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That’s how it always is. In the ice, first you hear the voice of the Beast, then you die.


There were seracs and chasms identical to those in which I now found myself, full of mountaineers and rock climbers who had lost their strength, their reason, and finally their lives, because of that voice.


Part of my mind, the animal part that knew what terror was because it had lived in terror for millions of years, understood what the Beast was hissing.


Two words: “Get out.”


I wasn’t prepared for the voice of the Beast.


I needed something familiar, something human, to tear me from the stark solitude of the ice. I raised my eyes beyond the edges of the crevasse, searching for the red outline of Dolomite Mountain Rescue’s EC135. But the sky was empty, wide open, the blue of it blinding.


That’s what made me fall apart.


I started rocking back and forth, my breathing rapid, my blood drained of any energy. Like Jonah in the belly of the whale, I was alone in the presence of God.


And God was roaring: “Get out.”


At two nineteen p.m. on that damned September 15, a voice emerged from the ice, and it wasn’t the voice of the Beast. It was Manny’s voice. His red uniform stood out in all that white, and he was repeating my name, over and over, as the pulley slowly lowered him towards me.


Five metres.


Two.


His hands and eyes searched for injuries that would explain my behaviour. His questions: a hundred whats and a thousand whys I couldn’t answer. The voice of the Beast was too loud. It was devouring me.


“Don’t you hear it?” I murmured. “The Beast, the . . .”


The Beast, I’d have liked to tell him, that ancient thing of ice, couldn’t stand the idea of a warm heart buried in its depths. My warm heart. And his.


And now it was two twenty-two.


The expression of surprise on Manny’s face turning to pure terror. The pulley cable lifting him like a puppet. Manny being jerked upwards. The rumble of the helicopter’s turbines becoming a strangled cry.


At last.


God’s scream. The avalanche wiping out the sky.


Get out!


That was when I saw. When I was alone again, beyond time and space, I saw.


The darkness.


Total darkness. But I didn’t die. Oh, no. The Beast mocked me. It let me live. The Beast that was now whispering, “You will stay with me forever, forever . . .”


It wasn’t lying.


Part of me is still there.


But, as my daughter Clara would have said with a smile, that wasn’t the z at the end of the rainbow. It wasn’t the end of my story. On the contrary.


It was only the beginning.


One word, nine letters: “beginning”. Five letters: “Beast”.


Six letters: “horror”.




(We Are) the Road Crew


In life, as in art, there’s only one thing that matters: the facts. To know all the facts about Evi, Kurt, Markus and the night of April 28, 1985, you have to know everything there is to know about me. Because this isn’t just about 1985 and the Bletterbach killings, it isn’t just about Evi, Kurt and Markus, it’s also about Salinger, Annelise and Clara.


Everything’s connected.


*


Up until two twenty-two p.m. on September 15, 2013, in other words, up until the moment when the Beast almost killed me, I’d been defined as 50 per cent of a rising star in a field, documentary film-making, that tends to produce not so much stars as tiny meteors and a lot of hot air.


Mike McMellan, the other 50 per cent of the star in question, liked to say that if we’d been shooting stars on a collision course with the planet called Total Failure, we’d have had the privilege of disappearing in the kind of burst of heat reserved for heroes. After the third beer, I declared myself in agreement with him. If nothing else, it was a good excuse for a toast.


Mike wasn’t just my partner. He was also the best friend you could possibly have the luck to meet. He was an irritating smartass, as egocentric as – or even more than – a black hole, obsessive to an unbearable degree, and gifted with the ability to focus on a single subject like a canary on amphetamines. But he was also the one true artist I had ever known.


It was Mike who realised, when we were still only the semi-talented, least cool pair in the whole of the New York Film Academy (the directors’ course for Mike, the screenwriters’ course for yours truly), that if we pursued our Hollywood ambitions, we’d get our asses kicked and end up as embittered and verbose as the dreaded Professor (“Call me Gerry”) Calhoun, the ex-hippie who’d taken more pleasure than anyone else in pulling our first timid creations to pieces.


It was truly a magic moment – a flash of enlightenment that would modify the course of our lives, maybe a bit less epic than a Sam Peckinpah movie (“Let’s go,” William Holden says in “The Wild Bunch”, to which Ernest Borgnine replies, “Why not?”), given that when it happened, we were nibbling on French fries in a McDonald’s with our morale below our feet – but unrepeatable all the same. Believe me.


“Fuck Hollywood, Salinger,” Mike had said. “People are hungry for reality, not C.G.I. The only way we can surf this fucking Zeitgeist is to forget fiction and devote ourselves to good old-fashioned reality. Satisfaction guaranteed.”


I raised an eyebrow. “Zeitgeist?”


“You’re the Kraut, partner.”


My mother was of German descent, but don’t worry, I really didn’t feel picked on by Mike. After all, I’d grown up in Brooklyn, whereas he was from the fucking Midwest.


Genealogical considerations apart, what Mike was trying to say on that damp November day so many years ago was that I should throw away my (seriously bad) screenplays and join him in making documentaries. Taking moments and enlarging and transforming them into a narrative that goes smoothly from point a to point z according to the gospel of the late Vladimir Yakovlevich Propp (who was to stories what Jim Morrison was to paranoia).


What a mess.


“Mike,” I snorted, “there’s only one category of people worse than those who want to make it big in movies: documentary-makers. They own collections of National Geographic going back to 1800. Many of them have ancestors who died looking for the source of the Nile. They have cashmere scarves and tattoos. They’re assholes, but liberal assholes, and that’s why they feel absolved of every sin. Last, but by no means least, they have families rolling in money who subsidise their world safaris.”


“Salinger, sometimes you’re really . . .” Mike shook his head. “Just stop right there and listen to me. We need a subject. A strong subject for a documentary that’ll break the bank. Something that people already know, something familiar, but that the two of us will show in a new way, different than how they’ve ever seen it. Rack your brains, think and . . .”


Believe it or not, it was at that moment that two losers discovered they could transform even the weirdest of pumpkins into a golden coach. Because yes. I had it.


I don’t know how and I don’t know why, while Mike was staring at me with that serial killer mug of his, while a million reasons to reject his suggestion were crowding in on me, I felt a gigantic explosion in my brain. An absurd idea. Mad. Incandescent. An idea so stupid, it might just work.


What was more electrifying, powerful and sexy than rock ’n’ roll?


It was a religion for millions of people. A blast of energy that brought the generations together. Who hadn’t heard of Elvis, Hendrix, the Rolling Stones, Nirvana, Metallica and the whole glittering caravan of the one true revolution of the twentieth century?


Easy, wasn’t it?


No.


Because rock was also big, tall, black-clad bodybuilders who looked like double-door wardrobes, had the eyes of pitbull terriers, and were paid to get rid of cuties like us. Something they would gladly have done even for free.


The first time we tried to put our idea into practice (Bruce Springsteen in a pre-tour warm-up gig at a venue down in the Village) I got off lightly with a few shoves and a couple of bruises. Mike not so lightly. Half of his face resembled the Scottish flag. The cherry on the cake was that we almost got ourselves arrested. Springsteen was followed by concerts by the White Stripes, Michael Stipe, the Red Hot Chili Peppers, Neil Young and the Black Eyed Peas, who were at the height of their fame at the time.


We collected a fair number of bruises, but not much material. There was a strong temptation to drop the whole thing.


It was at this point that the God of Rock looked down on us, saw our pathetic efforts to pay tribute to him, and with a benevolent eye showed us the way to success.


*


In mid-April I managed to get us both hired setting up a stage in Battery Park. Not for just any band, but for the most controversial, diabolical and reviled band of all time. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Kiss.


We worked like brave, conscientious little ants, and then, as the workforce was leaving, we hid in a heap of refuse. As silent as snipers. When the first dark sedan cars arrived, Mike pressed the record button. We were in seventh heaven. This was our big opportunity. And naturally, everything happened very fast.




Gene Simmons emerged from a limousine as long as an ocean liner, stretched and gave orders to his lackeys to drop the leash of his beloved four-legged friend. No sooner was it free than the demonic-looking snow-white poodle started to bark in our direction like one of Robert Johnson’s hounds of hell (“And the day keeps on reminding me, there’s a hellhound on my trail. / Hellhound on my trail, hellhound on my trail”). In two bounds, the dog was on me. It was aiming for the jugular, the bastard. That ball of fur wanted to kill me.


I screamed.


And something like twelve thousand brutes who wouldn’t have looked out of place in a Hall of Fame for cutthroats grabbed us, kicked us and dragged us towards the exit, threatening to throw us in the ocean. But they didn’t do so. They left us black and blue, beaten and tired on a bench surrounded by trash, reflecting on how we’d been reduced to a Wile E. Coyote condition. We stayed there, unable to accept defeat, listening to the echo of the concert as it wound down. Once the encores had finished, we watched as the crowd dispersed and, just as we were about to go back to our mouse hole, while four big guys with Hell’s Angels beards and faces like convicts started loading crates and amplifiers onto the band’s Peterbilts, at that precise moment, the God of Rock winked down from Valhalla and showed me the way.


“Mike,” I whispered. “We got it wrong. If we want to make a documentary about rock, the real rock, we have to aim our cameras on the other side of the stage. The other side, partner. Those guys are the real rock.” And I added with a grin, “There’s no copyright on them.”


Those guys.


The roadies. The ones who do the dirty work. The ones who load the trucks, drive them from one side of the country to the other, unload them, set up the stage, prepare the equipment, wait for the end of the show with their arms folded and then once more, as the poem says, “Miles to go before I sleep.”


Oh, yes.


Mike, I have to say, was incredible. With a lot of flattery, holding out prospects of money and free publicity, he persuaded a very bored tour manager to give us permission to do a bit of filming. The roadies, not at all used to so much attention, took us under their wing. Not only that: it was those bearded guys who persuaded the managers and lawyers to let us follow them around (them, not the band – that was the trump card that convinced them) for the rest of the tour.


That’s how “Born to Sweat: Road Crew, the Hidden Side of Rock ’n’ Roll” was born.


We worked our asses off, believe me. Six weeks of madness, migraines, terrible hangovers and sweat, at the end of which we had destroyed two cameras, developed various food addictions and a twisted calf (I had clambered onto the roof of a trailer that turned out to be as crumbly as a tea biscuit – and I was sober, I swear) and learned twelve different ways of saying “fuck you”.


The editing lasted a summer of sweltering heat without air conditioning, spent endlessly arguing in front of a monitor that was melting, and by the beginning of September 2003 (a magical year if ever there was one), not only had we finished our documentary, we were actually pleased with it. We showed it to a producer named Smith who had reluctantly granted us five – and only five – minutes. Believe it or not, it only took three.


“A factual series,” ruled Mr Smith, supreme emperor of the network. “Twelve episodes. Twenty-five minutes each. I want it for the beginning of November. Can you do it?”


Smiles and handshakes. Finally, a stinking bus took us back home. Stunned and a little dazed, we checked on Wikipedia what the hell a factual series was. The answer: a mixture of drama and documentary. In other words, we had less than two months to re-edit everything from scratch and create our factual series. Impossible?


No joke.


December 1 that year, “Road Crew” went on the air. It was a ratings smash.


Suddenly our names were on everyone’s lips. Professor Calhoun had a photograph taken awarding us what looked like an abomination created by Dalí, but which was in fact a prize to honour deserving students. I emphasise: deserving. The blogs were talking about “Road Crew”, the press was talking about “Road Crew”.


It wasn’t all roses, though.


Maddie Grady of the New Yorker cut us down to size with a blunt axe. A 5,000-word article that had me beating my brains out for months. According to G.Q., we were misogynists. According to Life, we were misanthropists. According to Vogue, we embodied the redemption of Generation X. And that really got us down.


Some internet nerds started targeting us, with close readings of our work that in terms of prolixity and pedantry could have given the Encyclopaedia Britannica a run for its money.


Rumours started circulating, also on the internet, the cradle of fucking virtual democracy, rumours that were a mixture of the ridiculous and the disturbing. According to those in the know, Mike and I did heroin, speedball, cocaine, amphetamines. The roadies had taught us all of the hundred and one sins of Sodom. During the shooting one of us had died (“Mike, it says here you’re dead.” “No, it says one of us is dead, why should it be me?” “Have you taken a look at your face, partner?”).


My favourite, though, was this one: we had gotten a groupie named Pam pregnant (have you noticed that groupies are always called Pam?) and had made her miscarry during a satanic ritual taught to us by Jimmy Page.


In March of the following year, 2004, Mr Smith got us to sign a contract for a second season of “Road Crew”. We had the whole world in our hands. Then, just before leaving for the shoot, something happened that surprised everyone, me most of all.


I fell in love.


*


And, strange to say, it was all thanks to “Call me Gerry” Calhoun. He had arranged a special screening of the first episode of “Road Crew” followed by an unmissable debate for his students. “Debate” reeked of an ambush, but Mike (who may have hoped to get his revenge on our old teacher and the world at large) had insisted on accepting, and I’d meekly followed suit, as I always did when Mike got something into his head.


The girl who found her way into my heart was sitting in the third row, half hidden by a guy who looked like Mark Chapman and weighed around three hundred pounds (a fan from the blogosphere, I immediately assumed), in Calhoun’s fearsome Lecture Room 13, the one that some students of the New York Film Academy called the Fight Club.


At the end of the screening, the fat guy was the first to have his say. What he said in a speech lasting thirty-five minutes can be summed up as: “What a crock of shit!” Then, satisfied, he wiped away a thread of foam, sat down and crossed his arms, with an expression of defiance on his pizza face.


I was about to retaliate with a long (very long) series of not very P.C. remarks about smartass fat guys, when the impossible happened. The blonde girl asked permission to speak and Calhoun, relieved, granted it to her. She stood up (she was really shapely) and said, in a very strong German accent, “I’d like to ask you. What’s the exact word for Neid?”


I burst out laughing and mentally thanked my dear Mutti for her obstinacy in teaching me her mother tongue. Suddenly, I saw those hours spent flagellating my tongue against my teeth, aspirating vowels and rounding my rs as if I had a cracked fan in my mouth, in a completely different light.


“Mein liebes Fräulein”, I began, bathing in the sound of eyes popping like champagne corks among that mass of horny students (including the fat guy). “Sie sollten nicht fragen, wie wir ‘Neid’ sagen, sondern wie wir ‘Idiot’ sagen.”


My dear young lady, you shouldn’t ask how we say “envy”, but how we say “idiot”.


Her name was Annelise.


She was nineteen years old and she’d been in the United States for little more than a month, on a course. Annelise was neither German nor Austrian nor even Swiss. She came from a tiny province in the north of Italy where most of the population spoke German. The name of that strange place was Alto Adige, or Südtirol.


The night before I left for the tour, we made love to Bruce Springsteen’s “Nebraska”, which reconciled me at least a little with the Boss. The next morning was tough. I didn’t think I would ever see her again. I was wrong. My sweet Annelise, born amid the Alps eight thousand kilometres from the Big Apple, transformed her short course into a study permit. I know it seems crazy, but you have to believe me. She loved me, and I loved her. In 2007, in a little restaurant in Hell’s Kitchen, as Mike and I were preparing to shoot the third (and, we had vowed, last) season of “Road Crew”, I asked Annelise to marry me. She accepted with such joy that I did a not very manly thing and burst into tears.


What more could I have wanted?


2008.


Because in 2008, while Mike and I, exhausted, were taking a break after the broadcast of the third season of our fuck-tual series, on a mild May day, in a clinic in New Jersey immersed in greenery, my daughter Clara was born. And then: fragrant mountains of diapers, baby food decorating clothes and walls, but above all hours and hours spent watching Clara learning to get to know the world. And how to forget Mike’s visits with his current girlfriend (they lasted from two to four weeks, the longest being a month and a half, but then she had been Miss July), during which he tried every which way to teach my daughter his name before Clara could even utter the word “Mamma”?


In the summer of 2009, I met Annelise’s parents, Werner and Herta Mair. We didn’t know then that the “tiredness” that Herta gave as an excuse for her dizziness and pallor was an advanced stage of cancer. She died a few months later, at the end of the year. Annelise didn’t want me to go with her to the funeral.


2010 and 2011 were beautiful and frustrating years. Beautiful: Clara climbing everywhere, Clara asking “what’s this?” in three different languages (the third, Italian, Annelise was teaching me, too, and I liked it a lot, I was a student motivated by a teacher I found very sexy), Clara simply growing. Frustrating? Of course. Because at the end of 2011, after presenting Mr Smith with something like a hundred thousand different projects (all rejected), we began shooting the fourth season of “Road Crew”. The one we had sworn we would never make.


Nothing went right. The magic was gone and we knew it. The fourth season of “Road Crew” is a long, unhappy threnody to the end of an era. But the public, as generations of copywriters know, love feeling sad. Our ratings were better than for the three previous seasons. Even the New Yorker praised us, calling it “the story of a waking dream that crumbles”.


So Mike and I once again found ourselves exhausted and apathetic. Depressed. The work we considered the worst in our career was being praised to the skies even by those who only a little while earlier had treated us like lepers. That was why, in December 2012, I accepted Annelise’s suggestion to spend a few months in her native village, a little place called Siebenhoch in Alto Adige/Südtirol, Italy. Far from everything and everybody.


A good idea.




The Heroes of the Mountain


The photographs that Annelise had shown me of Siebenhoch didn’t do justice to that little village clinging up there at an altitude of 1,400 metres. Yes, the windows with the geraniums were there, the streets narrow enough to keep warm in, the snow-capped mountains and the forests all around. Just like a picture postcard. But in the flesh it was . . . different.


Magnificent.


I loved the little church surrounded by a cemetery that didn’t make you think about death but about the eternal rest spoken of in the prayers. I loved the pointed roofs of the houses, the well-tended flower beds, the streets free from cracks, I loved the frequently incomprehensible dialect that twisted the language of my mother (and, to all intents and purposes, of my childhood) into a dissonant, off-colour dialokt.


I even loved the Despar supermarket slumbering in a clearing torn by force from the vegetation, the interweaving of local and national roads, just as I loved the mule tracks half buried by the tracery of beeches, bracken and red firs.


I loved my wife’s expression every time she showed me something new. A smile that made her seem like the little girl who had, I imagined, walked along these streets, run through these woods, played with snowballs, and then, once grown, had crossed the ocean to end up in my arms.


What else?


I loved speck, especially the matured kind that my father-in-law brought home without ever revealing where he’d procured such a delicacy – certainly not in what he called the tourist shops – and canederli cooked at least forty different ways. I devoured pies, strudels and lots of other things. I put on eight pounds and didn’t feel even slightly guilty.


The house we occupied belonged to Annelise’s father, Werner. It was on the western boundary of Siebenhoch (assuming that a village with a population of seven hundred could be said to have a boundary) at the point where the mountain rose to touch the sky. On the upper floor were two bedrooms, a study and a bathroom. On the ground floor, a kitchen, a cubbyhole and what Annelise called the living room, although “living room” was a bit of an understatement. It was huge, with a table in the middle and furniture of beech and Swiss pine that Werner had built with his own hands. The light came from two large windows that looked out onto a meadow, and from the first light of day I would put an armchair there for the pleasure of letting the space – the mountains and the greenery (which when we arrived were laden with a compact blanket of snow) – penetrate me.


It was while I was sitting in that armchair on February 25 that I saw a helicopter cut across the sky over Siebenhoch. It was painted a beautiful bright red. I thought about it all night. By February 26, the helicopter had turned into an idea.


An obsession.


By the 27th, I had realised that I needed to talk to somebody about it.


Somebody who knew. Somebody who would understand.


On the 28th, I did just that.


*


Werner Mair lived a few kilometres from us as the crow flies, in a place with very few comforts that local people called Welshboden.


He was a severe man who rarely smiled (a magical occurrence that only Clara could easily provoke), with white hair sparse over his temples, penetrating sky-blue eyes tending to grey, a thin nose and lines like scars.


He was pushing eighty, but in magnificent physical shape. I found him busy chopping wood in his shirtsleeves, even though the temperature was a degree or two below zero.


As soon as he saw me coming, he propped his axe against a rack and greeted me. I switched off the engine and got out of the car. The air was sparkling and pure. I breathed in deeply.


“More firewood, Werner?”


He held out his hand. “There’s never enough. And the cold keeps you young. Would you like a coffee?”


We went inside and sat down by the fire. Through the smell of the smoke, there filtered a pleasant fragrance of resin.


Werner made the espresso (he made a mountain variant of Italian-style coffee: a tiny amount as black as tar that kept you awake for weeks), sat down, took an ashtray from a little cabinet and winked at me.


Werner told me he had quit smoking the day Herta gave birth to Annelise. But after the death of his wife, perhaps out of boredom or perhaps (I suspected) out of nostalgia, he had taken up the habit again. Surreptitiously, because if Annelise had seen him with a cigarette in his hand she would have flayed him alive. Even though I felt guilty about encouraging him with my company (and my discretion), at that moment, as Werner lit a match with his thumbnail, my father-in-law’s tobacco dependence was convenient for me. There’s nothing better for having a man-to-man chat than sharing a bit of tobacco.


I relaxed. We exchanged small talk. The weather, Clara. Annelise, New York. We smoked. We drank the coffee and a glass of Welshboden water to take away the bitterness.


At last I came out with it.


“I saw a helicopter,” I began. “A red one.”


Werner looked straight through me. “And you’re wondering what it’d look like on T.V., right?”


Right.


That helicopter wouldn’t make a hole on the screen. It would shatter it.


Werner shook the ash from his cigarette onto the floor. “Did you ever have one of those ideas that change your life?”


I thought of Mike.


I thought of Annelise. And Clara.


“I wouldn’t be here otherwise,” I said.


“I was younger when I had mine. It didn’t happen by chance, it was born out of grief. It’s never a good thing for ideas to come out of grief, Jeremiah. But it happens and you can’t do anything about it. Ideas come to you, and that’s it. Some go away and others take root. Like plants. And like plants they grow and grow. They have lives of their own.” Werner broke off, examined the embers of his cigarette, and threw it in the fire. “How much time do you have?”


“Whatever we need,” I replied.


“Nix. Wrong. You have the time your wife and daughter have granted you. A man must always think first of his family. Always.”


“Right,” I said, and I think I blushed a little.


“Anyway, if you want to hear this story, it won’t take long. You see that photograph?”


He indicated a framed snapshot, hanging below the crucifix. Werner went over to it and brushed it with his fingertips. Like many mountain people, he was missing a few phalanges, in his case the first of the little finger and ring finger of his right hand.


The black-and-white photograph showed five young men. The one on the left, an unruly lock of hair falling over his forehead and a backpack on his back, was Werner.


“We took that in 1950. I don’t remember the month. But I remember them. And I also remember the laughter. That’s one thing that doesn’t fade as you get older. You forget birthdays and anniversaries. You forget faces. Luckily, you also forget the pain, the suffering. But the laughter of that time, when you’re not yet a man but you’re not a child anymore either . . . that stays inside you.”


Even though I’d seen a good few springs less than he had, I understood what Werner was trying to tell me. I doubted, though, that his memory was failing. Werner belonged to a race of mountain people forged in steel. In spite of his white hair and the lines on his face, it was impossible for me to think of him as an old man.


“Life’s hard down there in Siebenhoch. School in the morning, down in the valley, then afternoon till night breaking your back in the fields, in the pastures, in the woods or in the stables. I was lucky because my father, Annelise’s grandfather, had survived the collapse of the mine, whereas many of my friends didn’t have their fathers, and growing up without a father in Südtirol in those years was no picnic.”


“I can imagine.”


“Imagine, maybe,” Werner replied without taking his eyes off the photograph. “But I doubt you can really understand it. Have you ever gone hungry?”


I’d once been robbed by a junkie who’d pointed a syringe at my throat, and a dear friend of mine had been stabbed on his way back from a concert in Madison Square Garden, but no, I’d never gone hungry.


So I didn’t reply.


“We were young and carefree, in other words, we were happy. The thing we liked most was climbing mountains.” An expression that was a mixture of sadness and irony crossed his face, then immediately disappeared. “In those days, mountaineering was something for foreigners and dreamers. Not a respectable sport like today. In some ways, we were pioneers, you know. With time, mountaineering has turned into tourism, and today tourism is the main source of income throughout Alto Adige.”


It was true. Everywhere there were hotels and restaurants, and cable cars to ease the ascent to the mountain peaks. In winter, the tourists concentrated in the skiing areas, and in summer they devoted themselves to excursions in the woods. I couldn’t blame them: as soon as the weather changed and the snow melted, I was planning to buy sturdy shoes and, on the pretext of taking Clara to get a little fresh air, to see if this boy from Brooklyn could compete with the local mountain men.


“Without tourism,” Werner went on, “the Alto Adige would be a poor province, inhabited only by ageing peasants, and Siebenhoch would no longer exist, that’s for sure.”


“That would be sad.”


“Very sad. But it didn’t happen like that.” He blinked. “Anyway, for people at that time, especially people around here, going into the mountains meant going to work in the mountains. Taking the cows to pasture, cutting firewood. Cultivating. That was the mountains. For us, on the other hand, it was fun. But we were careless. Too careless. We had competitions to see who could climb the steepest rock face, we timed each other, we defied the bad weather. And our equipment?” Werner gave himself a slap on the thigh. “Ropes made of hemp. You know what it’s like to fall when you’re tied to a rope made of hemp?”


“I haven’t the slightest idea.”


“Hemp isn’t elastic. If you fall with modern ropes, the ones made of nylon and God knows what else, it’s almost amusing. They stretch and absorb your weight. Hemp is another story. You risk being crippled for life. Or worse. And on top of that, the climbing spikes, the hammers and all the rest were handmade by the village blacksmith. Iron is fragile, extremely fragile, and expensive. But we didn’t have cinemas, we didn’t have cars. We’d been brought up to save every last cent. And we were really happy to use the money for our climbing expeditions.” Werner cleared his throat. “We felt immortal.”


“But you weren’t, were you?”


“Nobody is. A few months after we took that photograph, there was an accident. Four of us went up Croda dei Toni – have you ever been there? In Belluno dialect, it means ‘crown of thunder’, because when it rains and lightning comes down it’s a sight to give you goosebumps. It’s a beautiful place. But that doesn’t make death less bitter. Death is death, and nothing else matters.”


I read it on his face. He was thinking about Herta, who had died with a monster in her brain, devouring her. I respected his silence until he felt ready to continue with his story.


“Three of them didn’t make it. I survived only because I was lucky. Josef died in my arms, while I screamed and screamed, begging for help. But even if someone had heard me, you know how many kilometres there were between the place where the rope broke and the nearest hospital? Twenty. Impossible to save him. Impossible. I waited for death to take him, recited a prayer, and turned back. And then I had the idea. Or rather, the idea came to me. After the funeral, a few of us had a drink in memory of the dead. Around here, as you’ll have noticed, drinking is quite common. And that night we drank like sponges. We sang, we laughed, we cried, we cursed. Then, when dawn came, I presented my idea. Even though nobody said it – some things you don’t need to hear with your own ears – to the rest of the world we were lunatics who were asking for it. Nobody could have helped us, or even wanted to, if we’d got into trouble up there.”


“To survive you could only count on your own strength.”


“That’s right, Jeremiah. So we founded Dolomite Mountain Rescue. We had no money, we had no political support, and we had to pay for the equipment out of our own pockets, but it worked.” Werner granted me one of those smiles that only Clara managed to get from him. “One of us, Stefan, bought a first aid manual. He studied it and taught us the principles of resuscitation. Mouth-to-mouth respiration, heart massage. We learned how to splint a fracture, how to recognise a head trauma. Things like that. But it wasn’t yet enough. The first holidaymakers, as we called them at the time, were starting to arrive, and with them, inexpert and badly equipped people. Our interventions increased. We were still on foot. We didn’t buy our first van until ’65, a rickety old crock that could take us only up to a certain point. After that, we had to manage in the old way. Transporting the wounded on our backs. And often the dead.”


I tried to imagine the scene. It gave me the shudders. I hate to admit it, but they weren’t just shudders of horror, because I, too, like Werner, had my own idea in my head.


“We’d arrive, we’d find the body, we’d say a prayer, then the oldest of the group would hand around a little bottle of cognac or grappa, one sip each, and the youngest would get the job of carrying the body. We’d go back to base. Which in those days was none other than the bar in Siebenhoch, the only place where there was a telephone.”


“Shit,” I murmured.


“To cut a long story short, here in Siebenhoch, real tourism arrived in the early ’90s, when Hermann Kagol had the idea for the Visitors’ Centre, but already by the ’80s other valleys had their work cut out keeping up with the demands of the tourists. Tourists bring money. When money starts to change hands, as you yourself know, the politicians arrive, and if you have any kind of a brain, you can twist them round your little finger.”


I wouldn’t have liked to be in the shoes of the politician who tried to get the better of Werner Mair.


“So funds arrived. We made agreements with the Civil Defence people and with the Red Cross. At the end of the ’70s, we used army helicopters for a special project. The results were incredible. If, before, three injured people out of seven survived an accident, with the helicopter it was six out of ten. Not bad, eh?”


“I’d say not.”


“But we wanted more. First,” Werner counted, showing me his thumb, “we wanted a helicopter that was at our disposal all the time without having to deal every time with the whims of some colonel or other.” To the thumb was added the index finger. “We wanted to raise that statistic. We didn’t want any more deaths. So . . .”


“You wanted a doctor on board.”


“Precisely. The helicopter reduces the time, the doctor stabilises the patient. We managed to get our first helicopter in ’83. An Alouette that was basically two pipes soldered together and a lawnmower engine. We moved our base from here to Pontives, near Ortisei, because there we had the possibility of building a hangar and a heliport. The doctor came only later, after Herta and I had left Siebenhoch.”


“Why did you leave?”


A grimace on Werner’s face. “The village was dying. There wasn’t enough tourism. The Visitors’ Centre was still just an idea in Hermann’s head. You see how we keep talking about ideas? And I had a little girl to feed.”


“You could have stayed and been a rescuer.”


“Remember what I said before telling you all this?”


“No, I . . .” I stammered in embarrassment.


“A man should have just one priority. His family. When Annelise was born, I wasn’t exactly old, but I wasn’t a boy any more. It’s true, Herta was twenty years younger than me and was used to spending her nights knowing that I was climbing some peak to rescue a climber in difficulty, but the arrival of the baby changed everything. I was a father now, you understand?”


Yes, I understood.


“A friend found me a job in a printing shop in Cles, near Trento, and we moved there when Annelise was just a few months old. It was only when she’d finished middle school that we decided to come back here. The fact is, she was the one who insisted. She loved this place. For Annelise, it was only the village where she spent her holidays, but she was tied to it somehow. The rest, as we say in such cases . . .”


“Is history.”


Werner stared at me for a long time.


Werner didn’t look. Werner examined. Have you ever seen a bird of prey? Werner had that look. They call it charisma.


“If you’re convinced you want to do what you have it in your mind to do, I can make a phone call to a couple of people. Then it’ll be up to you to earn their respect.”


The idea.


I had it all in my head. The editing. The voice-over. Everything. A factual series like “Road Crew”, but set here, in these mountains, with the men of Dolomite Mountain Rescue. I knew that Mike would be enthusiastic. I even had the title. It would be called “Mountain Angels” and it would be a hit. I knew it.


I felt it.


“But I have to warn you. It won’t be the way you expect, Jeremiah.”




The Voice of the Beast


A few days later, I talked about it to Annelise. Then I phoned Mike. No, it wasn’t a joke. And yes, I was a fucking genius. I’d always known it, but thanks anyway.


On April 4, Mike showed up in Siebenhoch. He had a fur hat wedged on his head and a Harry Potter scarf around his neck. Clara intoned, “Uncle Mike! Uncle Mike!” and clapped her hands, as she had done when she was little more than a mite, something of which my partner was very proud.


On April 6, as excited as quarterbacks at the Super Bowl, we began filming “Mountain Angels” at Pontives in the Val Gardena, the headquarters of Dolomite Mountain Rescue.


*


The Pontives base was a two-storey building surrounded by greenery. Modern, with every comfort, and very clean and tidy.


It was Moses Ploner, the man who had taken over from Werner as the head of Dolomite Mountain Rescue, who let us make our first reconnaissance tour and introduced us to the rest of the team. People who had saved thousands of lives.


I won’t hide the fact that we were intimidated.


We were on tenterhooks until ten in the morning, when the static over the radio gave way to a monotonous voice.


“Charlie Papa to Dolomite Mountain Rescue.”


Charlie Papa stood for Command Post.


“Dolomite Rescue here, go ahead, Charlie Papa,” Moses replied, bending towards the microphone.


“We have a tourist on the east side of the Seceda. Near the Margheri refuge. Over.”


“Got it, Charlie Papa, over and out.”


As the first day of shooting had approached, I had constructed a movie in my head involving strong-jawed Navy Seals types zooming from one place to another like balls in a pinball machine, sirens sounding, red lights flashing, and delivering brash lines like, “What are you, a bunch of girls, let’s go kick some ass!”


Instead, there was no excitement.


I would soon understand why. The mountains are the last place in which the distinction between sounding authoritative and real authority still counts.


That April 6, anyway, I didn’t have time to feel disappointed. Moses Ploner (with a slowness that struck me as truly exasperating) turned to Mike.


“Do you want to come?”


Slowly, Mike got up from his chair. Slowly, he hoisted the Sony on his shoulder. He threw me a terrified glance and climbed into the EC135 just as the noise of the turbines went up an octave. I approached the doors of the hangar, just in time to be flung backwards by the movement of air from the blades of the helicopter as it took off, and in the blinking of an eye the red outline of the EC135 had disappeared.


They returned about thirty minutes later. A routine mission for the team from Dolomite Mountain Rescue. The helicopter had reached the scene, the doctor had checked the injury (a sprain), the unfortunate climber had been taken on board and dropped at the hospital in Bolzano, then the EC135 had taken off again and on the way back Mike had received his baptism of air.


“We played at being the Luftwaffe, and Mike . . .” grinned Christoph, the doctor, displaying a small bag full of vomit, while my partner, as white as a sheet, ran to the bathroom.


Welcome to Dolomite Mountain Rescue.


*


In my memory, the next few months are like a speeded-up film.


The helicopter taking off in almost zero visibility and the exchange of quips between Mike and Ismaele, the pilot of the EC135 (Ismaele was the brother of Moses: Ma and Pa Ploner must have been great Bible fans): “Didn’t you say we need two hundred metres’ visibility to fly?” “But this is two hundred metres’ visibility. Even three hundred if I shut my eyes, I think.”


The faces of the injured, above all, blur into one. The terror in the eyes of a young man frozen by a panic attack. The pain of a shepherd with a leg broken by a landslide of rocks. The half-frozen tourist. The couple lost in the fog. An infinity of broken bones, dislocated pelvises, shattered joints, blood, sweat. Many tears, few thanks. Mike sleeping four hours a night, swept along by adrenalin. The radio calls that clench the stomach. Mike stung by thirteen different varieties of mosquito. My initiation: being mummified in a vacuum bag and left there to test the intoxication of claustrophobia. Mike shaking his head to tell me no, better not do interviews, there’s no time. The request for “emergency spiritual aid” tormenting you day and night.


And of course, the Rules.


The men of Dolomite Mountain Rescue had one prophet (Moses Ploner), a chariot of fire to ascend to the Kingdom of Heaven (the EC135), and at least two hundred thousand rules transmitted from mouth to mouth. It was hard to keep up with them. Rules sprouted like mushrooms.


The Mealtime Rule may have been the strangest (and in some ways the most disturbing). Never mind if it was seven in the morning or four in the afternoon, at the exact moment when you sit down to eat, the alarm will sound and the team will have to leave for an intervention. The first time, I told myself it was just a coincidence. The second time, I thought fate was playing a trick. By the tenth time, I had started to blame God and universal entropy. A few months into shooting, I just ignored it.


That was the way it was, period, so why worry about it?


For me, who as the writer didn’t participate in the direct action (in Mike McMellan’s immortal words: “You just have to figure out how the fuck to tell the story, the Sony will take care of the rest”), the Mealtime Rule had unexpected benefits. The alarm would sound, the team would go down into the hangar, the helicopter would take off and I’d finish the others’ ice cream or dessert, sitting in the wireless operator’s seat. The pen fattens quicker than the camera.


Until lunchtime on September 15.


*


Mike had been showing signs of fatigue for a few days now. He was pale and drawn.


The first operation of the day had gone smoothly. The weather was good, and the Milanese tourist involved had simply been scared and had the idea that the team’s helicopter was a kind of taxi that could take him down to the valley. The second operation had been a photocopy of the first, but instead of the Corno Bianco they’d had to fly all the way to the Sasso Lungo.


When Mike came back, I noticed that he was dragging his feet. He changed the camera battery (our First Rule) and then collapsed onto a chair. Within a few minutes he was asleep, the Sony clutched to his chest.


Around one o’clock, since everyone’s stomach was rumbling, Moses decided that the time had come to defy the Mealtime Rule. Stew. Potatoes. Strudel. We never got to eat the strudel. A pity, because it looked really appetising.


The alarm sounded just when we’d started filling our plates. Mike stood up, grabbed the camera and fell back on the chair, gasping.


Christoph soon announced his prescription: “Tachipirina, warm blankets, grandmother’s broth and a good night’s sleep.”


Mike shook his head and stood up again. “I’m fine, no problem.”


He didn’t even have time to lift the camera before Moses took him by the arm and stopped him. “You’re not coming. Send him if you like. You’re not getting in the helicopter in that condition.”


Him, of course, meant me.


Having said this, he turned and went down the stairs.


Mike and I looked at each other for a moment.


I tried to sound confident. “Give me the Sony, partner, I’ll win you an Oscar.”


“Oscars are for movies,” Mike grunted. “We’re making television, Salinger.”


Reluctantly, he passed me the camera. It was heavy.


“Make sure to press record.”


“Amen.”


Christoph’s voice from the stairs: “Are you coming?”


I went.


I had never been in the EC135. The seat reserved for Mike was tiny. The EC isn’t one of those transport giants you see in movies, it’s a small helicopter, agile and powerful. The best possible means of rescue in the peaks of the Dolomites, but damned uncomfortable if you have to do any filming.


As we left the ground, my stomach rose into my mouth. Not only because of the acceleration. Call it simple fear. Looking out of the window didn’t help. I saw the Pontives base disappear and swallowed a couple of times in order not to throw up. Manny, the team member sitting next to me, squeezed my hand. His hand was as big as my forearm. A mountain man’s gesture that meant: take it easy. Believe me, it worked.


No more fear: just the sky. Clear.


God, how beautiful it was.


Christoph gave me a wink and signalled to me to put on my headphones. “How’s it going, Salinger?”


“Terrific.”


I was about to add something else, but Moses’ voice interrupted me. “Dolomite Mountain Rescue to Charlie Papa. Do you have any information for us?”


I started to film seriously, hoping that my lack of experience wouldn’t give Mike hives when he saw the footage on my return.


He could be a real pain in the butt when he wanted.


“Charlie Papa here.” The distorted voice of the 118 switchboard came over the radio. “German tourist, female, on the Ortles. Ended up in a crevasse at 3,200 metres. On the Schückrinne.”


“Received, Charlie Papa. We’ll be there in . . .”


“. . . seven minutes,” Ismaele said.


“. . . seven minutes. Over and out.”


Moses put down the radio and turned to me. I lifted the camera and gave him a beautiful close-up.


“Have you ever seen the Ortles?” he asked me straight out.


“Only in photographs.”


Moses nodded to himself. “It’ll be a beautiful operation, you’ll see.”


Then he turned, erasing me from his world.


“What’s the Schückrinne?” I asked Christoph.


“There are various ways to reach the summit of the Ortles,” the doctor replied, grim-faced. “The simplest is the Normal North, you need to be trained and it’s no joke, but you don’t go up onto a glacier unprepared, right?”


“We once pulled up a guy wearing flip-flops around there,” Ismaele cut in cheerfully.


“Flip-flops?”


“At 3,000 metres,” he said with a sneer. “People are strange, aren’t they?”


I couldn’t help but agree.


Christoph continued with his explanation. “The Schückrinne is the worst way. The rock is crumbly, some of the slopes are 55 degrees, and the ice . . . you never know when it’ll do something strange. It’s a bad place even for the most expert mountaineers. Charlie Papa says the tourist has ended up in a crevasse, and that’s really bad.”


“Why?”


“Because she might have broken her leg. Or both legs. And maybe also her pelvis. She might have hit her head. Plus the bottom of the crevasse in a glacier is terrible, there’s water. You feel . . .” Christoph looked for the right image. “You feel as if you’re inside a glass of granita.”


“It’s going to be fun,” Ismaele said, giving the camera one of his unmistakable smiles, halfway between an abandoned cub and a mischievous little boy.


Another rule of the rescue team. Nothing is difficult. Ever. Because, as Moses Ploner said: “Difficult is only what you can’t do.” In other words: if it’s difficult, stay at home.


The German woman would have done well to follow Moses’ rule, I thought. It didn’t occur to me that I should have followed it, too.


Seven minutes later, the EC135 was circling over the white slope of the Ortles. I had never seen a glacier before, and it was magnificent.


I would soon change my mind.


Moses flung open the door and an icy current swept over me.


“There she is.”


I tried to film the spot he was pointing at.


“You see that crevasse? The woman is there.”


I couldn’t figure out how Moses could possibly be so sure it was the right crevasse. In that direction, there were at least three or four of them.


The EC135 was vibrating like a blender. It descended a few hundred metres, until the Sony framed the clue that Moses’ eyes had caught before mine. A series of prints in the snow that suddenly broke off.


The EC135 paused.


“No way we can land there, boys,” Ismaele said.


I stared open-mouthed.


Ismaele wasn’t a pilot. He was the patron saint of all helicopter pilots. In Mike’s footage I had seen him land (“park” was the word he himself used) on peaks not much bigger than an apple, surf on currents of air that would have brought the Red Baron down, and take the EC135 so close to a wall of rock, it seemed as if the blades would shatter at any moment. Without ever losing that Lampwick grin. But now this same Ismaele was worried.


Uh-oh.


“Manny? Go down with the pulley. Get her and bring her straight up. I’m not unloading anyone. It’s too damned hot. And this wind . . .”


I didn’t understand. We were on a glacier, weren’t we? A glacier’s cold, or am I wrong? So what the hell did “It’s too damned hot” mean? And what did the wind have to do with it?


Now wasn’t the time to ask questions. Manny was already securing himself to the pulley.


I looked at him and suddenly my heart started to pump gunpowder. So, as the EC135 hovered between two slabs of rock above the fissure in the glacier, words emerged from my mouth, words that would change the course of my life.


“Can I go down with you?”


Manny, already standing on the helicopter’s runner, made a sign to Moses, the pulley taut in his leather-gloved right hand.


“What?”


“Can I go down with Manny? I’ll film the whole thing.”


“I can’t pull three people up. Too much wind,” Ismaele said. “And besides, the temperature’s . . .”


Fuck the temperature.


Fuck everything. I wanted to go down.


“I can stay down there. Manny’ll take the woman up and then come back for me.”


Easy, right?


Moses hesitated.


Manny smiled. “I think we can do it.”


Moses looked hard at me. “O.K.,” he said reluctantly. “But hurry up about it.”


I got up from my seat (it wasn’t Mike’s anymore, it was my seat), Christoph passed me a harness, I put it on and tied myself to Manny. We leaned out of the door, our feet planted on the runner of the EC135. Christoph gave me the thumbs-up. Manny tapped on my helmet.


Three, two, one.


The void swallowed us.


I was scared. I wasn’t scared. I was terrified. I wasn’t.


I’d never felt more alive.


“Ten metres,” I heard Manny say clearly.


I looked down.


It was too dark in the crevasse to see anything. I aimed the camera and continued filming.


“One metre.”


Manny propped himself on the ridge of the crevasse.


“Stop.”


The pulley stopped its descent.


Manny lit the lamp on his helmet. The beam of light plumbed the darkness. We immediately spotted the woman. She was wearing a fluorescent orange jacket. She was leaning against the wall of ice. She raised her hand.


“It’s thirty metres,” Manny said. “Down, slowly.”


The pulley started humming again.


I saw the iridescent surface of the Ortles disappear and I went blind, while Manny controlled the descent. I opened and closed my eyes several times to accustom myself to the darkness.


“Five metres,” Manny said. “Three.”


There was a strange luminosity down there. The sunlight was refracted in a thousand flashes that blurred your vision, creating rainbow-coloured haloes and scintillas.


The bottom of the crevasse, two and a half metres wide, was covered in water. In the water, as Christoph had said, pieces of ice of various sizes floated. It was just like ending up inside a granita.


“Stop.”


Manny unhooked his harness, then mine.


I was immersed in the icy water up to my knees.


“Are you alone, signora?”


The woman seemed not to understand the question.


“Leg,” she stammered.


“She’s in shock,” Manny said. “Move as far away as you can. Let’s see if we can do this.”


I flattened my back against the wall of ice. My breath condensed in little clouds. I hoped they weren’t going to end up in the frame.


The woman looked first at Manny then at her own leg. “It hurts.”


“You see the helicopter? There’s a doctor on it who’ll give you a good dose of painkillers.”


The woman groaned and shook her head.


Manny secured himself to the rope of the pulley, then, pulling on the cable, tied it to the woman’s harness.


“Pulley, Moses.”


The pulley lifted the two of them.


The woman screamed with all the breath she had in her. I held back the urge to raise my hands to my ears. If I had, I would have dropped the camera, and then Mike really would have killed me.


Slowly and painfully.


The ascent was textbook. The cable was like a straight line drawn in Indian ink.


I saw Manny and the woman go up and up and finally leave the crevasse.


I was alone.


*


What does the footage on the Sony show at this point?


The walls of the crevasse. Vague glimmers in the total darkness. The beam of light from the camera moving from one side to the other, sometimes in slow motion, sometimes hysterically. Iridescent little cubes floating in the pool of water around my legs. The reflection of my face against the ice. First smiling, then attentive, with the expression of someone trying to eavesdrop on a private conversation. Finally contorted, eyes like a trapped animal, cold-darkened lips pulled over my teeth in a sneer that didn’t belong to me. A medieval death mask.


And over everything: the voice of the Ortles. The cracking of the ice. The hissing of the mass of the Ortles as it continued to move as if from two hundred thousand years ago to the present.


The voice of the Beast.


Manny descending, worried. My name repeated several times.


God’s scream swallowing Manny.


The passing of seconds that stops making sense. The terrifying awareness that the time of the glacier isn’t human time. It’s an alien, hostile time.


And the darkness.


I sank into the gloom that devours worlds. I found myself drifting in deep space. A single, vast, endless eternal night of spectral whiteness.


Eight letters: “darkness”. Three letters: “ice”.


At last, salvation.


Too hot, Moses had said. Too hot meant avalanche. God’s scream. And the avalanche had taken Manny. And along with Manny, through the pulley cable, the Beast had snatched the EC135 and dragged it to the ground, crushing it as you would a troublesome insect. Why hadn’t Moses cut the cable? If he had, Manny would have been crushed but the avalanche wouldn’t have touched the helicopter. The Carabinieri wondered that, and the reporters wondered that. Not the rescuers who pulled me to safety. They knew. It’s all written in the Rules.


The pulley cable can’t be cut because in the mountains you never leave anyone behind. For any reason. That’s the way it is, and that’s the way it has to be.


Nothing remained of Moses, Ismaele, Manny, Christoph or the German woman. The fury of the avalanche, which had been unleashed by the heat and the wind, had swept them away, leaving their bodies unrecognisable. The EC135 was a carcass further down the mountain.


But the accident on the Ortles didn’t signal the end of Dolomite Mountain Rescue, just as it wasn’t the end of my story.


As I said, nine letters.


“Beginning.”




280 Million Years Ago


My body responded well to treatment. I spent less than a week in hospital. A few stitches, a drip twice to prevent the onset of hypothermia, and nothing more. The worst wounds were those I carried inside me. “P.T.S.D.” was written on my medical record. Post-traumatic stress disorder.


Before bidding me farewell with a handshake and a “Take care of yourself”, the doctor from San Maurizio in Bolzano prescribed some psychoactive drugs and sleeping pills, advising me to take them regularly. It was likely, he had added, looking me in the eyes, that for a while I would suffer nightmares and mild panic attacks, accompanied by flashbacks, just like war veterans in movies.


Mild panic attacks?


There were times when the voice of the Beast (mine were auditory flashbacks, I never suffered from hallucinations, thank God) filled my head with such intensity as to force me to the floor, sobbing like a child. Nevertheless, I’d sworn that I would do without the drugs and would use sleeping pills only as a last resort. Any two-bit psychologist could have sensed what I was really doing. I wanted to suffer. And I wanted to suffer because I had to. Had to? Of course, I had soiled my hands with the worst of sins.


I had survived.


I deserved punishment.


It wasn’t until later that I realised I wasn’t just punishing myself. I was also hurting Annelise, who had aged years in a few days and wept as I wandered dazed around the house. Worse still, I was hurting Clara. She had become taciturn, spent hours in her room, immersed in picture books and God knows what thoughts. She ate little and had bags under her eyes that no child should have.


Annelise and Werner tried to help me in any way they could. Werner would take me to the back of the house for a smoke, or out in his jeep to give me a bit of fresh air. Annelise tried to rouse me with her best dishes, with the local gossip, with my favourite D.V.D.s and even with the most provocative lingerie available. Her attempts at using sex to revive me proved humiliating for us both.


I would sit apathetically in my favourite armchair, watching the leaves turn red and the sky take on the typical autumn colour of those parts, a glittering palette of blue and purple. When the sun went down, I would stand up and go to bed. I didn’t eat, I didn’t drink and I made an effort not to think. I jumped at the slightest movement. I could still hear that noise. That damned hissing. The voice of the Beast.


If the days were horrible, the nights were even worse. I would wake up screaming at the top of my voice. It was as if the world had split in two. One part, the wrong part, the one I called World A, had gone on as if nothing had happened, while the right part, World B, had come to an end on September 15 at two twenty-two p.m. with the obituary of Jeremiah Salinger.


I remember the day when Mike came to see me. Pale, eyes circled in red, he told me what he was planning to do and we talked about it. The network had cancelled “Mountain Angels”, but we could use the footage we had shot for a documentary on Dolomite Mountain Rescue and what had happened in the crevasse on the Ortles. My partner had even thought of a title: “In the Belly of the Beast”. In dubious taste, but appropriate. I gave him my blessing, then walked him to the door and told him this was goodbye.


Mike took it as a joke, but I meant it. This was the last time Batman and Robin would meet. I was trapped in an infernal loop, and as far as I could see, there were only two ways to get out of it. Explode or throw myself off some cliff or other. Exploding meant harming Annelise or Clara. I wouldn’t even dream of that. As a brave idiot, withdrawn into my wounded egotism, the second possibility seemed to me less painful. I even began to imagine where, how and when.
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