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			In the beginning, God created the Azzurri and the Earth.

			Or at least that’s how Papà used to start the story.

			1982. The genesis of all order in the universe, the Alpha with no Omega in sight, the Tigris-and-Euphrates, the Watson-come-here of all years.

			Anno Domination.

			And if you’re sitting there scratching your head, trying to figure out what the cazzo happened in 1982, you must’ve been either living under a rock or in America—one and the same when it comes to calcio. And that would not be calcio to you, or even football, but “soccer,” or as most people here say it when they’re trying to speak English, SO-chair, with a little roll on the r and a couple of kilograms of reverence in their voices.

			Don’t get me wrong. I’ve got nothing against people who live under rocks, play sports where the clock stops, or otherwise escape, deny, and ignore reality. Believe me, if I could, I’d hide myself under a nice, big rock by the sea, order in a week’s worth of pizza, and shut off my phone. But that is impossibile here, or in-cazz-ibile, as my friend Fede likes to say, because the only way he can expand his vocabulary is by wedging vulgar words into it. In-cazz-ibile to escape, deny, or ignore this fottuto town, this attractive, charming, concentric circle of hell smack in the middle of Liguria, which has conspired to peck at me with a thousand idiotic conversations a day and bury me one obligation at a time.

			But. Before the victory of entropy, before the descent into hell, before the Brazilians dominated every calcio field whether it was theirs or not, before the French pilfered the 1998 World Cup one suspicious call at a time, before the shame of the 2000 Euro Championships (this is still Papà telling the story), there was 1982—a small, glimmering miracle of a year that flared like a match before burning the cazzo out of the fingers that held it. Because not only did the Azzurri win the World Cup that year, the planets also aligned to allow a college art history major from California to meet a butcher’s son from Liguria in the nosebleed seats of Estadio Balaídos in Vigo, Spain, during the first round, a union sanctioned by FIFA and witnessed and consecrated by tens of thousands of half-sober fans.

			And this is where Mamma used to interrupt Papà and break into the story, at the point when she found herself sitting in the row right behind Papà and his friends. Mamma was with some Scottish guys who were staying at the same hostel as she was, and one of them was trying to hit on her. This, of course, annoyed Papà to no end because for Papà, every match is sacred, but talking while the great Dino Zoff was wiping his nose, much less defending against a corner kick, was the equivalent of telling a joke during the consecration. So as much as he tried to block it out, by the second half, the constant flirting, even though it was going on in English—­especially because it was going on in English—had really started to squeeze his coils. If they’d been Italian, there would’ve been a simple “Non rompere le palle, tu aborto di puttana,” accompanied by the appropriate hand gestures, and there may have been some additional shouting and mumbling under the breath, but the matter would have been more or less closed. In this case, however, Papà had to think of the correct insult in English, which up to that point he’d passed in school only thanks to his best friend, Silvio, and the Hand of God (which, for those of you who call it soccer and not calcio, is a sharp allusion to an Argentinean soccer player named Maradona that I will not go into right now). Suffice it to say that Papà’s English was terrible, and every time they told us the story, I could practically hear the scolding voice of Charon, the English and classics professor for generations of San Benedettons, and the smack of his ruler ringing in my head.

			“And what are you going to do when you need to speak English someday and Silvio is not there to help you?” Charon would always ask Papà.

			Which was a ridiculous question because besides Papà’s honeymoon, he and Silvio have never passed a day of their lives when they didn’t see each other. And that day at Estadio Balaídos, Silvio was in fact sitting right next to Papà, and Papà consulted with him several times before finally turning around and saying to the Scottish guy, “Do not take my balls with your chat, you abortion of prostitute.”

			“Break!” Silvio hissed.

			“What?”

			“Do not break my balls.”

			“Do not break my balls with your chat, you abortion of prostitute,” Papà repeated to the Scottish guy, but with less conviction than the first time because by then, he’d gotten a glimpse of Mamma, tanned and smiling and twenty years old, the lines at the corners of her eyes swooping skyward from years of squinting into the California sun. Which is how I like to think of her now.

			Anyway, Mamma, the Scottish guys, and Papà’s friends immediately started laughing at Papà’s English, and nearly set off an international incident when they were shushed by the Spaniards in the row in front of them, who were shushed by the Peruvians in front of them, who were shushed by the Cameroonese or Cameroonians or whatever in front of them, who were shushed by the Poles in front of them. In the end, Papà’s entire section was so distracted, they ended up missing the Azzurri’s goal completely, and the Italian fans had no choice but to blame themselves for lack of focus when the Cameroonians scored the equalizer.

			You’d think this would squeeze Papà’s coils even more. But after that first glimpse of Mamma, Papà—to everyone’s great surprise—ceased to care about the match, the Scottish guys, Dino Zoff, and everyone else in the world. Instead, he pushed Silvio to negotiate a truce between the two rows and a celebratory drink after the match, and he spent the rest of the evening trying to impress Mamma with his English and his ability to hold his liquor, only to be carried back to the beach at midnight, blathering past participles.

			Drink. Drank. Drunk.

			When he woke up the next morning, Papà thought he would never see Mamma again, but when he turned out his pockets, he found a small scrap of a receipt with the name of her hostel scribbled on it. He and Silvio spent hours walking up and down the streets of Vigo looking for it, and more hours waiting for her to come back that night. But it was worth it, because Silvio somehow helped Papà convince Mamma to spend the rest of the week camping out on the beach with them, cooking meals over an open fire and hitching to Barcelona and Madrid once the matches moved there.

			How they managed to communicate at first is one of the divine mysteries of the universe. Silvio says their conversations sounded like the traffic circles in Naples, with cheating-schoolboy English, phrasebook Italian, California Spanish, and bad charades all weaving and blaring and cutting each other off. When there was a pause, it was almost always punctuated by “Te lo spiegherò domani,” or “I will explain it to you tomorrow.” Or next week. Or next month, depending on how complicated the subject was. When Mamma took Papà to see Guernica, newly installed at the Prado, and tried to explain Picasso and the fascists, the murder of the innocents, and the splintered planes, it was such a mess, she had to tell him she would explain it to him next year. And by the time Dino Zoff hoisted the cup for the Azzurri, Mamma and Papà knew there would be a next year. Because Mamma had indeed taken Papà’s palle with her chatting, along with everything else he ever had or wanted.

			When Luca and I were very little, we would demand to hear The Story of 1982 at least once a week instead of Pinocchio or Chupacabra or old Brady Bunch episodes. If we pressed them, they would keep going and tell us about the winter after that, when Mamma quit her college in California and started working as a maid in a ski lodge in Piedmont, and Papà would visit her on her day off every week using various, borrowed rides: the shop Ape one week, Silvio’s Turbo Spyder or Nonno’s 2CV the next. One week, Papà could only arrange a Vespa, and he made it as far as Cortemilia before a sympathetic truck driver took pity on his 150cc engine trying to buzz its way up the mountains, loaded the Vespa and Papà into his truck, and drove them the rest of the way.

			When we didn’t have school the next day, we could convince them to tell us about the following spring, when Papà managed to find Mamma a job in the hills above San Benedetto, preparing vacation homes for absent Germans, and how, by Christmas, she was already taping paper snowflakes to the window of the shop, married to Papà, estranged from her parents, and pregnant with Luca and me.

			Mamma especially loved telling the story, her hands swooping in the air, free like gulls, her homemade bracelets jangling on her tanned wrists. She was like a magpie the way she collected everything in her life on her wrists—a charm bracelet with all of her swim team pins since she was five, an uneven string of shells I made for her in asilo, a length of turquoise fishing net from the beach they camped on in Spain. Mamma was also very good at impersonations, and she would do all the characters in the scene—the Scottish guys and their accents, Papà answering back in English, and Silvio hissing corrections at him.

			Papà would interrupt and tell his version, and they would laugh and talk over each other, weaving the story together with the language they had created during those first weeks in Spain, the language our friends used to make fun of and Charon had christened “La Lingua Bastarda,” but that was only because he was jealous that Luca and I spoke better English than him.

			“Better English than he.” Mamma had a good impersonation of Charon, too, which she would reprise every time he gave it to our nerves at school. “Hhhhhonestly, Etto, a-what are you a-going to do-a when you need to speak-a English e don’t-a have your mamma to help-a you?”

			And Luca and I would have tears in our eyes we were laughing so hard, Luca’s magic calcio feet kicking the table legs, my voice hitting the falsetto octave that is the enemy of every mid-pubescent boy in the world.

			“You shouldn’t talk about their professors like that, Maddy,” Papà would say sternly, the white, untanned lines between his eyebrows disappearing into the creases. “Professors are to be respected.”

			But Mamma was already bent from laughing and could only manage to wave him away.

			That was probably the thing I loved most about Mamma. She didn’t live by shoulds and shouldn’ts, and she didn’t try to paper over the world with fake rules. No, if there were any rules Mamma lived by, it was the natural order of the universe—food chains and tides, the brushstrokes in paintings, the armature of birds and buildings, and the psychology of why people do what they do. And if there was one single rule she lived by, it was “Puro vivere.” Simply, to live. And even that one, she ended up breaking in the end.
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			Martina keeps the Missing poster of Mamma in the front window of her bar. It’s yellowed from the sun and rippled from the damp of the sea, turning Mamma into a shimmering mirage, an angel in a wetsuit, her hair slicked behind her ears, her face backlit and glowing.

			Tomorrow it will be exactly a year—two since Luca’s accident—and while everyone else has moved on, for me it feels like two dark shadows stalking behind me. Wherever I go, they follow. Whatever I do, they’re there. I can’t hide from them or outrun them. It’s only when I flick my head to have a good look that they disappear, like someone playing a trick.

			“You’re late,” Mino growls as soon as I open the door to Martina’s. He’s hovering in his usual spot, keeping track of everyone who comes and goes. “It’s almost the half.”

			“Ciao, Mino.”

			“Your degenerate friends are standing over there in front of the windows.”

			“Thanks.”

			I slip in next to Fede and try to follow the ball on the flat-screen.

			“Ehi. About time, Etto,” Fede says. He puts me in a headlock and gives my hair a rub, his eyes still riveted to the screen.

			The bar is filled with smoke, noise, hot air, and the stink of humanity, everyone oriented around the flat-screen like zombie yogis doing a sun salutation. Sky Sport, the true magnetic north. Calcio, the one true religion. At least if you ask anyone else in this country. If you ask me, it’s Kabuki for Europeans. One big, six-continent, multi-billion-euro charade, all so people can pretend the reason their lives are shit is because someone won a match or didn’t. It’s even worse here than in other places. In the big cities, at least people actually have lives between the matches, and there are only two teams to root for. In Turin, you are either for Torino or Juventus; in Milan, for Inter or Milan; in Rome, for Roma or Lazio. And depending on your allegiances, once a week you either sip imported beers with your university friends or put on your brass knuckles and your best Mussolini scowl and turn whichever bar into a smoldering wreckage. Maybe even shed some blood depending on who gives the order and how thick their chin is. Anyway, it only lasts a few hours, and you’re done for the week.

			But here in San Benedetto? The matches are the only thing happening, and thanks to cheap satellite TV, a steady stream of migrants from the south, and our GPS coordinates in the middle of fottuto nowhere, everyone is for a different team: Roma, Lazio, Inter, Milan, Torino, Juve, Genoa, Sampdoria, Fiorentina, Bologna, Bari, Palermo, Napoli, Parma, Udinese, the scarves hanging like a line of dirty laundry across the top shelf behind the bar. All day Saturday and Sunday and sometimes Wednesday, there’s a constant babble of matches at Martina’s, of coaches giving postgame eulogies, young guys in ten-thousand-euro suits and wet hair droning on about teamwork, and women who could be showgirls straining the buttons of their shirts as they make predictions about the World Cup in Germany next year.

			“What’s the score?” I ask. Not because I care, but because once in a while you have to fake interest in calcio or risk being called a finocchio. A fairy.

			Fede keeps his eyes on the screen, tapping his words out like a telegraph. “One–nothing. Venezia. Yuri Fil. Injured and off. Ankle. Something.”

			Yuri Fil is Papà’s favorite player, a thirty-two-year-old, two-footed Ukrainian striker who split the first ten years of his career between Kiev, Glasgow, and Tottenham, wherever that is, and who was traded to Genoa only at the beginning of this season. I look over at Papà, who’s sitting at the bar between Silvio and Nonno, all three of them looking stricken. Nonno only comes down the hill for the big matches, and this is definitely one of them, the kind they put all the cardiologists on call for. It’s the thirty-eighth and final week of the season. All the teams’ fates for next year have been sealed except for Genoa. And since Genoa is only a hundred kilometers away, guys like Papà and Silvio and Nonno, the poor saps who grew up without cable channels and twenty-four-hour calcio coverage, the ones who were born here, who will die here, who will come back and haunt the place, they are all for Genoa—the Griffins—who have not had a prayer of moving up to Serie A in at least a decade.

			Until tonight.

			If only they can win this one match.

			The clock ticks toward the half, Genoa still losing, Yuri Fil out for good. On the flat-screen, the stadium is all colors, chants, songs, and flares, banners waving and smoke rising from the stands, but in the bar, it’s silent, white despair coating every face. The usual clever banter, the tactical analysis, even the vulgar and personal insults against the referees, some of them containing the only glimmers of our national creativity since the Renaissance—all of that is over. No one dares to speak for fear of rupturing the collective concentration.

			Finally, just before the half ends, the announcer’s voice rises, and grunts and gutturals leap up from the crowd.

			“Oh!”

			“Sì!”

			“Euh!”

			And then:

			“Goooooooooooooooooooollllllllllllll!!! Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Goooooooooooooooooooooooool!!!!!!”

			The room explodes. I duck out of the way of Fede, who’s bear-hugging everyone he can get his paws on. Grown men jump up and down, screaming like Japanese schoolgirls, slapping fives over my head.

			“Gooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooool!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

			The dance-party music pumps through the flat-screen, shaking the walls, the deafening roar rising and falling again and again as they show the replay.

			“Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Goooooooooooooool! Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Gol! Goooooooooooooooool!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

			Finally, after ten or fifteen replays, the commercials come on, and Martina turns the volume down. The room fills with chatter and relief, and Fede defaults into scanning for girls, his eyes in constant motion since puberty. You’ve got to admire his persistence. I’ve given up. I look over toward the bar. Papà, Nonno, and Silvio have their heads together in a heated discussion, and Martina gives me a little wave from behind the tap. She raises her eyebrows at me and mimes eating, and I gesture over my shoulder to tell her I already ate. Luca and I used to have this when we were young, before he went off to the academy. We could hold a conversation clear across the room with the smallest twitches of our faces and hands.

			“Etto. Oosten to Etto. Etto, come in please. It is Ooston.”

			“It’s ‘Houston,’ Fede. H. Hhhhouston. Learn English.”

			“Fine,” Fede says. “Hhhhouston. Whatever. Who’s that girl in the denim jacket over there?”

			“That’s Sima’s little sister, you pedophile.”

			“That’s my little sister, you pedophile,” Sima repeats without looking up from her phone. The usual group is here tonight—Sima, Claudia and Casella, Bocca—everyone except Aristone, who’s still off at university.

			“Really. How old is she now?”

			“Thirteen.”

			“Thirteen! Cazzo! If that were my sister I’d lock her up!”

			“Why? You’re the only vampire she needs protection from.”

			“Yeah, you’re the only vampire, Fede.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“Yes it is.”

			Now, I don’t like to make a habit of defending Fede, because everyone knows that’s a slippery slope, but Fede is far from the only vampire in San Benedetto. And while right now, I don’t feel like telling you the whole tragic history of desperate men in our region, I will say it’s mostly a supply-side problem, and if I can be bothered, I’ll tell you all about it later, along with the Maradona Hand of God story if you haven’t already googled that by now.

			“What about that one, then, the one in the black leather coat?”

			“That’s a trans, Fede.”

			“A what?”

			“A trans . . . you know, a girl with a surprise.”

			“In-cazz-ibile.”

			“It’s true.”

			“That is one hundred percent woman.”

			“Fifty percent, maybe . . .”

			“No . . .”

			“Yes. It’s Alessandro-Alessandra-Whatever. Works over at the Hotel Paradiso. He-she-whatever has been taking the hormones for two years now.”

			“I guess they’re working,” Fede says. “Who’s that one, then?”

			“Which one?”

			“That one, in the black pants. The one whose culo is practically singing my name.”

			“That’s Forese’s cousin. She’s going into the novitiate.”

			“The what?”

			“She’s going to be a nun, Fede.”

			“She is not. Whoever saw a nun with a culo like that?”

			“Deficiente. They don’t cut off body parts when you join.”

			“They might as well.”

			I look over to the bar again, and this time, I catch Signora Semirami staring straight at me. She gives me her pathetic two-second blink that’s supposed to be seductive, I think, like fifteen minutes with her would be granting my every fottuto wish.

			“Hey, Etto,” Bocca says. “Remember that little man from Naples that Professoressa Gazzolo used to tell us about in biology class?”

			“With the tail?”

			“Yeah, what do they call that again?”

			“Vestigial.”

			“Yeah, a vestigial culo, that’s what she has.”

			“Whatever,” Fede says. “I’m sure whatever can be nunned can be un-nunned.”

			“Fede, you’re a pig.”

			“Oink.”

			“Fede, did you just oink?” Sima’s thumbs are twitching against her phone, her face tilted toward the soft, blue light, Madonna-and-Child-style. The only time I ever see Sima smile is into her phone, and the only time any of us ever hear from her is when she SMS-es us. When she’s actually with us, she’s SMS-ing her university friends in Genoa. I think she thinks she’s keeping up with the conversation, but her timing is always a half second off.

			Fede puts on a serious face. “I was just telling them how my cousin got attacked by a wild boar. He made it to the hospital, but . . .” He hangs his head.

			Sima looks up. “That’s terrible!”

			We all laugh.

			“What?”

			“Never mind.”

			The second half starts, and a reverent hush drops over the bar. Another forty-five minutes and it will all be over. Well, maybe not over, because calcio is never, ever, really over, but at least it’s the end of the regular season, a break until the Champions League and the Coppa UEFA start up again, an annual air pocket that the ten stations, the fifty calcio shows, and the thousands of commentators and journalists try to fill with cycling, Formula One, and the leftover scraps of the calcio season that they have to exaggerate to make them sound important—wild speculations about transfers, praise heaped on the teams who experienced “salvation” and shame on the ones who were demoted, eulogies of the washed-up players sent to America, and endless superlatives about the Juve dynasty, who won the Scudetto yet again this year.

			I can’t take any more calcio this season. Not even another forty-five minutes.

			“I’ll be right back,” I say.

			“Bring me another beer, eh?”

			“Get it yourself.”

			I walk around the scattered tables, trying not to look at Signora Semi­rami as I pass.

			“Ciao, Etto.” I can feel her eyes molesting me as I walk past the bar and the computer alcove, back through the kitchen, and into the bathroom. I pull the accordion door shut, lock the latch, and sit down on the seat, but I can still hear Signora Semirami’s cackling laugh as clear as if she were in here with me. I put my hands over my ears and press hard. Mamma showed us this trick. It sounds exactly like being underwater. I used to do it all the time—cover my ears, close my eyes, and dream of diving to the bottom of the sea, of disappearing as completely as Mr. Mxyzptlk when Superman makes him say his name backward and he gets sent back to Zrfff.

			Etto. Etto. Etto. Otte. Otte. Otte.

			Then I remember.

			I open the cabinet behind the toilet. Martina keeps her inventory here. I pull a bottle of vodka out, break the seal, and take a drink.

			Cheers, Mamma. Cin-cin, Luca.

			The bar erupts again. Another goal for Genoa. 2–1. Everyone is screaming and hugging, and jumping up and down. I slip out of the bathroom and walk right out the door. And you know what? No one notices. Not Papà or Fede or Martina or Signora Semirami. Not even Mino.

			“Goooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooool!!!!!!!!”

			The door of the bar closes behind me, the heat and noise immediately replaced by the salty sea air and the polite murmurs of the tourists taking their after-dinner walks along the sea. It’s mostly Germans in June—one giant, pale, scrawny-legged, poorly tipping flock, arriving every year like the transumanza of the sheep from the Alps to the plains. The families from Milan will start coming thick and fast in July, bloating our little town of five thousand to something like fifty thousand by Ferragosto, then draining again like a burst blister come September. If you live here long enough, though, you learn to ignore the tourists, to walk past them like the benches and the palm trees. So even though the passeggiata is packed to the railing with people tonight, they ignore me and I ignore them, and it’s almost as good as being alone.

			Venezia comes back and scores another goal. 2–2. I can hear the wailing and moaning from the open windows, and the quieter yelps of pain coming from the waiters and bartenders huddled around small screens along the passeggiata.

			I look back toward Martina’s, but nobody’s coming after me. I take another drink and look in the other direction, down the stone-and-metal curve of the passeggiata that follows the natural arc of the beach below. In the distance, I pick out the security gates of our shop and the darkened shutters of our apartment above. I could go home and wait for Papà. I could sit on the sofa and let him turn on the light, look at my face and peruse Luca’s features buried somewhere between the skin and bone. I could, without a single word, ruin the whole night for him, snap him out of his glorious fandom and remind him of his awful reality—that instead of a championship calcio player for a son, instead of a woman he loved, he’s left with me.

			A woman walks by, and out of the corner of my eye, she looks exactly like Mamma. I watch her pass. From the back she has the same broad shoulders and sloppy ponytail, but the laugh and the walk are all wrong. This is something they don’t tell you when someone dies, that a few times a month, at least for a second or two, you’ll swear you see them, and whenever it happens, you’ll feel the need to ballast your mind with all the sanity you have in order to keep yourself from tipping into crazy.

			I take another drink and look up at the curved wall of terraces, cupping San Benedetto like a giant’s hand. The sun is setting behind them, flattening into a disk like an Ufo, and I imagine it crushing a flock of sheep somewhere in the valleys, some half-wit shepherd crawling out from under it, toothless and resolute that he has seen God. I lean back into the railing and listen to the shush of the waves behind me, the metronome that has kept time my entire life. The darkness will come quickly now, any life left in the land breaking apart and scattering into stars.

			I head to the back of town, where the crowds drop away and the sound of clanking dishes becomes a distant tinkling. I pass the playground of our old asilo and cross the railroad bridge to the hill. Twenty steps up the incline, I’m already huffing and puffing, cursing and sweating, my thighs working against the hill. Vaffanculo, gravity. Vaffanculo, stony path. Vaffanculo, weakling legs and shallow lungs. The shadows spread into darkness, and the streetlights blink on.

			I stop at Via Partigiani and set the bottle on the flat rock the nonne use as a bench to wait for rides. I sit down and light a cigarette. Vaffanculo, American tobacco companies and your crack marketing teams. I exhale and look through the cloud of smoke to the town, the buildings and cars shrunk to Lego size. There’s another round of shouting from the villas around me, echoing across the hill. Another goal. Genoa takes the lead, 3–2. Cheers, Griffins. Salute. You have made Papà proud, not an easy feat.

			I hold the bottle of vodka up to the light and swirl it around. It shimmers a little, an entire world of winds and currents inside a bottle, and I start to imagine the people who must populate it, sloshing around, holding on for dear life. I take another drink, stamp out my cigarette, and keep moving, higher and higher, through the tunnel of foliage. The pavement gives way to cobblestones, and finally a dirt mule track, studded with rocks that have been washed down and embedded by the spring torrents. I can feel my breath squeezing in and out, my heart flopping against my rib cage like a dying moth, and I imagine flipping a switch and opening a panel of gills all the way up my side. The mule track closes in on me, and I scrape my hands along the rough walls, combing the weeds that grow out of the cracks between the stones.

			Midway upon the journey of our life

			I found myself in a dark wilderness,

			for I had wandered from the straight and true.

			How hard a thing it is to tell about,

			that wilderness so savage, dense, and harsh,

			even to think of it renews my fear!

			It comes into my head, light and bubbly like a nursery rhyme. The first week of liceo, Charon tried to scare us by making us memorize the entire first canto. Casella and I stayed up all night, high on espresso, singing it to different songs to make ourselves remember. First the national anthem, then a stupid Lùnapop song that I won’t even try to remember the title of because I don’t want to get it stuck in my fottuto head. Then that bella-ciao-bella-ciao-bella-ciao-ciao-ciao song.

			Shit. Now that’s in my head.

			I keep walking. I catch a whiff of an unearthly stink, and I know I’m close to Mino’s house. The last thing I need right now is to wake up his stupid attack dog di merda. I try to creep by slowly and quietly, but a set of small yellow eyes appears in the path ahead. I freeze, and so do they.

			“Go away!” I whisper.

			It’s a cat, and through the darkness, I can hear it digging in, hissing and spitting at me.

			“Go on. Shoo! Go!”

			She gives a rolling yowl, filled with all the desperation of the world, a heat that will never be relieved. You will not get through here, she hisses at me, not if I have anything to say about it. No chance. Turn around and go back. And she punctuates it with another yowl.

			“Come on, you fottuto cat. Move! Go! Via! Shoo!” I whisper.

			I pull a weed from the wall and throw it at the eyes of the cat. The dirt explodes off the roots, and the cat screams, its lean body leaping away into the ether. Mino’s stupid attack dog di merda wakes instantly and starts barking its head off. I throw a clod of dirt at him, too, and I can hear him smacking his lips as he eats it. I throw another one in the same direction, and he’s finally quiet. I hurry up the last stretch of the mule track, feel for a gap in the wall of cypresses, and push my way onto the field. It’s dark now, and the faint outline of the vegetation takes shape around me.

			I take another drink and wait a minute for my eyes to adjust. This is the only flat spot above town large enough for even a three-quarter-sized calcio field, but nobody but me really comes up here anymore. The grass is so long, it could wrap itself around my ankles, and I stumble and high-knee my way toward the goal, the shadow of the old liceo looming behind a second row of cypresses. I haven’t been inside in three years, but that’s a story for another time, and after I tell you about the Hand of God and the Great Woman Famine, I will tell you that one, too. I reach into my pocket for my phone and shine the light on the ground, cutting a narrow swath through the grass until it finds the headstone. Luca’s photo smirks back at me from the laminated frame, his face scrubbed, his uniform ironed, his cleats immaculate.

			“Ciao, stronzo. Happy anniversary. Tomorrow, eh?”

			I’m not sure exactly how Papà convinced Mamma to bury Luca in the goal. Convinced is probably not the right word. After Luca died, Mamma was just a husk, and maybe all he did was plow her under. All I remember was that there was a lot of crying (Mamma) and yelling (Papà).

			“I coached him in chickadees on that field! He scored his first goal on that field! He will be buried on that field!” And he had Silvio make a strong recommendation to Gubbio, the mayor, who signed a piece of paper that said Papà could be leased the field for one euro per annum plus responsibility for the maintenance.

			But even after that, nobody believed it would actually happen. I mean, being the mayor is all well and good, and Gubbio can sign whatever piece of paper he wants, but there’s nothing like a bunch of old women with loosened tongues and long memories to maintain order in a society, and everybody knows things in San Benedetto are ultimately approved or vetoed by the nonne. I think maybe that’s why everyone sat back, because they expected the nonne to step in, but in the end, they only crossed themselves and called Papà matto for it. Crazy. Behind his shoulders and not even to his face.

			I sit down next to Luca’s headstone. I comb my fingers through the grass and tease apart the knots. I’m supposed to be the one mowing it, and maybe it’s just my guilt, but I can practically hear it growing and proliferating in real time around me, the roots sucking up the water, the chloroplasts filled to bursting, the cells madly dividing. A testament to life, and yet tall enough to bury me. I pick up the calcio ball Papà left here two years ago instead of flowers. It’s soft and damp, and I roll it between my hands.

			“Genoa’s leading,” I tell Luca. “Three to two, but Yuri Fil left the match early. Something about his ankle. Then again, you probably know that already, don’t you?”

			I lie down and let myself sink beneath the surface of the grass. For a while after Luca’s accident, I’d try to get him to talk to me. I’d look over at his empty bed on the other side of the room and complain to him about Papà or tell him how depressed Mamma was. Because that’s what Father Marco and everybody else kept saying to me: now he’ll be watching over you, blah, blah, blah, you’ve got another angel praying for you in heaven, blah, blah, blah. Whatever. I’d wait for him to answer, give him plenty of time, but there was nothing. Niente. Only a rushing sound around my ears. I guess in heaven they have better things to do than worry about us—making out with cherubim or playing Quidditch or whatever you do when you don’t have to lug your body around anymore.

			The shouts of the end of the match rise up from the villas on the hill.

			“I guess they won, eh? Papà must be happy.” I sit up and take another drink, then pour a generous shot where Luca’s feet must be. Magic feet, they called them. He was perfectly two-footed, and over the years he’d learned a litany of feints so the defenders could never tell which foot he was going to use until the ball was already past the keeper. He had his first tryout when he was twelve, went away to the academy in Milan at fifteen, and worked his way up the junior leagues. At his funeral, the assistant coach they sent said they were going to call him up to the first team in the fall, though he could have just been saying that. I wonder if Papà watched the match tonight thinking about Luca running back and forth across the flat-screen.

			I get up and walk over to the edge of the terrace. People are pouring out onto the streets now, chanting and cheering, cars honking and air horns blasting. Someone is shooting fireworks off the end of the molo, and the car headlights respond, blinking in some fottuto Morse code I’ve somehow never learned. Nonno’s got the 2CV down there, and it honks like a dying goose. He actually won it from a French guy back in 1960-something after the Italians beat the French in a match that was so important, evidently people were betting their cars on it. I don’t know what color it was originally, but Nonno painted the front blue and red—Genoa colors—with a yellow griffin spread across the hood. The back half of the car is painted in red, white, and green, with “VIVA L’ITALIA!” scrawled across the rear window. Below it, on the flat of the trunk, he put a skull and crossbones with the words “AND DEATH TO FRANCE!”

			I take another drink, and the bottle feels light, the vodka plinking against the sides as the tide pulls in and out of my mouth. I lean forward, looking over the edge of the next terrace into the darkness, and I can feel all the gravity of the earth pulling at me, as if at any moment I could drop into the abyss. And I don’t believe in supernatural stuff—really, I don’t—but all of a sudden I feel a shot of cold air hit me from behind, as cold as the air from the walk-in at the shop. I jerk my head around and look up at the shadow of Signora Malaspina’s massive villa rising several terraces above. It was built in the sixties by her ex-husband, a Hollywood movie director, and every third tile on the roof is actually a little mirror. During the day, it sparkles like a piercing set into the brow of the hill—discreet, but enough to change the whole face of it. Now, it’s dark except for one light in one window.

			I take another drink and keep staring at it. After about a minute, the light in the window blinks out, and the next window lights up. And the next, and the next. Seven of them, like a band of lights on a spaceship. The last one holds steady for a minute or more before there’s another flash of light, this time on the rooftop veranda, hovering over the whole villa. It stays on longer than the others, maybe five minutes, and there’s something about it that makes the hairs on my neck stand up. I start thinking about the possibility of aliens landing on top of Signora Malaspina’s villa, and my mind drifts to the comic Casella and I started the summer we were twelve. That one was called Manna. Pieces of bread mysteriously dropped from the sky, and when people ate it, it turned out to contain alien life-forms, which expanded in their stomachs like those seahorse sponges, eventually taking over their bodies and then their thoughts. Trust me, if we’d been able to finish it, it would have been bigger than E.T. Two sequels, kids’ carnival costumes, alien-shaped breakfast cereal, the works.

			The entire villa goes dark again, and there’s a great boom of fireworks from the pier. I turn toward the sea in time to see the red and blue flashes of man-made lightning, the embers like stars sinking toward the horizon, the cheers fading in the distance as I stand up and start back down the hill.

		

	
		
			[image: III]

			Every morning I hear a sound in my subconscious just before the alarm goes off. It can be anything—a gunshot, an old-fashioned phone ringing, someone laughing, a door slamming. Maybe it’s just a coincidence, or maybe it’s my mind trying to distract me and delay the moment that always comes—the moment when I realize they’re both gone.

			On Tuesday morning, I wake up to a great crash of thunder, but when I listen for the rain, there are only the voices of my neighbors floating up from the vico, and Jimmy’s truck idling in the alley. I go to the top of the stairs that separate my bedroom from the rest of our apartment like the crow’s nest on a pirate ship.

			“Papà?” I call down.

			Nothing.

			I pull on a pair of Luca’s jeans and go downstairs. Right after Mamma died, Martina came in and helped Papà clear out all her things, and Nicola Nicolini offered to redecorate our entire apartment for free. Restart from the top and all that. I think Papà must have planted him upright in the middle of the living room and said, “Make it look like no family ever lived here.” There are no photos and no clutter. Only clean surfaces, squared corners, tasteful shades of tan and brown, and a few carefully chosen, perfectly quirky accessories, none of which have anything to do with us.

			I get the rubber envelope of small bills and coins from the top drawer of the credenza and go down to the alley. Jimmy is sitting on the bumper, having a smoke.

			“Ciao, Jimmy.”

			“Ciao.”

			I’ve known Jimmy since he was a kid in the passenger seat keeping his papà company on deliveries, but I don’t really know that much about him. I know their farm is somewhere north of Turin and that he plays a lot of video games, but that’s about it. I’m not even sure what his real name is. I don’t think it’s Giacomo or anything close to Jimmy, but Jimmy’s all he’s ever answered to.

			“Sorry to make you wait, Jimmy.”

			He shrugs. “Not like I have anything better to do.”

			I open the back door while Jimmy reaches into the cab and kills the engine. After Luca died, Papà added an alarm to our apartment and floodgates and two extra locks to the shop. Not cheap floodgates, either, but top-of-the-line like they have in Venice, as if somebody had kidnapped Luca or washed him away in the middle of the night and might come back for the rest of us.

			Jimmy and I slide the calf carcass off the plastic and carry it into the walk-in. It’s a big one, and I bang my hands against the door frame. Shit.

			“So did you see the match on Sunday?” Jimmy asks.

			“Part of it.”

			“People must have been out of their heads here.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Your papà, especially.”

			“I don’t think he’s slept since Sunday.”

			Jimmy laughs and changes the subject to video games. It’s all he ever talks about. I picture his room back on the farm as a floating mangrove of cords, screens, consoles, and hand controllers. He tells me about an advance download he got of FIFA 2006, then starts taking me through the plotline of this crazy Japanese one where all the monsters have made-up English names like Tramplefrost and Curlybeard, Swinetooth and Dragonsnout, and all I can say is, “Ah . . . sì, sì,” like the old men, by which of course I mean, “Jimmy, you’re such a loser. Why don’t you get a life?”

			We get the calf and the side of beef hung up and bring in the chickens, new roosters, rabbits, and non-EU-sanctified eggs some neighbor of his sells us. By the time we’re finished, we’re both sweating, and Jimmy stands next to the grinding counter, runs his hand through his hair, and looks at his shoes like he wants to say something deep. He got the same look both times we reopened the shop after the funerals, and I wonder if by chance he remembered that yesterday was the anniversary.

			“Until next week, then,” I say, to save him the awkwardness.

			He looks up at me, startled. “Yeah . . . next week.”

			He goes out the back, and I smell the smoke of another cigarette before the diesel engine rumbles alive. It’s still only seven fifteen, so I leave the fluorescents off and work by the light of the front window. I turn on the television in back and flip it to one of the morning shows just for the noise. We keep it in the corner of the grinding counter with a white pillowcase over it to protect it from the grist and splatter, but I usually leave the pillowcase on just so I don’t have to look at the news anchor on Rai Uno and her botched Botox job that makes her look like she won the SuperEnalotto. Instead of her this morning, though, there’s the voice of the homelier one—the real news correspondent they save for serious stories—talking on and on about Sunday’s Genoa-Venezia match. That’s all everybody talked about all day yesterday, and probably all they’ll talk about for the rest of the fottuto summer. Serie A, blah, blah, blah. Who cares?

			Next door, Chicca rolls up her security gate in one yank, and it sounds like thunder. I put on my apron, wash my hands, and start setting up the banco. If I ever get my eyes gouged out, I can probably set up the banco blind without even smudging the glass. I get the trays from the back for the chicken, the rabbit, and the shish kebabs. The rest goes right on the marble. Meat, splat, card in front of it. Ossibuchi, punta di petto, spezzatino, tacchino, spalla, polpa magra, polpa mista, reale, braciole, lonza, carré con osso. Splat, splat, splat, splat. Then the cold cuts in their own case: Parma ham, salame, prosciutto cotto and crudo, mortadella, and coppa. Papà is a perfectionist, so I must account for every quarter kilo on the inventory and make sure that every surface is as immaculate as the Virgin.

			The first knock of the morning plinks against the window, the start of the procession of nonne on their way to Mass. Nonne, nonne, nonne, and more nonne. This is what sociologists call the aging of Europe, and Liguria’s demographics are the most top-heavy of them all, crammed full of nonne, nobody stupid or naive enough to bring more babies into this world. They clutch each other’s arms, crossing the front windows so slowly, you can see the gossip gathering in clouds above their heads. If I ever get that wrinkled and infirm, I think I’ll spare everyone and just stay home, but the nonne take to the streets every morning without fail. After all, they’re in training. They must have strong backs to prop up the 80 percent of us who have stopped hedging our bets with God. They must develop stamina to withstand the barrage of hip-hop music and American movies, and military discipline to protect themselves and their grandchildren against the Muslims and their bombs, even though if you ask me, it’s the Buddhists and their ninja levitation shit we should really be worried about.

			Kneel.

			Sit.

			Stand.

			Kneel.

			Sit.

			Stand.

			Uno.

			Due.

			Hup!

			And as the world crumbles around them despite their aerobics, they must have the patience to say the 777 trillion rosaries necessary to pray the hundreds of billions of fallen souls out of purgatory.

			“Ciao,” the nonne mouth as they pass by the window.

			“Ciao,” I mouth back. I have to wave to each and every one of them every single day or they will talk about me on the church steps and complain to Papà that my hair is too long to be serving food. Mamma used to be friends with all of them, but they never talk about her anymore. After Luca died, it was like a soft fog creeping in, gradually obliterating him from the stories people told, but after Mamma, it was like a door slamming shut. Sure, there were the respectable visits right after, when everyone would come and pat our hands and drop off plates of food, but even then, they always came in pairs and hurried away spooked, like if they looked Death or Suffering or Heartache directly in the eye, it might be contagious. This is another thing you will discover if you lose someone close to you—if you ever want to go out in public again, you’ll have to learn how to treat your grief like a goiter or a great big boil. You’ll have to learn how to camouflage it and tuck it away so as not to scare the living.

			“Ciao,” another group of nonne mouth through the window.

			“Ciao.” I put on my fake smile.

			When I’m finished setting up the banco, I have a good twenty minutes left, so I get a pair of scissors and tear a sheet of paper off the roll. I pull out the stool and sit in front of the ghost television. The anchorwoman with the botched Botox job is back, babbling on and on about somebody bombing the cazzo out of something somewhere, which is apparently not serious news anymore.

			“Deficiente,” I hiss at her shadow, shifting and darkening through the pillowcase.

			I decide to do the new German pope today. I cut out the tall hat and the cape, poking the scissors into the middle of each and cutting out crosses like superhero logos. I string the chicken in the case so it stands up on its legs, then wrap the cape around its chicken shoulders, balance the hat on top, and tuck a skewer into its wing. If I had more time, I would soak and bend the skewer into a shepherd’s crook or take some red plastic wrap and make those Prada shoes. Maybe even give him a paper Sancho Panza to keep him company, the way he’s been riding around in the popemobile for the past two months, shaking his staff at windmills and calling Europe back to the faith.

			Good luck with that.

			I clean up the scraps of paper and snap off the television, cutting the anchor off midsentence. I go out onto the passeggiata and light a cigarette. The sky is clear and the sea a deep blue, painted especially for the tourists.

			“Ciao, Etto.” Chicca is dragging her display racks outside, the sand buckets and crab nets wobbling and banging together.

			“Ciao, Chicca.”

			“Some match on Sunday, eh?”

			“Yeah. Some match.”

			“I saw your papà this morning on his way to Martina’s. He looks like he hasn’t slept in two days.”

			“I know. Genoa in Serie A. It’s like Christmas for him.”

			Across the passeggiata at Bagni Liguria, Franco and Mimmo are already outside in their swimsuits and bare feet, sweeping the boardwalks clean and unlocking the cabanas. They’re the same age as Papà, both from the south, both perennially half clothed and almost preternaturally calm and kind. They say Franco’s father was a mafia kingpin in Napoli, and his house growing up was decorated in frescoes and leafed in gold. They say he renounced his father’s life and hitchhiked to San Benedetto with only the clothes on his back. But he never tells any stories from before he came here, as if this is where his real life started. Franco waves to me across the passeggiata.

			“Ehi, Etto.” His dog lifts his head from his paws and looks me up and down.

			“Ciao, Franco.”

			“Just saw your papà this morning. He said to remind you about the band saw blade.”

			Shit. Papà has been bugging me about it for a week. I stamp out my cigarette. “Chicca, could you . . . ?”

			She waves me on. I jog over to Casella and his papà’s shop in my apron, dodging through the pedestrian traffic. The door’s open even though the sign says Closed.

			“Anyone here?” I call to the back of the shop. I edge through the tall, narrow shelves to the counter, the trays of nuts and bolts rattling as I pass.

			“Etto, is that you?” Casella calls, a faraway echo.

			“Yes.”

			“One minute.”

			Eventually he appears in a T-shirt and a pair of cargo shorts, his hair tied back, thick like a mop. Claudia likes it that way. Claudia, Claudia, Claudia. Casella and I used to be best friends before Claudia, as close as Papà and Silvio. When we were in liceo, they would call us Troll 1 and Troll 2, like those dolls you rub between your hands until their hair stands up like a flame, mine burned orangish-brown by the sun, Casella’s bleached white-hot.

			“Sorry,” he says. “I was in the back room trying to make some space.”

			Casella says “sorry” all the time now. Claudia’s conditioned him. It’s become a blanket apology for his existence, an evolutionary adaptation that he will pass on to his children. Like sea anemones curl up or sharks attack when they see blood, his children will say “sorry.” His grandchildren. Their children. And that’s how his lineage will manage to survive—obediently and apologetically. He balances on one foot and reaches behind the counter.

			“The blade, right?” he says. “Your papà called yesterday.” He hands me the blade, folded over on itself and pinched with a thick rubber band.

			“Thanks.”

			He stares at me, and I stare back at him.

			“How’s your papà?” he asks.

			“Fine. You know, still wetting himself over Genoa.”

			“Aren’t they all. And your nonna?”

			“You know, the same. No worse. Your parents?”

			He shrugs. “They’re fine. They’re in Friuli this week.”

			“Visiting your aunt?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			This is the curse of the drifting friendship, to be close enough to know all the people and details in each other’s lives, but not close enough to really care. I wonder how many more times in our lives we will have this bullshit conversation instead of talking about why we only have bullshit conversations anymore.

			“Lots of tourists already, eh?”

			“Yesterday was pretty busy.”

			“Just wait until Ferragosto.”

			“I know, eh?”

			He glances back at the storeroom door.

			“I better go,” I say.

			“Yeah,” he says. “Two minutes to eight.”

			“Thanks for the blade.”

			“No problem. You coming by Camilla’s tonight?”

			“We’ll see.”

			I jog back. Chicca is still outside, watching as a pair of German grandparents and their charge paw over the inflatable turtles and crocodiles leaning against the wall. It’s hard to believe that sixty years ago they were clicking around our streets in jackboots, cocking weapons in the faces of our grandparents. Sometimes I want to stop one of them and ask, whatever happened to the dream of a pasteurized and homogenized gene pool? Whatever happened to the government awards for reproducing humorless Aryans at factory capacity? The single cruelty they are capable of these days is bringing only children into the world, their one aspiration to be inoffensive and organized, their only Blitzkrieg to come here for the same three weeks of vacation every year, stay in the same rental apartments, and sit on the same bagni under the same umbrellas, generation after generation after generation in limbo, until the four horsemen of the apocalypse politely ask them to pack up and go home.

			“Thanks, Chicca.”

			“No problem.”

			I put the band saw blade on the grinding counter, come up front, and slip behind the banco. The rest of the day is predictable. First a steady stream of German mothers buying sausages and cold cuts for their efficiency kitchens. Then the nonne on their way back from church. Then the local mothers and children, trying to beat back the endless summer boredom with routine. Regina Salveggio was in our class at the liceo until she dropped out to marry Beppe, and her kids bang through the front door and run straight for the calf’s head, pressing their grubby little hands and faces against the glass.

			“Moo-ooo,” the boy brat says, and the girl brat follows.

			“Moo-ooo.”

			Regina laughs. “They’re so curious about everything at this age. They’re like little sponges. I hope they’ll turn out to be as smart as their father.”

			“You mean Beppe?”

			“Of course I mean Beppe.” She laughs like it’s a joke. “I’ll tell him you said that, Etto.”

			“Well, it looks like they’re already bilingual.”

			“Moo-ooo. Moo-ooo,” the little brats continue, practically French-kissing the glass, as if the fottuto calf is suddenly going to start carrying his end of the conversation. “Moo-ooo . . .”

			“Oh, you’re so funny, Etto.”

			“So what will it be, Regina?” I ask. “Two hundred grams of prosciutto?”

			“Yes, and four chicken breasts, no bone, no skin.”

			No bone, no skin. Not much of a happy homemaker, are you, Regina? I wrap it up and write it down in the notebook we keep under the register.

			“Do you want to carry the package, tesoro?” Regina asks the girl brat. The boy brat whispers something in her ear, and the girl brat lets out a yelp.

			“Antonio Riccardo, what did you say to your sister?”

			But instead of backing down, the boy brat extends his arm, pointing it at my crotch. “I said, that’s the man who chopped the cow’s head off,” and the girl hides behind Regina’s legs and peeks out at me in fear.

			I give her a friendly little smile and a wave, and I crouch down to her level. Her eyes widen. “Actually, your brother is wrong,” I say. “The cows arrive on a truck already dead, and then I chop the carcasses into little bits!”

			The boy brat laughs, swinging his arm around and around. The girl brat’s mouth gapes open slightly, silent for a moment before letting out the wail of an ambulance.

			“Thanks a lot, Etto,” Regina says, snatching the package from me and scooping up the howling girl in the other arm. “I’ll call you at four in the morning when she wakes up with a nightmare.”

			“No problem, Regina. Anytime. Tell Beppe I said ciao.”

			The rest of the morning is busy, and all the conversations blend together.

			“Take off the skin.”

			“Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

			“Slice it thin, please.”

			“He always was a cheapskate, though.”

			“Three . . . no, four.”

			“She’ll never get married.”

			“They haven’t talked to each other since the fifties.”

			“Well, you know, she wasn’t at Mass this morning.”

			The bachelors are always the last to come in, just before the afternoon break. Nicola Nicolini orders two fillets and has me trim some of the meat off to make them into perfect circles.

			“New girlfriend, eh, Nicola?”

			He turns red and pretends to be searching inside his purse, man bag, whatever, mumbling that they are both for him, and something about being an eternal bachelor, blah, blah, blah, and we should come next door for dinner sometime. One of these days, I’m going to put him out of his misery and tell him that everyone knows he’s gay. That doesn’t he realize he lives on the other side of our fottuto wall, and besides, we have the ever-vigilant nonne to alert us and everyone else in San Benedetto whenever he brings a man home?

			“Have you heard about the Genoa-Venezia scandal?” he asks, as if talking about calcio is going to camouflage the flames.

			“Let me guess . . . steroids?”

			“Match fixing.”

			“What’s new?”

			There’s been a scandal every couple of years now for as long as I can remember—match fixing, steroids, horse tranquilizers, cocaine smuggling, fake passports to dodge the foreign-player quotas, Rolexes magically appearing on every referee’s wrist. It’s the same old story every time. It’ll be analyzed and overanalyzed for a couple of weeks in the media—especially if it’s not Berlusconi’s team—until finally the players involved will appear, heads hanging, making the obligatory and televised act of contrition and asking for absolution from the fans. When they’re ready to move on, the media will cauterize the whole thing by giving it a nickname, and then everyone will forget about it until the next scandal breaks, when they’ll get excited by the gushing blood all over again.

			“I don’t know, Etto,” Nicola Nicolini continues. “It looks pretty bad this time. They’ve been at it all morning over at Martina’s.”

			“Let me guess. My papà’s leading the charge.”

			“He looked like he was about to lose his straps.”

			Figures. I’m sure he’ll use it as an excuse not to come into the shop at all today. In the past two years, we’ve created an entire branch of science out of living together but not living together, like if we circulate in some provisional reality, the permanent one doesn’t have a chance to harden into place. Like if we aren’t in the same room together, we can still pretend nothing is missing, and we don’t see the gaps we’ve been cursed to illuminate for each other.

			He finally appears ten minutes before close, out of breath, clutching his precious Gazzetta dello Sport.

			“Have you heard the news?” he pants.

			“Ciao, Papà.”

			“Yes, yes. Ciao, ciao. Have you heard?”

			Papà looks almost the same as he did twenty-five years ago. Still the same sturdy torso, the same heavy hands and thick crew cut he had in his photos from military service and our team pictures when he coached us in chickadees. Only in the past two years has it been shot through with gray—small, silver wounds at his temples and in the back of his head.

			“The scandal?”

			“The mistaken scandal. The only real scandal is that they are tarnishing the image of Yuri Fil. Can you believe they are trying to blame him for match fixing and conspiracy now? Because he left the field with a bum ankle! Incredible!”

			“Well, how do you know he wasn’t in on it?”

			My father gasps. “How do I know he wasn’t in on it? Maradona!” This is the strongest word Papà ever uses, both a blessing and a curse, same as the man himself was. “No, he did not do it! Yuri Fil is an innocent man! I would bet my life on it! They are only using him as a scapegoat or for some other scheme!”

			He throws up his hands in exasperation, and the Gazzetta dello Sport falls to the floor, a pink spot on the clean, white linoleum. He bends over to pick it up, and when he comes up, his face is red, like someone has turned off a spigot in his neck. He tucks the paper under his arm and stares at me with his bulging eyes, shaking his head, as if he can’t believe we’re related.

			“How do I know?” he says again. “Really, Etto . . .”

			Luca would never have blasphemed Yuri Fil. If Luca was here—not that Papà would’ve ever allowed him to waste a minute behind the banco—but if Luca was still alive, they would’ve stood around for hours, dissecting the entire affair, taking turns at proving Yuri Fil’s innocence in a hundred different ways.

			Papà squints at the glass and pokes a finger at the plastic sack keeping cold in the back of the case. “Who’s that for?”

			“Pia.”

			“Make sure she pays cash.”

			“She always does.”

			“Good. I’m not subsidizing that stronzo of a husband of hers. And what’s this?” Papà stabs another finger at the glass.

			“Those are shish kebabs.”

			“Not those. This.”

			“It’s a tribute to the new pope. I thought the Germans and the nonne would like it.”

			“Take it out.”

			“But, Papà . . .”

			“It’s disrespectful. Take it out. Your bisnonno and your nonno and I did not build a dignified business in order for you to turn it into a joke.” He gestures to the portraits on the wall behind him, as if that gives him a majority. “And while you’re at it, take those shish kebabs out of there and redo them. It looks like they were made by the home for the blind. Honestly!”

			“But I was just about to close up.”

			“Redo them. And how many times do I have to tell you to put on a hairnet?”

			Let me be clear. I am never putting on a fottuto hairnet, and Papà knows that I am never putting on a fottuto hairnet. He’s just using it as leverage so I will fix the shish kebabs and let him run his mouth. He’s shouting from the back now, launching into his speech about the nobility of the profession, the butcher as the guardian of morals in the community, and the fact that an entire line of French kings descended from a butcher. Pretty soon he will be on to how my bisnonno arrived in this town eighty years ago with only his leather roll of knives.

			“Are you listening to me, Etto?”

			“Yes, Papà. I’m listening.”

			I clip the paper hat and cape off the chicken pope and slip the skewer out of its wing, but just to show him that he is not the master of me, I leave the chicken suspended, upright and naked in the case. Papà reappears in the front with the crate of dirty laundry, the newspaper balanced on top.

			“I mean it, Etto. Either a hairnet or a haircut. I tell you this every week. And you need to get that field mowed. This weekend. Gubbio says it looks as if it’s been completely abandoned.”

			“Gubbio’s exaggerating.”

			“Would you just do it without complaining for once, Etto? Maradona, you’re twenty-two! I shouldn’t have to tell you everything. Your brother was living away from home at fifteen.”

			Papà rarely invokes my brother, and once it slips out of his mouth, he disappears as quickly as he can.

			“Right, and look how that turned out,” I say, once the door is safely closed behind him.

			Nonno and my bisnonno both scowl at me from their portraits on the wall.

			“I know, I know. I’m a bad son. What’s new?”

			I used to think about leaving all this, maybe living on my own or even moving to the city. When Mamma’s sister was here to visit that one time, before she got bogged down with her six kids, she and Mamma talked about me and Luca maybe spending a year in America once we graduated from liceo. There were even a few years when Casella and I talked about enrolling in the animation institute in Milan. But if you live here your whole life, you grow up hearing a steady chatter of people who talk about leaving, who sketch out their big dreams with too many words and sculpt their plans out of the air with grand, sweeping gestures. A few even manage to pack a suitcase and shake the sand of San Benedetto off their feet for a few years. But one way or the other, they always come back, and over the years, I guess that’s inoculated me from becoming another big talker in a long line.

			I lock up and cross the passeggiata to Bagni Liguria, shielding my eyes from the sun. Mimmo is manning the entrance hut. It’s not July yet, so there are still a few tags left on the board behind him, a few empty chaises and umbrellas in the grid.

			He looks up from his book. “Delivery?”

			“Ciacco called it in.”

			Mimmo takes the bag from me and trots off to find Ciacco while I stay on the boardwalk and survey the beach. The sun is out in full force, the white sails of the boats poking up out of the waves like shark teeth. There are a few people treading water, their heads floating in the sea. The rest are lying facedown on their chaises, backs burned, arms and feet dangling off the edge in some sort of medieval torture. I hate the bagni. I never go.

			Mimmo hovers over one of the chaises in the front row, and Ciacco squirms until he finally raises himself to a sitting position, the rolls of fat rearranging themselves as he digs into the purse hanging around his neck.

			“Ehi. Ciao, Etto.” Franco appears in front of the showers with a bucket of crabs and a gaggle of little kids following him around like he’s the magic piper. We used to collect crabs when we were little, too. We’d leave those poor little suckers sloshing around in a thin soup of sand and water until Franco made us dump them back into the sea so they wouldn’t die.

			“Ciao, Franco.”

			“What brings you here? Delivery?”

			“For Ciacco.”

			“You should put on your suit. Go for a little swim.”

			“Thanks, but I have a delivery up in the hills.”

			“Who?”

			“Pia.”

			He shakes his head the way everyone does when Pia’s name is mentioned. “Ah . . . sì, sì,” he says, by which he means, what a shame, what a shame. “You want me to let Fede know you’re here?”

			“That’s okay, he looks busy.”

			Franco laughs. “As usual.”

			Fede’s on the shore, his tanned back shaped like an arrow pointing to his culo, just in case you missed it in those tight trunks. He’s ankle deep in the surf, flirting with three blond girls, as Bocca leans down from the lifeguard chair, poised to catch the crumbs if they happen to fall from Fede’s table. I hold up two fingers and squish Bocca between them. Poser . . . squish. Fede . . . squish. Blond girls . . . squish, squish, squish. When Luca was around on breaks from the academy, Fede at least had some competition, but now he’s out there completely unchecked, roaming the savannah like on Animal Planet, and all you can do is turn your head at the last second.

			“Hey, thanks, Etto!” Ciacco is holding up one of the sandwiches and waving at me from his chaise, his stomach doubled up. “Extra meat. Just the way I like them!”

			Ciacco’s voice is faint against the waves, but it’s loud enough to get Fede’s attention, and Fede spins around and starts waving at me, his whole arm sweeping into an arc as if he’s stranded on some fottuto island.

			“Ehi! Etto!” he calls. “Come here!”

			I shake my head. “I’m not translating for you, deficiente,” I say quietly. “You should’ve learned English in school when you had the chance.”

			“Ehi! Etto!” he calls again, still sweeping his arm back and forth.

			The blond girls are staring at me now, too, and Bocca twists around in the chair to have a look. Mimmo is taking his time chatting with sunbathers and children as he makes his way back to me with the money. I shake my head with more violence. Fede, if you think I’m coming over there to translate your stupidaggini, well, think again.

			Fede finally gives up and jogs over to me, his hand shading the left side of his face. He’s wearing his Terminator sunglasses and those painted-on black trunks with the silver scorpion printed over the crotch. He reaches up to the wooden railing of the boardwalk and gives me the same upside-down handshake the B-boys give each other.

			“Why the poser handshake, Fede? And why are you shading your face?”

			“Ugh. Medusa’s here.” Medusa is what he calls the Milanese woman who has rented an umbrella at Bagni Liguria for the last forty summers and who insists on going topless as if this is France or something. I look over his shoulder.

			“At your own risk, Etto,” he warns. “At your own risk.”

			“Whatever, Fede. I feel so sorry for you, having to look at women’s bocce all day. Maybe you can apply for a disability stipend.”

			“Listen, I would much rather be staring at raw meat and gristle all day than at that lady’s seventy-year-old cold cuts.” He laughs, grabs the railing of the boardwalk, and leans back, stretching. “Why don’t you come off that boardwalk and talk to these Australian girls I found?”

			“No thanks. I think I’ll just laugh at you from here. What are they, nannies?”

			“One’s got a German uncle. They’re preparing the vacation homes for him and his friends. You coming over to Camilla’s later?”

			“Who’s going?”

			“Who always goes? Everybody.”

			“I’ll think about it.”

			“Come on. I’ll buy you a beer.”

			“You always say that.”

			Mimmo reappears and hands me the money for the sandwiches. “Etto, you should go put on your trunks and come out here. We’ve got extra umbrellas until the end of the week.”

			“Thanks, but I have to make some deliveries.”

			“When you’re finished.”

			“Then I have to mow the field.”

			“Ah . . . sì, sì . . . I heard it looks completely abandoned.”

			“It’s not that bad.”

			“I’ve got to go, Etto,” Fede says. He points at me as if that will pin me down. “Tonight. Camilla’s.”

			“Maybe.”

			“Listen, I’m tired of these halfhearted ‘maybes.’ You’re coming. End of the story.”

			“Maybe.”

			He gives me one last glare through his sunglasses. “See you there, Etto. No excuses.”

			I walk up the hill to Pia’s, the bag of meat banging against my leg. There are only a few people out walking the terraces during the afternoon break—German hikers mostly, with their ski poles and their vigor and their heavy “Buongiornos” that land on you like a wool blanket. The sun is compact and hard, pounding away at my head like a blacksmith’s hammer. I can’t tell you how much I hate the sun. My eyes hate the sun. My skin hates the sun. My brain hates the sun. By the time I get to Via Partigiani, my shirt is soaked and my breath is chugging in and out of my lungs.

			“Ciao, Etto.”

			I jump.

			“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“You didn’t scare me, signora.” It’s Signora Sapia, sitting on the rock under the traffic mirror with her sunglasses and her cane. “How did you know it was me, though?”

			“At this time of day, it’s either German hikers or you doing your deliveries.” She laughs. “Then I heard the wheezing and I knew it was you.”

			“I wasn’t wheezing.”

			She laughs again. “When you’re our age, Etto, you’ll be used to this old hill . . . watch out!” She points with the red tip of her cane, and I step aside just in time. The Mangona brothers come by on their racing bikes, with their stealth aerodynamics and the orange flame helmets they special ordered from the Netherlands.

			“Come on, Etto, train with us, you lukewarm piece of shit,” one of the Mangona brothers shouts at me, the backdraft carrying his words. The other one throws his head back and laughs.

			“Hey, vaffanculo!” I call after them. “Your auntie!” I add.

			They disappear around the corner, and I turn back to Signora Sapia. “Sorry, signora.”

			“Oh, Etto” is all she says. A few years ago, she would have given me a lecture about cursing and showing lack of respect for the family, and she would have done it swiftly and unapologetically under the statute that allows the nonne to correct the behavior of anyone they are old enough to remember as a child. But nobody ever says a harsh word to me anymore, as if they think I’ve already done penance enough for a lifetime. Sometimes I wish they’d tell me off like they used to. Just once I’d like to hear it.
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