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Praise for Lost Hearts in Italy


“A premise worthy of Edith Wharton… A singularly stylish writer, Lee has carved out a niche for herself by taking on class, culture, sex—and matrimony—with a clear-eyed candor that can feel thrillingly transgressive.” —Vogue

“Exquisite… This is an archetypal tale, but Lee sails it into new realms with her slicing insights into racial, cultural, sexual, and class divides; candid explications of the eroticism of wealth and revenge; and, most stunningly, resplendent descriptions of Italy’s transfixing beauty; haunting, blood-stained past; and steely knowingness. Each enrapturing scene shimmers with sensual, psychological, and historical nuance. Each encounter is choreographed with the deadly elegance and precision of a fencing match.” —Booklist (starred review)

“Lustrous, textured canniness… Lee’s prose shimmers so effectively.” —The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Few writers can so swiftly evoke private, familial mythologies or cast a colder eye on the assured and entitled, American and European, black and white.… The drama in Lost Hearts in Italy is not one of revenge or comeuppance, but something more real. While it is not without wrenching scenes of power and passion, betrayal and bitterness, the truth that emerges is an adult one of acceptance. Lee is less interested in judgment or condemnation than in evoking something far more subtle: acceptance.” —Newsday

“In chillingly urbane prose, Lee takes the full measure of her characters’ folly, as they prove faithless not only to each other but to themselves.” —The New Yorker

“Elegantly structured… [Lee] powerfully orchestrates the clash of cultures and wills through the interweaving of her characters’ memories, which build in an emotional crescendo.” —Publishers Weekly

“Features a protagonist who could aptly be described as an anti-heroine: the modern version of a classic Jamesian type, the American innocent abroad… One can’t help thinking of James’s Daisy Miller and the enticement of her own Rome sojourn.… An astringently probing look at the deep costs of shallowness and the perils of reckless innocence.” —The Wall Street Journal

“With prose as elegant and sharp as a diamond scalpel, Lee examines why people wreck their present lives for motives they can never really explain.” —The Seattle Times

“Lee has a talent for descriptive writing.… Pleasing and evocative.” —The New York Times Book Review

“Spicy… a can’t-miss summer read… When you curl up with an Andrea Lee story, there are guarantees: You know you’ll get first-rate writing that won’t put you to sleep; you’re sure to learn a naughty phrase in Italian, Russian, or French; and you’re definitely going to meet savvy, stylish, globe-trotting sisters who have great careers and even greater sex.” —Essence

“The portraits are incisive, the cultural insights fresh, and the deliquescent prose a pleasure to read.… Delicious.” —Library Journal

“Reads like an uber-travelogue for sophisticates who read Vanity Fair and Vogue, who set great store by designer clothes, the very best food, luxury hotels and the insidious glamour of literature and history… in lush, lustful sentences of longing… [Italy is] passionately constructed for readers who can only dream of such richness.” —The Washington Post






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.







[image: Lost Hearts in Italy, by Andrea Lee, Scribner]





In it is no lacrimae rerum,

No art, Only the gift

To see things as they are, halved by a darkness

From which they cannot shift.

—DEREK WALCOTT, FROM “A MAP OF EUROPE”





1 MIRA


2004 · TELEPHONE


The call comes three or four times a year. Always in the morning, when Mira’s husband and children have left the house, and she is at work in her study, in the dangerous company of words—words that are sometimes docile companions and at other times bolt off like schizophrenic lovers and leave you stranded on a street corner somewhere. There are moments when Mira, abandoned in the middle of a paragraph, sits glaring furiously out past the computer at the chestnut trees in her hillside garden and the industrial smudge of Turin below in the distance and the Alps beyond. Then the phone rings, and she breaks her own rule to grab it like a lifeline. And eerily enough, as if from hundreds of miles away he has sensed her bafflement, her moment of weakness, it is often Zenin, a man who once wrecked part of her life.

Oh, not Zenin himself, not at first. His billionaire’s paranoia is too strong for that. He never calls her on a cellphone, always from his office, never from one of his houses, from his yacht, from his jet. The call is placed by any one of a bevy of young Italian secretaries, the kind who announce their names in bright telemarketers’ voices. Pronto, it’s Sabrina. Marilena. Or Veronica. It’s different each time, but always the kind of aspirational Hollywood-style moniker that in Italian sounds slightly whorish.

È la dottoressa Ward? È proprio lei? The secretaries insist on asking twice if it is Mira. And they love her title, which is Italian grandiosity for a simple college degree. Zenin, the parvenu, loves it too, loves having a cultured woman to disturb. If anyone else answers, husband or children or maid, the girls have instructions to hang up. And after that, Sabrina or Marilena or Veronica always inquires, with arch emphasis, whether it is convenient for her to talk. Convenient as interpreted by a drug dealer or a stool pigeon, or of course a philandering wife.

Sometime during that familiar question, Mira’s body undergoes a swift unwelcome transformation: melting between the legs, throat suddenly garotted by an ancient knot of tears. Outdated reactions of the body, whose memory is longer than that of the heart.

Feelings left over from a time years earlier, when she was very young and lived in Rome. When she was still married to her first husband, an American as young and new to Europe as she was. Married and deep in adultery with Zenin, the Venetian tycoon whose cold sensuality and provincial vulgarity represented, to the girl she was back then, everything mysterious and desirable about Italy. A robber’s cave of wonders she was desperate to explore. It was a time when the dye of secrecy darkened every part of her life, and with a mixture of shame and longing she used to pray for calls like these. Because every call meant an assignation, and Zenin, at that point, was her religion.

Nowadays she hasn’t seen Zenin for nearly ten years. And when she realizes who is calling, the older Mira simply says to herself: bastard. Sometimes in English, sometimes in Italian. Bastardo. A toothless insult, but one that translates exactly.

But she doesn’t hang up. She always talks to Zenin.

This time, as usual, he asks what she is doing.

Working.

Working? Writing? Writing what—love poems? His familiar voice, with its Veneto accent, is teasing, that of an uncle talking to a beloved but difficult niece. And as always, it is surprisingly small, as the voice of the conscience is said to be. Not high, but faint and dry, as if lacking an essential fluid.

No, I’m writing an article about a cheese festival.

A cheese festival! Oh yes, laughs Zenin. I had almost forgotten how greedy you are. I’m sure you’re fat now, living in Turin with all the fonduta and truffles. Fat and badly dressed. A plump little provincial madamin. That’s what happens with a Piedmontese husband, neh? By the way, is he faithful?

Faithful enough for me.

A good wifely answer. And what about you, darling?

Don’t you wish you knew, says Mira evenly.

She can picture him clearly in his vast company headquarters in the industrial hinterland of Rovigo, a few hundred miles east across Piedmont and Lombardy. Veneto lowland country, where the great floodplain of the Brenta and the Po spreads from Petrarch’s green hills to the Adriatic in an expanse of cornfields, brick villages, grim rural factories, and the occasional lunar beauty of a Palladian facade. There, in his element, sits Zenin, tall, morose, and badly dressed, exuding his heavy aura of power over an acre of desk where he directs an empire that for children around the world is a byword for fun, a constantly evolving civilization of miniature toys and plastic gadgets, free gifts that lure them further into the sweet Cockaigne land of cereals and snacks. Mira winces sometimes at breakfast, watching her sons squabble over Zenin’s prizes.

I’d give everything I own to know, says Zenin. I’d love to fuck you again, Dottoressa Ward. Let’s meet next week. In Paris. Or New York. If you can get away for four days, come to Mauritius. There’s a new hotel there you’ll like. Just choose—I’ll arrange everything.

What is interesting is that Zenin’s voice doesn’t change when he says the word scopare—fuck. His voice takes on an erotic tremor only when he says arrange everything.

Mira agrees, as she always does. Va bene—all right—has a ceremonial sound. Like the close of a church service, a sign of acceptance and submission. She even adds a hint of comradely amusement, because after all this time she understands that Zenin has no power over her. She listens to him promise to call on Monday with plans and then puts down the phone. Knowing she won’t hear from him for months.

And as usual she sits turning the mystery over in her mind. Why Zenin bothers to go through this threadbare ritual. Why she lets him.

Her eyes run over the ranks of photographs crowded on the shelf near her desk. Mira and her present husband, Vanni, hamming it up in front of the Taj Mahal. School shots of her eight-year-old and six-year-old sons, Stefano and Zoo. Her daughter, Maddie, in a white commencement dress, brandishing a bouquet. The jacket photo for her first travel book, a dozen years earlier, where she peers rather belligerently out of a grotto in Matera. Boisterous family groups with scuba gear, on skis. Their Turin villa in the throes of restoration, the garden full of rubble, medieval brick doorways open to the weather. Her parents and sister, yellowed by seventies celluloid, waving from the steps of her childhood house in Philadelphia.

A defensive wall of memories, a gallery of life on two continents. The life she rebuilt in northern Italy after she left Rome and the ruins of that first marriage, that love affair. Yet nothing is a complete defense against Zenin. She thinks of an early story by Moravia called “Madness,” in which a rich Roman housewife amuses herself by pretending to an old flame, who lives far away, that she is an insane recluse. They have long telephone conversations in which she describes her ordinary family days as a series of hallucinations.

In the same way, when Zenin phones, the rest of the world recedes. They alone are real, two points of brightness connected by sound waves and the past. But as the connection is established, like lights on an electronic map, she imagines a third point lighting up somewhere else. Mai due senza tre, as the Italian saying goes, never two without three. The essential third point is her first husband, Nick, Zenin’s former rival. Hidden somewhere in the glass and steel corporate wilderness of Canary Wharf or Wall Street or the Bund in Shanghai. Mira never hears from him but she gets regular news from their daughter, Maddie, of his life in London, his family, his career in international finance. Nick is somehow always present at these encounters in space, where all times are one time.

It was always less like a triangle than a game, she thinks. One of those annoying electronic games her boys play, where computer-generated civilizations battle each other, or the kind of ancient board combat that people claim dates back to the Olmecs or Hittites or sunken Atlantis. A game with a dozen shifting alliances. Young married couple against the old libertine. Lovers against husband. Rich against not rich. Europe against America. A game of skill that at its hottest and hardest should have concluded, according to a military code of honor, or to the rules of storytelling, with an execution. At least a suicide. Except that the three of them obstinately remained alive. All three of them, Zenin, Nick, and Mira, have one thing in common besides a susceptibility to passion. And that is a stubborn, rather bourgeois attachment to life and its consolations.

So now, nearly two decades later, they’re all alive, widely separated, no longer hagridden by lust and jealousy, grown older and lazier, less exacting about their pleasures. Zenin, Mira reminds herself, is actually a grandfather. Nick has a beautiful second wife and two girls besides their own daughter, Maddie.

She herself is so immersed in the controlled chaos of family and work that she barely notices she is happy. The only thing that revives their game, their three-sided connection, is the empty liturgy of these phone calls from Zenin, which recall a moment in time when raw excess made them a casual aristocracy, apart from the rest of the world.

It’s nostalgia, thinks Mira, returning to her work. Not for love, of course. For being young.

But later she thinks that the calls are a way of saying, You still belong to me. And she knows that some part of her does belong to Zenin. And a part to Nick as well. As we always belong forever to people who have hurt us badly, or been badly hurt by us.

1985 · IN THE AIR


The story of Nick and Mira and Zenin begins with an act of generosity. Anonymous and spontaneous, the noblest kind. A graceful impulse on the part of a woman Mira never met. That’s the reason, one July afternoon, that she is sitting in a first-class lounge at Kennedy Airport.

Because a secretary or administrative assistant in the bank that has sent Nick Reiver, her husband, from Manhattan to its Rome office, has done him a friendly turn. Devised an illegal treat for his wife. For her transfer to Europe, a first-class ticket, where company policy barely stretches to business class. Afterward, Mira always pictures this generous secretary as a Billy Wilder character, a Fran Kubelik grown older, full of wisecracks but with a kind of virtue that goes deeper than a heart of gold. A sort of elemental sweetness that only Americans have. And this well-meaning woman stretches the rules for Nick not just because he is fair-haired and handsome in a way that always tempts secretaries to make exceptions for him, but because he has the same sweetness. It shines in him. It inspires the favor, and what eventually comes out of the favor blows it all away.

The immediate result, though, is that Mira, twenty-five years old and very pleased, is sitting in the first-class lounge. Having kissed her mother at the gate and disposed of the shamingly huge old suitcase from the attic of her parents’ house in Mount Airy, Philadelphia. The kind of strapped mastodon of a cracked-leather case that is meant to be dragged over borders in the wake of famine or pogrom, and appears in old pictures of Ellis Island.

Except that the Ward family is black, a clan of teachers and lawyers rooted in Philadelphia for generations, set in their ways and their neighborhoods as only middle-class mulattos can be. Still, the suitcase has always been upstairs under the eaves, legacy of some flighty distant cousin or great-aunt, and when Mira’s mother came to help pack up Mira’s West Side apartment, she bullied Mira into accepting it, arguing its practicality with a vigor that suggested the bag was stuffed with maternal wisdom. Its presence looms over Mira as her mother’s car inches through La Guardia traffic on a simmering August afternoon, her mother calculating dollar-lira exchange rates and reminiscing about a trip she took to Romo in 1966, where near the Campidoglio, she and her sister Marjorie were asked directions in broken Italian by a group of tourists from Alabama.

Poor ignorant things, they thought we were natives.

And you were natives, says Mira smartly. Only not Italian. You were the kind of natives who wear grass skirts and carry bananas on their heads. The kind of natives they used to string up back home in Alabama. Oh, hush. Mrs. Ward, a widow belonging to the frugal, wary Depression-bred generation of African Americans who call themselves “colored,” is always easy prey for her two quick-witted daughters, Mira and Faith, with their Ivy League diplomas and scathing tongues. She is crushed at losing Mira to Europe, but also troubled in her private sense of justice, this because Mira, the impertinent younger child, the one who never listened, the one who against all good advice married a white boy and rejected law school to take up the precarious trade of writing, Mira now is blithely setting off for a new life of adventure and entirely unearned luxury.

That first-class ticket, for example. Neither of them understands what it really means until they wrestle the barn-size suitcase onto a cart and propel it wobblingly toward Alitalia check-in. And, with the display of the magic ticket, the bag and all complications are wafted away. It’s a slow afternoon at the airport, and suddenly Mira is surrounded by the attentions of men and women who seem to live for deference. Lackeys, she thinks with delight. Minions.

A tanned Italian in a green jacket flashes a brilliant smile at her and relieves her of the suitcase. Which, instead of a humiliating encumbrance, suddenly becomes a charming piece of eccentricity. And Mira thinks, This is what it means to be rich. This sudden grand simplicity, this rescue from petty embarrassment. A revelation so absorbing that it makes her kiss her mother goodbye with the same pitying impatience that she felt when she left on her honeymoon. An embrace at the gate, a promise to call, a wave, and Mira is gone, confusing a departure for Europe for a departure into the world of money.

A weekday in late August. Except for Mira and an attendant, the first-class lounge is empty.



Though in the future Mira will try many times to recall the details of where she first met Zenin—two places, the lounge and the first-class section on the Rome flight—she can’t, of course, because they are nowhere. They are part of those outposts of anonymous functional opulence where languages and nationalities crisscross promiscuously. Enclosures of nonstyle upholstered in weird uncolors of blue-gray, green-brown, and apricot, garnished with laminated briarwood or funereal fresh flowers. Places that, like expensive hotels, represent the bland apartheid of wealth. The kind of places where they will meet when they are having their affair.

To Mira it is new, so she acts bored. Is anyone in the airport trying and failing so emphatically? She leans back on a couch and sips a glass of white wine and picks at a little square of salted pastry, and has no idea that her face is tense and glowing with excitement, like that of a child on Christmas morning.

And as she sits there, a man enters. Zenin. He nods to the attendant, circles the room, and then leaves. He moves so fast that Mira, seated with her back to the door, has the impression of only a shadow flickering along her peripheral vision, and yet she feels the disturbance left by the movement, the swift reconnoitering of a predator or a thief.

In a hotel bed one afternoon, a few years later, she asks Zenin why he did that, and he tells her that he heard two male attendants talking about una ficona. A good-looking piece of ass. A colored girl, maybe Cuban or Brazilian or North African, traveling first class. He wanted to take a look, but didn’t want to be stuck waiting in the room. Zenin never sits and waits.

And what did you think I was? demands Mira. A prostitute?

No, un’avventuriera. An adventuress, Zenin says, with uncharacteristic panache. A type who could interest me.

What Zenin sees is a young woman with one of the mixed-race faces common on the streets of New York and Los Angeles and Miami. Faces of a mongrel beauty that is about to become fashionable in advertising. Off-color girls, Nick Reiver calls them, his mockery barely masking the bedazzlement of a New England boy enamored of Asian and Cape Verdean beauties since prep school. He thinks his wife is the prettiest off-color girl in the world. But the only thing that is remarkable about Mira’s face is how its planes are angled forward. Eagerness and curiosity are built into her bones.

She has a head of frizzy curls that spill over her shoulders and a slight, almost childish figure. Long legs and small breasts. No makeup on her sand-colored skin. And for her trip she is wearing a black knit dress, bought at Saks but still cheap, and bagging noticeably along the seams. It’s a dress that saw Mira through her first job as an intern at a fashion magazine and made frequent appearance at the Lower East Side and Williamsburg dives where she and Nick used to eat and dance and get high. The kind of dress a very young woman buys when she hopes to make an investment in grown-up glamour. Around her waist she has tied a striped Indian cotton scarf, and she carries a Panama hat stolen from her husband.

And of course she has a wedding ring, a dark band of rose diamonds that belonged to Nick’s grandmother. Four years have passed since their wedding in the Harvard chapel, and she is very married, having arrived, like Nick, at the complacent proselytizing point that holds that all evil springs from conjugal drought. That all the world should be married.

She also carries a book, because she always has a book, joined like a permanent growth to her hands. Mira lives in books and intends to write them. This book is certainly Tolstoy, either War and Peace or Anna Karenina, because those are what she reads and rereads in those days. Mira and Nick even read Anna Karenina aloud to each other as they backpacked through Greece on their honeymoon, beguiling the hours, like so many other incautious lovers, with an old tale of ruin.

So Zenin sees Mira and her book, but she doesn’t see him. Not until they are on the plane together, just the two of them up in the first-class loft. Even then she hardly notices him because he is already settled when she arrives, stretched out in the far corner of the last row, wearing a sleep mask and swathed in blankets like an invalid. She doesn’t recognize the man who circled the waiting room. But she does notice how the staff rein in their movements near him, as if, she laughs to herself, the pope were sleeping in that seat.

Mira doesn’t read a word during her flight. She’s too busy reveling in the unexpected luck that allows her to sit isolated as an empress, with thick white linen spread before her and a glass of champagne in her hand. While below her, packed in steerage, as she was on her two previous student trips to Europe, teem the lumpen tourists. Rattling newspapers, breathing a thick proletarian miasma, flirting, snoring, farting, waiting for their meals in little plastic troughs.

A white-haired steward who looks like an ambassador and a beautiful stewardess with a coiled braid seem to be there to wait on her exclusively. Speaking to her in French and English and complimenting her extravagantly on the few Italian phrases she has learned. Telling her she will love Rome, all Americans do. They are formal and respectfully cosseting, as if she were a royal baby, but there is also a hint of benign amusement in their manner, as if they know it is all a delicious joke, that in another life it could be Mira, the young off-color girl, waiting on them. Indulgently, as if her excitement were infectious, as if it were refreshing to come upon a passenger for whom flying in that expensive aerie is not a bore, they regale her with tastes of every dish on the menu. An epicurean hodgepodge of foie gras and spaghetti all’astice and white truffles and maltagliati alla selvaggina and budino and semifreddo and chocolates and a shot of espresso that doesn’t keep her head from whirling from the red and white wines they keep bringing out and introducing as if they were characters in a play—Brunello and Sauvignon Piere and Malvasia, not to mention the grappa and Calvados they press on her as digestives.

Mira accepts it all, and hardly notices that they have left far behind the frowsy East Coast sunset, through which her mother, no doubt wailing and gnashing her teeth, is driving back to Philadelphia. Drunk and happy, giddy with release from the strain of packing and goodbyes, she forgets completely where she is going. She toasts herself as Dire Straits break into their mock hymn to summer, “Twisting by the Pool.”

An hour or two later, she wakes up sober in the rushing twilit limbo before dawn, between continents, realizing that she is exactly nowhere, high in the air, between worlds. Between lives. Alone, except for a man wrapped up like a mummy, who might actually be a corpse for all she knows. And all at once, as if she is looking down on a map, she sees the life she is leaving: the bosky fieldstone streets of her Mount Airy childhood, the dormitory bricks of Boston where she studied and married, the skyscrapers of New York piercing the glittering sky with bellicose ambition like a bundle of spears. All of it tossed behind her like discarded bedcovers.

And where is she going? To Rome, a city that she has never seen, and to Italy, a country that she has avoided as much as any Harvard English major can, after the obligatory breakneck tours through Shakespeare and the Romantic poets. At senior common-room gatherings she has seen how great academicians worship Florence and Rome; has heard the Ciao, come stai? of Nobel laureates, and their swaggering talk of villas. Has seen it all barely moved. Her foreign language is French, her thesis dissected Marvell’s “Upon Appleton House,” and she has been in Italy exactly one night, sleeping in a cornfield near Trieste when she and Nick hitchhiked back from her honeymoon.

Longing to live abroad, they had hoped to be sent to Paris. Because that is where you live when you are just married and crazy in love.

Rome is almost as good, an adventure, certainly; a great thing for a young man with an eye toward an international future, for an ambitious young couple. But Mira’s thoughts grow dark and jumbled when she thinks of Rome, even when Nick flies off to start work there and calls her twice a day to tell her how marvelous it is; how glowing the summer, how splendid the food, the beaches; how he has found them an apartment with coffered ceilings.

What comes to mind when she thinks of Rome is an old coin her father brings her from a tour of Italy he made with other high school principals. Mira, five or six, mad for tales of treasure, expects a Roman coin to be a disk of gold. Instead, she sees a battered piece of greenish bronze, not even round, with remains of a leering face that her father explains is the Emperor Tiberius. And ever afterward she envisions Rome as a place smudged with age and disappointment. In her student trips, she visits London, Paris, Athens, but never Rome.

Now she sits in the dark plane and resists fear.

Miranda Ward is good at going into new worlds, at being a foreigner. She is one of the generation of black children pushed out of the bourgeois ghetto of their parents to become pioneers in private schools and camps that before the seventies had never admitted a black or a Jew. She’s used to the feeling of being inside, yet not, watching. It suits her inquisitive nature, though at times it can be heartbreaking. When, at Harvard, she falls in love with Nick Reiver, of Little Compton, Rhode Island, and Camden, Maine, and marries him, to the bemusement of both families, she enters yet another new country. And then there is New York, and the magazine world, where she has her first success, ironically enough, with an article describing the restlessness and trials of her early school years.

Now she’s leaving again; but this time with Nick waiting for her. Her husband, who feels sometimes like the brother she never had, who with his blue eyes and old New England family tree is less expert at being an outsider than she is. In fact—except in her family—he has never been an outsider at all, a fact that Mira in disgruntled moments sees as a failing in Nick, a basic lack in his education. But he is as curious as she is, her best friend, and the love of her life. They took on New York together and they will take on Rome. With that thought, Mira relaxes and falls asleep again.



And in the morning, as she’s finishing her breakfast, before they begin their descent to Fiumicino airport, the man in the back walks up to the front of the compartment and sits down across the aisle from her, and in heavily accented English says good morning.

It’s that simple, their meeting. It happens when and how Zenin decides it will.

First the ritual exchange of pleasantries between wayfarers. The same here as it would be sitting on backpacks waiting for a train in Goa. How long will she stay in Rome? Mira explains that she will be living there, that she is joining her husband, who has been transferred.

Mira is a flirt and likes to annoy Nick with tales of men who pursue her. Yet this man doesn’t look like the gorgeous stranger one meets on the voyage out. He doesn’t even look like her idea of an Italian. He is tall and thin and stiff-moving in a way that gives a curious feeling of theatrical rusticity, like a dancing scarecrow in a musical. Odd, but not funny. Later, Mira will play with this idea, imagining a fetish stuck into the ground in a village of Hollywood savages.

His cheekbones are high, carving his lean face into crude angles that look almost Slavic, and his eyes are narrow, dark, and flat, absorbing light. He is deeply tanned and wears his lank ash-brown hair long, like an out-of-date rock star. Old. He looks old to her, somewhere in the range of parents and professors and in-laws. He has on a pair of pale linen trousers, a light sweater, and a pair of slip-on shoes without socks. And a big watch with three faces. His bony hands are large and freckled, and as he sits talking to her, they dance restlessly on his knees like the hands of someone ill at ease. Except that he doesn’t seem to be the slightest bit nervous. Instead, a kind of impatience surrounds him like a force field. She wonders how rich he is. She understands that he must be important because of the genuinely servile way the cabin steward brings him coffee.

You are American, he says. From where?

Philadelphia, she says. And I’ve lived in Boston and New York.

But your parents. What country are they from?

Mira is so used to this pushy question that she doesn’t get annoyed.

My parents and grandparents and great-grandparents are all American, she says evenly, speaking in a clear didactic voice. It would be hard to find a family more American than we are. We are African Americans with other blood mixed in. Irish and American Indian. One of my great-great-grandfathers was a Dane who came first to the Virgin Islands, and then to Virginia. Others were West African slaves.

She waits for the exaggerated astonishment this little soliloquy usually inspires in the United States, where race is always an emotional issue. But Zenin simply nods. Italy is also a mixed country, he says. Arabs, Greeks, Africans, Slavs, they have all arrived and stayed. For hundreds of years. It happened in my province. The Veneto.

He introduces himself. Zenin. Ezio Zenin, from Rovigo, a city near Padua. He says it as if she ought to know who he is. She hears the first name, but she discounts it, is never to use it. For her, he will always be Zenin. That strange, stateless name. When she asks about it, he tells her it’s Venetian, from an old noble clan.

But we are not noble, he adds after a pause. Not so fortunate. My father was a peasant from Istria. From a family of peasants, poor as beasts. Maybe they got the name because they were at one time the property of an aristocrat. He smiles mirthlessly, and his flat eyes meet hers. Slaves, too, perhaps.

All this time the light through the plane windows is growing paler, then redder, then warming into daylight as they pass over Dover and veer toward the coast of France.

Zenin asks her whether she works, what she does, and Miranda announces that she is a journalist, that she writes articles for magazines, that she plans to write a book.

This seems to interest him. An American writer, una scrittrice americana, he says softly to himself, his hands dancing on his knees. I am an industrialist, he tells her.

Oh, I see, says Mira, who has no idea what this means, except that it involves assembly lines. Satanic mills. What do you make? seems to be the required question.

I make all the toys in the world, he says in a tone that sounds to Mira both conceited and rather depressed. Grabbing an airline magazine out of the rack, he shows her an ad featuring a famous brand of chocolates and a parade of garishly colored plastic animals attached to miniature vehicles: cars, bicycles, motorcycles, pickup trucks. Mira, nonplussed, can think of nothing to say.

They make awkward conversation until the plane tilts, revealing far below a panorama of blue waves and a coastline that in the sunlight shines a barbaric brown-gold. Italy. She presses her face against the window, and suddenly a wild excitement seizes her, the excitement of her first student glimpses of the Old World, where myths took on flesh. The Tyrrhenian sea. Islands strewn like gold guineas marking the trail of Ulysses’s love affairs and slippery escapes.

That is where I am going now, says Zenin, gesturing out the window. An island called Ponza. I have a boat docked there. A big boat.

Later, Mira will repeat this childish boast for her husband’s delectation, and they will both laugh. An Italian toy king, with a yacht. A beeg Eurotrashy boat. Only you, you wench, would pick up somebody like that. The young husband and wife laughing gleefully, confidently. One of the strongest bonds between them is their insatiable taste for the ridiculous. Still, Mira, even as she giggles, has a small doubt in the back of her mind, sensing that it is harder than it seems to make fun of Zenin.

As the plane follows the Lazio coastline and begins the descent toward Fiumicino, Zenin hands Mira his card.

Give me your number in Rome and I will call you, he says in a tone that admits no refusal. He is already calling for a pen, and though they are landing, the steward unbuckles his seat belt and, staggering slightly, brings it.

A few years on, when large cracks are running through all the certainties in her life as a result of this moment, Mira is never able to explain to herself why she now digs obediently into her bag, opens her address book, and reads off her new telephone number. With all the familiar expedients open to a pretty girl—changing a digit, coyly refusing—she simply lets Zenin into her life. And studying the moment later, she finds nothing more than a flicker of impulse. No animal attraction, no tempting scent of danger, no discontent with what she already has. Just a flash of idle curiosity, the kind that leads a child to poke a stick into an anthill or lift the lid of a forbidden box. An action that, like the unknown secretary’s gift of a ticket, cannot be undone.

After Zenin takes the number, he finds no further need for conversation. He sits there like a statue, like an accomplished fact.

And Mira looks out at the dunes of Ostia below them: the port, the grass-choked ruins, the tawny red roofs, the marshaled beach umbrellas of the bathing establishments. Until Zenin abruptly asks how old she is.

Twenty-five.

That is very young, is all he says.

Feeling vaguely insulted, she wants to retort that twenty-five isn’t young at all. But the landing announcement is playing and Italy is roaring up to meet them.

So Mira smooths her black dress, takes up her book, and sits quietly, too. Until the plane jolts, comes to a halt, and there she is. Living abroad.

THE FLIGHT ATTENDANT

When I first heard Turi and Sandro going on about the American girl, the colored one, I thought she must be an actress or a model. Or maybe a footballer’s wife—we get all the bella gente up there in the bubble, and you should see my autograph book. Last week it was Christian De Sica, then Ruggero Deodato, and before that, Maradona. But when the girl came upstairs, I thought, This one never paid full fare. She looked too young, like a teenager from the provinces. Not bad-looking, if you like that mulatta type, but badly done up in a black dress with the hem falling down and run-over sandals. Of course you can’t tell with Americans; we’ve had famous models in here and they looked terrible, with flip-flops and dirty jeans. Always throwing up in the toilets. At least this girl had an appetite.

Back in the galley we made a bet that Zenin would try to pick her up, but Zenin the pharaoh just kept on sleeping, wrapped up like a baby. That tears it, said Turi in dialect—he’s Pugliese, too, a village twenty kilometers from mine. If old Zenin had been alone with a nice blonde like you, Manuela darling, he’d wake up and not lie there like a dried codfish. We all know Zenin, rich as a sheikh from Giochi Favolosi. I collect his toys myself, all the cute little animals on a special shelf in my apartment. But Zenin is a peculiar customer, always restless, jumping around on the flight or else flat-out asleep. And there is something about those eyes of his that give me the creeps. He has his own jet, but sometimes we see him on the New York run. Like all these rich men, he’s a womanizer, but not as much of a pig as some I could name.

Anyway, as we’re coming into Fiumicino, Turi whispers, Goal! And I see Zenin, the fast worker, sitting beside the girl, calling for a pen. We hardly get the hatches open when Zenin hops up and runs downstairs to where a transport is waiting to take him over to the private field. And the American girl just sits there looking dazed until I bring her jacket and nudge her out of first class. I notice she has on a wedding ring, and I think, You little tart. Later, Turi sees her at Arrivals. She’s with the husband, he says, a good-looking blond boy in jeans who could have been Zenin’s grandson, and he and the girl are kissing and carrying on beside the baggage cart like village kids do along the town walls. That’s what they look like. Solo ragazzi. Just kids.

Well, best of luck to them, I say to Turi. They need it.





2 NICK


2004 · A CHINESE CROWD


He hasn’t called that bitch in years. Not since their daughter, Maddie, got old enough to do it for him, to play the classic role of children of divorce, that of an electrical transformer, where two alien currents briefly meet and communicate with hidden sparks. Through Maddie he sends messages to Mira about tuition and airline tickets. And when Maddie comes to spend weekends and school vacations with him in London, he talks to her sometimes about her mother. Nick does not think he rants. He simply talks away his recognition of the constellation of features emerging with such damnable consistency in his eldest daughter’s teenage face, talks reasonably in a measured, good-humored, paternal way about trust and fairness and the necessity of having moral points of reference, whether or not one chooses to believe in God. Though it makes his second wife, Dhel—a Swiss-Vietnamese art consultant far more beautiful and elegant than Mira ever was—roll her eyes with exasperation and take Maddie’s part, he then goes on to highlight, diplomatically, the many flaws his ex-wife has displayed over the years. Her flightiness and disorganization, even in paying school fees, her immaturity and general disregard for the feelings of others. It’s an advantage to Maddie in the long run to hear these observations, of course. A simple and logical way of putting things in the clear.

He never dreamed he could bore anyone like that.

The surprising thing is just how long it can take for pain to show up. Pain and bitterness. And how complete and tangible an artifact it is when it comes into the light of a completely new existence. Like those statues unearthed in Rome from time to time during the excavations for the new subway lines. The Christian Democratic government’s final burst of glorious public works, during the time he and Mira lived there. He remembers photographs in L’Espresso of earthmoving machinery and crowds of Roman workmen encircling a goddess in a pit. Rubble all around, a clay-smeared shoulder, a bare breast, a broken arm. And a face—vacant, flawless, staring at the Mediterranean sky.

Just that way, memories, fragments from Italy, from that demolished first marriage, turn up from time to time in his days. In this new age, this complete, successful, and engrossing life lived between his happy home in London and the international boardrooms of finance in different corners of the world, where he flies to tend money like a skillful—a very skillful—market gardener raising a series of crops. A golden age without the perils; the built-in evanescence of a real golden age; a precious alloy, strong enough to last.

Still, the fragments crop up, as they say stones rise to be harvested in New England fields, as shrapnel swims to the surface in already closed wounds. He might be in his office on Canary Wharf, twenty-seven floors up, staring out toward the Thames over the bleak council-house grid of the Isle of Dogs. He might be eating noodles in an airport lounge in Singapore or on the fast train from Hong Kong to Guangzhou, drinking tea, hammering on the computer. He might be riding the DLR, or the Tube from Notting Hill Gate. He might be in bed with Dhel drawing her tea-colored hair over his eyes in one of the morning trysts they snatch when he flies in from a trip on a school day and she can run home from the office to Chepstow Villas. He might be watching overpriced Saturday afternoon cartoons with his younger daughters, Eliza and Julia, at the Electric Cinema. In all these scenes, from time to time a shard.

Often just a nonsense phrase, the kind he and Mira used to toss back and forth in the car or in the bathroom, catchwords between two kids who, though they belonged to different races, had grown up middle class in the same generation of seventies television shows and AM rock, the same textbooks, camp songs, and urban legends. Over shoulder boulder holder. Saright? Saright. I’m Popeye the sailor man, I live in the garbage can… and she’s buy-hi-yingg a stair-hair way to heavann.

Or a line from Pound or Auden, engraved in his mind in the poetry seminar where they met as Harvard undergraduates. Where cross-legged on the rug in the instructor’s living room, Mira, lone brown face, queen bee of the ferociously ambitious little group of sophomores and juniors, would camouflage her lack of preparation by waxing emotional over single obscure lines. She used this bullshit technique, Nick recalls, with “The River-Merchant’s Wife, A Letter.” “Two small people, without dislike or suspicion,” she gushed. Only a great poet like Pound could find such perfectly simple words to translate a description of true love. Two people who are made for each other.

A few times, Nick has wondered why he didn’t strangle her. Just a few times over the years this comes to mind, usually when he is in the packed street crowds of Asia, where everyone manages somehow to be alone. Crowds that it is the good fortune of a rich foreign visitor to avoid if he wishes, traveling instead in expensive cars that slice through jammed intersections like hot knives through butter. Nick is a powerful man nowadays, one of the tall blond expatriate masters of the world, the gweilo’s gweilo, his adoring second wife tells him teasingly. And he has paid his dues, and knows the worth of these petty satisfactions. But there are times when, at the end of a long day of meetings, before cocktails, he plunges deliberately into the rush-hour congestion on the sidewalks of Causeway Bay or the Bund. Plunges out of his air-conditioned executive fishbowl into the heat and crush and fumes—for refreshment, the way you jump into a swimming pool.

And there in the slow mob of pedestrians, he might see a pair of sauntering sweethearts, window-shopping Cantonese or Singaporean kids marked by the special thinness that one has only once, the transparent thinness of early maturity, when, without knowing it, you are immortal. And completely permeable. When you can walk indifferently down the street with a lover because you have become that lover. Two small people without dislike or suspicion.

Or he might see a couple of young tourists. American or European or Australian. Students, backpackers, roaming Asia. Riding the Star Ferry, shuffling in line for the plane to Koh Samui, the girls with their tits wobbling free in those cheap silk tops they buy in the street markets. Perhaps quarreling or kissing or even drunk and puking in the gutters, but always wearing that air of charmed ignorance that means “foreigner.” Not just foreign to the place, but foreign to age and care, caught in the bubble of shimmering egoism that makes distant countries, once gained, become theaters. Stage sets for private dramas that in the end are always about jealousy and boredom and the injustices of desire.

It happens, then, that he can imagine his hands tightening around Mira’s throat. On his knees over her in a parody of a sexual position, as she lies like a toppled statue in their old bed. The marital bed she defiled, the shameless whore, the slut, the hussy, the harlot, the strumpet, the adultress. The sad tabloid insults come scuttling out like roaches during this flicker of a vision, which gives him a feeling of luxury, like the thought of a sexual adventure. The luxury of rewriting his demeaning part in a story. And at the same time he feels a sense of ingrained error, as if, like a dull schoolboy, he is being called to examination, over and over again, and fails every time.

It’s different, he thinks, when someone dies. When someone dies, there’s that patch of blankness that makes it possible to accept. A certain satisfaction in encountering the finite. But when someone is lost to you and still lives, it’s an absurdity. Rags and motley tatters of sensation hang on the flutter as if on a fool. And who is the fool? Is it always the cuckold? Is it King Arthur, King Mark, Charles Bovary, Karenin?

These thoughts have come to him not at home in London but in Asia, in the anonymous pedestrian heart of the street. And Nick keeps walking, and gradually he is calmed by the fumes, the choking stink of gasoline, spices, frying food, and sewage that after a dozen years of visits is both alien and familiar. And the hot crush, the colossal indifference of the crowd. It’s magnificent, that indifference, unlike anything in Europe or America. It reminds him of a phrase seized from his late-night reading. In a letter from Yeats to a friend who sent him a Chinese statue, the poet wrote, “The East has its solutions always and therefore knows nothing of tragedy.”

1985 · ETRUSCAN PLACES


There’s a place I have to take you, Nick tells Mira. All those years ago, on that first blazing August morning in Rome.

From the moment he first saw her pushing that ridiculous suitcase, looking disheveled and grubby, peering around in the airport crowd like a mail-order bride—he’s felt like a conjurer with the power to pull wonders out of thin air. Since they grabbed each other and kissed, and he smelled her perfume and her tired body. It’s time to show her marvel after marvel, facets of their new life. So he rushes his wife and her suitcase back from the airport in the first surprise, the little open Fiat that is somehow part of his expatriate package, and laughs when she asks if they are now in a movie. Repeating, with greedy anticipation, like a parent whose children have just started to open a mountain of Christmas presents, that this is just the beginning. Whisking her through the thinning morning traffic through the periphery of Rome to the Centro Storico, skimming by the Colosseum and the other sunlit monuments with the casual arrogance of possession, which Mira, quick to read his mind, understands; she doesn’t even ask him to slow down.

Next comes their new home on Via Panisperna, a narrow village of a street that runs from Santa Maria Maggiore down toward Piazza Venezia in the stony urban valley between the Esquilino and the Viminale hills. Here in a motley stretch of irregular buildings, tiny dark shops, a small disheveled street market, and herds of cars parked on sidewalks is the palazzo, a smog-stained sixteenth-century building with blackened oriel windows set under the eaves.

It belongs to the grandmother of a friend of his at the bank, an old princess, who always rents to foreigners. With the help of a wall-eyed portiere who calls Mira Signora, they wrestle her giant bag across a shallow courtyard full of battered stone vases of oleanders and the smell of cats. Up a dim slippery flight of stone steps and in through a pair of mahogany doors. To stand in a long marble hallway waxed to a yellowish glow. Opening onto an enfilade of enormous rooms, each with tall draped windows and a crowd of gleaming dark antiques. For a minute Mira stands frozen with the impression that she has strayed into someone else’s apartment. Then Nick grabs her and races her through living room, dining room, kitchen, and study.

This is—this is princely, says Mira, craning her neck. How can we afford this?

A deal. Nick gives a casual, magisterial wave of his hand. There may be a problem later on with heating—I can’t figure out if there is any—but we don’t have to worry about that now.

The owner, he adds, will make space for their own furniture when it comes in from New York. Mira is speechless, unable to imagine her wedding presents, her carefully chosen sofa and bed as looking anything but paltry and cheap among this rich jumble of ages and worn opulence. Coffered ceiling, as Nick promised, parquet that wavers up and down like melted and refrozen ice; a long table and a Venetian chandelier; rubbed velvet armchairs and settees; dim gold stucco curls around mirrors that reflect their ghostly faces, laughing helplessly like children when the adults are out.

When they reach a bedroom, Mira, mistaking Nick’s haste for a rush to make love, slides her arms around him and whispers in his ear. After two weeks not touching her, it’s like drowning. He almost caves in, but then with difficulty pulls away.

Whoa, steady. A little self-control, girl. We can christen the bed and the kitchen table and the rest of the place later. There’s a place I have to take you. Go take a piss and get a glass of water, and then we get back in the car.

Are you crazy, darling? It’s hot, I’m asleep. Mira whines, but Nick notices she doesn’t refuse. He knows his girl—she could be half dead, she could have six deadlines or four exams, but if you suggest something new, a mystery excursion, a new Williamsburg club, an uninvestigated drink, or a new drug, she’s up and out.

You can take a nap when we get there, under a pine.

A pine? Where are you taking me, you nasty boy? Some kind of alfresco Roman orgy?

Without waiting for an answer she is already in the big gloomy bathroom, splashing water on her face, shoving back her hair, humming an old camp song, “In the pines, in the pines, where the sun never shines…”

Then they are back in the little car heading toward the sea on the expressway called Cristoforo Colombo. Christopher Columbus. Their seat belts unbuckled, Mira leaning uncomfortably over the gearbox to rest her head on his shoulder and slide her hand inside his shirt to where she can feel his heart beating. Gravely, without haste, reestablishing physical possession. The roof is up, and they are listening to music. Hex Enduction Hour. Burning Spear’s Marcus Garvey. London Calling.

Italian drivers around them try hard to pass them, and Mira, exhaustion forgotten, stares with delight out the window at the motley array of traffic barreling along in carefree anarchy: midget trucks, delivery vans, all ages and sizes of Fiats, sports cars, Vespas, motorcycles. She giggles at the sight of a young family crammed onto a single Vespa, the mother casually giving her baby a bottle as she clutches her husband with her knees. Italy, Mira thinks. Europe. And as she studies the shoddy apartment buildings and roadside shops of the Roman suburbs, and the bleached grass slopes of the campagna beyond them, she observes as always how close the horizons seem compared to America. Piccolo mondo antico—that’s a famous Italian movie, isn’t it? The small antique world that is now hers.

At the coast, Nick turns north toward Civitavecchia. Beyond the small beach towns’ stucco apartments and forests of TV antennae, the sea reflects a platinum glare on the bare midday sky, and on the right the scorched hills roll up through a network of Etruscan names, toward Orvieto and the extinct mines of Tolfa.

You’re still not telling me where we’re going?

No. We’re almost there. The tape is playing Madness, “One Step Beyond.”

They turn off at Cerveteri, the Etruscan city of the dead. Nick discovers it after a cheerful tipsy Sunday at the beach in Fregene with some of the young Roman bloods he works with at the bank. Even stuffed with spaghetti alle vongole and Frascati, he’s enchanted and determines to bring Mira here as a surprise on their first day together in Italy.

Now, pulling into the parking lot, he feels ceremonial. He has unveiled the chief marvel of the day. A phenomenal landscape. Acres of tumuli, big domed tombs shaped out of tufa, like huge bubbles in the earth, running up the grass hills toward Tarquinia and the other city-states. Lion-colored hills, dotted with poppies and live oaks. Far in the distance, a packed flock of sheep moves slowly across a slope like a single dirty sheepskin. Radiating from the cypresses and pines that shade the entrance to the archaeological park is a chorus of cicadas so continuous and loud that it sounds like heavy machinery. It is the lunch hour, the parking lot empty of cars and tourist buses, the ticket office shuttered.

Mira climbs slowly out of the car. My God, Nick. What an incredible place. You knew I’d love it.

I knew.

You always know everything.

Without waiting for the park to open, they sneak in, climbing over the low entrance gate. Nick with a flashlight and a tin box of carefully rolled joints tucked into his pocket, carrying a bottle of champagne. Not chilled, he says. In fact, more like boiled.

Well, champagne soup makes the picnic, says Mira, darting ahead. I can’t believe there’s nobody. Come on. We own this place for the next hour.

An image added to the collection in Nick’s memory: the sight of Mira in her crumpled black dress against the domed tumuli, huge and thick as bunkers, scurrying along with an urgency that for a second looks tragic, like a widow in a war movie.

Nick, she calls. You know, this is where Lawrence got hooked on Etruscans. And what’s his name, the guy who wrote The Garden of the Finzi-Continis? That starts out right here at Cerveteri.

Mira, Nick recalls, loves the first chapters of novels, and knows her favorites practically by heart.

Just then from behind them come shouts and a burst of barking, and they turn to see a thickset old man with a feathery crest of white hair, with two small yellow dogs by his side. Shouting something. È vietato entrare durante il periodo di riposo! he repeats, stumping up to them. Repeating in parroted English and German as the dogs sniff their legs. Forbidden. Verboten.

Shit, whispers Mira. Prison on my first day.

No—quiet. Let me talk. Nick says something quickly to the old man, a burst of words among which Mira’s elementary Italian can catch only americani and chiedo scusa. His stern sun-blackened face relaxes and suddenly breaks into a smile of a thousand fractal wrinkles as he replies to Nick.

What is it? What’s he saying?

I told him that we’re Americans on our honeymoon, and he’s telling us how much he loves us. It’s half in dialect. He’s telling me how the partisans used to hide out in the tombs. Until the Americans came and ended the war.

Look at him, says Mira, smiling up at the man as she kneels to stroke one of the little dogs. He’s a peasant out of Horace. No, he’s an ancient Etruscan.

The old man is studying Mira in turn. Bella, sua moglie. Una bella ragazza di colore. Andate pure. Andate a vedere tutto. E ricordate—he quickly stuffs away the ten thousand lire that Nick puts into his hand—ricordate che si possono fare dei bei figli anche nelle tombe.

He said you’re beautiful, says Nick, as they walk away. A beautiful colored girl, he snickers, giving her a dig in the ribs. Or was it off-color? Anyway, it’s a compliment in Italian. He said we can go in, but we should watch out for vipers. And he said—
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