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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      These bar tales are not meant to encourage a drinking culture, but are intended to capture the drink-fuelled environment of the bar in question. Have you seen the government warnings – drink responsibly? Good advice, which has never once penetrated the consciousness of the characters herein portrayed. The author likes his tipple, else he wouldn’t be admitted into that close circle of imbibers, but he is well aware of the dangers of consuming too much, or too strong, alcohol. Occasionally, he refers to substance abuse, something he heartily eschews, condemns, and avoids. He hopes the reader will enjoy these tales, which are in no way meant to be censorious of friends. The people portrayed are all real, but each name has been rigorously changed to protect the innocent and not-so-innocent.

      Also, the author has made no attempt at political correctness. Calabria is at least a century behind more advanced European cultures and the village in question may be more than that! The woke concept may have reached a couple of enlightened minds, but so far has not even flickered in the bar’s collective consciousness.

      Despite all this, happy reading!
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      “I’ve decided to become a vegan, Johnny,” murmured Carlo, the barman, out of the corner of his mouth. He looked around shifty-eyed to ensure that no one had managed the impossible: to hear him amid the din of exchanged bellows that passed for conversation. The words came more than half-drowned by the rock music he insisted on playing despite his patrons’ declared preference for the local tarantella tunes. Florence and the Machine blared their latest hit in competition with the raised voices in the bar.

      Why men standing less than half a metre apart had to shout at each other to communicate baffled Johnny, an English ex-pat living in the remote southern Italian region of Calabria. Not allowing the general cacophony to distract him from this astonishing declaration, he stared aghast at his friend. Carlo he associated with barbeques on festive occasions of epic proportions, involving eating and drinking lasting all day, with steaks suited to famished Canadian lumberjacks. Not to mention the salamis, sausages, sheep’s and goats’ cheeses, and omelettes.

      Johnny decided he’d misheard. “You’ve decided to become a pagan?”

      He knew Carlo believed aliens had created mankind. This credence competed with Radio Rock to alienate the pot-bellied locals.

      “Vegan, not pagan!” Carlo raised his voice and regretted it in an instant. His eyes revolved around the bar like a fugitive fearing arrest. He need not have worried because Armando, with a lifetime’s work on the State Railways flagging down and whistling off diesel trains behind him—hence a man with impaired hearing—was bellowing into the face of a fellow beer drinker from a range of several centimetres. Johnny, whose mobile contained an app that gauged decibels, had once measured Armando’s voice. The needle shot to ‘factory noise’—an equivalent Johnny felt underestimated the station guard’s vocal powers.

      “You, a vegan?” Johnny creased up with laughter. “Then I’m a Dutchman,” he said—in his best Italian, coloured by a British accent he’d failed to lose in thirty years of living there—a comment that fell on deaf ears. Understandable given the circumstances, but Carlo thought, in confusion, it was better than trying to explain why their friend had suddenly become a citizen of the Netherlands!

      Between serving drinks, Carlo confided that his veganism was only temporary and not founded on any deep ‘meat is murder’ convictions. On the contrary, far from worrying about animal welfare, he was concerned about his own health. Johnny scratched his head. The evening was becoming surreal. This fervid consumer of saturated fats, this reckless chain-smoking, grappa-guzzling badass barman was concerned about his health.

      Johnny sank down on a bar stool to reflect, even as Carlo sidled to the door. An ardent group of smokers kept the entry open even in the depths of winter so that they could pay ‘lip service’ to the recent law forbidding smoking in bars. Half in, half out, Carlo lit up his thirty-fifth Marlboro of the day with the insouciance of a hardened ignorer of health warnings. At thirty-five, he had been a smoker for a quarter of a century. A standing joke among those closest to him maintained that he lit up his first Marlboro in his cot.

      The arrival of Guido, a dapper figure in his mid-forties, midriff defiant of the threat of ale and good living menacing it. How could any stomach have such resistance? It remained a mystery to Johnny, whose own waistline was challenged. But Guido was a legend in the bar community. As a youth, he was a free-running, free-scoring striker in the local football team. On hanging up his boots for the last time, Guido began to stoke his reputation whenever the occasion arose: nothing short of a Roberto Baggio to hear his self-assessment. The grace with which he walked into the bar convinced Johnny—who had been safely living in the Manchester area in those days and so had never seen him play—that the legend was true.

      The erstwhile phenomenon gazed at Carlo.

      “Madonna mia! You look pale this evening.”

      “I’m not feeling too good, in fact,” Carlo muttered. “My head’s spinning and I have no energy.”

      “So, what’re ye doing puffing away at those Marlboros?” Johnny asked.

      Guido sprang into action. “I’ll nip off home. One can’t be too careful. I’ve got an electronic blood pressure machine. We’ll soon see what’s what!”

      Guido, it appeared, was a fellow with a tensiometer. This might go some way to explaining the controlled midriff. Johnny wondered whether Guido led a secret life as a fitness fanatic.

      He was soon back, bearing his device and ordering Carlo to take a seat at one of the tables. The warmth of the day meant Carlo was wearing one of his many black T-shirts. This one displayed the Foo Fighters, a rock band, with the image of a cobra coiled to strike. It meant Guido could get straight to work, slipping the cuff up an unimpeded arm before sealing the Velcro fastener. One of those rarest of occasions, total silence in the bar—occurring usually just before opening and just after closing—gripped the establishment: its patrons spellbound with anticipation. Silence, except for Guns N’ Roses’ November Rain blaring from the loudspeakers. All eyes were on Carlo and Guido as, with bated breath, everyone waited for the announcement.

      “One hundred and sixty over one hundred and ten!” Guido declared with sadistic triumph.

      “It’s too high!” Johnny said. “You should see your doctor tomorrow.”

      “Nah!” Carlo said. “It’s just that it’s late and I’ve smoked too many today.”

      “Today? What’s so special about today?” cried Gianmarco. “The ILVA foundry’s chimneys smoke less than you!”

      “Best measure it again, just to be sure,” Guido said. “Stop fidgeting, you’re supposed to keep still.”

      “One hundred and sixty-five over one hundred and four.”

      “Measure it another five times and he’ll be a goner!” shouted Gianmarco.

      “Joking apart, you should get some pills for that,” Johnny said.

      “Nah, I’ll try a vegan diet first.”

      “A what!” Gianmarco exclaimed. “You a vegan!” He lowered his voice and looked pointedly at the bar, propping up a grey-haired fellow—or vice versa. “It’s about as likely as Andrea staying sober for more than a day.”

      Carlo shrugged off the cuff from his upper arm and headed for the door to light up another Marlboro.

      Johnny sighed and shrugged.

      “Oi, Guido! Measure mine,” said Simone, a sweating, portly sixty-something, his face red from swilling countless bottles of lager won playing the local drinking game, ‘padrone sotto’.

      “One hundred and forty over ninety-six.”

      “Oh, that’s fine for my age and I’ve drunk a beer or two…”

      “A beer or twenty more like!” Gianmarco chirped.

      “Measure mine!”

      “No, mine!”

      “Steady on, chaps,” Johnny said. “Form an orderly queue.” But he knew the concept was as alien to the Italian psyche as Carlo’s concept of the Creator.

      Half an hour later, and not one of the bar’s regulars had diastolic pressure under one hundred and thirty—except Guido, who came out at a perfect 120/80. A real legend, Guido.

      The delicious smell of pizzas emerging from the wood-fired oven in the back kitchen of the bar reminded Johnny that his stomach needed some tender loving care.

      “Night, Carlo.” Johnny had also decided he’d had enough noise for one night. “Remember, as from tomorrow: lentils and tofu…”

      “Night, Johnny,” the barman said, looking appalled at the prospect.
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      It is an unwritten law that goes well beyond the confines of Calabria, Italy, Europe, and perhaps extends to the International Space Station, that you should remember who’s offered you a drink at the bar and take the earliest opportunity to reciprocate. There will always be certain individuals who, devoid of the excuse of abject poverty, fail to honour this simple precept. These tight-fisted fellows are a blight on convivial society and deserve to be made an example of.

      One such niggard was Franchino, who, when not feigning invisibility in the bar at his turn to offer a round of drinks, fulfilled his calling as the village tailor. Smart as he was at repairing damaged zips, he was even smarter at dodging those critical moments when he ought to open his wallet.

      Johnny, who by nature was neither stingy nor vindictive, was listening with more than a little interest to a discussion at the bar. A conversation that was none of his business caught his attention because it was conducted in the rarest of speech. Rare, because the talkers were not shouting at each other from point-blank range. Also, it was conducted, as with the majority of discussions thereabouts, in local dialect. Johnny was convinced that, given another two lifetimes, he would never master that version of the lingo. The use of dialect made understanding difficult for the Englishman. Compounding the trickiness was the volume. If the words were, as usual, bellowed—it made understanding a massive challenge. But if speech was muted to low tones, comprehension became impossible.

      On these mystifying occasions, Johnny turned to Carlo for enlightenment. Sensing some devilry being concocted, he gazed apologetically at the barman and said: “What’re this lot up to?”

      Carlo grinned and lowered his voice far lower than those of the plotters. He gave them a shifty sideways glance and said, mercifully in Italian, not dialect, “You know Franchino the Meanie?”

      Johnny nodded. He hadn’t counted the occasions he had offered a coffee or a beer to Franchino without ever once being offered one back. Consequently, he now tended to give Franchino only a curt greeting before sidling to another part of the bar.

      “Well, don’t let the cat out of the bag,” Carlo went on. “They’re going to teach him a lesson.”

      “Not before time,” Johnny murmured, and thought no more of it for the moment. After all, it was not as if he could eavesdrop. Not with any success.

      A few weeks passed before Johnny remarked to Carlo, “I haven’t seen Franchino for a while. Is he OK?”

      “You probably won’t see him for some time.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “D’you remember the day Gianmarco, Enrico and Samuele were planning to teach him a lesson?”

      “Sì, sì,” Johnny said enthusiastically. “What happened?”

      “Well, they did it. D’you know the ‘Yellow Orchid’ restaurant?”

      Johnny admitted he did. Not that he was a patron; it was a little on the expensive side.

      Carlo’s eyes swept round the empty bar as a precaution. Generally, nobody came to the bar at this time of day, which was why Johnny was there. He loved the peace and quiet and the chance to chat, sipping an espresso coffee uninterrupted, over the black polished granite bar with his friend Carlo.

      “Anyhow, the three of them set up a bogus celebration and invited Franchino to join them,” Carlo went on. “You know what he’s like. I don’t think he’s booked a restaurant in his life. Of course, he turned them down. But what you might not know is that Franchino has a sweet tooth. So, they began to tell him what fantastic desserts they make at the ‘Yellow Orchid’ until he was fair drooling. Then – capolavoro, the masterstroke – with his gastric juices overwhelming other messages to and from his brain, they invited him to join them, at 3pm precisely, for the dessert. That would be the chef’s supreme ‘millefoglie’ cream cake, and a coffee. They would pay, they assured him, just for the pleasure of his company, and he couldn’t resist.”

      Johnny took another sip of his espresso, which in his fascination had been suspended in mid-air during Carlo’s account.

      “Anyway, Franchino marches into the restaurant bang on time.” Carlo smirked. “‘Ciao, ragazzi,’ says he, bold as brass, ‘so where’s this marvellous cake?’ They invited him to sit down. The waiter came and cleared away a pile of plates and cutlery. ‘Have you eaten well, lads?’ ‘Oh yes, really well,’ says Gianmarco, grinning at the others, who began to giggle, but Franchino didn’t suspect a thing. He put it down to the empty wine bottle in the middle of the table. Knowing those spendthrifts, it wasn’t the first bottle either… and he was right!” Carlo permitted himself a chuckle. “Back comes the waiter, a delicious-looking dessert in each hand and two others resting on a forearm. ‘I’ll never know how they do that,’ he said as an aside. Anyway, Franchino had to admit it was the most delicious cream cake he’d tasted in many a year. No surprise there, the mean bugger! They called for four coffees, and it’s at this point that Gianmarco announces he’s left his wallet in the car. He’ll just slip out and fetch it. Enrico declares he’ll accompany Gianmarco so he can smoke a cigarette. No surprise there, because Enrico’s a heavy smoker.”

      “Sì, and it’s only natural for a smoker after eating dessert,” Johnny concurred.

      “So, Franchino was calm about it and didn’t raise any objection when Samuele told him he had to go to relieve himself.”

      “Ah!” Johnny began to see where this was heading. “And Samuele slipped away, at a guess!”

      “Sì, sì,” Carlo howled with laughter.

      “What happened?”

      “The waiter brought four coffees and asked where the others were. Franchino drank his coffee and began to grow uneasy. Where had Gianmarco parked? In the next village? Then there was the missing Samuele. Not even an elephant takes that long to empty its bladder. The owner of the restaurant – you know him, Johnny? No? Well, let’s say he belongs to a somewhat dubious family. Everyone around here knows that.” He accompanied the words by drawing a thumbnail down his cheek in imitation of a long scar: an eloquent gesture. “How d’you think he got the money to set up such a posh restaurant?”

      Johnny looked wise and nodded. Best not to dwell openly on these matters.

      “Anyway, Signor Scarface comes up to Franchino and turns his knees to water by demanding what the… very rude word censored here… was going on. Franchino pleads innocence, claiming he’d only just come to eat the dessert and drink a coffee. ‘It’s not my doing, Signore,’ he says over and over.

      ‘I don’t give a… very rude word again censored… there’s the small matter of the bill; someone has to pay it and you’re the only one here!’ says Scarface, and waves a bill for two hundred euros under Franchino’s nose. That devil probably didn’t know Franchino risked sudden death from a heart attack there and then!” Carlo and Johnny laughed in unison.

      “So, he coughed up?”

      “Not straightaway, against his religion, the tight-fisted little erk.”

      “Yeah, but you don’t mess with folk like that,” Johnny mused.

      “No, you don’t, and Franchino must’ve realised as much, because after heated discussion, he caved in.”

      “He did?”

      “But not without conditions.”

      “What conditions?”

      “He told the owner he’d pay the full bill if he brought him a photo of himself. ‘A photo…?’ says Scarface. ‘…of me? What for?’

      ‘Never you mind, just do it! Bring me a photo.’

      So, he does: a nice colour photo of his ugly mug. Franchino tucks it away in his pocket and, taking out his wallet, he pays the bill in full. Imagine that, Johnny! €200 for a cake and a coffee! It’s a wonder they didn’t have to send for an ambulance!”

      “Wow! What a story! They really gave Franchino his comeuppance.”

      “They did! But that’s not the end of it,” said Carlo with satisfaction. “The best part’s still to come.”

      “And that is?”

      “A few days go by and old Scarface’s getting worried.”

      “Why? He got his money.”

      “He did, yeah, but he’s worried about the photo. He’s beginning to wonder whether it’s for voodoo or some other such evil practice.”

      “Does Franchino dabble in black magic?” Johnny asked, aghast.

      “‘Course not!”

      “So, what did he want the photo for?”

      “Gianmarco bumped into him a few days later and had the gall to ask him if he enjoyed his cake. I’ll leave it to your imagination what words were exchanged! Anyway, Enrico’s hidden behind a wall, spying on the altercation. He told me Gianmarco marched off with a grin on his face and Franchino took a photo from his pocket, stared at it for a minute and then held it in front of his face and spat at it. D’you know Signora Rosa?”

      “The plump woman with the black and white dog?”

      “Yeah, that’s her. Well, Enrico says he heard her ask Franchino why he was spitting at a photo. She always was a busybody.”

      “Well?”

      “Well, he wipes the photo with his sleeve and tells her:

      ‘I take it out every day and spit in the bastard’s face.’

      Then he looks at the photo and explains how he’d been landed with a bill for food he’d not eaten, not even seen!”

      “Well?” she repeated, her nose for gossip twitching.

      “It’s just to remind me…” And with that, he turned and walked away.

      A couple of nights later, Johnny went to the bar, as usual, to chat in peace with Carlo.

      “Seen Franchino lately?” he asked.

      “He was in two nights ago and last night too… and let me tell you, Johnny, I’m still recovering from the shock!”

      “Shock?”

      “Ay! The place was really busy. Enter Franchino, who pushed his way to the counter. ‘Get the lads whatever they want, I’m offering,’ he announces.”

      “Wow! And I missed it. Typical of my luck!”

      “There was silence, absolute silence. You could have heard a one-cent coin drop. He bought rounds for the gang, twice! Then he took a photo out of his jacket, waved it at us and… just smiled.”

      Johnny raised an eyebrow. “You mean that’s it? No spitting? No muttering about curses?”

      Carlo grinned. “Wait, it gets better. After the second round, Franchino stands up on a chair, taps a spoon on his glass and says⁠—”

      “Oh no…” Johnny leaned in.

      “—’From now on,’ he says, ‘I will be a new man. Generous. Open-handed. Because every time I look at this photo,’—and he holds it up like a holy relic—’I remember that there are worse things than paying for drinks. There is humiliation. There is fear. And worst of all⁠—’”

      Carlo paused for effect.

      “—’there is millefoglie… that isn’t yours.’”

      Johnny burst out laughing. “And the photo?”

      “He framed it. It’s hanging behind the counter in his shop. Right next to a hand-painted sign that says: ‘Free coffee for good customers. Scarface not welcome.’”

      Johnny wiped tears from his eyes. “You mean he actually became generous?”

      “Let’s not go mad,” Carlo said. “He still waters down the grappa. But now, at least, he buys a round… once a week. And every time he does, he gives the photo a nod. A respectful nod.”

      Johnny raised his cup. “To Franchino, the redeemed.”

      Carlo clinked his glass. “And to the power of pastry.”
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      When February comes around, it’s time to prune the olive trees before they flower. The purpose of trimming olive trees is to open up more of the tree to sunshine and air. The parts of a tree that are in shade will not produce fruit. When you trim olive trees to allow sun to enter the centre, it improves the fruiting.

      On this particular February early afternoon, Johnny strolled into the bar, looking forward to his coffee and a chat with Carlo when the bar was empty – only it wasn’t. Lined up there were three unfamiliar faces and, judging by their low voices, they were outsiders. In fact, they weren’t speaking in Italian nor in the local dialect, but in archaic Albanian known as Arbereshe.

      In the fifteenth century, people in the Balkans, notably Albania, were fighting a hard-pressed rearguard action to hold back the Ottoman Turks from overrunning Europe. The ancestors of these three men were among the refugees who fled across the Ionian Sea to Calabria, where they chose settlement sites in the mountains. The mountains proved kind to them, affording not only shelter but also vast quantities of edible mushrooms and chestnuts. In modern times, some Albanians make a tidy sum selling these mountain products in their various processed forms.

      Of course, villages the world over are renowned for their chauvinism. In Johnny’s village, this competitiveness even extends to the various outlying wards, let alone different villages; not to mention villages where the people speak a different language and where old beldams still wear traditional dress, ostentatiously embroidered in gold thread. These sartorial works of art are handed down from grandmother to granddaughter with much affection and ceremony. Little wonder then that Johnny had been warned when going mushrooming in the mountains: ‘If you come across a wolf and an Albanian, Johnny, shoot the Albanian first!’ Naturally, this advice was always accompanied by a roguish grin and not meant with any sincere wickedness.

      Still, the Albanians regarded Johnny with polite reserve when he wandered into the bar, perhaps disconcerted by his English accent as he greeted Carlo. The three men were drinking bottled beer. At this point, the door opened again and in walked Davide, his baseball cap back-to-front perched incongruously on his long white hair. He was wearing his countryman’s clothes and, though his hair was white, it belied his sprightly fifty-seven-winters body. In his right hand, Davide carried a chainsaw. He was fresh from pruning olive trees and needed to quench his thirst, and obviously knew all the people in the bar because he greeted them by name. The Albanian village was only three kilometres away and Johnny himself had a couple of Albanian friends. Occasionally, he drove up there for a beer in the local bar.

      “Oi, Davide,” one of the trio grinned, “been pruning the olives?”

      “Sì.”

      “It’s too bloody early,” another interjected with the air of a self-proclaimed expert. “You’ll damage the plants.”

      The smile disappeared from Davide’s face; his jaw set and his eyes hardened.

      “Are you saying I don’t know what I’m doing?”

      Johnny glanced at the countryman and his heart beat faster. He didn’t like the menacing air he exuded: the pugnacious expression, the ferocity in the eyes. He’d seen a similar manner in beery Saturday-night standoffs in Manchester that he’d had the misfortune to observe.

      “There’s still the chance of frosts and hailstones,” the Albanian insisted. “You don’t want to be pruning olives until April.”

      “April!” Davide spat the word. “Bloody hell, man. I’d have no crop in the autumn if I listened to your ramblings.”

      Carlo tried to calm the rough waters, aware that the Albanians were generally held to have quick tempers.

      “Maybe it’s different where you live,” he said pacifically. “You are up in the mountains and it’s colder up there.”

      “Even so,” one of them, a tall man with a hooked nose and a battered felt hat, said, “why put your plants at risk when you can wait a few weeks?”

      “Are you implying I don’t know what I’m about?” Davide took a menacing step forward.

      “If you ask me, it’s just plain stupid,” the other insisted.

      “Oh, I’m stupid now, am I?” Davide roared, and Johnny’s heart sank.

      “Carlo, lock the door!”

      The order was peremptory and the barman shot round the bar to obey. In the same instant, Davide raised the chainsaw, tugged at the toggle and the tool coughed into life in a cloud of blue diesel smoke.

      “We’ll see who’s ignorant and stupid now.” He took a step forward, brandishing the whirring implement, a maniacal glint in his eye. The nearest Albanian did the wisest thing possible: backed away and sank into a chair at one of the tables, where he tucked his long legs and arms safely underneath, leaving only his head as a possible target for decapitation.

      Johnny’s legs turned to jelly. Was he about to witness his first beheading, and all for a minor disagreement about pruning? The second Albanian fled to a corner of the bar where he cringed behind the ice cream fridge before sliding down into a sitting position against the wall. The third escaped into a back room, whence came the unmistakable sound of a bolt being slid home. Or at least it would have done, had it not been for the deafening roar of the chainsaw in the confined space.

      “He’s escaped to the bog!” Davide crowed. “Prob’ly pissed himself!”

      He grinned at Johnny as he said this. The expat noted the crazed gleam in the eye and panicked for a second. Should he humour him? Try to soothe him? All he could think of in this moment of crisis was to grin and nod. Most likely this was the best thing he could have done.

      Davide fumbled with the chainsaw and blessed silence descended on the bar. Johnny’s eardrums still sang from the unholy din and he pushed a finger in each ear to ease the ringing. The two Albanians did not move a muscle.
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