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When Ghiro and Gemma Ricordi walked into the kitchen of their new deli, they found the floor covered in cockroaches.

At first they assumed that Mario Biasi, the deli’s previous owner, had dropped some chips without bothering to pick them up. What a pig, Ghiro thought with a grin. Then the kitchen light buzzed to life and the chips scuttled under the stove and sink.

Ghiro jumped in the car and drove to a supermarket in Giussano, ten miles away, where he filled his trolley with toxic sprays and powders. Via Cavallotti, the street where his new deli stood, ran through the heart of the Triante district of Monza, a small city just north of Milan. There were several shops and minimarts on Via Cavallotti. Ghiro, however, didn’t want to introduce himself to the neighborhood he intended to feed by shaking their hands over a trolley full of poison. To be extra safe, he hid his arsenal under an assortment of newspapers, like an old man wrapping a titty magazine inside La Repubblica.

Back at the shop, he found four binbags waiting for him. Gemma had filled them with dead insects from the kitchen and pantry. He hauled them out to the dumpsters in a shady corner of the courtyard that the deli shared with the café to its right, the photography shop to its left, and the apartment buildings towering above. He stared at the windows, on the fourth floor, of what would become his apartment in just a few days.

Ghiro and his family were moving to Via Cavallotti from San Rocco, on the southern edge of town. San Rocco had never been a beautiful place, but the austere liveliness of Ghiro’s youth had given way, after all the factories closed down in the 80s, to a silence that struck him as sinister. Gemma’s handbag had been snatched off her arm twice in the last year. Spindly young men had started lurking all night long by the street corner under their bedroom window.

It was time for a change. Triante wasn’t Monza’s glamorous city center, but it had a few public gardens, plenty of businesses, and many schools. Ghiro imagined that the worst crime he’d have to face would be ten-year-old shoplifters stealing sweets from the deli shelves. He pictured himself turning a blind eye, shaking his head and coughing threateningly as the kids left the shop with fear in their hearts, knowing they’d been pardoned this once but must sin no more.

Gemma shouted for him to get back inside.

She said that he’d better go do some shopping, or they would have nothing to cook when the deli opened tomorrow. The dry goods on the shelves in the shopfront all had to go. Not a single packet of pasta, tin of biscuits, or jar of pickles Mario Biasi had left behind was still within sellable date. The most recent casualty was a bottle of passata with a best-before date from 1995: two years ago.

It would be OK if those shelves remained empty – they’d fill them up in the course of the week – but they needed to have fresh food behind the counter, cheeses and cold cuts and freshly-made meals, or why bother opening at all?

Ghiro didn’t love the idea. He was a squeamish man, and would have preferred to excoriate every surface in the shop before he brought any food into it. But he could see that Gemma was right. He jumped back in the car and drove to a wholesaler on the outskirts of Milan.

Gemma waged chemical warfare on every nook and cranny she could reach. Roaches scuttled out from under the fridge. They dropped from the highest shelves in the kitchen when she wiped them. For a while she preserved her illusion that Mario Biasi, swine that he was, had at least kept the shopfront clean. Then she moved a packet of pasta away from a shelf and found a cluster of dead cockroaches at eye level, their legs entwined as if they’d perished fighting or mating.

That Mario Biasi was an absolute scumbag didn’t come to Gemma as any surprise. He’d winked at her incessantly behind Ghiro’s back when they came to view the shop, as if he expected her to follow him to a quiet corner while her husband was busy inspecting the slicers.

When yesterday they’d stopped by his house to collect the deli’s keys, he had the nerve to say that he was happy to stop by anytime to show Gemma how all the tools worked.

“There will be no need, Mario,” she said. “I know my way around slicers and knives.”

Ghiro was there during these exchanges, but didn’t pick up on any odd note. In truth, Mario Biasi could have taken his warty dick out without Ghiro realizing that something was happening. Even now, Gemma was sure, he must be taking hours to pick up frozen soffritto and beef mince for ragù because he was stopping every five minutes to stare at the wholesaler’s ceiling, dreaming about the hordes of adoring customers who’d soon be flocking to him for a taste of his genius.

Gemma brushed the cockroaches into a binbag, then she untied her apron and walked out into the courtyard. There was a toilet there that the deli shared with the other shops. It was dark and smelly, with no hot water and no toilet bowl – she had to squat over a hole set in a porcelain basin on the floor – and yet the quick toilet break did marvels for her mood. Until earlier that month, and for the past four years, Gemma had worked at a supermarket outside town where her male colleagues would follow her every time she went to the bathroom, spying on her from above the partition wall of her stall.

She’d called one of them out on this during her first week on the job. The man acted with ferocious, genuine indignation. He had a wife and kids; he was just goofing around; what game was Gemma playing, trying to paint him as some kind of pervert? Gemma’s manager looked embarrassed and did nothing. Her colleagues, women included, did not speak to her for a month.

Opening a deli of her own was not Gemma’s dream, the way it was Ghiro’s. But it had certainly felt good to quit the supermarket.

Back in the shop, she shoved all the expired pasta and biscuits into a plastic bag. A clear one, not a binbag. Expiry dates were a scam anyway. The kids were going to love this stuff.

*
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It was nine thirty in the evening by the time Gemma and Ghiro managed to get the shop into a state that would allow them to work in it without retching. They had wiped and scrubbed until their nails broke. The chemicals had dried and cracked their hands. Nobody was grinning anymore.

As she was about to switch off the light in the back of the shop, Gemma looked up at a corner of the pantry ceiling, and saw me.

“Ghiro, come here! There’s one more!”

Ghiro came along, muttering blasphemies under his breath, but his face sweetened when he looked up. “It’s just a little spider.”

“I’ll get the broom.”

I was going through a rough patch around this time. I’d been scorned by a crush, crushed by a rival, ridiculed and mocked. On top of this I’d spent all day breathing in noxious fumes from those cleaning products. All of this is to explain why I didn’t crawl into a hole or run behind a shelf. I stayed in my corner, waiting for the proverbial broom with my name on it.

“But he’s so small!” Ghiro said. “He’s not hurting anyone.”

“He’s not small, he’s fat.” Gemma, I should say, wasn’t exactly svelte herself. The children had turned podgy a silhouette that might have once been described as curvy. “He looks like a black widow.”

“That’s not a widow’s mark. It’s on his back, not his belly, and it’s white rather than red.”

“You and your documentaries.”

“It looks a little like a punto e virgola.” A semicolon. “Ciao, Puntino!”

Gemma sighed and walked out of the shop. Ghiro followed her, flashing me his grin before he switched off the lights.

In the course of the following story, Ghiro will often behave cruelly toward his loved ones. Please forgive me if I cut him too much slack. He saved my life when he could have easily squashed me.
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Non ci sono più le mezze stagioni, elderly Italians say, nostalgic for a past when Autumns and Springs were reliably mild, long, and pleasant. Yet the childhood of the Ricordi siblings survives in their memory as a time of extremes, when every year was split in two polarized halves, each coagulated around a color: gray, and a different gray.

The first was the gray of the colder months. It was a lead, asphalt, concrete gray, a gray of exhaust fumes and radiator pipes. The gray of overcast skies, which, when they cleared, revealed a uniform white sheet that was also, really, a very light gray. (Was that the Winter sky, Giorgio always wondered, or a single immense cloud, higher than all the others, its frayed edges lost beyond the horizon?)

The gray of frequent rain, gentle but lasting for days. The gray of fog, thinned out by the city lights. Of soot-smeared sleet.

This was a time of order and punctuality. In Giorgio and Greta’s memory, these gray skies are always glimpsed through a classroom window. School was a consuming obligation, with home a brief respite from it. It was a time of hard work and duties – but a time of bustling activity, too, of camaraderie and amity. Every day was spent among friends. New episodes of their favorite cartoons aired on TV every afternoon. There was soccer or volleyball practice a few times a week, and trips to the park or the mall with dad on the weekends.

The other gray was a sultry, summery steel, the color of a cloudless sky saturated with dust and smog. A gray that might fool you, early in the morning, into thinking it was actually blue.

This was a time of immense freedom. School wasn’t oppressive in May and June, with the Summer holidays looming so close, and everybody, teachers included, itching to flee the muggy classroom. Then the last bell of the year rang, and here they were: three whole months without school. Back in the Winter, even a single day off – because of a cold, or a bout of diarrhea – was seen as a rare and precious bounty. Three months of freedom was an inconceivable amount. The kids were like underpaid clerks suddenly bumped onto a CEO’s salary. What does one do with it?

Nothing much, it turned out, because this was also a time of great boredom. The days weren’t regimented anymore, and because the sun was up too early and set too late, they bled into one another, until Tuesdays were indistinguishable from Saturdays. School friends weren’t around, having left with their families for the seaside or the Alps, and even when they were available there was nothing to do with them other than go for an ice cream nobody really wanted, talking about nothing because nothing was happening. The TV only showed reruns of reruns.

And then there was Summer homework! Pages upon pages of math exercises and written compositions! A single hour of homework on a July morning was more oppressive, more exhausting, and crueler than an entire school week in January. Eventually, the time came for the Ricordis to go on vacation, too, but the two weeks they spent every August in some seaside town on the Adriatic were just a repeat of the broader Summer. The early days, full of excitement and novelty, swims in the sea and fried calamari for dinner, soon liquefied in their sameness into unrelieved boredom.

What would one give, then, to cut the holiday a few days short, and get back to the familiar comforts of Monza. Your toys. Your room. Those reruns on TV.

*
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The Ricordis moved into their Via Cavallotti apartment, the one above Ghiro and Gemma’s deli, in the Summer of 1997. The children, Giorgio and Greta, were seven and five respectively.

The apartment was spacious and warm, if you asked Ghiro, or an expensive trap, according to Gemma. It was the only property they viewed after their decision to leave San Rocco. Gemma had been on the fence about it, but Giorgio thought that the convenience of living above their place of business would be impossible to beat.

For the rest of their lives, every time a problem cropped up with the apartment – a leaky tap, a squeaky cupboard door, a charmless face lurking around the building’s lobby – Gemma would remark on this original sin. I wanted to wait for something better. But you were in a hurry.

The apartment had a vast living room, its bookshelves lined with tattered recipe books and incomplete encyclopedias. To the left of the room’s fulcrum (the family TV) was the smallest kitchen in all of Italy. (“We don’t need a big kitchen,” Ghiro said to convince Gemma. “We’ll be eating what I cook downstairs in the deli.”) The Ricordis squeezed a table in there, challenging the principles of interior design, feng shui, perhaps physics. It just about fit the four of them, although whenever someone stopped by for dinner – one of the children’s schoolmates, or an old tennis pal of Ghiro’s – it became impossible to cut steak without elbowing the person next to you. “This table,” Gemma would growl. “This kitchen.”

On the other side of the TV and couch was the hallway leading to the bedrooms and bathroom. The kids had a bedroom each, small rooms connected by a balcony overlooking Via Cavallotti. On mild Summer nights, Giorgio and Greta camped out on the balcony and read comic books in the light from the lampposts. The mosquitoes ate them alive.

The master bedroom’s window faced the building’s inner courtyard, shared by two other apartment buildings. It seemed to Gemma, especially when she was changing out of her pajamas and into her clothes, that the forty or so windows on those buildings were all trained precisely on her. Mostly she was being paranoid, but there was one old lady, on the third floor directly opposite her, who seemed to be constantly staring at the Ricordi apartment with an expression less curious than chastising.

Whenever Ghiro and Gemma wanted to be alone, Gemma, who didn’t think the thin curtains offered enough privacy, was forced to roll down the shutter to stop her mind from picturing the old lady’s spirited eyes and sunken mouth. The darkness took something away from her pleasure. It made her feel like she was buried alive.

The bathroom had a glass door, the frosted panes thin enough for people on the outside to see the silhouette of whoever was using the facilities. Ghiro, otherwise a loyal fan of the apartment, found this one detail very disturbing. It made his bowel movements feel a little too communal. The bath faucet was broken, and would puzzle generations of plumbers. The shower above the bathtub could only produce five minutes of lukewarm water before switching to icy cold. (“But, Gemma – the pressure is wonderful!”)

Gemma kept finding big black spiders in the laundry basket.

*
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The children’s Triante was a neighborhood built around a few familiar haunts.

There was the playground a few streets away from home where they met their schoolfriends a few afternoons a week, always with a parent present to make sure the kids didn’t step on a broken bottle or used hypodermic hiding in the grass.

There was the McDonald’s restaurant where they sometimes headed after school, Giorgio holding Greta’s hand as they walked past the police station where, ten years later, Giorgio would be taken after his arrest. McDonald’s stood on the very edge of the city. Its play area faced an immense roundabout, and beyond it, a sea of asphalt and concrete. To the kids, this nautical metaphor was no mere figure of speech. Whenever their parents took them to a mall or a restaurant out of town in the family Peugeot (a submarine, most of the time, occasionally a galleon), they spent the day reporting to each other the wondrous treasures and fearsome creatures they could see in this submerged world, fleeing their tentacles down the aisle of a supermarket, chasing shy mermen around a restaurant’s patio. They’d grown up watching old Jacques Cousteau documentaries on VHS, and a cartoon adaptation of the Odyssey.

Then there was the oratorio: the local church’s youth center. A vast, sunny courtyard with a soccer field on the right and the squat yellow building housing the bar on the left. Triante’s Sacred Heart Church looming over all. The bar sold licorice whips, cola-flavored candy, and cheap ice cream. It had a foosball table in a corner, next to a ratty pool table. You could play either game whenever you wanted, as long as you weren’t too loud, and didn’t curse. The nuns walking the premises were enough to discourage rudeness anyway, the sheer sight of them acting as a dampener on high spirits.

A few afternoons a week, the priest, Don Marco, emerged from the church to exchange a few stunted words with the kids, and to lead them to prayer. Giorgio always followed meekly. It seemed only fair that some form of payment would be required of him for playing around the oratorio.

Greta was not so docile.

“Go away!” she would shout, charging down the soccer field toward the other team’s goal. “We’re playing.” Her bravado goaded the other kids on, so that the game would continue until a wide shot ended up in the priest’s direction. The ball was then taken away, and the pacified children filed behind Don Marco, all of them sporting repentant expressions except for Gemma, sulking and walking with her arms folded. Don Marco couldn’t stand her defiance, but he didn’t mind the sulks. You could sulk all you wanted as long as you were sitting in a pew while you did it.

Then one day Don Marco stepped into the field and stood in front of the goal, daring Gemma to kick the ball past him. “Greta Ricordi, don’t you think it’s time to grow up?”

The priest’s emaciated face was right in Greta’s crosshairs, but she didn’t have the guts to shoot. Perhaps because of how much this frustrated her, she did something that was even worse.

“Che cazzo vuoi,” she shouted, “porcoddio.”

The entire oratorio gasped as one. The crucifix over the church altar shed one fat tear of blood.

The sentiment Greta expressed – what the fuck do you want – was bad enough, but what really took the cake was that final word. A bestemmia: an act of blasphemy. A way of collating the name of God with the word for pig. Bestemmie are a serious matter in Italy. TV personalities have been exiled from the limelight for letting one loose on camera. They pack an almost magical degree of power, like sonic Molotovs.

Granted, everybody in Triante blasphemed all the time – Ghiro with gusto, Gemma softly and secretly – whether in anger or glee. For some old men, bestemmie were a way of propping up their sentences, like punctuation. Nevertheless, Greta knew they were not a part of language that children were allowed to use. Certainly not in public, absolutely not with strangers, and most definitely not with priests.

Don Marco didn’t throw a fit when he heard the word. He didn’t have a heart attack. (He’d been a parish priest in Comasina, north Milan, in the early 80s, at the height of the city’s heroin epidemic.) His face took over an embittered, offended expression, and he walked back into the church without saying a word.

Greta resumed her game, but there was no one left to play with her. All the children in the oratorio had followed Don Marco. She scored seventeen goals in a row, rejoicing in her astounding performance. Suddenly her exhilaration vaporized into shame, and she marched home, crying hot tears.

The next day (and then regularly for months) Gemma was summoned to the oratorio by a concerned nun, wishing to talk to her about her daughter’s behavior. The nun’s face, framed unflatteringly by her veil, was bloated and froggy. She seemed to regard Gemma as a lost cause whom she was forced, in her immense pity, to try and counsel toward salvation.

The nun suggested that it might be helpful if Greta’s father were present at these meetings (“my husband is working,” Gemma said, curtly), and if she, Gemma, joined Ghiro and the kids for Sunday Mass every once in a while. It would teach Greta that her family valued religion, and the word of Christ.

“I clean up the house on Sunday mornings,” Gemma said. “It’s the only time I can do it.”

“Come to the evening service then.”

Gemma went through a few bestemmie of her own inside her head. She was torn between a feeling of vast shame (Greta would certainly get an earful tonight) and a flippant sense of superiority. She was too cynical to believe in God, certainly not the soppy bled-for-us variety this hag clearly sucked up to. She wasn’t exactly proud of her daughter – her daughter was an idiot – but she still found herself holding Greta’s opinions in higher regard than she did this nun’s, or those of Don Marco, who occasionally shopped at her deli and always took fifteen minutes to settle on a cheese.

“At least,” Ghiro commented that evening in bed, “it looks like we have a talent in the family.” He was talking about Greta’s passion for soccer. She could not see a ball without running after it. She wasn’t bad, either. It was easy for Ghiro to imagine his daughter, in a few years’ time, wearing the white and red jersey of Fiammamonza, the local women’s soccer team.

But children are fickle with their hobbies. Shortly after she turned eight, Greta lost all interest in soccer, at which point she stopped going to the oratorio for good. She would later play volleyball half-heartedly, and only because her friends did.

Her athletic promise withered early. Her love of blasphemy was destined to bloom.

*
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The kids’ final haunt in Triante was the Bristol cinema, which stood on Via Cavallotti a few doors down from the deli.

Evening moviegoers often stopped by the Ricordis’ for a sandwich and a can of Coke before their show. The sandwich they got. “Ask Pietro for the Coke,” Ghiro said with a wink. “Tell him Ghiro sends you.” Pietro was Bristol’s owner, sitting all evening behind the snack counter while his wife Mina manned the ticket booth on the opposite side of the terrazzo-tiled lobby. Ghiro did not think of himself as a political person, and he was overall fairly conservative – though nowhere near as much as Gemma – but he had an almost Sovietic contempt for competition. He would never dream of taking any business away from the rest of the street.

Via Cavallotti, it bears saying, showed no such courtesy back to him. As soon as his business picked up, the cafés, bakeries, and greengrocers all around him started selling the same preserves, artisanal cookies, and fine mostarda one could get from the deli’s shelves. Even Pietro, for whom Ghiro had such regard, would have sold sandwiches with lingua and fontina, and even lasagne and pollo impanato, if only he’d had enough space on his snack counter.

Ghiro bore no grudge against these people. He chose to take their imitation as flattery. Besides, Pietro and his cinema played an important role in preserving his happiness. In the late 90s a concession ticket was still ridiculously cheap, especially midweek, and Giorgio and Greta wandered down the street for a cartoon or an apocalyptic flick once or twice a week. Ghiro and Gemma used these hours to catch up on their intimacy. They made love in their oppressive bedroom, or sometimes, more happily, on the living room floor, and once on the kitchen table. “See?” Ghiro said. “Not so small after all!”

*
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The kids’ elementary school was hardly ten minutes away from Via Cavallotti. Gemma walked them there at seven forty-five every morning, left them among their friends waiting under the portico for the bell to ring, and jogged back to the deli just in time for the eight o’clock opening.

Then, one day, Giorgio and Greta came downstairs to the shop and found their mom frantically stirring a pot, willing her besciamella to thicken so it could go in today’s lasagna. She and Ghiro had overslept.

“Mom is busy,” Ghiro said, curt and annoyed, although mostly at himself. “Come on, Giorgio, you know the way.”

A dark cloud fell over Giorgio’s face. He grabbed Greta’s hand and ducked under the shop’s half-raised shutter. Gemma experienced the devastating certainty, rooted in her guts and hijacking her thoughts, that she was a horrible mother. It was all she could do to stop herself from running after the kids, hugging them and crying on their shoulder in the middle of the street.

“I hope they got to school OK,” she said later that morning, after Ghiro was back from the tobacconist across the street with their first coffee of the day.

He laughed. “They’ll be fine! They’re always going out alone to get those hamburgers.” His children’s preference for Big Macs over his caseula and nervetti salad was a source of constant frustration.

Gemma knew better. Giorgio in particular was still a mystery to her. She couldn’t figure out if her son was fragile, or if he was too strong for his own good. He wasn’t a whiner, but he seemed to lack a certain thoughtless ease that other children, his sister included, possessed in spades. Perhaps to make up for this natural timidity, he was always pushing himself to accept other people’s challenges, to meet whatever bar his friends set for courage, whatever standard of goodness she and Ghiro inflicted on him.

Here’s an example. When Giorgio was eight, a friend from school stayed at the Ricordis’ for a sleepover, and mocked Giorgio for his Bugs Bunny nightlight. Ghiro, who was making the pull-out guest bed usually tucked away under Giorgio’s bedframe, joined in on the joke with that nasty laugh of his. He endorsed the belief, widespread at the time, that goading and cruelty were key ingredients in building children’s character.

“I don’t really need it,” Giorgio said nonchalantly. He took the nightlight out of the socket and put it away in a drawer.

The next morning he almost nodded off into his bowl of cereal. Gemma was certain he hadn’t slept one minute. But he hadn’t surrendered either. He proved to someone, not necessarily his stupid friend or dumb father, that he could survive the darkness without consolation.

As for his friend, he woke up in the night needing the toilet and couldn’t find his way in the dark. He wet his pajamas and walked into a doorframe.

Giorgio and Greta came back from school at the usual hour. Giorgio looked perhaps a little wistful, but by dinnertime he was reading one of his Goosebumps books, those goofy monster stories he never got enough of, and he seemed entirely serene.

There was no question of Gemma walking the kids the following day. She saw them through the lower, unshuttered half of her shop window as they hurried down the sidewalk, eager to see their friends.

Come September, in a few months’ time, Giorgio would start middle school anyway. “And then it’ll be me who takes you to school, Greta,” Gemma announced one Summer evening while clearing the dinner table.

Greta wrinkled her nose. “I can get there myself.” She left the kitchen and slammed her bedroom door.

*
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The Summer of 2001 – the Summer before Giorgio started middle school and a few other things happened – was a zenith of sorts for Ghiro and Gemma. The deli had officially taken off. While it promised to swallow the rest of their lives with constant hard work, it was also a steady source of income, and it gave them (Ghiro especially) a few satisfactions amidst a sea of frustrations. The kids’ bodily fluids were now officially their own responsibility. If Gemma and Ghiro kept stuffing them with whatever food was left over from the deli, they would more or less finish raising themselves. Even the mortgage on the new apartment was being steadily vanquished with frequent overpayments and a few savvy investments.

“I think we are all set,” Ghiro declared one Saturday night, holding his wife in bed. (The kids were at the cinema.) There was no doubt in his mind that he had reached the end of his life, just like certain historians a few years ago had declared the end of history. Time would keep rolling by, of course, but the years to come would look just like the present. Except, perhaps, a little better.
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One Saturday afternoon in September, while Gemma was in the kitchen making spezzatino (beef stew), somebody knocked on the door.

Gemma stormed out of the kitchen – the meat wasn’t browning properly – and wrenched the door open. A child was standing on the landing. Her skin was a very dark brown and her hair was split in two pointy pigtails. She was wearing flip-flops, pink shorts, and, inexplicable in this heat, a raincoat over a zipped-up hoodie.

“We’re not buying anything,” Gemma said, closing the door.

The diced meat had released a lot of water, so that instead of getting seared it was sautéing rabidly in its own juice. Gemma could see it turning tough before her eyes, and thought that it might benefit from a lowered heat, but if she lowered the heat the water would never evaporate and the meat would never brown. She still had to peel and dice the potatoes, make the stock, and add the soffritto she’d previously toasted – a sorry mess of slimy onion, soggy celery, and raw carrot – back to the pot.

Gemma was too hasty, and too easily frustrated, to be a good cook. The first mistake was enough to irritate her into making more. Her dinners had a tendency to spiral. Already, as she cranked the flame even higher under the beef, she started planning an emergency dinner of tagliatelle al ragù. There was plenty of tinned ragù in the cupboard, but upon opening the fridge she discovered that they were out of tagliatelle. She could have sworn they had one last packet. This rotten apartment. If she made up her mind, and abandoned the spezzatino, she could just about rush to the minimarket and be back before seven thirty, when Ghiro closed up the deli (he was manning it alone on this sleepy late-Summer evening) and the kids came home from the playground. But there was a lot of beef in the pot, and it had taken so long to prepare the soffritto. It would be criminal to waste it all.

The knocking resumed.

This time the child was holding something in her hand. A piece of lined notepad paper, folded twice.

“I’ve got nothing to give you,” Gemma said, closing the door more gently this time.

Around the cobbled streets of Monza Centro, in the piazzas surrounding the town hall and the train station, African men walked with cardboard boxes on their shoulders, peddling their wares to strollers and commuters. Sometimes the boxes contained books, slim volumes of African poetry, badly glued and cheaply printed. More frequently, they contained lighters, trinkets, and lucky bracelets – thin strings dyed rainbow colors. The idea behind these bracelets was that you were supposed to make a wish when you tied them to your wrist, and must never remove them from that moment on. Your wish would come true when the bracelet finally wore down and fell off your arm.

The peddlers waited for a friendly-looking passerby. They smiled, made small talk, and tied a lucky bracelet to their wrist, promising that it was free. As soon as the string was tied, they glued themselves to their target, following them around and pleading for change, refusing to desist until they’d gotten a few lire.

Gemma disliked the peddlers, but Ghiro never missed a chance to engage with them. The bracelets he didn’t need – his masculinity was too fragile for him to conceive of wearing accessories – but he would ask about their trinkets, a keychain perhaps or a book of poems, then pretend to be astonished when they said how much it cost. He teased the sellers, smiling as they followed him around, acting alternately tempted and disappointed. He pushed them to lower their price from ten thousand lire to five, two thousand, only to give them ten thousand anyway in the end. The Ricordis had acquired in this way an impressive collection of African poetry, lined up on the shelf above the TV between tattered books of old Brianza recipes and the complete set of In cucina con Suor Germana.

Gemma assumed that the kid on her landing was trying the same trick as those men around the city center. Getting her to accept a gift – a poem, perhaps, or a drawing she’d made – then using it to shame her into handing out charity.

She could, of course, phone the deli and ask Ghiro to pick up some food after he closed the shop, or even to knock something together in the kitchen downstairs. And he would do it, too, without complaining. It was precisely the prospect of his satisfied grin that made this option insufferable to Gemma. Ghiro to the rescue again, the great chef of Via Cavallotti. Teaching us amateurs what we’re doing wrong. You should have dried the meat before cooking it, or, you’ve been crowding the pot again. Gemma wasn’t going to stand for it. Her anger made her pugnacious.

She had turned the heat off under the stew – she would try and salvage it later, perhaps turn it into a pseudo-ragù – and she was checking her wallet to make sure she had enough cash when the knocking resumed once more.

This was getting ridiculous, and Gemma was ready to be rude, except that, this time, the kid was accompanied by Ms. Terzani.

“Signora Ricordi,” she said, “I think this child has a message for you.” She produced the note the child had been holding a few minutes before.

Ms. Terzani lived in one of the apartments that shared the same landing as the Ricordis’. She was a delightful lady, a retired high school teacher who had been living alone since her husband’s death a few years back. She had found the child on the landing when she returned from her evening constitutional. Her first thought was the same as Gemma’s: that she was here to peddle knick-knacks and ask for charity. She smiled at her and accepted her piece of paper, ready to exchange it for a few thousand lire.

When she unfolded the note, however, she saw an address written in very clear characters at the top of the page: VIA FELICE CAVALLOTTI 124, MONZA.

The message underneath had been composed in a much shakier hand. It began with Dear Gemma.

Standing on the apartment threshold with her handbag draped over her shoulder, Gemma hesitated a few seconds, her rage short-circuited by this bizarre development. The child took this opportunity to walk in, as casually as if she lived here. She sat down on the couch in a slouching, lazy way, her back and her legs forming one straight line, her feet propped up on their heels.

“Thank you,” Gemma told Ms. Terzani before snatching the note out of her hand and closing the door in her face.

Without taking her handbag off her shoulder, refusing to acknowledge what was happening, Gemma opened the note. She saw her address at the top of the page. Her eyes jumped to the signature closing the message.

Cerbiatta.

Even by this point she still believed this could be a scam. That this child might have fabricated a letter from her sister in order to get into her house and steal her jewelry.

Except this was all too clearly Cerbiatta’s calligraphy. The wavering, oblique font, flowery in its capitals and punctuation, high-strung and emotional to an extent that smacked of insincerity.

Dear Gemma, the message went,

This is Graziella, and she is my daughter. She is traveling all the way from Apulia to be with you, because I know that you will give her the kind of life I could never offer her. Please love her like I do, and like you love your other children. God bless you.

As soon as her eyes reached the end of the note, Gemma swore two things to the God she didn’t believe in.

First, there was no way in the world this kid was going to stay with her.

Second, as soon as she returned the child to Cerbiatta, she was never going to speak another word to her sister again.

*
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(At least the second of her oaths she never had to break. In the course of the following months, police investigations revealed that Cerbiatta Castellanza, resident in Foggia, boarded a plane to Syria on November 23rd, together with a man named Umar Mustafa, holding a Lybian passport. She was never seen again. What she went to the Middle East for, two months after 9/11, is anybody’s guess. Most people who are familiar with the facts come up with crackpot theories of radicalization, of an Italian woman joining some bloody jihad. Gemma never bought into these stories. The only thing Cerbiatta cared about was lying in the sun all day. That’s why she’d moved from gloomy Monza to southern Italy in the first place. Most likely, she simply decided to move further South in the hope of getting an even better tan. Whether this got her killed, or whether she became the adored queen of some remote desert country, she owed it all to her staggering stupidity.)

*
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“You can’t stay here,” Gemma told the child, not unkindly. All the rage in her boiling soul was being sucked as if by a vent in one specific direction: her sister’s. She read the note again. It was so Cerbiatta. Saccharine and pitiful, pathetic and self-important. (Love her like I do.) Imperious and commanding while posing as a plea. God bless you – the devil take you, baldracca maledetta, as if you ever even cared about God, skipping church school at the oratorio to run after boys, leaving me to lie to mom about it.

“Get up, please,” Gemma said, in the firm but friendly voice she used to command other people’s children.

The child was staring at a point just to the left of the television. Her face, now that Gemma finally looked at it, showed an air of complete detachment.

“You have to get up.” A note of frustration was creeping into Gemma’s voice. All of that sizzling rage was bound to spill over any second now, and scald this poor kid, who – by the way – was obviously not Cerbiatta’s. First, because she must be at least eight or nine, and Cerbiatta definitely did not have any children when Gemma last saw her five years ago. And second, because she looked nothing like Cerbiatta. At least she had that going for her.

“UP, I SAID!”

No reaction whatsoever, not even a twitch at Gemma’s shouting, registered on the child’s anesthetized face. She was still sitting with her legs stretched out straight and her feet sticking up.

“... At least sit up properly!” Gemma said, reaching out her hands.

The child grabbed them and propped herself up on the couch. A different expression finally flickered across her features. A wince of pain. Gemma thought, with a pang of guilt, that she must have hurt her while pulling her up, except she hadn’t pulled hard at all. She looked at the child’s feet.

The insoles of her flip-flops, when Gemma removed them, were sleek with blood. Her feet were covered in sores and blisters, most of which had popped and looked wrinkly and atrocious.

Some kind of safety valve snapped open inside Gemma, letting out steam.

“Let’s take care of you.”

She picked the child up, draping one arm around her shoulders and slipping the other under her knees. The child understood, and held on to Gemma, not with any affection but with more of the same detachment. Gemma put her down on Greta’s bed. She went into the kitchen and filled the tallest glass from the cupboard with water from the fridge. She picked up a packet of crackers, too.

The child ignored the crackers but drank the whole glass with slow, deliberate sips while Gemma filled a plastic bowl with warm water. Using a sponge, she wiped the blood and dirt from her feet until the water in the bowl was black. She cried and even sobbed, although not in the desolate, uncomprehending way of children who are hurt. Even when Gemma dabbed at her cuts with cotton balls soaked in rubbing alcohol she simply let the tears roll down her face, as if she knew that neither the burning nor the tears could be helped.

No sound but those airy sobs had so far escaped her lips.

“What happened to you, kid?” Gemma asked.

*
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Grace had been woken up just after three that morning. Cerbiatta’s voice as she picked her up from her cot and buckled her up in the car’s backseat was striving to sound serene and soothing, but still dripped with so much ill-repressed emotion it was impossible not to worry. Grace slumbered fitfully as Cerbiatta and her boyfriend – who spoke little, and sounded annoyed – drove her out of Foggia and across the dark speedways of southern Italy, toward Naples. When dawn broke over the horizon, it cast a tepid light on the hills rising on both sides of the road, some covered in trees, most of them in burnt grass.

They got to Napoli Centrale station. The boyfriend told Cerbiatta to hurry up. He was going to wait in the double-parked car, ready to leave and drive around at the first sign of traffic wardens.

Cerbiatta had packed a few changes of clothes and a selection of industrial snacks in a Sailor Moon backpack that she now put on Grace’s shoulders. She bought a ticket for her and accompanied her on board the 6.05 train to Milan, scheduled to arrive at Milano Centrale at half past three that afternoon. She produced a taped-up ten-thousand lire note and closed Grace’s hand around it. When Grace got to Milano Centrale, she must find a ticket booth and buy a ticket to Monza. Monza would be very close. Cerbiatta stressed this many times, assuming that Grace would find it reassuring.

There would be trains running between Milano Centrale and Monza every ten minutes or so. It would be very easy to get there.

Cerbiatta took her note out and showed the address at the top to Grace. That’s where she should go once she got to Monza. She folded the note and put it in Grace’s shorts pocket.

She had been hoping that some old lady, a priest, or some such character might be on the train. Someone on whom she could unload Grace, begging them to keep an eye on her. Cerbiatta had a talent for getting strangers to commit to burdensome favors. But the only people on board were unshaven men traveling for badly-paid work, and one old couple, sour-looking. Everybody was seated as far as possible from one another.

Grace only fully woke up when she saw Cerbiatta waving at her from the platform as the train began to move. Now, this was unexpected.

Grace had never been on a train. She enjoyed the feeling of the carriage careening forward with its arrogant momentum, the final shove when they ground to a halt in a station, the acrobatics of hobbling between her seat and the train toilet. The countryside outside the window was beautiful, hillsides and flat fields uniformly green or yellow, but the cities were boring, tangled meshes of overpasses and powerlines, all virtually indistinguishable.

She ate her snacks late in the morning. She took a raincoat out of her bag and folded it against the window to use as a pillow. Even after the train picked up a lot of passengers in Rome and Florence, nobody sat in the seat next to her. The controller stopped by around noon, stamped her ticket, and walked away. Had Grace looked different, she might have paused to chat with her, asking how she was doing, trying to assess if her parents were on the train or if someone was at least waiting for her at her destination. But black people scared the controller. She assumed that Grace was going to Milan to beg for change.

The eight hours she spent on the train were the most fun Grace had had in years. She would have gladly spent a week on board, especially if she could get her backpack to bake her another batch of chewy, saccharine pastries. She nodded off between Bologna and Brescia, lulled by the rattling of the carriage. It was a busy, grouchy noise, but comforting too. Motherly, almost.

When she woke up the train had stopped moving. Everybody was collecting their suitcases and bags, leaving behind empty bottles of water and iced tea. The controller, walking down the aisle, shot Grace a suspicious glare. Grace knew from that look that staying on board would not be an option.

The heat enveloped her like a blanket the second her feet touched the platform, coming off the train in waves and radiating from the stones under her feet, and from the multitudes streaming around her. They were all moving in the same direction, so she headed that way too, trailing her raincoat behind her.

She remembered Cerbiatta’s instructions from that morning. She knew what she was supposed to do. However, perhaps because Cerbiatta had stressed how very close Monza was, Grace thought that she might be better off just walking there. She had no idea how to find a ticket booth, whereas it was easy to follow the people around her on their way out of the cavernous station.

Outside Centrale, skyscrapers and office buildings towered around a vast piazza. She walked down a street lined with cafés, greengrocers, bakeries. Her decision to walk had saved the banknote in her pocket, a token she could exchange for the pastries, peaches, and watermelon slices on display inside the shops. Hard as it was to give it all up, she thought it would be wiser to bide her time. See if greater treasures presented themselves later on.

She reached an immense crossroads, overlooked by glass towers turned blinding in the sunlight and by massive apartment buildings draped in billboards like whipping banners. An unintelligible tangle of roads slithered around and through a few patches of dirt and grass in the center of the crossing. Grace got the impression that this must be an ancient battlefield, a place either sacred or cursed. A space that the city had grown around and cut through without being able to overcome or replace it.

She had reached Piazzale Loreto.

One of the bars facing the crossroads had a few plastic tables and chairs out on the sidewalk, offering a view on the fearsome spectacle of the vans and cars braving the maddening junction. Grace walked up to an old man sitting on one of those chairs. “Monza?” she asked. He pointed toward one of the wide avenues that shot away from the piazza like the spokes of a wheel.
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