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And the rib that the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. Then the man said, “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.” Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh. And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed.

—Genesis 2:22–25
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There’s the not-so that reveals the so—that’s fiction.

—Philip Roth, Exit Ghost
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THE STEAK IS in the pan; perhaps I should open a window. The clouds hang low over the Dent du Géant. It’s raining up at the alpine lodge, but tomorrow the weather should be fine. I’ll take the Germans up to the camp near the summit; let’s hope they’re as experienced as they claim. They only have to make it past the first slope and over the ledge; after that the final pass is easy. I’ll know right away if they’re up to it, and then I can always lead them back toward the canyon; they can take pictures of the goats and we’ll stop in the woods for lunch.

The light is still on upstairs. She’ll switch it off soon; she goes to bed earlier than I do. The baby starts to cry early in the morning. It doesn’t bother me, I’m already up. She pushes the baby carriage up and down the meadow at the foot of the hill. She talks to the boy, recounting everything they do, as if he can’t see it for himself.

“We’ll go visit the cows, and then we’ll stop at the bakery for some krapfen, how does that sound?”

The child says nothing. I’ve never heard him speak. One night I heard him crying, for a long time.

Luna didn’t talk to our children that way. She let them play in the meadow without supervision. And she was right, even if Clara broke her arm once when she was riding her bike and had to wear a cast for three months. If you don’t fall when you’re little, you’ll fall and kill yourself later, up on the mountain for example.

Damn it! I burned the steak! I’ll eat it anyway; I’m not very hungry; in any case, it tastes better when it’s burned. Tonight, steak and potatoes. They’ve been in the refrigerator for a while and I’d better eat them before I have to throw them out. Luna never left the pan on the fire long enough.

“It makes too much smoke.”

So what? You can open the window.

“It’s cold out.”

Tomorrow I’ll throw away her clogs. I’m going to get rid of everything she left behind. Little jars, big jars.

“What do you need all that stuff for? Soap is better.”

She bought creams and hid them in the refrigerator. And for the kids: markers, pencil cases, toys, clothes.

You only need one pair of shoes per season. That’s all. We don’t want to be like the tourists who come here in summer to hike and in winter to ski. I guide them up the mountain and all they want is to go up to the lodge and eat. They buy shoes and jackets and it’s hot as hell and every year more ice melts.

At first Luna agreed with me. The kids went out in shirtsleeves. Each of them owned a single sweater. We used laundry soap for everything, even to wash our hair.

Tomorrow I’ll throw everything away. I didn’t want to get married; she was the one who insisted. I hesitated at first. She was a city girl, but she was strong. She knew how to walk and she had studied. She didn’t talk when we went out on the mountain. So I gave in. But I was honest: I told her what I was like, that I know nothing about women, and that my mother abandoned us when we were little. Ran off with an American. I never saw her again. I know she remarried and had more kids in America, because our father told us.

WE WERE DRIVING down to school in the snowcat. Outside, the snow and sky were indistinguishable. When it rains or snows you can’t even see the trees. Albert crashed into a tree on his bobsled once. I watched him as he came hurtling down, like a maniac.

He’ll get hurt one of these days, I thought.

Our mother didn’t allow it; she would yell from the window to slow down because he was frightening her. Then she left, and no one was there to be scared, so he crashed into the trees.

My father was driving in silence, as usual. Suddenly he said: “Your mother remarried and has new children. If anyone bothers you or makes fun of you in the village, you just tell them, My mother is the Snow Queen.”

“Who’s that?”

Stefan was little and asked a lot of questions. My father was a patient man. I never saw him angry, except that one time. I don’t know whether I dreamed it or it really happened. He said to Stefan: “The Snow Queen lives in a crevasse. If she finds a man there alone, she thaws, conceives a child with him, and then goes back to her home in the ice.”

LUNA WAS MY Snow Queen, but now she’s gone, just like my mother. Except that Luna took the kids with her.

It’s easier here without them. I talk to the tourists when I take them up the mountain. They want to hear tragic stories about mountain-climbing accidents, and where to get the best meal. At home I can sit quietly; no one asks me questions, and I don’t have to listen to Luna telling me all the town gossip. No kids’ noise. They are coming to visit at the end of the month. I’ll put away the suitcases she has prepared for them, and pull out their old shoes, T-shirts, trousers. That’s all they’ll need while they’re here. Clara does as I say, but Simon is lazy and hates to walk. But he won’t have a choice.

TOWARD THE END, Luna was always buying things: pans, plates, tablecloths. But no one ever came over.

In the early years she was even tougher than I was: only organic food in the house, no one to help her with the housework, plus a teaching job in the city. On her way to work she would drop off the kids at the nursery, then in the afternoon she would come back and clean, cook, go to bed early, make love. Often and well. She was satisfied, and she fell asleep quickly, her muscular legs gripping mine. Sometimes at night I would switch on the light and stare at her large breasts. I couldn’t look at them when we were making love because I was afraid it would make me come; if I touched them I couldn’t control myself. Two perfect round mounds, with pink tips. Our children reached for them with their eyes closed, attached themselves to them, trembling, pulled at them, and fell asleep, pink-cheeked, after sucking them dry. Once it occurred to me to pull one of the babies away from her breast and watch him cry.

One night she said to me, “You never touch my breasts when we make love.”

“Does it bother you?”

“I didn’t say that. I just noticed that you never do.”

“Is it a problem?”

“I can’t talk to you, Manfred.”

“Certain things are not meant to be discussed; you just do them.”

Late at night, I graze the tip of her breast with my finger. Her days are long, so she sleeps soundly.

THE STEAK HAS an unpleasant taste. It’s overdone. I need to find a woman to screw. Maybe the woman who works at the wood shop; she’s not married. She’s ugly but she has big tits and she’s willing. Karl told me they did it once at the sawmill, with the electric saw switched on to drown out the noise. I won’t bring her to my place; I don’t want any women in here.

Anyway, I wanted kids. Things went the way they were meant to; it’s like the story our father told us in the snowcat. I never saw him look upset because he missed his wife. Except that one time.

He was a man of steel. He raised us by himself, and gave each of us something: the house in the village for me, the lodge to Albert, and the ski-rental business to Stefan. And now he lives in the city. Who would have thought it was possible? After thirty years of managing the lodge with three kids, now he has a dishwasher and thinks that progress isn’t such a bad thing after all. Stefan says he has a woman, and perhaps that’s why he’s so happy to live in town, but none of us knows who she is. I went to see him last Sunday.

WE’VE BEEN SITTING in silence for the last ten minutes. I’m holding a beer. His hands, swollen and tough from years of working in the cold, lie on the kitchen table like two empty shells. Mine will look the same one day.

He asks me, “How are you doing?”

“Fine, and you?”

“Fine. Do you miss your wife?”

“No. You never missed yours.”

“I had you.”

“Simon and Clara are coming at the end of the month.”

“Women don’t know how to raise children.”

“And yet they’re the ones who usually do it.”

“Men think it’s women’s work, but they’re wrong. I raised you by myself so I know what I’m talking about. Women don’t love their children.”

“Everyone says the opposite.”

“Because they don’t know. How about Albert? How is he doing up at the lodge with his wife? Is she still there?”

“Yes, Bianca likes it there.”

“We’ll see.”

BIANCA IS STRONG, but my father is right. Who knows how long she’ll last? Albert says she’s happy. Don’t be too sure, though; I know something about the happiness of women. It’s not their happiness that matters, but their mood. If they’re overexcited, that’s a bad sign, or if they buy things they don’t need, or have trouble sleeping, or stare out of the window in silence. Or if they are too particular and want to argue about everything.

The first few years we were married, I wasn’t worried. She didn’t ask me why I didn’t touch her breasts when we made love. At night I screwed her steadily and calmly; I can go for a long time. Her eyes went from brown to green, and then she looked like a little girl. A little girl and a woman. Then I came.

The last few years, though, she was either too happy or suddenly sad, and when she woke up she had the habit of staring out of the window in silence. She wanted to talk about everything, and no explanation was ever enough. I gave her wine in the evenings, but still it wasn’t the same. The green-eyed girl was gone, and the woman I married no longer interested me. But I would never have left her alone with the children. She knew that, so she left me.

Tomorrow I’ll give the rest of the potatoes to Bernardo so he can feed them to the pigs. They’re disgusting.
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I DIDN’T WANT to rent the apartment to that woman. But the real estate agent told me there was no one else in July. Luna decorated the apartment when the carpenter who used to live there died.

“That way we can rent it out to vacationers and make some extra money.”

“If we rent it to someone in town we’ll have fewer hassles.”

“I want to decorate it.”

“That way you can buy all the stuff we have no space for.”

“What do you care? It makes me happy.”

We rented the apartment and made more money, and it changed nothing. Now, I never go inside. The agency has it cleaned, finds the tenants, and deposits the money in my account. This is the first time they’ve rented it to a woman on her own, but it’s none of my business. She’s up there, and I’m down here, and it’s only for a month.

I have no need for the dishwasher and I never use it. I go to bed early. Tomorrow I’ll take two tourists up to the lodge and spend some time with Albert and Bianca. Tonight I’ll sleep on the left side of the bed; if you switch sides you don’t feel lonely.
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I PEER OUT OF the window: black mountains, starless sky, silence; leaves rustling, bird calls in the distance. We’re in the last house in town. It could be the Middle Ages if it weren’t for the landlord’s car parked downstairs. I let the corner of the curtain drop back down.

If the baby sleeps five or six hours I’ll be all right. Tomorrow I’ll take him out early in the morning; we’ll go to the meadow to watch the cows graze. He likes them, but they also scare him a little bit. It’s cold when we go out. The jagged peaks hide the sun, leaving the valley in the dark. He plays with his toy cars in the grass, vroom vroom. When he’s not moving around, I gaze up at the pink mountain tops and wait for the sun to warm the air. It’s seven in the morning and we’re already outdoors.

Tomorrow I’ll dress him in his new red woolen jacket and cap, which I bought at the local market. He mustn’t catch cold, or else he won’t sleep. If he gets a fever, I won’t be able to handle it on my own, so far from everyone, without Mario or my mother or anyone else to help me. For now, he’s breathing all right; his nose is not too stuffy. If he could just sleep five or six hours straight, or even four, things would be much better. I brought the baby monitor but I don’t really need it; the apartment is so small and so quiet that I can hear it when he turns over in bed.

I have to move quietly in the kitchen so as not to wake him. But I’m not hungry, just tired, with an ancient fatigue I’ve been carrying inside me ever since they put him in my arms at the hospital, wrinkled like an old man and covered in my blood.

AS SOON AS he came out of me, I looked at him and thought, I can’t do it.

The nurse scolded me. “Don’t squeeze him so hard. Do you want to suffocate him?”

How could she think that a mother would suffocate her newborn child? She was the first to scold me, followed by the pediatrician, my mother, and Mario. In the days after the birth I wanted my mother, but when I saw her arrive I felt like crying, like a little girl.

“Why are you crying? Aren’t you happy?”

Everyone kept talking about happiness. Perhaps I had a rock instead of a heart.

I’ll never be able to manage, I can’t do it.

I didn’t tell my mother how I felt, even though I trusted her. Until the problem with the milk began.

I didn’t have milk; it just wouldn’t come. I’m not a cow. Maybe that’s why the baby likes cows so much; he’s attracted to their swollen udders. Mine were swollen too, and hard as rocks, but only a few measly drops came out. A joke, a tease. At the hospital, the woman in the bed next to mine woke up every morning with her nightgown dripping with milk.

“I have so much! How will I keep from leaking when I go out?”

The nurse would glance over at me. “Milk is a blessing.”

In the morning they brought the babies to us on a cart. I could hear the wheels squeaking down the hall.

I hope he’ll suck this morning! So hard that the milk will gush out of my useless breasts like a fountain.

My breasts ached, as if there were stones hidden inside. The nurse would put the baby in my arms; she never let me look at him. She would pick him up brusquely and say, “He has to wake up, he has to eat.”

Open your eyes, so she’ll stop tormenting you!

The nurse would take my nipple in her hands and move it like a weather vane in front of his tightly shut lips. He would make a face. He didn’t want the breast; he didn’t like the taste. She would put it in his mouth anyway. The nipple was not part of me, it was something completely separate.

Come on, latch on, that way she’ll leave us alone.

I wanted to fall asleep forever next to him.

Don’t eat if you don’t want to, go back inside, back into the silence and tranquillity, and take me with you.

He would suck weakly from the deformed nipple, with a look of disgust. Then we were alone again, just me and the woman with all the milk. She would talk on the phone with her mother, telling her how much the baby had grown, how much he weighed. Her baby sucked insistently. Mine didn’t, and fell asleep quickly. Everything was natural for her: breast-feeding, sleeping, eating. Like an animal. My mother would have put it differently. “It’s her maternal instinct. Every woman has it.”

What about me? I watched the woman’s every movement, the way she shifted the baby from one breast to the other, the way she dried her nipples and attached her bra, how she held him over her shoulder to burp him, how she talked to him.

“That’s enough, you’ll eat too much and then you’ll cry because you have a tummy ache.”

It all looked so easy. What was wrong with me? My baby would release the nipple and let it sit there, forgotten, like a cork, a strange beast next to his cheek as he slept. Her baby had black hair, mine was bald. My mother approved. “A newborn should be bald. You were the same.”

So it’s nothing special.

The milk will come, you just have to believe. It seems you have to believe in milk, and maybe I just didn’t believe strongly enough, and that’s why it didn’t come. My mother tried to reassure me. “It will come, don’t worry. I didn’t have milk, but you will be more fortunate.”

Before falling asleep I would say a prayer: tomorrow, please let me wake up covered in milk, with my nightgown stuck to my breasts like my neighbor. Gallons and gallons of sugary serum; I’ll taste it with the tip of my finger. Let it come tomorrow, enough to cover them all, to make my mother envious, to drown that bitchy nurse who looks at me with distaste. I want to see milk everywhere, the bed sopping wet, the baby’s mouth full, his weight off the chart, and his diaper full of marvelous yellow shit. All new mothers sniff their baby’s shit with a satisfied air, and my mother would like to as well, but my baby barely shits because I don’t have enough milk for him.

The nurse said to my mother, “Don’t worry, we’ll give him formula.”

My mother said, “We’ll take him home and manage our own way.”

She meant her own way.

“You have to be relaxed, otherwise the milk won’t come.”

I had to believe in it, and relax. Instead, I never slept, not even for an hour.

“Take advantage while you’re here, because once you get home …”

What would happen at home? I thought about this and couldn’t sleep. I’ll never manage, I thought.

At night I would get up and go to the nursery to look at my baby. My stitches hurt but I needed to be alone with him. He slept soundly while the other babies screamed, ate, cried, lived. He didn’t get much milk and so he slept. I was afraid he would go back to where he came from, because of me. That’s why I got up at night, to make sure he was still there.

“Don’t sleep, stay awake.”

The night nurse was kinder than the other one.

“He’s small. It will take a little time for him to catch up.”

Neither of us had caught up. He looked like a tired old man. All I could see of his nose were two little holes. He had Mario’s hands. As soon as he was born, everyone began to take credit for little parts of him: his hands, his feet, his eyes, his nose, his forehead. I put my finger into his little fist; I opened his hand and we stayed like that for a long while. He slept, and I watched him.

Back home, my mother brought a crib and tried to be helpful. The first few days, my sisters came too. They told me that I had to keep trying to breast-feed, that the same thing had happened to them, but that eventually everything worked out. My mother forced me to eat and gave me beer; she would change the baby and then hand him to me to breast-feed. She and Mario stood there and watched. I looked at the scale for the verdict after each feeding. Just a few grams more; the needle barely moved. Some days I celebrated: he gained twenty grams. I was as happy as on the day I graduated and the examination committee praised my work. Then another setback: he wasn’t growing enough.

Mario prepared the formula in the kitchen. He took a few days off work. He wanted to help me, like my mother. I could hear them whisper, so I left the baby in the crib and crept closer.

“Better prepare a bottle. She doesn’t have any milk, like me. I knew it right off the bat, as soon as I saw the shape of her breasts. I didn’t tell her because I didn’t want her to be disappointed. But then I thought—well, she’s a brunette, and brunettes have more milk. That was my hope. But there’s no use insisting.”

My elder sister has fair hair, but she had milk, so much that she kept it in the fridge and took it to the hospital to feed the premature babies. How can you explain that, Mamma, since you know everything?

I wanted to go into the kitchen and tell them: “Take the baby and give him the bottle. Tomorrow I’ll start taking the pills to make the milk go away, the milk that never came. That way my breasts will return to their normal size.”

I could hear Mario’s voice. “Let her try a little longer. It’s important, don’t you think? For her to bond with the baby.”

What bond? To me the baby was still inside of me. We were both in a far-off place, unreachable. They didn’t know anything.

Mario spoke to me calmly; he was afraid of postpartum depression. They gave me anesthesia, and I didn’t feel any pain. My aunt said that childbirth doesn’t count that way; she suffered for twenty-five hours straight and then they had to extract the baby with forceps. That’s labor. I listened to them and came to the conclusion that since I had not gone through a real labor, it must not be postpartum depression that made me cry every day.

I’ll never be able to manage, I thought over and over. The certainty of this made me cry. I couldn’t tell my mother or Mario. They were too invested in me. It would have been particularly hard on Mario. My mother had my sisters to worry about, luckily; they all had children with no difficulty at all. It was like drinking water to them.

Mario had only one brother, married to a woman who could do anything. It was important to him that I do things right; for a man, it’s like knowing he picked the right woman.

I tried to talk to one of my sisters, who’s only one year older than me.

“I’ll never manage.”

“Don’t be silly. It’s simple with newborns. They sleep, then you feed them, change them, and take them out for a stroll. Just wait till he’s two and can’t hold still for a minute!”

I HAVEN’T SLEPT in two years, since he was born and I worried he would never wake up. Now he sits up in his crib at four in the morning and never stops moving. My sister was right.

Mountain villages are depressing at night; the windows are small, there’s no light, and no one is out. But the apartment is comfortable and well furnished. In a few days there will be a town fair, maybe I can wear a dress and take the baby down to the piazza. He’ll run around and touch everything, but at least we’ll have some company for once.

Mario will come at the end of the month and we’ll go to the beach, on the island where I’ve been going since I was a child. What is a month? Thirty days, thirty nights. I’ll survive. I didn’t breast-feed, but I’ve taken good care of him for two years. He’s a beautiful boy, everyone says so, just a little bit on the thin side and high-strung.

THE PEDIATRICIAN INTIMIDATES me. He’s a good doctor—my sisters chose him after much consideration—and he will be good for me as well. He advocates for the child, defends his interests. He doesn’t trust me; I’m neurotic, and I don’t do the best for his patient. My heart beats hard every time we go for a checkup. I can’t answer all his questions, and the baby cries and doesn’t want to be touched. As usual, he hasn’t grown enough. The doctor asks me if I’m calm, what I feed him, and how often I take him outside. I’d like to punch him, knock off his glasses, and bite his hand, but I answer sweetly, “He’s a bit anxious in the evenings, and he has trouble sleeping. He wakes up often during the night and then at six in the morning.”

The doctor speaks without looking at me. I’m the last person on earth, a lost cause. “It’s all connected to the bond with the mother during pregnancy and the first few months, during breast-feeding.”

That word “bond” again. Don’t they have another word?

I can no longer think about myself without him. I want to protect him from the world, but sometimes I’m ashamed of both of us. He barely speaks. He says Mamma, Papà, and he has trouble pronouncing words. Only I can understand him, that’s why I can’t leave him with anyone. And when he starts to cry, there’s no stopping him. Mario is afraid of his crying, especially when he’s driving.

I try to control my mind. I can’t let myself focus on his crying; it’s like music played out of key, boring into your brain. Sometimes it stops suddenly, but don’t be fooled: he’s just drawing breath so he can cry some more. I talk to him.

“Don’t cry, my darling. Come on, don’t cry. Stop crying. Why are you crying? Everything is all right.”

He climbs up on me and yells into my ear, squeezing my neck. My heart beats wildly. He takes a breath and continues. What is the cause of this terrible sadness? What have I done wrong?

“Stop that, stop that. Everybody’s watching, can’t you see?”

I’d like to cover his mouth, but then he would cry even more. I have to focus and not let myself be drawn in by his wails. I have to think about something else, squeeze my fists, caress him, console him, until he stops. Silence. I put him down, I breathe, it’s over.

NOW I KNOW what to do. I just have to avoid making him cry, be organized, plan ahead, distract him, cook his food and talk to him, play with him, read to him, tell him stories and be patient. Mario sounds calm on the phone. He knows I’ve learned how to manage, and that I no longer fall apart as I did at the beginning. In October I’ll start working half-time, and the baby will go to day care.

I’d like to sleep for ten hours straight, as I used to on the island.

In our bunk beds, my sisters and I would tell each other about our evenings. Parties, boys, dances. I was the best dancer and I fell in love the most. We laughed, and the sound of the sea floated in through the window. The same sea that brought in the shells we kept in a glass bottle. If you opened it, you could smell the stench of death. The crabs in their spiral shells, too scared to come out, were trapped inside.

My sisters are there now, with my mother and their children. My baby doesn’t like the sea, it makes him anxious. Why is he so different? The doctor said, “Take him to the mountains for a month.”

I have to go to bed, otherwise tomorrow at dawn it will be terrible. I’ll open the window just a crack, so we don’t end up like those crabs. It’s so quiet here in the valley, and the lights are already out in all the other houses. But the light downstairs is still on. The landlord lives there. He’s a mountain guide; I wonder how old he is? Forty, maybe younger, but his face is already covered in deep wrinkles. He lives alone but there are two kids’ bikes in the entryway. He goes out early in the morning. He speaks with a German accent, like everyone in the town.

“Good morning.”

“Good morning.”

He spits out the words, without even a glance at the boy, and shuts the door with a bang. From the window, I can see him return in the evening.

This evening I could smell steak and potatoes being cooked downstairs. His light is on. I wonder what he does at night? I don’t hear a television, or any other sound. I should ask the girl at the bakery in town.

Good night, mountains, my hour of freedom has ended.
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