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				To Eleonora, Erica, and Alba

				My best friends

				And to everyone who makes steel

			

		

	
		
			
			

				The best things shimmer with fear.

				Don DeLillo, Libra

			

		

	
		
			
				Adolescence is an age of potential.
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				CHAPTER 1

				Within the round blur of the lens, the body, headless, shifted slightly.

				A backlit wedge of flesh pulled into focus.

				From last year to this, that body had changed, slowly, under its clothing. And now, this summer, in the binoculars, it was bursting into view.

				The distant eye nibbled at the details: the strap of the swimsuit, the swimsuit bottom, a strand of seaweed on the hip. Muscles flexing just above the knee, the arc of the calf, an ankle dusted with sand. The eye swelled and reddened with the effort of burrowing into the lens.

				The teenage body leaped out of the field of view and plunged into the water.

				A moment later—the viewfinder now repositioned and the focus recalibrated—the body reappeared, topped by a gleaming blond head of hair. And a burst of laughter so violent—even from this distance, just the sight of it—that it shook you down to the ground. It felt like you had tumbled into that laugh, past the white teeth. And the dimples on the cheeks, and the hollow between the shoulder blades, and the indentation of the belly button, and all the rest.

				She was playing like any girl her age, without a hint of suspicion that someone might be watching her. Her mouth opened wide. What could she be saying? And to whom? She sliced into a wave, emerging from the water with the triangle of her swimsuit top askew. A mosquito bite on one shoulder. The man’s pupil constricted and dilated as if he were under the influence of narcotics.

				Enrico continued watching his daughter; the impulse was too strong to resist. He spied on Francesca from the balcony, after lunch. He was off his shift at the Lucchini steelworks. He tracked her, studying her through the lenses of his fishing binoculars. Francesca scampered over the wet sand and through the splashing waves with her friend Anna. They chased one another, tagging, touching, pulling each other’s hair, while he, from his vantage point high above, motionless with a cigar in one hand, stood sweating. His giant bulk, his sweat-drenched T-shirt, eyes staring, intent in the crushing blast of heat.

				He was just keeping an eye on her, or that’s what he said. He’d been doing it since she started going to the beach with those older boys, those characters that he found deeply suspicious. Boys who smoked cigarettes; boys who most likely smoked joints, for that matter. And when he talked to his wife about them, about those troublemakers who were clustering around his daughter, he shouted like a psychotic. They smoke joints, they snort coke, they deal pills, they want to fuck my daughter! He actually never uttered the last phrase. Instead, he pounded his fist on the table, or punched the wall.

				Maybe he’d started spying on Francesca before that, though: when the body of his little girl suddenly seemed to slough off its old skin, gradually taking on a specific flesh and odor, new and, perhaps, savage. His little Francesca had suddenly sprouted a mocking ass and a pair of irreverent tits. The bones of her pelvis had developed an arch, forming an angled spillway between her ribs and her abdomen. And he was her father.

				Just then, he was watching his daughter thrash to and fro in his binoculars, hurl herself forward with all her force to catch a ball. Her wet hair clung to her back and sides, to the expanse of flesh pebbled with salt.

				The teenage boys were playing volleyball, in a circle, surrounding her. Francesca was lunging, lean and in constant movement amid a frenzy of shouts and splashes where the water was shallow. But Enrico ignored the game entirely. Enrico was thinking about just one thing: his daughter’s bathing suit. Christ, it doesn’t hide a thing. There should be a law against bathing suits like that. If just one of those fucking bastards dared to lay so much as a finger on her, he’d be down on the beach with a baseball bat.

				“What do you think you’re doing?”

				Enrico turned to face his wife, who stood in the middle of her kitchen, watching him with an appalled look on her face. Rosa felt appalled, withered inside, at the sight of her husband holding a pair of binoculars at three in the afternoon.

				“I’m checking up on my daughter, if you don’t mind.”

				Meeting the gaze of that woman was sometimes difficult, even for him. A relentless accusation was leveled in his wife’s stabbing gaze.

				Enrico furrowed his brow, gulped uncomfortably: “It seems like the very least....”

				“You’re ridiculous,” she hissed at him.

				He looked at Rosa as if all he saw was an annoyance, something calculated to make him lose his temper, fly into a rage.

				“Oh, you think it’s ridiculous to keep an eye on my daughter, in this day and age? Have you noticed who she’s going around with at the beach? Who are those boys, you want to tell me that?”

				Whenever Enrico lost his temper—and he lost it frequently—his face turned a mottled purple, the blood vessels in his neck swelled and throbbed. It was frightening to see.

				When he was twenty years old, before he let his beard grow and put on all that weight, there was no anger. He was a handsome young man, newly hired at the Lucchini steel mill; from childhood he’d sculpted his muscles by hoeing and digging the earth. He had become a giant in the tomato fields, and, later, shoveling coking coal. Just an ordinary man who had left the country with a rucksack on his shoulders to come to the city.

				“Can’t you see what she’s up to? And at her age... Look at the fucking way she’s dressed!”

				Then, over the years, he had changed. Day by day, too gradually for anyone to notice. That giant who had never ventured outside the boundaries of the Val di Cornia, who had never seen another scrap of Italy, had gradually frozen inside.

				“Answer me! Can you see the way your fucking daughter is dressed?”

				Rosa said nothing, and just gripped the towel she had just used to dry the dishes a little harder. Rosa was thirty-three years old, had callused hands, and had stopped taking care of herself the day of her wedding. Her beauty, the beauty of a southern Italian girl, had washed away, drained into the suds of the detergent, the dish soap, the perimeter of that floor she’d scrubbed every day for the past ten years.

				Her silence was stony. It was a closed silence, a form of attack.

				“Who are those boys, huh? Do you know them?”

				“They’re perfectly nice boys....”

				“Oh, so you do know them! But you don’t say a word to me, do you? Why doesn’t anybody tell me anything in this house? Francesca talks to you, doesn’t she? Sure, she talks to you for hours and hours....”

				Rosa threw the dish towel onto the table.

				“See if you can figure it out,” she huffed, “why she never talks to you.”

				But he’d already stopped listening.

				“Nobody tells me anything! Nobody ever tells me a thing, god damn it to hell!”

				Rosa bent over the basin full of dirty dishwater. When summer came other women her age still went out dancing. She’d never been in a discotheque in her life.

				“So what am I, huh? An idiot? You think I’m an idiot? She’s walking around dressed like a slut! Is that how you raised her? Well, congratulations! But one of these days, let me tell you...”

				She lifted the basin and emptied the dishwater into the balcony sink, staring at the specks of grime as the water swirled down the drain. She wished he would drop dead in front of her, just fall to the floor and slowly die.

				“Fuck you and fuck her, fuck the both of you! This is what I’m working for? For you? For that little whore?”

				Then she’d run over him with the car, grind him into the asphalt, smash him into a pudding, into the worm that he really was. And Francesca would understand. Murder him. If only I’d never fallen in love with him, if only I’d tried to get a job, if only I’d walked out of here ten years ago.

				Enrico turned his back on her and leaned his gigantic body over the railing, in the sunlight that at three in the afternoon poured down like molten steel, crushing everything beneath it. The sand, on the far side of the road, teemed with beach umbrellas and loud voices. A flesh pit, he thought to himself. He relit the dead cigar stub he clutched in his fingers. Stubby, short, red, callused fingers. The fingers of a manual laborer who works without gloves, even when he’s testing the temperature of pig iron.

				On one side was the sea, teeming with young people in that brutally hot hour of the afternoon. On the other, the flat façade of the public housing projects. All the slatted shutters rolled down over the windows along the empty street. The motor scooters parked in ranks along the sidewalks, handlebar to handlebar, each with its own decal, each with its own phrase scribbled in colored marker: “I love Francesca.”

				The beach and the walls of those giant barracks, in the blistering June sunlight, looked like life and death howling angrily at one another. There was no way around it: Via Stalingrado, if you didn’t live there, seen with the eyes of an outsider, was depressing. Worse: It was poverty.

				•••

				One balcony up, on the fifth floor, another man was leaning over the rusted railing and looking out at the beach.

				He and Enrico were the only human shapes looking out.

				The sun was stunningly hot. The plaster was flaking off, tumbling earthward.

				The short, bare-chested man had just snapped shut his cell phone. He was a midget in comparison with the giant holding a pair of binoculars on the fourth floor. For the entire duration of the phone call he had shouted—not because he was angry but because that was how he talked. He had talked about money, astronomical figures, and he had never taken his bright beady eyes off the beach, as he searched for something that, at that distance, without eyeglasses, he couldn’t make out.

				“One of these days, I’m going down to the beach myself. And who’s to say I can’t? After all, they fired me from my job,” he cackled to himself, speaking aloud.

				From inside the apartment someone shouted.

				“Wha-a-a-at?”

				“Nothing!” he replied, remembering that he had a wife.

				Sandra appeared on the little balcony, her mop dripping ammonia.

				“Artù!” she cried, brandishing the mop. “What’s going on, have you lost your mind?”

				“I was only kidding!” he gestured with one hand.

				“Kidding? You think this is something to kid about? Right now, we’ve got the dishwasher to pay off, the installments for your son’s car radio... a million lire and change for a car radio! I ask you, and now you start with your jokes....”

				It was no joke. He’d been caught stealing drums of diesel fuel from the Lucchini steel mill.

				“Go on, move aside. I need to mop.”

				Since the day he’d been hired, Arturo had been stealing diesel fuel from Signore Lucchini, for no particular reason—just to fill up his tank and sell a little extra to the farmers. No one had noticed a thing, for three good years. But now, fucking hell...

				“I said, get out of my way, this floor is a mess.”

				He stepped aside, whistling a tune. He stepped into the kitchen. He was a cheerful, expansive little man: He had plenty of friends. They could fire him, he might be saddled with debts, but he still whistled.

				He grabbed a plum from the fruit basket on the table and bit into it as he mused contentedly. He was successfully pulling off incredible deals in his imagination: barely lifting a finger, and raking in profits.

				“Aren’t you done cleaning? You never do anything but clean house!”

				“Oh, yeah? And if I stop, who cleans the house... you?”

				Arturo had had some intermittent experience of hard work, the kind of work his wife had been doing since she was sixteen, that allowed them to pay the rent every month and raise two children. He had been, in chronological order: a purse snatcher; a factory worker at the Lucchini steel mill, at the Dalmine mill, at the Magona d’Italia mill; and then a foreman back at Lucchini. He was born on the island of Procida near Naples, and at nineteen he had emigrated to Piombino for a factory job, a new way of life: finally legal, finally honest. He looked down on the members of the metalworkers’ union—the FIOM—as so many losers. There was only one certainty in life: Work is hard.

				“Where’s Anna? At the beach?”

				“Yes, with Francesca.”

				“What about Alessio?”

				Definitely: Tomorrow he’d win big at poker, and with his winnings, he could start to make some real money. He could feel it. How to put it? It was fate. And with the money he was going to make he’d buy a diamond for Sandra, a... what do you call it? A De Beers... a “forever.”

				“I think he’s at the beach too.”

				“I need to give your son a talking to. He thinks he absolutely has to have a VW Golf GT.... Why does he need a Golf GT?”

				Sandra looked up from the already dry floor and stood there, in the sunlight—“Let him talk; anyway, he doesn’t have the money”—sweating for a few moments.

				She walked back into the apartment and sat down at the kitchen table. She started observing her husband carefully: In all these years, he’d never changed. “Starting tomorrow... ,” he always said, and she fell for it every time.

				“Your son votes for Berlusconi,” Sandra said, with a forced smile. “He wants a car, not social justice. He wants to dress up, show off, brag about how well he’s doing.... But how can you lecture him when your own car cost fifty million lire? By the way, did you pay this year’s road tax?”

				“Road tax?”

				The forced smile vanished instantly from her face: “Before you start worrying about your son and his money, why don’t you make sure you don’t gamble away your own money.”

				“Oh, now you’re starting up with that again?” Arturo puffed out his cheeks and snorted like a bull.

				“That’s right, now I’m starting up with that again.” Sandra leaped to her feet and started windmilling her arms in the muggy stagnant air that filled the kitchen. “It doesn’t do you any good to act all put upon, you know. You’re not fooling me. What happened to your last paycheck?”

				“Sandra!”

				“It never even made it into the bank account! You lost it at cards—go on, admit it! Even before you could deposit it in the bank, you gambled it away.... Do I have STUPID written on my forehead? I don’t think so.” She tapped her index finger twice on her sweaty forehead, her hair rolled up in curlers, her ineptly plucked eyebrows.

				Arturo threw open his arms. “Come on, give me a kiss....”

				That was what he always did, that man. When he had no arguments and no excuses left to offer, he turned affectionate.

				The two of them vanished into the interior of the apartment.

				Now Signore and Signora Sorrentino’s slatted shutter was rolled down like all the other shutters in the building (all but one). It was rolled down, but it jammed halfway.

				“When are you going to fix that broken shutter, Artù?”

				Silence. Then, from the bathroom came the sound of water running from the tap, the clack of a razor on the edge of the sink. And Arturo started singing. His favorite song, Maracaibo: Maracaibo, mare forza nove, fuggire sì ma dove? Za-zà.

				•••

				At three on a June afternoon the old people and the children lay down for a nap. Outside, the light blistered everything it hit. The housewives, the retired husbands in acetate tracksuits who had survived a lifetime working the blast furnace, nodded off, half asphyxiated, in front of the television set.

				After lunch, the façades of those giant dormitories, one next to the other, all identical, resembled a wall of cemetery vaults, stacked from floor to ceiling. Women with swollen calves and ass cheeks bouncing like beach balls beneath their smocks trudged down into the courtyard and sat around plastic tables. They played cards. They fanned themselves furiously and talked, mostly about nothing.

				The husbands, when they weren’t at work, didn’t poke their noses outside the apartment. They sat vacantly, dripping with sweat, remote control in hand, clicking from one channel to the next. They didn’t listen to a word those assholes said on television. They only had eyes for the veline, the scantily clad tarts who assisted the television show hosts, and who were the exact opposite of their wives. Next year I’m installing an air conditioner, at least in the living room. If they don’t pay me my overtime tomorrow, I swear I’m going to give them a piece of my mind.

				Arturo carefully shaved his chin, singing a song popular in his childhood, when the public housing authority had built the giant barracks lining the beaches for the workers at the steel mills. Even metalworkers, according to the views of the local Communist administration, had the right to an apartment with a view. A view of the sea, not a view of the factory.

				Forty years later everything had changed: the lira had given way to the euro; you had to pay for cable TV; there were GPS navigation devices; and the political parties of his childhood—Christian Democrats and Italian Communists—had both vanished. Life was completely different now, in 2001. But the barracks were still there, as was the factory, as were the beach and the sea.

				The beach of Via Stalingrado, at that time of day, was jam-packed with screaming kids, cooler bags, and umbrellas piled one atop the other. Anna and Francesca took a running start down the sand and tumbled into the sea with victory cries, splashing water in all directions. Swarms of adolescents leaped all around them, every muscle straining, after Frisbees or tennis balls.

				People said it wasn’t much of a beach: There were no luxurious clubs; the sand was mixed with rust and garbage; sewer pipes ran down the middle; and no one went there but criminals and the poor folk from the public housing.

				Mound after mound of seaweed, and no one in city hall ever bothered to have it cleaned up.

				In the distance, two and a half miles across the water, the white beaches of the Isle of Elba gleamed like an unattainable paradise. The inviolate domain of the Milanese, the Germans, the silky-skinned tourists in black SUVs and sunglasses. But for the teenagers who lived in the huge barracks of public housing, for the children of all the nobodies dripping with sweat and blood at the steel mills, the beach across the way from their front doors was already paradise. The only truly real paradise.

				When the asphalt was oozing in the heat of the sun, the muggy heat was corrupting the air, and the smokestacks of the Lucchini steelworks were coughing out filth that lingered overhead, the residents of Via Stalingrado went barefoot to the beach. They had only to cross the road, and then run down to belly flop into the water.

				No one had ever seen Anna and Francesca leave the water. It was a little eerie to watch them swim—two parallel wakes in the water—out to the farthest buoy. One day they’d make it all the way to Elba—“We’ll swim the whole way,” they said—and they’d never come back.

				The twentysomethings would gather in the bar before going into the water, the young men clustering in broad circles. They moved in packs, herds, flocks, usually congregating around some simple common thread: the street address of the apartment building; the degree of violence involved in their work lives; the quality of the narcotics; and—last of all—the soccer team for which they rooted.

				They felt none of the frenzied eagerness that drove thirteen-year-olds to plunge into the water. First a drink, a smoke, a poker game. Some of them had abs and pecs, others had enormous guts spilling over their belts. They were like Olympic deities. And while their little brothers dreamed about modified mufflers and discotheques they were still too young to get into, they lorded it over everyone else, with their voices and their fists, driving tricked-out rides with spoilers, and on Saturday nights—windows rolled down, elbows resting on the sill—rocketing past at close to 120 mph.

				Girls didn’t pull their punches either. They were ruthless, especially when the prize at stake was a smooth young guy like Alessio. Summer was when it happened, along the boardwalks running between the changing huts, their hair hanging loose. For the girls who could risk it, the girls who were old enough and had the body to pull it off. Making love inside the darkened changing booths. No rational forethought, no condom, and if you got pregnant and he agreed to stick with you, then you’d won.

				“It won’t be long now,” Francesca and Anna whispered to one another. When an older girl zipped up to the beach astride a gleaming new scooter, they flicked her off the saddle with their imaginations and took her place. “It won’t be long.” On Saturday night other girls went out with shimmering glitter on their cheeks, lip gloss, and high heels, while they stayed home, trying on clothes with the stereo blasting at full volume.

				They were waiting for the world to come. The world arrives when you turn fourteen.

				They hurtled into the foaming waves, side by side, and when a ferryboat went past, vast ripples began to carve into the water’s skin. They had been the subject of idle conversation in the cafés for a couple of years now, around the tables where the older boys sat: The word was that they weren’t bad, not bad at all. Wait’ll they get a little older and you’ll see.

				Anna and Francesca, thirteen going on fourteen. The brunette and the blonde. Down there, in the distance, surrounded by all those males, those eyes, those bodies, zooming out, receding into the water in a uniform, undifferentiated mass of silent, eager bodies. One of their favorite games was to steal the soccer ball just as one of the boys was about to kick it through the goalposts, two wooden stakes jammed into the wet sand. And with a furious kick, laying triumphant claim to the goal.

				They ran freely through the crowd, turning to look at one another, joining hands as they ran. They knew that nature was on their side; they knew they were powerful. Because in certain settings, certain places, all that matters is whether a girl is pretty. And if you’re not, if you’re a loser, you go nowhere, you have no fun. If the boys don’t write your name on the pillars in the courtyard, if they don’t slip notes under your apartment door, then you’re nobody. You’re thirteen years old, but you already wish you were dead.

				Anna and Francesca splashed smiles in all directions. Nino, who carried them up and down the beach, letting them ride on his shoulders, could feel their crotches warming the nape of his neck. Massimo, before he hurled them into the saltwater, assaulted them relentlessly, tickling and biting. In front of everyone. And they happily let anybody who happened by do what he wanted, without shyness, without hesitation, without the slightest awareness. Effortlessly, since the world was there, within reach, and to hell with anyone who hung back and watched.

				They weren’t the only girls experiencing new sensations in their bodies. Losers, dogs like Lisa cowering under her beach towel—wished they could roll around on the wet sand in front of everybody, breathlessly run headlong into the waves.

				The way that Anna and Francesca ran, slamming into arms, smiles, and tennis balls, their swimsuits half undone, amounted to a challenge, a dare. If you watched them, you couldn’t help but envy their breasts, their asses, their shameless smiles that said: I exist.

				In the shallow water the sand mixed with the seaweed, creating a pulp underfoot. They ran, the blonde and the brunette, into the sea. They could feel male eyes prying and probing. And that’s what they wanted: to be seen, stared at. There was no exact reason. They were playing, you could tell, but they were also deadly serious.

				The brunette and the blonde. The two of them, always and only the two of them. When they emerged from the water, they held hands like a pair of fiancées. At the café they went into the bathroom together. They cut along briskly up and down the beach, turning—first one then the other—to acknowledge frank compliments. They tossed their beauty in your face. They wielded their beauty violently. While Anna might, occasionally, give you the time of day even if you were a loser, Francesca never said hello, never smiled. Except to Anna. Except at Anna.

				No one could ever forget the summer of 2001. Even the collapse of the Twin Towers was, in the final analysis, for Anna and Francesca just a part of the orgasmic thrill they were experiencing as they discovered that their bodies were changing.

				•••

				By now only one slatted shutter remained open. Only one sweaty man leaning on the balcony railing, a pair of binoculars in his hand.

				Enrico stubbornly continued searching for his daughter’s blond head in the waves, among the welter of teenage bodies playing volleyball, soccer, beach tennis. He isolated Francesca’s torso in his lens in that tangled mass of arms, breasts, and legs, focusing on it, staring in a state of animal wariness as she moved in contact with the sea.

				Francesca’s shoulders, covered with dripping wet blond hair. Her round bottom: something you should never look at, something no one should ever look at. But Enrico was looking, drenched with sweat. That lithe, perfect body that his daughter had magically produced, without warning, in front of everyone.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

				Instead of a hard hat he was wearing a threadbare Chicago Bulls baseball hat, one with a couple of chrome-plated studs punched in at either side of the visor.

				He had just taken a jab at the little asshole’s face. He’d even unhooked the shoulder straps of his overalls so he could swing his right fist with greater ease. The hanging load, hooked on to the giant winch of the overhead gantry crane, was swinging in the oppressive heat like a pendulum. His muscular upper arm was still poised, tensed like his whole face, filthy with pig iron.

				“Repeat what you just said,” Alessio shouted over the roar. “Say it again, you fucker!”

				The punk reached up to touch the bruise Alessio had just stamped on his face.

				“You see this?” he slapped his hand on the gritty side of an eighteen-ton mill crucible.

				The punk wasn’t even sixteen years old yet.

				“What did you say my sister does?” He hocked a chunk of phlegm onto the ground. “You see this thing, you see it? The next time I hear you...” And he reached out to pat the crucible again. “I’ll drown you in this.”

				Twenty-eight hundred degrees Fahrenheit is the melting point of steel alloy. Steel doesn’t exist in nature, it’s not an elementary substance. It’s a secretion of thousands of human hands, electric meters, mechanical arms, and every so often the skin of a cat that’s tumbled into the molten alloy.

				The boy looked down at the floor. He’d just been hired; there were maybe a dozen whiskers on his smooth chin.

				Everyone looked hard at him, his fellow millworkers approving the punch-out.

				“I’ll drown you in it,” Alessio snarled, a second time. Then he paused to light a cigarette.

				An older man, from the maintenance crew, scrambled up onto the crane to check the cables and shouted down a string of insults at Alessio for leaving the mill crucible swinging unsecured. Another man turned the page of the Maxim calendar, which was still at May. He replaced a brunette in a thong looking back over her shoulder with the massive tits of a blonde straddling a motorcycle.

				Alessio stripped off his sweat-soaked undershirt. No one, not even his best friend, could dare to say that his sister... The word that the punk had spoken flashed into his mind again. He had to swallow a huge gob of spit and iron filings to keep calm.

				They were standing in the middle of a clearing covered with dry grass, a steppe running between the piles of bundled steel rebar and the black tower of the fourth blast furnace. Alessio flicked the cigarette butt onto the ground, and moved quickly to crush it under his boot. Anything could catch fire at two in the afternoon. He turned off the keyboard controlling the system of weights and counterweights on the crane, forty feet high and eighty feet across. It’s an entire zoo in here: pig iron everywhere, cranes of every species and variety. Rusted animals with horned heads.

				“Asshole!” the maintenance guy yelled down at him.

				When Alessio jammed the brake on the crane cables he had come close to shearing the maintenance guy’s foot off.

				The dense black sludge of molten metal was bubbling in the crucibles, potbellied swiveling barrels running along on the mill trains. Giant tanks on wheels that looked like primordial creatures. Alessio’s shift was over. He let a bottle of water gurgle over his head and neck.

				Metal was everywhere, in the process of birth. Unceasing cascades of steel and glistening cast iron and viscous light. Torrents, rapids, estuaries of molten metal coursing through the flow lines, into the ampules of the ladles and pouring out into the tundishes to drain into the molds for furnaces and trains.

				If you looked straight up you’d see greasy fumes and robotic sounds merging murkily. Raw materials were being transformed at every hour of the day and night. Ores and coal arrived by sea, were unloaded at the industrial port from huge freighters docked there: Fuel hurried along on overhead conveyor belts, midair highways, and overpasses, running and traveling the endless miles from the docks to the coal towers and the coke ovens, and then headlong into the blast furnace. You could feel the blood rushing through your arteries at a fantastic velocity in there, and from the arteries to the capillaries, while your muscles built up in tiny fractures: You were regressing to the animal state.

				Alessio was small and alive in this vast burgeoning organism.

				He shot a quick glance at the blonde on the Maxim calendar.

				Constant yearning for sex, in the mill. The reaction of the human body inside the titanic body of industry: It’s not a factory but material changing form.

				It has a name and it has a formula: Fe26C6. The artificial insemination took place in a test tube as tall as a skyscraper, the rust-flaked urn of A-Fo 4—AltoForno4, or BlastFurnace4—that has hundreds of arms and bellies and three horns in place of a head. But that wasn’t enough. It demanded other bellies still: converters, rolling mills, dozens of dizzying hot sacs, the tubes, the gaseous follicles of duty.

				Half naked, he headed out through the south plant exit, the young blond man who still had two hours of boxing ahead of him after finishing eight hours on the crane, and Tuesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays at the club. He thought of his sister, Anna. About the way she and her friend Francesca were overdoing it, with the lipstick, the skimpy swimsuits, the afternoons holed up somewhere with boys.... He’d have to keep an eye on her or, maybe he should say, put some reins on her.

				He walked across the steel rebar yard, embankments piled high with rebar and steel rod; in comparison he was a midget. Outside the plant no one knew it. But inside there were guard booths and service stations, intersections, plazas, and ramps. Alessio stepped over a pair of tracks without worrying about the torpedo ladle cars that emerged every fifteen minutes. He waved to the truck drivers waiting in a long line in the hot sunshine, windows rolled down, legs stretched out on the dashboard. They were waiting for loads of rebar, slabs, billets. They’d leave the steel mill and head out for all the cities of Europe, driving semitrailers the size of elephants with a luminous plastic Jesus, in green or hot pink, in clear view on the dashboard of the tractor-trailer’s cab.

				He swung one foot to kick aside the rotting corpse of a rat.

				He reached the secondary service road, the one where Cristiano liked to stage Caterpillar tractor races.

				He could feel the pressure of it at the nape of his neck, the black tower of the A-Fo 4, a giant spider that digests, ruminates, and belches out. He could feel them looming over his head, the partly ruined smokestacks and the ones that were still alive, spitting flames like so many dragons.

				Bluish fluorescences, toxic clouds in volumes sufficient to poison not only the Val di Cornia but all of Tuscany.

				Behind him was the heart of the plant: the gas tank. If it blew up it’d take all of Piombino with it, the posthumous carcasses of the three blast furnaces that hadn’t yet been dismantled, and, down there at the far end, the coke oven where men shoveled coal by hand, by arm, as if it were still the nineteenth century.

				There was no sky. There was an aviary: the purple flames of the furnaces; the swinging arms of the cranes; the tons of metal slung from the hooks beneath the hoisting tackle. The endless rows of sheds, workshops, bunkers. A self-sufficient obsession. The smokestacks, both active and extinct. Overhead, the constant crackling of flames: purple, red, black. The arms of hammerhead cranes swinging around, yellow, green, tons of metal whirling like birds, yellow clouds of carbon smoke, black at the mouths of the smokestacks. It’s called continuous integrated steel production.

				As Alessio walked he crushed nettles and chunks of refractory brick underfoot. Metal saturated the ground and his skin.

				More truck drivers, more tractor trailers arrived. An enormous sinuous worm of waiting semitrailers stretched out, and as usual something had gone wrong. Time stretched out, dribbled away. They turned off their motors.

				If you tried to count the leaks in the system, you’d run out of fingers and toes.

				Alessio walked briskly, consuming fluids and miles in the scorching heat of this parallel city. Millions of pistons pumping in continuous excitation were shuttling furiously, synchronized at a dizzying rate, the elementary motion of machinery that is no different from life. At times, to withstand the boredom or the fear, you have to sit in a corner and unzip your fly.

				Alessio was irritated; he was thinking about his sister, about his dream car, the VW Golf GT. If there was anyone he really couldn’t stand it was those drooling loser leftists. The Democratic Left, Refoundation, all those Communist show-offs: the poses they struck, they way they reeled off complicated words. At the elections on May 13 he had voted Forza Italia. Berlusconi. He was sure of it: Words were useless, no good to anyone.

				There were oddly twisted signposts at the turnoffs. The plant workers twisted them around intentionally, a form of sabotage to mislead truck drivers and outside inspectors. He’d done it once himself, with Cristiano: They’d sent all the outsiders to the rail yard instead of the billet yard. Just one of the numerous entertainments in this rust-flaked amusement park—half dismantled by now, but thirty years ago twenty thousand people worked here, the market was undergoing a spectacular expansion, the West was reproducing the world and exporting it.

				Now there were just two thousand of them left, including the subcontractors. The owners were moving production to the East. Some sectors of the plant were dying; smokestacks and industrial sheds were being demolished with dynamite. They were selling off everything for what the market would bear, grasping whores that they were.

				Still they, the seventh-generation millworkers, had their fun, riding the power shovels like bucking bulls, their transistor radios blaring out at full volume, an amphetamine tablet dissolving under their tongues.

				You adapt. And no one adapts better than cats. There were hundreds of cats in the cellars under the cafeteria, all of them mangy and sick, all of them calico, with black and white patches, from the relentless inbreeding.

				Alessio was walking through the wastelands of the last big industrial sheds now, toward the last stages of the manufacturing cycle. When you get to the point of shaping a railroad track, space expands and grows sparse: That’s where the canebrakes, the marshes, begin, and you could breathe a sigh of relief.

				I’m not voting for those losers, I refuse to vote for them. We need to send them packing, off to play bocce ball with the other retirees. All Communists and their so-called honorable workers are jagoffs.

				Alessio punched out on his time card, said good-bye to the faded woman behind the reception window, stepped outside.

				Where the sea awaited him.

				When shifts changed, a swarm of blue-collar workers emptied out into the parking lot. Before getting into his car, a Peugeot with two side spoilers and a spoiler in the rear, Alessio stopped to look at it for a moment. To look at the blast furnace. Call it by its name: A-Fo 4. Distort it to UFO: Everybody else does. A giant unidentified object. Even with a world war raging around it (it actually happened in 1944, when the steelworks was occupied by the Nazis), there it stands, imperturbable, industrious. And it always gets a smile out of you, a smile of fear and astonishment. Just like the smile on Alessio’s face as he looked at it.

				Its long, coal-sucking proboscis, the testicles where it cooks up the steel, the three-horned snout, the massively powerful skeleton of a brutal cathedral at its commencement. The beginning. Just as his sister’s pink and downy body was commencing, developing breasts, hips, starting to attract. The blond peach fuzz of her crotch, and under her armpits. The animal scent when she came home from the beach and unfastened her swimsuit to take a shower.

				He couldn’t believe it, couldn’t wrap his mind around the fact that Anna was already sneaking into cabanas with boys. And getting into Christ knows what kind of trouble.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 3

				It was a game, and it wasn’t a game.

				Over the sink, the mirror spotted with toothpaste, the blonde and the brunette look at the reflections of their most brazen selves. They’re motionless, waiting anxiously. Pretending to pout, hair hanging loose. A little portable stereo is perched on the washing machine, volume turned all the way up.

				It’s blasting one of Alessio’s old CDs from the nineties.

				Anna and Francesca, when no one’s home at Anna’s house.

				The two bodies pulsate like the sound, together with the sound.

				They wait for the end of the intro before they start unbuttoning.

				The window is open. They’ve locked themselves into the bathroom. They do it every Monday morning in the summer, when school is out and everyone’s at work. They roll up the slatted blind; they pull open the curtains. They stand there half naked in the middle of the bathroom. And in the apartment building across the way nobody’s home but retirees and fuckoffs.

				They’ve made up their faces, gleefully overdoing it. Mouths smeared with lipstick, mascara dripping in the heat and clumping their eyelashes together, but they don’t care. It’s a little private carnival for them, a provocation they launch out the bathroom window. Deep down they know perfectly well that someone might be spying on them, someone might be unzipping his trousers as he watches.

				As soon as they hear the female vocalist, Anna and Francesca fling themselves furiously into the dance, barefoot. They improvise dance steps worthy of Britney Spears. They’re spectacularly successful, to judge from the number of eyes watching them from the windows across the way.

				The summer is magic, is magic. Oh, Oh, Oh... The summer is magic... Anna, in the rectangular window, is the one you see first. She’s put on her mother’s lace bra. A woman’s brassiere, which clashes violently with the pink panties decorated with daisies.

				Francesca hides in the shadows behind her. She’s wearing a white camisole that offers just a translucent glimpse of her small breasts. She’s taking a risk, but she’s still dressed. She doesn’t smile. The top of her thong peeps out over her lowrider denim shorts: You can tell that she’s wearing a thong, which is exactly what her father doesn’t want.

				The yearning to do something she shouldn’t, something the world has to look at.

				The summer is magic. Oh, Oh, Oh... The summer is magic... They’re not really singing. They’re just moving their lips. And after the refrain has been repeated for the hundredth time, Anna unhooks her bra. She’s dancing. Or maybe we should say she’s rocking her pelvis. She’s playing with the hem of her panties. She’s tossing her hair vaporously, blowing stray strands that fall over her eyes. She sees her breasts and her belly in the bathroom mirror, nakedness framed in the window, in the morning sunlight that angles down on that side of the building.

				The stifling air seethes in the cement.

				They pretend not to know that men they meet in the stairwells are now watching them.

				Francesca follows her. She slips the camisole off over her head. She’s bare chested, an almost masculine nude. She’s pale and angular. Everything in her is bright and clear, even in summer. She doesn’t tan, she doesn’t even look Italian. She dances in her own way: slow, tough.

				Francesca doesn’t melt. Her face is serious; she wants to provoke, but she doesn’t open up. She looks at her best friend, she follows her moves. She reaches for her hands, she grabs one, she kisses it.

				This is the rhythm of the night, the night... Oh, yes. The rhythm of the night...

				The music is echoing off the ceramic tiles, adding to the clutter of noise rising from the courtyard and emanating from the balconies. The bathroom tiles are green, the ceramic is flaking off on many of them. Lisa’s uncle is leaning on the windowsill; he lights a cigarette. And watches them.

				They have an absurd conception of a striptease. They blend the videos they see on MTV with the dances the showgirls do before commercial breaks on Striscia la Notizia. But they’re thirteen years old; they have no idea. In an apartment complex with four buildings facing one another across a courtyard, there are at least a hundred windows with a fine vantage point from which noses can be stuck into that bathroom.

				Which is what they want. They play the game Monday morning at ten-thirty. And people talk about what they’re doing—in the hallways, in the stairwells, in the elevators.

				There are people having breakfast at that hour of the morning. There are people who get up by now just to see it.

				Francesca turns her back to the mirror, she gathers the shock of blond hair at the back of her neck. The mirror—filthy, rusted at the edges—reflects an adolescent back and an adolescent bosom, one beside the other, in perfect equilibrium.

				Her spinal cord arches slightly. Francesca bends over to unbutton her shorts. She slips them off. Anna does the same with her panties.

				If my father ever knew about this.

				They move like a pair of tentacles; they’ve stopped looking at one another. Across the way are married women beating carpets over the side of their balconies. The same undulations of the pelvis, the same caresses from belly button to breast, and lower down they slip in a finger, then another finger. They embrace. They fit together perfectly, like serpents. Skin to skin. Eyes shut.

				Francesca rests her face on Anna’s shoulder, between her arms. She grazes her neck with her lips, slowly, behind her ear. And Anna tips her head back. She has a disquieting smile on her face.

				The first thing you felt like saying was: Who the fuck do these two think they are? The second thing: They’re perverts.

				They embrace in front of the mirror. They aren’t dancing anymore now. They embrace, and nothing more, moving slowly. You can’t tell where one ends and the other begins. They stroke each other’s face, run their hands down their sides, their hips, down their spines. Maybe they’re afraid. They dig into one another with nose and lips; they become tender and distracted.

				This is the rhythm of the night, the night... Oh, yes. The rhythm of the night... Someone’s spying on them from behind a curtain in the building across the courtyard. It doesn’t bother them in the slightest.

				They’re undifferentiated; they’re nude. There’s the sort of fury that surges through your body at the beginning of everything, when you’re thirteen years old and you don’t know what to do with yourself. There’s your dearest friend, right in front of you, rubbing her belly against yours.

				They put their clothes back on and sit there, cuddling. They slip into a slow, animal trance, a state of forgetfulness.

				Anna’s eyes are closed; she’s smiling. They nuzzle, rubbing noses, cheeks, faces against each other. Anna grazes Francesca. Francesca opens her eyes. Anna caresses her, and Francesca holds her. Her face quivers ever so slightly. She digs her fingernails lightly into her best friend’s flesh. Anna places her lips on Francesca’s.

				Oh, yes. The rhythm of the night... But the enchantment is suddenly shattered. At a certain point, they pull apart. They turn off the stereo and pull the curtains closed, across the window.

				It was always Anna who broke away. They couldn’t, they didn’t know how to go beyond this point. But the men who’d been watching them didn’t stop. Lisa’s uncle got up early just to masturbate to the sight of the thirteen-year-old girls in the building across the way. Even Lisa, turmoil roiling in her chest, would pull the curtains closed and close the shutters, and sometimes she felt like crying.

				•••

				Anna looked out, nude as she was, framed in the rectangle of the window, her elbows on the sill. She watched a wooden spoon stirring a pot, in a kitchen at random in building 8, and a robust woman cleaning and chopping long stalks of celery.

				In the building across the way, on the far shore of the courtyard, the one infested with shouting brats, there were plenty of women already at work on lunch. Around here spaghetti sauce was simmering by midmorning. Anna looked down and watched the little boys playing soccer, a young couple arguing on their balcony: He kicked a flowerpot with a basil plant in it.

				Then there was the blue sky.

				She loved that place. She could see the big bunkerlike buildings, the mess, the noise, Emma coming home with her bags of groceries, pregnant at age sixteen, and felt that she was a part of all this.

				“It’s insane, if you think about it. We’ll be riding motor scooters to school! We’ll take the hill road to Montemezzano.... You know how fast that is? My brother says he’ll give me his SR; he’s not using it anymore.” Francesca was huddled in the shadows, perched on the bidet.

				“They won’t give us a hard time anymore; they won’t be able to tell us we can’t go out!”

				Francesca’s legs were askew, her eyes were looking at the floor.

				“I’d love to see them try to catch you, if you had a scooter. The old baboon tells you: You aren’t going out tonight. And you hop on your scooter, you zip away from Piombino, and you never come back!” Anna was radiant.

				Francesca wasn’t. She was afraid.

				“You don’t give a damn that we’re going to be separated,” she snapped. She suddenly got to her feet and looked at Anna with a sullen glare: “You don’t care.”

				The oppressive heat stagnated in the barrackslike apartment buildings, settling in every room, transforming it into a swamp.

				“What the fuck are you saying?”

				Francesca turned toward the mirror.

				It annoyed her that Anna was so galvanized at the idea of the future. Worse, it hurt her feelings that Anna was leaping with joy at the thought of going to a school that wouldn’t be her school, to a class that wouldn’t be her class. That they couldn’t see each other during recess anymore, that they wouldn’t be able to share their snacks.

				Then there was the fact that Anna would be going to the liceo classico with the other smart kids, that Anna had finished middle school with excellent grades, and that she liked to study.

				Anna didn’t have any reluctance letting boys kiss her; she didn’t have bruises on her back and belly. Francesca didn’t like studying at all.

				“Don’t forget that the IPS Institute is across the street from the liceo classico,” Anna said to her. “That in the morning we’ll go to school together, and that we’ll come home together, too.”

				“How nice!” laughed Francesca, rubbing makeup remover over her eyes.

				“God, I hate you when you’re like this.... When you pretend to be a bitch. You’re not thinking about all the changes; you’re just thinking about bullshit.”

				“Get out of my way. I have to pee.”

				It was past twelve noon. Mothers were starting to lean out the windows and call their children to come upstairs.

				“So what, you can’t pee now?” Anna laughed.

				“Not if you stare at me.” What does it mean to grow up in a complex of four big tenements shedding sections of balconies and chunks of asbestos into a courtyard where little kids play alongside older kids dealing drugs and old people who reek of decay? What kind of vision do you get of the world in a place where it’s normal not to go anywhere on vacation, not to go to the movies, not to know anything about the world, to never read the newspaper, to never read a book, and that’s just how life is? The two of them, in this place, sought each other out, chose each other.

				Now Francesca looked down, listened to the rush of water from the toilet, and felt like laughing. Anna was looking at her again. Francesca tore a length of toilet paper off the roll, crumpled it into a ball, and threw it at her. And she threw it back at her with a laugh.

				“Shower?” asked Anna, turning the faucet.

				They’d already made peace.

				Francesca smiled and stepped into the shower stall with the glass door that stuck. The sense of sight and smell were clouded under the spray. All that remained was the sense of touch, one girl’s bottom against the other’s.

				They weren’t talking anymore. Words are no good; they mostly start fights. They washed themselves carefully with the shower sponge and were astonished at the differences between them: a mole; the oblong or blunt shapes of their fingernails. They were astonished, as if witnessing something that made no sense.

				Why did Anna have broader hips and bigger breasts? And why was Francesca’s bottom higher and rounder? Why was her belly button deeper? “Why aren’t we the same?” asked Francesca, as she massaged Anna’s curls.

				“Because we’re different, but we’re still the same.”

				“But why?”

				“Because we were born together, we live together, we’ll die together, and we’ll do everything together.”

				“How are we going to die together?”

				“I don’t know.”

				•••

				They dried off in a hurry. They didn’t want to get caught by Sandra, who might be home at any minute.

				When they stepped out onto the landing, their hair still damp, Francesca stopped at the edge of the stairs. Her face looked different now. She looked at her friend with eyes that had grown larger.

				“I don’t want to go home. The old baboon’s home for lunch today....” Francesca, in the half light of the dusty, foul-smelling staircase, was teetering on the edge of the top step, and she wasn’t crying, because she’d never liked crying.

				Anna stepped closer to her and caressed her, trying to instill courage in her friend.

				“Look, I’ll see you later, at two o’clock on the dot....” Her voice had become gentler, softer.

				“Okay,” Francesca said. But she wasn’t moving. She stood there and seemed to grow thinner, frailer.

				From the stairs, from the darkness of the long hallways, shouts and the sounds of fists came echoing every five minutes. A child would burst into tears. A mother chased her son on the landing, tearing from his hands the Super Liquidator he had just used to spray her. She spanked him hard and then retreated with him into their apartment, slamming the door behind her. It wasn’t clear why these parents were constantly angry, always losing their tempers: After all, these little boys were just playing cops and robbers on the stairs.

				“I’ll come get you as soon as I’m done eating, and we’ll go straight to the beach.”

				“Okay, but make sure you come in. Don’t stand outside the door.”

				“Can’t you stay here and have lunch with us?”

				“As if!” Francesca tried to smile as she said it, but it didn’t quite work. “That’ll really set him off....”

				Kids shouting. BB gun pellets chipping the walls. And the thuds of things, the dull thuds of hands. There was a man shouting angrily at his wife in a high-pitched keening voice: “You’re nothing but a whore!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 4

				She went back into the apartment.

				Anna knew.

				She mopped the bathroom, dried the floor, and cleaned the hair out of the shower drain. She didn’t want to hear her mother screaming at her.

				Anna knew, the only one who did.

				But she didn’t know what to do.

				She started setting the table; she put a pot of pasta water on the stove. She wanted to make her mama happy, let her find everything ready for lunch. She laid out the napkins carefully, to the right of each plate. But her thoughts never veered away from Francesca.

				She picked up the remote control and hit 1. Punctually, the theme music of the TG1, the midday news program on Rai-1, blared out.

				The roar of the midday news theme music blasted out from all the television sets, all the open windows in the thousand or so apartments on the Via Stalingrado. She loved that theme music; it made her feel like a grown-up, part of something bigger. Rome, Milan—the Italy that she had never seen, even though she lived in Italy.

				“You’re a darling,” said Sandra, as she opened the door and saw her daughter stirring the pasta. “If it weren’t for you... With that idiot father and miserable brother of yours!”

				She was tired. She put down her grocery bags and stretched for a moment. Her back was sore.

				Then she hurried over to open the door of the washing machine she’d run that morning before leaving for work.

				Anna loved her mother. She was a woman who worked hard at her job but who still found the energy to leaflet and help organize the annual Communist festival, the Festa dell’Unità. And she read left-wing newpapers, La Repubblica and Liberazione, and always told Anna to study hard, that one day she’d be a member of parliament, the Honorable Anna, a lawmaker. Part of Anna even believed it.

				“Go ahead and drain the pasta,” her mother shouted. “Those two won’t even be home for lunch today.” Sandra hefted the basket of wet sheets, socks, and underwear onto one shoulder and stepped out onto the landing to call the elevator.

				While she was waiting, she looked around. All up and down the stairs was a clatter of clogs and the shouting of various oaths, all ending in madonna.

				Relations with their neighbors weren’t especially good. They were willing to declare open warfare if a sock flew onto their balcony. But Sandra had studied a little, and she was no pushover: She insisted on handing out leaflets that few if any bothered to read for every election campaign.

				When she got up to the roof, on the twelfth floor, the sky was so powerful it hurt. At first, she closed her eyes.

				There was the summer, chirping with millions of hidden insects.

				She slowly opened her eyes again: a vast field of blue, the blue of the sky and the sea together. So
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