knows where: “But a man may wear himself out just as fruitlessly in seeking to understand the past, if he is totally ignorant of the present.”


And as if that weren’t enough, the English teacher had told her that during her class, Michele simply wouldn’t stop asking to go to the bathroom.


“You see, Ma’am, I don’t know if your . . . er, that is . . . ”


“If my son,” said Annamaria, presuming to divert and confirm the teacher’s idea.


“The boy,” the English teacher dodged her effort, “I can’t tell if he’s suffering from some kind of nervous disorder, or if he’s just found a way to avoid being quizzed.”


These weren’t the first of Michele’s odd behaviors. And obviously Michele was anything but stupid, Annamaria concluded, balancing her weight on the sofa. But the act of protest might perhaps have degenerated.


“Neurotically overwhelmed by narcissism. It happens to adolescents.”


“What do you think we should do?”


That phrase gave Annamaria the license she never would have been so rash as to take for herself. Relying on the dedication that she had shown for Ruggero—and later for Clara and Gioia—she was willing to take on the burden of a problem that in theory was none of her concern, the problem that any other woman in her place would have brandished with all the power of extortion. Stunning, admirable. And those were the adjectives that in contrast echoed in Vittorio’s head at the end of every discussion concerning Michele, because Michele was the ordeal, daily overcome, that gave proof of the solidity of their marriage.


Annamaria said that this was a delicate matter: “Don’t think you can solve this one with the back of your hand.”


Vittorio would never have raised a hand against one of his children. But having obtained the permission she didn’t commit the error of claiming, Annamaria made use of a rhetorical trick to take the rest. She was the first human being with a college degree with whom Vittorio was on more intimate terms than those that bound him to the civil engineers working on his construction sites. While, deep down, that didn’t impress him, what did feel exalted was the part—more superficial and concealed—we all look to in ourselves, every day, for confirmation of the progress of our lives. That degree put Annamaria in a position to complete thought processes that he chose to believe he was incapable of undertaking.


Vittorio had no objections when she told him that a psychiatrist would be the best thing for the boy.


 


It was a spectacular and unseasonable afternoon in the early nineties, one of those holdovers that summer stashes in a supernatural space to keep the temperature from spiking excessively, and that in cities like Bari ignites certain days of a beauty inconceivable even in the middle of August. Vittorio had come home early. He wanted a shower, and then to kick back on the sofa to think in peace about work until dinnertime. He’d forgotten what day it was, but the occupants of the house seemed to have been born to sabotage his every last little bit of amnesia.


He dropped his briefcase in the front hall. He rid himself of his jacket. He went upstairs. He saw her emerge—lightfooted and sleepy, wearing a blocky checked shirt and a pair of black Wranglers—through the door outside which she’d reappear eighteen years later with the old trench coat clutched in her hands. His daughter stood in his way. She asked him if it was true that her mother had made an appointment with the psychiatrist for that afternoon.


It was enough to hear him heave that long introductory sigh.


“I wouldn’t recommend it.”


She said it with a smile and downcast eyes, and didn’t give him a chance to reply. It was unclear whether it was a reproof or a warning. I wouldn’t recommend it. Then Clara headed off, barefoot, downstairs.


At eight o’clock Annamaria came home. Along the way, she’d picked up Gioia at the pool. Vittorio watched as they paraded by: a thwarted woman, a young boy who seemed as if the world had collapsed on his head, and a little girl floating two feet off the ground, excited at the thought that she didn’t understand what was happening. Michele headed upstairs. Gioia went running past him. Annamaria steered straight ahead, into the kitchen. When Vittorio caught up with her, he found her slicing potatoes on the cutting board.


“Listen, I have a splitting headache. Let’s talk it over, calmly, tomorrow.”


It annoyed him to be shut out of family matters right when things were at their most interesting. It put him in a foul mood that only got worse the instant he went back into the living room and was dazzled by a flash of light through the window. The source of light wheeled around outside the gate. Without waiting for the intercom to buzz, Clara strode briskly toward the front door. She had a helmet in her arms. Through the living room window, Vittorio saw the cloud of insects intercepted by the beam from the headlight of a high-performance motorcycle.


She wasn’t fast, she skipped frames—Vittorio didn’t have a chance to start in on a discussion of when she should be home before he saw her, too through the glass, split in two by the reflection and reassembled on the back seat of the bike.


At dinner, Michele poked idly at his vegetables, head lowered. Annamaria read a magazine as she ate, and Gioia managed to imitate her without reading a single thing. Ruggero was upstairs in his room with the door shut, studying. Luckily the phone rang. Vittorio talked for half an hour with one of his engineers.


He went to bed, taking a copy of the newspaper with him. He fell asleep without even realizing it. When he reawakened, his wife was lying beside him, asleep. Silence filled the house. Vittorio wondered whether Clara had returned home. The LED on the VCR was blinking on and off without him understanding what time it was. He shut his eyes. A road on the outskirts of the city, a long straightaway. The shafts of light from the streetlamps streamed past, reflecting off the speedometer. The sky echoed with his snores. At the end of the road stood a hundred-floor building. He saw the open space where the motorbike was parked. He turned over between the sheets. The bathroom faucet was dripping. Someone laughed. The concentric circles dissolved, filling the sound with the power of the image. His daughter was laughing between the pillows in her bedroom. The girl’s shadow bent forward, slithering over the male shape, and then rose again.


“Vittorio!”


His eyes opened wide. Something moved between his fingers, and he clutched tighter. Annamaria’s leg gave a second jerk and pulled out of his grip entirely. Vittorio came to. The videocassette recorder was blinking. There was something odd about the light. He coughed. His wife coughed, too. From the hallway a purplish glow swelled and contracted. He heard a cough from the next room. There was a deafening crash downstairs. His wife screamed. Vittorio woke up for good. He leapt out of bed.


He ran out into the hallway. He saw the dance of the shadows against the wall. He looked down the stairs and saw the roaring bulb surrounded by billowing clouds of smoke.


“It’s a fire! Wake up everybody!”


He rushed downstairs. When the rise in temperature became unmistakable (his hair pushed back by the waves of heat) he realized that it was the wrong tactic. He ran back up the stairs. A shadow passed in front of him, running in the opposite direction. Ruggero. Vittorio went back into his bedroom. He threw open the armoire and pulled out a wool blanket. He headed back downstairs. He thought he saw his wife vanish beyond the billowing smoke. She had Gioia by the hand. So he lunged forward with the blanket onto the fire. Just as he was right on top of it, he realized that the wooden beam had collapsed. He heard roaring everywhere, he waved the blanket, kicking up swarms of sparks. As he was fighting, he thought he understood the intelligence of the flames, the obstinate will to devour everything that belonged to him. Which just made him push harder, ignoring the pain to his forearms.


He emerged into the garden, coughing. His face was blackened, the weave of his pajamas was fringed with burn marks, but he’d won. He ran the back of his hand over his forehead. At the foot of the stairs he found his wife and Gioia. The girl was sobbing in terror. “It’s all okay, it’s all okay,” he muttered. In the meantime, he looked around. The tops of the pine trees were swaying in the wind. Whilever you were on the losing end of the battle, lucidity was lacking. Then your senses sharpened. The shadow crossing a face hours earlier. Vittorio walked down the driveway, moving confidently toward the fountain. He turned into the hedges, continuing to walk as the lights of the house receded behind him.


He found him sitting at the foot of a palm tree. He hadn’t even bothered to get rid of the can of gas. He was holding it in his arms like a lifesaver.


Michele looked up. The guilty expression tightened a knot inside Vittorio that had already been reduced to the size of a pinhead. He would have had to kick the boy black and blue to make the feeling stop. “What have you done?” he asked, to give himself a moment’s breathing room. Taking him to the psychiatrist had been a mistake, he thought. It amounted to attempting a superficial solution to the problem. Blood and its slow exchange. The sensations kept moving inside Vittorio, like plants in a single vase responding to the rising sun—he felt the pain of the two overlapping plans and only then did the betrayal fill him with its significance.


“Come on, let’s go, get up!” he said sternly.


He let his anger flow in an incomplete form. If he’d had to trace it back to its origin—the woman who had engendered this son—he would have felt his strength grow fragile.


They walked, exhausted, side by side, taking slow steps back to the villa’s front door. Michele still had the tank with him, absurdly, recklessly, clear proof of an impulse to self-harm in defiance of his father’s vehemence.


Annamaria stiffened. Then Ruggero. Long-limbed and furious, his first-born took in the scene from the top of the stairs, dressed in a T-shirt and a pair of green underwear. He was ready to attack them. Not the absurd stunt his half-brother had pulled. Not Vittorio who was refraining from slapping him silly, and not his mother, either, so obstinate in pretending she could measure the same weight on a scale whose plates were of different alloys. Not the eight-year-old girl immune to the idea that there might exist girls of her same age untouched by the anguish of having lost a choker with a diamond, nor the eighteen-year-old girl that no one could force back by so much as an inch. But the family as a whole. That was Ruggero’s problem: the concretion of lunatics with which fate had chosen to distract him from the only pursuit that would set him free, the nail he would continue to hammer until the particle of madness that fed, in a straight line, also into him, had been turned into a nude ring that transmits nothing; study, the fanatical study of medicine to which he devoted himself without wasting a second.


Vittorio saw Ruggero fold forward at the waist. He was ready to face even his eldest son. But before charging into the dispute, he heard a noise behind him. He saw the motorcycle’s rear lights illuminating the bars of the gate less and less brightly, like water drying.


Clara appeared at the end of the driveway.


Vittorio descended the steps. As she emerged from the shadows, she appeared with her rumpled shirt and jeans-clad legs that showed no alteration of pace (if anything, her gait seemed to slow), which made her father even angrier. Putting on that display of unflustered calm was just a further lack of respect, as if there were nothing strange about finding them all on the front steps of their house at four in the morning, with smoke still pouring out the door.


“Where have you been until now.”


He tried to say it as if he were spitting.


“We had problems with the motorcycle, didn’t we?” She lifted her head and unsheathed a scandalized smile.


It sounded to Vittorio like she was stating the opposite (I didn’t have any problems with a motorcycle, I went to get myself fucked while the house went up in flames) with a force he had not counted on and could not match, because then he would have had no choice but to admit that Clara’s appearance was the perfect incarnation of the one he’d encountered in his dream such a short time before. Then Vittorio understood. She went on observing him with a sort of indignant astonishment mixed with composure, in such a way that Vittorio saw—dark brown in the clear green—her half-brother’s eyes in hers. Michele had known. He’d known that Clara wasn’t home. Otherwise he’d never have set that fire in the living room.


 


Vittorio moved away from the window. The curtains swung gently. The ladybug was still there, closed in on itself on the door of the bookshelf. He sat down at the desk. The black of the sky resisted the arrival of dawn. He put one hand over his eyes and imagined the worst.


He ought to have overcome the disparity between despair and the simulation of despair that he was now confronted with. He ought to have gone upstairs to give the news to his wife and to Gioia. Get on the phone to Ruggero. To say nothing of Alberto. He’d be willing to bet that Clara’s husband was completely in the dark about everything.


But at that point, even if he wasn’t carried off by a heart attack, they still wouldn’t be safe.


Two hundred and fifty detached houses on the Gargano coast. Construction only recently finished, a few houses already sold. The Porto Allegro residential complex could prove to be the black hole capable of swallowing them all. The Foggia district attorney’s office had already submitted to the court a seizure request because certain restrictions that even Vittorio was struggling to figure out had been violated. A terrible tangle in which experts, technicians, environmentalists, rival developers, and lawyers of every type had become involved.


He ought to have battled with all his might. That way, even if the worst had happened to Clara—he thought, staring at the screen of his cell phone—he wouldn’t have had sufficient strength. In a last spasm, perhaps he’d have been able to bring home a mayor or deputy mayor for dinner. Then he would have begun retreating, overwhelmed by the force of events.


If he stopped to think, it was astounding. His whole life, luck and danger had risen in equal measure. He couldn’t figure out whether it was something connected to the nature of individuals or that of business in general, the soul of which, if so, would really prove to resemble the little demon that you can spot from time to time on the façades of banks on days of blazing sunlight.


For that matter, everything that promised to return to its proper place went out at night in search of just the opposite. For all Vittorio could have said until last night, Clara had returned to the ranks. One day she had slipped into the finest hairdresser’s in Bari, putting an end to the wild hair that hung down to her ass. Another day (a magnificent day) she’d cut ties with all those jeans and checked shirts. The dingy canvas shoes lay in a corner of the bathroom like proof of some crime committed the night before. At a certain point, they, too, vanished. She had come shooting out of the revolving door of epochal changes showing off an outfit worthy of Jacqueline Kennedy. That happened during the period in which Michele had come home from his military service and yet another psychiatrist had told them that the only way to get him back to normal would be to change his surroundings. Michele had moved to Rome. Clara had started going to parties held by up-and-coming young lawyers. Parties held by engineers, doctors. Occasionally Vittorio ran into her at events where he was a guest himself. Evening gown. Skirt suit and high heels. Of course, not long after that she got married. Half an idiot, was what Vittorio had thought when he got his first look at Alberto. A forty-two-year-old engineer, intelligent, responsible, and pretty experienced. Over time, he’d been forced to admit that. Never a single problem with any of the construction sites he’d entrusted to him after the wedding.


Out of the corner of his eye he caught a gleam of something at the edge of his desk.


Vittorio reached out his hand, grabbed his cell phone. “Hello,” he said. Then he nodded. He felt his throat tighten. He instinctively raised his right hand to his chest. On the other end of the line, the voice seemed incapable of getting to the point. He was the one who said it. Suicide. He said it before the voice could go on courting such dead-end words as “body” and “discovery.” The hand clenched and relaxed on the shirt.


Five minutes later, Vittorio was looking around the room in bewilderment. He weighed the silence of the room, without finding any substantial differences between the before and the after. The world was still there. He was still there. Soon the sky would clear and he’d feel on his flesh the uptick in temperature. However possible it was that the news was plummeting down into him like a ball of cement tossed down a stairwell, he was still unequivocally alive. If there had been a change, it had to do with the perception of time. A mass of detritus had been steadily accumulating at a blind collection point. Now the hatches were open and he needed to act quickly.
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