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To my mother,


who would read for me










Tell all the truth but tell it slant


Emily Dickinson










2009 (I)


The kids who found it had two spray cans, some loose change, a lighter and cigarettes they’d stolen from their parents.


School was over – summer had begun.


They had sprayed rude words over one of the stable walls and on the shutter of an old restaurant. They’d bought four ice lollies and sucked on them outside the front window of Bar Gioia, watching the cars drive by on the road just outside Cave: a wide straight strip, the tarmac sizzling in the heat.


The only girl in the group kept to one side – a cascade of curly hair and a cherry-red top – under the sun umbrella, sitting on a plastic chair with her knees against her chest. ‘Now what do we do?’ she asked. ‘I’m bored.’


Her father had hit her mother the night before. She had forced herself between them, shouting at him to stop and receiving a kick to her left thigh for her trouble. A bruise under her frayed shorts. None of the three boys knew, not even the one who’d kissed her on the last day of school and she’d since called her boyfriend. She didn’t talk about these things.


They threw away their lolly sticks and wandered around Cave, almost empty in the early afternoon, then flung themselves onto the grass next to the playground, sweating through their clothes. They lit cigarettes and the girl took a drag, then started coughing. Her boyfriend kissed her, pushing the tip of his tongue into her mouth. She pulled back, he asked: ‘What’s wrong?’


They talked about their holiday plans, about music. The girl kept staring at the horizon, the spine of the river, the vertebrae of the hills where they opened up. The tallest boy showed them his phone: a hand-me-down from his brother. He was the only one who had one, and he didn’t want the others to touch it.


When they got up, dazed by the sun, their lungs and throats were burning and they had grass stuck to their clothes. As they walked through an alley, they howled at a dog in its backyard; they clung to the gate, pulling faces and sticking out their arms towards it, until a woman stepped out of the house with her hands on her hips. ‘Go and bother someone else,’ she shouted.


‘Fat cow,’ they replied, laughing.


They reached the garden centre, the whiteish plastic of the greenhouses.


The girl was walking a few steps ahead, lightly rubbing at her thigh. Her boyfriend took off his sweat-soaked T-shirt, exposing his slender white torso, then cracked it like a whip against his friends’ backs and ran away.


 


At the end of the alley they headed into the woods.


None of them were allowed to go too far on the paths by themselves. A boy had been kidnapped in the woods thirty years before, and the story was still doing the rounds: he’d been found dead, entirely naked, wrists and ankles tied, at the bottom of a ditch in Ponte, only a few miles from Cave. But they were older than he had been – twelve and thirteen – it had all happened so long ago, and they were all together.


Her boyfriend said: ‘I saw wildfires, on TV.’


The flames had scalped an entire forest somewhere in the United States. There hadn’t been much to it: a small pile of leaves and dry twigs, they said. ‘That could be cool,’ he said, looking her in the eye, as if trying to prove himself to her. She reached up to him and he draped his arm around her neck, pulled out a lighter and flicked it.


‘Can you imagine?’ he asked her.


She nodded. She thought about her father, the tightened fists, the tip of the shoe striking her.


She took the lighter from him. ‘Yeah, it would be cool,’ she replied.


They joined the others, and the shadows swallowed them up.


 


The light over the treetops looked like melted butter. Sun stains on the gibbous forest floor. No other sound than their footsteps on the path.


They made it to a grassy clearing with an old trailer eaten up by rust. They shook their cans and sprayed paint over a fallen log. Phone boy moved away to wee, then came back and said there was something over there: the glint of metal, a square shape. He pointed, and they went to take a look.


The woods were thicker in that direction. After leaving the clearing, they had to fight their way through thorny bushes, branches as strong as cables scratching their legs.


They began to whisper among themselves about the kidnapped boy in the ditch, looking around anxiously.


‘What if someone’s here? What do we do?’ said one of the boys.


‘Let’s start with you shutting up,’ said the girl.


The shack appeared after a small dip filled with dry leaves. It looked like it was leaning against a tree. It was made of plywood and bits of furniture, its walls half rotten and wrapped in ivy, and the metal sheet roof sagged to the right. The door was almost entirely pulled off one of the hinges.


They stopped at the edge of the dip, waiting. When they realised there was no one there, they found courage again, led by the girl’s boyfriend. They all peered inside, into the dense shade that looked like darkness: a disgusting, sickeningly sweet smell. Insects buzzed all around.


‘Eww,’ they all exclaimed.


They started punching the roof, trying to lift it, then the three boys walked around the outside of the shack. The girl pulled the door back on its one remaining hinge, slowly opening it, held her breath and stepped inside. She could hear the clinking of the metal balls inside the boys’ spray cans, the long spurts of paint.


Breathing open-mouthed, she flicked the lighter on, saw an animal and jumped. Her thumb slipped off the button and the shadows returned, slits of pale light cutting into the suffocating space, before she sparked the flame again.


It was a fox, lying on a light blue mat, the white streak of its ribcage shining through strips of flesh and bloodied fur. Its spongy insides were a fistful of flies, and its eyes dark marbles over which the flame seemed to be sliding.


‘Come in here!’ she called out, but the others were busy laughing.


She shook her hand to shoo the flies away, but they buzzed and filled the space between the haphazardly connected walls before gravitating back to the fox. She moved one step closer to the animal, hesitant, looking around. Dusty objects. A plate. The stub of a candle. A framed photo, face down on the ground. Inside a mug placed on a log, she noticed a toothbrush, some cutlery and a screwdriver.


She pushed her long curly hair over one shoulder and took the screwdriver from the mug. Sitting back on her heels, she reached with the tool’s tip towards the fox’s neck, and touched it.


‘Go away,’ she said. She wanted the flies to leave it alone. There was something that looked like a cloth between the corpse and the mat: the blood was dry, the material crunched like frozen snow. ‘Come on,’ she almost whispered. ‘You can do it, get up.’ As if the fox, who had come here to die, still could.


Metal rattling. Another spurt of paint.


She squinted at the wound. Her thumb was burning, so she took it off the button again and the flame vanished. She felt a movement in that moment, as if a hand was reaching towards her to touch her, and she leapt towards the door. The daylight outside was a green haze; she could hear her boyfriend calling her, then nothing, not even the buzz of the flies. She turned her head and looked all around: no one. And yet she was sure she wasn’t alone. The hand rested on her neck and sharp shoulder blades, grazed her thigh, the greenish bruise, then it brushed against her hair and disappeared. She wasn’t afraid, she told herself. No.


She realised she was about to start crying, so she forced herself to step out and take a deep breath.


She was still holding the screwdriver. She hid it in her pocket, covering it with her T-shirt, then joined the others.


‘What were you doing?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Did you find something?’


‘No.’


Her boyfriend kicked the wall of the shack and the entire structure shook. ‘Careful,’ she said. Red and black paint among the ivy leaves. WE WERE HERE. A stylised penis and their three names, only hers missing. ‘Let’s try and burn this dump,’ he said. The shack was falling to pieces – no one would care, would they?


She sniffed. ‘You don’t mean it,’ she said.


‘Yeah I do. Bet.’


‘No you don’t.’ Everything felt so stupid now. Her father’s face contorted with rage. That entire afternoon. The spray paint. The long narrow valley in the summer heat. A forest on fire.


‘It’s someone’s place,’ she added.


‘Who cares. Do you see anyone around here?’


The girl stamped her foot. She could still feel that hand, its gentle pressure. ‘I don’t want to,’ she said.


‘God, you’re boring,’ he replied.


He asked for his lighter back and lit his last cigarette. He didn’t kiss her, didn’t take her hand, but instead started walking with the other boys towards the dip and the grassy clearing, blowing out smoke rings. They became smaller as they moved away, three little shapes, and she stayed behind, staring at the shack.


‘It’s someone’s place,’ she said again. It felt important.


She took the screwdriver out of her pocket, put it down in front of the unhinged door that guarded the darkness inside, and reluctantly followed the others.










Fall


The previous week, Sara had woken abruptly with a searing pain running from her stomach right up to her jaw. She sat up, pushing the sheets aside, hooking a finger inside the collar of her pyjamas.


‘What’s wrong?’ her husband mumbled. It was still dark outside.


‘I can’t breathe, Pietro.’


‘Wake up.’


‘I am awake.’


Here it is, she thought: like a neon sign suddenly switching on in her mind. Here we are.


She slid into her slippers and went downstairs, stopping by the phone, almost about to call the girls. But it would take them over an hour to get to Cave, especially with these icy roads, and Amelia needed to look after the children, and also, why would she scare them like this in the middle of the night?


She stepped breathlessly into the kitchen, switched on the light and let herself fall onto a chair. She touched her left arm, moving up to the shoulder. She had thought she knew what was happening; she’d seen it often at work, in the hospital: mostly men, some too young but all equally terrified. Drained, tense faces, lying on the bed, their hearts betraying them.


‘It’s okay,’ she mumbled to herself as she rocked in the chair, her hand pressed to her chest.


With the life she had been given – that her family had been given – it was inevitable that her heart would eventually fall to pieces. Hadn’t she been lucky to reach seventy?


And yet, sitting under the kitchen light, a voice inside her asked why. It’s too soon, it said. It’s not fair. Sara thought of Pietro. When he got up, he would find her dead body, slumped over the table. She thought again of Angela and Amelia, and her two grandchildren. Of not being able to tell them: I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. But despite all this, she told herself one more time: ‘It’s okay.’


She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth as the pain shifted to her shoulder blades, colder and sharper, sliding lower. She could do nothing but wait, now, until she slipped into death’s dark landscape. She peeled her back from the chair and folded forward, but then the pain subsided, a fist suddenly unclenching – and, eventually, dissipating.


Sara moved her fingers and stretched out her arm, looking at her speckled hand. ‘Really?’ she said.


 


She remained there for a long time, still alive, between the old fridge and the Formica cupboards, as if she had missed an opportunity. When she was finally able to get up, switch off the light and head back into the hall, confused and aching, a sudden crack sounded from outside. A branch snapping, or maybe a sheet of ice being stepped through. Sara stared at the dark staircase, stopping to listen. Someone’s – something’s – footsteps in the snow, followed by silence. She held on to the banister, placing her foot on the first stair. Another sound, a slight vibration this time, made her turn around and head for the door. She turned the key in the lock, cracked it open and looked outside. ‘Who’s there?’


The light under the porch roof was on. She studied the driveway between two mounds of snow, their car, the empty road beyond the closed gate, and the woods. The night air pinched at her face and bare ankles. The sky was overcast; she could smell it.


‘Who’s there?’ she asked again, her still-beating heart now pushing against her ribs, as if trying to escape from her chest, to the outside.


A cat or maybe a marten looking for food, she thought.


Then she saw a shape – only a glimpse of it at first – leaning against the garage’s shutter. She went to close the door, call her husband, but the shape, long and slender, came closer to the light. It moved stiffly but calmly, in a way that was almost familiar, then stopped again. Whoever it was, they were wearing a large dark hoodie that partially covered their eyes, tattered trousers and worn-out trainers.


Sara asked: ‘Who are you?’


When the figure lowered their hood, their face was shining.


 


In the days that followed – an entire week, until the very last moment – Sara tried to hold on to what had happened that night: her legs giving out, her incredulity, then the uncontainable joy, like a glass filled to the brim with the finest champagne.


‘It’s you.’


Her son had brought his index finger to his lips, shaking his head lightly. Quiet. It really was him, twenty years later. His hair was much longer than Sara remembered; it looked dirty and tangled. He had looked at her, then he’d shifted his gaze onto the house, onto the closed shutters of what had been his room until the summer of 1989, and he had smiled. Then he’d taken a step back, another, then another, until he’d turned around and disappeared behind the garage.


The memories after that were a little hazier: Sara must have tried to reach him – her slippers were soaked through with melted snow, her feet were almost frozen – then she must have come back inside, collapsing in the hallway, a thud that had woken up her husband. There had been light on the stairs, she was sure of that much, and Pietro’s face close to hers: ‘Are you okay? Should I call an ambulance?’


‘No.’ She hadn’t been able to say anything else.


‘You’re freezing. What did you do?’


Only then had Pietro noticed the open door. He’d closed it and come back to help her to her feet. ‘Come on, up we get.’


He’d put an arm around her waist and led her up the stairs and down the corridor, their bony frames moving with difficulty, huffing and sighing, until she was back in their still-warm bed. Then he had lain down next to her and turned off the bedside lamp.


‘I didn’t hear you go downstairs. You could’ve woken me.’


‘I tried.’


‘Where were you trying to go? Are you sure you’re okay?’


‘Yes, I’m sure.’


‘You scared me,’ he said. ‘I’d just like to know what happened.’


Sara didn’t reply. She thought of her son’s finger against his lips.


Pietro turned around, his eyes on her. ‘So now what?’


‘Now we sleep,’ she said.


His breathing calmed; a jerk of the leg, then he was asleep again. Sara stayed awake, trying to piece things together: her pained heart, a brief memory of her time as a nurse. Angela and Amelia, and Amelia’s children. The noises in the garden. Her uncontrollable joy. Her son must have climbed over the fence behind the garage, fleeing in the night through the woods. She saw the radiance of his face in the cold light. Other than his hair, he hadn’t changed; it was as if time had never passed for him.


Maybe the pain had been some kind of summons, she found herself thinking – his presence had been what had woken her so suddenly. Mum, I’m back. She had taken a good look. He was still so skinny, lost inside a sweatshirt with the hood pulled over his head.


‘Sara, it really happened,’ Pietro had repeatedly told her, right after. ‘He’s never coming back.’ He’d try to hug her, but she would push him away, screaming: ‘That’s not true.’


‘I’m sure,’ she whispered now, and turned onto her side towards the small mound of blankets that enveloped her husband’s body, his white hair, his brow furrowed, even in sleep.


She brushed against one of his arms and heard him sigh.


‘Sleep,’ she whispered softly.


She felt as though the entire world had held its breath for twenty years, and that it had only finally started breathing again that night.


Darkness still enveloped the house, and Cave, the hills, the woods and the entire valley along the river, from Ponte all the way to Rivafredda.


Before dawn, it began to snow.










 


Rumours had spread quickly in Cave; Sara remembered it all well.


After the two strange robberies – not serious ones though, not yet – there had been the assault, as they’d called it: he had forced his way into the house of family friends, people who knew him. Everyone had agreed it was an awful incident; really, truly terrible.


He had taken advantage of an open window and caught them in their sleep – Gemma, her husband and their daughter. He had even carried a weapon. Sara had given birth to a criminal, that’s what the voices said that summer. Someone violent and unpredictable. Full of anger.


Hadn’t he always been a little odd, though? Too quiet as a boy. So kind, always smiling, rarely speaking. She hadn’t noticed because she had been blind and deaf, a complete idiot. The rumours were like punches, as was the look that Gemma had given her just before saying: ‘Go away. I never want to see you again, Sara, not after this. I don’t want to see any of you.’


On the night it happened, Angela and Amelia had gone out together for a secondary school reunion – they both lived and studied in Turin by then. They’d chatted and had a few drinks, had a nice time, but who would’ve imagined the evening would end like it did? Their old classmates had called them up: He really did that? Your brother? I can’t believe it. How are you? Where is he now?


Eventually, they’d stopped replying. Angela had said: ‘They’re like flies on shit.’ Her mother had shot back: ‘Are we supposed to be the shit?’


Angela had turned and stormed out of the house, passing her father on the porch, and walked up the driveway before disappearing down the road. She’d come back half an hour later. ‘Don’t take it out on me, Mum,’ she’d said. ‘I didn’t do this. I did nothing wrong.’ Anger had brought out red blotches on her neck and shoulders, as if she’d rubbed herself with a pumice stone. Amelia had appeared behind her. ‘Angi, come, let’s leave her alone.’ They’d gone upstairs.


Later, Sara had tried knocking on her son’s door again, after he’d locked himself inside. He refused to respond, so she busied herself in the kitchen, focusing on cleaning all surfaces with a sponge dipped in water and vinegar. The mixture had splashed onto her dress, creating a wide, dark stain.


‘Will they turn him in?’ she’d asked Pietro. ‘Do you think they’ll do it?’


‘If the same thing had happened to me, I’d have been to the police already.’


‘How can you say something like that? He’s your son.’


‘How can you ask something like that?’










 


In the morning, the snow had covered his tracks.


The fence behind the garage was warped between two bent posts: he must have twisted it to make it easy to climb over, she thought. Or maybe it had already been like that before last night. She moved the posts, tried pulling them out of the ground, but the knot in one of the links cut her and tiny drops of blood appeared on her palm.


She imagined her son running through the woods, in the dark, branches hitting him in the face. Arriving like a thief and immediately fleeing again; then she hated herself for thinking that way. She licked the blood from her palm. ‘It’s okay,’ she murmured, ‘you can do whatever you want. It’s okay with me. The most important thing is . . .’ She covered her mouth, crying and smiling. She stood for a while, looking at the woods; in the February sky, a coin-sized patch of pale blue shone above the trees, behind heavy clouds. ‘Where are you hiding?’ She pushed the fencing lower, to make it easier to climb over. ‘All I want is to be able to hug you again.’


The patch of blue quickly vanished: shadows fell among the trees and she shuddered. She heard the door open, Pietro’s footsteps on the porch, his cough. She waited for him to call her and go back inside. After a while she followed him into the house, removed her boots in the hall and brushed off the sleeves of her grey coat.


‘Where were you?’ he asked from the kitchen. ‘I’ve been looking for you.’


‘I’m here.’


‘Were you crying?’


‘No.’


He studied her face. ‘Are you going to take that off?’ he said, gesturing to her coat.


Sara shook her shoulders, then shrugged it off.


She did nothing but wait all day, her heart intermittently jolting like a chained-up dog trying to jerk itself free. She wanted to free herself too and run into the woods, looking for her owner. She told herself multiple times that at that very moment – or maybe in a minute, or in two minutes – her son would reappear.


The air became sharper in the early afternoon: it tasted of metal; of clean, shiny surfaces.


‘It’s cold, come inside,’ said Pietro.


She was sitting on the porch, staring at the road. ‘I’m fine. I want to stay here.’ He looked at his hands, the dry, rough skin on their backs, and rubbed them on his jeans. He wanted to ask her something, Sara could see, but he just licked his lips and said: ‘We need to do some shopping. I’ll head out.’


After he left, she headed upstairs, walked down the corridor and stepped into her son’s bedroom – untouched in twenty years. She opened the wardrobe, grabbed an armful of jumpers still hanging there and inhaled deeply, then she fluffed up the pillow and pulled the sheets straight, smoothing out the creases on the bottom one.


She went back behind the garage, studying the point where the fencing was warped, her face flushed as if he had already come back and was waiting for her. She blinked fiercely in the bright light.


The sky was lower, layer upon layer of greyish clouds.


‘Please,’ she whispered, almost smelling the air.


She returned to the house to lie down. She must have dozed off after her sleepless night, because she saw him floating, still a boy, in the clear river water. She heard him asking her to count how many seconds he could hold his breath for, then he’d dive below the surface and she’d count for a short while, until the water grew dark as if it had devoured him. That’s enough now, stop it.


A car came down the driveway. She heard the crunch of snow being stepped on, a car door being slammed, the front door being unlatched. She opened her eyes.


‘Sara?’ Pietro’s voice came up the stairs.


‘I’m here,’ she said. She massaged her stomach with her hand.


He brought her a glass of water and placed it on the bedside table. ‘Were you sleeping?’


‘No.’ He was standing against the light from the window and she could only see his outline, the fine hair, the strong line of his shoulders despite his age.


‘Gemma was strange today,’ he continued. ‘The shop was empty but when I walked in it sounded like she was arguing with someone. Maybe I’m imagining things.’


‘Maybe,’ she replied.


‘I got some ham, if you want to eat something. And some oranges.’


‘Thank you.’


Pietro turned around to look out of the window. ‘Things mustn’t be going too well for her. That place seems to be falling to pieces more and more by the day. Too many supermarkets. She should close, really, now that she’s alone.’


‘She’ll do what she wants,’ Sara replied. Throughout all these years, she had said so often: I don’t want to waste another second talking about Gemma, not any more. But at that moment it felt cruel. ‘She’ll do what she can,’ she corrected herself. ‘Like we all do.’


Pietro nodded. ‘What about you? Are you sure you’re okay?’


She said nothing.


Another memory, like an air bubble, rose to the surface: her daughters, barely teenagers, were arguing in Angela’s bedroom. He had stepped into the room, stopping between them – his older sisters – and looked at them with a smile. ‘He just stood there, smiling,’ Angela had told them later, ‘and we just burst out laughing.’ He was such a good boy.


‘I’ll get dinner ready,’ said Pietro.


Sara felt the empty space he left behind. She thought about calling him back, asking him to sit beside her. She would have told him: Something happened, last night, something beautiful. But then she turned her head to the sky, blurry behind the window, and thought about Gemma in the summer of ’89, before the assault. A strong, fun woman, who would phone her often in the evenings just to ask her how her day had been, and called her ‘stella’, star: Oh stella, if I didn’t have you . . . They had spent dozens of holidays together, children and husbands in tow, exchanging magazines, sun cream, small confessions. Her best friend in the whole world.
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