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​Introduction

This is the story of a village, a small Italian village, and its inhabitants. A village where life revolves around simple, traditional things: family, work, the bar, and the church. A village where nothing extraordinary ever seems to happen, and yet (or perhaps precisely because of this?) the rumor mill is constantly churning. Nearly all the stories whispered about are baseless, made up, serving only to spice up daily life and bring a touch of color to an otherwise dreary existence. This is true for most stories. Only occasionally, in a single village, something truly extraordinary happens. 

Such is the case this time in the village at the heart of the following story, where the actions of a few men from a distant past suddenly take an unexpected turn, throwing all the residents into turmoil. But before this happens, mysterious events unfold—events whose significance only gradually becomes apparent, lifting a small corner of the veil.  

Come, read along, and uncover the secrets this village and its inhabitants hold.   

​​​​​​​​​Antonio

When he got up, it was still dark. Yesterday morning, it had already been light when he had prepared to head uphill. But after yesterday, he had decided to rise earlier. It felt as though the earth had been pulling harder at him over the past few months. The climb was becoming more arduous, and yesterday he had almost been late. Well, almost. In fact, he *was* late by a few minutes. But no one in the village had noticed. *Chi se ne frega*, what difference did those few minutes make? *Non siamo svizzeri* — they weren’t inhabitants of the land that had invented the precision clock. That’s how they thought here, in this little hamlet where nothing ever happened. Why did he even bother? He sighed.

Antonio gave himself a quick wash, rinsed his mouth, made a cup of coffee in the kitchen, and ate a piece of bread. He topped the bread with a thin slice of the black truffle he kept in the fridge. He needed it for the exertion he endured every day. In the evenings, he’d treat himself to another piece of truffle. As he closed the door behind him, he took a deep breath. The path uphill. He had half an hour. Yesterday, it had taken him almost 20 minutes when he’d left at a quarter past eight. Too tight. If everything went well, he’d have ten minutes to spare today. The sun was up now, so he didn’t need a flashlight as he did in winter. He also didn’t have to wear his heavy coat anymore, which made a difference. Oh, wait—the drinks! Almost forgot.

The first stretch uphill was still flat, and he made good progress, but after the first vineyard, it got harder. He felt his legs trembling with effort at every step. It seemed as if gravity had suddenly grown much stronger. He resisted the temptation to sit down for a moment. He didn’t have that kind of time. Gasping, he dragged himself forward. For a moment, he paused to look up. The first houses of the village were still out of sight, and even the stern church tower, which jutted straight into the sky, wasn’t visible yet. How much farther? But of course, he knew exactly—after 20 years, he was familiar with every pebble on the gravel road. A wave of dizziness swept through his head. The sun was already burning his tanned scalp. Move quickly before it got truly hot.

At the next bend, he fell into a rut carved out by the water from the last rainstorm. Ouch, damn it, my ankle, he thought, and before he knew it, he was lying on his side on the path. He immediately tried to get back up but realized he lacked the strength. He lay down for a moment and panted. Another attempt to rise failed. Then just stay like this for a while, he thought and closed his eyes. He felt dizziness overtaking him, and a chaos of images began to whirl in his mind like a tornado. He saw the faces of his old tormentors, still boys. Their mouths moved, but no sound came out. Yet, from their lips and their scornful glances, he could tell what they were saying. All the painful scenes from back then flashed by in an instant, merging, repeating, enlarging, or disappearing until suddenly there was silence. Antonio now felt his strength slowly draining from his body. Strangely enough, it was a peaceful feeling that he surrendered to.

Hours later, Antonio was still lying on the path. His eyes were open, staring directly into the sun, which now hung high in the sky. But they saw nothing anymore. A mysterious smile played on his lips, but whatever had brought him joy in the final moment of his life, we would never know. Or would we??

​​​The bar

“Striscio, schlag!” Giovanni shouted as he threw his card onto the table. He had a three in his hand, and that meant three points immediately. The game was going well, and his eyes lingered on the pile of coins in the center of the table. It couldn’t be much more than ten euros. Like the other participants, he wasn’t in it for the money but for the prestige. Around them, the other regulars at the bar—retirees like them—sat commenting, criticizing, and provoking. In this game, you had to prove you were still sharp and that time hadn’t dulled you. Lose too often, and the others would start giving you pitying looks and whispering about you when you entered the bar. And they’d fall silent when you joined their group. Giovanni knew that all too well. He even joined in when it was about someone else!  

“Don’t you think Alessandro is getting slower at playing cards?”  

“He thinks longer and longer, and what he plays usually isn’t the best card.”  

“No, Alessandro is done,” was the unspoken conclusion. It was a cheerful conclusion because it meant you were still doing pico bello. After all, you immediately noticed when someone else was slipping!  

The bar was diagonally across from the village pharmacy, and if they spotted you going in there... No, the final decline had begun, the oldies concluded unanimously. The same oldies who all took medications themselves but had their children pick up the pills from the pharmacy in one of the big shopping centers outside the village. You couldn’t give anyone an excuse, because once the old wolves of the bar caught wind of something, you were done for.  

Giovanni dutifully swallowed the tablets his doctor had prescribed (arthritis, gout, cholesterol) morning and evening but kept this a strict secret. Just like the other oldies. Everyone knew it about everyone else, but it was a shared secret. Nobody talked about it. Not until someone started showing obvious signs of deterioration despite the medication. Then the rumor mill began to churn.  

While Giovanni was pondering illness and decline, the carabiniere, the policeman Mario, entered the bar. As always, he seemed flustered. Mario—or Super Mario, as everyone in the village secretly called him because of his resemblance to the little man from the world-famous video game (big dark mustache, ridiculous hat)—was not well-liked. He was a stickler, a nitpicker. Some time ago (luckily, his regime didn’t last long), he had introduced a strict zero-tolerance parking policy: no parking along the main street. Not even for “loading and unloading,” which most of the women in the village interpreted as “shopping at the bakery, butcher, and greengrocer” and the men as “meeting up with other men at the café for a glass of wine and a snack.”  

Loading and unloading. Especially the unloading, of course.  

The village street was too narrow for parking; there were traffic jams and complaints (not least from Mario himself), and it had to stop. Notices appeared warning that anyone daring to park their car on the village street would face immediate fines. From his office, Mario could see much of the street, and the first fines were delivered in the form of dreaded green envelopes requiring a signature upon receipt. That meant the wives of the offenders signed for them because the men were, of course, at the bar when the mail was delivered. And although they knew the fine was coming because Mario had left a note under their windshield wipers, there was no telling exactly when the green registered letter would arrive. So intercepting and secretly paying it off was impossible.  

The result: alongside the financial pain and annoyance, these fines also caused marital spats. Thanks, Mario!  

In the bar, many vented their frustration: “That c*zzo, that pr*ck Mario, who does he think he is?”  

But it worked. For a while. Persistence wasn’t a strong trait of the Italians, and Mario’s plan met its Waterloo here as well. When the parking regulations went into effect, his vigilance waned, and he focused on other wrongdoers, such as B&B owners who hadn’t applied for permits or failed to report their guests to avoid taxes. The few brave enough to park on the village street realized the enforcement was over, and soon the street was full again. The strict regime wore out as quickly as the blue-and-white zebra crossings painted by the municipality a few years ago to bring order to pedestrians crossing willy-nilly. Within months, the paint was worn away, washed off, and disappeared.  

But recently, Mario had tightened the reins again—God knows why—maybe out of boredom, and he was vigilant once more.  

Flushed, Mario looked around the bar. He walked to the card players’ table. No one gave him visible attention; the players continued their game. Mario took off his hat and wiped his sweaty face with his sleeve.  

“Antonio is dead!” he blurted out apologetically, without introducing himself. Silence fell instantly. Giovanni stared at him in shock.  

“What?” he said after a few seconds, more out of astonishment than a need for explanation. After all, old people died in the village regularly. But who would have expected this from Antonio, the man who was so fit thanks to his daily climbs?  

“He was found by the carabinieri, tipped off by Alessandro, the winemaker. Alessandro had seen him lying on the path,” Mario continued.  

The café buzzed with murmurs. Everyone had a memory of Antonio or an opinion about his sudden death.  

“He pushed himself too hard. Always ringing that bell, summer and winter, in any weather. Snow, freezing cold, scorching heat, even rain—he just went out. That couldn’t be healthy. A colpo d’aria or cervicale could easily lead to pneumonia. And if you ended up in a public hospital, you were done for—everyone knew that,” Luigi, who always had the loudest opinions, declared. He took another sip of his white wine.  

“And twice a day,” Paolo, the youngest of the men, added, hoping Luigi’s bravado would rub off on him.  

“Twice a day? Where’d you get that idea?” Michele said, plucking Paolo’s claim out of the air with a gesture. “I saw him walking through the village around noon the other day.”  

Paolo flushed. Had he gotten it wrong again? Why couldn’t he keep up with such facts?  

Giovanni listened from behind the card table. “No, he always went back home when the bell rang,” he called out to those standing at the bar.  

Luigi shot him an irritated look. As usual, Giovanni annoyed him. Why was he butting in? Shouldn’t he focus on his card game instead?  

“Where do you get that from?” Luigi shot back. “Did you ever see him leave? You’re always behind the table playing that dumb game. You don’t know what’s going on in the village!”  

Giovanni chuckled and turned his attention back to his cards. How would he know? Like everyone else, he had assumed Antonio went home after the bell. After all, he never came to the bar. What else could he be doing during the 12 hours until the next bell?  

“No, there’s no other possibility. He had to go home.”  

“Now that Michele mentions it,” Mario began, scratching his head, “I’ve also seen him walking through the village after sunrise. A few times, actually. Strange that I never wondered what he was doing.”  

Giovanni shook his head.  

“The poor man has just died, and you’re already speculating. You’re a bunch of—”  

Giovanni didn’t finish his sentence but threw his cards onto the table.  

“Won!” he exclaimed, grinning broadly. 

​​Luisa

Where is he? After all, it’s Tuesday today! Luisa thought for a moment as she continued staring out the window. Yesterday, the trash had been collected, right? Yes, she was sure. So, that was Monday. And today was indeed Tuesday. Ah, getting older. Once you were over fifty, you had to calculate more and draw conclusions from one thing to the next just to know where you stood. The mind grew as unsteady as the body. Although, the moment Antonio was around, she felt no wear and tear anymore and moved as if she were a 16-year-old girl again. And that’s exactly how she felt! Every Tuesday, he came to visit, and she looked forward to it all week long. Even now. But where was he?

Had the bell rung today after all? Or hadn’t it? Luisa sighed. Here it was again: all the memories of the bell ringing on days and weeks past bundled themselves into a single event, presenting itself as today’s memory. But had the bell actually rung? She couldn’t remember. Damn. It had to be because he had been coming every Tuesday for so many weeks now, right? Or could he be sick? Of course, he could be, even though he seemed to still be in the prime of his life. Pfff. It made her feel hot just thinking about it.

It was now half-past eleven. He always arrived promptly at eleven. One hour—no longer. Just enough time for some shared fun, with no risks. Luisa chuckled. Giovanni was still always at his eternal bar, playing cards and drinking. No wonder that in the evenings, all he ever did was sleep and snore. Men. Ugh. Antonio was so different. Maybe because he’d never been married? He seemed to have plenty of experience. Perhaps that’s precisely why. Unmarried, free to do as he pleased. Or could he sometimes...? The thought struck her like lightning out of nowhere. A poisonous arrow. No, that couldn’t be, that wasn’t possible. He was there only for her. She could feel it. She might be old, but her intuition was still infallible.

Another half hour. Then her weekly opportunity would be gone. Ugh, how annoying this was. She’d been looking forward to it so much—to that one exciting hour of the week, an island of thrill in a sea of monotony and drudgery. That she didn’t even know where he lived. Would she confront him? No, better not. Being seen together in public here, in the village, was not a good idea. Just a little longer. Luisa glanced at the clock, its hands moving agonizingly slowly but inexorably forward.

​​​​​​​​​Mario

What does that actually mean?  

Mario ran his hand through his thick, wavy mane of jet-black hair, a feature so envied by the bald residents of the village that they pretended to find his hairstyle ridiculous and laughed at him whenever he took off his cap. Super Mario! Yes, he was well aware that they had given him that nickname. The bullies.  

The cap now lay on the desk in front of him. Mario himself was fiddling with a piece of brown cardboard on which a few letters had been scribbled in thin black ink. Ornamental lines also ran across it.  

That morning, after the alarm had been raised about Antonio and the doctor had determined a natural death (“heart attack, almost immediately comatose, and deceased”), Mario had gone to Antonio’s house to inspect it. At first glance, it looked just as one might expect of a lonely man, let’s say a hermit, who never received visitors at home. Messy, not very clean, dusty, cluttered with junk, a sink full of dirty pots and pans, all permeated with a whiff of damp, moldy bread. But just as Mario was about to leave (“no signs of forced entry, violence, or anything else suggesting a crime”), he noticed the size of the freezer in the pantry. What could a man living alone possibly need with such a large freezer?  

Mario opened it and was astonished. The entire freezer was filled with the coveted and rare culinary delicacy found at the roots of oak trees: Antonio had a massive stockpile of truffles. And why? And how? But there was something else: On top of the layer of truffles, each individually wrapped in plastic, Mario found a piece of cardboard with something scribbled on it, which he couldn’t read in the dim light of the pantry. He decided to take it with him.  
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