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To my sister, Elisabetta.


Wherever you go, I go.









Deborah: “Have you been waiting long?”


Noodles: “My whole life.”


—From Once Upon a Time in America (1984) by Sergio Leone









Prologue


Lizzanello 


August 13, 1961


“The letter carrier has died!”


The news spread like wildfire throughout every street and alley in town.


“Yeah, right. There’s no way she really croaked,” donna Carmela said, emerging onto her doorstep looking groggy. Dark circles from yesterday’s mascara had gathered in the wrinkles under her eyes.


“God rest her soul,” said one neighbor, still in her nightgown, and crossed herself.


“They did say, didn’t they? That she wasn’t well?” another neighbor added from her balcony. “Hadn’t been seen around in a while.”


“It was her lungs, I heard,” said a large woman as she swept the ground outside her door.


“Must be the letter carrier disease,” said the one from the balcony. “Remember Ferruccio? He died young, too.”


Donna Carmela smirked. “I guess I should go iron my Sunday best.”


A few doors down, where the village ended and the expanse of olive trees began, Giovanna sat at her kitchen table crying over a postcard from May 22, 1936. She folded it in half, slipped it between her breasts, and went out.


In accordance with Anna’s last will, the vigil was to be held in the pomegranate and basil garden behind her house. The mortar she’d brought with her from Liguria almost thirty years before lay next to her in the coffin. It contained two pairs of newborn socks, a pink one and a blue one, and Carlo’s wedding ring, which Anna had insisted on wearing above hers. She’d said a few hours before passing that she didn’t need anything else to bid the world farewell.


Roberto was dawdling by the coffin, chain-smoking Nazionali with no filters. His wife Maria was sitting in a straw chair by the casket but was unable to keep still. Her nine-month belly was making her sweat copiously. They’d promised to call the baby Anna, if it was a girl.


The procession of men and women coming to pay their respects had begun at the first light of dawn. Good thing I made the large pot of coffee, Maria thought, shifting positions again. A tight cluster of women entered the room led by Carmela, outfitted in a tight blue dress, French twist, and thick black eyeliner. Like a prima donna, she puffed out her chest and walked up to the casket, proudly aware of the curious glances she received, like a flame attracting moths. A kiss placed on the deceased, the handshake with Maria, the hug with Roberto: a moving performance.


Her scene was interrupted when Giovanna burst in and flung herself onto Anna, held her tight, and kissed her face for so long that everyone started to feel uncomfortable.


“Always been a weird one, that one,” someone whispered.


Giovanna stood up, pulled the postcard from between her breasts, unfolded it, and handed it to Roberto, who’d just lit another cigarette.


“What is it?” he asked, turning it over.


“Read,” said Giovanna, drying her eyes.


“Best wishes.” He stared at Giovanna, puzzled.


“Not that,” she said. “Here. See?” She pointed to the top right corner of the postcard.


Roberto saw a series of minuscule words where the postage stamps must have been.


“It was your mother’s idea,” Giovanna explained, her voice breaking. “She was always coming up with brilliant ideas like that.”


Roberto brought the postcard closer to his face, straining his eyes to decipher the writing. He looked at Giovanna in bewilderment.


“I would write secret messages to my lover and then glue the stamps on top,” she explained. “We wrote to each other for years that way.”


Roberto smiled awkwardly and made to return the postcard, but Giovanna stopped him.


“No,” she insisted. “It’s for you.” She placed her hand on his. “As a memento.”


“Okay,” Roberto said. As he watched Giovanna hobble away, he folded the postcard in half and stuck it in his jacket pocket. An elderly woman with a puffy face and thick gray hair gathered in a side ponytail walked up and placed a vase of white flowers at the foot of the coffin.


I wonder if Uncle Antonio will be here, Roberto thought, flicking his cigarette butt to the ground. And if he’s read the letter yet.


“Bring it to your uncle when I’m gone,” his mother had said, handing him a sealed envelope.


Anna and Antonio hadn’t spoken since that fateful night nine years before.
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Lizzanello 


June 1934


The blue bus, battered and rusty, screeched to a halt on the searing asphalt one early afternoon. A hot and humid breeze rustled the fronds of the great palm tree that stood in the middle of the deserted square. Three passengers emerged: Carlo, unlit cigar in his teeth, was dressed to the nines in a waistcoat and shiny brown leather oxfords that had come out unscathed from the two-day journey by train and bus. He smoothed his mustache, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath, inhaling his town’s distinctive smell—a mixture of fresh pasta, herbaceous oregano, wet earth, and tart red wine. He’d missed it while living up north, first in Piedmont and then Liguria; recently, the nostalgia had become constant and painful, a weight on his chest. He removed his Borsalino hat and tried to fan himself with it but only managed to displace hot air—the sirocco that blew from Africa in the summer was as merciless as he remembered.


Anna discovered this as her foot hit the ground. She wore a long black dress, a sign of mourning she’d been insisting on for three years now, and was barely managing to hold Roberto, their spirited one-year-old.


Carlo held out his hand, but Anna shook her head. “I can do it,” she said, unable to hide her irritation. She couldn’t understand Carlo’s joy and enthusiasm. He was like a child who’d finally gotten what he wanted after a long sulk. All she cared about was sleep—the journey had been exhausting. She looked at the empty square, the strange straw-yellow buildings, the faded shop signs, the gray castle tower looming above: the new backdrop to her life, so different from what she’d always known. With a pang, she realized just how far away her Liguria was, her Pigna on the hill, her chestnut forests.


“Antonio should be here by now,” Carlo grumbled, looking around. “He knows the bus gets in at three.” He looked up at the large clock hanging outside the town hall. “And it’s three-fifteen.”


“I wouldn’t be surprised if the clocks moved in slow motion around here,” Anna responded, wiping Roberto’s sweaty forehead with her cuff.


Carlo gave her an amused look, then shook his head, chuckling; he loved everything about his wife, even her biting sarcasm.


Antonio arrived a few minutes later, out of breath, dripping with sweat, and with a strand of otherwise slicked-back hair flying loose in the hot wind.


“There he is!” said Carlo, beaming. He ran toward Antonio, threw his hands around his neck, and pulled him close—and then he jumped on him, causing Antonio to lose his balance and nearly fall.


Anna watched them laugh like children and didn’t move; that moment belonged to them. Carlo hadn’t let a day go by without mentioning his brother, saying, Antonio would think this . . . Antonio would do that . . . Have I ever told you about the time Antonio and I . . . Despite the years apart—and the slew of care packages filled with groceries and olive oil that arrived regularly from the south along with postcards, letters, and telegrams—their relationship hadn’t suffered. It had only grown stronger.


Carlo took Antonio by the arm and led him to Anna.


She was struck by his resemblance to her husband, especially up close. He had a few more wrinkles and no mustache, but it was the same angular face, pitch-black irises, round-tipped nose, and a bottom lip that was a little fuller than the top one—a faithfully rendered imitation.


“This is my Anna,” Carlo said, joyfully. “And this beautiful little boy is your nephew. You finally get to meet him!”


Antonio smiled awkwardly and held out his hand, which Anna shook meekly. But his expression is different, she thought. That had nothing to do with Carlo’s sly and charming gaze. Antonio’s eyes were intense and melancholic, and in that moment, they appeared to burrow into her. Anna felt herself going red and looked away. Here we go, blushing again. Just what I needed, she thought.


Antonio looked away too. “I’m your uncle,” he said to Roberto, smiling and patting the child’s head. His gold wedding band flashed in the sunlight. Still looking away, Anna handed the boy to Antonio.


“What a cutie-pie you are,” he said, lighting up and taking the child under the arms.


“Just like his mama,” Carlo added, caressing Anna’s cheek with the back of his hand. She didn’t pull away, but she was clearly not in the mood for compliments.


The bus driver, whose shirt was soaked through and sticking to his torso, finished unloading the suitcases and large cardboard box, tipped his hat, and took leave of the group. Breathing heavily, he lumbered off to Bar Castello, the only bar in the square.


Carlo grabbed the suitcases. “You get the box,” he ordered Antonio, and walked off.


Anna extracted Roberto from Antonio’s arms. “Careful,” she said. “That box contains my most precious possessions.” With a stab of embarrassment, she realized those were the first words she’d ever spoken to him.


“I’ll be careful,” he said. “I promise.” He gently picked up the box, holding it steady at the base with both hands, and followed his brother. Anna fell into step with him. The pitter-patter of her heels on the slippery, polished cobblestones seemed to join in concert with her slightly labored breathing.


“We’re almost there,” Antonio assured her, flashing her a faint smile.


Carlo and Anna’s house was in via Paladini, a few steps from the square. It had belonged to Carlo’s maternal uncle Luigi, known as lu patrunu, the lord, because of the many acres of land he owned. He’d made money but never had any children, so he’d left everything to Antonio and Carlo: his land, houses, and a hefty sum—enough to keep them comfortable.


That blasted patrunu was the reason Anna had had to let go of her life in Pigna and leave her students for the south. She’d hated him, dead as he was.


Antonio set the box down by the entrance and rummaged through his pockets for the key. He slid it into the lock of the big wooden door and opened it wide. A wayward strip of light revealed a charming courtyard with a vaulted ceiling and honey-colored stone walls. A small round marble table stood in the middle with two wrought iron chairs. A terra-cotta vase containing a withered plant had been long since forgotten in a corner.


Carlo dropped the bags in the courtyard and started to wander around the house, up and down the stairs, examining every nook and cranny and pulling the sheets off the furniture by the fireplace. Antonio leaned against the entryway and watched him. He suddenly felt overwhelmed with emotion. How he’d missed his playful little brother and his wonderful bear hugs! With Carlo by his side, he’d never needed anyone else: Carlo was his brother, sure, but he was more so his best friend, his partner in mischief, the only person who truly knew him. When he’d left, Antonio had felt alone in the world. No one had been able to relieve his loneliness or bring color back to his life. Not even—he thought with a pang of regret—his wife Agata or his daughter Lorenza.


Anna looked around, holding Roberto close. This house is too big for just three people, she thought. The ceilings were way too high for her taste, and love didn’t need all these rooms, anyway. Or locked doors, for that matter: She and Carlo had spent their first few years as newlyweds living in a three-room apartment with low ceilings, and they’d been happy—so happy. Physical space, when there is too much of it, increases the distance between hearts: What princess has ever lived happily in a castle?


“Anna, come look at this,” Carlo cried, pulling her by the hand. “Antó, you too.”


He led her across the living room, through the dining room, and finally into the kitchen, from where they emerged into a small garden full of pomegranate trees.


Anna smiled for the first time since she’d climbed onto the train going south. That sight was the first real sign of hope this village had given her: the red chalice-shaped flowers with their yellow corollas; the sharp, deep green leaves; the bright color contrasts; the twisted trunks—she loved it all. Maybe she could plant some basil and saturate the air with its freshness. Enough to make us feel at home. At least a little.


“Quel délice! Mon jardin secret!” she said in French before planting a kiss on her son’s chubby cheek.


Antonio looked at her in confusion and then at Carlo.


“Yeah, sometimes my Anna comes out with a few French words. You know—”


“It’s pretty common where I’m from,” Anna interrupted, turning to look at Antonio. “I grew up on the border of France.” Her big eyes, the color of olive leaves, were magnified by her black hair, which she kept tied in a loose braid. Her delicate, translucent skin, of a creature not of those lands, went bright red. Antonio didn’t know if it was the heat or if he’d been the one to make her blush again.


Anna turned away and started gently tapping on the trunk of a pomegranate tree.


I wonder if the library has any French grammar books, Antonio thought. He’d go ask tomorrow.


“Well? What’s she like?” That evening, Antonio’s wife Agata began her relentless questioning. “How tall is she? What was she wearing? Did she like the house? What did she say? Did she seem happy?”


Antonio stood up from his armchair. “I don’t know,” he said, sighing. “I think so.” Agata was pummeling him like hail.


“Is she pretty?” she persisted.


Was she? Antonio had never seen a woman like that. It had been like a slap in the face, and he was still reeling from it. He couldn’t stop thinking about those green eyes: intense and full of light, only slightly uneven but so sweet, and framed by two gentle grooves. Then the straight, proud nose, like a Greek statue, just like her posture, solid and sure despite her slender, youthful ankles. “Normal,” he answered. “I didn’t really notice.”


“When do you ever,” Agata complained, disappointed. She would have liked a detailed report, but she’d have to make do with Antonio’s monosyllabic replies.


“Go on, sit down,” she urged. “Lorenza!” she yelled up at the ceiling. “Dinner’s ready!”


Agata came out of the kitchen holding a steaming pot as her daughter’s steps quickened down the stairs.


“Hi, Papa,” Lorenza said, placing a kiss on Antonio’s cheek.


He patted her on the head and hastened to ask her what she’d learned in school that day. He wanted to change the subject and hoped his daughter’s presence would shut his wife up once and for all.


Agata ladled some vegetable stew onto Lorenza’s plate before serving Antonio. Those hands, he thought. They were perpetually run-down, with scraped knuckles and nails split from too much biting. Ten years had passed since he’d first met her, and he still looked away whenever he saw those hands. “What do you expect? They’re hardworking hands, these.” Agata had cut him short, annoyed, the only time he’d tried to suggest she take care of them.


Anna’s hands, however. He had noticed those. Manicured, smooth, soft—he could tell just by looking at them.


“Italy is a peninsula, which means it touches the sea on three sides . . .” Lorenza was saying in a singsong voice.


“When are we going to meet her?” Agata said as she sat down.


“Give them time to settle in,” Antonio said, blowing the heat off a spoonful of stew.


“A welcome lunch!” Agata exclaimed, ignoring him. “That’s what we need. Next Sunday!”


The following Sunday, Agata rose at dawn. She gently closed the bedroom door behind her to avoid waking Antonio and made her way to the bathroom. She pulled off the white nightgown that tugged at her ample hips and put on a brown cotton dress, short-sleeved and comfy, the one she’d worn the night before and had hung next to the towel. Looking at herself in the mirror, she gave her auburn hair a few quick strokes of a brush, then tied it tightly in a low ponytail and washed her face.


She tiptoed down to the kitchen and put the coffee maker on the fire. She started to chop an onion, a carrot, a celery stalk. She filled a high-sided pan with olive oil and tossed in the minced vegetables. In no time, the smell of soffritto spread through the kitchen and mingled with that of the coffee. She emptied two glass bottles of tomato passata into the pan, adjusted the salt, and covered it. She sat down for a moment to sip her coffee and go through her mental checklist for the day: She had to make the dough for the orecchiette, which she then had to fashion one by one. Two pounds? Yes, that should be enough—then shape the bread and cheese dumplings into compact balls, fry them, and roll them in the fragrant tomato sauce. She imagined the lunch, how it would go as she served each dish, how Carlo and Anna would react. “Mamma mia, how delicious!” Carlo would say, looping his hand in the air. “Ah, how I’ve missed our cuisine. And these dumplings—it’s just like eating real meat!” Everyone would polish their plates with bread, soaking up every last drop of sauce, and Antonio would look at her with pride and think about how lucky he was to have such a good cook for a wife. “You have to teach me how to make these,” Anna would add, looking at her with admiration. And Agata, smiling, would say that she’d be happy to. They’d be great friends—she was sure of it.


She downed the last bit of coffee, stood up, and put the dirty cup in the sink. She took some puccia bread from the pantry and started digging out the crumb.


She decided that Antonio would take care of dessert. She’d send him to pick up a tray of almond pastries from Bar Castello.


Anna and Carlo knocked on the door at twelve-thirty P.M., right on time. “Here they are,” said Agata, with a flash of joy in her eyes. She untied her apron, threw it on a chair, and ran to the door. Antonio, who was sitting in his armchair reading the Corriere della Sera, folded the newspaper in two, stood up, and shoved his hands into his pockets.


“Welcome!” Agata said in a shrill voice, her cheeks flushed. Carlo smiled and gave her a big hug. In ten years, they’d only seen each other on three occasions, each time just for a few days: the first when he’d returned to Puglia to be a witness at their wedding, the second when he’d come to celebrate Lorenza’s birth, and the third on the occasion of his father’s funeral.


Anna lingered in the door holding Roberto, who was fast asleep against her shoulder.


“Anna, dear,” Agata said, planting a kiss on each cheek. “Finally. I couldn’t wait to meet you,” she said, her voice trembling. “But please, come in.” She motioned them in with her arm. “Take a seat wherever you like.” She wiped away the sweat between her nose and upper lip.


Antonio came toward them. He clutched his brother in a tight embrace and greeted Anna with a raised chin.


“How are you?” he asked her, cracking a smile.


“I’m well,” she said, looking around, a little dazed. “As well as can be expected, given—”


“And where’s my niece?” Carlo cut her off. “She must be all grown up by now!”


“Lorenza!” Agata screamed in the direction of the stairs.


Anna made a face and instinctively covered Roberto’s ears, though he continued to sleep.


“Come down! They’re here!” Then, lowering her voice, she said to Anna, “I always have to call her a hundred times, this daughter of mine. She never listens!” She chuckled.


Carlo was already wandering around the room with his fingers laced behind his back, taking everything in.


“Anna, dear, don’t just stand there. Sit here,” Agata said, pointing at the green velvet couch in the middle of the room.


Anna thanked her and made for the couch.


“Actually, let’s put the boy down first. We wouldn’t want him to wake up,” Agata said.


“Yes, maybe we should,” Anna agreed. “Thank you.”


“No worries. Come, come.” Agata put an arm on Anna’s back and urged her toward the stairs. “That way we can get my daughter to shake a leg.”


“You didn’t change a thing,” Carlo said in surprise once he was alone with his brother.


Antonio still lived in their childhood home, just a few hundred feet away from Uncle Luigi’s place. When their father was still alive, Antonio, with his wife and daughter, had lived there with him, sleeping in the bedroom that had become Lorenza’s room. The furniture, unrefined and stodgy, was the same his mother and father had picked out before they married: the green velvet couch, now worn along the edges, was the one on which Carlo and Antonio would curl up in their father’s arms on winter nights by the fire; the landscapes of olive trees their mother had painted when she was young and healthy were still hanging by the fireplace; the decorations—their father had collected all sorts of objects, especially little wrought iron figurines—remained firmly in place; and even their mother’s wool blanket was still folded across the armchair by the window, where Antonio liked to sit.


“I like it like this,” Antonio said with a shrug.


Upstairs, after Anna laid Roberto down on the bed and surrounded him with cushions, Agata led her down the hall to Lorenza’s room and opened the door; the girl was sitting on the floor, playing intently with her stuffed doll.


“Why don’t you ever answer me when I call you?” Agata chided her.


Anna walked past Agata into the room and crouched by the girl.


Lorenza stared at her, wide-eyed.


“Hi,” Anna said, smiling. “I’m your Auntie Anna.” She held out her hand.


The girl returned the smile and squeezed Anna’s hand. “I’m Lorenza.”


“Yes, I know.”


“How old are you?”


“Twenty-seven.”


Lorenza started counting silently on her fingers. “Eight less than Mama,” she said. “I’m nine.” She held up her fingers. “Like this.”


“I know that, too,” Anna said, smiling.


“Did you really come from far away?”


“Oh yes. Very, very far away.”


“Far like America?”


Anna burst out laughing and chucked Lorenza on the cheek. “More or less,” she said.


Lorenza had Antonio’s and Carlo’s eyes, dark and penetrating with a sparkle shining from within.


“You’re really pretty, you know?” Anna said, running her fingers through her niece’s hair, which was auburn, like Agata’s.


“So are you. You’re beautiful.”


“Oh, thank you.” Anna pulled her into a hug. This was exactly how she’d imagined her Claudia, her lost baby girl, if she’d had a chance to grow up.


“Well, Lorenza?” Agata prodded her daughter from the threshold, sounding annoyed. “Put your shoes on and come down, let’s go. Uncle Carlo wants to see you.”


Hearing footsteps on the stairs, Carlo and Antonio stood up from the couch. Antonio thought Agata looked grumpy, as if her earlier cheer had suddenly vanished. But Lorenza seemed happy to be holding hands with Anna, who was finally smiling. She should smile more often, he thought. She’s even more beautiful—


“Uncle!” Lorenza screamed, running up to Carlo. He laughed and opened his arms, then picked her up and spun her around the room as she split her sides laughing.


“Slow down or she’ll get queasy!” Anna warned him.


“Come on, let’s eat,” Agata said. “I’m going to go throw in the pasta. ’Cause it’s the fresh kind, you know, you’ve barely put it in before it’s already time to take it out.”


Agata went into the kitchen, expecting Anna to follow her. Instead, Anna pulled out a chair and sat down. Unbelievable, Agata thought, shaking her head. Female guests were expected to help the lady of the house serve the meal. That was the rule; everybody knew it and they certainly didn’t need to be reminded.


“I want to sit next to Auntie!” Lorenza said, grabbing the chair next to Anna’s.


“Lorenza, come help me,” Agata called to her, sharply.


“Papa’ll take care of it, don’t worry,” Antonio said, inviting Lorenza to take her seat and joining his wife in the kitchen.


The plates were brought out and everyone sat down. Agata made the sign of the cross and with her hands together and her eyes cast down, she recited the Lord’s Prayer. Carlo and Antonio set down their spoons and copied her.


“Auntie, aren’t you gonna pray?” Lorenza asked.


Agata looked up.


“I’m not a believer,” Anna responded, laconically.


Carlo coughed and looked around uncomfortably.


“What do you mean, you’re not a believer?” Lorenza insisted, stunned.


“Let’s eat,” Agata interrupted. “Now. Before it gets cold.”


Antonio kept his eyes glued to Anna, as if they were frozen. He looked away only when he noticed his wife staring at him in turn, her eyebrows raised. He gave her an awkward smile, took his spoon, bent over his plate, and started to eat.


A few hours later, in the sweet silence that follows Sunday lunches, Antonio sat in his chair with his legs crossed and his hands laced in his lap, staring at the floor and taking in the afternoon light that filtered through the closed curtains. The sound of clinking plates and gurgling water floated in from the kitchen as Agata rinsed the soapy dishes. She was unusually taciturn, yet constantly snorting. Lorenza was resting in her room.


“I’m done, finally,” Agata announced, emerging into the living room looking exhausted. “I’m gonna go lie down too.” Antonio came out of his daze and looked up at his wife. “Go ahead. You must be tired.”


“Sure am,” she retorted. “All that work for nothing.”


“Why nothing? I thought it went well. Everything was delicious, as always.”


“Ah, well, I’m glad to hear that. At least someone noticed.”


Antonio pulled his hands apart and leaned forward slightly, his elbows on his knees. “What’s the matter now, Agata?” he asked, with a hint of annoyance.


She answered with a slight snort and waved her hand as if to tell him to let it go. She walked toward the stairs but then stopped for a moment, her foot on the first step. “Well,” she said, “they’re right about those people from the north.” With that, she disappeared behind the dividing wall.
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The day after arriving, Anna had yet to unpack her bags. Rather, she had gone straight to her box of treasures: the raffia bag full of black Ligurian basil seeds; the white-and-gray-veined marble mortar that had belonged to her great-grandmother and then to all the women in her family; the carved cherrywood chest with Claudia’s and Roberto’s first pairs of wool socks—pink for her and blue for him; her mother’s pearls, which Anna had received when she turned twenty-one; the lilac silk pillowcases her grandmother had sewn because, as she said, “Silk keeps your skin young and smooth”; and her books: Madame Bovary and L’Éducation Sentimentale, in their original French, and Anna Karenina, Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights, and Pride and Prejudice.


She plucked out the bag with the seeds, went to the garden, and got to work: She dug a few dozen tiny holes, about ten inches apart, and placed two seeds in each. Given the heat in the south, she knew she wouldn’t have to wait long for the first plants to sprout.


On a Saturday morning in July, she was watering those first tufts of basil when she heard a knock at the door. With a sigh, she went inside and untied the ribbon holding her straw hat in place. She wondered, Will I ever get used to this southern heat?, placing the hat on the table.


“Coming!” she shouted, heading for the door.


There was Agata, clutching her bag, her face shiny and red. She was wearing a straight, knee-length pink skirt. Her white blouse was all puffballs and lace, which accentuated her ample chest.


“You’re early,” Anna said.


“Yes, well. I couldn’t wait,” Agata said, stepping inside.


Anna closed the door behind her. “Let me get dressed. I was just in the garden.”


“Sure, of course, take your time, don’t mind me.” Agata waved her hand. “I’ll just wait here and give my nephew some cuddles.”


“I haven’t woken him up yet,” Anna said, nodding at the pram in the middle of the room.


“I’ll take care of it. You go get dressed.”


Anna lifted an eyebrow, then turned to climb the stairs, indolently, holding the wrought iron guardrail.


Why did I let myself get talked into going to market this morning?


She slipped out of her blue silk nightgown and pulled out a black dress. Agata had insisted on dragging her into town—had been asking her ever since she got to town—and she’d agreed by attrition. Anna had the impression that Agata’s life had been an ocean of solitude before she arrived, and that her arrival was like an island finally appearing on the horizon, the only hope of salvation. Indeed, her sister-in-law gave her no rest. She visited every day, at the most inconvenient times and without notice; she always wanted to do something together—grocery shopping, a walk, the Saturday afternoon rosary, a coffee, incessant chatting. Often, she brought food. “I made enough for you,” she’d say, beaming, though no one had asked her to.


Anna braided her hair and went back downstairs. The two of them left the house and walked toward the square—Anna pushing the stroller and Agata clasping her arm.


The white awnings of the market stalls filled all of Piazza Castello and the adjacent streets. The bustling background noise Anna had heard from afar suddenly came into focus and hit her hard, nearly dulling her senses. There was a loud commotion of traders calling out to potential customers, shouts, bellowing laughs, and rowdy squabbles between gesticulating shoppers.


The food stalls smelled of cacioricotta, pungent goat cheese, and spicy olives in brine—a disagreeable combination of odors, nausea inducing, especially so early in the morning. Anna picked up her pace and pinched her nose shut.


“This way,” said Agata. “Come see.” Her favorite stalls were in the housewares section of the market, where peddlers sold kitchen tools, home furnishings, and genuine local artisanal bric-a-brac. “I bet you’ll find something here,” she said. A large young man with a slight mustache and dark curly hair stood behind the first stand cheerfully touting his newly arrived merchandise: “You won’t find anything like it anywhere else!” He showed them a stone vase from Lecce decorated with hand-painted yellow flowers, a thick-bottomed saucepan, and a few wooden ladles with enameled ceramic handles.


“What’s that over there?” Anna asked, pointing at an unusual-looking terra-cotta object. It was shaped like a pinecone, or a bud about to bloom, with two folded leaves on the sides.


“It’s a pumo,” said Agata. “Do you like it?” she asked, looking hopeful.


“It’s a good-luck charm,” the man yelled over the general din of the market. “But only if you give it as a gift.”


Anna made a face—she wasn’t one to believe in charms.


“Trust me,” said the man, winking. Before Anna could say anything, Agata had grabbed the pumo, paid for it, and slipped it into Anna’s bag.


“This one’s on me!”


Anna thanked her but didn’t smile. What am I supposed to do with this? I have no use for this ugly thing, she thought.


They made their way through the crowd toward a papier-mâché puppet stand. Madonnas, Jesuses, and various saints were displayed in rows, upright like toy soldiers. Anna’s gaze fell on a little statue forgotten in a corner: a peasant woman with a wide, billowing white dress, hair blowing in the wind and a basket of red apples in her arms. Her face was slightly chipped—the only puppet with an imperfection, among all those on display.


“I’ll take that one,” Anna said without hesitating.


Agata looked at her, baffled. “Why not the San Lorenzo statue, our patron saint? Look how nice it is,” she said, picking it up. Anna ignored her. The man on the other side of the stall bent down, pulled out an old newspaper page from a pile at his feet, and carefully wrapped the puppet. “Try not to crush it in your bag. The papier-mâché is delicate,” he said, handing her the parcel.


Soon Agata and Anna reached a heap of wicker baskets. An elderly woman with dark fuzz above her lip and hands covered in calluses was sitting on the ground, barefoot, intent on weaving a basket; she had just finished one side and was about to start on the handle. Agata greeted her warmly and struck up a conversation. As the two women exchanged a series of “By the grace of God go I” Anna stared at the old woman’s feet, blackened by the earth, cracked at the heels, and with yellowed toenails. For a moment, she thought of her grandmother, who would massage her feet with milk every night at bedtime before slipping them into a pair of socks, still soaking wet. “Never neglect your hands and feet,” she always said. “People notice the details first—remember that.”


“This way,” said Agata, grabbing Anna by the arm. They ducked down a side street to a fabric stall. The petite shopkeeper wore her hair in a bun and a green knit shawl over her shoulders. She was showing a roll of blue silk to a woman wearing a dress so tight it looked like it had been painted on. The woman’s hair, full and dark, fell down her back in soft waves. But what struck Anna were her hands: not just because they stroked the silk as delicately as if it were a newborn’s head but because her nails were well manicured and painted red. No other woman in Lizzanello had such elegant hands.


“Ah, our dear Agata,” said the shopkeeper with a broad smile.


“This is Anna, my sister-in-law,” Agata said. The woman with the red nails swung around. The blue silk slipped from her fingers. As Anna shook the shopkeeper’s hand, she noticed, out of the corner of her eye, the other woman looking her up and down, staring hard.


“What do you need, my dears?”


“I need to make curtains for the bedroom,” Agata said. “I’ll take a few yards of white cotton and some thread to crochet the edges.”


“I’m off, then,” declared the woman with the red nails, finally looking away from Anna. She turned to the shopkeeper and said, in dialect, “The silk is fine; put it aside for me—I’ll send my husband to fetch it later.” Without saying goodbye, she turned on her heels and walked away.


“Who was that?” Anna whispered in Agata’s ear, wondering what the woman might have said in a language that was so different from standard Italian, or from the dialects spoken in the north.


“Carmela,” Agata said, looking uncomfortable.


“Carmela who?”


Agata gave her an abashed look. “The seamstress . . .”


“Here you go,” said the shopkeeper, handing a paper bag to Agata, who paid and thanked her, promising to return soon.


Anna and Agata walked back to the busy square. “Shall we stop at the fruit vendor for a minute?” Anna said, pointing at a shop across the way that read FRUIT AND VEGETABLES. “I need a bouquet of basil. I want to make pesto tomorrow.”


As soon as he spied them, a slight man with a cheerful smile greeted them at the door, tipping his cap.


“What can I get you?” he asked.


“Basil, please,” said Anna. “And do make sure the leaves are whole, like last week.”


“Michele, give us the freshest bouquet you have,” Agata said.


“Of course,” he said. He turned to the back of the shop and shouted, “Giacomino! Some basil for the outlander!” Anna raised an eyebrow, surprised and slightly displeased. Was that what people called her? The outlander? A freckled child around Lorenza’s age arrived with a bouquet of basil.


“Give the basil to the signora,” Michele ordered.


“Here you are,” said the child.


Once out of the store, Agata asked Anna if she was in the mood to grab a lemonade at the bar before heading home. “So we can spend a bit more time together, and freshen up,” she said, fanning herself with her hand. Annoyed by the prospect of making yet another stop, Anna tried not to snort, so as not to appear rude, and followed her through the crowd. They made their way through a small gaggle of women, some holding heavy bags of market spoils and others who’d rested theirs on the ground as they chatted. Anna and Agata entered Bar Castello, pushing away the rope curtain over the door. The bartender, a rotund fellow with a thick black mustache and olive skin, was drying a glass with the hem of his white apron. The walls were covered in wainscoting, above which hung a few photos of the town, a Fernet-Branca poster, and a menu written out by hand. Heavy red tablecloths were draped over the tables, and the chairs were made of wood with straw seats. On one of these lay a worn copy of the Gazzetta del Mezzogiorno.


“Nando, two lemonades, please,” said Agata.


“Just one,” said Anna. “I’ll take a caffè corretto. With grappa.”


Agata turned to her in shock. “Grappa?”


“Yes, grappa,” Anna replied. “I’ve always asked for a touch of liquor to be added to my coffee when ordering at the bar.”


Nando winked at her and in a booming voice said, “Same here!”


The next day, Anna gathered her ingredients in ceramic bowls and arranged them on the kitchen table: basil, pine nuts, kosher salt, garlic, Pecorino, Parmesan. She was missing the olive oil, but Antonio had promised to bring it by morning’s end. She tied her apron behind her back and took the mortar from the shelf.


“Anyone home?” Antonio’s voice filtered in from the entrance.


“Come on in!” said Anna.


“Auntie, Auntie!” Lorenza chirped, running toward her.


Anna broke into a smile, crouched down, and opened her arms. “Give us a hug, kiddo.”


“Good morning!” Antonio said, walking in with a timid smile and removing his cap. “And Carlo?”


“He took Roberto to mass,” she said, lifting an eyebrow.


Antonio cracked a smile. “Here’s the oil. Two liters this time,” he said, placing a jug on the table. The jug displayed the logo of Oleificio Greco, his oil mill, which featured a drop of oil in the shape of a leaf coming out of a tin cruet.


“Papa, can we stay and watch Auntie make pesto? Please!”


“If Auntie doesn’t mind . . .” he said, searching for the answer in Anna’s eyes.


“Of course not,” she said, ruffling her niece’s hair. Lorenza immediately pulled up a chair and knelt on it.


Antonio took a seat on the straw chair in the corner by the cupboard. No one ever sat there—it was used to store laundry for ironing.


“Let’s get started!” Anna chirped. She rinsed the basil leaves and placed them on a dry kitchen towel. “Remember, you must never plunge the leaves in water,” she explained to Lorenza. “Wash them like this, patting them gently with a damp cloth. Otherwise you might break them, because—you see?—they have to stay like this, intact.” She put the clean leaves aside and filled the mortar with peeled garlic cloves and kosher salt. “My mother always said you need a pinch—just a pinch—of salt. No more.”


Anna began to pound, drawing circles in the mortar as she worked.


Antonio watched in silence, his freshly shaven cheeks resting in his palms: Anna’s hands, so smooth and soft, moved with such ease and confidence—they were the experienced hands of someone who had practiced the rite of pesto making since childhood. He’d never seen her in such a good mood. He figured she should make pesto every day if it made her smile like that.


“You must wait for the garlic to take on this consistency, see? Like a cream,” Anna said. Lorenza leaned forward. “Only then can you add the basil,” Anna continued, picking up the bouquet of leaves. “And another pinch of salt.”


“Can I add it?” Lorenza asked.


“Yes, but just a little, like I showed you.”


Lorenza reached her little hand into the salt bowl and picked up a few large grains with her thumb and index finger.


“Good job—just like that,” Anna said, smiling. “And now comes the best part.” She resumed pounding, working vigorously until the leaves turned into a paste and the smell of basil filled the air. “The pine nuts, Pecorino, and Parmesan. But in small doses, slowly . . . slowly.” Anna emptied the bowls into the mortar, one by one. “Your arms should be sore by the end. Look at the muscles I’ve formed just by pounding!”


Lorenza giggled and turned to look at her father, who smiled and winked.


“And voilà!” Anna exclaimed, satisfied. Lorenza looked at the pesto in wonderment, as if she’d just witnessed some form of magic. She couldn’t wait to tell her classmates about it. Every day since the arrival of her “auntie from afar,” as she called Anna, she would tell her friends about the adventures, real and imagined, of her own personal heroine: One time, her auntie had seen mountains so tall they touched the sky; one time, she’d danced with the king himself; and one time, she’d touched a sick tree and cured it.


“Now we just add the oil and we’re done,” Anna said. “Do you want to pour it in, ma petite?”


“My little one,” Antonio whispered.


“What did you say?” Anna said.


He blushed. “Ma petite . . . It means ‘my little one,’ right?”


Anna looked at him, one eyebrow raised. “You speak French now?”


Antonio looked down. “A little.”


“How come? Did I inspire you to learn it?” She smiled.


He shrugged. “I want to understand things I don’t know, that’s all . . .” I want to understand you, he wished he could have added.


Anna couldn’t have known that once she’d arrived, each night after Agata and Lorenza went to bed and the house plunged into silence, Antonio had locked himself in his study and pulled out the French grammar book he’d borrowed from the library. He stayed up late reading and underlining and only stopped when he could no longer keep his eyes open.


Carlo was sitting at a table outside Bar Castello with a cigar in hand, drinking the terrible house red, Roberto on his knees. What a pleasure regardless, he thought, to sit there and watch the Sunday morning bustle as people poured out of church, filed into the bakery for pastries, tossed coins to the paperboy, and walked across the square with a copy of the Gazzetta del Mezzogiorno tucked under their arm.


Carlo tipped his Borsalino hat and smiled at all who walked by; he knew everyone and they knew him, as if he hadn’t budged from that table in ten years.


“Hey there, stranger,” someone said behind him.


That voice. Carmela. He knew he’d see her sooner or later. Actually, it was funny how they hadn’t run into each other until now. He’d been very busy when he first arrived: suitcases to unpack, a house to open, documents to sign at the notary, inherited lands to inspect. But the town had barely six thousand inhabitants, and it was easy to note who was around and who wasn’t.


Carlo kicked out the chair beside him, smiled, and motioned for her to take it.


“I heard you were back,” she said, still standing. “And I saw you in church earlier.” She lowered her black headscarf to her neck.


Carmela—what a woman she’d become. When she’d blossomed, the summer she turned sixteen, the boys had launched a competition to see who would be the first to fondle her breasts. They courted her all at once, like an army laying siege: They would offer her their arm, elbow one another out of the way to sit next to her in church, buy her jam pastries, walk her home. Carlo had known her since they were children, when they lived just down the street from each other. He’d seen her cry and scream when her mother beat her, skin her knees when they played tag, and wipe away snot with the back of her hand. But that year, when he returned from summer camp in Santa Maria di Leuca to find her all grown up, confident, and breathtakingly beautiful, he’d felt intimidated and slightly annoyed. He stopped speaking to her. He just watched her from afar, studying her as if she were a new life-form, incomprehensible. He made sure to catch her eye only to quickly look away. In the end, by dint of ignoring her, he won her over. For two years he fondled her breasts and gave her furtive, passionate kisses—until the day he’d had to leave: He’d been called up to become a customs officer in Alexandria, way up north in Piedmont. But he would be back soon and marry her, he’d promised.


“This must be Roberto,” Carmela said.


“Yes!” Carlo proclaimed, kissing his son on the forehead.


“What beautiful big eyes.”


“Got those from his mother, thankfully.”


Carmela watched the square slowly empty. Mario the shoeshine, a large man with a thick unibrow, angular features, and hair combed to one side, was sitting on the bench between the palm tree and the standing fountain, arms crossed, staring at her. She acknowledged him with a nod, then looked down and pulled her scarf back over her head. Her hands are as elegant and beautiful as they were all those years ago, Carlo thought, observing her slender fingers and red nails.


“And you? Any children?” he asked her.


Carmela hesitated. “Yes,” she said. “One. His name is Daniele. He’ll be ten in December.”


“Well, you look great, you know,” Carlo murmured. “You’re even more beautiful than back then.”


She shot daggers at him, her eyes dark and cutting. “Not enough to make you come back.”


He sipped his wine and grimaced—good God was it tart, practically vinegar. Only good for salad dressing now. “You know all about that. I wrote to you,” he said, setting the glass back on the table.


“Yes, yes, I know,” she said, waving her hand as if to swat an insect.


“Looks like someone else put a ring on your finger, though.”


Carmela felt her ring. “Well, if I had waited for you, I would have died a spinster.”


“You never would have died a spinster. Not you.”


“And your lady? We hardly ever see her around. What’s the matter? Is our little town not to her liking?”


“Come on. Give her time, she’s getting her bearings. It hasn’t been easy for her, you know. Claudia, the move . . . You’ll see, in time.”


“Yes, I heard about the baby. A terrible loss.”


“Yes,” he said, pursing his lips. He took another sip of his wine. “Christ, this stuff is disgusting.”


Carmela laughed. “Unlike the wine my father used to make. You liked that well enough.”


“Don Ciccio’s wine! Who could forget? Is he still making it?”


“Not anymore. Too tiring. He threw out his back.”


“Too bad. I would love a glass of that.”


“I still have a few bottles at home.” She glanced at the clock on the town hall, then at Mario, who was still staring at her. “I have to go,” she said.


“Maybe I’ll come see you one of these days?” Carlo blurted out. “For the wine, I mean,” he added, awkwardly.


Carmela forced a smile and said goodbye. She turned and walked away, knowing full well that he was watching her go.


Lorenza threw open the front door and walked in, screaming, “Mama, look, me and Auntie Anna made pesto!” She ran into the kitchen to show her mother the jar she was clutching in her hands.


“I already made lunch,” Agata said, dismissively.


The smile on Lorenza’s little face faded at once. Antonio went to her, let out a long sigh, and tried to reassure her. “We’ll save it for tomorrow,” he said, patting her on the head.


“I don’t like that stuff. It’s not from round here,” Agata grumbled, dishing out the food.


Antonio already knew the pesto would go bad and that they’d end up tossing it. Anna had instructed them to eat it within the day.


“Let’s go, Lorenza,” he said gently. “Come help me set the table.” He took the jar from her hands and placed it on the counter.


“There. Go, run along now,” Agata said, drying her hands on her apron.


“Here we are!”


Carlo appeared in the kitchen holding Roberto, who, somewhere along the way, had collapsed into a deep sleep in his father’s arms.


“The effects of mass?” Anna joked, taking hold of him.


Carlo burst out laughing. He tried to grab her from behind and steal a kiss.


Amused, she motioned to him to stop, or he’d wake the child. But after lowering Roberto into the crib, she turned and pulled Carlo into a long kiss. In all his life, she was the only one who had ever known how to kiss him like that.


The trofie with pesto—left steaming on the table—ended up being served cold that Sunday.


Ferragosto, the traditional worker’s holiday celebrated on August 15, was hot from the first hours of the morning. Anna woke up sweating and pushed her black silk eye mask up to her forehead. Carlo’s side of the bed was already vacant—she could hear him singing beyond the closed bathroom door, which he always did while shaving. She got up, sat at the vanity table, took her brush from the marble counter, and ran it through her hair, examining herself in the large oval mahogany mirror. She caressed her son’s cheek as he slept peacefully in the crib and went down to the kitchen. She heated some milk in a little pot, but not too long, just for a minute; she liked it lukewarm. She poured it into a cup and went out to drink it on the bench in the shadow of the pomegranate tree. She lifted her white cotton nightgown and tucked in her ruddy, slender legs, then scooped her long, loose hair to one side. Keeping the cup firmly in her hands, she took the first little sip. Where had she been last Ferragosto? Roberto had been just a few months old, and Carlo had taken them on a little excursion, just the three of them, to somewhere near Pigna. They’d had lunch on a blanket, in the cool forest undergrowth, where the only noises were the crackling of the crickets and the chirping of the birds. From a paper bag, Carlo had produced a pisciadela, her favorite type of focaccia bread, and they’d split it in two.


Anna touched the back of her sweaty neck. Incredible, she thought. I’m even sweating in the shade. She sat back against the bench with a sigh and took another sip of milk. She realized Agata hadn’t visited in days. Not that she minded. On the one hand, it was a relief that her sister-in-law had loosened her grip. But to disappear completely like that, from one day to the next? Had she upset her? She didn’t think she’d been rude when, about a week before, Agata had shown up at lunchtime with a frittata made with breadcrumbs and lesser calamint. “Agata, thank you dearly,” Anna had said. “That’s very kind of you. But, you see, I want to be the one to cook for my family.” What was wrong with that? She couldn’t possibly have offended her!


“Hello, my love! Ready for the beach?” Carlo said as he walked into the garden, smelling of mint aftershave. He leaned down to kiss her and stroke her hair.


“The beach? But I don’t even have a bathing suit,” Anna protested.


“Not to worry! We’ll improvise. I’m not going to let us stay here and die of heat,” he chirped.


“And how, exactly, are we getting there?”


“By bus. It leaves in exactly fifty minutes,” he said. “Antonio, Agata, and Lorenza are waiting for us in the square.”


“You’ve already thought of everything. Why am I just hearing about it now?” Anna said, tensing up.


“Because I wanted to surprise you! You’ll see, it’ll be fun. Take your time with breakfast; I’ll take care of Roberto.”


The bus left Piazza Castello half an hour late: A crowd had formed, with people elbowing one another to get on. After protestations and invectives from those left behind, the bus driver promised to come right back for a second round.


“There’s a lemonade waiting for each of you at the bar, already paid for,” Carlo announced to the group that would have to wait. “So you can cool off in the meantime.” With that, he climbed onto the bus amid a flurry of cheers.


“Did you hear that? That man bought us lemonade,” said a mother to the young boy in her arms. He was whining from the heat.


“You paid for everyone? I don’t get it . . .” Anna said.


“Indeed, I did,” Carlo replied, taking a seat next to her. He waved at the little boy in his mother’s arms and smiled.


Anna watched him, baffled. “But why?”


“What do you mean, why? It’s a nice gesture. They have to wait in the sun, poor things.”


“Yes, but what does that have to do with you? I mean, couldn’t they get it themselves?”


Carlo shrugged. “That’s what we do here. We always have.”


“Perhaps. But to me it looks like a stupid way to throw away money.”


“Don’t worry about money, my love,” he assured her, touching her knee. “We’re not short on that. Not anymore.”


“That’s not a good reason to waste it.”


“Auntie, I want to sit next to you,” Lorenza said, emerging from the row behind and squeezing between them. Carlo chucked her under the chin. “Very well,” he said, standing up. “But just this once, okay?” He winked and went to take Lorenza’s seat next to Agata, who was fanning herself with a black silk-and-tulle fan. In another row, Antonio was absorbed in a book, sitting elbow-to-elbow with a young boy who was pressing his nose up against the window.


After a few miles, they came to the San Foca beach, the nearest one to town, and stopped right on the waterfront. As Anna emerged from the bus, she saw that the beach was crowded and loud. It made her want to get right back on the bus and return to the peaceful silence of her pomegranate garden.


“Can you take him, please,” she said to Carlo, passing Roberto to him.


“Everything okay, my love?” he said, worried.


Anna didn’t answer. She put on her straw hat, clutched Lorenza’s hand, and walked with her onto the hot sand to look for a free spot. Between the people sunbathing on the ground, kids building sandcastles with buckets and shovels, and adults hitting balls back and forth with wood and leather paddles, it seemed like an impossible task. In the end, they found a free spot of sand; Carlo and Antonio sat back-to-back while Anna and Agata sat next to each other, legs off to one side, making room for the two kids in the middle. Anna felt crushed by the suffocating heat, the constantly fluctuating human horde, and the incessant chatter of the local dialect, a language that still seemed completely unattainable to her—all those words ending in U, and those Z’s cropping up in the most unlikely places. But no one in her immediate vicinity seemed to mind any of that. Everyone else seemed happy to be there.


Carlo stood up and took off his pants and shirt, revealing a white-and-blue-striped bathing suit that came halfway down his thighs.


“I’m going for a swim,” he announced. “Who’s with me?”


“Me. I can’t take this anymore. I have to cool down or I’ll burst into flames,” Agata said, still fanning herself. “Lorenza, let’s go. Get your head wet or you’ll catch your death.” She stood up and helped her daughter out of her shirt, leaving her with a little yellow bathing suit with shorts.


“And you, Auntie Anna?” Lorenza beckoned. Anna stroked her head and said she’d rather stay there for the time being.


“Antonio, are you coming?” Carlo asked.


“Let me finish this chapter,” he said, pointing at the page. Carlo bent down to give Anna and Roberto light kisses on their foreheads. “See you in a bit,” he said. “Don’t burn.” Smiling, he nudged Anna’s straw hat back into place. She watched him make his way to the edge of the water joking with Agata and Lorenza. As they dipped their feet in, she turned to stare at Antonio, who was still reading intently, as if nothing else existed. He must have felt her watching him, because he looked up from his novel and returned her gaze.


“What’s it about?” Anna asked.


Antonio looked lost. “What?”


“The book you’re reading,” she said, amused.


“Oh, the book!” he gasped, blushing. “Well,” he said, holding his spot with his thumb, “it’s about a man who stains himself with the sin of sloth and prefers to take refuge underground, even though he envies all those who are able to act. It’s called Notes from Underground.”


“And it’s by Dostoevsky, yes, I know. I’ve never read any of his books.”


“What do you like to read?”


Anna leaned back onto her elbows. “Jane Austen, the Brontë sisters . . .”


“You like women, you mean.”


“Not only. I’ve read everything by Flaubert, Tolstoy. And anyway, why do you say it like that?”


“Like what?”


“In that patronizing tone. As if books written by women were of lesser value.”


“No, no, you misunderstand me. I didn’t mean to minimize them, believe me. I’ve read Pride and Prejudice, for example.”


“Did you like it?”


Antonio shrugged. “I prefer other writers, that’s all.”


Just then, a boy walked by pushing a red cart while shouting, “Fresh almonds for sale!”


Anna smirked. “Why do you people yell so much?”


“You who?” Antonio asked.


“You Southerners.”


Antonio smiled bitterly. “Well, not everyone.” And he looked her straight in the eyes.


“Right, not you. I know. Nor Carlo,” Anna said, relaxing.


“You know, I marked a passage that made me think of you.”


“Of me? Why?”


“Can I read it to you?”


“Of course.”


Antonio leafed through the pages until he found the right one. “Here it is.” He began to read in a calm voice, “‘I was tormented then by another circumstance, the fact that no one looked like me and I didn’t look like anyone. I am alone, and they are everyone.’” He closed the book and looked at Anna.


“That’s how you see me?” she asked, frowning.


“Is that how you feel?” Anna didn’t get a chance to respond. Lorenza ran up and lunged at them, dripping with water, and screamed, “Auntie, Papa, come on! The water is beauuuuuutiful!”
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Carlo crossed town wandering through the quiet, narrow alleyways, lit cigar in hand. The smell of tomato sauce coming from someone’s open window permeated the air. He reached the door of the dressmaker’s shop and knocked, whistling a tune.


Carmela opened up. She was in a floral dress and had a measuring tape draped around her neck. “You?” she said, surprised.


“You still got it?” he asked, smiling. “That bottle of your father’s wine?”


“You’re remembering that now?” she said, smirking. “Tràsi,” she said with a sigh, stepping aside so he could enter.


Carlo obeyed and she closed the door behind him. The whole shop fit into a neat and clean little room. Everything had its place: the sewing machine, the wooden workbench, the bare mannequin in the corner, the rolls of fabric stacked on the shelf, a tower of magazines, and various tools of the trade sorted according to function into a multitude of little boxes. Against the wall, opposite the workbench, was a glass table, recently shined, with a vase of flowers and flanked by two red velvet armchairs.


“Go on, have a seat,” Carmela said, pointing to a chair. “Wait here while I get the wine.” She disappeared through the door that led into her apartment and returned with a bottle and a crystal glass. She poured the wine and gave it to Carlo.


He took a sip, closed his eyes, and smacked his lips. “What a pleasure to the palate.” He put the glass on the table. “How are you?” he asked.


Carmela shrugged and crossed her arms. “As you see me. Always working.”


“Your husband? I met him, you know. Briefly, at Nando’s bar. He seems like a good man.”


“He is.”


Carlo picked up his glass and took another sip. “Maybe he’s a bit old for you, though, don’t you think? What is he—fifty?”


“Almost. But what do you mean by that?” she said, annoyed.


“Nothing, nothing.” Carlo raised his hand. “Actually, I didn’t just come for the wine. I just—I need to speak to don Ciccio.”


“With Papa? Why’s that?”


“You know about the land my Uncle Luigi left me?”


“Of course I do. Everyone knows. What of it?”


“I have to do something with it, don’t I? I was thinking about producing wine. I thought maybe your father could give me some advice.”


She frowned. “You’ll have to ask him directly. What would I have to do with it?”


Carlo looked at the glass and swished the wine. “Before I talk to him, I wanted to ask you if he was still angry with me. Whenever I run into him, he barely says hi. Maybe I’m imagining it, but . . .”


Carmela stared at him, unyielding. “You left years ago. We’ve moved on—our lives don’t revolve around you.”


There was a knock at the door and Carmela went to open it, revealing an elderly woman with sunken eyes and a protruding mole on her chin. Several men’s coats were draped over her arm.


“Ah, donna Marta . . . tràsi,” Carmela said, motioning for her to enter.


Carlo put the glass down and stood up. “Good morning, donna Marta. How are you?”


“Oh, I can’t complain, thank the Lord,” she answered. “And you? I saw your wife with the little ’un. What a lovely woman.”


Carlo smiled, then shot an embarrassed look at Carmela. “Carlo is here because he wants me to sew a dress. But he was just leaving,” she said quickly.


“Yes, right.” He nodded awkwardly but played along nonetheless. “Well, I’ll be back when it’s ready.”


Carmela walked him to the door.


“Goodbye, donna Marta,” Carlo said. “Goodbye, Carmela,” he added, looking her in the eyes.


“My best to your family,” she said, then closed the door.


Carlo walked off, cutting through a cobblestone alley that led to don Ciccio’s house, about a mile away. He skirted a tuff wall beyond which he could see the foliage of some oak trees, then walked through an archway leading to an opening where a few small houses with peeling façades encircled a stone well. Carlo knocked on a green double door and waited, rocking back and forth on his heels. When don Ciccio opened the door, he looked stunned. For a moment, he stared at Carlo with his jet-black eyes, just like Carmela’s. He’d put on weight over the years, evidenced by the soft belly protruding from his shirt. Even so, his arms remained as powerful and toned as Carlo remembered. His nose, slightly flattened, was covered in small brown spots and his hair, once thick and wavy, was cut short and thinning at the temples.


“Good morning, don Ciccio,” Carlo said, cheerfully.


“Good day,” don Ciccio mumbled, frowning. “What is it?” He clearly wanted to get to the point.


Carlo awkwardly rubbed the back of his neck. “I was hoping we could have a word.”


Don Ciccio opened the door all the way and invited Carlo in with a curt gesture. He turned and led him down a dark hallway.


“And how is your wife?” Carlo asked.


“Ask her yourself.” Don Ciccio took the first door on the left and walked into the kitchen, lit only by a thin ray of sun filtering in through the window. There was a strong odor of garlic and turnip greens, which were frying in a pan. Two large, bright red tomato vines hung from a hook on the wall. Gina sat knitting by the unlit fireplace. A framed photo of Benito Mussolini in a helmet and uniform was displayed proudly on the shelf above her.


“Look who’s here,” said don Ciccio. Carlo thought he detected some sarcasm.


Gina perked up, got to her feet, and let her needles drop to the chair. “Carlo,” she said meekly, “it’s been so long.”


“Lovely to see you, donna Gina,” Carlo said, taking both her hands in his. “I hope you are well.”


“As God wills,” she said.


She hadn’t lost her sweet smile, Carlo thought, looking at her dimples. And she still kept her hair in a bun, as she always had, even though it was white now. Yet her skin remained tense and compact. Carmela had inherited that from her.


Don Ciccio pulled up a chair and sat down, then invited Carlo to do the same.


“Make some coffee for our guest,” he ordered his wife.


Carlo laced his fingers together over the table, then changed his mind and slipped them into his jacket pocket to pull out a cigar. “Do you mind if I smoke, don Ciccio?”


Don Ciccio shook his head and Carlo lit his cigar, unleashing a cloud of smoke. The smell of spice filled the room, mixing with the pungent odor of the turnip greens. In the silence that followed, Gina served the coffee on a silver tray, in the good china, then returned to her knitting. After taking his last sip from the espresso cup, don Ciccio asked again, “What is it?”


Carlo cleared his throat. “Well, as you know, my Uncle Luigi left me twenty-five acres of land, which he’d bought before getting sick. He didn’t have time to do anything with it, so I’ve decided to cultivate it. I’d like to plant a vineyard.”


Don Ciccio placed his cup on the tray and glanced at his wife, who looked up at him. He stared at Carlo and frowned. “This is why you have come?”


“Who can advise me better than you, with your experience? I’ve never had a wine as good as yours, not even up north. I’m asking you to teach me everything you know, don Ciccio. Like a father to a son.”


Don Ciccio looked at him for a long time, then stood up slowly and took a pipe from the mantel, where it had been sitting next to Mussolini’s photo. He lit a match and heated the tobacco in the chamber. Finally, he took a puff. “Like a son, you say?” he said, exhaling the smoke.


Gina looked up again and studied Carlo with her little blue eyes.


“No. I won’t teach you like a son of mine,” don Ciccio said. “But like the son of Pantaleo, God rest his soul. There was a time when you could have also become a son to me. But that time is gone.”


“If I’ve offended you, I am sorry,” Carlo mumbled.


Gina bowed her head and began to knit faster. Don Ciccio walked around the table and sat down again. “I’ll do you this favor,” he said, spreading his arms. “I will. But know that I only do this on account of the friendship that I had with your father.”


Delighted, Carlo jumped up and shook his hand. “I am grateful to you,” he said. “You can’t imagine how much.”


After walking Carlo to the door, don Ciccio trudged back into the kitchen and sat down. Gina was still knitting, but her face was contorted, and she waited to hear what don Ciccio would say.


“There was no need to use the good china,” he said. “The last thing we should be doing is rolling out the red carpet for that one.”


“I’m thinking of cultivating Uncle Luigi’s land,” Carlo told the whole family that evening as they gathered for dinner at Antonio and Agata’s house. “Actually, I’ve been thinking about it for a while.”


“And this is how you tell me?” Anna said.


Carlo brushed her hand and smiled. “I wanted to be sure before talking to you about it.”


She looked down and continued to eat her meat pie.


“What do you want to plant?” Antonio asked, surprised.


“Vines. I want my own wine label, like what you did with olive oil. I could ship it all over Italy, even abroad, but with my name on it,” Carlo explained, hitting himself on the chest. “The wine they make here always gets sent up north and blended with theirs. It’s always been that way. But we could sell it already bottled—ours has nothing to envy of those wines from Veneto or Piedmont. I know what I’m talking about, I’ve had them. I know ours will be better. No one here has ever dared. But now it’s time to think big.”


Antonio considered this for a moment, then smiled. “Yes, I think it’s a great idea, Carletto.”


“Good on you,” Agata added, with her mouth full.


“You seem very determined,” Anna said, lifting an eyebrow.


“I am,” said Carlo. “Just think, ‘Greco Winery.’” He made a gesture with his hand. “It has a ring to it, doesn’t it?”


“But what do you know about growing vines?” Anna asked.


“I’ll get help,” he said, then turned to his brother. “I’ve already asked don Ciccio.”


“Oh, really?” Agata said, stunned.


“Who’s don Ciccio?” asked Anna.


“Someone who knows wine,” Carlo answered quickly. He shoved a forkful of pie in his mouth.


“I’m here for anything you need,” Antonio said.


“I know. Thank you, big brother,” Carlo said with a wink.


“I’m here, too,” Anna said, after a few seconds. “I don’t know anything about vineyards. But then, neither do you. We can learn together.”


A silence fell. Carlo swallowed his mouthful of pie and cleared his throat. “Don’t worry yourself, my love. There’s no need.”


“It almost sounds like you don’t want my help,” Anna snapped.


Antonio and Agata looked at each other.


“No, it’s not that,” Carlo hastened to say. “It’s that I don’t want you to do something just for the sake of it. Maybe next year you can go back to teaching. Someone will surely retire by then, no? Maybe in some nearby village, or whatnot. I mean, you’re always saying how much you miss school.”


“I miss working. It’s different,” she said, vexed. “And anyway, no. At the moment, there are no openings. You know this.”


Carlo sighed, put down his fork, and took her hand in his. “You have to take the time to figure out what else you want to do. Something that suits you, though. That you’re passionate about. There’s no rush.” He kissed the back of her hand.


Antonio opened his mouth to say something, then immediately shut it.


The Fiat 508 Balilla, with its velvet interior and bodywork shining in the sun, zipped down the small country road at fifty miles an hour, headed for the Great Oak Tree that stood just outside Pisignano, the next town over from Lizzanello. With his foot on the accelerator and an unlit cigar in hand, Carlo was whistling a tune he’d composed on the spot.


Antonio sat paralyzed with fear in the seat next to him. “Slow down,” he kept saying, clasping the door handle with both hands.


But Carlo wasn’t listening. He’d wanted a car for too long. That morning, November 29, the day of his thirty-first birthday, he’d flung himself out of bed driven only by the thought of picking up his 508. He’d wanted to give himself an important gift now that he didn’t have to worry about money: He withdrew 10,800 lira from his postal savings account and bought the car of his dreams without hesitation. It was the one everyone had been talking about, the one with the ad looming large in all the papers. No longer on foot, it said.


He’d opted for the Berlina model, with four seats and two doors, and chosen the color green because it belonged to Anna, to her eyes and her basil, even though she still didn’t suspect a thing about this coup de folie, as she would no doubt call it.


He downshifted when he glimpsed the majestic, enveloping mane of the Great Oak Tree—the strongest and most ancient tree in the area—beyond the bend at the drystone wall. When he and his brother were children, their father took them there every Sunday morning. The three of them would sit on the ground with their backs against the thick trunk. Pantaleo would pull two oranges or peaches from his pockets, depending on the season, and give one to each child for breakfast. As the boys bit into their fruit, moistening their lips and fingers, their father would tell one of his tales. His favorite was the legend of the oak tree—they’d heard it countless times.


Carlo parked, and they got out of the car and sat on the soft earth, leaning their backs against the tree, like when they were young. Carlo looked up at the sky and took a few puffs from his cigar, silently. The smoke got caught in the thick leaves above, which seemed to suck it up. “Do you remember the story of the oak?” he asked his brother.


“Of course I remember,” Antonio said. He started to recount it, imitating his father’s booming voice and using the same words he had: “People had long believed the oak to be cursed because it was the only tree in all the realm to offer up its wood to build the cross on which Jesus died.”


Carlo laughed. “You sound just like him!”


Antonio smiled and continued, gesticulating. “Its honor was only restored after many centuries. Saint Francis said, No, the oak is no traitor, as everyone thinks; rather, it was the only tree that knew it had to sacrifice itself for redemption, just like Jesus.”


Carlo shook his head in amusement and recited the ending in unison with his brother: “After that, it became such a sacred tree that many Italian cities started to vie for its name. Lecce, formerly Lupiae, won out; that’s why the city’s coat of arms depicts a wolf under a holm oak tree.”


They laughed heartily, surprised at how well they remembered their father’s words.
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