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            Chapter 1

         

         I feel like dying.” That’s what I thought the day I left. When I caught the plane, that day just two years ago. I really wanted to end things. There was a thunderstorm, and everyone was tense and frightened. Not me. I was the only one still smiling. That’s right, the best thing that could have happened would have been an ordinary, unremarkable accident. That way, it wouldn’t have been anyone’s fault, I wouldn’t have had to live with the shame, no one would have had to delve into the reasons why…I remember that the plane lurched and jolted the whole way.

         When you’re depressed, when the whole world looks dark, when you have no future, when you have nothing to lose, when…every instant is a burden. Immense. Intolerable. And you heave an endless succession of sighs. All you want to do is get rid of that load. In whatever way necessary. In the simplest way, in the most cowardly fashion, without putting off till tomorrow this thought: She’s not here anymore. She’s gone now.

         And so, very simply, you wish that you were gone too. That you could just vanish. Poof. Without complications, without bothering anyone. Without anyone taking the trouble to say: “Oh, did you hear? That’s right, him, that’s who I’m talking about…You won’t believe what happened to him…” Exactly, that guy is going to tell the story of your end on earth, embroidering it with who knows which and how many lurid details, inventing absurdities, as if he’d known you all your life, as if he were the only one who really knew the depth and nature of your problems. How weird…

         And to think that even you never had the time to figure out what they were. And there’s nothing you can do to stop this appalling word-of-mouth legend from spreading. What a pain in the ass. Your memory for all time will be a plaything in the hands of just any old asshole who happens along, and there’s nothing you’ll be able to do about it.

         In fact, I wish I could have run into one of those strange wizards that day. They throw a cape over a dove that’s just made its appearance and, poof, suddenly it’s gone. It’s gone, and that’s that. And you leave the theater, delighted with the show. But one thing is certain. You’ll never again wonder what became of that dove.

         But that’s not the way things work. We can’t disappear that easily. Time has gone by. Two long years. And now I’m sipping a beer. When I think back to how I longed to be that dove, a smile comes to my face, and I feel slightly ashamed.

         “Care for another?”

         A flight attendant stands next to his drinks cart, giving me a big smile.

         “No, thanks.”

         I look out my window. Pink-tinged clouds make way for the plane as it sails through the sky. Those clouds are soft, light, and infinite. There’s a sunset in the distance. The sun sinks with one last wink. I can’t believe it. I’m coming back.

         A27. That’s my seat number aboard this flight. Right-hand row, just behind the wings, central aisle. A flight attendant smiles at me again as she walks past. A little too close. She leaves a faint trail of perfume; her uniform is perfect. Up and down the airplane’s aisles she goes, with that smile.

         “Ladies and gentlemen, please fasten your seat belts.”

         The woman is struggling beside me. And she’s not struggling in silence. “Darn it, I never seem to be able to find the seat belt in these planes.” Observant, with a cheerful smile, her eyes are hidden behind the thick lenses of her eyeglasses.

         I help the woman to find it, as she’s literally sitting on top of it. “Here you are, signora, it’s right down here.”

         “Thanks, even if I can’t imagine what good it would do. It’s not going to be able to hold us in place.”

         “Ah, certainly not, it can’t do that.”

         “I mean, after all…I’m just saying, if we crash, it’s not like being in a car.”

         “No, not like being in a car, certainly not…Are you nervous?”

         “Very nervous, deathly nervous.” She looks at me and appears to regret using that phrase. She seems so worried.

         I take a long slurp of my beer while I notice, out of the corner of my eye, that she’s staring at me.

         “Please, just tell me something.”

         “Exactly what, signora, what do you want me to tell you?”

         “Distract me, don’t make me think about what could…”

         She grips my hand tightly.

         “You’re hurting me.”

         “Oh, excuse me.” She loosens her grip, but she doesn’t let go entirely.

         I start to tell her some story. Little jumbled flashes from my life, as they occur to me. “All right, do you want to know why I left Rome?”

         The woman nods. She can’t seem to talk.

         “Well, okay, but it’s a long story…” I feel as if I’m talking to a friend, with my old friend…“His name was Pollo, okay. Strange name, right? I mean, Chicken, what a name.”

         The woman doesn’t seem to know whether to say yes or no.

         “Right, so he’s the friend I lost more than two years ago. He was inseparable with his girlfriend, Pallina. She’s just incredible, a great person, bright eyes, always laughing, hilarious, sharp and funny and really witty…”

         She listens in silence, her eyes curious.

         Sometimes you feel more comfortable with a person you don’t know at all. It’s easier to talk about yourself. You really open up. Maybe because you don’t care about how they judge you.

         “Whereas I was with Babi, who was best friends with Pallina.” I tell this stranger everything. How I met Babi, how I started to laugh, how I fell in love, how I lost her…

         You can only see the beauty of a true love after you’ve lost it. I think while I speak, with little pauses every so often.

         The woman is amused and curious, more relaxed now. She’s even let go of my hand. She’s forgotten about the impending airline disaster. She’s taking an interest in my own personal disaster. “So this Babi, have you talked to her since?”

         “No. Every so often, I talked to my brother. And now and then, my father.”

         “Did you feel lonely in New York?”

         I answer with something vague. I can’t bring myself to say it. I felt less lonely than I did in Rome. Then, inevitably, I make a reference to Mamma. I just plunge right in. My mother cheated on my father. I caught her in bed with the guy who lived across the street from us.

         The passenger can hardly believe it. The airplane? She doesn’t even remember that she’s riding in an airplane. She asks me a thousand questions. I practically can’t keep up with her. Why on earth do people love to wallow in other people’s misery so much? Spicy topics, forbidden details, obscure acts, salacious sins. Maybe because, when you’re just listening to them, you don’t get dirty.

         The woman seems to relish and suffer at every twist and turn of my story. So I tell her everything, and I do so without reluctance. My violent assault on my mamma’s lover, my extended silences at home, the fact that I never told my father or my brother a thing about what happened. And then, the trial. My mother sitting there, right in front of me. She sat in silence. She never had the nerve to admit what she’d done. She could have used her betrayal as a justification for my rage and violence.

         The woman stares at me, mouth agape. She understands. Suddenly she turns serious.

         So I try to cut the drama. “As Pollo would say, I don’t give a flying fuck about The Bold and the Beautiful!”

         Instead of being scandalized, she laughs. “And then what happened?” she asks, itching to hear the next installment.

         I explain to her about the reason I went to America, why I wanted to run away and bury myself in a graphics course. “And seeing how easy it is to run into each other, even in a big city…so much the better to move to a new one entirely. Only new experiences, new places, new people, and most important of all, no memories. A year of the challenge of conversation in English, with the aid of the chance presence of the occasional passing Italian. All of it quite amusing, a reality filled with colors, music, sounds, traffic, parties, and new things.

         None of what people talked about to you had anything to do with Babi, none of it could evoke her, bring her back to life. Useless days in an attempt to bring rest to my heart, my stomach, and my head. The total impossibility of retracing my steps, finding myself in the blink of an eye downstairs, looking up at Babi’s apartment, or running into her on the street. No danger of that in New York.

         No room in New York for Lucio Battisti and his melancholy music. “And if you hark back in your mind, it’s sufficient just to think that you’re not there, that I’m suffering pointlessly because I know, I know it, I know that you’ll never come back.”

         The woman smiles for one last moment. Stah-tuh-thump. A flat, metallic noise. A sharp movement and then the plane lurches ever so slightly.

         “Oh my God, what was that?” The woman seizes my right hand.

         “It’s the landing gear, don’t worry.”

         “What do you mean, don’t worry! Does it have to make so much noise? It sounds like the landing gear fell off…”

         Not far away from us, the flight attendant and the other crew members all sit down in the unoccupied seats, as well as a few odd side seats next to the exits. The passenger does her best to distract herself. She lets go of my hand in exchange for one last question. “So why did it end?”

         “Because Babi found another boyfriend.”

         “She did what? Your girlfriend? After all the things you told me?”

         It seems like now she’s enjoying herself, sticking her thumb into my psychic wound. The airplane and the imminent landing procedures have faded into the background. And in fact, now she’s pelting me with questions, right up to the very last moment. Caught up in her excitement, in fact, we’ve exchanged names and moved on to a first-name basis. And she’s not holding back. “Since you broke up with her, have you had sex with any other women? Would you get back together with her? Is forgiveness an option? Have you talked about it with anyone?”

         Either the beer is having quite an effect on me or it’s her and her questions that are making my head spin. Or else it’s the pain of that not-yet-forgotten love affair. I’m confused at this point. Utterly bewildered. I can only hear the roar of the spinning jet engines and the backthrust of the landing maneuvers. The woman looks out the window, frightened at the airplane and its wings that seem to brush the ground and wobble indecisively. She seizes my right hand and glances out the window again. Then she slams her head back into her headrest and jams her legs against the footrest with all her might, as if she were trying to use her own feet on the brakes of the plane. She digs her fingernails into the flesh of my hand. With a few gentle bounces, the airplane touches down. Immediately, the plane’s turbine engines go into reverse thrust, and that enormous mass of aluminum and steel shivers crazily, including all its seats and the woman beside me. But she doesn’t surrender. She squints and shudders, taking it all out on my hand.

         “This is the captain, ladies and gentlemen. I’m pleased to inform you that we have landed at Rome’s Fiumicino Airport. The temperature outside…”

         A ragged attempt at a round of applause rises from the back of the plane, dying out almost immediately.

         “Well, we made it,” I say.

         The woman sighs. “Thank God!”

         “Maybe we’ll fly together again someday.”

         “Oh, I hope so. It was a real pleasure to speak with you. But are all those stories you told me really true?”

         “As true as the fact that you held my hand.” I hold up my right hand and show her the fingernail marks she left.

         “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

         “Don’t think twice.”

         The occasional cell phone starts ringing. Nearly everyone stands up to open the overhead bins, pulling down shopping bags full of gifts brought back from America, collections of items that are all more-or-less useless, ready to file up the aisle and reach the exit as quickly as possible. After the hours of sitting, immobilized, in the airplane, where you’re forced to consider the balance of all the years of your life that have passed thus far, we return to the hasty rush of not thinking, fake thinking, the race to the last finish line.

         “Arrivederci.”

         “Thanks, buonasera.”

         Flight attendants say goodbye at the airplane door. Then I head down the steps.

         Warm wind. September. Sunset, it’s just eight thirty in the evening. Right on time. It’s nice to walk again after an eight-hour flight. We all climb aboard the shuttle bus. I look around at the other passengers aboard. A few Chinese travelers, a big, heavyset American, a young man who hasn’t once stopped listening to one of those Samsung digital audio players that I’d seen all over New York. Two girlfriends on holiday together who are no longer speaking, perhaps thoroughly sick of their extended cohabitation. A happy, loving couple. They laugh, constantly chatting about matters of only minor interest. I envy them or, really, I just enjoy watching them.

         My traveling companion, the woman who now knows everything about my life, walks over to me. She smiles as if to say, Well, we made it, didn’t we?

         I nod. I almost regret having told her so much. Then I relax as I realize that I’ll never see her again.

         Passport check. Here and there German shepherds on short leashes pace nervously back and forth, in search of a modicum of cocaine or grass. Frustrated dogs on endless rounds look up at us with kind eyes, probably exhausted from the relentless training to which they’re subjected.

         An immigration officer distractedly glances at my passport. Then he focuses in. He skips a page. Then he turns back and gazes more carefully. My heartbeat accelerates slightly. But then, nothing. I’m of no interest to him. He hands me back the passport, I shut it, and I put it back in my backpack.

         I go to the luggage carousel. And then I walk out of the airport, a free man, back in Rome. I spent two years in New York, and it feels as if I left just yesterday.

         I walk briskly toward the exit. I cross paths with people dragging their luggage, a guy running breathless to reach an airplane that he may be about to miss. On the other side of the partitions, relatives await someone who doesn’t seem to be arriving. Beautiful young women, still bronzed from the summer, stand waiting for their sweethearts.

         “Taxi, do you need a taxi?” A fake taxi driver comes hurrying toward me, pretending to be the real deal: “I’ll give you a low price to the city.” I say nothing. He realizes I’m not a good prospect and turns away.

         I look around. Nothing. No one. How stupid. But of course. What else did I expect? Who am I looking for? Is this why you came back? Then you haven’t understood a thing. I feel like laughing, and I feel like an idiot.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “He should have landed by now…”

         Concealed behind a pillar, she speaks to herself under her breath. Maybe it’s just to cover the pounding of her heart, which is actually racing at two thousand miles a minute. Then she gathers her nerve. A deep breath, and then she emerges from behind the pillar. “There he is. I knew it, I knew it!” She practically jumps up and down, though both feet remain firmly planted on the floor.

         “I can’t believe it…Step. I knew it, I knew it, I was sure he was returning today. I just can’t believe it. Mamma mia, no doubt about it, he’s lost so much weight. Still, he’s smiling. Yes, it seems as if he’s doing well. Can he be happy? Maybe he had a good time living abroad. Too good of a time.

         “What’s the matter with me? I let myself get swallowed up by jealousy. After all, what right do I have? None. Well? Look at what a mess I am. Seriously, I’m just a wreck, a complete wreck. I mean, I’m just too happy. Too happy. He’s back, I can’t believe it. Oh my God, he’s looking this way!”

         She quickly dodges back around, hiding behind the column. A sigh. She shuts her eyes, squeezing them tight. She leans back, her head resting against the cold white marble, hands splayed against the column. Silence. A deep breath. Exhale. Inhale…Exhale…

         She opens her eyes again. At that very instant a tourist walks by, glancing at her in bafflement. She tries to put on a smile in order to reassure him that all is perfectly normal. But it’s not. No doubt about it.

         “Oh, crap, he spotted me. I can tell. Oh, God, Step saw me. I’m sure of it.”

         She sticks her head out again. No one’s there. Step went by as if he hadn’t seen a thing.

         “Oh, of course, what an idiot I am. And after all, what if he had?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Here I am, back again. I’m home. I walk toward the exit. The glass doors slide open, and I emerge onto the sidewalk. Right at the taxi stand. But at that exact moment, I have a strange sensation. I feel as if someone’s watching me. I whip around. Nothing. No one. There’s nothing worse than thinking you’re going to see something…and nothing’s there.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Stefano!” Right in front of me, in the middle of the road, is my brother.

         I smile. “Ciao, Pa.” I’m happy to see him. I’m almost touched, but I manage to keep it from showing too much.

         “Well, how are you? You have no idea how often I’ve thought about you.”

         He hugs me tight. He gives me a squeeze. For a fleeting second, I remember the last Christmas we spent together. Before I left.

         “Well, here you are…Did you have fun down there in America, huh?”

         He takes one of my suitcases out of my hand. Naturally, the lighter one.

         “Yes, I had a great time in America. But why do you refer to it as ‘down there’?”

         “I don’t know. It’s just a manner of speech.”

         My brother, using manners of speech. No doubt about it, things have changed. He looks at me happily. He’s relaxed. He actually does love me. But we don’t look a bit alike.

         I take a closer look at him. Dressed to the nines, a new shirt, perfectly pressed, a pair of lightweight trousers, brownish in color with cuffs, a checked blazer, and finally…

         “Hey, Paolo, what happened? Did you misplace your necktie?”

         “No, I just don’t wear a tie in the summer. Why, does it look bad?”

         He doesn’t even wait for an answer. “Here we are, this is the car. Look at what I got for myself…” He waves his hand, showing off what constitutes, to his mind, a magnificent new vehicle. “Audi A4, the latest model. You like it?”

         How could I say no in the face of such unbridled enthusiasm? “Very nice, not bad.”

         He pushes the button on the remote in his hand. The alarm stops after a couple of beeps, and the double blinkers disappear. Paolo opens the trunk. “Come on, put your suitcases in here.”

         I toss in the two duffel bags, next to the small one that he’s already neatly placed. “Hey, take it easy,” my brother warns.

         His warning immediately sparks an idea. “Hey, can I try driving it?”

         He looks at me. His expression changes. His heart is clearly torn. But his brotherly love wins out. “Sure, of course, here.” He makes a small effort to smile and tosses the keys to me. Crazy. You should never trust a brother like me. Especially not if that brother asks you for an Audi A4 like that one.

         I get behind the wheel. It smells new, an impeccable car. I turn the key in the ignition, and the engine turns over.

         “Just think. I’m still breaking it in…” He looks at me with some concern and fastens his seat belt.

         And I, maybe because of the fact that I’ve just come back to Rome, my desire to shout, oh, I don’t know, the fact that I’d like to free myself of these last two years of silence, of my rage, living so far away, I suddenly jam my foot down on the gas. The Audi screeches, fishtails, protests, rebels, and screams, its tires sliding against the hot asphalt.

         Paolo clamps both hands tight on to the handle over the car window. “There, I knew it. I knew it! Why does it always end up like this with you?”

         “What are you talking about? I only just got in the car!”

         “I meant that a person can never relax around you,” my brother says.

         “Okay…” I downshift, taking the curve, and I jiggle the steering wheel just enough so that I’m practically grazing the guardrail. “How’m I doing now?”

         Paolo leans back, adjusting his blazer.

         “Come on, you know perfectly well I was just needling you. Don’t get so damn worried. I’m different now. I’ve changed.”

         “Again? Just how changed are you?”

         “That I can’t say. I’ve come back to Rome to find out.”

         We drive in silence.

         “Okay if I light a cigarette in here?” I ask.

         “I’d rather you didn’t.”

         I stick a cigarette in my mouth, and I push in the lighter.

         “Wait, what are you doing? Lighting it anyway?”

         “It’s the ‘rather you didn’t’ that screwed you.”

         “You see? You’ve changed. For the worse,” he says.

         I smile and look over at him. I love my brother. And maybe he’s changed, too, come to think of it. He seems more mature, more of a man. I take a drag on the Marlboro Medium and start to hand it to him.

         “No, thanks.” In response, he cracks his window open. Then he cheers up again. “You know what? I’ve got a girlfriend.”

         My brother is seven years older than me. It’s incredible, there are times when he seems like a little kid. He likes confiding in me, and it’s a delight. I decide to give him the satisfaction. “So what’s she like? Is she cute?”

         “Cute? She’s gorgeous! She’s tall, a honey blonde. You’ve got to meet her. Her name is Fabiola, she’s an interior decorator, she only likes to go to certain places, and she has great taste…”

         “Okay, got it. I understand, sure, sure…”

         “Okay, okay. That response from you is an obvious wisecrack. In fact, it’s a dumbcrack. You like that? It’s something she always says!”

         “Sounds a little dubious, don’t you think? She needs to be careful, when she says it. Anyway, now I understand why you two get along so famously.”

         “Yeah, no doubt about it. We’re really in tune.”

         Very much in tune. But what is that even supposed to mean? Being in tune is something that has to do with music. Love is something else, when you can’t breathe, when you miss her, when it’s beautiful even if it’s off tune, when it’s all madness…When the sheer idea of seeing her with someone else would be enough to drive you to chew your way across the ocean.

         “Well, if you’re really in tune, that’s the important thing. And then there’s another thing…” I try to give it a good final flourish. “Fabiola is a pretty name.”

         An obvious, unremarkable conclusion. But I couldn’t come up with anything else. Fundamentally, I couldn’t care less, but Paolo needs everybody else’s good opinion. Which is the stupidest thing a person can do. And after all, who do you mean by everybody? Not even our parents were one hundred percent in favor of us.

         He seems to practically read my mind: “Plus Papà has a girlfriend. Did you know that?”

         “How am I supposed to know that if nobody told me?”

         “Her name is Monica, and she’s a good-looking woman. She’s turned his apartment upside down and inside out. She’s made it look less old-fashioned. She’s spruced the place up.”

         “What about Papà? Did she do the same for him?”

         Paolo laughs like an idiot. “That’s just great, too much.”

         My brother and his enthusiasm. Was he like this before I left? When you get back from a trip, everything seems different.

         “They’re living together. You have to meet her.”

         What’s that supposed to mean? I don’t have to do anything. I jerk the steering wheel to one side to get around a car. The driver doesn’t seem to feel like getting out of the way. Move it, buddy! I flash my lights, but nothing doing. I hit the gas; I upshift. The car screeches to the right to get around him.

         Paolo pushes both feet into the floorboard and grabs the armrest between the two of us.

         Then I ease back to the left and reassure him. “It’s all okay. In America, I could never drive like that. They’re always clocking you to the last inch.”

         “So, you came back here to have fun with my new car, is that it?”

         “How’s Mamma?”

         “Fine.”

         “What do you mean by fine?”

         “And what do you mean by ‘how is she’?”

         “Oh, what a pain in the ass you’re being. Is she happy? Is she seeing anyone? Do you talk to her? Does she see Papà? Does she talk to him?”

         I can’t bring myself to ask him the last, unasked question: Has she asked about me?

         “She asks me about you all the time.” It’s the only question he answers. “She wanted to know if I’d talked to you on the phone from New York, how your classes were going, and so on and so forth.”

         “So what did you tell her?”

         “I told her the little I did know. That your classes were going well, that strangely you didn’t seem to have gotten into any fights with anyone, and then I invented a few other things.”

         “Such as?”

         “That you’d been dating a girl for two months, but that she’s Italian. If I’d said she was American, she would have figured out immediately that I was making it up because you wouldn’t have been able to understand each other.”

         “Ha, ha. Let me know when it’s time to laugh. Was that one of your ‘dumbcracks’?”

         “Then I told her that you were having fun, that you went out every night, but you weren’t doing drugs, and you had a bunch of friends down there. In other words, you had no intention of coming back but that you were doing fine. How’d I do?”

         “More or less.”

         “Namely?”

         “I dated two American girls, and we understood each other perfectly.”

         He doesn’t even have a chance to laugh, I downshift and veer off to the right, down the exit ramp. Off the beltway, I accelerate into the curve as the tires screech, and an old car honks behind me. I continue into the curve nonchalantly, and I pull into the straightaway.

         Paolo sits upright again. He pulls his jacket down and into place. Then he tries to point something out. “You forgot to use your turn indicator.”

         “Right.”

         I drive for a while in silence. Paolo looks out the window frequently and then again toward me, trying to catch my attention.

         “What is it?”

         “What ever happened with the trial?”

         “I was granted a pardon.”

         “How is that?” He looks at me, curiosity aroused. I turn and meet his gaze for a while. He remains silent. He looks at me calmly. Untroubled. I don’t think he’s lying. Or else he’s a formidable actor. Paolo is a good brother, but I can’t say that among his finer qualities I can think of anything that qualifies as formidable.

         I turn my eyes back to the road. “Nothing, just that I was granted a pardon, period. Full stop.”

         He smiles. “You know, I’ve been wondering for a long, long time now why you would have wanted to beat up a guy who lived across the street from us.”

         “And yet you’ve managed to survive with this agonizing doubt gnawing at you all this time?”

         “Sure, but I had other things to do with my time.”

         “In America, you wouldn’t last a single day. There’s no time to wonder about things.”

         “Okay, but since I was living in Rome, between a cappuccino and aperitif, I thought about it. And I even came to a conclusion.”

         “How wonderful! And what was your conclusion?” I ask.

         “That our neighbor must have been harassing Mamma somehow, rude flirtations or one too many insults. I don’t know, somehow you found out about it and, wham-bam, you sent him to the hospital…”

         I sit in silence. Paolo stares at me. I try to avoid his gaze.

         “Still, though, there’s one thing that I just don’t get. I mean, listen, Mamma was there at the trial and she never said a word, she didn’t tell the court what happened, what that guy could have said to her, or anyway, what made you react the way you did. If only she’d talked, then maybe the judge would have been able to understand.”

         So what does Paolo actually know? I look at him for a second before turning my eyes back to the road. White stripes on the pavement, one after another, pass placidly under the body of the Audi. One after another, here and there slightly sloppy, the paint going over the line. The sound of the road. Ba-dum, ba-dum, the Audi, running along gently, rising and falling at each little bump. The seams between sections of that piece of road can be felt, each as it goes under, but none of them really annoying.

         Is it right to tell the truth? Present one person under a different spotlight to another person? Paolo loves Mamma the way she is. Or he loves her the way he thinks she is. Or maybe the way he chooses to believe she is.

         “So, Paolo, why are you asking me this?”

         “I don’t know, just to find out…”

         “It doesn’t really add up for you, does it?”

         “Well, no, not really.”

         “And for an accountant like you, that’s a nightmare.”

         So our neighbor’s name was Giovanni Ambrosini, something I only discovered during my trial. Actually, no, that’s not true. I found out his surname before that. When I rang his doorbell, it was written right next to it.

         He came to answer the door dressed in nothing but a pair of boxer shorts. When he saw me, he quickly tried to slam the door. I’d only stepped in to talk to him. To ask politely whether he’d turn down the music.

         Then my heart raced. In the narrow gap where the door stood ajar, framed by that door jamb, her face. That glance, a glance that joined us and divided us for all time. I’ll never forget it. Nude like I’d never seen her before, beautiful as I’d always loved her…My mamma. Between the bedsheets of another man. I don’t remember anything else except for the cigarette she had in her mouth. And her eyes. As if she were hungry for something else to devour after him, that cigarette. Listen, my son, this is reality, this is life.

         And then I yanked Giovanni Ambrosini out his apartment door by the hair on his head. I knocked him to the floor. I broke both his cheekbones when I kicked him in the head. His face got wedged between the uprights of the stair railing, and I kept bringing my heel down hard on his right ear, his face, his ribs, the fingers of his hands, until I’d shattered them. Shattered the hands that had touched her. And then enough. Enough was enough. Please, enough. I can’t take anymore. Those memories that just won’t quit. Ever.

         I look at Paolo. One deep breath. Calm. A second, longer breath. Calm and lies. “Sorry, Paolo, but sometimes things just don’t add up. I didn’t like that asshole, and that’s all there is to it. Mamma had nothing to do with it. I mean, come on.”

         He seems satisfied. He likes this version just fine. He looks out the car window. “Ah, there’s something I didn’t tell you.”

         I give him a worried look. “What?”

         “I’ve moved. I still live in the Farnesina, but now I have a penthouse.”

         At last, a piece of decent news. “Is it nice?”

         “It’s great. You’ve got to see it. You’re sleeping at my place tonight anyway, aren’t you? My telephone number is still the same. I managed to keep it by asking a friend who works at Telecom.”

         He smiles with satisfaction at this tiny moment of power of his. Damn it, I hadn’t even thought about that! I’m just lucky he kept the same number. It’s the number I put on my business card.

         Corso Francia, Vigna Stelluti, and up, up, up toward Piazza dei Giuochi Delfici. I pass by Via Colajanni, the cross street that leads to Piazza Jacini. A scooter stops suddenly at an intersection. A young woman. Oh, sweet Jesus. It’s Babi. Long, ash-blond hair, spilling out from under the helmet. She’s also wearing a baseball cap. She has a sky-blue iPod and a light jacket, also pale blue, just like her eyes. It really, truly does look like her.

         I slow down. She’s nodding her head in time to the music, and she smiles. I stop. She takes off. I let her drive past. She veers cheerfully past the front of our car. She thanks me silently so I can read her lips…

         My heart slows down again. No, it isn’t her. But a memory surfaces. Like when you’re in the water, at the beach, early in the morning, and it’s cold out. Someone calls your name. You turn, you wave. But then, when you turn back to continue your walk, a wave suddenly crashes over you. And then, without even wanting to, I find myself back there, shipwrecked unexpectedly on the beach of a day just two years ago. A day, or, really, a night.

         Her folks were out. Babi had called me. She told me to come see her. I climb the steps. The door is open. She left it ajar. Slowly, I open it. “Babi? Are you there? Babi…”

         I don’t hear a thing. I shut the door behind me. I walk down the hallway on tiptoes toward the bedrooms. The faint sound of music comes from her parents’ bedroom. That’s strange; she’d said they were at Monte Circeo. From the half-shut door comes a faint light. I step closer. I open the door.

         Suddenly she appears to me, next to the window. Babi. She’s wearing her mother’s clothing, a light, sand-colored silk blouse, translucent and unbuttoned. Underneath I see an ivory white brassiere. Then a long skirt with a paisley pattern. Her hair is pulled up, intricately braided. She seems older. She wants to be older.

         She smiles. In her hand, she’s holding a glass of champagne. Now she’s pouring another one for me. She sets the bottle down in an ice bucket that stands on a side table. All around are candles and a scent of wild roses that slowly envelops us.

         She puts one foot up onto a chair. The slit skirt slides open and falls to one side, revealing an ankle boot and her leg, sheathed in a stocking in honey-colored fishnet. Babi stands there, waiting for me, with the two champagne flutes in her hands, and her eyes suddenly change. As if she’d suddenly grown up.

         “Take me, as if I were her…Her, even though she doesn’t want you, even though she sucks the life out of me every day that goes by, doing her best to separate us…” She hands me the glass. I toss it back, all in a single gulp. It’s chilly, it’s delicious, it’s perfect. Then I give her a kiss, as intense as the desire I’m experiencing. Our tongues taste of champagne, sleepy, lost, tipsy, anesthetized…Suddenly they come to life. I run my hand through her hair, and I’m caught, a helpless, happy prisoner of tight, intricately worked locks. I hold her head like that, lost in my hands, helplessly, hopelessly mine, while her kiss grows steadily more greedy. It’s as if she wants to climb into me, devour me, reach all the way down to my heart. Wait, what are you doing? Stop. It’s already yours.

         Then Babi pulls away and looks at me. And I’m scared at the intensity that I sense, that I had never glimpsed before. Then she takes my hand, she lifts her skirt a little to one side, and she guides my hand in. Then she leads me, up, farther up…up her legs. She lets her head fall backward. Her eyes shut. A smile on her face. A hidden smile. A sigh escapes her, loud and clear. My hand, she guides it farther up. Without haste, until it reaches her panties. There they are. She gently pulls them aside, and I lose myself with my fingers in her pleasure.

         Now Babi is sighing louder. She undoes my trousers and yanks them down, quickly, eagerly again, like never before. And gently she finds me. She stops. She looks into my eyes. And she smiles. She licks my mouth. She bites me. She’s hungry for me. She leans against me, she pushes, she presses her forehead against mine, she smiles, she sighs, she starts moving up and down on my hand, hungrily losing herself in my eyes, as I do in hers…

         Then she slips off her panties, she gives me one last light kiss, and she caresses me under my chin. She gets up on all fours on the bed, and she pulls the skirt aside, uncovering herself from behind. She lays the skirt across her back and turns her head to look at me.

         “Please, Step, take me forcefully, hurt me. I’m begging you. I swear it, I’m dying for it.”

         It strikes me as incredible but I do as I’m told. I obey, and she starts moaning like she’s never done before, and I practically faint with pleasure, desire, the love I could never have thought possible. I’m still panting with pleasure just in remembering it, and it almost takes my breath away.

         “Hey, Step!”

         “Yes?”

         Suddenly I’m back. It’s Paolo.

         “What’s going on? You just stopped in the middle of the road.”

         “Huh?”

         “You’re surprising me. Have we suddenly become courteous? I’ve never seen you do anything like it, let a young woman cross when she doesn’t even have the right of way! Incredible. Either America has really done you good or else you’ve changed. Or else…”

         “Or else?”

         “Or else that young woman reminded you of someone else.”

         He turns to look at me.

         “Hey, don’t forget that we’re brothers.”

         “In fact, that’s exactly what I’m worried about. And that’s a ‘dumbcrack,’ in case the fact escaped you.”

         Paolo laughs. I start driving again, reaching out for some sense of self-control. And I find it. Then one long breath. Another, longer one. And the pain of knowing that that high tide will never leave me.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Here we are, Step. It’s number 237. Wait just a second, let me open the gate. Now park here, number 6, that’s mine.” Paolo is clearly proud. We get out my bags. “The elevator runs directly from the garage.” He’s proud of that detail too.

         We ride up to the sixth floor. He opens the door as if it were a bank safe. Burglar alarm, two different locks, heavy armored door. On the door is his name. PAOLO MANCINI, a little printed card set in a small gold-framed holder. Horrible, but I don’t tell him that.

         “You see? I put one of my business cards in the nameplate. It’s even got the phone number. Good idea, right? But why are you laughing? You don’t like it, do you?”

         “Of course I do. But why on earth do you always assume I’m lying to you? Seriously, I like it, trust me.”

         He smiles back, a little more relaxed, and shows me in. “Okay, come on, now take a look. Here it is…”

         The inside of the apartment isn’t bad at all, new hardwood floors, white walls.

         “It still needs some furniture, but just think, I had the whole place renovated. Just look, I had dimmers put in, so you can have the lights as bright or soft as you want, you see?” He goes over to one of the switches and turns the lights up and then down. “Cool, right?”

         “Super cool.” I stand by the front door with my bags in hand.

         Paolo smiles happily at his brilliant idea. “Let me show you to your room.” He throws open the door to a bedroom at the end of the hall. “Pampadapah!” He mimics a trumpet fanfare with his lips. Paolo stands in the doorway, beaming.

         “Huh…” There must be some surprise awaiting me. I walk in.

         “I got your things and brought them over. A few sweaters, your T-shirts, your sweatshirts. And look here…” He shows me a painting hanging on the wall. “There was still one panel by Andrea Pazienza. This is one you didn’t burn.”

         He reminds me, inadvertently, of that Christmas two and a half years ago. Maybe he realizes it and regrets it a little. “Well, I’m going into my room. You get yourself settled the way you like.”

         I put my bag on the bed, unzip it, and start pulling clothing out. An Abercrombie track jacket. Faded jeans, Junya brand. A khaki-colored Vintage 55 sweatshirt. Well-pressed Brooks Brothers shirts. I hang them all up in a white armoire. There are plenty of drawers. I open my other suitcase as well and fill them all. At the bottom of the duffel bag is a gift-wrapped package. I pull it out and go to the other room. Paolo is in his bedroom, lying down on the bed, his feet poking out.

         “Here,” I say as I toss the package onto his belly. He folds in two as if I’d just punched him in the stomach and then places the package next to him on the bed.

         “Thanks. Why did you do that?” He always seems to want an explanation.

         “It’s the latest American fashion.”

         He unwraps it and lays it out to look at it. He seems a little baffled.

         “It’s a New York City Fire Department jacket. Down there, people who’ve really made it like to wear these jackets.”

         Now that he’s been told, he obviously likes it better. “Let me try it on!” He puts it on over his jacket and takes a look at himself in the mirror.

         I do my best not to laugh.

         “Hell, that’s great!” That doesn’t really sound much like him. He really likes it. “You even got the size right.”

         “Take care of it. It’s worth as much as a room of your apartment.”

         “Did it really cost that much?”

         “Hey, sure, but your bedroom is nicer. It’s bigger.”

         “Yes, I know that, Step, but…”

         “Paolo…I was just kidding.”

         Paolo heaves a sigh of relief.

         “No, seriously though, you’ve really got this place looking nice.”

         “You can’t imagine how much it cost me.” Here we go, the accountant rears his head again.

         I go back to my bedroom and start getting undressed. I want a shower.

         Paolo comes into the bedroom. He’s still wearing his jacket with the tag hanging from the neck and has a package in his hand. “I have a surprise for you too.” He starts to toss it to me but then he thinks better of it and just hands it to me. “I shouldn’t throw it. It’s breakable.”

         I open it, my curiosity aroused.

         “It’s for your birthday.” He manages to embarrass me. “I mean, actually, it’s for the birthday you had while you were in America. All we could do was call you.”

         “Yes, I heard the message on my answering machine.” I continue to unwrap the gift. I try not to think back to that day. But I can’t do it. July 21. Staying out all day intentionally to avoid waiting pointlessly by the telephone. Then coming home to see the answering machine blinking. One message, two, three, four. Four messages, four calls received. Four possibilities. Four hopes. Let’s hear the first. “Hello, ciao, Stefano, it’s your papà. Happy birthday! You thought I’d forgotten, didn’t you?” My father. He always has to throw in a little extra humor in everything he does.

         I push the button and fast forward. “Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to Step…” My brother. My brother, no less, singing birthday wishes to me over the telephone. What a nut!

         Two messages left. “Ciao, Stefano…” No. It’s my mother. I listen to her in silence. Her voice flows softly, slowly, full of love, perhaps sounding weary, a little bit. So I squint my eyes. I clench my fists. And I choke back those tears. Successfully. Today is my birthday, Mamma. I want to be cheerful, I want to laugh, I want to feel good, Mamma…Yes, I miss you too. There are so many things I miss. But today I’d rather not think about them. Please. “Best wishes to you again, Stefano, and seriously, call me when you can. Kisses.”

         Now there’s just one message left. The green light blinks soundlessly. I look at it in silence. Slowly, it lights up and blinks out. That green light could be the best birthday present of my life. Babi’s voice. The idea that she might miss me too. That I might be able to go back in time for a moment, back to then, to start over.

         I go on dreaming for a moment. Then I push the button. “Ciao, living legend! How are you doing? Oh, such an absurd pleasure to hear your voice, even if it’s only on an answering machine. You can’t imagine how I miss you. It’s killing me. Rome is empty without you. But you recognized my voice, right? It’s me, Pallina. Certainly, by now I have something more of a woman’s voice. All right, well, I’ve got an ocean full of things to tell you. Where should we begin? Well, let’s see…After all, I can take my time, my folks are out. I’ll call you from home, and I’ll make the call as long as I want, whatever the cost, seeing that they pissed me off. So I’ll punish them a little. Why not?” She makes me laugh, she warms my heart. I listen to her with a smile.

         But I can’t lie, not to myself. That wasn’t the phone call I was hoping for. It’s not a birthday without Babi’s voice. I don’t feel as if I was ever really born. And yet, now, after more than two years, here I am, back again.

         “Well, what do you say? Do you like it?”

         I finish unwrapping it, and then I pause to look at the box.

         “Hey, listen, it’s the latest model, a fantastic Nokia.”

         “A cell phone?”

         “Nice, isn’t it? It’s got great reception everywhere. Just think, I got it thanks to a friend of mine, because it’s not even in stores yet. It’s an N70. It’s got everything, and it’s even tiny. It fits right in your jacket pocket.” He slips it in his pocket to show me how true that is.

         “You certainly have some busy friends, don’t you?”

         “Et voilà, you see? And then this is how you open it and you can even turn the sound off and just let it vibrate for notifications. Here.”

         He didn’t even hear my joke. He’s just waiting to see what I think of it. “Thanks” is the only thing I can manage to get out. “I really needed a cell phone.”

         “And you already have your own number, 335-808080. Easy, right? Again, thanks to my friend over at Telecom.”

         He’s even more satisfied now. My brother and his friends. Now I have a number. I’m tagged. Identified. Reachable. Maybe.

         “It’s beautiful, but now I really absolutely need to take a shower.” I toss the cell phone onto the bed.

         Paolo leaves the room, shaking his head: “Wait and see, that cell phone won’t last long if you treat it like that.”

         My brother. There’s nothing I can do about it. He’s such a bore. And yet we were both born from the same seed, or at least I hope so.

         I turn on the radio, there on the nightstand, and tune to a station. As I undress, I start laughing, all on my own. My mother who brought Paolo into the world, the son of another man. That would be too much. At least I’d have an explanation. But I’m going to have to rule that out. Those were other times. Times of love.

         I like this song. I start humming something.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I’m downstairs from Paolo’s apartment. I’ve seen the lights turning on. I know that this is his brother’s new apartment.

         There, now I see him. Step walks in front of the window. That must be his bedroom. Hey, wait, he’s undressing. And he must be singing something. I put in my earbuds. I turn on the radio on my cell phone. I change stations until I think I find what Step must be humming. I look at the station. Ram Power 102.7.

         I look at the time. It’s late, I’d better get home. My folks must be waiting for me.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Paolo, do you happen to have a towel?”

         “I already put towels and washcloths in the bathroom. You’ll find them, arranged by color, light blue for your face, dark blue for the bidet, and then a dark blue bathrobe hanging on the door.”

         I walk out in front of the door.

         “Damn, you’re looking good. Have you lost weight?”

         “Yes. In America, they train differently in the gym. Lots of boxing. In my first matches, I found out just how slow we are here in Rome.”

         “You’ve got some nice muscle definition.”

         “Since when have you learned these sorts of technical terms?” I can hear my rougher Roman accent coming to the surface.

         “I’m going to a gym now.”

         “I can’t believe my ears. It’s about time! Just think, you used to give me such a hard time about it. ‘Why are you wasting time in the gym, what do you care about your physique’ and all that…So now you’re going yourself?”

         “Well, Fabiola talked me into it.”

         “Ah, there you go. You see, I’m already starting to like this Fabiola.”

         “She said that I spend too much time sitting down and that a man has to decide who he is physically by age thirty-three.”

         “By age thirty-three?”

         “That’s what she said.”

         “Then you still had two years to do as you please.”

         “I didn’t want to be a perfect case study.”

         “Well, good for Fabiola.” I go into the bathroom. “So which gym are you going to?”

         “The Roman Sport Center.”

         Silence. I stick my head back out the door. “And was that Fabiola’s decision too?”

         “No.” He smiles. “I just…well, actually, truth be told, she was already a member there.”

         “Ah, I see…” I go back into the bathroom and shut the door. I can’t believe it. There couldn’t be anything worse than going to the gym with your woman. There you are, thinking of her lifting weights too, checking to see who comes over and talks to her, what they say, some guy who doesn’t know what he’s doing pretending to teach her the right move. Just terrible. Every once in a while, I see those couples. A kiss at the end of each set. And then, when they’re done working out, the standard question, “What do you want to do tonight?”

         I turn the shower faucet and get in. Cold water. Now the water splashes off, a little warmer. Then I tilt my head back, mouth half open, and the water suddenly changes its course. A small impetuous river that finds curves and hiding places between my eyes, between nose and mouth, between teeth and tongue. I spit the water out of my mouth as I breathe.

         My brother who goes to the Roman Sport Center. My brother with his new Audi A4. My brother who works out with his girlfriend, between laughs and deciding what to do that night. Now it’s all clear. He is Papà, beyond a shadow of a doubt. The older he gets, the clearer the photocopy becomes.

         I step out of the shower. I put on the bathrobe and dry my hair with the light blue towel, just as he wants me to. I scrub my short, newly cut hair good and hard, and in a minute, it’s dry. I leave the towel on my head and go to my room.

         Paolo sees me. “Amazing how much you look like Mamma. Call her. You’ll make her happy.”

         “Sure, later on.” Today I don’t feel much like making anyone happy.
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