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All our knowledge has its origins in our perceptions.
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Chapter 1
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June 15

When Luciano Benini left his house in Benvenuto one fine spring morning, he did not know that after returning later in the day, he would leave a second time, only this time he would not return. Benvenuto was an ancient little town deep in the south of Italy, built on a mountain overlooking the Ionian Sea. Luciano and his wife Natalia had raised their son and daughter there on the modest, yet sufficient, earnings of the family grocery store. Although the small shop was well stocked, that particular morning Luciano walked down the mountain to the large supermarket in Santa Chiara to purchase something special: the fresh mozzarella, silky and delicately textured, that was delivered there daily by a local cheesemaker. The mozzarella was to be a peace offering to Natalia, whom he had disgraced the night before by coming home drunk, finding Father Pietro there, and accidently vomiting on the priest’s shoes. He hoped it would serve to placate her, as she had a particular fondness for it.

Natalia was downstairs in the kitchen when Luciano finished dressing and got ready to leave. He knew that if he ventured into the kitchen he would receive a frosty reception, if he received one at all, so he slipped down the stairs and left by the front door without so much as a word to his wife.

Outside, Luciano’s spirits lifted in the warm sunshine so that his humiliation of the night before almost lost its sting. Strolling leisurely through the streets, across the piazza, and past his own store, he nodded and called out greetings to friends and neighbors. Even at this early hour, the town was loud with activity because this day was the Feast Day of San Vito. San Vito was the town’s patron saint, and all of Benvenuto was preparing to celebrate. On the main street, men on ladders hung strings of bulbs on covered stalls and across buildings to light at nightfall, and vendors were busy setting up tables that would sell everything from gelato and panini to clothing and religious statues. In a few hours there would be dancing, singing, and socializing, with loud holiday revelry echoing through the streets and gushing from windows, doorways, and balconies.

Luciano left the town behind and began the long walk to the shore. Halfway down the mountain, a car whizzing along the curved road slowed beside him.

Enzo the barber leaned out of the driver’s side window. “What are you doing out here?” he asked.

“I’m going to the supermarket,” said Luciano. “Where are you going?”

“Maggento to pick up my nephew for the feast.”

Luciano nodded an acknowledgement.

“Get in,” said Enzo. I’ll give you a ride to Santa Chiara.”

“No, thanks. It’s out of your way, and I need the exercise.” Luciano patted his stomach, which was flat and did not appear to need any exercise. In truth, Luciano still felt the effects of last night’s wine and hoped the long walk in the fresh air would do him good.

“If you’re sure . . .”

“I’d rather walk, really.”

With a nod and a wave, Enzo continued on his way and Luciano continued on his until he reached the base of the mountain.

The supermarket in Santa Chiara was large, well lit, and modern. It sat on a street along the shoreline beside a stretch of beach. On market days local vendors set up stalls along the beach but today it was quiet, with only a few people—tourists most likely, and a few locals who were not at home or working—splashing in the water or sitting in folding chairs and on blankets on the warm sand.

Luciano breathed in the clean sea air and lingered on the street for a moment, enjoying the calmness of the waves rippling along the shore, then entered the supermarket. After selecting a large mozzarella for Natalia, a bottle of Chianti, and a package of almond biscotti, he left the store with his purchases and headed towards the beach.

* * *
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Natalia did not want to be angry on this day of all days, as it was a holy day, and she wanted to keep her baser emotions under control. But Mass was to begin at eleven and Luciano was nowhere to be found. She had heard the front door open and shut several hours earlier, and as their teenage daughter Liliana had still been asleep, Natalia knew it was her husband who had left the house. Now, at ten thirty, she and Liliana were dressed in their finest and ready to walk to the church without him.

“Maybe we should wait a few more minutes,” said Liliana as they entered the foyer.

“You know we have to get there early or else the pews will be packed. I don’t want to stand. And you know Father Pietro always begins Mass precisely on time.”

“Maybe papa is still embarrassed from last night and doesn’t want to face him.”

“I’m sure he is embarrassed, but that’s no excuse for keeping us waiting.”

“He might meet us there.”

Natalia frowned and opened the front door. “Let’s hope so.”

“You’re still mad at him, aren’t you?” asked Liliana as they wound through the streets, high heels clicking on the pavement.

“Liliana, just be quiet please.”

The steps of Santa Maria degli Angeli were thick with parishioners flowing into the church through its massive wooden doors. Natalia and Liliana slipped into a pew at the back of the church and waited for Mass to begin. As it was a day of celebration, the church was crammed with the usual attendees, as well as those who came only on holy days and tourists enjoying the local traditions.

Liliana sat quietly flipping through the missalette and occasionally looking up to see if any of her friends had come in. Natalia looked over her shoulder every few minutes towards the door.

“Why do you keep doing that?” asked Liliana. “It’s not going to make him come any sooner. If he shows up, he shows up.”

“He belongs here with us. How does it look that we’re here without your father?”

“Who cares how it looks? You’re only getting yourself upset.”

Natalia looked long at her daughter and shook her head. At sixteen, Liliana had more sense than most girls her age. “I suppose you have a point,” she said grudgingly. Maybe she was overreacting. Luciano might well have a good reason for not being there.

Natalia sat up straight and looked ahead to the altar, noticing how lovely it looked with clusters of potted lilies and daffodils placed on the floor in front of it. When the first chords of the organ rang out and the congregation stood, Natalia turned her attention towards the processional coming up the aisle. She would not trouble herself with Luciano anymore.

* * *
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The sun beaming through the stained-glass windows of Santa Maria degli Angeli shed mosaics of bright colors onto Eva Amadeo’s long black hair and onto her lap. Eva sat at the end of a pew with her parents, Maria and Umberto, and her older brother Sandro. She wore her favorite dress, a simple print of yellow silk, and her best white lace shawl. As Father Pietro gave his homily, Eva glanced around the church with a small twist of her head, hoping no one would notice. Normally, she enjoyed listening to Father Pietro, whose voice was always buoyant with enthusiasm, but today she was distracted. Alessandro Cento, the butcher’s son with the bright brown eyes, was not among the worshippers. Alessandro worked as a waiter in Maggento and was most likely serving breakfast to some tourist right at that moment. Finding him absent from the Mass, Eva hoped her disappointment did not show on her face. She didn’t like the idea of parading her vulnerability in front of her friends and neighbors. She was not a child anymore. She was a young woman of eighteen, and she had her pride.

Eva drew her attention back to the Mass. Alessandro, she was sure, would come to the feast in the evening.

* * *
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The sun was high overhead when Luciano woke up lying on his side in the sand. The bag from the supermarket and the wine bottle lay beside him. The bag still contained the mozzarella and a few biscotti still in their package, but the bottle was empty.

Luciano pulled himself into a sitting position, the same position he had started out in. After leaving the supermarket, he had settled himself on the beach to look out over the water while he ate the biscotti. They were sweet and crunchy, and he had only intended to take a few sips of the wine, just enough to wash down the crumbs. But the sun reflecting off the water mesmerized him so that he sipped without thinking until a calm warmth infused his body, and his thoughts wandered across the ocean. He mused over what it would be like to live somewhere out there, in America perhaps, or one of the Latin American countries, wondering if he would be a grocer there, or if another calling would await him, and if houses and land came cheaply or if a man had to struggle to make a living. After a while he became tired and struggled to keep his eyes open. The next thing he knew he had awakened with his cheek on the sand and a cramp in the arm he was lying on.

Luciano stood up slowly, still lightheaded from the wine. He stretched out his arm and brushed the sand off his clothes. He was not wearing a watch, but the sun told him it was late afternoon and that the Feast of San Vito was well underway in Benvenuto. Natalia, already upset with him from the night before, would be furious. He had missed Mass and had gone off without telling her where he was going or when he would be back. He couldn’t even count on his peace offering to soften her, as it was most likely not enough to appease her for a double offense, and, even worse, it had been sitting out in the sun for several hours and would have lost its delicate flavor.

Luciano picked up the bag and the wine bottle, brought them over to a nearby trash can, and dumped them in. With a sigh of self-reproach and dread for what he would face when he got home, he crossed the street and began the long walk back up the mountain.

* * *
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Eva walked leisurely with her mother among the canopied market stalls, pausing now and then to examine some item or talk to a neighbor. When they stopped to admire a gallery of hand-painted miniature landscapes displayed by an artist from a neighboring town, their attention was drawn to a stirring at the church steps signaling that the saint’s procession was about to begin. Inside the church, volunteers had carefully and lovingly placed the nearly life-size statue of San Vito on its ornately carved litter festooned with colorful garlands. The saint had been a child of thirteen when he was martyred, and the statue reflected his youth with the painted face of a boy. Its plaster hand held a small cross, and it was dressed in the tunic of the Roman Empire into which Vito had been born—a white covering of loose cloth with a red cloak buttoned over one shoulder. Those gathered on the church steps parted to make room for Father Pietro and his attendants, who were followed by San Vito supported on the shoulders of the town’s strongest men and boys. To the vibrant music of a brass band, the statue bearers made their way down the steps and to the street, carefully balancing the heavy litter swaying with their movement. A woman walked behind them holding a pennant, an invitation to the faithful to pin donations of money to the cloth as the procession made its way through the streets.

Eva eased away from the artist’s stall and positioned herself in front of a fruit stand to watch them pass. Absorbed in the pageantry, she did not notice Alessandro walk up beside her.

“Good afternoon, Eva,” he said.

Eva smiled, pulling her shawl closer around her shoulders. So he had come after all.

“And how are you today?” he asked, looking over the selection of fruit.

“I’m well.” She could think of nothing else to say as she watched Alessandro choose an apple from the display and pay for it.

“Would you like one?” he asked.

“No, thank you.”

“Well, enjoy the day,” he said with a smile and turned to go.

“Wait!”

“Yes?”

“Maybe I’ll see you later for the fireworks?”

“Maybe.” He smiled and began to walk away.

“Alessandro,” she called after him. “I’ll be watching them from the steps of the church.” 

He grinned and waved, then strolled off into the crowd without looking back. He had a way of walking that radiated confidence, a flow of long strides that made Eva think of ocean currents. She watched him until he was out of sight.

Turning to look for her mother, Eva bumped into someone passing beside her. It was Natalia Benini, the grocer’s wife. Natalia frowned.

“Excuse me,” said Eva.

Natalia nodded and continued walking. Eva knew Natalia didn’t like her. Natalia didn’t like the Amadeos generally, a fact she made no effort to disguise. Her dislike had its origin two years prior, when Sandro had politely refused an invitation from Natalia’s daughter to accompany her to a local dance. Liliana was a nice girl, and pretty, too, but Sandro wanted to go to the dance with Gianna Gallo, and this perceived slight to her daughter caused Natalia to resent Sandro and, by extension, all Amadeos. Eva didn’t care, her family didn’t care, and it seemed Liliana didn’t care, either, as she shortly afterwards turned her attention to another boy and lost all interest in Sandro. 

Eva’s mother came up beside her. “Have you seen your father and your brother?”

“Papa was over by the church when I last saw him, and I haven’t seen Sandro since this morning.”

“I saw you talking to Natalia Benini. What did she have to say?”

“Nothing. I bumped into her, that’s all.’

“And she didn’t say anything?”

“No, she just scowled at me. That woman always looks so angry.”

“I remember when we were girls, she never used to look like that. She grew into that expression.”

“Why is that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe her life just didn’t turn out the way she had planned.”

Eva shrugged. She hoped her own life, no matter how hard it might get, would never turn her sour like that.

* * *
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Natalia wove through the crowd looking for Liliana and found her examining jewelry at one of the stalls. “I’m going home,” she said. “Do you want to come home to have something to eat?”

“No, I’ll get something here. You’ll be back later, right?”

“I suppose. If you see your father, tell him I’ve been looking for him.”

The joyous sounds of the feast followed Natalia as she left. She had been in a bad mood all afternoon. As the day wore on and still Luciano had not shown up, her annoyance grew. It was a terrible habit of his to go off on his own with no explanation, a habit he had cultivated soon after the children were born. Perhaps if he hadn’t disgraced her the night before she could be more forgiving, but he should have made more of an effort to be with his family on this public day. Bumping into Eva Amadeo only made Natalia more irritated. Why didn’t the girl pay attention to where she was going? Too caught up in paying attention to the butcher’s son, most likely.

Natalia stepped into the foyer of her home and shut the door against the music of the band and the noise of the crowd coming from the center of town. She was about to go to the kitchen to prepare lunch for herself when the sound of running water upstairs stopped her. Someone was taking a shower, and there was only one person it could be because she had left Liliana behind at the feast.

Natalia went upstairs into her bedroom and waited. When Luciano came into the bedroom wearing a towel around his waist, he stopped short at the sight of her.

“I was about to go find you at the feast,” he said. “I just needed to come home first to shower. I was sweaty.”

Natalia pursed her lips. “Where have you been all day?”

“I went to Santa Chiara to buy that mozzarella you like.”

“You went to Santa Chiara to buy the mozzarella I like. How long does it take to buy mozzarella? You left early this morning and now it’s closer to evening.”

“I walked. You know it’s a long walk down the mountain.”

“I will ask again, how long does it take to buy mozzarella even when you walk to get it?”

“Natalia, please. I did it for you.”

“For me?”

“Yes, for you. Why are you angry? Really, Natalia, sometimes you give me such a hard time for little things.”

“Little things?”

“Will you stop repeating everything I say?!”

“You have no respect, Luciano, no respect for me, and no consideration. You just do whatever you want without ever thinking of anyone else. What would it have taken to tell me that you were going to Santa Chiara and that you would be there most of the day? Instead you leave me to guess what happened to you. You do this all the time and it’s wrong!”

“I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“Oh, it was a surprise, all right.”

“I meant the mozzarella. I wanted to make up for embarrassing you last night.”

“And you think you could do that with cheese?”

“I give up.” Luciano yanked open a dresser drawer and began pulling clothes out. He unwrapped the towel, put on fresh underwear, and slipped into a pair of jeans under his wife’s condemning glare.

As Luciano finished dressing, Natalia stormed out of the room and down the stairs.
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​Chapter 2
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June 15

When night fell in Benvenuto, the streets glowed in the soft light of the stalls. The statue of San Vito, draped in twinkling lights, stood in front of the church on a platform erected especially for it. The brass band had stopped marching after the procession earlier in the day, and now a string orchestra made up of musicians from the surrounding towns entertained the crowd.

Eva sat on the church steps and waited for the announcement that the fireworks would soon begin. But when a loud whistling followed by a staccato of blasts sent the first explosion into the sky, Eva was not paying attention. She didn’t look up at the colorful display sprinkling out over the rooftops of the town because Alessandro had not yet come to join her. As burst after burst of fireworks exploded above her, Eva’s heart deflated more and more.

And then she saw him. He came around the corner, past a stall selling gelato, and right past the church steps, his arm around the waist of Anna, the doctor’s daughter. He was saying something in her ear, and she laughed, turning her face from him, pretending she was not enjoying his attention. A sharp pain seared Eva’s chest. She pushed her way through the people on the steps and jostled through the crowd towards the end of the street, towards anywhere that was away from the sight of Alessandro, the butcher’s son, and Anna, the doctor’s daughter, entwined and giggling like fools.

* * *
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Natalia watched the fireworks from the piazza. It was less crowded there, less noisy than on the main street. After she had left Luciano dressing in their bedroom, she had remained in the house for most of the afternoon and had set herself to cleaning—sweeping the floors, dusting the furniture, and doing the laundry—activities that required no thought and which always calmed her. When she later returned to the feast, neither she nor Liliana could find Luciano, and Natalia tried to enjoy the remainder of the celebration without him. From where she now sat on the rim of the central fountain, she could see the façade of the family grocery store, dark and shuttered, as it had been all day for the feast. She had hoped to see a light within, hoped that Luciano was inside so that she could go to him and talk, let him know she had not meant to be so harsh with him. He had, after all, tried to do something nice for her that day. Sometimes she regretted the quick-tempered outbursts she often lobbed at him. If only he would stop now and then to think things through before going off to do some hair-brained scheme, like drinking too much or wandering off to buy mozzarella on a feast day. Luciano never looked ahead to potential consequences.

The onlookers applauded as a particularly loud series of bursts exploded in the sky, creating a sparkling display of outstretched angels’ wings in blues, whites, and golds followed by the shimmering image of San Vito. Legend said that the adolescent Vito had driven an evil spirit out of the Emperor Diocletian’s son, but instead of being grateful, the emperor had the Christian Vito thrown into a cauldron of molten lead when he refused to make a sacrifice to the Roman gods. Maybe Natalia had thrown Luciano into a cauldron of her own that day—a cauldron of molten anger—when she rebuked him. While she didn’t consider Luciano anywhere close to a martyred saint, maybe she should have been grateful for the cheese.

* * *
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As Eva pushed hurriedly through the crowd, she would not allow herself to cry. She would not give Alessandro and Anna that satisfaction, even though they couldn’t see her and couldn’t know they were the cause of her distress. She slowed her pace when she reached the piazza, where the throng of revelers was thinner, past Natalia who sat gazing up at the fireworks, and on through the town until the streets ended and she was in the countryside. There was a spot not far away, secluded among the trees and shrubs rooted into the mountainside, where she sometimes went to be alone.

Eva sat down on the familiar flat boulder overlooking the rough incline of the mountain and looked out upon the night through the trees. A full white moon was cradled in a clear sky pierced by bright stars. The distance from the town softened the sounds of celebration and the noise of the fireworks, but it could not fade the picture in Eva’s mind of how pretty Anna had looked and how much Alessandro had gushed over the girl’s feigned indifference. A pain rose in Eva’s throat; a surge of hot tears streamed over her cheeks and dropped onto the front of her dress.

Eva pulled her shawl closer around her shoulders. Startled by a rustle in the brush behind her, she turned abruptly, not wishing to be caught with her heart exposed, when out of the darkness came Luciano Benini. He took an unsteady step forward, and Eva could see that he had been drinking. Eva wiped her eyes and forced a smile. Dark and handsome, with deep blue eyes, Luciano reminded her of an American movie star, the kind who played the leading roles in the black-and-white movies of old Hollywood.

“What are you doing here?” he asked. “Have you had enough of the feast and people telling you what to do?”

His slurred words confused her. No one had told her what to do. She didn’t answer.

Luciano staggered over to the rock, sat down beside her, sighed, and went quiet.

Eva did not understand why Luciano was there, out in the countryside instead of in town with his family. She had not seen him at the feast that day. Maybe he was hiding from his wife. It was widely known that Natalia made a habit of persecuting him, especially when she caught him praising other women, although no one in Benvenuto would ever accuse Luciano of being unfaithful. He was known, instead, for his practice of unhappily running off to seek refuge in his own company. Just a few weeks earlier Eva had seen him at the outdoor market in Santa Chiara standing on the beach and gazing out towards the sea, a creamy pink shell plucked from the shallow water nestled in his cupped hand. There seemed to be a longing in the way he stared into the distance, as if he wanted to flee across the waves in search of something better than Benvenuto. When she greeted him, he seemed at first to not recognize her, lost instead in a daydream. Then he smiled and told her how pretty she looked.

Now, as Eva sat beside him on the rock, rigid and uncomfortable in her misery, Luciano turned to her and, looking intently into her face, seemed to suddenly notice that she had been crying. She turned away, embarrassed.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Eva shook her head in reply. She wished he would leave.

“You know,” he continued, “I never meant to stay away so long. I just wanted to eat my breakfast.”

Eva had no idea what he was talking about. She tried to tune him out as he blabbered on, offering explanations that made no sense to her: how he had truly meant to buy the mozzarella for Natalia and had meant to spend no more than an hour in Santa Chiara, how it had been so easy to finish the bottle of Chianti once it was opened, and how he had fallen asleep on the beach, realizing when he awoke that he had missed Mass, and how Natalia was furious with him, so what could he do but go off to his closed grocery shop to be by himself and drink even more wine in the back room to dull the edge of his wife’s cutting words, and how he then left the shop to get some fresh air and found his way here to the place where Eva was sitting.
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