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Chapter 1

Italy


The Boot





The news arrived in Italy at 1:14 in the afternoon, which is to say it arrived at the precise moment when half the country was sitting down to lunch and the other half was arguing about what to have for lunch, and therefore it found the nation in its most natural and receptive state. 

In Naples, a woman named Concetta Esposito heard the news from her neighbor Rosaria, who had heard it from her son Gianluca, who had seen it on his phone while allegedly working. Concetta stood at her kitchen window for a moment, looking out at the street below where three cats were conducting their usual territorial negotiations near the dustbins. Then she turned to her husband Aldo and said, simply, “Facciamo una pizza.” We make a pizza.

Aldo, who had been eating a sandwich, put down the sandwich without comment. Some occasions transcend the sandwich. And this occasion — this particular, long-awaited, luminous occasion — called for nothing less than pizza. Commemorative pizza. One for the ages.

Within the hour, every pizzeria in Naples had a line extending into the street. This was not unusual — every pizzeria in Naples always has a line extending into the street — but these lines had a different quality. They were festive lines. Communal lines. Lines in which strangers introduced themselves and shook hands and in several cases embraced, which is not standard queuing behavior even in Naples.

The pizzaioli worked with a focus and a joy that their regular customers recognized as something beyond the professional. Antonio Sorrentino of Pizzeria da Antonio, who had been stretching dough for thirty-one years, stretched it on this particular afternoon with the energy of a man half his age and the expression of a man who has been waiting to stretch this specific dough for a very long time. His apprentice, a nineteen-year-old from Secondigliano named Ciro, asked no questions. He simply fed more wood to the oven and kept feeding it until it roared.

Naples decreed, by the informal but absolute consensus that governs all important Neapolitan decisions, that the commemorative pizza would be the Margherita. Classic. Correct. No elaboration required or permitted. The red of the tomato, the white of the fior di latte, the green of the basil — the colors of the flag, the colors of everything right and proper, deployed in the service of an occasion that called for exactly this and nothing more.

“We invented this,” said Concetta Esposito, to no one in particular, standing in her kitchen with flour on her hands and tears she was making no effort to conceal. “We invented this, and today of all days, it is ours.”

Rome, naturally, disagreed.

Not about the pizza. Rome agreed about the pizza. Rome disagreed about the approach to the pizza, the philosophy of the pizza, and specifically whether it was appropriate to put supplì on the side or whether the supplì constituted a separate and parallel celebration that should be conducted with its own dignity. This debate occupied the Roman food community for approximately forty-five minutes, after which a compromise was reached: the pizza would be Roman-style, thin-crusted and crispy and cut into squares with scissors in the manner that Naples finds personally offensive, and the supplì would be served alongside as a “fraternal accompaniment.”

A food blogger named Federica Marini posted a photo of the arrangement to her Instagram with the caption Roma ha deciso. Rome has decided. It received fourteen thousand likes in an hour, including, mysteriously, one from an account registered to the Vatican.

Florence made a pizza topped with finocchiona, the local fennel salami, and porcini mushrooms, and drizzled it with the best olive oil in Tuscany, which is to say the best olive oil in the world, which every Florentine will tell you without being asked and several will tell you while being actively asked to stop. The pizza was, by any objective measure, extraordinary. A food critic named Alessandro Bardi tasted it in the kitchen of a restaurant in the Oltrarno, set down his fork, looked at the ceiling for a long moment, and then said, “Ecco.” There. Just that. Ecco. The chef understood completely.

In Siena, they made the same pizza as Florence and then spent forty minutes insisting it was different and better. This is also traditional.



Sicily made a pizza that contained anchovies, capers, black olives, and a quantity of dried oregano that would have alarmed a lesser people. It was called, by the woman who made the first one — a grandmother in Palermo named Giuseppina who had been awake since five in the morning and who moved through her kitchen with the unhurried authority of someone who has never once doubted that she knows exactly what she is doing — simply la pizza di oggi. Today’s pizza. No further explanation offered or required.

It was intensely, almost confrontationally flavored. It tasted of the sea and of patience and of something older than politics. Three people cried while eating it. Giuseppina watched them with satisfaction and cut them each another slice.

Turin put truffle on its pizza. Turin puts truffle on everything. There was brief internal discussion about whether truffle on pizza was appropriate, after which someone said “but we have truffle” and the discussion ended. The pizza was, everyone agreed, exceptional. Turin already knew this.

In Bologna, the Accademia della Cucina Bolognese — a body that takes its responsibilities with a seriousness that other institutions reserve for matters of national security — convened an emergency session at 2:30 in the afternoon to determine the appropriate culinary response to the day’s events.

The session lasted two hours and forty minutes.

At its conclusion, the Accademia issued a formal statement, printed on letterhead, addressed to the Associazione Verace Pizza Napoletana in Naples. The letter read, in its entirety:



Gentili colleghi,



We write in a spirit of national solidarity and shared joy. We are, as all Italians are today, moved by the momentous events and cognizant of their historic significance.

We will not, however, be making pizza.

Bologna has, for nine hundred years, maintained standards in the matter of pasta that we consider non-negotiable and frankly self-evident. The lasagna we will prepare this evening — twelve layers, béchamel made from butter of the highest quality, ragù that has been cooking since we heard the news — will represent the full measure of our joy and the complete expression of our celebratory intention.

We mean no disrespect to pizza, which is a fine food and appropriate for many occasions.

This is not one of them.

We wish you a lovely evening.



Con stima e con ragù,

L’Accademia della Cucina Bolognese



The letter was received in Naples the following day. Concetta Esposito read it, laughed for a solid minute, and then made another pizza.



In Vatican City, the situation was, as Vatican situations tend to be, both simpler and more complicated than it appeared.

His Holiness Pope Leo, formerly of Chicago, Illinois, heard the news at lunch. He was midway through a bowl of ribollita that Brother Tomasso had prepared with great care and which was, objectively, excellent, though His Holiness had privately noted on several occasions that it was not quite a bowl of Italian beef from Portillo’s, a thought he kept strictly to himself as unbefitting the office.

He set down his spoon. Looked at the wall for a moment. Then at the ceiling. Then back at the wall.

Father Lombardi, his secretary, waited.

“Huh,” said His Holiness.

Father Lombardi continued to wait.

His Holiness picked up his spoon again. Set it down again. Looked at the wall one more time with the expression of a man from the North Side of Chicago who has just received news that he has strong feelings about and is currently in the process of deciding which of those feelings are appropriate to the papacy and which are not.

Several feelings, it appeared, were not.

“I would like,” said His Holiness, at length, “to make a statement.”

“Of course, Your Holiness. Shall I prepare—”

“Not that kind of statement,” said His Holiness. “A pizza.”

Father Lombardi blinked. “A pizza, Your Holiness?”

“All of Italy is making one. It seems right.” A pause. “Also I want a pizza.”

Word reached Brother Tomasso in the Vatican kitchens within minutes. Brother Tomasso, who was from Calabria and who had been cooking for the Church for thirty-eight years, received the commission with the gravity it deserved and immediately began preparing a Roman-style pizza — thin, crispy, blistered at the edges in the wood-fired oven, the way God and the Italian culinary tradition intended.

He was halfway through stretching the dough when His Holiness appeared in the kitchen doorway.

This was unusual. Popes do not generally appear in kitchen doorways.

Brother Tomasso straightened.

“Tomasso,” said His Holiness, surveying the stretched dough with an expression Brother Tomasso could not quite read. “That’s very thin.”

“Roman style, Your Holiness. Traditional. Crispy. Molto buono.”

His Holiness looked at the dough. Then at Brother Tomasso. Then he said, with the careful diplomacy of a man who has spent his life in the Church and knows how to deliver difficult news gently:

“In Chicago, we do it a little differently.”

Brother Tomasso’s eye twitched. Just once.

“Your Holiness refers to the... deep dish.”

“I do.”

A silence settled over the Vatican kitchen that had a certain ecclesiastical weight to it.

“The dough,” said Brother Tomasso, with great restraint, “goes on the bottom.”

“And up the sides,” said His Holiness cheerfully. “And then the cheese goes on first, directly on the dough, and then the toppings, and then the sauce on top. Inverted. It’s very good.”

Brother Tomasso, who had dedicated his life to God and to the correct preparation of food and who considered these commitments largely compatible, stared at the man from Chicago who was also the Vicar of Christ on Earth and attempted to locate, within his thirty-eight years of faithful service, the spiritual resources to respond appropriately.

“The sauce,” he said, “on top.”

“On top,” confirmed His Holiness, serenely.

“This is,” said Brother Tomasso, and then stopped. Started again. “Your Holiness, with the greatest respect, this is not—” He stopped again.

“Not what, Tomasso?”

Brother Tomasso looked at the ceiling. Perhaps he was praying. It was difficult to tell.

“I will need,” he said finally, “a deeper pan.”

His Holiness smiled. It was, those present agreed later, a genuinely beautiful smile — the smile of a man from the North Side of Chicago who had traveled a very long way and arrived at a very high office and maintained, through all of it, certain non-negotiable convictions about pizza.

“I’ll help,” said His Holiness.

He rolled up his sleeves.

Brother Tomasso watched a Pope from Chicago begin pressing dough up the sides of a pan and experienced a feeling he could not name but which was somewhere between horror and grace.

The pizza took ninety minutes. It emerged from the oven golden and deep and fragrant, the sauce bubbling at the surface, the cheese pulling in long, glorious strings in the manner that Brother Tomasso had to admit, quietly, to himself alone, was not entirely without appeal.

They ate it at the kitchen table. His Holiness ate two large slices with the focused satisfaction of a man eating something he has been thinking about for some time. Brother Tomasso ate one slice in the careful, analytical way of a man conducting an assessment he has not yet decided how to conclude.

“Well?” said His Holiness.

Brother Tomasso chewed. Considered. Chewed again.

“It is,” he said slowly, “not without merit.”

“High praise, Tomasso.”

“Do not push it, Your Holiness.”

His Holiness laughed. It bounced off the stone walls of the Vatican kitchen and filled the room completely and Brother Tomasso, despite everything — despite Calabria and thirty-eight years and the dough that was supposed to be thin and crispy and correct — found that he was laughing too.

Outside, Rome was eating its thin-crusted pizza cut into squares with scissors. Naples was eating its Margherita. Sicily was eating anchovies and patience. Bologna was eating lasagna and winning an argument.

And in the Vatican kitchen, a Pope from Chicago and a cook from Calabria sat at a plain wooden table with an empty deep-dish pan between them and the comfortable silence of two people who have, against reasonable expectation, understood each other.

His Holiness looked at the ceiling.

“You know, Tomasso,” he said, “the Church takes the long view of history.”

“Sì, Santità.”

“Sometimes,” said His Holiness, “the long view is very satisfying.”

Brother Tomasso considered the empty pan. Considered the day. Considered thirty-eight years of cooking and one afternoon of deep dish and the particular lightness that had been in the air since 1:14 in the afternoon.

“The pizza also,” he said.

His Holiness nodded. “The pizza also.”



By evening, the entire length of Italy — from the Alpine passes in the north where the pizzas had acquired a certain Germanic solidity, to the sun-hammered tip of the boot where Giuseppina in Palermo was wrapping leftover anchovy pizza in foil for her grandchildren’s breakfast — was full. Pleasantly, thoroughly, nationally full.

The Brunello had been opened. Not all of it — the Brunello producers of Montalcino are not reckless people; they had been aging this wine for years with careful attention and they were not about to pour it carelessly — but enough. The right bottles. The ones that had been set aside, in the way that certain bottles are set aside, for an occasion that one believes will come without being entirely certain when.

The occasion had come.

A producer named Giovanni Bianchi stood in his cellar at dusk, holding a glass up to the last of the light coming through the small stone window. The wine was the color of garnets. It had taken four years to make and eight years to be ready and approximately forty-five minutes to be understood, on this particular evening, in a way it had never quite been understood before.

He took a sip.

He stood in his cellar for a while longer, not going anywhere.

Outside, somewhere up the hill, someone was singing. It was not a song Giovanni recognized. It seemed to be something improvised — a loose, happy noise that a person makes when they are too full of something to stay quiet but haven’t quite organized it into words yet.

Giovanni Bianchi raised his glass in the general direction of the singing.

Cin cin, he said, to no one.

Salute.








  
  

Chapter 2

Germany


Ein Freudentag (A Day of Joy)





The news came at 6:47 in the morning, and by 6:48, Hannelore Breitschmidt of Düsseldorf had already telephoned her sister in Freiburg, her cousin in Dresden, her gynecologist, and a man named Wolfgang whom she had not spoken to in eleven years following a dispute over a garden hedge. The hedge, it was agreed, no longer mattered. 

In Berlin, a graphic designer named Saskia Klein was brushing her teeth when her phone began vibrating on the bathroom sink with a determination that suggested either catastrophe or family. She looked at the screen. Then she looked at it again, because there are certain pieces of news that require a second reading not for comprehension but for structural reinforcement, the way a building might require a second load-bearing column after an unexpected expansion of the roof.

She stood there for a moment in her apartment in Prenzlauer Berg, toothbrush in hand, toothpaste foam at the corner of her mouth, staring at the phone.

Then she laughed.

Not elegantly. Not in a way she would later have chosen to be observed. A startled, involuntary, entirely sincere laugh that arrived from somewhere below language and startled her with its force. She spat into the sink, rinsed her mouth, and said to the empty bathroom, in the tone of a woman who had not expected to say anything at all before coffee:

"Well."

In Munich, the breweries opened two hours early. This was not a decision that required lengthy deliberation. The brewery managers looked at one another across their vast copper kettles, nodded once with the quiet efficiency of people who have been waiting for a specific morning for a very long time, and began tapping the Märzen.

By nine o'clock, the Marienplatz was a river of foam and embracing strangers. An elderly man named Gerhard, eighty-one years old, former schoolteacher, sat at an outdoor table and ordered a Weissbier and a second Weissbier and then requested that someone bring him a third Weissbier "for reasons which I think we can all agree require no elaboration." He was applauded.

In Hamburg, the schools did not exactly cancel classes. What they did was hold spontaneous "civic reflection sessions" in which no actual subjects were taught but students and teachers sat together in something approaching communal wonder, occasionally breaking into applause for no visible reason. One class of fourteen-year-olds in Altona constructed, unprompted, a papier-mâché dove. Their teacher, Herr Posselt, gave it an A. He had never given a papier-mâché dove an A before. He felt the occasion warranted it.

In Frankfurt, the financial district — not traditionally a neighborhood associated with visible human emotion — experienced remarkable scenes. Traders embraced on the steps of the exchange. A senior banker named Klaus-Dieter Hoffmann, who had spent thirty-four years cultivating the expression of a man who has just been asked to validate someone's parking, was seen smiling with all of his teeth. Witnesses reported it was unsettling but ultimately moving. His assistant sent the image to her family WhatsApp group with the caption: "I never thought I would live to see this." Her grandmother replied with seventeen heart emojis and a GIF of a dancing cartoon sun that no one knew she had.

The village of Oberammergau, in Bavaria, held an impromptu procession. This is a village accustomed to processions — they stage the Passion Play every ten years and take it extremely seriously — but this particular procession was distinguished by its unusual cheerfulness. The butcher carried a string of sausages above his head like a trophy. The pharmacist rang a cowbell. Father Benedikt, the local priest, delivered a brief homily from the church steps that contained no specific theological content but which ended with the words "and therefore, my friends, I believe we can conclude that the universe is, in fact, just," and was greeted with a standing ovation.



By midmorning in Berlin, Saskia had abandoned all pretense of productivity. She was supposed to be finalizing a packaging concept for a line of sustainable soaps whose branding brief she had already found spiritually exhausting before the day took its turn toward the historic. Instead she was standing at her studio window looking out at the street below, where the city had developed the altered posture it gets on days of significance — people walking faster and slower at once, as though each person had independently concluded that they ought to be somewhere specific but also that wherever they were headed could wait five extra minutes because everyone else was also outside and the atmosphere itself had become a kind of appointment.

She texted her friend Nadine:

Are you seeing this?

Nadine replied immediately:

The city or the news?

Saskia looked down at the street again. A man was hugging a traffic bollard. A cyclist had stopped in the middle of the bike lane to tell something to a woman carrying tulips. Someone, somewhere, had already started playing brass.

Both, she typed.

In Leipzig, a jazz quartet set up on a street corner and played for six hours without stopping. They had not rehearsed together in months. It did not matter. Something had aligned. The pianist, a lanky man named Torsten, later said that he had never played better in his life and attributed this to "a lightness in the air that I cannot scientifically explain but that I intend to enjoy for as long as it persists."

Even the weather cooperated, in the way that German weather never cooperates. It was mid-March, and it should by rights have been gray and needling with cold rain. Instead the sun appeared over Hamburg, Stuttgart, Cologne, and Erfurt more or less simultaneously, as though it too had been waiting. A meteorologist on ZDF attempted to explain this. She got three sentences into her explanation before she gave up, removed her microphone, and said, "You know what, I also do not know. But I think it is good."

The autobahn, for approximately forty minutes in the mid-afternoon, was almost entirely empty. The Germans had simply stopped driving. They were standing outside instead.

In Cologne, two women who had been locked in a twelve-year legal dispute over a property boundary — the case had been to court four times — ran into each other at a café. They stared. Then they sat down together and ordered cake. Large pieces of cake. The Schwarzwälder Kirschtorte, specifically, because if not today, when.

By noon in Berlin, someone had erected a small stage near the Brandenburg Gate, and by one o'clock a brass band was playing an improvised medley that began with Beethoven's "Ode to Joy" and somehow transitioned, seamlessly, into ABBA's "Dancing Queen" and then into a song that no one could quite identify but which everyone agreed was exactly right.

Saskia arrived at the Gate at 1:20, having told herself she was "just going to have a look" in the manner of people who are already putting on their coat while making the claim. She stood at the edge of the crowd for a while with her hands in her pockets and her sunglasses on, not because the sun was especially strong but because one prefers, in Germany, to maintain certain standards of emotional privacy even under extraordinary circumstances.

This became difficult approximately fourteen minutes later, when a woman in a yellow coat she had never seen before turned to her in the middle of the brass band’s transition into "Dancing Queen," took both her hands, and said with perfect seriousness:

"Today we are all cousins."

Saskia, who under ordinary conditions would have found this intolerable, found instead that it was exactly right.



By evening, every restaurant in the country had either sold out of champagne or was down to its last bottle, which the owner was reserving for themselves and which they absolutely deserved. In Stuttgart, a man named Friedrich played the cello on his balcony for two hours while his neighbors below sat on lawn chairs and listened. He was not a professional. He made several errors. Nobody mentioned it.

At some point after dark, in cities and villages and apartment kitchens and train platforms and public squares and back gardens with folding chairs hastily unfolded for the occasion, Germany crossed the invisible threshold between reacting to the news and settling into it. The first astonishment had worn off. The reality remained. The body, having braced all morning for the possibility that it might somehow be revoked, had begun at last to believe what it had been told.

This was visible everywhere if you knew what to look for.

In Munich, Gerhard the retired schoolteacher had removed his jacket and was telling a table of strangers about 1989, about where he had been that night and what the air had felt like and how certain kinds of collective relief arrive only a few times in a human life and must therefore be treated with professional seriousness.

In Hamburg, the papier-mâché dove had acquired a scarf.

In Frankfurt, Klaus-Dieter Hoffmann was still smiling, though now with slightly less of his teeth, having apparently exhausted the full expression but not the underlying condition.

And in Berlin, the brass band was still playing near the Brandenburg Gate at midnight. The crowd had thinned but not dispersed. Saskia was still there, no longer crying — because at some point, yes, there had been crying, and once started it had seemed easier to continue for a bit than to deny the evidence — now simply standing with a glass of Sekt in one hand and her phone in the other, not photographing anything, not texting anyone, not trying to convert the day into content or memory or explanation.

Just standing.

In the dark.

In the cold.

In the city.

Feeling something she would spend weeks attempting to name and eventually decide required no name at all.

It was enough to feel it.

It was, the Germans agreed, mehr als genug.

More than enough.








