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            To the girl I once was.

            And above all, to those who taught me

            never to stop listening to her.
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            Prologue
Don’t Tell a Soul

         
         It’s hard to get a dead body off yours.

         
         I found out at the age of twelve, blood streaming down my nose and mouth, panties twisted around my ankles. My back was deep
            in mud on the banks of the Lambro, shingle sharp as fingernails biting into my neck and bare buttocks. His body was heavy
            on my belly, all hard edges, still warm. A glazed, blank look had settled on his face and white froth was gathering on his
            chin, a foul smell emanating from his parted lips. He’d looked at me before he collapsed, fear twisting his features, a hand
            still fumbling in his pants. His dilated, inky pupils seemed to pool and spill over his cheeks, then he’d slumped onto me,
            his knees still pinning my thighs open. He wasn’t moving anymore.
         

         
         “I just wanted him to stop,” said Maddalena, pawing at a clump of mud, blood, and tangled hair on her head. “I had to do it,
            I had no choice.”
         

         
         She started walking toward me, the light dress she wore clinging to her wet skin and outlining a stark, sinewy figure. “I’m
            coming!” she said. “Don’t move.”
         

         
         But I hadn’t managed to move at all: my body was like an abandoned, alien shell, a tooth that had fallen out of its mouth. All I felt was blood on my tongue and lips as I struggled to breathe. Maddalena dropped to her hands and knees next to me, shingle crunching under her naked legs. Her socks were soaked and she was missing a shoe. She began pushing at his chest with both arms, using her elbows, then her forehead. She kept trying, but the body wouldn’t budge. 

         
         Things are heavier when they’re dead, like that cat in Noè’s backyard, covered in dirt, sticky guts peeking out of his stomach
            and a cloud of flies feasting on his snout and eyes. We’d buried him together, behind the goose pen.
         

         
         “I won’t manage by myself,” said Maddalena, wet hair sticking to her forehead and dripping on the pebbles. “You have to help.”

         
         Her voice sloshed around my skull, louder and louder. With great effort, I managed to slide one arm from under his body, then
            the other. I pressed my palms against his chest and pushed. Above us, the arches of the bridge and a square of murky sky.
            Below, slippery wet pebbles. All around us, the roar of the river.
         

         
         “You have to give it one big push.”

         
         I did as I was told. With every breath I inhaled the sweet, sickening scent of his cologne.

         
         Maddalena looked at me. “Now!” she ordered.

         
         We pushed together. I let out a piercing cry, arched my spine, and suddenly he peeled off, flopping on his back next to me,
            eyes and mouth wide open, pants pooling at his knees, belt buckle clattering on the stones.
         

         
         As soon as I felt the weight lift from my body, I turned on one side, spitting red saliva on the pebbles, rubbing my fingers over my nostrils and lips to wipe off his smell. For a moment I felt like the air was being sucked out of my lungs, then I curled my legs against my belly and tried to breathe again. The elastic band on my panties had snapped and the fabric was torn where it had gathered under my heel. I angrily kicked them off and pulled down my skirt, which was bunched up above my navel. My belly was cold and I ached all over. 

         
         Maddalena stood, wiping her palms on her thighs to scrub off the mud. “Are you all right?” she asked. I bit my lip and nodded.
            My throat felt like a dam about to crack, but I didn’t cry—Maddalena had taught me well. Crying was for idiots. Her eyes small
            and hard, she raked the wet hair off her forehead then pointed at the body: “We’ve no hope of moving him too far. We’ll have
            to hide him here,” she continued, licking the dried blood under her nose.
         

         
         I rose to my feet and joined her. My legs were quaking, the smooth soles of my shoes kept slipping on the wet stones, and
            I held on to her, fingers wrapped around her wrist. The smell of the river blocked everything out, and Maddalena was shaking,
            but it wasn’t fear. She wasn’t afraid of anything, not of the dog with swollen gums and white froth on his teeth, not of Tresoldi,
            not of the devil’s leg down the chimney in that scary story the grown-ups loved to tell. Not even of blood, not even of war.
            She was shaking because she was drenched. He’d grabbed her by the hair and dragged her into the Lambro kicking and screaming,
            then plunged her head underwater to silence her, all the while crooning a popular song, “Parlami d’amore Mariù,” his voice raspy like the ones we’d hear on the radio.
         

         
         “We need to find some branches,” Maddalena said, “sturdy branches.” But she kept staring at that motionless frame, all dips
            and rises, who only minutes before had been clasping my wrists as his tongue thrust inside my mouth. I could still feel it,
            that tongue, his fingers, his breath on me. All I wanted was to sleep—right there, on the shingle, surrounded by the roar
            of the river. But Maddalena laid a hand on my shoulder and said: “We better hurry.”
         

         
         We rolled the body away from the shore and dragged it up to one of the pillars of the bridge, then dropped it in a heap against the moist, oozing bricks, elbows jutting out at an unnatural angle, fingers like claws, mouth wide open. There was no trace of the elegant, arrogant young man he’d been, pressed pants and Fascist Party pin glinting on his lapel—the man who’d smooth his hair with a tortoiseshell comb and laugh as he told us, “You’re nothing.” We gathered some branches that had got tangled between the duck nests and the drainage canals during the last flood and placed them on the body, now half-sunk in the water. Then we piled roots and rocks on top of it so it wouldn’t be carried off by the next flood. 

         
         “We have to close his eyes,” Maddalena said as she dropped the last rock, big as a fist. “That’s what you’re supposed to do
            with the dead. I’ve seen it done.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to touch him.”

         
         “All right. I’ll do it.” She laid the palm of her hand on that ashen face, lowering his lids with her thumb and middle finger.
            Lying there with his eyes closed and his mouth wide open, tucked under a blanket of branches and rocks, he looked like someone
            who’d been caught in a nightmare, unable to wake up. We wrung our skirts and socks, then Maddalena removed the one shoe she
            still had and stashed it in her pocket. I did the same with my panties, now a sodden, muddy rag I plucked from the pebbles.
         

         
         “I have to go now,” she said.

         
         “When will I see you?”

         
         “Soon.”

         
         As I walked home, socks squeaking inside my shoes, I thought of the time before it all began. Less than a year ago, my skirt
            had been dry and uncreased as I pressed my belly against the parapet on Leoni bridge to watch Maddalena, far below. The only
            thing I knew about her was that she brought bad luck. I was yet to learn that a word from her was all it took to save you
            or doom you, the only difference between walking home in drenched socks and sleeping forever, face down in the river.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
Where the World Begins and Ends

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1.

         
         They called her the Cursed One and nobody liked her.

         
         Saying her name brought bad luck. She was a witch, one of those who can mark you with the scent of death. She had the devil
            inside, and I was never to talk to her. I would watch her from a distance on Sundays, when Mom made me wear the shoes that
            sliced my heels, clumpy stockings, and my best dress, which I had to take care not to soil. Sweat would drip down my neck
            and the constant chafing reddened my thighs.
         

         
         That Sunday, the Cursed One was down on the banks of the Lambro with the boys, two kids I knew by name only: Filippo Colombo,
            arms and legs like chicken bones, and Matteo Fossati, shoulders and chest the size of a side of beef, like those you’d see
            glinting with fat at the San Francesco market. Both sported shorts and scraped knees, and for her—who was younger, and a girl
            to boot—they’d have gladly taken a bullet, like soldiers in the war, and then met their maker with a resigned “I can die happy.”
         

         
         The hem of her skirt, faded by the sun and dirt, was tucked into the belt that cinched her waist—a man’s belt—her bare feet firmly planted on the sun-warmed rocks. That’s the one thing a girl ought never to show: her legs. Maddalena’s were bare and streaked with mud, scabbed like a stray dog whose wounds are never seen to. She was laughing, a thrashing fish trying to escape her grip. The boys were clapping and stomping their feet, sending dark river water splashing all around as I spied on them from the bridge. I was on my way to the 11 a.m. service, which my mother maintained was the one attended by “good society.” 

         
         “We’re going to be late!” she huffed, tugging at my arm and glancing over the parapet. “Ragamuffins!”

         
         My father was a few steps ahead of us, walking briskly with his hands clasped behind his back, the nape of his neck barely
            visible under his hat. He said nothing. He could not bear to scold, but I knew all too well, and my mother even better, that
            were we to fall more than a stone’s throw behind him and make us all late for church, that would be a day of strained silences,
            of slammed doors and teeth gritting on the bit of his pipe behind the Sunday papers. I had to make a conscious effort to peel
            my gaze away from the kids by the river, the kids I’d always spied on, the kids I’d never be. But that Sunday, for the first
            time, the Cursed One looked straight at me with her gleaming black eyes. Then she smiled.
         

         
         My breath caught. I shut my eyes and darted up the street that led to the cathedral to join my father. I fell into step beside him but he hadn’t noted my absence. The few cars driving by forced us to flatten against the shop windows—the haberdasher’s, the baker’s with a sign advertising trays of pastries for five lira, a warm scent of vanilla wafting out the door. Roberto Colombo’s black Fiat Balilla inched past us. He worked for the city council and “knew people in high places,” as my father often remarked in a grave tone. Colombo wore black knee-high boots and had two sons, who Mrs. Colombo insisted wear their hair with a center parting. When the old ladies at the church informed him that his youngest spent his days down at the Lambro with the Cursed One, rumor had it he’d forced a whole bottle of castor oil down his throat and tanned his hide. For a while, it had been just Matteo and the Cursed One by the river on Sundays: Filippo sat in church on the same bench as his father, just a foot away, shirt buttoned all the way up and shiny loafers. I was secretly glad to see him there. Then, one day, Filippo had gone back to splashing in the mud, and his family had taken to sitting farther apart on their bench, hoping people wouldn’t notice the empty spot. 

         
         Colombo’s car was always perfectly polished, the grid on the nose resembling the sharp teeth of a shark. He always parked
            it on the square right outside the church, as if he was afraid to ruin his boots by taking a few steps. My father’s lips twitched
            as they did when flecks of tobacco got stuck in his teeth. “The death of us,” he muttered. “Those infernal machines will be
            the death of us.” There was nothing he detested more than cars. “All people care about is going fast,” he’d say. “That’s why
            no one wants to wear hats anymore.” If he came across Mr. Colombo, however, he’d greet him politely, tipping his gray felt
            fedora.
         

         
         As we entered the church, the unbearable heat that had descended on the town two weeks before the official start of summer
            subsided. There was only the musty stench of incense that shot straight up to your brain and spread down to your toes, like
            fear of the dark. My hand clasped in my mother’s, I took care to only step on the white marble tiles: the bronze-and-gold
            Jesus over the altar wouldn’t stop looking at me, and if I happened to step on one of the black ones, I’d be going straight
            to hell. Muttered litanies and the sound of smacking lips filled the central nave as the old women prayed, hunched over the
            pews, heads hidden under veils that covered their ears. We would always occupy one of the benches near the front, and I had
            to keep perfectly quiet, except to repeat the appropriate verses during the psalms, and saying “Amen” and “Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa.” As the priest rattled on about sins and hell, I thought about silver-bellied fish, kids playing barefoot in the river, and
            the Cursed One’s eyes.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2.

         
         Face hidden in her hands, my mother recited the Our Father, the pads of her fingers grazing her eyelids. I studied a nail
            that stuck out of the wood on the kneeling stool. When the priest raised his arms over his head holding the holy wafer, I
            dropped on my knees like the old women did. I felt around for the nail then bore down on it with all my weight. I interlaced
            my fingers and pressed them against my mouth, pushing the knuckles through my teeth while I scraped my knee hard over the
            nail and sang the Glory hymn. I rubbed and rubbed until pain shot through my skull, scorching hot and smooth. I wanted scars
            on my knees like the kids down at the Lambro. I wanted to feel the river flow through my toes and bare my muddy legs. I wanted
            the boys to clap their hands and stomp their feet in the water for me.
         

         
         The Cursed One always strolled through town shuffling her worn sandals on the cobblestones, chin jutting forward, flanked by two older boys. When they saw her, the women would cross themselves, hissing a “Lord have mercy” through gritted teeth; the men would spit on the ground. She’d laugh out loud and stick her tongue out, bobbing a mock curtsy, as if to thank them for the insult. Her uneven jet-black hair looked like it had been chopped with a blunt knife, and her dark eyes glinted like those of a cat. Her legs were the legs of a cat too, wiry and nimble, and I thought she was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. 

         
         The first time she talked to me was four days after that Sunday when her gaze had plunged into mine from across the bridge
            parapet. It was June 6, 1935, the Feast of Saint Gerard. The square outside the cathedral was teeming with people, busier
            than on Easter Sunday, porticoes and balconies festooned with bunting and flower garlands. Every year, the procession made
            its way into the church to pay homage to the remains of the saint: worshippers crossed themselves and kissed the tips of their
            fingers before laying them gently on the glass shrine housing a skeleton in a golden robe, then came out for air into the
            light of the square.
         

         
         The church bells tolled plaintively under heat-laden clouds. Street vendors hawking candy and tin toys crowded the porticoes
            and the mulberry grove in the cloister, right next to the shooting gallery. Tresoldi, the greengrocer, stood behind his stall,
            arms crossed over his chest and a vicious look on his face, waiting for customers. He smelled of musty towels. “Cherries!”
            he bellowed, gripping the counter with his beefy hands. “Three lira for a bag of cherries!” His son, Noè, whose face bore
            the marks of his father’s temper, piled up crates against the columns. Shirtsleeves rolled up above his elbows like a grown
            man, Noè was only three years older than me, but he’d been taken out of school early. People said the greengrocer had always
            hated his son, and the proof was in the name he’d chosen for him. Noè had come with the flood one November. The river had
            burst its banks, destroying bridges and flooding basements, and he’d burst out of his mother, draining all the blood out of
            her. He’d only thought to save himself, like Noah, who loaded the animals on his ark without sparing a thought for his fellow
            human beings, abandoned by the Lord under the deluge.
         

         
         The heat that day was the kind of overbearing midday swelter that, on festive occasions, would see the town’s women neatly divided into two categories, each taking great pains never to mix with the other: there were those who could afford white gloves and light polka-dot dresses just below the knee, and those who only ever wore the same thick dress to all weddings and first communions, regardless of the season. Then there were the maids in their uniforms, but they kept to the opposite side of the street, spying the stalls from a distance as they briskly walked by, shopping list clasped in their fist and a bag laden with supplies in the crook of their elbow. 

         
         I walked hand in hand with my mother, who wore a pink straw fascinator with a ribbon that kept bouncing on her cheek. She’d
            bought a cluster of papier-mâché cherries at the haberdasher’s and secured it to the hat with a length of wire. Mom was desperate
            for other women to envy her, especially those who walked around bareheaded and could only look at the stalls, because the
            cherries were too expensive. But she was not content with putting on airs with factory workers’ wives—she smiled at their
            husbands too.
         

         
         My father, suit jacket hanging loose from his shoulders, stood by the shooting gallery. He had removed his hat and was tormenting
            the brim with his fingernails. Next to him, Colombo was pointing a tin rifle at the metal figurines as passersby jerked their
            arm up in greeting, fingers jutting forward. Colombo appeared intent on firing cork pellets at those figurines as if they
            were enemies in a real war. The front of his black shirt was heavy with medals, and every now and again his thumb grazed the
            pin with the Italian tricolor and the symbol of the National Fascist Party, as if to straighten it.
         

         
         Not far, opposite the baker’s stall that smelled of honey and fritters, Mr. Fossati stood with his thumbs hooked in his belt loops, yellow blotches staining his worn vest beneath the arms. He was laughing and pointing at the shooting gallery, surrounded by men whose cheeks were already ruddy with wine. Fossati was fond of saying that Colombo’s medals had been raided from coffins, that he boasted of earning them in God knows what battle, when they were no more than amateur tournament trophies or family heirlooms. He also said that Colombo was just a boy who liked to play war, but he’d never even seen a real rifle. Colombo, for his part, said that the only thing Fossati ever did to support peace was drinking to it at the Saint Gerard Inn, only to then throw it up, together with all that Lambrusco, behind the water mills. Everyone knew about these things, even us children, because what happened in other families was the favorite topic of conversation on Sundays, when friends would come over for lunch and we had to remain seated at the table until the end of the meal and “mind our manners.” 

         
         “Will you get me some cherries?” I pleaded, tugging at my mother’s arm and pointing at Tresoldi’s stall.

         
         “You know very well what your father said.”

         
         Your father. When something bothered or displeased her, it invariably became someone else’s fault. “Your father says we are not going
            on holiday this year” or “Your father says we should only keep the one maid.” I, too, became “your daughter” when I had to
            be disciplined—an unwanted present, discarded and soon forgotten at the bottom of a wardrobe.
         

         
         “Can I at least look?”

         
         “At the cherries, you mean? All right.” My mother let go of my hand.

         
         “But do behave. Don’t touch anything.”

         
         She straightened the elaborate coiffure kept together by dozens of hairpins under her hat and made for the shooting gallery. When she joined my father, Colombo lifted the toy rifle: “Would you like me to win something for you, Mrs. Strada?” he teased. I balled my hands into fists, toes curling inside my tight shoes. Mom giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. Colombo casually grazed her hip, then his fingers stole up to her elbow, stroking it. Suddenly he turned and looked at me, a frown on his brow like Mussolini’s in the portrait that hangs in our classroom. He smiled. I felt his eyes on me and stiffened all over, then I ran, shame lodged in my throat, and stopped a few yards from Tresoldi’s stall. 

         
         I was fascinated by the little paper bags full of gleaming dark cherries, but I kept my distance, intimidated by him. I stood
            in the shade of the cathedral, fingers interlaced behind my back, my mother’s words floating through my mind: don’t touch
            anything.
         

         
         “What are you doing? Looking at the cherries?” someone croaked behind me, shaking me from my reverie.

         
         Behind me stood the Cursed One. She was leaning against the wall with the faded fresco of Saint Gerard, the pockets of her
            torn dress heavy with pebbles, looking me up and down. My breath caught, and all of a sudden the ground seemed to slip from
            under my feet. We’d never been that close. She smelled like river water, and a pale scar ran from under her nose to the bow
            of her upper lip. A ruddy, sheeny mark covered part of her cheek from her temple down to her chin.
         

         
         “Wh-what?” To my dismay, I realized I was stuttering like I did as a little girl when I had to recite the alphabet, the nuns
            ready to correct my mistakes with the flick of a ruler on my fingers.
         

         
         “The cherries,” she reprised. “Don’t you want them?”

         
         “I can’t. I don’t have any money.”

         
         “Don’t you now?” she bit back, eyeing me with an air of superiority although she was a good three inches shorter than me.
            “These are rich people clothes. You’ve even got shiny shoes!” she sniggered, pointing at my feet. Her laughter was loud and
            coarse and she made no attempt to disguise it.
         

         
         “So what?” I retorted, trying to hold my chin up.

         
         “So you do have the money for the cherries.”

         
         “Me? No,” I said. “My father does. But he doesn’t want me to have the cherries.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         I looked down at my shoe. “Because.”

         
         “But why?”

         
         “And what do you care?”

         
         “Take them, then,” she blurted out.

         
         “How? I told you I haven’t any money.”

         
         “Just take them.”

         
          

         We had a crucifix at home, a large, dark one that didn’t smell of wood anymore, only wax. Mom and Dad kept it in their bedroom,
            hanging over their bed, together with the silver holy water stoups and the framed photos of their wedding. When they left
            the door open, Jesus’s wooden eyes could see all the way into my room, and I couldn’t sleep.
         

         
         “Jesus is always watching you,” my mother was fond of saying, after listing all the things good girls ought and ought not
            to do. Whenever a “bad thought” (as my mother called them) crossed my mind—such as stealing a chocolate from the bowl and
            then hiding the golden wrapper in the vase on my bedside table, or fussing at bedtime, or touching myself between my legs
            until I shook all over before falling asleep—I imagined Jesus’s sad wooden eyes on me, and I froze, paralyzed, fear and guilt
            coursing all the way down to my toes. I felt dirty and wrong because wooden Jesus could peer into my head and see all my sins,
            even the most secret ones.
         

         
         The day the Cursed One spoke to me for the first time and told me to take the cherries, I answered: “It’s not done.” The world was a place of rules that couldn’t be broken, a place of grown-up things, large and dangerous, of irreparable mistakes that would kill you or send you to jail. A terrifying place fraught with forbidden activities, where you had to tiptoe around making sure not to touch anything. Especially if you were a girl. 

         
         That bag of bones set her jaw and said: “Watch. Watch me now.”

         
         And I, a sense of urgency knotting my stomach, did as I was told. Watching her was something I’d always done—but this was
            different, now she was asking me to.
         

         
         The Cursed One turned her back on me and stepped out of the shaded area by the church. Her jet-black hair gleaming in the
            sun, she raised a hand as you do in class when you know the answer to a question. As soon as she lowered it, Filippo Colombo’s
            straight blond hair and Matteo Fossati’s bulky, dark frame emerged from behind a column, Matteo in a stained vest identical
            to his father’s: the two boys who stomped their feet in the river for the Cursed One. They approached Tresoldi’s stall, circling
            it as they whispered to each other, drawing attention to themselves.
         

         
         The greengrocer was scolding his son, Noè: “Dimwit!” he shouted angrily, “You still asleep or what?”

         
         Noè passively submitted to his tirade as he kept piling crates.

         
         Filippo and Matteo paused by the cherry stall. Tresoldi stopped swearing and shot them an ominous look, his bloodshot eyes
            glinting like cherry stones with bits of red pulp attached to them. In a deliberately slow movement, Matteo reached for a
            bag of cherries, picked one up by the stem, and lifted it to his lips. Filippo hesitated. Matteo jabbed an elbow into his
            side and he doubled over like a snapped stick, then grabbed a cherry and quickly shoved it into his mouth, shaking with fear.
         

         
         “You louts!” Tresoldi yelled. He reached under the counter to pull out a long stick with a small hook at one end, the kind used to lower shutters, and bashed it against one of the columns. The noise startled Noè, and the crates he’d been piling tumbled to the ground. Matteo and Filippo darted down the porticoes through skirts and flower garlands, laughing, while Tresoldi slid out from behind the counter and chased after them, consumed by a dark rage. He limped, leaning on his stick or wielding it ominously when he stopped, propping himself up on one of the columns to catch his breath. The previous winter they’d had to amputate all the toes on one of his feet after he’d fallen asleep in the snow, clutching a bottle. 

         
         Nothing terrified me more than Tresoldi’s rotting, severed black toes. People said he’d fed them to the geese in his backyard,
            who had since acquired a taste for human flesh. While Tresoldi hobbled through the crowd and Noè picked up the scattered crates,
            the Cursed One sauntered to the stall, picked up a bag of cherries, and calmly walked away from the porticoes heading toward
            the main street, an angelic smile pasted on her face.
         

         
         I watched her disappear into the crowd and noticed, somewhat resentfully, that I was still alive. My skull hadn’t been crushed
            by a fallen roof tile, my lungs hadn’t squeezed the breath out of me, my heart hadn’t suddenly stopped beating. I had spoken
            to the Cursed One, looked her in the eye, and the devil hadn’t come to wrench my soul out of my ears. When the greengrocer
            came back, sweat dripping from his forehead, he noticed the empty spot where the stolen bag of cherries had been, and swore
            out loud. He looked all around him and even up to the sky, as if the angels themselves might have taken it. He stomped his
            good foot, grabbed Noè by the collar of his filthy shirt, and resumed his swearing, as if to cover the loud slaps he rained
            on his son.
         

         
         “Where the hell were you, huh?” he shouted.

         
         Noè lifted his arms to shield his face from his father’s blows. “There was another one and you let him get away . . . right
            under your nose! You dumbhead!”
         

         
         I mustered some courage and approached the cherry stall: “I saw him.” I said. I had to repeat it again before Tresoldi turned to face me, his features crumpled like stale focaccia bread left out in the sun. 

         
         “You’re the Strada girl,” he growled, dropping Noè’s shirt and causing him to lose his balance and fall. “So? Where’d he go?”

         
         I pointed to the back of the church, near the cloister, and answered, “That way.” That’s all I said, because lies made my
            tongue trip in between syllables. Tresoldi started out toward the cloister, limping, and I watched him until he disappeared
            behind the apse and the sound of his steps died out.
         

         
         I was panting, waiting for the inevitable punishment—for the paved square to crack open and swallow me whole, for an enormous,
            all-powerful, bleeding hand with a nail stuck in it to part the sky and smite me. Nothing happened. Maybe the wooden Jesus
            was looking the other way and he wasn’t paying attention when I lied. Or maybe lying wasn’t a sin. And seeing as the ground
            had also failed to crack open under the Cursed One’s feet, then stealing Tresoldi’s cherries wasn’t a sin either. And if,
            after talking to her and concealing the truth, I had yet to die, then perhaps it was the grown-ups who had lied to me.
         

         
         Noè had got up to his feet and was looking at me with a strange spark in his eyes, wiping his face with his sleeve. I started
            walking backward, slowly at first, as in a game of hide-and-seek. Then, suddenly, I broke into a run and bolted through the
            porticoes and bunting, the crowd thinning as I approached the street that led to the riverbank.
         

         
         I saw them from a distance: three silhouetted figures against the blue sky, perched on the parapet of San Gerardino bridge, which sat opposite the square with the white church and led to the taverns. I stepped closer. The Cursed One’s legs dangled over the dark river as she pointed at the statue of Saint Gerard, floating in the middle of the river on a small raft secured to the bridge with ropes. Saint Gerard was made of wood, dressed like a monk, and kneeling on the raft blanketed in pine needles, a bag of cherries next to him. It was my father who told me about the miracle he’d performed, how he’d used his cloak as a raft to bring food to the sick during the flood, the year the bridge had collapsed. That is why, on the Feast of Saint Gerard, the statue was lowered onto the river. The cherries represented a different miracle: the saint had made them appear in winter, when snow falls and no fruit can grow. 

         
         The stolen bag of cherries sat on the stone parapet: they had already eaten more than half. Flanking the Cursed One like saints
            either side of the Virgin Mary were the two boys. She chewed like men chew, loudly and with her mouth open. Then she’d tilt
            her head backward and spit the cherry stone far out and down into the dark waters of the Lambro. She was laughing, pointing
            at the statue of the saint or the little waterfall farther down, where branches and black mud stuck to the mill wheel. The
            boys laughed with her, their legs dangling from the parapet, arguing over who could spit the farthest.
         

         
         “I want one too,” I interjected.

         
         They all spun around to face me at once.

         
         “You have to give me at least one.”

         
         Matteo and Filippo stared at me as if I was a rotting carcass, then turned to the Cursed One. It was she who said: “What for?”

         
         “Because I helped you.”

         
         “No, you didn’t.”

         
         “Yes, I did.”

         
         “We took the cherries. You just stood there and watched,” she shot back.

         
         “That’s not true!” I replied. “Tresoldi came back, and I lied to him. If I hadn’t, he’d have found you.”

         
         “So even rich girls in fine clothes can tell lies?”

         
         I crumpled my skirt.

         
         “And what did you tell him?”

         
         “That he’d gone the other way. To the cloister.”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “The thief.”

         
         “Do you think I’m a thief?” she asked, her black eyes boring a hole through me.

         
         “You took the cherries,” I said. What sounded like a simple question was in fact like those math exercises where, once you’ve
            solved one equation, you have to solve another and then another, and then you get all mixed up and have to start over.
         

         
         “You didn’t leave him any money,” I continued, cautiously, my eyes fixed on her red-stained lips. “That’s called stealing.”

         
         She rolled a cherry stone inside her mouth and spat it into her fist. “Do you know what used to be where Tresoldi’s shop is
            now?” she asked. I shook my head. Matteo and Filippo kept eating cherries and spitting the stones in the river.
         

         
         Tresoldi’s shop was at the corner of Via Vittorio Emanuele, opposite the tobacconist’s. The neighborhood’s ladies often headed
            there after the 4 p
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