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Pasquale’s Nose

FOR as long as I can remember I have suffered from the belief that the place where I am living, however wretched, is preferable to anywhere else, however pleasant—the brown grass here is better than the green grass there.

My brown grass that spring was the Riss Restaurant, a purgatorial place where I would sit day after day doing little or nothing, surrounded by others doing less. It was at the Riss that Sheila found me, at the Riss that she suggested that we move to Italy, and at the Riss that I refused to go.

Sheila, an artist, had just given birth to our child. With no reason to believe that I would ever work, she felt compelled to earn money. That’s where Italy came in.

Sheila knew of a medieval town at the top of a hill in central Italy. Artists lived there and one of them had a vacant house and studio. The town and studio would inspire her to complete a new series of paintings, which she would sell to support us. As for me, Sheila claimed that the town had two or three coffee shops that were as awful as the Riss.

I began to assemble the excuses for not going. But Sheila didn’t need to hear them—she knew them from countless other conversations, all of which ended the same way: I would not leave.

But that afternoon something happened. A sheet of paper taped to the cash register. A sign.

The Riss, which had been open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, for seven decades, was closing.

It should not have surprised me—unlike Heaven and Hell, Purgatory was bound by time, subject to decay and oblivion.

Days later we left for Italy.

That Sheila was responsible for the sign on the cash register did not occur to me until it was too late.




 

The Guidi

UPON arriving in Sutri, I made my way to the central square and found three cafés. I chose the Guidi.

The plan was that Sheila would spend her days painting, while I would sit and reflect on the fact that I’d not worked for years, had an infant daughter, and was unable to produce or even reflect on anything that I or anyone else would consider useful.

Sitting in the quiet of the piazza that first day, half an hour into my coffee, I felt the plan working. My thoughts, quite on their own, had ventured into matters of my life that I’d long ignored.

There is no telling how far this would have taken me had I not noticed that the old men, who had been lined up opposite me against the wall on the south side of the piazza, were now standing, in exactly the same order, against the west wall. As the sun moved across the sky, the men followed the shade.

Waiting for the men to reach my table—the break I needed from my self-reflection—I realized that we would have no way of communicating. According to Sheila, no one in the town spoke English, and I spoke no Italian.

Two hours later, I was surrounded. The men and I stared at each other for several minutes; then one of them asked—in lightly scrambled English—if I was interested in an Etrusco. I accepted.

The man entered the café and quickly reappeared with two glasses of a luminous orange fluid. As we drank, I mentioned my surprise at his ability to speak English.

The old man explained that while others in the town spoke no English, those over eighty could carry on a conversation. As soldiers in World War II, they had been captured by the Allies and shipped to prisons in England or South Africa. During the day, the men were released into nearby villages, where they worked on farms or in factories, replacing the men who were at war. The Italians fell in love with the local women and learned to speak English.

These men told me their stories and became my friends.
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I was an oddity in Sutri—an American and a man of working age who also followed the shade around the square. The absence of tourists, American or otherwise, is endemic to the area.

The area, known popularly as “Tuscia” (the Romans referred to the Etruscans as Etrusci or Tusci), extends from Rome in the south to Tuscany in the north, the Tyrrhenian Sea in the west to Umbria in the east. The largest city in the region is Viterbo, with a population of approximately 60,000. Sutri is an equal distance between Viterbo and Rome.

The people of Tuscia—quiet, unassuming, and suspicious of foreigners—are not suited to the kind of self-promotion that is necessary to attract foreign tourists and that comes so easily to other regions in Italy. There is also the problem that the important antiquities in the region are Etruscan, a culture that remains largely impenetrable to scholars (the Etruscan language has yet to be translated), let alone the weekend tourist.

As a result, Tuscia is one of the great, yet neglected, areas in Italy. This despite the fact its beauty is equal to that of any region in Italy—medieval towns perched on hilltops, volcanic lakes, abandoned beaches, and mountains forested with chestnut and oak trees.

It took me a month or two before I realized that the waiter and waitress at the Guidi Caffè, a clean and welcoming pair, were Gino and Dina Guidi and that they owned not only the café but also a good part of the rest of Sutri.

Despite their status, the Guidis spend their days serving coffee and pastries in the square. Dina, who is in her fifties, is one of the most refined women in the town. Elegantly dressed, she is in the café at seven in the morning with her husband, her apron on, handing the people of the town, her friends, their first espresso. Every other day, she and Gino are replaced by Gino’s brother, Enzo, and his wife, Nilla.

In the evenings, Dina, Gino, and the extended family, all handsome and entertaining, sit outside, having a drink, offering a chair to anyone who wants to have a coffee or simply needs to sit. The Guidis are the grand family of Sutri.

The Guidis’ home is a Renaissance palazzo that rises directly across the piazza from their café. It is, by any standard, magnificent—four stories tall, with a massive neoclassical facade, and views of the hills, pastures, and ruins that surround the town.

Not long after our arrival, Sheila and I were invited by Dina to have dinner at her home. The dinner, Dina insisted, would be informal.

The dinner—prepared and served by Dina—was a seven-course affair, which included arugula layered with sliced Parmesan; bresaola; stuffed tomatoes; baked zucchini; fettuccine with wild boar sauce; pork roast wrapped in pastry; and for dessert, chilled grapes and watermelon slathered with fresh whipped cream and liqueur. Pastries from the Guidis’ pastry shop (located on the first floor of their palazzo) were offered with the coffee.

The most unusual dish was a traditional Sutrian recipe of beans in a sauce of tomatoes and boiled pigskins. The beans were the local “fagioli regina.” The fagioli regina are dense and bulbous and taste of chestnuts. They are considered to be the finest bean in Italy. Every year Sutri hosts a bean festival in honor of the fagioli regina. The Blessing of the Bean, as performed by the local clergy, begins the festival.

The dining room at the Guidi palazzo overlooks the Piazza del Comune. During dinner, Dina described how Gino, the son of a poor family, had grown up in a small apartment on the piazza. Owing to his affection for the square, Gino acquired property in and around the square at a time when few were interested in the central piazzas of old Italian towns. As the value of real estate in the old towns increased, Gino and his family grew wealthy.

As I listened to this, it struck me that the Guidi Caffè was located in one of the few buildings in the square that was not owned by the Guidi family. Gino explained why this was so.

The site where the café is now located was originally occupied by a collection of small, undistinguished buildings. In the 1920s, a fellow known as Old Man Mezzadonna bought up all the buildings, razed them all, and began construction on a palazzo that he intended to be the finest in Sutri. After three months, and with the palazzo half built, all construction halted. When days passed and there was still no sign that work would resume, the people in the town began to gossip. They agreed that Old Man Mezzadonna had run out of money.

Word got back to Mezzadonna, who ordered that the workers return to the square. He would not have people believe that he had run out of money.

As work resumed the townspeople realized that the workers were not finishing the palazzo but tearing it down. After a week and a day, the entire building was gone; and a pyramid of rubble sat where there was once a beautiful, albeit half-finished, palazzo.

Time passed and no effort was made to remove the debris. Then one morning, the people of the town woke to an amazing sight: the entire square was filled with bottles of wine. Not dozens of bottles, not hundreds of bottles, but thousands of bottles, and not local wine, but rare, expensive wine with exotic labels.

As everyone gathered to see the square, the workers returned. It was at this point that Old Man Mezzadonna climbed to the top of the rubble.

“Rebuild the palazzo,” he commanded the workers in a voice that could be heard throughout the square. “And build it,” he continued, “according to the same plan that you used before. Not a single detail is to be changed, except one: this time, you will use wine, not water, in the concrete.”

When the young Gino Guidi was told this story by his father, he vowed that if he was ever wealthy enough to open a bar in Sutri, he would do so in the palazzo made of wine.




 

The Blessing of the Bean

THE morning after my meal at the Guidis’, I was not well and stayed in bed.

When my condition improved slightly, I attempted a stroll outside my house. Passing down via Eugenio Agneni, crossing in front of the bakery, and heading south toward the Porta Vecchia, I was just outside the front door of the city archive when I was jolted by an intestinal phenomenon that compelled me to brace myself against a wall so as not to fall. Whatever there was of my will (or of those involuntary reflexes that in a time of crisis allow a child to pick up a car) had given way to the force that had seized my interior.

Not knowing a doctor but remembering that there was a pharmacy next to the Guidi Caffè, I began a slow and contorted walk toward the square. With each step my pain grew.

As I entered the square, a young woman, possibly from the pharmacy, intercepted me. When I muttered that at least one relative had died of stomach cancer and that my father was afflicted with ulcers throughout his life, she took me to the Guidi and sat me upright under an umbrella. In the meantime, she phoned a cab to take me to the nearest hospital.

That hospital was in Ronciglione, which meant that it would take the cab at least thirty minutes to get to Sutri and then another twenty to the hospital. As I waited, a short elderly man with a full head of black hair appeared before me.

There was no need and perhaps no time to wait for a taxi, the old man explained. Holding me with one of his arms, he led me out of the square and down an alley toward a small parking lot in front of the Cathedral of S. Maria Assunta. Stopping to prop me up against the side of his car, a Fiat 500, he began searching for his keys.

But he was not searching for his keys and it was not his car.

Before I knew it, his arms were wrapped around my legs. Grabbing my knees from behind, he pushed me face first up onto the hood of the car. The weight of my body, propelled against the rounded hood of the car, forced my abdomen into my spinal column and rib cage. What issued forth was a vaporous cataclysm, a gaseous exorcism, of such enormity that it echoed throughout the square.

Still on top of the hood, my head and body nearly cleared of pain, I caught sight of the old man scaling the side of the car. Intending to finish what he had started, he was within seconds of hurling his muscular rump down on my back. I rolled off the hood and onto the pavement.

Ladies from the church—having left their afternoon prayers to locate the source of the noise—gathered over my body; just above their heads hovered the old man. Attempting to clear the way for his final leap, he assured the ladies that the cause of my difficulties was nothing but the inadvertent consumption of more fagioli regina than a newcomer to Sutri could be expected to handle, possibly even survive. The women nodded; they understood.

My crisis had passed. Over the next months, my body would adapt to my surroundings and gradually I was able to consume more than a couple of the fagioli regina at a time. With instruction from the local citizens, I developed a sense of the relative strengths of different varieties of beans and the degree to which various methods of preparation increased or diminished their effect. That said, I will not go to a meal in Sutri without taking note of the nearest Fiat 500.
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The old man who had rescued me from my discomfort was a farmer, and through him I met other farmers. One of them, a man named Vittore, was retired and consequently, with his days free, a regular at the Guidi.

Vittore grew up outside of Sutri, on land his family has been farming for as long as anyone could remember. Because Vittore’s father needed him to work the fields, he pulled the boy out of school when he was thirteen.

When Vittore’s friends grew up and left their farms, he stayed home with his father and mother. When others in the town encouraged him to join the Fascists, he couldn’t be troubled. And when men from the village volunteered to fight, he told them he didn’t like to fight. His body was short, his arms long, and his hands wide—wrong for a soldier but perfect for a farmer.

War became inescapable. Drafted and sent to northern Africa, he was captured in Libya. The English forced Vittore and other Italian soldiers to march from Libya to Egypt. Two weeks of continuous walking caused the prisoners to wear through their socks. When the English refused to provide new socks and the temperatures reached 100 degrees, Vittore’s feet began to bleed and the skin drop off. The bleeding stopped when the leather of his shoes replaced the skin of his feet. In Egypt, as the shoes were stripped off, his feet were exposed to the bone.

After spending time in a prison camp in Cairo, Vittore was transferred to South Africa. From there, he was shipped to Liverpool. The guards on the boat were sailors whose ships or submarines had been sunk by the Germans. The guards used any excuse to take their revenge on the prisoners.

A cousin was on the boat with Vittore. One day they were playing with a ball that they had found on the boat. When the ball rolled into a restricted area, Vittore’s cousin caught the attention of a guard. The guard waved him into the restricted zone. As Vittore’s cousin went after the ball, the guard shot him.

Over the course of the journey, food and water began to run out. The prisoners began to die. Vittore decided that he “wasn’t going to let the English kill him,” and when the boat landed in southern England, with dozens dead and the rest crippled by disease or exhaustion, Vittore alone walked off the boat unassisted. Once in England, he was assigned to a farm. It was there that he learned to speak English. In 1946, Vittore was allowed to return to Italy. Not long thereafter, he met a woman from Sutri whom he immediately knew he would wed—her name was Rosa. Vittore and Rosa were married in the church of S. Silvestro, and Rosa moved onto Vittore’s farm. At around this time, Vittore decided to plant a crop of beans.

Every day Vittore rose at three in the morning to water the beans. When the watering was completed, he would spend the rest of the day planting or harvesting, depending on the season. Because fagioli regina do not mature at the same time, those who are serious about them, such as Vittore, subject themselves to the backbreaking process of walking the fields, finding the beans that are ready to be consumed, and plucking them from the plant by hand.

Vittore and Rosa raised the best crop of fagioli regina in Sutri. But what Vittore liked most about them were their colors: pearls encased in a bright pink, marbleized shell.

But as the years passed, Vittore found that his beans were of interest to fewer and fewer people. People didn’t appreciate the distinctions between varieties of beans, didn’t know when a bean was too ripe to be eaten, didn’t care about their color. Moreover, few people, other than Rosa, were willing to get up with Vittore to do the watering at three in the morning or walk the fields or pick and shuck the beans by hand.

When Rosa died, Vittore was left alone on the farm.

When even the shops in Sutri stopped selling his beans, he left his land.

Today Vittore sits in the square. He never remarried. When I asked about his life, he spoke at length about the beans he once raised and the town that failed to appreciate them. He points out, with some resentment, that his beans have never been included in the bean festival.

Nearly eight months after my first conversation with Vittore and shortly before the bean festival, I asked one of the organizers about Vittore’s beans. The man insisted that Vittore’s beans had been excluded from the festival for reasons other than their quality. The real problem, he claimed, was something that he was not prepared to discuss.

Both Vittore and the organizer of the annual bean festival were telling the truth. Vittore was right to say that people in Sutri were less concerned about the quality and variety of beans than they used to be; he was also right to say that few people in the town were willing to put in the effort necessary to plant and harvest the beans.

But the fellow from the bean festival also had a point, though one that politeness prevented him from saying: Vittore’s beans were just too potent. When I asked Vittore about the power of his beans over those that are currently grown in the town, Vittore stood up and pointed to the other bean farmers in the square: “They can’t handle my beans. When you eat their beans, you ‘talk’ in your sleep; when you eat my beans, you have to sleep with your ass out the window.”




 

The Hand

THE palazzo made of wine is now occupied by two men: Aurellio and Alberto Mezzadonna, descendants of Old Man Mezzadonna.

Aurellio Mezzadonna rarely leaves his palazzo, and when he does it is to step just a few feet beyond the front door and then retreat.

Every day he wears the same outfit: a floor-length, blue silk dressing gown, no shirt, and a detachable wing collar. The collar is fastened to the dressing gown by a large, silver pin. Because the gown is never removed, its backside contains a precise and soiled record of the deterioration of Aurellio’s skeleton over the last decades.

He wears knee-high red rubber boots and a soft black fisherman’s hat pulled over his eyes,. His left arm, wrist to elbow, is heavy with filigreed gold and silver bracelets. In his left hand he holds a riding crop. His right hand is covered by a stiff black glove.

I first saw him one day as I was sitting at the Guidi. He was walking in front of his palazzo, and after every couple steps he would stop and look up into the sun. Unhappy with what he saw, he would move on. He repeated this several times before coming to a full stop. Reaching into his pocket, the riding crop dangling from his wrist, he pulled out a cigarette and wedged it in between two fingers of the glove. Returning to his pocket, he removed a second object, which flashed in the sunlight. Checking the sun again, he held the object above his glove. Seconds later, a flame burst from the glove.

He had lit his cigarette with a magnifying glass.

While I was staring at this, the man at the table next to me leaned over and asked if I’d noticed anything “odd about Mezzadonna.”

Odd about Mezzadonna? What was not odd about Mezzadonna?

Deciding from the look on my face that I was not going to give him the right answer, the man whispered, “The hand . . . the hand.”

The hand with the riding crop?

“Of course not. The other hand.” It was clear that he thought I was an imbecile.

That hand, I felt obligated to point out, was impossible to see since it was covered by a black glove.

“That’s the point,” the man retorted. “Mezzadonna doesn’t take off the glove, because everyone would see that he doesn’t have a hand.”

If he doesn’t have a hand, what was under the glove?

“A cat’s paw.”

What did he mean by a “cat’s paw”?

“A cat’s paw,” he explained slowly, “is the foot of a cat, covered on one side with fur and on the other with a thick padding and short, sharp claws.” Mezzadonna—and the man had no doubt about this—was possessed of a cat’s paw, complete with the claws.

As to the red rubber boots, a woman at the Guidi provided the explanation: “Each night Aurellio goes to the basement of his palazzo and rows on the High Seas,” which also, I imagined, explained the fisherman’s cap. The Guidis hear the rowing noises in their café.

Aurellio is old and his shoulders are stooped. Because he has rarely been in the sun, his skin is perfectly white and unwrinkled; his features are delicate. The fisherman’s cap covers what little hair he has. At first glance his gender is unclear. With the robe, the bracelets, and the delicacy of his features, he could quite easily be mistaken for an old woman.

When I commented to one of the regulars at the Guidi on such a man having the name Mezzadonna, I was told that Mezzadonna was not an uncommon name around Sutri and that there were not only Mezzadonnas but also Mezzauomos and even Mezzauovos. The last of the Half-Eggs, the man regretted to report, had passed away just a month before.

The other inhabitant of the Mezzadonna palazzo is Aurellio’s brother, Alberto. He is as sociable as Aurellio is reclusive. I’ve yet to pass Alberto that he’s not invited me for a smoke and an espresso. At almost any time of day, Alberto can be found at the tobacco shop or in one of the cafés in the square talking to a crowd of his friends. One of the reasons for Alberto’s popularity is that he is known to have supernatural powers—powers that he harnesses solely for the good of the town.

While Alberto is willing to deploy his power to assist the residents of Sutri with nearly all requests, he specializes in the laying of hands on tractor engines. There is a mechanic on the road leading into Rome who frequently makes use of Alberto’s gifts. Driving in and out of Sutri, I often catch Alberto standing over a tractor, his hands moving gently across the hood while the mechanic, wrench at his side, looks on in wonder.

I have heard the opinion, widely held in town, that the behavior of the Mezzadonnas may be explained by generations of inbreeding—a practice that the Mezzadonnas hit upon as a means of keeping their assets within the family. Even now it is reported that the family is attempting to convince one of the remaining Mezzadonnas to marry his first cousin. The young man has balked at the idea, but the family has continued to insist. It is said that the family is having trouble understanding his objection.




 

The Postman

THE first time I saw him—a rotund, middle-aged man with a slack face, glistening red eyes, and a lively black mole—he was riding his motor scooter sidesaddle through the Piazza del Comune. Following just behind him, attempting to avoid detection, was a crowd of people on foot.

Most arresting to me was neither the man nor those following him, but the scooter. Ten years ago, someone—no one remembers who—made a decision that would forever change the town: the Piazza del Comune would be closed to traffic—a decision that would distinguish the central square in Sutri from all others in the region.

The owner of the local bookstore explained that the man was allowed to ride his scooter in the square because he was the village postman. When I commented that I needed to speak with him about my mail, the owner of the bookstore replied that I might well be wasting my time since the postman was illiterate.

While I had no idea whether the postman was illiterate, in Sutri it was not a burden: with everyone passing each other in the piazza three or four times a day, misdelivered letters are easily redistributed. If a letter is important, those waiting for the letter will follow the postman around until he takes his morning coffee and then, while he is inside the café, rifle through his bag.
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The next time I saw the postman, it was at a restaurant on the shores of Lake Vico, just outside Ronciglione. Lake Vico sits in the crater of what was once a volcano. The restaurant has outdoor tables facing the lake, and it was at one of these tables that I spotted the postman. In front of him on the table were pieces of bread pinned under a sauce of a dark green color.

I asked the waiter about the dish. He responded proudly, “The Bruschetta of Herod—the specialty of the house—made from the algae of Lake Vico.”

When I later discussed the bruschetta with the owner of the restaurant, a handsome man with a grave manner, he conceded that despite the reputation enjoyed by the Bruschetta of Herod, there was not a drop of algae in it. The dish came about when, just before the restaurant opened, he was approached by his brother, who at the time was referring to himself as Herod and whom the owner believed to be mad. Herod insisted that if the restaurant offered a bruschetta made of algae from Lake Vico, the restaurant would be an immediate success.

The owner dismissed the idea as repulsive and preposterous, sending Herod off with a warning not to return.

A week later, Herod was back. This time he brought with him the “algae” sauce, a viscous concoction of green olives, artichokes, and capers. When his brother sampled it and declared that it was not what he imagined algae to taste like, Herod scoffed: the restaurant’s proximity to the lake and people’s fantasies would convince them that they were eating algae. To pacify his sibling (and keep him away from the restaurant), the owner agreed to serve a bruschetta covered, or so the menu would claim, in the algae of Lake Vico. Hence, the “Bruschetta of Herod.”

The dish caused a great deal of talk, and people came from all over to eat at the restaurant. Today the restaurant supports not only Herod’s brother, but Herod’s mother, sister-in-law, and various other members of the family.
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On my way out of the restaurant, I was stopped by the owner. He held out a photograph. The photograph, he told me, was taken at the carnival sponsored each year by the town of Ronciglione. As part of the carnival, there is a parade featuring floats constructed by local civic and religious groups.

But neither the carnival nor the parade explains the thousands who come to the celebration. They come in the hope of seeing one person—Herod.

A few years ago, when towns in the area decided to crack down on bordellos, he arrived in a contraption entitled “Float in Honor of the Assumption of the Madams,” with the corpulent Herod lying on a chaise longue and wearing a gown, makeup, and a wig.

The photograph which I was shown by the owner of the restaurant was taken years later, at a different parade. Herod had come as an enormous black butterfly. The photograph was of Herod draped in black cloth, his face covered by a black mask, and his wings a glowing expanse of orange and yellow.

Instead of being driven down the parade route, Herod walked it very slowly and very carefully—and as the people of the town watched him they knew that were Herod to take the slightest wrong step, Death would come to the town—not in the future but right then, as they watched the parade, as they held the hands of their children. And they and the entire parade stopped, for no one dared to disturb Herod.

As I left the restaurant, the postman was still sitting at his table. Turning to the owner of the restaurant I inquired whether locals, such as the postman, were aware that there was no algae in the bruschetta.

“No need to tell him,” the owner responded. “He’s the one who created it.”




 

The Piazza

THE Piazza del Comune—the square that is the center of Sutri—is not a square but a rectangle. The entrance to the piazza is a Roman arch built of blocks of peperino, a light volcanic stone formed of sand. The blocks were carved by the Romans in the second century A.D.

The age of the blocks causes little comment from the locals since the town dates back to the late Bronze Age—approximately 1000 B.C. The official stamps of the town refer to it as the “Very Ancient City of Sutri,” and the town claims to be one of the oldest Italian towns in continuous existence.

The buildings on the square, with the exception of the Mezzadonna palazzo, were constructed between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. The oldest of these structures are the private homes, which flank the arch. Since the Mezzadonna palazzo is built in the style of the other buildings on the square, the square is a perfect Renaissance piazza.

Directly opposite the Mezzadonna palazzo is the Palazzo Comunale, once the residence of Principe Urbano del Drago and now the seat of the municipal government. Del Drago kept his horses stabled behind the palazzo, with an alley leading from the square to the stables.

In the middle of the Piazza del Comune sits a fountain. The square’s original fountain was sold and is now rumored to be in Florida. The water in the new fountain tastes quite good—as does the water throughout the region—and families come with buckets. Many say that it is the water in Sutri that accounts for the unusual longevity of its people.
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The shops in the square include one trattoria, one bread shop, a bank, hair parlor, tobacco store, jewelry shop, cheese and sausage shop, laundry, general store, the “Pro Loco,” the “Emporio,” and three cafés.

The trattoria—Sfera d’Oro—is located on the ground floor of the Guidi palazzo. The trattoria features tables outside, and each morning a newspaper is spread out on one of them. The old men of the square stand over that paper one after another to have their turn with it, and then, when each is done, they back off to allow others their time. When they have all finished, they stand in a circle and argue over what they have read.

Sfera d’Oro serves a bird known as gallina faraona. Native to Africa, the bird was introduced to Europe in the sixteenth century by way of Egypt, which explains why it is referred to as “the hen of the pharaohs” or “African pheasant.” With an unusually strong flavor, the bird is popular throughout Sutri, but it is Sfera d’Oro that does the best job with it.

The sauce served with the faraona is a combination of olive oil, garlic, pepper, anchovies, capers, and chicken livers. The cooks at the Sfera d’Oro are two large, joyous women, who can be seen sitting outside the trattoria at the end of the day. In addition to faraona, they make an unequaled pappardelle alla lepre (a wide pasta with a sauce of wild hare), a dish served throughout the region.

The bread shop shares the ground floor of the Guidi palazzo with Sfera d’Oro. The Guidi palazzo was originally a seminary, and the bread shop served as the chapel for the seminarians. It was Gino Guidi’s idea to convert the chapel into a bread shop. At the time he bought the palazzo, Gino was convinced that the one thing missing from the square was a place to buy bread. The piazza had cafés and restaurants (businesses that depend on bread) and people living in and around the square who bought fresh bread once or twice a day, but no shop on the square that sold bread.

Gino’s instincts were right; from its first day the bread shop was popular.

When I remarked on his talent for starting businesses, Gino told me this story:

Having decided upon a bread shop, Gino was faced with the considerable task of stripping and removing from the chapel its pews, lamps, lectern, and other fixtures. As luck would have it, Gino met a man in the square who was prepared to do this for a fee.

With the chapel emptied, the walls repainted, the equipment installed, and a baker on premises, the bread shop was ready for business. When the bread shop opened, there was a story in the local paper reporting the event. Gino Guidi, proud of his accomplishment, pointed out the article to Dina.

But it was not the article about the bread shop that caught Dina’s eye. What Dina saw was a much smaller item on the same page: the announcement of an auction at which the public would be allowed the opportunity to purchase rare artifacts from a Renaissance chapel—a chapel that had been located in the central piazza of Sutri. When Gino confessed that he had given the contents of the chapel away for nothing (omitting the detail that he had actually paid the man to take it away), Dina was furious, insisting that Gino go to the auction and buy something as a reminder of the important chapel that was once on their property.

At the auction, the items from the chapel went for much more than anyone expected, and Gino, desperate to find something to bring back to his wife, decided on a small section of the pews. Even this, however, was of interest to those at the auction, and by the time the bidding was over, Gino had spent a good deal of money on the pew.
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