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            Epigraph

         
         
            For only in praising is my heart still mine, so violently

            do I know the world.

            —Rainer Maria Rilke, “Fragment of an Elegy”
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            Chapter 1

         
         We left for the bobsled race in the afternoon. At one p.m. it was beginning to get cloudy, although in places the sky was
            still blue. We wore our matching red Welcome Team uniforms, which were the wrong choice, because they were barely insulated.
            We boarded a bus to Cesana. There, we took a fully enclosed gondola lift, which Federica called an ovovia, up over the bobsled course, a mass of silvery tubing. In the ovovia, there were two benches facing each other. I sat with my back against the peak of the mountain and watched the course tumble
            out below her. Federica had wide shoulders and narrow hips. She wore her hair in a low ponytail; she never wore a hat. She
            had a long straight nose with no dip where it met her forehead, like Augustus Caesar’s profile on coins, and angry eyes that
            were archaically large, too large for her face.
         

         
         We got out at the bobsled course, but it was deserted, so we got into another ovovia and made it up over the sci di fondo course to the top of the mountain. Back at Cesana Pariol we built a snowman and I couldn’t tell what language the children
            were speaking. 
         

         
         We entered the course and walked all around to try to warm ourselves before settling into a spot near the starting line, where the track went vertical and the five rings were printed in blue below the ice. We sat on a platform built for a TV camera, and I chatted with an Alpino in a feathered cap. 

         
         Federica ignored me for a long while, as usual, though there was nothing to do but talk to me. Then she made me reach under
            her red uniform jacket and take her phone out of her right pocket because her hands were frozen. 
         

         
         The best part of the race was the noise, a low rumble that shot from one ear to the other like a stereo. The bobs were very
            shiny. We stayed for one heat. It was just too cold. We got back in the ovovia and went up the mountain again. The air was so charged with misty snow we couldn’t even see the car ahead of us.
         

         
         This was how I met Nicola. He got in our gondola at the top of the mountain.

         
          

         The ground fell away. We slid among the evergreen steeples, and the snow shushed against the rounded windows. I scanned the
            rubber seal around the doors. The ride back was going to take so long, and there was no way to exit. I felt the first twinklings
            of panic. I didn’t know how to adjust to the intrusion of this boy into our space. The height would have been manageable if
            he weren’t there. I clenched and unclenched my numb toes.
         

         
         He’s (she found the word I didn’t know) a nobleman. She whispered it to me, while he watched, smiling. È nobile. He was a bit older than us. Nineteen. His coat was all the way buttoned up. 
         

         
         The snow brought the sunset close; it was in the frost on the window and in the hazy trough of mist between our descending gondola and the ascending gondola across the way. No conductor visible anywhere. We were caught in a scheme of disembodied, geometric power. Like solar system or vortex street. Carried along by hidden power with hidden motives. 

         
         Federica and I sat on the bench on one side, and he sat on the other side. He had an intelligent face, baroque, used beauty.
            There was something examined about his face, adored. I had the sense lots of people looked at him. It was an agile, active
            face, or it was carrion, picked over, it seemed to me, even in those first moments. The face showed that everyone wanted to
            know what he thought all the time. He had smoking green eyes.
         

         
         “Ciao, Fede,” he said. She later explained she’d met him at a few parties. He was famous around Turin and good with names.

         
         “Ciao, Nicola,” she shot back, with a note of contention in her voice. 

         
         Down we floated in our white globe, glass circle in the white world. The gondola was even farther from the trees; we’d drifted
            over a crevasse. The poles holding the wires were as tall as skyscrapers. We rocked back and forth as we parted the snow.
            The sun was bristly between the flakes. I was worried I was having trouble breathing; my heart was beating arrhythmically.
            I watched her for clues about how to behave. I reached for her hand. He smiled at that; he kept his eyes on my hand when he
            said, in Italian, “And your friend, who’s she?”
         

         
         I was terrified of him and what he might see about me and Federica. He could tell I depended on her. I tried to tell myself,
            Don’t worry, he can’t look into your mind. I didn’t know whether he was good—responsible, sincere. I later learned that many
            people found him arrogant, he was so knowing. 
         

         
         Federica took my hand off hers. I wanted to grab it back, but I was afraid I’d fall apart if she refused me. My shame ricocheted within me, getting stronger. My ears rang, and hot queasiness squeezed at me from the inside. Meantime, the gondola went falling at increasing speed through the air. I was worried I would throw up. I couldn’t breathe. I put my hand under my coat and pinched my waist trying to ground myself, but my body was disobedient. Stop it, stop it, I either thought or said; I was rocking and grimacing, and I had to do whatever was necessary to stay alive. Silence rolled over me, my pulse was overflowing and escaping. My heart hastily counted down. I was aware that I could keep breathing, but my heart was going to stop and there was nothing I could do about that. Could I do my own chest compressions? We were so far from a hospital. I never found out how Federica answered “Who’s she?” 

         
         “Are you afraid of heights?” he said. His voice was far off. He spoke to me in English with a formal, old-fashioned American
            accent. I couldn’t lift my head. “We’ll be down soon.” It was like hearing a painting speak. 
         

         
         He stood, crossed the flying space in one step, and knelt in front of me. He put his leather-gloved hand on my shoulder and
            neck. His touch was a shock. In the black midst of my panic, it thrilled me. No one had ever touched me there or in that manner.
            
         

         
         I tilted my head back against the window and felt the cold glass. I was pinned there against the window by his tense hand
            while the pink atmosphere continued, in slow motion, to shatter all around us.
         

         
         Fede didn’t like that. “She’s being silly,” she said, in Italian. Fede didn’t want me to have the attentiveness and gentleness
            from the nobleman. 
         

         
         I wondered if he could feel my whipping heart. I couldn’t look at his face, so I just looked at the dark curls on his temple. I’d dreamed of being saved, but I’d never felt it. He was part of it, the dawn on the Po and the long purple cypress shadows, the scent of the evergreen boughs broken by snow, the exaltation—and now I felt something so consuming I was worthy of it—that fine cold glove, that knowing compress on my neck. An ultraviolet feeling. 

         
         The gondola was a shuddering fantasyland, the sun emerged, and the snow was an endless cascade of gems. He looked out from
            the window of this little flying room into the winter room of next year, the year after that. He swapped my panic for wonder.
            
         

         
         What is the purpose of art? To classify certain things as types of things, my high school art teacher said. To classify certain things as types of things.

         
         In a certain sense that day stood still forever. No day ever passed since then. Some mornings I woke up in midair in the snow,
            kissing the air that fluttered out of Nicola’s mouth.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         I had arrived in Turin five months earlier, in August, at the station called Porta Nuova. The other station, Porta Susa, was
            under renovation for the Winter Olympics. Carla, the mother, carried a sign that said “Benvenuta Nora.” She had fluffy blond-dyed hair and stringy, convex bangs. Later I realized it was the kind of hairstyle that was popular
            in the eighties. Gianni was long-limbed with a gray curly head and a stubbly face. He held the leash of Rosa, the purebred
            German shepherd, and pointed out the police dogs. “Good husbands for Rosa,” he said, with a crooked smile. 
         

         
         I didn’t like Federica at first, as we walked down the platform and out into the sunshine on the grand baroque city. She was
            terrible at English and skeptical of me. I wanted to begin a sisterhood right away. At home in the US, I wasn’t close to anyone.
            I couldn’t imagine confiding in a sister, didn’t even think about what secrets I could confide; I just wanted to experience
            life alongside a friend, life not so arid and shut away. 
         

         
         My parents had sent me to live with these distant relatives because I’d been self-harming at home. It was my tenth-grade year
            and I was glad to get out of Florida. We lived in the old people part, on the Gulf Coast. 
         

         
         I liked to put myself in situations and see how they felt; I was the scientist and the rat. That was why I cut myself, which was the behavior that sent me to Italy. I thought it was silly and dramatic to cut my arms, so I cut my thighs. I didn’t want my actions to be interpreted as a “cry for help.” I did it because I wanted to see how everything felt and I wanted to be an artist and I didn’t know what to do with my energy. My parents had given me a Swiss Army knife with a silver emblem so smoothly embedded in its red plastic case that I could barely feel the difference in the two materials. Secreted within its rounded body were its multitude of skills: the beige toothpick, the tweezers, the tiny scissors, the nail file, and then that knife with its nail grip like a long slitted eye. I wondered, Am I capable of this? It seemed to work for some people, like meditation or exercise, and I wanted to call myself brave. In my shower, standing on the knobby pink nonslip mat, I tried a dozen times. I wanted to feel myself gather into a bolt of energy, but the results were not promising, and I didn’t want to take a shortcut with a bigger, sharper knife or something less painful, like a bunch of pills. Where would I have gone if no one had stopped me? Maybe I could have pressed my distress back into my body, like the knife back into its slot of darkness, and tried another way of being. 

         
         But then, to my surprise, there were external consequences. The pediatrician told my father, and his crying immediately made
            my behavior serious. Serious enough to earn me a plane ticket across the ocean. Serious enough to find me stretching my legs
            at five a.m. in the soft plane corridor as the ocean turned cold red. The sun came over the horizon in a hot blade. First
            my hair and hands, then the ocean became lustrous copper. Cold air leaked in around the oval window.
         

         
         They asked me why I did it, and I couldn’t say much but apologies, and they decided that I needed a change, and they were right about that, though their love made me squirm. 

         
         It was hard to comprehend the cause and effect, how pushing at my thigh with a Swiss Army knife in the shower had produced
            this. On the plane, I had the first coffee of my life. 
         

         
          

         In the end of summer and the fall, as Turin prepared for the Olympics, Federica and I walked together by the Po. We walked
            down the white stone quays, where sometimes she made me light her cigarette. Orange enamel streetcars slid over the arched
            bridge and vanished into the cypress-heavy hillside. Boys in long boats dipped their oars. We walked up the stairway and into
            Piazza Vittorio. Streetcar wires crisscrossed overhead like a zodiac ceiling. The piazza started broad and narrowed into Via
            Po. Turin was more north than you’d expect, as far north as Minneapolis. Once, Hannibal marched over the mountains and into
            town with his elephants. You could still see the red brick gate the Romans built. Like everything else in Turin, the Roman
            gate was unremarked upon, unfenced, and there for the taking. In Turin nothing was barred off. It was like an old tomb no
            one had discovered. 
         

         
         Federica and I walked along Via Po with the evening light cutting at us along the arcades. We walked along Via Roma, buffeted
            by the crowds. Early on, when I didn’t speak Italian, Turin felt void of conversation. People could be talking loudly and
            the effect was still one of silence, nothing for my thoughts to grip. People passed like shades of the underworld. 
         

         
         We walked from the fascist arcades of blocky, polished granite to the eighteenth-century arcades. She showed me Libreria Luxemburg, which had an upstairs room of English books, and there I bought Rilke and Primo Levi. Turin smelled like laundry, cigarettes, diesel fuel, and lemon balm. 

         
         For the Olympics, we were too young to be full volunteers, so we were going to work for the “Welcome Team.” We attended trainings
            and received cheap red jackets and padded pants.
         

         
         Part of my function in Italy was to teach English to Federica, but she was a terrible student, restless and forgetful and
            angry. And I didn’t know how English worked. I was supposed to teach her the difference between “I’m going to” and “I will.”
            One of them signified a planned future and the other a spur-of-the-moment future and I never found out which was which. While
            we worked, she would take an entire liter water bottle—no one drank tap water—and slowly crush it down to the table with her
            teeth, gulping up the water as it escaped. 
         

         
         Her eyes would be pleading for rescue while she cursed me for drilling her on prepositions. But I couldn’t explain why “get” is so different in get together, get over, get up, get down, get in. I pretended that it wasn’t fun for me either.
         

         
         In reality, it was fun, extremely fun. I loved how Federica would cheat off my tests at school. I loved being patient with
            her. I loved her helpless, enraged gratitude. At school, someone told me she only liked dogs. I took this as advice. I looked
            for ways to be her dog.
         

         
         She did have a dog, Rosa, the German shepherd, and at fifteen she was already something I’ve never become, which was the kind
            of person who could train a dog. She was able to be strict. She was able to subject others to her will, even if they protested.
            She had something to prove. 
         

         
         On one of those early days, Federica and I took Rosa out to the Parco del Valentino so that Federica could teach her tricks. Competitive walkers swished past on the royal paths. The orange tram eased over grassy tracks. Boys in red caps sculled on the steely Po. A blushy sky and Rosa’s black gums. Federica held biscuits in her hands for Rosa. She told me, “If a dog likes treats, it doesn’t mean the dog is stupid. The best dogs love treats. The best dogs will do anything for a treat.” 

         
         Desire didn’t make me stupid. Desire made me sharp, and good.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         School was Liceo Classico Massimo D’Azeglio. The building had once been a monastery. After that, it had been Primo Levi’s
            school. It was a cold building, like a cellar. We all wore our coats in class. In the marble bathrooms, there were no toilets,
            just porcelain holes in the floor.
         

         
         Here, I never thought about cutting myself. I knew who I was suddenly: the American girl. And the distance I’d felt from my
            life in Florida was now enforced by the language barrier, and every day I fought to express myself, and that was exciting,
            because it was friction animated by hope. Besides, I had learned not to count on privacy. There wasn’t even a word for privacy
            in Italian. People just said the English word. 
         

         
         Fall in Turin turned to winter. The men leaned long ladders all the way up to the arcades, scraping down and repainting the
            arches. Already you could buy Olympics key chains with little rubber mascots, Neve and Gliz, who represented snow and ice.
            It was cold, and on clear days you could see the snowy Alps on the horizon at the end of the streets. 
         

         
         Everyone had a fountain pen with a thick nib and transparent blue ink. Everyone was reading I Promessi Sposi that year. I could not take Italian, Greek, or Latin, which were all at too high a level for me, though I helped Federica memorize the conclusion to Ovid’s “Pyramus and Thisbe”: “nam color in pomo est, ubi permatuit, ater”—mulberries are dark from lovers’ blood. In Florida, I’d loved to paint, but there was no studio art class I could take here.
            I took several art history classes. I studied Guarini’s domes and Etruscan art, the muted Etruscans, known only from their
            tombs. I wrote a short essay on halos and aureolas. An aureola is the kind of halo that surrounds your whole body with gold.
         

         
         We had to stand up when the teachers entered the room. After my first oral exam, everyone applauded.

         
         I took several PE classes. In the beautiful old-fashioned wooden gym, we carried out nonscientific exercises—walking around
            the room raising and lowering our arms—and played all different kinds of handball.
         

         
         A caffè vendor came at the breaks and sold brioches in the hall. I liked the brioche with apricot jam and the brioche with custard.
            I liked that classes usually ended at one p.m., and then all the boys would go down to Bar Big Apple and drink coffee and
            wrap their kaffiyehs around their necks and spread out over the city on their motorcycles.
         

         
          

         As our schoolwork piled up, Federica and I spent less time walking together. But one Saturday in November, Federica took me
            to the disco. I hated the music and the strobing lights. I watched her kiss three different boys. I was enraged by how much
            attention she paid them, and how little she paid me. 
         

         
         I sat on a leather couch and watched people touch each other under their clothes. I liked watching this and no one minded
            me. I’d never gotten drunk, and I refused to drink now. 
         

         
         Outside, Federica blew smoke at the side of my face, which I loved. I thought about how in Hamlet the poison goes in through the ear. “You don’t need to be so scared,” she said. But I was waiting for someone to take control of my better nature. Someone to say: Drink this right now. 
         

         
         Finally, at dawn, we took a streetcar home from the disco. The streetcar’s interior was a shiny gray enamel which kept flooding
            down its length with the sharpening shadows of empty trees and tall palazzi. It was cold and I could barely hear. Federica
            and I sat on the round wooden seats in the back. She smiled at me. “You hated that,” she said. 
         

         
         I nodded. “You weren’t nice.”

         
         “It’s good for you,” she said. I realized she’d been ignoring me to bother me, to make me jealous. Mania began to grow in
            me. She’d been trying to bother me: She was thinking of me. Even among all those kisses from boys.
         

         
         The sun was rising. It caught in the arcs of dried soap that the window washer had left whenever he washed. He’d washed quickly.
            The sun turned his haste electric pink. The stale cigarette smell of our clothes lost itself in the soapy smell of the morning;
            the tram jingled. There were just a few shutters opened by the earliest risers, green against the yellow walls. Bright ice
            melting in the gutters. The whole city rang like a bell. Turin that morning was a very thin veil behind which reality glowed.
            It wasn’t only that the city was different, though it was: it was in its tautest, most lavender state. But that morning, I
            was also different. Maybe I could scrub off my layers of anxiety and habit, and all the adjustments I made to feel consistent,
            all the choices constrained by previous choices, the part of me that ran straight for solitude, that didn’t really believe
            that the most important things could be shared. A hope for discontinuity was what I felt. Federica had been thinking of me.
            How was it possible? Each view of the streets—the arcades, the towering palazzi with enormous open doors into courtyard gardens—lifted
            me into exaltation. 
         

         
         We passed the bull’s head fountains under the arcades, decorative fountains that were also drinking fountains that never turned off, pouring out fresh water that gravity pulled down from the Alps. In fact, the entire city was a fountain, perforated and trickling. The birds, the berries, the fat light and blue shade; dogs, breaths, Alps linked in white. “You don’t need to be so scared,” Federica had said. This morning was ours. I wanted to seize her hand. I turned to her, about to speak. 

         
         “Cazzo,” she said. Then “Cazzo, cazzo.” She liked the sound of her voice on that grown-up word. She’d chosen the wrong tram. We’d end up far from home. She was
            angry. We exited in Piazza Vittorio Veneto. She could not revel in the morning, which we hadn’t been sharing at all. 
         

         
         She asked me to light her cigarette while she cupped it against the wind. I couldn’t get the clicking wheel to turn, and she
            laughed at me. 
         

         
         All this was before the Olympics and the gondola lift and Nicola. Later, Nicola gave me a way to think about the different
            kinds of power. Federica’s was just one way. In history class we learned about the Franks and the Saracens during the crusades.
            The Franks were unbeatable, for a time; they covered themselves and their horses with armor and mail and ploughed into their
            enemies like tanks. But then they encountered the Saracens. The tank-line of the Franks was useless. The Saracens were light
            and fast and centerless. They scattered and shot arrows from their horses. 
         

         
         The shadows of the cypresses were long and blue. The morning air was lilac; on the way home, we bought blood oranges from
            a street stand and they were impossible to peel. Federica gave me two euros, and I drank a latte macchiato in a tall glass.
            Foamed milk with just a tiny bit of espresso. The Po was slow and green. 
         

         
          

         I was helpful and quiet, “good” in that innocent friendly way that was so important to me, and I knew she disliked my success at school and at home, and I kept it fraught for her: I’d glance at her when Carla complimented me. I was full of fake humility when permitting her to copy my work. I told her how to adjust her answers so they weren’t quite mine, and I dominated her with speed and intelligence. The point of being helpful and quiet was making it charged with her. It was all for her. Let me light your cigarettes, Federica. Tell me what to do.

         
         A rivalry makes more sense if you’re fighting over something of common value, but we were only fighting over each other, and
            so we kept sliding around, toward and away; there were no places to measure.
         

         
         One afternoon I came with her to the DVD rental store and picked out Star Wars: A New Hope. I wanted her to see the scene when Darth Vader comes with the shiny round torture droid to torture Princess Leia. This was
            my favorite scene in any movie when I was growing up; I could spend hours thinking about it. 
         

         
         We sat on the couch. She had her Onitsuka Tiger shoes up on the coffee table. I held the DVD box and rubbed its pebbled plastic
            cover across my face. 
         

         
         The droid floated toward Leia, and we could hear Darth Vader breathing. E ora, Altezza, discuteremo l’ubicazione della vostra base ribella segreta. The dubbing made Darth Vader seem debonair and self-conscious. I knew his words well. And now, your highness, we will discuss the location of your hidden rebel base. The camera zoomed in on the syringe, containing some disabling injection that Leia would not be able to escape. 
         

         
         “Awful,” I said to Federica, watching her face. “I hate this scene.” 

         
         “Why are we watching it?” she said. Neither of us moved to turn it off. “Because you were talking, I couldn’t hear,” she said. She rewound, and we once again watched the droid approach, calibrated to keep Leia alive while forcing her to submit. 

         
          

         As winter arrived, she was searching for a reason to be angry with me. One day she found one: a boy named Marco bought me
            a croissant at break. She left school without me, and when I got home, she was frying chestnuts and shaking with rage. I knew
            she was going to punish me somehow. “Ciao, Fede,” I said. She hit her pots so hard against the sink that Rosa started whining.
         

         
         I went to work in our shared bedroom. I was jumpy and excessively kind to Carla and Gianni at dinner. I took a shower and
            thought about what I’d done, letting Marco buy me that croissant. I washed myself with the family’s bodywash from Dì per Dì.
            We all used the same bodywash that smelled like fragrant olive flowers, a smell that long afterward made me cry. The bathroom
            was white with steam. Steam velvety on the shower door. Falling in long drops. I stepped out onto the mat and heard the door
            unlatch. I had just turned to see the source of the sound—and she busted her way in. 
         

         
          “Why didn’t you lock it,” she said. She stared at my naked body. 

         
         The air was condensing, and there was a cold draft from the open door. 

         
         She must have heard the water, and heard me shutting off the water. She knew I was in there. She picked that moment. She meant
            to invade. She meant to make me ashamed. 
         

         
         But I was, strangely, not ashamed. This was a surprise to me. Despite all my interest in being good—waiting on the edge at the disco, being humble when praised—I liked her looking at me. I liked that she didn’t ask permission. I liked that I was guiltless. I liked that I was exposed. I was patchy red with heat, small-breasted; my hair was pulled into one long dripping tail. I didn’t move to cover myself. And because of that, I noted with a thrill, she became the one who was ashamed. She blushed and withdrew. No one had seen me naked at this age but the doctor who had inspected me for cutting. 

         
         “What happened to you?” she said.

         
         “You know you have to knock,” I said, in a high voice. Though I didn’t feel panicked then, because I hadn’t understood her
            question.
         

         
         She turned and went. “Lock the fucking door,” she said from the hall.

         
          

         After that, she increased her campaign of ignoring me. She was punishing me, I thought, for not being cowed by her invasion.
            For transforming what she’d intended to be her moment of power into mine. Or, beyond that, for acting as though I wanted her
            to see me, and thereby calling up in her a desire she did not want to face. Maybe she felt she’d edged up too close on it;
            she had to introduce distance; she was afraid.
         

         
         And then I realized: What happened to you? She meant, How did you get those scars? She thought I was weird, inhuman. She pitied me. Something had gone too far, it was too much, what I had revealed was too
            extreme. Then I thought, hopefully, she felt she had to protect me. 
         

         
         The air was mostly purple in the winter. The days of the swallow, Carla called them, black and cold as soot. Our clothes out
            on the balcony froze stiff as cardboard and we shifted them inside. The snow on the roofs was the finest, purest lavender.
         

         
         I bought a down coat, a giubotto. A jagged clock in Piazza Castello counted down the days to the Olympics. 
         

         
         On Christmas, we ate agnolotti and rabbit all’arnois and bunet and then we went to the midnight mass. We sat so close I could smell her hot licorice odor. She was only pretending to be
            bored. She fidgeted slightly. 
         

         
         I imagined tutoring her in English again and making her angry. She was chaotic inside and evil, and her giant eyes looked
            dull only because of the candlelight and the way they were set in her heavy brow. She was a genius of disaffection, her eyes
            staring straight back into the thirteenth century, when she would have been put to death. I was certain that no one knew how
            to appreciate her except for me.
         

         
          

         Sometimes we had a good weekend, though, when we drove the terrifying chasm-paralleling roads to Sestriere. In preparation
            for the Olympics, vivid webbing blocked off tracts of snow. Already the risers were being constructed at the foot of the massive
            downhill slope, the floodlights raised, by coatless workers from eastern Europe. 
         

         
         In the Alps, Federica would relax her strictures. She loved to ski. She had a red Kappa jacket with an eagle on it, a fascist-looking
            eagle, I thought, and signatures from famous racers all over the sleeves in permanent marker, and her skiing trophies were
            above the kitchen cabinets. She was a graceful, expert skier. She loved to exhaust herself in the Via Lattea. If I was dominant
            at school and increasingly dominant in the family, she could still dominate in the mountains. She would barely speak to me,
            but she’d ski with me until she got tired of the easy slopes. 
         

         
         She’d push me onto the path for the ski lift. I was always so frightened that the swinging chair would knock me over, or that I’d get a ski caught and break my leg. But she’d put me in place with her strong grip, and up would rush the chair, and suddenly we’d be swung out over the white hills, over flags and moguls and quick gaudy skiers, over pine-filled chasms and bivouacs entombed in snow. The glitter would fall from the tops of our skis. Silence, and my face reflected in her red goggles, and my ankles protesting the heavy attachments. Sometimes she would let herself whoop with delight, and I wanted to tell her that we were the same. 

         
         Then onto the snow, which some days squeaked, some days shuddered away under the skis and ridged like a seashell, some days
            flew up in flashy clouds of dust.
         

         
         I had to V-shape on each turn, but she kept her skis closely parallel; she skied on a different substrate from the sticky
            chaotic stuff that kept knocking me down. She was nonchalant and show-offy like a dolphin. “Brava, Nora,” she’d shout as I
            made my nervous way. 
         

         
         Sometimes in the evening we’d ski until the sun set. The snow easily took on any color and became a vast field of gold or
            trunk-striped lilac. Then we’d find our way to a baita restaurant she liked, a mountain inn with tearful windows and a pungent woodsmoke smell. We always came upon it from a different
            angle. I could never find it on my own and I never learned what it was called. 
         

         
         We’d thrust our skis vertically into the snow, then walk with loud ski-boot swagger to the table and eat chestnut soup and
            melted cheese and melted chocolate, among a few rich Europeans but mostly old locals who all knew each other. Sometimes they
            sang. The Alps had been full of resistance fighters. I wondered if any of them had been partisans, captured like Primo Levi
            in the mountains. If they’d carried out stealth attacks against the Nazis with whatever weapons they could scrounge. Or if
            they’d thrown their lot in with the fascists, with the Republic of Salò. 
         

         
         All these things were available to me, exactly as they had once been, and how could I understand them? How could I break through to all the reality and knowledge that had preceded me here? Others’ lives, and the past, even communicated at specific length, were sealed. But sitting in the baita with Federica, losing track of time and picking up more and more Italian, gave me fluorescing hope for a shared subjectivity.
            These men knew of encounters that had never been recorded, they knew of wickedness and heroism that had not been formalized
            in writing, so their value was still determined personally, and the personal was always higher stakes, to me. Could I join
            the resistance? I wondered. 
         

         
         Federica drank the homemade wine from the large green bottles. She was comfortable and assured in this world. She was the
            grandchild of men like these; I knew her peasant grandparents had not fought for the resistance, but I didn’t know what they
            had done in those years instead.
         

         
         In my memory, we were always at the baita. In reality, it may have been only twice. 
         

         
         When we left, the moon would lie on the snow. We’d fall silently through the slopes, sinking fast on the liquid snow, with
            no anchors, weightless in a weightless world. We skied past tilted farms where we could hear the cowbells ringing inside the
            stables. 
         

         
         The best was when we reached flatter parts of the snow: she’d fly out in front of me and hold her pole back to me, and I’d
            grip it and she’d launch me forward, and I’d crouch and surpass her in speed, then I’d pull her forward with the pole, then
            she, then I, then she, then I. 
         

         
         *  *  *

         The Olympics arrived. As volunteers, we attended the dress rehearsal of the opening ceremony: Opera, anvil, fireworks, commedia dell’arte puppets and sloppily executed human formations. The next day we drove up to Sestriere and held a green, black, and blue ribbon tight across the entry of the new Olympics lounge, and the mayor snipped it. Sestriere filled with languages, enamel pins, and beautiful tan people; the athletes weren’t guarded like celebrities, rather they walked among us in their national uniforms. In the evening, we went to a party at the communal pool, and members of the Savoy family, Italy’s ejected royals, were there, drinking in the lit-up chlorinated steam. 

         
         After the first night of the games in Sestriere, when we all looked out of the window of the apartment with binoculars to
            see the downhill races, Carla and Gianni returned to Turin. Federica and I had one week alone. The first five days, we sat
            in the Olympics lounge and played card games and watched the bartender boys practice their tricks with the tumblers. We watched
            curling. 
         

         
         Then one of the many aimless journalists gave us tickets to a bobsled race. This was the only event I attended of the Olympics.
            
         

         
         And it was the end of one life and the start of the next.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         We disembarked and said goodbye to Nicola. He disappeared into the snow. But the feeling stayed. I was filled with ferocious
            joy. My longings had snapped into line. I’d felt myself collapse into total embarrassment and there I found tenderness instead
            of punishment. And Nicola had disrupted something in Federica; she became possessive and competitive, a rougher surface for
            me to grip. I felt capable of making the world what I wanted. This was borne out first thing by Federica steadying me as I
            reeled down the path away from the gondola. Her arm around me was tight and insistent.
         

         
         That evening, Federica and I went to a party. L’Irish was clamorous and jammed. The gold medalist from the day’s downhill
            skiing was there, her skiing onesie unzipped and a medal around her neck. Bode Miller was there. He signed a napkin for me.
            Two cross-country skiers talked to us, but when they asked our ages—fifteen—they laughed and left us. “We don’t want to get
            arrested.” I felt embarrassed by this; clearly I’d made a mistake. 
         

         
         I got drunk for the first time. I started with limoncello, which went down hot and seemed to pool in my ears, then vodka with
            pear juice chasers. Then every blink made the bar bounce. The lights became squiggling wires.
         

         
         Federica and I could barely get home. We held on to the railings as we walked up the sloping central square. The cobblestones had a fluid look. They bulged and streamed. I felt I was walking parallel to the two of us on the morning after the disco, when it hadn’t been possible to connect. Now it was different. We reached our apartment. Fede turned on the overhead light, which bounced chaotically off the walls. No! I cried, and turned it off. I felt a strange intensity. Intensity headed toward wrath with the stereo roar of the bobsleds.
            
         

         
         When I tore off my scarf, I could feel Nicola’s cold hand on my neck. I’d lost it in the ovovia, my obsessively indirect and sensible behavior. I wanted to see if I could get her angry enough to hit me. That was the challenge
            her kind of anger proposed. Why not try, I thought.
         

         
         I touched my neck, trying to feel what he felt. To Federica, I said, “Why are you so mean to me?” Being drunk made it easier
            to speak Italian, I noticed. I’d learned so much since the summer. I felt hard hilarious clarity.
         

         
         “I’m always looking out for you,” she said quickly. She was unsurprised by my question, which reinforced my courage. I wondered
            whether she’d planned a conversation like this. Her chin was high; her face, transparently lit by the streetlights bouncing
            off the snow, was strict. However, I could not be intimidated, because I was aiming for her to hit me. I was amazed at the
            surging energy I felt from running toward the thing I had always tried to flee.
         

         
         “Why don’t you talk with me anymore? Why don’t you go out with me?”

         
         “You’re my little sister,” she said. “I do what’s good for you.” I could tell she was drunk and ready to fight.

         
         “You wanted to see me naked,” I said.

         
         The effect was even more extreme than I had intended. She blanched and looked away.

         
         “You came in on purpose,” I said. I was dizzy and ineloquent, but I felt surgical in my degree of control over her emotions. “Why did you want to see me?” I said, overly gently. 

         
         Now she was fidgeting. She stepped from one foot to the other, and kept smoothing her hair and tightening her ponytail.

         
         I stepped closer to her. My heart was exploding. I heard the chug chug chug in my ears. Take it out on me, Federica. “What’s wrong,” I murmured. 
         

         
         She was looking to the side. I stepped a little closer. “Don’t be angry with me,” I said. I reached my hand out to her face,
            but did not touch her. I held my hand close to her cheek, then dropped it. I wanted to say, You love me. “You wanted to see me,” I whispered.
         

         
         Finally, she moved. She lunged at me, and too fast to think, she’d pushed me onto the floor. I felt the hard heat of the floor’s
            impact and not the fall itself. I looked up at her electric face. She was so angry her brown eyes looked almost green. She
            was so angry her face looked almost wise. I grabbed her arm, pulled her down. She fell without a sound.
         

         
         With both hands, I brought her face into mine and inhaled her alcoholic breath. She leaned forward and pressed her nose to
            my neck. Up spun Nicola’s hand, a phantom accelerant. My whole body caught in my throat, like I had been beheaded, and then
            below I was a wash of air.
         

         
         She’d kissed boys at the disco before, but she was also innocent. 

         
         I don’t know how long we kissed, I was drunk and breathless. I was helpless and empty of shame. I kissed her mouth. When her lips were closed, their soft tautness was like a persimmon; when her lips were open her mouth was wet-giving and fleet and changeable. Ghostly. I experienced the chalk sweetness of her deodorant, the alternating heat and sourness of her body, her humid breath. We didn’t touch each other under our clothes, but she reached for my breast and felt its shape and pressed on it. 

         
          

         That night I slept on the couch. In the morning, the sunlight on the trophies daggered my eyes, my head felt kicked in, and
            the ice-covered road to the square was rainbow-white like an opal. In the caffè, my cappuccino and brioche alla marmellata were so sweet and warm I thought Federica and I would carry on like that every night, and be married, and live forever. 
         

         
         I read La Stampa. I knew Italian now. I read that when they flew the lions home in the cargo airplane, they arranged the cages so that friends
            faced friends.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         No more did we pull each other on skis, or walk together on Via Po. She began to tell her parents that she hated me and that
            I was mean to her. At first they didn’t believe it. But she kept repeating it. She had something to prove. 
         

         
         As spring arrived, I mostly stopped eating, which made me miserable but gave me something to focus on, a new definition. I
            walked in endless circuits around Turin. My body grew fine hair all over it. I couldn’t sleep at night because I was so hungry.
            My legs were always cramping. Even during hot midday, I shivered. I wore many layers of clothing. Like the cutting, I did
            not want this to be a “cry for help.” I thought I was completely in control.
         

         
         Every day I thought about the gondola lift. I couldn’t think about the drunk evening that followed—just about the gondola
            lift, where I’d made such electrifying contact with helplessness.
         

         
         Why had I become desperate? I’d been fine on the way up. Was it because of the enclosure, or the weather, or the boy, Nicola?
            He knew everything. He knew that in the shower and the school and the church and the long vaulted passages of Turin, I wished
            that Federica would take what was hers. He knew that I had a power, leading her as I did on my leash. 
         

         
          

         The part of the Quadrilatero Romano where the massive obelisk appeared, suddenly, as one came around the corner. The church down Via Mazzini with a two-story copper door, green as the Statue of Liberty, covered with the jutting heads of saints. I navigated by spires, following my feet to the point of transcendence. On my walks, I was always wondering: Can I find Nicola here? Can I find Nicola here? Under his influence, not only could I interact with Federica, I could control her. Now, after meeting him, I was more isolated than I’d ever been. I was so fluid I couldn’t tell who I was. I wanted the phrase or image into which I could pour my personality, like water into a cup. I could not remember what I used to be like. I could not remember feeling excited about schoolwork, or the times when Federica and I walked together. Were we peaceful and silent together? And just a blink before then, I had gotten excited all week to eat Saturday fries with my father on the wharf and listen to him talk about the Rolling Stones, and just before then I had believed my teddy bear could talk. All these states were dead and gone. If I had known how completely the past would fall from me, would I still have wanted to meet Nicola? I blamed him for the kiss. 

         
         In one of my art history classes we were up to Caravaggio, and I dwelled on Caravaggio’s Saint John the Baptist in the Wilderness, the one in Kansas City, reproduced on a full page in the textbook, because it reminded me of Nicola. The page was glossy
            with ink, and I turned so often to it that the blackest parts became scaly. It had a special scent, like a cassette tape.
            See how his sensitivity isolates him, the teacher said. See the intensity of the burden that only he can carry. I brought him up once to Federica: “How did you know that boy in the ovovia, again?” She explained that she’d met him at a few parties, that he knew everyone, and was famous. 
         

         
         I asked why he was famous.

         
         She said, “His family is evil. His father is bad.” 

         
         “Because they’re nobility?” I said. She refused to answer me. I didn’t ask her again. It was too painful to feel how much
            she liked to deny me. 
         

         
         Federica’s claim did not scare me. I thought I could judge for myself, with my own secret values, whether or not he was bad.
            
         

         
         I wondered what Nicola would do if he saw me. I wondered where he lived when he wasn’t at university—in a palazzo, in a castle
            in the hills. If he saw me, he’d say, “What happened to you?” He’d take me to eat. I imagined sitting at a long table in some
            immense salon in his noble lodging, or sitting with him in the baita with the raclette, or sitting with him at Platti, in a stiff banquette of oxblood velvet. He’d try to tempt me, and I would
            refuse. And then he would force me, I imagined. He’d hold my head still. I imagined his fingers bracing against the back of
            my head. I imagined him holding my nose until I had to open my mouth. 
         

         
          

         I was trying to eat eight hundred calories a day. I fantasized about cool, fatty, creamy things. Semifreddo. Primo sale, somehow blander than milk, though made only from milk. Sfogliatelle with their ricotta hearts, southern pastries which unspooled like ribbon from a clown’s mouth. In the back rooms of Fiorio,
            I ate a lump of sugar that had been bathed in pure alcohol. It was supposed to be set on fire, but it burned my throat instead.
         

         
         I bought cookbooks and fantasized about sticky sweet desserts—rice pudding, bread pudding, cassata, ricotta with honey. I
            watched Gianni crush persimmons into his mouth. Carla started to weigh me. I used to drink a lot of water before the weighings,
            which made no difference.
         

         
         My stomach rumbled at the ancient dates and bread from mummy tombs in the Egyptian Museum. 

         
         Because Turin was a forgotten city, it was generous. Its emptiness meant it was willing to be claimed. The trade-off for this
            generosity was its incommunicability. What was the value of the rain settling on Palazzo Carignano, on an empty afternoon
            when everyone was inside? What did it mean to me, to me alone? Likewise, where would I want to live if everyone else in the
            world died? I wouldn’t want a mansion, I’d want a small dark room with blankets.
         

         
         As in-control as I felt, I could tell there was something wrong with me. I was lost, really lost, like I’d never been in my
            life. And I knew he’d know how to save me. Are you afraid of heights? asked in English. We’ll be down soon.

         
          

         Not long before the end—but I always told my mother in Sarasota that I was fine, terrified of being found out, as though I
            could avoid it forever—I used to wander through the Quadrilatero Romano until I found the Consolata church, a big rococo flourishing
            mess, and I’d go in to look at the ex-votos. 
         

         
         The hand-illustrated scenes filled several incense-fogged rooms, reaching all the way to the ceiling: Here were Mary and Jesus,
            watching peacefully as a baby crawled precariously near a wood oven. Here they were again, contemplating a woman escaping
            from under a tram. And the pair in different outfits, taking care of a man eating a big piece of steak. There were saints
            watching soldiers parachute out of planes, watching people crash their 1930s cars. This was the type of faith that made sense
            to me. Personal faith, the watchful all-knowing saint, myself as the unlucky desperate exhibitionist, the one to be taken
            care of.
         

         
         I wanted Federica to pay attention to me, but I was already past her. Nicola showed me there was an ending coming for us. That I would have to keep looking. I could not grow and change with Federica. She was through with me, and so, for self-preservation, I wrapped her up tight in my mind and put her away. I wanted to keep her as a memory of perfect passion, an accomplishment. I was afraid that talking would disarm that night we’d been together, and reveal it to be an accident to which she had given no thought. I couldn’t let her destroy my vision. 

         
         I stayed quiet with Federica. I only thought about jumping off the unbelievably ornate balcony of the Galleria Subalpina,
            breaking some bones, Fede visiting me in the hospital. There she would laugh saintlike down at me on my cot.
         

         
          

         Around this time, Carla and Gianni called me into the living room and said that, because of some changes with their budget
            and some difficulties in the family, they’d been in touch with my parents, and I’d be going home after the school year ended,
            in May. I felt nauseated with failure and shame, but I reacted impassively, muted by my hunger. It was hard to understand
            that time would ever pass, and bear me toward consequences. 
         

         
          

         The last thing the family and I did together was attend a wedding. This was two days before I left Italy. Carla drove us hours
            into the wet green hills to a tiny, molding stone chapel. The air in the church felt soapy before I realized it was raining.
            We filed to the front to toss rice, but the bride and groom thought it would be funny to exit out a side door. They ducked
            and laughed in the slanting green rain. We threw the rice anyway and some of it stuck in Federica’s ponytail.
         

         
         All my time was used up. All my doors were closed. I was so sad at that wedding that I did wish to die. I was sixteen and all of life seemed like a process of detachment. 

         
         It was freezing in the rainy hills. At the dinner, everyone was speaking Piemontese. There was a huge block of grana padano and we broke little pieces off of it with a silver trowel. We ate raw beef and porcini mushrooms and juniper berries and boar.
            Forest meat with forest herbs. I cut everything into tiny grain-size pieces, and mostly I drank water, till I was bloated,
            which was almost like being full. Everyone drank a lot of wine. Carla and Gianni were purple with food or wine. We all talked
            about the Olympics, and I asked the couple next to me about Nicola Gonfalon. “Wicked, wicked,” the girl said, smiling. Federica
            was looking away. “Did you know his dad owns all the trains and the roads?” I tried to ask more, but the conversation became
            a debate about whether Italy had nobility anymore. And when it was time for the testimonials, no one could find Federica anywhere,
            even though she was supposed to give one. So the waiters brought out the crostata with fresh fruit and the bonet delle Langhe in shimmering brown slabs.
         

         
         She had tried to escape me. I looked all around the dining room and the bathroom and the foyer and then I went out into the
            rain, the rain clinging to the chains that took the place of downspouts. She was hiding sopping wet behind a tree. She’d almost
            disappeared into the May green Piemonte rain, the green that ate away at things from the outside to the heart. 
         

         
         I admit that I thought of her as less than human.
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