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A ogni uccello il suo nido e bello.


To every bird, his nest is beautiful.


—Italian proverb















The Visitor



The wisest souls say that pure mountain air makes us all go a little mad. A wind—lawless and long tailed—slices through the snow-stippled Apuan Alps and the Apennines with all the wantonness of La Befana, the winter witch. Swifts catch this wind on their wings, carving up the crisp blue morning. Dipping down into the valley, the wind now worries over the murmuring blue tongue of the Serchio river on its journey to the Tyrrhenian Sea. It slips—an unseen spirit—under the Devil’s Bridge. Shivers along the great gray hunch of the Devil’s back. Hissing over every ancient stone. Rising from the river, the wind picks up speed, hastening toward the woods. Hurtling toward chestnut trees spaced like the pews of a great duomo. The wind now weaves between golden leaves. Whispering quick consonants between the branches, borrowing an autumnal aura. Sweet sighs of ripe chestnuts and shed leaves. And here—where the wind steals woodland scents—hides a curiosity. Cloistered by soil, moss, stone, and leaf litter, a thing unseen—a thing quite mysterious—lies in waiting.


A thing that sits buried, like old bones.


What lies under the soil has stayed secret. It is an underground barterer. A schemer who has set a trap in the soil. A sylvan swindler. A tormentor.


A tiny god.


Swelling to irresistible bulk, it has ripened into a knobbled fruit of corruption. And now the time has come. The tiny god releases a lusty sigh, soundlessly unfurling a phantom into the wind.


No more visible than the notes of nightingale song.


No more audible than a wordless wish.


The tiny god has released a cipher.


The breath of the tiny god is whisked away by the breeze, slipping through the damp woodland of chestnut worship. Deeper into the woods, the breath in the breeze paints the pupils of a fallow deer into great glistening lakes. Fur stiffens along a back freckled with the white of first snow. The doe salivates in answer to the call of the stranger she can smell but cannot see. Her nostrils flutter, messages flood her bloodstream. But the breath blows on.


Now a wild sow lifts her moist snout from the leaf litter and inhales a slip of the wind. Instantly intoxicated, her muddy snout snuffing. The grunting sow is aroused into a frenzy. Bristled legs stab at the soil as she arranges them to assume her stance, ready to receive the boar she smells. Turning her head toward her tail, she hunts for him, but—and here is the trick, here is the olfactory deception—there is no boar, and the breeze blows on through the woods, fanning the sensual scent along with it.


See-through scarves of scent curl from the forest and swirl toward a beautiful medieval village, perched upon a peak. Its tallest point an eleventh-century bell tower with memories of steel swords and shields. The wind, pickled with flavors of the forest, ridden by the breath of the tiny god, tickles trees of olive and cypress. Until it dangles its string of little calamities above cobblestone streets and terra-cotta roof tiles.


And it settles upon the medieval village like a spell.


Down in the village, past the sleepy post office, past the boarded-up ristorante and the sixteenth-century church and the water fountain. Past the teeny-tiny grocers and a ginger tomcat slinking under an archway to go make mayhem, Nonna Amara shuffles slippers over cobblestone on her morning walk. The breeze and the mysterious thing it carries slip under her shawl, bright and invigorating, a sonnet read to her skin. Nonna Amara tightens her floral shawl, the silver cirrus of her hair aflutter. She lifts the lovely lines of her face to the sky. Squeezes her eyes shut. As she inhales, a memory whirls her off her feet, whisking her all the way back to her childhood.


She is sitting at the table in the cucina rustica of her beloved home. Blue snakes of smoke coil around young Amara, up toward the wooden ceiling beams. Some hang themselves in her hair. Her papa, Babbo, leans in, his spice of sweet smoke, the powdered sugar lingering like a second skin, his hands thick from pummeling pastry. Babbo with his feral hair and his hands and his hairy chest and his heart, oh, his heart…


“Close your eyes, sweetheart.” That voice. The rumble, the rasp.


Amara closes her eyes, makes a wish for a thing with wheels. Her papa leans close, smelling of a glossy white soap cake, sweet tobacco from his pipe. Babbo’s pipe. Babbo’s hands wrap around the waist of her summer dress and she lifts into the air with a shriek. Babbo and Amara are a two-headed creature that blunders blindly out of the cucina, through the arched doorway.


“Open!” bellows Babbo. And Amara opens her eyes to a courtyard stippled with sun. The planters popping with red geraniums. Babbo’s potted herbs and their aromatic whispers of lavender and rosemary. The old black-and-white cat staring at them from a stone wall with blatant disgust in its green-eyed glare. And a bicycle, glossy and red, with a wished-for basket in the front and a seat on the back. Amara kicks her legs and screams in delight, slipping from Babbo’s shoulders, held by those hands, held by that big, rumbling laugh, until she is running toward the bike, the sun, toward Babbo running beside her yelling, “That’s it, pedal! Keep going, piccolina, keep going!” toward Babbo holding Amara’s delicate hand so she does not fall, toward scraped knees, toward firsts and falls, heartbreaks and hurdles, all the way through time toward Amara holding Babbo’s delicate hand so he does not fall.


The breeze blows on and Nonna Amara opens her eyes. She smiles, lifting the lines she has earned with years of laughter.


“Babbo.”


She rubs her hands together and shuffles ahead, averting her eyes from the crudely nailed planks of wood boarding up the pasticceria. From cobwebs on windows. She smiles, lets in birdsong instead of sorrow.


The breeze and the breath of the tiny god, ahead of Nonna Amara now, make a mad dash down a winding cobblestone street, across a sleepy piazza, and finally—with a devious bluster—slip under the door of Bar Celebrità.


The breath of the tiny god is now, to many a nose, undetectable. Indeed, all the current inhabitants of Bar Celebrità have missed the secret cipher slithering into their midst.


All but one.


At a table by the window, nestled up to the muddied boot of her person, sits Aria, a dog-shaped burst of brown and white corkscrew curls, woolen and wiry to the touch. She peers up at Giovanni’s flatcap and thick white mustache with alert, almost-human hazel eyes. Giovanni Scarpazza gives his dog a reassuring nod—Not long now, it says—inducing a doggy yawn of excitement. Quick pink flash of a tongue.


Aria lifts her nose to the height of the table. She reads the room in sentences of scent. First, she takes in Giovanni’s breakfast bombolone, fried dough bulging with Nutella. The pastry sits on a napkin next to a cup of strong coffee. She sniffs the spiced soil of those coffee grounds—bitter beans with a roasted raisin lilt that lifts the spirits of the humans in here. Aria smells a mist of milk as Giuseppina—carnevale incarnate and incidental human—manhandles the steam wand, yelling loud enough that all the hunting dogs of the village can hear. Aria leaves Giovanni’s side briefly to visit the neighboring table and sniff the pant leg of Leon Rosetti. A musky reek from billy goats clings to Leon’s jacket and jeans. A small map made by the urine of a young female goat dried to his boots. The farmer’s skin smells of beetles and unearthed roots. He is in good health, though filled with a sadness that smells like the resin of a sick tree. Sadness the color of crushed irises. Aria reads that Leon did not sleep well last night, smells the story of his tending to an old donkey, feeding the dogs and geese breakfast after splashing his face with freezing spring water. She reads that farmer Leon woke up alone, since Aria can no longer smell the creamy vanilla flowers of fragrance that bloom in the wake of the farmer’s wife.


“Good morning, Aria. Beautiful dog,” says the farmer. His breath glitters with sweet stars of grappa. Thick farmer fingers tousle Aria’s head curls. Fingers stained purple from harvesting grapes, a metallic tang of goat bells trailing from them. Aria pushes her head into Leon’s hand to comfort him. She knows she is very good at comforting those who need her. And she always knows who needs comforting.


Curls bouncing, Aria pads back to the table by the window, where Giovanni is biting into the bombolone. Nutella oozes out, plopping onto the napkin. Aria licks her lips, then sweeps her snout under the table and across the terra-cotta tile. She sniffs a crumpled napkin with an angry smear of arrabbiata sauce. The spot where some tangy salt-and-vinegar crisp crumbs were swept up. Peach juice poured by a colicky child. Her nose hovers just above a dried patch of cleaning agent, chemical and sharp. And a tidy trail of dried blood droplets—human in origin, spilled by a male filled with pungent rage. Things the cleaning agent did not catch. Out of sight, in the cucina behind Giuseppina and the bar, Aria smells bones bubbling in a pot to make a rich broth. Stale bread tensing on a counter. Mold violating a hunk of mozzarella. The ghost of roasted garlic. The last tomatoes of summer simmer in an earthenware pot with a green potpourri of freshly chopped herbs. On the cucina tiles, scents tracked in on the soles of shoes—cigarette butt with a sweet stamp of lipstick, gum spat hastily onto the marble church floor, a squashed scorpion. Aria smells the stacked crates of belching onions. The metallic menace of the shotgun hidden in a cupboard under the antique stone sink. A bowl of jellied cat food, partially licked by the mischievous ginger tom who was already full from hunting mice all night but just didn’t want any other cat to enjoy it.


When Aria fixes her muzzle on the table in front of her once more, just as Giovanni is swallowing the last lump of bombolone, a strange summoning from the forest holds her nose hostage. Aria’s eyes light up with longing. She gives a gummy, open-mouthed grin, her curls quaking. Her tail takes on a life of its own, thumping terra-cotta.


The breath of the tiny god is here.


An earthy burp, a miasma of cheese and funky sweat. A sweet fizz of fermented fruit. A message. This breath of new life sets her heart racing. A rush of passion strong as gunpowder. She whines, panting, placing her front paws onto Giovanni’s leg. She lifts to her hind legs to stare into gentle gray eyes.


“Calm, Aria. Wait.” Giovanni winces at the acerbity of his coffee. He pats Aria, feeling waves of vim floating from his canine companion.


Aria cocks her head at the window. She stares beyond the piazza at the arched outline of the Apennines. She will be very good and she will wait, as Giovanni has asked. Though they cannot and must not wait too long. Soon, she will follow her nose to show Giovanni what is out there. The cipher that is summoning her. Calling for her in chemicals. A tease. A treasure.


A story sent to her on the wings of the wind.


Struggling to keep her wiggly bottom on the ground, she stares out the window, pining. Possessed.


She will find the tiny god. She will do it before anyone else has a chance.


And it will change everything.















Chapter 1



Since the ristorante, the best café, and the pasticceria shuttered their doors, Bar Celebrità has become the heart of Lazzarini Boscarino. A heart whose pulse could perhaps use one of the potent espressos made by its bartender, Giuseppina. Bar Celebrità—a bold name for a place that has never actually hosted a celebrity. It sits tucked behind a lonely piazza where umbrellas sing longingly of gelato in loud colors. Daffodil-yellow chairs ring rickety tables. The bar itself is nestled inside a rustic limestone building. Emerald-green shutters and potted planters. Charming vintage doors. Plaster flaking like good pastry. A bar whose stone walls glitter under the sun. Whose quaint lanterns cast it in a golden glow under the stars.


On this autumn morning, the piazza is empty but for one being. A cat—best described as a cross between a crumpled tuxedo and a well-used toilet wand—sits vigilant. Seven unplanned litters of kittens have tested her patience and her personality, so that she has matured into the kind of cat that will take a crap on the carpet before she takes crap from anyone else. The kind of cat who knows where the sensitive skin of an ankle is and how it can fell a full-grown man. The kind of cat who instills bewilderment into the heart of a mastiff. The kind of cat who is sitting next to a wine barrel holding a WELCOME! sign outside the last bar of a doomed medieval village. Ready to unleash hell upon any tourist who dares to smuggle an exposed ankle in through its door. For what is a tourist, truly, but an invader with blinding white crew socks and a selfie stick?


The cat chooses to sit out on the piazza alone to steal a moment of morning peace. And to avoid an aroma that is dogging Bar Celebrità. The smell of longing is sharper than the long-gone lemons of summer. A horrible yearning hangs in this bar. That and Giuseppina’s perfume, which could deflea even the most verminous of felines. So the cat sits outside and sniffs at maddeningly fresh mountain air.


And she realizes something is coming.


Something snarky. Sensual. A gambit.


A quiet riot.


The cat purrs in anticipation of anarchy.


It is well on its way.


Inside, Bar Celebrità is filled with the music of chiming cups and the beautiful burble of la bella lingua. On one side of the bar sit colorful shelves of Nutella, Baci chocolate, gum and Mentos, brightly colored jelly candies flavored limoncello, fruits of the forest, and CBD. On the other is a fridge filled with juices and soda. A freezer filled with long-forgotten gelato.


Giuseppina leans on the bar itself, her bosom spilling over its surface like two jellyfish in a battle for hegemony. She idly molests the bar’s wooden surface with a rag, sighing loud enough to suggest some sort of respiratory distress. Dusty bottles line shelves against the stone wall behind her, as well as a large mirror and framed photographs of various celebrities. Postcards from Milan, Florence, Rome. Big cities, where big things are happening. And, most prominently, a tacked-on flyer inviting one and all to join in the twenty-second birthday party and celebrations for Maurizio, who happens to be a donkey.


At the end of the bar, scowling over a cup of rocket fuel, is Duccio Berardinelli, somber and sporting a thin silver ponytail. He is a wet weekend of a man and the village’s disgraced postman. Some say Duccio has not smiled in seventy years, but most certainly not after his scandal.


“Giuseppina, where is my coffee?” pleads Padre Francesco, who has been languishing on a barstool in front of Giuseppina, watching her not make the coffee he ordered twenty minutes ago.


“I’ll get to it; I am very busy.”


Padre Francesco is a plump man of God, blessed with biblical black eyebrows like two Pekingese guarding the temples of his bald head. He looks around the bar in bafflement. The current patrons of Bar Celebrità—hunter Giovanni with his dog at the table by the window; Duccio, the ex-postman, brooding at the end of the bar; Leon, the forlorn farmer—are all grimacing as they sip potent coffee. Giuseppina flaps dismissively at Padre with arms so tanned she could camouflage against the coffee grounds with which she has carpeted Bar Celebrità. This particular tan was born at the Versilia seaside at the end of summer, where she faced the ocean eating a bowl of cacciucco—tangy tomato-and-white-wine stew with mussels, cuttlefish, squid, and prawns the size of puppies. Seafood as sweet as the sea. Between sips of a velvet Chianti, she savored the salt breeze stinging her lips, a kiss of coconut from someone’s sunbaked skin. She abandoned her clothes, running toward waves. A skinny dip in a cerulean sea. After bobbing in Tyrrhenian salt water, she took a lengthy nap on the sand, breasts sunny-side up, thighs and buttocks achieving the reddish searing every chef worth his salt wants for a bistecca alla Fiorentina.


Giuseppina turns to the mirror, jostling the warring jellyfish in her beige bra. She is wearing a floral singlet and a plethora of emotions where a sleeve would be if she was not wearing a singlet.


“I could be famous, Padre,” she states. Sure, Giuseppina has had a healthy serving of hardships, but she is not one to wallow in the wet sands of nostalgia. As a young woman, she was self-conscious of her curves, of every eye tracing her silhouette. At fifty-three, she couldn’t give a flying fig about what any eye is up to. She has honed her keen nose for nonsense. Let them feast upon every fabulous feature.


She manages Bar Celebrità. Took over for owner Lorenzo as he and his beloved wife traveled all over Italy for her career in veterinary medicine. And now he has returned under the saddest of circumstances. Giuseppina stepped in because she loves this village. She grew up here. Met a Boscarini man and married him at the little church. Had her daughter, Elisabetta, and raised her in this beautiful medieval village where a sunset turns the stone walls pink. Where a labyrinth of lovely cobblestone streets are patrolled by old-age pensioners and an inordinate number of cats.


Giuseppina inhales the ambrosia of life, sweet as all the seafood in a perfect bowl of cacciucco. Her passion for the making of merriment and love, for the smell of a storm and the shimmer of summer heat, for everything, cannot be contained. She wants to share all of it, just not with Padre right now.


In the mirror she is met with a goddess. Giuseppina admires her adventurous eye makeup. She does not hold back with a brush, not with her tongue, not with living her life out loud.


Still, she is tortured.


She wants to see her village thrive. In her younger years, she was entangled in the thrill of ambition, forever running a rat race. But the demanding days of accomplishment and accumulation are gone. As the years go by, she wants to take less and appreciate more—all the tiny miracles she missed in her youth. Slow down and savor the fragrance of every flower. Giuseppina just wants everyone to fall for the charm of Lazzarini Boscarino. For the magic and beauty in the simplicity of small village life.


But everyone leaves. All the children. Giuseppina’s own daughter, Elisabetta. Grown and gone. Mayor Benigno—gone to heaven. Farmer Leon’s wife, Sofia, who has, she suspects, run away with a lover. Her husband—no grazie, she won’t think about him.


If only everyone could see what she sees in Lazzarini Boscarino.


If only everyone would stop leaving her.


She piles her supernova of hair—bottle blonde in a fight with five inches of black root—on her head. Padre Francesco waits, quite saintlike, for her to be less busy. He clears his throat, swipes a hand over those consecrated eyebrows. He will not complain. He has no intention of angering Giuseppina after the incident in church all those Sundays ago, so he stands by the bar and sweats as silently as possible.


From the mirror, Giuseppina’s eyes float to the postcards she’d tacked to the wall. She snorts. Why do all the tourists flock to these overpopulated places like foolish flamingos? Elisabetta told her that hotels in Venice are issuing tourists tiny orange water pistols to spritz seagulls who keep swooping down to steal their sandwiches. Orange is apparently a very offensive color to the gull comune.


“Here in our little medieval village, we have staggering mountains,” she thinks out loud. “In Rome, what they have is staggering mountains of trash. Che schifo!”


And as well as sinking, Venice is also suffering a plague of ghosts, including the late painter Lorenzo Luzzo, who committed suicide over a doomed love affair and now wafts about the palace Casino degli Spiriti on the Canale Grande, quite unalive. Not to mention the dead of the mental asylum who wander about Poveglia Island in the Venetian Lagoon and are said to have thrown the doctor who tortured them plunging from a tower to his death. There is even a house on the canal—Palazzo Dario—that murders people! A homicidal house! And Milan, well, her Elisabetta is in Milan, so it had better behave itself or it will have Giuseppina to contend with. Giuseppina makes the sign of the cross. Padre Francesco instinctively copies her and crosses himself without knowing why; he needs very little provocation.


Giuseppina ignores Padre’s woeful sigh of a man who is being deprived of coffee. She stares at the celebrity photographs; Virna Lisi sandwiched between Sophia Loren, Monica Bellucci, and her favorite—the late Raffaella Carrà. She swims into a daydream—silken and warm as the Tyrrhenian Sea. It is summer. She envisions Bar Celebrità teeming with tourists all the way out to the piazza. All in beautiful beach ball colors and straw hats stippled with sun. Aperol spritzes flank bright yellow bowls of crisps and salted peanuts. Sophia Loren walks into Bar Celebrità, smelling of sunflowers and giant sacks of money. Giuseppina regales i turisti with a tale of the time an eight-year-old Elisabetta stole cash from her father, smuggling it in a Christmas panettone. How she was only discovered because Dante—hunter Ugo’s dog and agent of chaos—stole the panettone sitting on this very table here at Bar Celebrità and tore around the village with it, lira notes fluttering behind him. Nonna Amara has made pasta fritta with stracchino cheese, the salted dough glistening with hot oil. Now Giuseppina is serving glasses of L’Orso, the village of Lazzarini Boscarino’s very own liquor. Farmer Leon gets out his guitar and sings and Lorenzo is fatter and Duccio is nowhere to be seen and we dance and dance. Beyond the beautiful village, cypress trees are propped against the horizon, golden hills of smiling sunflowers rolling into an ocean of olive groves. It is a Tuscan summer of wine and sun and sex, lungs breathless with laughter, sweat beading between breasts, everyone warmed by sunshine that sweetens the tomatoes and many a soul.


Giuseppina’s daydream dissolves and she is back to the present, Padre staring at her like one of Leon’s goats. She is struck by the painful pang of desire, of longing for the fortunes of the village to be different.


The terrible loneliness of being left behind.


Thoughts of Nonna Amara’s pasta fritta and creamy smears of stracchino cheese have made her hungry. She plucks a Kinder Bueno from the sweet shelf next to the bar, tucking the chocolate into her cheek.


“Giuseppina!” Lorenzo Micucci has emerged from the cucina of Bar Celebrità, standing with both hands thrust into the air.


“What! I’m wasting away!” She slaps both thighs eight times for emphasis.


Lorenzo Micucci rubs his forehead in exasperation. Sleepless nights have left him feeling hollow. Lately, when he glimpses his reflection in the bar windows, he thinks of carrion. Of a carcass picked over by vultures. He will tell no one, but there is a tightness in his fifty-year-old heart. His very veins feel like sucked straws. Funny to think about his body. He has given all of it to this bar since he moved back here, has he not? Certainly his blood, sweat, and tears. But he is the owner of Bar Celebrità, the last bar of the village. The survival of this bar, and therefore the village, falls on his shoulders.


Everyone is alerted to commotion outside Bar Celebrità. On the road across from the piazza, a blue bus coughs up the hill with a belly full of tourists. Everyone in Bar Celebrità—with the exclusion of a fly who has just fallen into a glass of Chianti—holds their breath as the bus slows.


It stops in front of the piazza.


“Lorenzo! I turisti!” Giuseppina yells, as if he is not standing next to her.


Giuseppina leaps over the bar, barely catching herself on her wedge sandals to sprint out the front door of Bar Celebrità. She runs across the piazza, performing her own stunts by flying over cobblestones, dodging tables and chairs, and then coming to an abrupt halt to wave frantically at the blue bus. The bus lets out a haughty hiss. It shudders. Rattles. Convulsing now, the bus is spluttering out clouds of exhaust, passing the piazza, starting its melt back down the mountainside. Giuseppina yanks down her singlet and bra to flash a busload of wide-eyed tourists, her answer to holding up a save us sign from the desolate island of Lazzarini Boscarino. She tosses her head and harrumphs. One might argue that she has given them an alternate vista of the Apennines.


Giuseppina walks quietly back into Bar Celebrità, adjusting her singlet and her brass-blonde bun. Giovanni Scarpazza shakes his head, grimacing at his final poisonous sip of coffee—a feat; very few make it to the bottom of the cup. His dog Aria ducks under the table to avoid the contrails of perfume trailing from Giuseppina. Her very particular perfume reads as an olfactory scream for sex, flowers wilting in her wake.


“We don’t need tourists. We have never needed anyone infiltrating our village,” says disgraced postman Duccio with a great deal of spite.


“Silenzio, Duccio, or I will banish you from Bar Celebrità forever!”


Lorenzo pokes his head out momentarily from the cucina. “No, that’s not a thing, you can’t do that!”


Giuseppina ignores him.


“I think Al Pacino is pregnant again,” she announces. Giovanni shakes his head. When is Al Pacino not knocked up? The poor cat had been a peace offering from Giuseppina’s husband. Perhaps also a portent of things to come. Her husband had assured Giuseppina the kitten was a pedigreed purebred (though which breed, he never said). He said the cat would grow to be a magnificent tom. Under these false pretenses, cinephile Giuseppina named the kitten Al Pacino. But the odd cluster of fur grew less into a tomcat than a female cat who identified as a dog. Her name stuck despite an evidential number of feline pregnancies. Disburdening a little misplaced maternal instinct, Giuseppina overindulged the cat, who became accustomed to being spoiled and one might say was ultimately spoiled. And who could blame the little cat who had no firm hand to guide her while she held her own among all the village hunting dogs? Who took her guard duties so seriously she developed both stress-induced alopecia and dermatitis. Al Pacino does the best she can under the circumstances, valiantly tackling the terrorism of tourists while generously spreading her spawn over all of Tuscany in an army of cats often mistaken for weasels.


Lorenzo suddenly appears from the cucina again, looking haggard. He is a gentleman and a gentle man, Lorenzo, a long-suffering peacekeeper who gets along with everyone. Well, almost everyone. And being the peacekeeper of a town like Lazzarini Boscarino is a little like being a tiny orange water pistol up against all the seagulls of Venice. Duccio and Giuseppina register the fumes of exhaustion lifting from Lorenzo’s head. His checkered shirt looks baggy, the skin around his eyes gray.


“Giuseppina, not more little Al Pacinos! Why do you let that cat out, she is undiluted chaos! Keep her inside; she terrifies the tourists.”


“Lorenzo, keep her inside! What balls! You can’t tell her what to do! She needs to be free to be herself, to love, to make her own decisions, to live an authentic life and be celebrated for who she is and the gifts that only she can share with the world!”


“The cat needs that, does she?” Lorenzo heads back into the cucina. Giuseppina minces after him. Duccio studies them suspiciously, only his eyes moving like one of Caravaggio’s creepier portraits.


Lorenzo trips over the crate of onions aging on the floor. He recovers, snatching up a spoon of the ragù alla bolognese sauce, a garlic and meat medley of steam swirling around him. His jaw tingles as his tongue is hit with an herbaceous tang.


“You are stifling me,” Giuseppina says with a head toss. “I can’t do my job if you are stalking me.”


“You can’t keep giving away all the chocolate… the drinks!”


“I’m not!”


“Did Leon pay for his grappa?”


“No, I put it on my tab.”


“You don’t have a tab! And why are you flashing your breasts at our customers?”


“I am very generous.”


“And I am missing an enormous amount of chocolate inventory.”


“Ridiculous. Your counting must be questioned.”


“Giusep—”


“They weren’t our customers; they were all in a bus to…” She pauses. She doesn’t want to say it, but she cannot lie to Lorenzo. Never Lorenzo. She sniffs. “The festival.”


Lorenzo falls silent. Giuseppina sees storm clouds gather behind his eyes. She did not want to mention the autumn music festival of Borghese, the neighboring village. A village with waves of tourists crashing against its shores year-round, a veritable tsunami of them in the summer. A village heralded for its colorful pastel buildings, castles, upscale eateries, and rich history of culture, music, and art. And a music festival that siphons glorious guests from all over the world. Not to mention their professional bartenders who don’t give away drinks, eat all the chocolate, and expose themselves to busloads of tourists. But Borghese’s Festival Del’Arte and its flagrant success is more of an affront to some. For Lorenzo Micucci, it is personal. Giuseppina hates to see his hopes crushed. He does not need this stress. Lately, he is looking more and more like the last asparagus spear of the season. It matters to Giuseppina. She cares about this man far more than about her husband.


Lorenzo quickly distracts himself by loading dirty dishes into the sink. He lifts a half-drunk glass of Chianti, breathes in its vapors, and gags. He peers at the ruby liquid, perplexed at its pungent scent. He sips and confirms—the wine he doled out last night tastes foul.


“Che disgustoso! No wonder no one comes here, I am serving poison!”


What he doesn’t know is that mere minutes ago, a fruit fly fell into this wine. If it had been a male fly, the wine would have retained its tart notes of cottony cherry and purple-skinned plums. Alas, it was a female fruit fly, who—as they are wont to do—released a pheromone that has forever tainted and, perhaps more explicitly put, farted in the face of this wine’s flavor. Of course, Giovanni’s dog Aria would have been able to demystify all of this, if only she spoke Italian. Instead, the utter horror of having served revolting fly-pheromone wine is now lumped onto Lorenzo’s growing list of worries.


Watching him pull faces at an abandoned glass of Chianti, Giuseppina becomes concerned about Lorenzo’s state of mind. She breathes in through her nose and smiles like a star of the silver screen. “Look, it’s all going to be okay, I went to see a psychic at the Versilia seaside.”


“Oh no, Giuseppina, not again…”


“I went to ask her about Sofia! Six days no one has seen her, Lorenzo. Leon is going crazy wondering where his wife is. He’s barely speaking this morning! Struggling to drink my cappuccino…”


“That is in no way a sign of ill health. It might even indicate the opposite. Don’t make drama where there isn’t any, okay? Sofia has probably gone to see her family in Florence. Weren’t you only recently speculating that she had a lover? She is probably just tired of the goat smell and playing second fiddle to a geriatric donkey. The life of a farmer’s wife is not enviable.”


“And if your wife went missing?”


Lorenzo rolls his eyes at her. “You are being—”


“If you say dramatic, I will feed you through the pasta roller. Shouldn’t be difficult—look how skinny you are!” Lorenzo dodges her pinching fingers and hastily confiscates the pasta roller, remembering the afternoon Giuseppina chased disgraced postman Duccio through the village with a splitting axe. After hiding the pasta roller, Lorenzo heaves rattling crates of Nastro Azzurro and Moretti from the pantry onto a small kitchen island.


“Lorenzo, the psychic was a good one this time! She was very sexy and mystical and had a proper crystal ball and a jingly headscarf and everything.”


“And what was she called… Mamma Fortuna?”


Giuseppina gasps. “How did you know?”


Lorenzo stifles a laugh. “What did she say about Sofia?”


Giuseppina draws out the drama of the moment by squinting at the hanging copper cooking pots. “Time will tell.”


Lorenzo massages the bags under his eyes. “Giuseppina, to be clear, you paid a psychic to tell you something nondescript would be happening at some time not disclosed?”


“She told me that the fortunes of our village are about to change.”


“For better or worse?”


Giuseppina steps toward the counter. There sits a mezzaluna with an enormous smiling blade used to pulverize herbs. Lorenzo swiftly confiscates the mezzaluna, handing Giuseppina a wooden spoon to gesticulate with.


“She wasn’t tremendously specific.” She scoops up the glass of wine Lorenzo pulled faces at. Knocks back the remaining Chianti. “Puah! What is wrong with this wine?”


“I don’t know, but I suspect it’s some sort of celestial conspiracy. It tasted magnificent yesterday. Don’t leave me hanging—what did the psychic say?”


“She told me that we have a very special visitor coming to the village. She said that then, there would be a death. And then our village would come into untold riches.”


“Riches can mean a lot of things. For example, here in Lazzarini Boscarino we are rich with broke people…”


“She said money, Lorenzo, I’m just telling the story with a bit of flair. She said it is because of the visitor. The money will come because of the visitor. The visitor that is coming to our village… will change everything.”


“I wish you wouldn’t see psychics—they rile you up, which is dangerous for everyone.”


“Lorenzo, relax. The last time I saw a psychic they told me there would be a sudden death of someone in power. And then Mayor Benigno died!”


“Why didn’t you say anything then? You might have saved him!”


“Well, at that time, I didn’t really believe in psychics!”


Lorenzo eyes the bottle of Chianti next to the olive oil bottles. The original source of the revolting glass he just sipped from. He takes a sip and then adds a splash to his sauce, finding it to be delicious. Why did the wine in the glass smell like dead ants? he wonders. Mamma mia! For Lorenzo, this is further confirmation that, cosmically, nothing makes sense anymore. He has been reading about chaos theory and the butterfly effect, and the more he reads, the more it seems feasible to him that every insect of the Amazon rainforest is bending a leg, licking its own eyeballs, or eating its spouse to set off an endless string of catastrophes that, one after another, sabotage his life. The more he reads about the arrow of time (the nonreversible progression of entropy) and its notion that as time flies forward, matter becomes increasingly chaotic and can never revert to its simpler states, the more Lorenzo believes that his arrow of time is nearing a bullseye.


“Mayor Benigno died of natural causes—against all odds,” he says.


“And now we have a new mayor, and everything is going to be different.”


“Things will only be different if we survive.”


Giuseppina grasps her hips. “I have an idea! We can just charge Duccio extra for his espressos. He’s a creepy scoundrel and no one likes him…”


“Hey, I can hear you!” hollers the disgraced postman from behind the bar.


“Giuseppina”—Lorenzo lowers his voice to a tense whisper, ushering her over to the pantry and out of eavesdropper range—“I don’t want to frighten you, but… We are in a lot of trouble. We have no money, do you understand? Not enough regular patrons, no tourists, and we are heading into winter. If something drastic doesn’t happen, I cannot keep us open. And if I can’t keep us open, then… I don’t know what we’ll all do.”


A fog of desperation rolls between them. Aria and, indeed, even Al Pacino would tell you about the scent swirling around these two human animals. Desperation has the scent of dying lilies. Dying lilies for a dying village. There is so much that could be said between Lorenzo and Giuseppina, but whether it should be is another thing entirely.


Lorenzo searches the ceiling beams for ways to be tactful, but then chooses to hand Giuseppina the truth even if she has one of her theatrical outbursts. “Babbo’s pasticceria—gone. Nonna Amara’s ristorante—gone. Café Volterra—who managed to make coffee that didn’t make every patron poop themselves—”


Giuseppina gasps, clutching imaginary pearls. “My coffee is the fuel of this village! The elixir of life! It is why everyone here lives into their late nineties!”


“Yes, it’s essentially formaldehyde; you are preserving them all. Taxidermy works in much the same way.” Giuseppina lobs the wooden spoon at the hanging pots with considerable force, dislodging several copper saucepans with a clatter. She looks shocked at this turn of events, but Lorenzo—though admittedly no Mamma Fortuna—had seen it coming and is glad he confiscated both the pasta roller and the mezzaluna.


“Giuseppina, per favore, make the poor priest his coffee; you have left him in purgatory long enough.”


“I will tell you something about that ‘poor priest’—” she starts but is interrupted.


Strange voices bubble up from the main room of Bar Celebrità. String-plucked notes of a foreign language. Giuseppina and Lorenzo stare at one another, wide-eyed.


Giuseppina grabs Lorenzo’s hands and squeezes them. Her face lights up like the Versilia seaside. Lorenzo gives her a tight smile. Between them—a bright citrusy burst of hope.


“Go!” Lorenzo says, and their hands slip apart.


Giuseppina lets loose her bun of blonde. She bursts from the cucina with a vociferous “Ciao!” sweeping a hand in the manner of a classically trained commedia dell’arte actor. And if the bar patrons squinted their eyes, she thinks they might mistake her for her musical idol Patty Pravo about to slay a love ballad. All she needs is the sultry fog of a smoke machine.


Between the mascara spiders of her lashes, Giuseppina sees a couple. The girl is blonde and tiny. The boy is tall, thin as a lamppost. Pink sweater draped across his shoulders, an Italian phrase book in his hand—be still her beating heart. They have that lovely, mildly grubby youth-hostel aura—might even be on an adventure all over Europe, bless their little baby faces. Skinny, sun-kissed limbs. Travel backpacks the size of cattle. Tiny noses and hairless ears. Oh, the young are so beautiful, all of them. Giuseppina decides on the spot that they are Swedish and that she will adopt them.


“Al Pacino was chasing them around the piazza,” says Giovanni. “I distracted her with the end of my bombolone and ushered these two in.”


“Thank you, Giovanni. Welcome to Bar Celebrità!” Giuseppina says to the Swedes.


The boy—Giuseppina suspects she has yogurt older than this boy—handsome in his teal linen shirt, upturned collar, pink sweater scarf, and a crop of bronze hair, braves some beautifully broken Italian: “These is villages of Borghese…?”


Giuseppina tries not to deflate at realizing that yet another tourist has ended up in the village of Lazzarini Boscarino because they had yet to crest the next hill, as they couldn’t see the Lazzarini Boscarino sign because three years ago a tree fell on it and the comune didn’t have the budget to replace it. And no one could be faulted for being confused after not finding “zar osc no” on a map.


Giuseppina’s hands find her hips. Her lips find the monologue she prepared for occasions like these. “No, we are not Borghese, but we are a very beautiful medieval village. Filled with the most passionate and generous people in all of Tuscany, and if you give us a chance, we will lift your spirits and you will leave a piece of your heart here in Lazzarini Boscarino; and even if you leave, we will treasure it always.”


The young couple share a glance, deducing that they are in the wrong place. They swap micro nods of guilt.


“You are have coffees?” the golden boy asks with a Scandinavian smile.


“Of course! Very good!” Giuseppina sings. “Two coffees for our beautiful guests!” She resumes abusing the steam wand and throwing coffee-ground confetti in celebration. “Youth! Beautiful youth! This is what this village needs—a little passion, young love! A little life!”


Duccio shouts to the tourists over the milk frothing. “Keep an eye out, she might try to drink your blood.”


“Thanks, a thousand thanks,” says the tourist, not having understood a word of what was just said.


Giuseppina brings them two hastily made espressos with double the coffee grounds for good measure. She also brings them sandwiches and cornetti pastries filled with pistachio cream made to cheer up Leon, but she will just have Lorenzo—bar owner and baker extraordinaire—make him more; never mind.


With a first sip of coffee, the young couple heroically manage to tether themselves to their chairs so as not to leap four feet from the ground while holding in eyeballs that threaten to rocket from their sockets. Giovanni, Leon, and Duccio give them a nod of respect. These kids have developed intestinal fortitude on their travels.


The glowing blonde opens the sandwich, immediately spying the ham. She mimes a sad face, forms an angry cross with her fingers and then pushes her nose into a snout.


“Ah, you are vegetarians!” roars Giuseppina. “How ridiculous! No wonder you are so skinny. I bet when you have sex, it’s like sticks rubbing together—you could catch fire!”


Giovanni erupts into a coughing fit. Aria, smelling the sulfurous spark of shock, buries her head in her paws. Giuseppina roars with laughter as she uses her own fingers to simulate coitus, admittedly a little confusing to the vacationing Swedes without context and over an impromptu breakfast.


It is at precisely this moment, as Giuseppina is enveloping the youngsters in her charm and potent perfume, that there is more commotion on the piazza. A gaggle of local hunters, rifles slung over shoulders, burst through the door of Bar Celebrità. In the lead is Ugo Lombardi, a great gorilla of a man shuffling in with grunts and huffs. All around him are his fellow hunters—Tommaso and three others no one in the bar is bothered about since they are from a neighboring village and are therefore not as important. The hunters stagger into Bar Celebrità lugging a tarp filled with the deceased body of a most enormous wild boar. Tommaso leaves them struggling with the extra weight of the body as he pulls five Bar Celebrità tables together and they slam the boar down next to the young vegetarian tourists. The impact of the boar’s mighty body shakes the whole bar, four bottles of Vino Nobile di Montepulciano leaping from a shelf to their deaths. The wild boar’s head flops heavily off the edge of a table. Bloody tongue lolling. Formidable tusks still as stone. Glassy, oddly minuscule eyes seem to roll in their sockets, finding the young blonde vegetarian Swede and fixing on her. The Swedes fail to hold back gasps of horror. Duccio yells out an obscenity. Even Aria agrees it is a tad early for the pungent funk of boar spleen.


“You are proper brutes; there are guests in the bar!” shouts Giovanni. Aria barks for emphasis.


“Let the Germans feast their eyes on our kill!” laughs Ugo. “Today, we brought down a monster!”


“They are vegetarian Swedes, you insensitive baboons!” Giovanni hollers.


Lorenzo emerges from the cucina, determined to halt the chaos that has manifested in his bar, a chaos that clearly originated with some asshole insect of the Amazon rainforest squatting on a new leaf or laying eighty-six eggs or blinking overzealously. But he stops short at the sight of the great bloody boar.


“Mamma mia! Look at the size of it!”


“Right, Lorenzo? Biggest one anyone in the village has snagged!” says Ugo, face beaming red.


“Lorenzo, tell these louts to get out of here—look at that poor girl’s face, she’s green!” says Giovanni. Aria is now prancing at his feet, riled up by the chili and vinegar fumes of fury steaming from his person. A smell of boar blood pours through the bar, thick as minestrone.


“Of course, of course… guys, this isn’t a good time, we have guests, but listen, you’ll save some of the meat for me, uh? I’ll make cinghiale al dolceforte—Nonna Amara’s recipe—it will be good for business.”


“Of course, Lorenzo! We should have a big party, bring in some tourists!”


“You’re not seeing to the guests you have!” snaps Giovanni, chair screeching as he rockets to his feet. He throws his napkin onto the table in an unsatisfying silent gesture of outrage.


Ugo readjusts his rifle. “Keep your panties on, Giovanni! You can’t complain about the accomplishments of real hunters. You are an imposter! And a traitor for selling your truffles in Borghese!”


“At least we hunt animals. You are nothing but a hunter of turds!” laughs Tommaso.


“What are you, five years old?” yells Giovanni. “There is no skill in what you do, Ugo. You aim and shoot—where is the nuance?”


“I’m all nuance. I’m a skilled shot, I never miss!” roars Ugo.


“Then why do you carry around so much ammo?”


The boar hunters are forming a pack, getting in Giovanni’s face. Aria barks and spins, warning the hunters to give Giovanni space. She does not like their sanguine smell of old pennies, of petrol and the power hungry. Sweat fills the air with a sudden misting of salt.


As the argument escalates in a language he cannot understand, the eyes of a young male Swede home in on particulars. On the hunting rifles swinging on the shoulders of men. On the vengeful pin eyes of the dead boar. On his terrified girlfriend, who is still angry at him for taking a wrong turn and missing the town of San Gimignano, causing them to miss the wine-tasting weekend at a castle that was to kick off their holiday, and who will now probably never sleep with him again.


Giovanni’s hands fly as he protests. “Not even the decency to leave your guns outside! This is a bar, you have no respect for Lorenzo, no respect for Giusepp—”


“Hey, hey, hey!” yells Giuseppina, emerging from the cucina and yelling in a tone that threatens to resurrect the boar. She holds a platter of tiramisu to fatten up the Swedish youth. “Where are my beautiful guests?”


Giovanni is red in the face, which makes his great white mustache look like a fallen lighthouse. “Gone, Giuseppina! These brutes terrified them!”


“How did they get away without me hearing?”


“They slunk away silently. They were very skinny,” he admits.


Giuseppina is devastated.


All she wants is what they have in Borghese—beautiful people from every beautiful place she could only ever dream of, sharing good food, wine, words. She didn’t even get to ask them for a few Swedish phrases she could tuck away for a rainy day. And now they are gone. Just like Elisabetta.


Everyone leaves her.


Giuseppina lifts her tray of tiramisu—eight slices since she figured everyone else would want some—and lobs it at the hunters. Ugo, Tommaso, and the other three duck. Tiramisu, plates, and a tray smash against the stone wall, leaving a splattering that brings to mind the kinetic masterpieces of the modern abstract painter Francesco D’Adamo.


“Hey!” protest the hunters, touching their heads and inspecting their fingers for tiramisu.


“Come, Aria, we don’t have to put up with this lunacy.” Giovanni launches into motion with more oomph than expected, thanks to Giuseppina’s espresso. He storms out of Bar Celebrità, wild-eyed and jittery.


Finally, thinks Aria. Something is out there, waiting for us.


Giuseppina watches Giovanni stride away, Aria leaping beside him. Her nostrils flare, a warning sign that terrifies the men left in the bar. The skin of her neck flushes a deep pink. “You scared away my beautiful skinny tourists, and you have made sweet Giovanni angry—what’s the matter with you brutes? Giovanni is sensitive and struggling with the blues; Ugo, your blood pressure will be boiling by now! You have no business carrying that boar, you’re asking for another hernia; and Tommaso, what do you think all this nonsense is doing to the health of your testicles? If they explode again, I am not taking you to the doctor! Padre, you are just an idiot. And poor, dear Lorenzo is clearly having mental problems. You other three don’t live in this village, so I don’t know your medical histories. But all of you are a bunch of baby boys! Now get out of here. And take your gigantic boar, who has more manners lying dead across my tables than you do.”


“I don’t have any health problems,” brags Duccio.


“You will when I’m done with you,” spits Giuseppina.


“Okay, okay, no one wants to celebrate with us, fine,” says Ugo before making an ill-timed comment about Giuseppina’s flimsy singlet. Giuseppina snatches up a Nutella and Go! snack, throwing it directly at his head. A perfect hit.


“Say another lecherous word to Giuseppina and you’ll meet both my fists!” yells Duccio.


“Silenzio, Duccio, or I’ll fetch the axe!” quips Giuseppina.


Lorenzo yells from the cucina, “Leave the hooves and snout for me too!”


Giuseppina yells at the hunters, “Get out of here, but come back with the hooves and snout for Lorenzo. He is very skinny and delicate!” The hunters nod as they assemble around the boar, dipping into various stretches until they feel limber enough to lift it. “And you better be back here for dinner!”


Giuseppina wipes the sweat from her neck and picks up a pile of euros folded on the table where the Swedes were sat. She counts them. “Ah-ha!” she bellows at Lorenzo. “Twenty euros! See! My coffee is bringing money, tourists, and luck to the village. It is the elixir of life. It is why we will all live forever.”


And much like the sneaky ambush of a hot flash, Giuseppina is struck by the words of the psychic she met at the Versilia seaside while vacationing alone to recover from the stupidity of the men she is surrounded by. She lets out a bloodcurdling scream.


“My god, my god, my god.” Giuseppina wrings her hands together.


“Please don’t use the Lord’s name,” says Padre, who is now rather weak in the knees from sitting through an entire season of a real-life soap opera without any caffeine. As he signs the cross, he is very close to passing out.


Lorenzo bursts from the kitchen having spilled hot ragù alla bolognese sauce all down his front in response to the scream.


“It is happening. It is real.” Giuseppina fuses the back of her hand to her forehead.


“What is real?” Lorenzo yells. “Are you hurt?”


“The psychic. We just had a visitor!”


“We just had two visitors. And they weren’t here on purpose; they didn’t know what ‘zar osc no’ meant. No one does.”


“Lorenzo, listen to me! The psychic said there would be a visitor. And she said that then there would be a death”—Giuseppina gasps, makes a spear of her arm, and aims it at the body of the wild boar.


“What else did she say?” asks the ever-impressionable Padre from the edge of his bar seat, on the verge of losing consciousness.


“She said that riches—and she meant a huge amount of money—would come to our village of Lazzarini Boscarino.” Giuseppina holds up the money left by the Swedes.


“Twenty euros?” says Ugo skeptically, wrinkling his nose like a rabbit. There is a lot of confused murmuring between the hunters.


“I mean, that is a lot for Giuseppina’s coffee,” someone says so softly that only the fruit fly can hear.


“And then,” bellows Giuseppina, “the psychic said a final thing. A bad thing…”


“What?” asks Lorenzo, staring at a drop of boar blood, the tableau of tiramisu on his wall, and a massacre of four bottles of Vino Nobile di Montepulciano behind the bar. Giuseppina makes the sign of the cross. Padre follows suit.


“What is it?” asks farmer Leon, who for this brief moment has been roused from fretting over the whereabouts of his wife, Sofia.


“Giuseppina, the drama, you’re killing us!”


Giuseppina snatches up a packet of jelly candies laced with CBD and pops several into her mouth.


“Oh, cavolo. Lorenzo, I can’t remember.”















Chapter 2



Having put her heart, soul, and a sizable number of sedatives into her run for election, Delizia was horrified to discover that—when all the votes were counted, then counted thrice more after accusations of both fraud and senility—she had won. And with everything she now knows, the secrets unearthed in a dark room, Delizia finds herself in the worst imbroglio of her life.


Her suspicion is that she will not survive this morning. That even before the dreaded event has begun, they will find her splayed across the floor like one of those bearskin rugs they have next to fireplaces in American mansions. She might have had a chance if she’d slept, but last night she tossed and turned, unable to digest the pappa al pomodoro her husband had made to comfort her. The thick soup, with its costoluto fiorentino tomatoes, its rustic pane Toscano, rich river of olive oil, snarl of garlic, and bright lift of basil sat in her stomach, growling at her with a vengeance. A cup of camomile tea failed her at eleven p.m. Torturous attempts at meditation left her in the lurch at midnight. At two a.m., some brandy was equally ineffectual. While staring down the end of the witching hour at four a.m., she had considered helping herself to a little horse tranquilizer, but decided she couldn’t live with the additional guilt of depriving an enfeebled horse.


And so, eye bags bulging with the weight of unburied secrets, Delizia must now hold her inaugural meeting as the first female mayor of Lazzarini Boscarino in all its history. She scowls at the tables she has pulled together to seat everyone. The embarrassing bounty of pastries. Her husband has outdone himself—cornetti with pistachio cream, a ciambella honey cake, even sfogliatella with delicate leaf layers of crisp pastry. Of course, every last crumb is a blatant bribe to help her win over the affections of the comune—the municipality made up of villagers who meet to make governing decisions and bicker over pastries. Delizia shudders at a piece of paper listing the things they must discuss.
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