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         A girl is a jug: you break her, you take her. That’s what Mother says.

         
         I would have been happier as a boy like Cosimino but when they made me nobody asked me what I wanted. We were together and
            the same in the belly but after we came out, we were different: me dressed in pink, him in blue, me with a rag doll, him,
            a wooden sword, me in a flowery dress and him in stripy shorts. At nine, he learned to whistle, with and without his fingers,
            while I could tie my hair in a high or a low ponytail. Now that we’re going on fifteen, he’s four inches taller than me and
            allowed to do far more: walk around town night and day, wear shorts or long pants on holidays, talk to girls and boys of all
            ages, drink watered-down wine on Sunday, swear, spit, and, in summer, race down to the beach and have a swim in his trunks.
            I’m in favor of bathing in the sea.
         

         
         Between the two of us, Cosimino is Mother’s favorite because he’s fair-skinned and blond like Father, whereas I’m raven-haired.
            He isn’t a jug. He won’t break. And even if he does, he’ll be put back together again.
         

         
         I was always good at school and Cosimino couldn’t be bothered. Mother was never upset by this. She said he should roll up his sleeves and get a good job so his life doesn’t wind up like Father’s. Watching Father pore over the tomato plants in the vegetable garden made me think he’d never given a thought to how things would wind up. He’s for starting new projects from scratch. Like when he managed to buy some chickens with the money that he made selling snails we’d harvested after a heavy shower. He said I could choose their names and, since I like colors, I went for Rosina, Celestina, Verdina, Violetta, and Nerina . . . Then he wanted to build a chicken coop with wooden boards and I passed him the nails, and then a trough for the chicken feed, and I passed him the saw. When everything was ready, I said, “Pà, shall we paint it yellow?” 

         
         Mother weighed in, “Do you think those bird-brained animals care whether it’s yellow or black? Don’t waste any paint.”

         
         “They’d be happier if it was yellow,” I meekly ventured, “and when they’re happy they lay more eggs.”

         
         “Really? Did they whisper that in your ear?” Mother retorted. Then she spun on her heel and marched back into the house, muttering
            in the Cosentino-Calabrian dialect she grew up with, which is different from Sicilian. That’s what she always speaks when
            her nerves are jangled, so that we can’t understand when she complains about coming down south.
         

         
         Father picked up a paintbrush, dipped it in yellow, then drew it out, the paint dripping down the pot the same hue as beaten eggs ready for an omelet, which I could practically smell. I’m all in favor of omelets. 

         
         We painted the coop together and our fresh brushstrokes gleamed in the sun.

         
         “Salvo Denaro, you’re as stubborn as a mule and your daughter’s no better,” Mother shouted as she came back into the yard.
            Whenever she was angry, she addressed us by our full names like a schoolteacher.
         

         
         “Never once do you two listen to me. And look at you, wearing your good skirt to work in. God forbid you get it dirty! Go
            and get changed, and keep yourself clean,” she ordered, yanking the paintbrush out of my hands.
         

         
         Glaring at Father, she reproached, “I gave you a male heir.” She summoned Cosimino, who slunk into the yard, reluctantly picking
            up a brush, but ten minutes later his hand started hurting and he sidled away hoping no one would notice. In the meantime,
            I’d put on the apron I use when I do my chores and returned to working with Father until sunset, when the chickens went to
            roost happily in their little yellow hutch.
         

         
         The next morning, one of them was dead as a doornail: it was Celestina. The stink of paint, Mother yelled in Calabrian. Chicken fever, Father whispered in my ear. I didn’t know who to believe: she talks and talks and never stops spouting lists of rules, and that’s why it’s so easy to disobey her. Father, on the other hand, usually chooses silence, and that’s why I can never work out how to make him love me. Whatever the cause, we buried the hen behind the vegetable garden and Father drew the sign of the cross in the air before him, his index and middle fingers bunched together. 

         
         “Rest in peace,” he murmured, and we went back into the house. Even animals have a hard life, I thought to myself.
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         After that day, I never painted with Father again. Mother says it’s his fault that I haven’t had a visit from the marquis
            yet because he brought me up as a tomboy. I’m not at all in favor of the marquis. I’ve only glimpsed him once and it was frightening.
            After breakfast one day, I went into the bathroom and saw a washbowl with red-stained rags looking like a dead animal floating
            in rust-colored water. Mother walked in.
         

         
         “What are you looking at?”

         
         I inched away from the basin without answering.

         
         “It’s the marquis,” she told me, unfazed. Then she emptied the dirty water out and started scrubbing the rags with soapstone
            until they were white again.
         

         
         “It’ll be your turn soon,” she added, and I started praying that day would never come.

         
         The rules of the marquis are: keep your eyes down, toe the line, and stay home. Until my turn comes, I can work in the vegetable garden, go to market with Father to sell herbs, frogs, or snails, shoot stones at the boys with my sling when they tease my friend Saro, who has a crooked leg, run down the big road with Cosimino, and come home all sweaty with dirty knees. The marquis has already come for my other friends. As soon as he did, the hems of their skirts came down, spots blemished their faces, and breasts sprouted under their blouses. Crocefissa has even grown a few hairs on her chin and the boys have taken to calling her “brigando Musolino,” like the famous whiskered bandit. She doesn’t mind. She goes around looking distressed, her hands pressed against her belly as if she were having a baby, and asks the same thing every time she meets her friends, as if she’d won a prize: “My blood has come, has yours?” 

         
         The marquis doesn’t visit boys, ever. They’re not like us: they grow up in stages, not all in one day.

         
         There’s always a relative waiting outside school to walk my friends home, whereas they used to be allowed to go back on their
            own. If they cross paths with any boys on their way, they lower their eyes even though they know the boys stare right where
            their blouses gape, which is why they look down but walk upright so that the buttons look fit to burst at any moment. Strutting
            like that, they look like Father’s hens.
         

         
         My sister is four years older than me, and she used to strut before she got married. She’s light-skinned and blond like Father, and whenever she left the house, all the boys used to stare: the more they stared, the more she strutted, and the more they stared. I know because I was supposed to keep an eye on her since Cosimino was always out and about. Her name is Fortunata, but she’s not so fortunate now. One stare today, another stare tomorrow, one stare too many, and lo and behold there was a baby in her belly. It turned out that the mayor’s nephew, Gerò Musciacco, had been the one to put it there. I heard because after supper they would all huddle in the kitchen—Fortunata, Mother, and Father—talking in hushed tones. It was no secret, given that the whole town of Martorana knew about it. 

         
         Gerò Musciacco’s father didn’t want his son to marry her because we’re poor. My sister cried, Mother banged her fists on the
            table, cursing everyone in her dialect. “God forbid you should be dishonored,” she moaned. Father chose silence. I’m all in
            favor of silence. “The rifle! Go talk to Musciacco with your rifle!” Mother prodded. He poured himself a glass of water, downed
            it slowly, dabbing at his mouth with a napkin, rose from the table, and said, “I wouldn’t prefer that,” before returning to
            work in the vegetable garden. From that day on, nobody spoke for a month except my brother, who was a young lad and didn’t
            bother about much in general.
         

         
         I thought it was my fault because, instead of chaperoning Fortunata that afternoon, I had gone to Saro’s house to eat anchovy
            pasta, a special dish his mother, Nardina, cooked just for me. I’m in favor of special dishes. That must have been when the
            man took advantage and stuck a baby in her belly.
         

         
         One morning, Mother left the house in her Sunday best and didn’t come back until after dark. The following day, Fortunata woke up early and started crocheting little white booties. Father watched her working. “Are you happy to marry this man?” he asked. She cast her eyes down and continued to wind the wool around the crochet hook. Two months later, the wedding took place, and I got our room all to myself. 

         
         The rules of a wedding are: wear a white dress, walk down the aisle to the priest, and say yes. At the wedding banquet, Mrs.
            Scibetta, who lives in a nice house where Mother and I go to card woolen mattresses every year and for whom we do some sewing
            jobs, told everyone that Gerò Musciacco’s father had accepted the match only because he’d been persuaded by his cousin, Baroness
            Careri, who’d been contacted by the priest, Don Ignazio, who had received a petition from his housekeeper, Nellina, who had
            been Fortunata’s godmother, and who had been convinced by Mother the day she’d departed early in her Sunday best.
         

         
         Fortunata pretended to ignore the gossip, but she had changed: she stopped strutting and her wedding dress looked as if it had been let out, not for her breasts but for the nice ripe watermelon poking out between its folds. After the wedding, she left to live in Musciacco’s house. We didn’t see her for three months, and then Nellina found her in the vestry looking distraught with no belly. The baby had gone, and she had dark blotches on her arms and face. She said she had fallen down the front steps. The housekeeper told the baroness, who complained to her cousin, who berated his son for being careless with his wife. Fortunata went back to her husband’s house, started dressing in black, and has worn mourning ever since. She never receives any visits and never goes out, so at least there’s no risk she’ll fall again. Her husband, on the other hand, has a fine time of it, alone or in company, as if he were still a bachelor. When he strolls down the road, he stares at all the young girls as if he wanted to stick babies in their bellies, too. 
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         There’s no one waiting for me outside school. There’s one girl in my class who is also allowed to go home on her own. Her
            name is Liliana but she’s different because her father, Mr. Calò, is the town Communist. His wife, Fina, goes out to work
            as if she were a man and he doesn’t care if people say he can’t feed his own family.
         

         
         Calò has a beard and small glasses, which gives him the air of a scholar, but deep down he’s a bumpkin, Mother says. Mark
            my words, she says, I bet he hardly made it through eighth grade. He loves talking to people, and on the second Thursday of
            every month holds a town meeting in an old fishing hut in the lower town near the sea to discuss Martorana’s problems, as
            if anything might come of it. That is how the world is, was, and always will be, Mother says. You can knead words for as long
            as you like but you’ll never make bread.
         

         
         Her father being a Communist gives Liliana only advantages: she can go out without a chaperone, wear long pants like men, and read photo-novels and advice columns in magazines filled with pictures of movie stars. I’ve never been to the movies because Mother says they put crickets in your head, which means I make do with billboards and secretly sketching the faces of stars in my notebook. Liliana speaks to people as equals, and I’m not supposed to be friends with her because she’s not proper, but since she and I are the only girls without chaperones, we walk part of the way home together after school. To begin with, I didn’t speak to her. Then one day she showed me a magazine with a photo of Handsome Antonio, the one in the movie. I asked if I could take a quick peek because every time I see that actor, I get a languorous feeling in my stomach. She didn’t wait for me to ask twice. Right away she handed it to me, saying that communism teaches us that nice things should be shared. I’m all in favor of communism now. 

         
         I slipped the magazine under my blouse and, once I got home, I hid it beneath a loose bed slat beside a little bag with a
            stub of old lipstick I’d found in the bathroom at school and my notebook filled with pencil portraits of movie stars.
         

         
         When we were at elementary school, Liliana and I were Miss Rosaria’s pets: she was a champion at multiplication tables, but I beat her in grammar. The teacher would pin stars to the white smocks of her most diligent pupils. The rules for getting stars were: read without sounding out the letters, write without smudging the page, add in your head without using your fingers. Liliana and I were equals but she knew quite a few words from politics that she’d heard at her father’s meetings, and she was always showing them off. I decided I would learn some more words, too. The teacher had brought some books from her house, placing them on a shelf at the back of the classroom so that we could read them whenever we wanted. They had smooth white pages that slipped through your fingers, colored pictures, and lots of animals that talked like humans. I’m not in favor of that because the best thing about animals is they choose silence, like Father. 

         
         I loved the dictionary: inside there were lots of words I didn’t know that could be used to express the kinds of thoughts
            you have in your head but don’t know how to say. One morning, I’d forgotten to bring my arithmetic homework. I stood up and
            said, “Miss, I’m sorry but I obliviated my workbook today,” to try out the new word. Instead of punishing me, she rewarded me with an extra star. She said that culture
            saves us and can take us great distances. I didn’t want to go anywhere. I just liked the sound of that fancy verb.
         

         
         When Miss Rosaria left at the end of fourth grade, the picture books were packed into a box and taken away and the dictionary
            vanished with them, along with all the words inside. Luckily, I’d already copied lots of them into my exercise book and I
            could run through them whenever I liked. When I used them, people were intimidated, as if I was superior to them. Mother wasn’t.
            When she asked me what the teacher who’d taken Miss Rosaria’s place was like, I said, “He’s pretty tedious,” and got a slap
            and a telling-off in Calabrian. “God forbid words like that come out of a girl’s mouth! It’s not proper.”
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         The new teacher was already old when he arrived. He was called Mr. Scialò, and he rode in on a bus from the city every morning.
            Only a few years to go before his retirement, so he’d come back to Sicily after teaching for years on the continent, in Rome.
            He told us he’d eaten minestrone with none other than the minister of education, and since he repeated it at least once a
            day, we started to call him “Mr. Minestrone.”
         

         
         Mr. Minestrone’s lessons were nothing like Miss Rosaria’s. On the first day, he took out a little book with gray pages from
            a worn-out leather briefcase.
         

         
         “Write, children,” he said, and started to dictate a nursery rhyme entitled “Adieu Little White Pinafore.” A friend of his
            had written it, and he liked it so much that he was determined to make us learn it by heart for the end-of-year exam.
         

         
         
            What a sad day, oh my delight,

            when you abandon me!

            You feel a different plight

            A pang in my heart

            that will never restart.

         

         Bent over our desks, we transcribed the verses of the poem into our notebooks. It was supposed to be the little white pinafore talking: saying how sorry it was to abandon the young girl who would be going into middle school and replacing it with a black pinafore. Before leaving her, it gave her some advice: 

         
         
            I tremble, little girl,

            as you are about to reach

            a dangerous age!

         

         I’m not in favor of advice. Advice reminds me of those fables with talking animals. Mr. Minestrone cleared his throat and
            went on dictating, looking at us one by one as if he were issuing a timely warning about the dangers that were about to befall
            each of us girls.
         

         
         
            Keep yourself virtuous;

            Let none speak ill,

            And never thrill

            In bad company.

            Throw away

            Those evil magazines:

            What, pray, is the worth of science

            when you have lost your innocence?

         

         “Maestro, shouldn’t science rhyme with innocence?” Rosalina asked from the back of the class. Liliana and I exchanged a look of horror from one end of the classroom to the other. “Should I spell it ‘s-c-e-n-c-e’?” Rosalina asked again, after the teacher had already explained it once.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, Rosalina, you’ll never lose your innocence with your for lack of ‘s-c-e-n-c-e,’ sense,” I scoffed. All my classmates laughed; Mr. Minestrone stopped dictating and walked up to my desk. Before he could open his
            mouth, I tried to get back into his good graces with my usual big-word trick. “Maestro, please excuse my facetiousness.”
         

         
         “A well-brought-up girl doesn’t need to learn new words. A trained parrot would be just as useful. This is the result of certain
            bad teaching methods,” he said, looking pointedly at the empty shelf where Miss Rosaria’s books used to sit. Then he returned
            to his dictation.
         

         
         
            Be serious in your studies,

            set aside your comics,

            and your histrionics.

         

         When I finished elementary school, my white pinafore was torn up into rags to buff up the few pieces of silver tableware Mother
            had brought with her from Calabria. When it’s time for the once-a-week polish and I see the scraps, I can hear Mr. Minestrone’s
            voice: “Keep yourself virtuous, let none speak ill, and never thrill . . .”
         

         
         Over the summer, Mother took my shoulder, waist, and hip measurements and cut a pattern out of black cloth to make my new school pinafore. When it was ready, I tried it on. She got on her knees and asked me turn around to see whether the hem was straight. Then she got up, pinched my chin between her thumb and index finger, and said, “It’s perfect. Don’t forget, keep yourself clean.” 

         
         The pinafore lasted the whole three years because I took good care of it and because she’d made it nice and big to begin with.

         
         After my middle school leaving certificate, I asked if I could go on to high school, but she shook her head.

         
         “What’s she going to be? A scientist?” she said to Father. He said nothing and went out to work in the garden. A week later,
            he showed her a sheet of paper with his big, sloping signature at the bottom: he’d enrolled me in the teacher training institute.
         

         
         “It’s thanks to me that your eldest daughter’s honor was restored,” she yelled.

         
         “When she gets her certificate in four years,” Father answered, “she can be an elementary school teacher and become independent.”

         
         “Independent of who?” she snarled.

         
         “Of her family, of a husband . . .” he explained.

         
         “And how’s she going to find a husband with her head in her books all the time?” she snapped.

         
         Father chose silence and went out to feed the chickens. She followed him out the door, yelling in dialect, “What kind of man
            won’t protect his womenfolk? You’ll need more than a rifle! You’re no better than a sheep. Baa!”
         

         
         We found out that Mrs. Scibetta had also enrolled her youngest daughter, Mena, so the next day Mother let out the hem of my pinafore, unfolding the extra material she’d hidden inside, and hemmed it again. I saw the black cotton unfurl from that hidden pocket. Maybe she’d planned for me to carry on at school all along. Or maybe she was just very sensible. 
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         When I was little, Father used to go out to the countryside on his own to harvest snails. I would wait for him to come home
            until I could see his towhead glinting in the sunlight from a distance. He looked as big and strong as a giant. One morning,
            I woke up at dawn while everyone else was still asleep and asked if I could go with him. From that moment on, I was his helper.
            We walked side by side inspecting leaves, and if he spotted any snails, he would squeeze my hand lightly twice. Every now
            and again, I’d bend down and pick daisies in the middle of the fields. I’d close my eyes and move my lips without making a
            sound: he loves me he loves me not he loves me he loves me not he loves me.
         

         
         A month ago, just as we were preparing to go out in our rubber boots, buckets in hand, Mother stared at me as if she were
            seeing me for the first time. “That skirt is immodest, it pulls up behind,” she said. “Give it here so I can fix it for you.
            You can’t go around like that.”
         

         
         It wasn’t true: the skirt hung straight down because my body was as spindly as a boy’s, but she couldn’t accept the fact that
            I hadn’t changed one bit.
         

         
         “We’re going out for snails, not the patron saint festival,” I protested. I smoothed the scratchy fiber down with my hands to demonstrate that the skirt fit me but of course I had to go into the bathroom and take it off. I slipped on an old misshapen one that covered my knobby knees. Father was waiting for me with his canvas bag and a knife in hand. Sometimes, instead of snails we’d catch frogs, which is more difficult. Snails sit there in their shells glued to a rock as good as gold, while frogs hop about here, there, and everywhere. They must have crickets in their heads, too. 

         
         “When I was your age, I was already wearing a bra and stockings,” Mother said as I joined Father at the door. “But we were
            more restrained in our day. Our parents didn’t let us do what we liked, not like nowadays. There were quite a few young lads
            who had their eyes on me anyway . . .”
         

         
         I was so shocked I dropped the bucket I was holding: I’d always imagined Mother as an obedient snail, but it seems she’d once
            been a sprightly frog.
         

         
         “I always kept myself clean,” she clarified. “I didn’t need a chaperone to follow my every step. And in my family, if you
            said one word too many you’d be struck dumb forever. Things are different now. There’s too much freedom: the radio, the movies,
            dances. When I was growing up, these things would have been unimaginable. People like nothing better than to embroider and
            then unpick the stitches with their gossip. They could easily come and tell you things people have done before they’ve even
            happened. That’s why at a certain age we need to keep our daughters home. These days, a boy is a scoundrel and a girl is a
            jug: you break her, you take her.”
         

         
         I started rocking with impatience, shifting my weight from one leg to the other. The more time passed, the fewer snails we’d find. They come out into the open early. 

         
         “Cosimino, would you accept a broken jug?” she asked my twin, still in his pajamas, his hair tousled from sleep. He smiled
            because he knew the rules of being a brother: keep an eye on your sister, make sure people respect her, threaten anyone who
            doesn’t. And maybe he was ashamed of having a sister who still went around wearing skirts above her knees and clogs and resembled
            a boy gone wrong. Amalia and Salvo’s ugly daughter, people probably whispered: sharp-edged and spindly, eyes as black as olives,
            a slit of a mouth in a round, dark face, raven hair. I bet she’ll bring us bad luck, wreck our homes. A solitary, disheveled
            creature she is, wandering around on her own, with only Don Vito Musumeci’s crippled boy Saro for company. The mother embroiders
            wedding trousseaux, but the daughter will end up a spinster.
         

         
         When she took me with her to ladies’ houses to deliver her sewing work, she would show them how good I was at embroidery,
            and they would give me a cookie or a slice of bread with a thin layer of jam and a reassuring pat because they thought I’d
            spend the rest of my life embroidering the wedding linen for other girls.
         

         
         “Leave her be, Mà,” Cosimino said, rubbing his eyes. “Leave her be. Who’s going to take this jug anyway?”

         
         “Who takes her, takes her,” Mother answered. “As long as she’s in one piece. He’ll have time to regret it once they’re married.”

         
         I’m not sure I’m in favor of marriage. I don’t want to end up like Fortunata, who let Musciacco get her pregnant while I dug
            into my anchovy pasta at Nardina’s house. That’s why I always run down the road: boys breathing down your neck are like a
            pair of bellows with hands that can grab you. I run to be invisible, I run with my boy’s body and my girl’s heart, I run for
            all the times I won’t be allowed to anymore, I run for my girlfriends who already have to wear proper shoes and long skirts
            and who can only take slow little steps, and I also run for my sister, who has been buried alive at home as if she were already
            dead.
         

         
         “Relax, Oliva,” Mother said. “From now on, your brother will be the one going out to collect snails and frogs. It’s not a
            job for girls.”
         

         
         She yanked me by the arm and made me sit.

         
         “Cosimino has no experience,” Father muttered, looking down at his shoes.

         
         “What are you doing about that, then? You can’t even teach him to collect snails, not that you know how to catch anything
            else.”
         

         
         Cosimino sloped away reluctantly to get ready, picked up my bag, and joined Father outside the house. I watched them from
            the window as they vanished from view into the fields under the rising sun without saying a word to each other.
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         “Oliva! What are you staring at? Flies?”

         
         Mother called from the kitchen. I was at the window waiting for Cosimino to come back so I could run out and count the snails.
            I was scared he might have found more than I usually did.
         

         
         “Did you change the water?” she asked, scouring the tiles. “Yes,” I said. I dragged the bucket into my room and bent over
            to peer at my reflection.
         

         
         “Vanity is the daughter of the devil,” she hissed. I lifted my gaze from the water and felt ashamed. She was on all fours,
            scrubbing with the coarse cloth. “I was vain, too, when I was your age, whatever you may think. I used to look at myself all
            the time, but there comes a point when you get over it,” she said with a raspy cough that is her way of laughing. “You turn
            into a beauty, the lads start looking at you in the street, you get a husband, have children, and it’s all over.”
         

         
         I wrung out the cloth and got down on my knees next to her to clean the floor. She was still a beauty in my eyes, while my
            face reflected in the round bucket was the same color as the water: a dirty gray.
         

         
         She went to empty the bucket in the vegetable garden behind the house, drying her forehead with her forearm. “My mother had four more children after me: all girls,” she went on. “A boy never came. My father wanted to keep trying for one but my mother didn’t. ‘We’ll have five of them to marry off, Mimmo. Five,’ she would say, opening her hand in front of his face with her five fingers splayed out. I thought I was the most beautiful of them all: vanity was my ruin.” 

         
         I started scrubbing the floor with more elbow grease. Her confiding in me like that was embarrassing. “I was sent to clean
            a notary’s office in the hope that one day I would marry not the notary himself but someone who happened to be there, a trainee,
            a lawyer, someone with a sizable estate . . . Instead, I set my heart on a young Sicilian who’d come to sign away his rights.
            An uncle of his from Calabria had died leaving only debts. He was towheaded with green eyes, he spoke very little, and seemed
            kind. My mother said, ‘Do you want to ruin your life for ten inches of face?’”
         

         
         Mother gave another of her raspy laughs that sounded just like a cough.

         
         “I didn’t listen to her and we ran away. We organized a fuitina, eloping by crossing the Strait of Messina at night when the sea was rough. Some honeymoon: the only orange blossom I saw
            was in the ferry bathroom with my stomach upturned.”
         

         
         She held her belly as if she could still feel the discomfort.

         
         “She was right, my dearly departed mother was. She died giving birth to her last child, the boy my father had been waiting for. They both left this world together, may their souls rest in peace. You should heed your mother, unlike me. My eyes follow you wherever you go. I’m watching you even when you can’t see me. Vanity is the daughter of the devil.” 

         
         I’m not at all in favor of the devil. So I went outside to throw the water away and when I saw Father arrive, followed by
            Cosimino holding the bucket, I didn’t dare count the snails to find out whether he’d missed me.
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         Liliana’s not like me: she’s beautiful, but has no intention of getting married. She says a woman needs a man like a sheep
            needs a Sunday outfit.
         

         
         “What kind of life will you have?” I asked her one day as we walked home from school. “A vagabond’s life? A woman who never
            gives birth will get ill with nerves, Mother says.”
         

         
         Liliana handed me a new magazine, which I hid in my book bag, and smiled. “I’m going to go and work on the continent.”

         
         “You want to spend your whole life cleaning for someone?”

         
         “That’s not the only job women can do! I’m going to be a deputy in the parliament, like Nilde Iotti.”

         
         “Who’s that? A friend of your father’s?”

         
         Liliana raised her eyebrows with an air of superiority, like when she won a star at elementary school and I didn’t. I felt
            a stab of envy: I had no idea who this Nilde woman was and I didn’t even know that the word deputata existed in the feminine. Miss Rosaria’s dictionary didn’t gender any of the jobs in anything but masculine forms—if you were
            a minister, mayor, judge, doctor, or notary, you were by definition male.
         

         
         “My father says change has to come from us women in the South because they’ve taught us for centuries to keep quiet and now we have to learn to make some noise,” Liliana explained, as if she were talking to someone much younger than her. 

         
         “A girl who makes noise is not proper,” I answered, because that’s what Mother always said. Liliana made no comment and carried
            on walking. Then she stopped short, held my hand, and smiled.
         

         
         “Why don’t you come to a meeting in the hut sometime?”

         
         “It wouldn’t be proper. There are Communists there!” I immediately replied without thinking, suddenly embarrassed.

         
         “Lots of people join in. You won’t guess who,” she tempted with an air of mystery.

         
         “Did Mrs. Scibetta ever come?” I asked, eyes wide open.

         
         “Your father’s come more than once.”

         
         I felt my pulse race and quickly changed the subject. I didn’t want to know whether it was true or not.

         
         “If you change your mind, I’ll give you all the magazines I have at home.”

         
         Under the bed slat, I kept the notebooks where I would sketch faces and divide them into categories according to the different
            movie plots: “unlucky brunettes,” “frivolous blonds,” “scandalous redheads” (the only example I had was Rita Hayworth). Actresses
            were “daughters of the devil” and actors were either “good and brave,” “ugly and evil,” “star-crossed lovers,” or “handsome
            and dangerous.” Handsome Antonio had a whole section to himself.
         

         
         If Liliana gave me all her back issues, I’d be able to fill two whole notebooks, I thought to myself, as Mother’s voice grew fainter in the back of my head. 

         
         “Including the inserts?” I asked, just to be sure.

         
         Liliana lowered her chin, which meant yes.

         
         When we reached the junction with the big road, I took the dirt track and started running home. Then I stopped and shouted
            back at her, “I’ll come, then,” and started running again.
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         I didn’t go. But one day Liliana invited me to her house after school to help with some portraits and I accepted so that I
            could show off how good I was at drawing. I expected to find paper and colored pencils but she showed me into a dark storage
            room with washing lines strung from one side to the other.
         

         
         “With all that sun outside, why do you have to hang your washing in here?” I asked. I stepped a little farther inside and
            saw that there were photographs hanging from the pegs, not clothes.
         

         
         “Come,” she said, leading me by the hand to one of the sheets hanging from the line. “What can you see?”

         
         I stared at the paper rectangle and saw nothing. “I don’t know. It’s dark in here,” I said defensively.

         
         “There’s no hurry. Looking is one thing, seeing is another. It’s a skill you can learn.”

         
         It was like being back at elementary school when I always wanted to be top of the class, even though in high school I was
            better than her at reciting Latin declensions with Mrs. Terlizzi. I narrowed my eyes like I do when I thread a needle. Maybe
            it was the effort but it looked as though something was slowly materializing on the white paper.
         

         
         Liliana was smiling because she’d already played this game. I stared so long that my eyes welled with tears and I was no longer able to distinguish the shapes on the paper from the shadow cast by my damp eyelashes. I closed them and rubbed for a second. By the time I opened my eyes again, a figure had appeared before them: a shadowy young girl with jutting bones and unruly hair. I had that languorous feeling in the pit of my stomach and a warm rush spread from just below my belly through my whole body. 

         
         “You took it on the sly!”

         
         I lowered my eyes. I didn’t like looking at a face that had not known it was being observed. And anyway, if God made me ugly
            it wasn’t my fault, was it? Liliana rifled through more brown strips that curled up like snake skin.
         

         
         “Don’t you like the photo?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “Do you think it’s badly done?”

         
         “I think it’s well done and that’s why I don’t like it.”

         
         The girl who had just snatched a ball from a boy who had been teasing Saro because of his crippled walk, the girl who had
            run like crazy without looking back, the girl who would stop a moment later, pick up a stone, and shoot it with her sling:
            that raggedy black monkey was none other than me.
         

         
         Liliana smiled softly but I was unhappy. “It’s the first time I’ve seen a picture of myself, and in any case, looking at yourself
            is not proper: a beauty may admire her life but a plain girl makes a better wife. That’s what Mother says.”
         

         
         I turned my back on her and looked more closely at the paper with my face on it.

         
         Liliana opened a drawer and started rummaging for something. She took out a hand mirror with a wooden handle. On the back, there was the face of a rag doll with brown woolen braids. 

         
         “Take it,” she said. I pushed it away but she insisted. So I looked.

         
         Full lips, not as plump as Liliana’s but no longer those of a young girl, eyes like long, slanted leaves, with two black olives
            in the middle, a small, straight nose, and thick eyebrows. Mother had lied: I wasn’t plain.
         

         
         “I need to go,” I said.

         
         “It’s a present,” Liliana said, as she continued to unroll the film. I furtively tucked the mirror under the waistband of
            my skirt as if Mother were watching. I took two steps toward the door but then turned back again to look at the image that
            stared at me as it hung from the peg. It didn’t feel as alien as before.
         

         
         “Why did you take a picture of me, of all people?”

         
         Liliana grabbed my hand with her delicate fingers, which were so different from my dark, bony ones that were as knotted as
            magnolia roots.
         

         
         “Come and see,” she said, guiding me into a dark, windowless study. Hanging on the wall, and piled up in cardboard boxes cluttering the floor, there were more photos: Liliana playing with a blond doll, Geppino the knife-sharpener at the butcher’s, three dirty ragamuffins with a blowgun aiming at a woman leaning over her balcony, the priest disrobing, two girls walking with their heads down while a young man purses his lips in a wolf whistle. Me and her walking home from school unaccompanied. In one picture I thought I saw Father, though it may just have been a farmhand walking into the distance toward the sunset. “My father took them,” she said. “Sometimes he sends them to the papers and they pay him something per picture.” 

         
         “There are thousands of faces around here,” I answered. “What’s so special about them?”

         
         Among pictures of peasants with broken shoes and women with black scarves tied around their faces, there was one of a man
            lying on the road, a white sheet covering everything but his shoes, a dark stain spreading. It looked black because there
            weren’t any colors in the photographs, so you had to imagine them. Then another: a piazza with three dead people, no sheets,
            black blood everywhere. I covered my eyes with my hands.
         

         
         “Taking pictures of the dead is evil,” I said.

         
         “My father shoots life and that includes everything, even what you don’t want to see.”

         
         “I need to go,” I said. It was too hot in that room. Vanity is the daughter of the devil, the voice in my head rang.
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         When I got back home, Mother wasn’t there. She’d gone to our neighbor’s house for a wake: Pietro Pinna had died at eighty-five.
            The rules for funerals are: dress in black, pay your respects, and shed real tears. Whenever someone in town died, they always
            invited her to the wake because she was good at keening even when she didn’t know the deceased. She would always come back
            looking relaxed, as if the tears had washed her cheeks clean.
         

         
         I went into my room, closing the door, and lifted the loose bed slat so that I could hide Liliana’s mirror. But first, I rolled the tube of lipstick in my hand. I opened it and twisted the base, pushing up the last residue of brilliant red. I put my ear against the door to make sure nobody would catch me in the act. Looking at my reflection, I pouted and sucked my cheeks in like the movie stars on the billboards. I applied it to my lips, which were instantly stained red. I put on another coat: the waxy paste tickled my skin and gave me that languid feeling in my stomach. My lips now dominated the dark oval of my face, as if they had bled my other features dry. Was I that mouth? Was I that face at the center of the wooden frame? I lifted my chin, closed my eyes, and rested my lips on the surface. The cold glass stuck to my mouth and I pulled away in shame. There was a slightly blurred, heart-shaped red stain on the mirror. At that moment, I felt a stab of pain in my belly, radiating out to my back, as if something were churning in my guts. I thought it must be the devil’s punishment. Maybe a baby had crept in and I was pregnant like Fortunata, which meant they would be handing me over to someone quickly before it began to show. 

         
         I ran into the bathroom and scrubbed my mouth until my lips burned.

         
         At dinner, Mother didn’t notice that I hadn’t kept myself clean. As she rinsed the dishes, she looked happy: keening at the
            wake had left her with a smile. It wasn’t true, then, that her eyes could see me at all times.
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