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ONE

Sleep was the enemy. The old man knew that. The heat was merely its accomplice and these scorching days of August were particularly dangerous. He rebuked the little voice whispering in his ear that it would be all right to lean his head against the cool stone wall of his closet for just a moment. But the little voice insisted that a quick rest of the eyes might even help him to concentrate on Maria Gamboni’s moans droning from the other side of the black lace netting.

The old man thought of all the years he had been hearing this particular confession and his mind couldn’t help but wander to how many atonements this poor woman must have uttered over the years. Years became numbers that rolled around in his head like marbles in a bowl, brushing against his fingertips, always just out of reach, or a bit too slippery to grasp—and again the little voice suggested that maybe he would feel better if he just rested his eyes for a moment. Soon Maria Gamboni’s muffled voice droned into some vague distance as the familiar blanket of heat and darkness folded over him and he wondered if this pleasant sinking feeling was what death was like. How fitting it would be to die in this little closet, he thought, while Maria Gamboni chants her sins next door. How appropriate.

Only when his white head finally plopped and his neck snapped forward and his skull conked against the hard stone did the old priest jerk upright.

“Oh, my goodness,” Father Elio Caproni mumbled as he tried to stretch his aching limbs, but there wasn’t enough room in the cramped compartment. He sternly rubbed his craggy face with both hands in an effort to focus on his task. Sweat poured down his forehead, stinging his eyes, and that helped a bit. He tugged at his soiled white collar in an attempt to capture more air, but it did no good. How could anything as old and frayed as that collar be so stifling? He recalled his childhood daydreams of wearing the white collar. It never occurred to him, back then, that being a priest could ever be a bad thing. That came later. It wasn’t until he was a young man of twenty-two returning home from Bologna, wearing the stiff white collar for the first time and for all the town to see, that he realized he had made a horrible mistake. Everyone was so proud of him that day, and yet he was so ashamed. God knew his lie. He swore that day to devote his life to serving his neighbors as the priest of the Church of Santo Fico. If he did that, he thought, God would have to forgive him for his terrible sin.

Now, Father Elio had been Santo Fico’s priest for as long as anyone could remember, including Father Elio. For fifty years he kept his secret and devoted himself to his promise as he waited for some sign that God had forgiven him. But nowadays his faith was worn as thin as his frayed collar, and his heart felt as dry as that fountain in the center of the piazza. These days, if he dreamed at all it was no longer in hopes of a sign—these days he usually dreamed simply of an ending.

On the other side of the black veil, Maria Gamboni whined, “. . . and heaven knows that I deserve whatever punishment God chooses to inflict on me, because He knows all of my wicked sins against my beloved Enrico— God rest his soul if he be truly dead . . .”

It wasn’t difficult for Father Elio to find his place. He had been listening to this same confession at least once a week for almost thirty years and he not only managed to catch up, but even inserted a comforting “There, there . . .” right on cue. At least he hadn’t fallen completely asleep and snored like last Thursday.

It had been almost thirty years ago that Maria’s husband, Enrico Gamboni, had disappeared. One spring morning he walked down the steep cliff road leading southeast out of Santo Fico to catch the bus into Grosseto, where he was going to buy a new rebuilt oil pump for the engine of his fishing trawler. He was never seen again. The police combed the streets of Grosseto for weeks, but they never found a clue as to what happened.

Maria, on the other hand, knew exactly what had happened. She had driven the poor man away—probably to his death. Since the day Enrico disappeared she knew that God was punishing her for being a disagreeable wife. And Father Elio had to acknowledge that there might be some truth in this.

“. . . And Father, I swear,” Maria Gamboni whispered as if she were revealing a black secret, “sometimes I feel like if God were to ask me if I should live, I would just say, ‘No. Come ahead and take me.’ That’s what I would say. I would just say, ‘Come ahead.’ Is that a terrible sin? . . .”

Father Elio was prepared to answer, but he knew it wasn’t necessary. Maria wasn’t interested in replies.

“. . . I ask God to forgive those thoughts. But sometimes I wonder if God even hears me. Sometimes I think I should go to a big church in Siena and light a candle, because Santo Fico is so small I feel like my prayers get lost. No one ever comes here anymore; sometimes I wonder if God does. I know it’s a terrible sin to say that, but I can’t help it . . .”

Father Elio leaned against the cool stones and smiled. Maria Gamboni was not the first resident of Santo Fico to feel the frustration of insignificance. He recalled another confession along those lines—actually, it wasn’t really a confession, not in any priestly sense. This confession was some years ago now and was actually more of an owning up to the truth. The disclosure slipped out quite accidentally over lunch one afternoon, when his niece Marta Caproni Fortino finally admitted the actual facts concerning Santo Fico’s wonderful summer of miraculous arrivals.

Father Elio enjoyed recalling the days when Marta was young and carefree, part of a band of four that had a rare and special fellowship, one that transcended blood ties. There were Leo Pizzola and Franco Fortino—closer than brothers and rivals in everything, they seemed determined to set the world ablaze together. And then there was nervous little Guido Pasolini—Topo, or little mouse, as they called him—whose devotion to his friends made him everyone’s Sancho Panza. And at the center of this golden circle was his beautiful niece Marta, younger than the others, but still wiser and stronger than her years. These four shared a bond that lasted . . . perhaps, lasted too long. The old man sighed. He didn’t want to think about that part right now.

He could still see Marta’s earnest expression as she explained, trying unsuccessfully to sound repentant. It seems that the four friends had been lolling about the church’s bell tower one hot afternoon, fighting off the summer doldrums by inventing ways of getting enough money to escape Santo Fico. According to Marta, it had been Franco who first suggested that Follonica and Punta Ala had the right idea.

“Tourists!” cried Franco. “Santo Fico should do something to bring in tourists.”

Marta swore that she wasn’t trying to encourage anything illegal when she pointed out that “those other towns have certain things that tourists want—attractions!”

“But Santo Fico’s got attractions!” Leo almost whispered. “The Miracle and the Mystery are attractions and I’ll bet tourists would even pay to see them.”

Well, some things are so incredibly obvious that one wonders how they stay undiscovered for so long, and as Leo unfolded his clever scheme the others could only stare at him slack-jawed. Finally Marta (according to her, the only determined voice of reason) pointed out that they also lacked another basic ingredient—advertisements! Those other places had highway signs to entice passing travelers.

She was right. After a long collective silence it was a dejected little Topo who sighed, almost to himself, “It’s not fair . . . We should just go out to that highway and change those stupid signs!”

Marta assured her uncle that no one ever spoke anything out loud, but Leo’s and Franco’s eyes grew wide and the power of their silent resolve and the danger of such a wild plot frightened Marta and Topo. In fact, Topo suddenly remembered he was supposed to help his father with something. Within seconds he was gone. Marta also remembered certain nonspecific chores and quickly disappeared—but not before this ten-year-old girl had given both boys a stern lecture on the law and sin.

Leo and Franco brought their scheme to Father Elio. The two twelve-year-old boys sat with him in his kitchen and solemnly explained to him all the virtues of telling tourists the stories of the Miracle and the Mystery. Of course, he gave them permission to bring guests into the church—after all, they were his altar boys. But he warned them, “Don’t get your hopes up, boys. If anyone comes to Santo Fico, it will be a miracle!”

Imagine his amazement when the very next day two carloads of travelers on their way south to Riva del Sole suddenly found themselves in the piazza of Santo Fico by mistake. Father Elio was so proud of the way Franco seized the moment to convince the confused travelers to have lunch in the hotel across the piazza and then allow his good friend, “Leo, the Altar Boy,” to show them “the Miracle and the Mystery of Santo Fico.”

By the end of the first week, a half-dozen automobiles and a few small buses had unexpectedly found themselves in Santo Fico’s dusty piazza. Father Elio had to admit he might have investigated this marvel with more vigor, but there was something so wonderful about the way Leo told those stories. Day after day, he found himself sitting with the pilgrims—who donated surprising amounts of money to the boys—listening to Leo’s wonderful tales.

All that summer the procession of tourists continued and the boys always gave a share to the church. It was a happy arrangement for all. Until one day in the fall, the carloads and buses of bewildered tourists who thought they were headed for Piombino or Orbetello or Punta Ala suddenly stopped arriving in Santo Fico. Father Elio remembered when the man from the government drove into town, stopped his car in front of the hotel, and stomped inside. A lot of yelling was heard from within the hotel before the man from the government stomped back out to his car and roared out of town.

It seems that someone had gone out to the highway and changed a bunch of the signs. Travelers en route to a particular destination suddenly found themselves in the center of Santo Fico. It occurred to the man from the government, whose job it was to fix all of those signs, that the most likely candidate for this dastardly act was the owner of the only restaurant in town. It was later learned that he had threatened Father Elio’s brother, Young Giuseppe Caproni, with jail if there was ever again any funny business with the signs. For his part, Young Giuseppe threatened the man from the government with immediate emasculation if he ever entered his hotel again . . .

Father Elio had to smile when he recalled how he had warned those boys, “If anyone comes to Santo Fico, it will be a miracle.” How could he have known that what they had in mind was a whole summer of miracles . . . 

Suddenly, Father Elio sat up with a jerk and held his breath. In the adjoining closet Maria Gamboni had stopped talking. The old priest had no idea exactly when her words had stopped, but he had certainly heard something that had abruptly caught his attention. Maria Gamboni had growled at him. It was a low, rumbling, menacing sort of growl and he found it quite unsettling. He strained to listen, but now all he heard from the other side was the sound of the old woman’s heavy breathing.

In her adjoining cubicle, Maria Gamboni also strained forward with her eyes wide in both amazement and no small amount of fear. In all the years that she had been making her confessions to Father Elio, at no time, as far as she could recall, had he ever growled at her. But she had definitely heard it—a distinct growl. And now she too heard stirrings next door. He was leaving the confessional.

The old woman opened her door and peeked out and in the shadowed cathedral light she discovered Father Elio also peeking out of the adjacent door, staring back at her in a curious fashion.

“Excuse me, Father. Did you . . . ehh . . .”

Just as he was about to ask her a similar question, from outside the church came a low, rumbling growl. And it was getting louder. Father Elio, followed closely by Maria Gamboni, hurried down the empty aisle to the front of the church. Whatever grumbling beast was doing this growling, it was arriving just beyond the cathedral doors.

What greeted them outside was a blast of hot air, blinding sunlight, and the spectacle of a blue and white sightseeing bus straining up the last steep street leading into the center of Santo Fico. Its gears ground painfully and the engine groaned in anguish as the stunted little tour bus rounded the corner and drove past the church. The bus appeared to have been transported from a previous decade. It was too fat and too tall with exaggerated windows and it was only about a third the proper length. From where they stood on the church steps, Father Elio and Maria Gamboni stared dumb-founded into the vacant eyes of a dozen bewildered travelers trapped behind dusty windows.

The little bus made a slow exploratory circle around the piazza, using the empty fountain in the middle of the square as a pivot point. At one time the marble fountain was quite a centerpiece for the small piazza. The central pedestal was made of white marble and topped with a smiling cherub tipping some sort of jug that once poured an endless stream of water into the surrounding pool. But the cherub’s bottomless jug had been dry for many years and the only water that graced the pool anymore came during the rainy season. Nowadays the monument best served as a turnaround point for lost buses and a bench for old men.

At that moment one old man sat on the edge of the fountain watching the one-bus-carousel revolve slowly around him. A skinny gray dog lay at his feet, and as the bus rolled by, raising a cloud of dust and diesel exhaust, the dog lifted his head curiously. The old man scratched the white stubble on his chin and apparently decided that some greeting was in order because he offered them a friendly wave. The gray dog went back to sleep.

From their front-row seats behind the sun-baked glass the visitors had a wonderful view of all the high points of Santo Fico on their orbit around the town square. First, of course, came the blessed Church of Santo Fico, and standing on the church steps was an old priest with a wild shock of white hair and a bewildered smile that, like his hair, seemed to be gripped in perpetual surprise. It was sad, the observers thought, that there should be such a deformed lump growing out of the old priest’s back, but on closer inspection the lump blinked two frightened eyes at them. Even though Father Elio was a short man, Maria Gamboni was shorter still and as thin as a weed. And since both she and her priest tended to wear the same shade of black, and because at this moment the old woman was clinging to his back like a growth and peeking around his shoulder, their mistake was understandable.

The bus continued its extended left turn toward Santo Fico’s newest building—the Palazzo Urbano. Built before the turn of the century to house all the government offices, the faded two-story palazzo now stood empty and in disre-pair. Most of the windows were locked and shuttered and apparently nobody had even mentioned the word paint in its presence for many years. One small room on the ground floor remained open to serve as a postal drop for the obnoxious young man who came over from Grosseto every Tuesday and Friday with the mail.

The rest of their quick expedition around the cobblestone piazza showed a jumble of small homes and shops crawling down the town’s inhospitable slopes. Most of Santo Fico clung to the jagged cliffs above the sea by its fingernails, and many of the old buildings, like these newest visitors, seemed to be asking in surprise, “How did I get here?”

In a matter of seconds, the bus’s brakes screeched to a halt in front of a handsome old villa and the tour was complete. A weathered sign above the gate leading into the villa’s courtyard announced in fancy letters of faded reds, yellows, and greens that they had arrived at the Albergo di Santo Fico. With a gasp of gratitude the engine died and, except for a distant dog that continued to bark its personal protest, the village was silent again. Shiny tourist faces peered through the glass as if they had unexpectedly landed on the back side of the moon. Although they had no idea where they were, it was a safe bet that this place was not listed in any of their glossy, tri-folded, four-color brochures.

Back on the steps of the church, the novelty of the bus passed quickly for Maria Gamboni. She was impatient to get to her atonement.

“I think fifty today, Father. Don’t you think so? Don’t you think maybe fifty?”

Father Elio felt her insistent tug at his sleeve, but he was preoccupied with the bus. What was this bus doing here? Of course, it must be lost, but how strange, after so many years to have a tour bus become lost again. And with Leo Pizzola returning to Santo Fico just six weeks ago—a suspicious coincidence, he thought. He sighed as he also thought of all the finger waggings and forecasts of misfortune he could expect before this day was over—all because of Leo Pizzola’s return.

Since his return, rumors and speculations about what Leo Pizzola would do next ignited faster than grass fires. Gossip of scandal and doom is always engaging and the villagers enjoyed discussing these rumors as if they were omens. Even in the best of times insignificant incidents were good for at least a casual debate among the 437 inhabitants. And why not? For some time Santo Fico had only grudgingly conceded the passing decades, and the second half of the twentieth century visited only occasionally—and then, like this tour bus, usually by mistake. The inhabitants of Santo Fico no longer concerned themselves with unimportant things like the future. They had better things to do—like spending a cool evening at a verandah table with a friend, a glass of wine, and domino tiles, debating winds and cloud formations—or like sitting at their open windows studying how distant lightning storms changed the blues of the Tyrrhenian Sea. 

Father Elio finally had to respond to the insistent yanks on his sleeve and so he patted Maria’s bony hand and said, “No, fifty is too many. It’s too hot. Ten is plenty.”

“Ten? Ten would be an insult to God!”

“All right, twenty. But no more than twenty.”

As he guided Maria back into the church where she could spend the next hour savoring every chastising moment of her penance, Father Elio stole one more glance across the piazza at the curiosity parked in front of his niece’s hotel. He liked the notion of these tourists staying for lunch. It meant that Marta would dress up her menu and that prospect made his mouth water.

At that moment a wiry little figure came hurrying up the street, following the route of the bus. Father Elio couldn’t help noting the appropriateness of Guido Pasolini’s lifelong nickname. It was more than just Topo’s short stature or slight build. It was also his gait; the way he moved with a comical jerking motion when he was excited. It couldn’t quite be called running, but might best be described as scurrying—like an excited little mouse.

Guido Pasolini didn’t notice Father Elio watching him from across the piazza. By the time the excited little Topo reached the hotel, he was dangerously out of breath. He’d run for almost a quarter of a kilometer up the hill and now his thin legs could barely hold him. But Guido Pasolini was not the type of fellow who failed to recognize opportunity when it presented itself and from the first moment he’d heard that diesel engine approaching, he was on the alert. When it rumbled past the open door of the Pasolini Fix-It Shop, it had taken him only seconds to abandon Signora Morello’s broken record player, grab his hat, and race out the door in full pursuit. Now, staggering up to the blue and white bus, gasping for breath, he tried his best to look uninterested.

Strolling nonchalantly by the bus, Guido knew that they would have to be getting out soon and opportunities pass quickly. So he hurried across the verandah and disappeared through the front doors of the Albergo di Santo Fico.


TWO

The silence of the empty lobby made Guido nervous and he felt the anxious urge to urinate. It was more than just his reasonable fear of the proprietress, Marta Caproni Fortino. It was also the hotel itself. The high ceilings and colorful tile floors were much more in keeping with a grand estate or important museum, and the stately rooms always made him feel slightly out of place.

Once upon a time the Albergo di Santo Fico had been a magnificent villa that, along with the church, had dominated the town for centuries. The villa had been in the Caproni family forever—that is to say, there was no memory of it ever having belonged to anyone else. According to legend, the villa had been built as a summer retreat for Cosimo de Medici, but the Grand Duke thought it was haunted by the ghost of his dead wife, Eleonora, and he refused to ever live there. When and how it actually came to the Caproni family is a detail lost in time and murky fables.

In any case, recent memory is reliable only back to about 1873 when Old Giuseppe Caproni (Father Elio Caproni’s father and Marta Caproni Fortino’s grandfather) decided to turn his family’s deteriorating villa into one of the finest hotels on the Toscana coast. It was certainly the most isolated, but the Albergo di Santo Fico occupied a prime spot on the piazza, directly in front of the juncture of two important roads. The smaller road bends around the hotel to a narrow cobblestone street that winds its way down to the sea. A wall of whitewashed shops and houses with terra-cotta roofs and colorful shutters lines one side of the street—and on the other side, a low stone barrier keeps the unwary or tipsy from plunging off the cliff-face road to the harbor below.

But it’s that other road just outside the hotel’s tall front doors—that road which the bus recently scaled amid a chorus of whispered prayers and curses—that has always been the more significant road. Centuries earlier it had been cut by hand through granite sea cliffs, and this is the road that leads inland away from Santo Fico, toward the Ombrone River and then farther on to Grosseto and beyond that, to the world.

Back then Old Giuseppe Caproni saw Santo Fico as a village with a future. He predicted that someday processions of holy pilgrims from all over Italy would trek to Santo Fico just to visit the Miracle and the Mystery of their blessed little church. Then his Albergo di Santo Fico would be a gold mine—as soon as the government widened that damn cliff road. But the old east road that was to bring the world to his hotel’s doorstep was never improved and the main highway never came closer to Santo Fico than seventeen kilometers. Many said that the tragedy of Santo Fico was how little that road has changed in four hundred years. But that was all too long ago for most memories. The village eventually just abandoned her dreams, resolved that opportunity had simply moved on, and settled into a comfortable obscurity.

Opportunity, however, can occasionally pull into even the most insignificant village and on this particular morning Guido Pasolini had it in mind that it was parked just outside—and the clock was ticking. He hurried through the lobby and directly into the restaurant. He wasn’t surprised to discover the large room empty, but better safe than sorry—so he called loudly enough to be heard, but not loud enough to be offensive.

“Marta . . .”

Silence.

He peeked through the open doors to the verandah and, sure enough, inside the bus the tourists were gathering their belongings to exit. The grumbling roar of its diesel engine had already announced the bus’s arrival to most of the village and Guido knew that shortly the square would be filling up with his curious neighbors. Guido also recognized the danger of venturing beyond the restaurant and into the kitchen without a direct invitation, but what choice did he have? If he was going to be the first to tell Marta of their arrival, he would have to hurry. It could be worth a reward— maybe lunch. The little man carefully stepped through the dining room’s swinging doors and entered the forbidden kitchen.

On a large stove, two steaming pots of water were threatening to come to a boil and the room smelled of fresh garlic and basil and onions and oregano. The door to the back garden was open, as were all the windows. The floor was still damp from a mopping, making the burnt umber tile an even deeper red.

“Woo-Whoo . . . Anybody here,” he pretended to call cheerily, but really it was just a loud whisper. The room was empty.

“Marta . . . Hel-llooo . . .”

Silence.

He was wise to be cautious. Marta Caproni Fortino had firm rules about outsiders in her kitchen and childhood friends were no exception.

“Marta . . . ?” A little louder this time.

“Topo! What are you doing back here?”

The voice came sharply from behind and above and it spun Guido around on his heels. Standing at the top of stairs that led from the kitchen to the family’s upstairs rooms, a young woman looked down on him with mild consternation as she carelessly wound her thick black hair into a yellow scarf.

Whenever Guido saw Carmen Fortino, the older of Marta’s two daughters, he always found it hard to breathe for a moment. It wasn’t just because of her luxurious black hair and smooth olive skin or her dark eyes that seemed to bore through him or her red lips that never required paint. It wasn’t just because of the way her full mouth always seemed about to either smile or sneer at him—he didn’t care which. It wasn’t just the haughty manner with which she carried her body or the way certain of her soft curves pushed and strained against her clothing. All of these things certainly caused his mouth to go dry and his stomach to tense, but there was also something almost mystical in her allure. Her mother, Marta, affected him in the same way and had since they were children. And really, it wasn’t just Marta and Carmen. It was all beautiful women. Beautiful women made Guido feel both insignificant and thrilled to be alive.

Carmen knew the effect she had on the funny little Topo and she enjoyed it. It was essentially the same effect she had on most men, but with Guido it was a bit more obvious and his level of adoration was sort of endearing. She’d begun to notice her power when she was only fifteen. It had something to do with the way certain boys who had always been so bold before, even cruel, all at once began to stutter. Suddenly they were unable to hold her gaze, but the instant she turned away she could actually feel the heat of their eyes silently following her. After some months of initial confusion and anxiety, Carmen realized that she was developing siren powers. She’d spent the last two years practicing her skills and, sometimes, like right now with Topo, she felt as if her abilities already surpassed her mother’s.

Carmen slowly descended the steps with her arms raised, now self-consciously working her black hair into the yellow scarf. She knew she should hurry, but she couldn’t resist the helpless look on Guido’s upturned face and she allowed her body to bounce slightly as she dropped methodically from step to step. Her voice was softly reprimanding.

“You know my mother doesn’t allow anyone back here.” “I know. I know that . . . Sorry. I was looking for her . . . Your mother. It’s important. Where is she?”

To Guido, Carmen seemed to descend the stairs in slow motion, and the way she looked directly in his eyes with that slight smile of chastisement—slow hands weaving yellow scarf through black hair—it was all like a scene from a movie. Sunlight gleamed through the eastern windows and reflected off the thin film of water on the newly mopped tile floor. The light bounced off the sheen and enveloped Carmen in a golden haze and Guido couldn’t help thinking, this is pure Zeffirelli . . .

Suddenly, an irritated question came from behind him and jolted Topo out of his reverie like a swat on the back of the head.

“Topo! What are you doing in my kitchen? Carmen, why aren’t you in the dining room?”

Carmen’s expression chilled faster than November frost. In an instant the yellow scarf was tied and she was down the stairs. Guido turned to greet the glowering eyes of Marta Caproni Fortino coming in from the garden carrying a basket of vegetables. Her tall figure was framed in the doorway and her skin glistened with sweat. The tousled waves of her thick black hair refused to be completely captured by her red scarf. Like Carmen, Marta had the brooding look of most Caproni women—dark eyes and high cheekbones, determined jaw and narrow nose and that smooth olive skin. But Marta was taller than her two daughters and possessed a powerfully sensual athlete’s body that they did not. Right now, with the morning sunlight flaring white behind her, Guido couldn’t help thinking that here was no colorful Zeffirelli nymph. Marta was earthy, with stifled passions that were best shot in black and white—much more De Sica or Rossellini.

“We need table settings. Now.”

“I’m going,” was Carmen’s indifferent response as she made a pointed effort to slow her exit.

Guido had grown up an only son surrounded by five sisters, so he long ago recognized the edgy tension of unspoken antagonism that often roils between a mother and her daughter. He’d observed with his mother and sisters that these feelings of tension were usually because the two women were so much alike. And he also knew that if he were to helpfully point this out to these two women, they would both be so insulted at being compared to the other that they would immediately join forces to burn him down where he stood—so he said nothing. But in his mind Carmen and Marta were like two different bends in the same river. The difference was Carmen found her source higher up, near the headwaters, where the ravines are narrow and the river is young and anxious. A young river is fresh and fast, crashing and cascading impatiently through rocky chasms as if it can’t wait to get to the next turn its course might take. That young river doesn’t care where it’s going. It just knows that it has to get away from where it’s been and all twists and turns are filled with promise. Marta was the same river only wide and deep. Time had run a longer course with Marta and she had experienced enough unexpected turns and twists to stop counting on the promise of the next bend in the river. The river just was. Her waters appeared smooth and still, but for those who carefully studied the surface there were eddies and swirls that announced: This water is deep and unsafe. There were dangers hidden beneath this still surface—sharp snags and jagged crags and undercurrents best not explored. Only a fool would blindly dive headfirst into these dark waters.

“Is your sister back from the bakery with the bread?” “No,” was the curt reply and Carmen disappeared into the dining room.

As Marta moved past him and set the basket on the counter, Guido caught the fragrance of her bath soap. It smelled like lavender and he took in a deep breath as his imagination smiled. He was reminded that for all of Carmen’s intoxicating power, she was still just a facsimile of the original. Carmen was enchanting, but still so young and self-indulgent. Her mother was a woman. Everything about Marta was natural and genuine—her beauty, her grace, her sensuality, her passion, her temper, her bitterness. She never toyed with him or made him feel small and homely. Of course, she never made him feel particularly welcome either, but that was all right.

“I’m busy, Topo. What do you want?”

“I wanted to warn you, a sightseeing bus is here.”

“I know. I saw it from upstairs when it was still crawling up the hill.”

“It must be lost.”

“It must be,” she replied and casually picked through the tomatoes. “So, what do you want?”

“I wanted to tell you. They might want some lunch.” Marta stopped rinsing the tomatoes and stared incredulously at the short fellow smiling expectantly at her shoulder. He wore his smile like an apology, but his dark, close-set eyes were filled with expectation.

“You ran all the way up here, in this heat, just to tell me that?”

Guido’s foolish grin grew even broader as his cheeks flushed. He shrugged and felt like an idiot, as usual. After a moment Marta went back to her tomatoes. That was it. Apparently the audience was over. Guido didn’t know how to leave and still salvage any dignity, and as the silence became more embarrassed, his absolute belief in his own idiocy compounded until a blush crept down his cheeks to his neck on its way to his toes. Finally, Marta broke the awkwardness.

“Well, you must be hot.” And she called over her shoulder to the dining room, “Carmen, give Topo a glass of wine.”

Guido moved across the kitchen toward the dining room. “Oh, that’s okay. You don’t have to.” He had hoped for lunch.

“Go on. I have a lot to do.”

And she did. This would be the largest lunch crowd the hotel had seen in months. And it wouldn’t just be the bewildered tourists, but also all of the nosy villagers who would show up to stare at the bewildered tourists. She had a lot to do and Nina should be back with the bread by now.

In the cool dining room, Carmen stopped laying out the folded napkins and silverware long enough to step behind the marble bar and pour a glass of red wine. Guido noticed the young girl’s hand shook slightly as she poured the Chianti and her eyes kept darting toward the empty lobby.

“Here, Topo. Now, stay out of the way.” She handed him the glass with a nervous smile that told him that she didn’t have time to flirt right now, but maybe later.

He nodded and quickly surveyed the empty room. He could already hear the jumbled voices of the tourists entering the lobby. Having tested the view from all of the stools and chairs in the bar many times, he chose a spot at the shadowy far end where he would have the best vantage to observe the action.

It began slowly, in the tentative manner of all lost and confused foreigners afraid of invading the wrong space. But the room eventually began to fill with a dozen sweating, shuffling, middle-aged to elderly bodies grateful to Old Giuseppe Caproni for his cool tile floors and stone walls. They found their way to tables and chairs and collapsed.

Their portly young guide wasn’t so lucky—he still had much to do. He smiled at his grim group and said . . . well, he said something. Guido had no idea what it was the guide actually said, but he perceived two things: first, many of the words he recognized as being English and second, whatever the guide’s comments, they failed to impress his charges. This chubby conductor was feeling a heat that far surpassed the warmth of a Toscana summer. The poor guy was miles from where he needed to be, in a village he didn’t know, in the midst of a heat wave with a group of discontented Englishmen and he alone knew their desperate fuel situation. Why had he sped by that last gas station outside Grosseto?

The bus had, of course, taken a wrong turn as the inexperienced guide/bus driver tried to invent a shortcut between Grosseto and Piombino. By the time he realized his mistake it was already too late. The narrow east road to Santo Fico abruptly becomes a tortuous climb skirting chalky coastal crags on one side and sheer cliffs that plunged to the sea on the other. And to add to the chagrin of so many innocent motorists, the route offers absolutely no place to turn around. Unwitting drivers must either put their vehicles in reverse and drive backward down the cliffs for some kilometers or continue on and pray that eventually the trail will widen before they either run out of gas or road. So great is the frustration and fear of what danger might lie around each hairpin curve that, by the time they finally arrive at the picturesque promontory of Santo Fico, most travelers are actually grateful. And so it was with this party of tourists and their baffled pilot.

Carmen was surveying the elderly assemblage of bloated English bodies and vacant pink faces when the poor guide started what he thought was charming repartee. But this was not the sort of invasion from the outside world a seventeen-year-old girl, sentenced to life imprisonment in Santo Fico, dreams about. With less than two words out of his mouth, Carmen scowled, turned on her heels, and walked back into the kitchen. What the guide did not need right now was some snippy waitress insulting him. His credibility with these pompous English was already dangerously depleted. He also wished the chinless fellow at the end of the bar would stop staring at him.

Guido, on the other hand, enjoyed Carmen’s haughty display. He didn’t like the arrogant confidence this stranger showed as he approached the girl. The guide leaned against the bar and offered Guido his smile.

“She’s pretty.”

Guido nodded.

“Is she coming back?”

Guido shrugged.

“Do you know how far we are from Follonica?”

Guido shook his head and sipped his wine. He actually did know the exact distance, but he wasn’t about to tell this guy anything—not after running all the way up the hill to get nothing more than a crummy glass of wine. The hell with him. Besides, he wanted to see this inflated sausage’s reaction to Marta—and he wasn’t disappointed. He knew, without turning, when Marta entered. If the guide had found Carmen attractive, he was absolutely alarmed by the voluptuous Marta and the intriguing animal glint of peril buried in her dark eyes. Guido had seen it all his life.

Marta was no stranger to the guide’s predicament and she quickly took charge, conducting their business swiftly and efficiently. He would need thirteen lunches. She would need forty minutes. The price was agreed upon. He asked about diesel fuel. She recommended a walk down to the harbor to see if any of the fishermen might sell him some. Then, just as Marta turned back to the kitchen, Guido perked up as the guide asked a significant question.

“Is there anything of particular interest here? Something that might help us pass the time?”

Marta studied him for a moment before replying, almost offhand, “No, not really.”

Then she noticed Guido sitting in the back corner. She’d forgotten about him. She wasn’t sure he had heard this last exchange, so she motioned toward his empty glass.

“Topo, you want another?”

Guido smiled broadly and shook his head. Marta returned to the kitchen.

He liked the way Marta called him Topo. It made him feel special. The casual way she said it reenforced his own perception about his lifelong nickname. It had nothing to do with diminutive stature or mousy traits. To him it was a term of endearment and an indication of his cleverness. He was totally oblivious of the fact that his narrow nose was a bit too long and arched, his chin was a bit too weak, his large brown eyes a bit too close together, his mouth a bit too small, and his front teeth a bit too prominent. Occasionally, in just the right light, if he were to simultaneously smile and wiggle his nose, one would swear he had just smelled cheese.

But at this exact moment, sitting in the shadows at the end of the bar, what Topo fancied he smelled was money. And why not? Wasn’t he one of the originators of “The Tales of the Miracle and the Mystery”—much on a par with Leo Pizzola and Franco Fortino? In fact, if pressed, Leo Pizzola would have to admit that much of the original scheme had come from Guido’s head. At least some of it . . . Or at the very least, a little of it. Yes, when it came to boldness and clever ideas, he and Leo were cut from the same bolt of cloth. That fact was proven, even now, by the birth of the excellent idea floating around inside his head.

How could he have predicted what terrible events this excellent idea would help to set in motion? How could he anticipate that such an innocent little thought would ever contribute to him becoming a criminal—a master thief? Who could foresee such a harmless notion bringing such a world of trouble?

Right now, it seemed to him that his simple little plan was an excellent one, tried and true. How could he have been so shortsighted? Hoping for a free lunch! What had he been thinking? Where was his brain? Leo Pizzola was back! It would be like old times!

Topo pushed himself away from the bar, grabbed his hat, and was out the door. He knew what he had to do. He had to find Leo Pizzola—and quickly.


THREE

As he raced down the gravel slope of the coast road north of town, Topo strained to keep his body at least one step ahead of gravity. Nobody could say that Guido Pasolini failed to recognize opportunity when it landed in his lap, and he tried to calculate how much profit there was to be made from his scheme. Unfortunately, he had no idea how much to charge. This was an area where Leo Pizzola shined—at least he used to. Of course, Leo was bound to be a bit rusty after so many years.

Topo arrived at an unassuming break in an old stone wall that bordered the road. The gap in the wall had probably once housed a handsome gate, but now it was just a broken spot in the undergrowth. He tried to make the turn, but his speed had finally combined with gravity to create an unanticipated inertia that carried him straight off the road. Like some runaway torpedo, Topo shot across a sea of brown thistles, accidentally kicking over a “FOR SALE” sign that had been crudely painted in red letters. The makeshift sign disappeared into the weeds, but Topo couldn’t worry about it now. His short piston-legs ripped through weeds and leapt over low cactuses and jagged boulders. Finally managing to slow himself, he turned back onto the rutted dirt lane and scurried on toward the Pizzola family’s pastures by the sea.

Not far from the road and up a sloping meadow, buried in the shade of a grove of cork and linden trees, loomed the ghostly figure of a once admirable house now fallen into dreary disrepair. Topo thought the dark weathered stains on the plaster walls and the branches of neighboring trees twisting themselves into the terra-cotta roof tiles gave the place the look of an abandoned old woman with her makeup smeared and her hair tangled—and she seemed sadly confused by her loveliness lost.

He panted down a road that bordered neatly planted rows of muted green olive trees. Their gnarled branches were wild and unpruned and Topo thought of how annoyed old Signore Pizzola would be to see this. The branches should be heavy by now, weighted down with fruit bursting with oil and juice. But these branches bore only a slim scattering of tiny, rock-hard olives—not worth the effort to harvest. He passed a neglected vineyard whose scant purple berries struggled against the weeds and baked under an uncaring sun, and he kept his eyes on the path, trying to ignore the dying vines. It angered him to see the vineyard going the way of the olive grove and the house.

Puffing across a dry field inhabited by stray goats and sheep, Topo glanced nervously over his shoulder. The Lombolo family leased these fields from Leo to graze their horses, and horses made Topo nervous. The Lombolo horses were fierce and powerful Spanish thoroughbreds that, Topo was convinced, were also treacherous. Fortunately, he didn’t see them right now, so he hurried on toward the only thing to break the landscape for some distance—a small stone dwelling surrounded by a half-dozen flame-shaped cypress trees.

To call this structure a house was flattery; it was little more than a large hut that sat on a rise overlooking the sea and when the wind was right you could hear waves crashing. Probably built by some ancient Pizzola ancestor many centuries earlier, the stone and plaster walls gave the impression of snug lodgings. But for all its quaint charm, it was still just a single-room stone hut with no electricity or indoor plumbing. Why Leo chose to live here rather than in the big house on the hill where he grew up was a question Topo would someday have to ask. He knew it must somehow be connected to why Leo refused to walk into the olive grove or tend the vineyard, and he was pretty sure it had something to do with why Leo mysteriously ran away to America eighteen years ago. Someday he would ask him, but not today.

He leaned against the door and pounded only once before opening it and calling.

“Leo!”

The room was empty. This was not just bad; this was a catastrophe. Where could Leo be in the heat of the day?

Of course! It was Monday! Topo’s heart sank. Disturbing Leo today could be trouble, even dangerous. The secret that Leo had revealed to him about his Mondays was shared in confidence and no invitation had been extended. Leo was going to be angry.

“Well, let him be angry,” Topo huffed. “This is business.” And he scampered across the meadow toward the sea.

Leo Pizzola struggled to pull his lanky frame forward through the tall razor grass with some sense of stealth and still keep his knees and elbows out of the dirt. Why the hell hadn’t he changed his clothes first? It was so stupid to crawl across a field in a linen suit, and he was glad he was horizontal so he couldn’t kick himself. He was the only man in Santo Fico with enough style to even own a linen suit and here he was . . .

A sand flea jumped up his nose and his whole body spasmed at the invasion.

“The price you pay for crawling through their neighborhood with such a big nose,” he told himself.

He flopped onto his back and beat his hands against the marks smudging his elbows and his knees. Fortunately, the pale sand and dust of this region were of a similar hue to the creamy suit so Leo was able to rationalize how the delicate shadings of dust might even enhance the casual nature of the rumpled cloth.

Too late now and it was his own fault. He’d once again lost track of the days of the week, and when he dressed this morning for his usual pointless trip into town, some unexplainable whim told him to put on his suit. He was all the way to the olive grove before he remembered it was Monday, and his run back down the dusty path and then the sprint up the coast had left him sweating and out of breath. Now, here he was, thirty-six years old with grass stains on the elbows and knees of his only suit, crawling through the tall grass like some hormonal schoolboy.

With one final grunt Leo pulled himself to the edge of a low bluff of sandstone boulders that joined a white beach and led down to a peaceful lagoon. Carefully parting the blades of razor grass, Leo peeked over the edge of the cliff toward the sea.

Across the white sand beach an attractive but rather ample woman lazed back on a smooth boulder at the water’s edge. Her bleached tresses rested on a rolled towel and her thin cotton dress was hiked up revealing pleasantly plump legs. Leo realized that in his haste he was becoming careless. He still wore his soiled Panama hat and it stuck out like a white flag in the tall grass, so he swiftly swept it off his head in a strangely gentlemanly way.

At the water’s edge Angelica Giancarlo was having trouble keeping the lids of her large brown eyes from fluttering closed as she baked under the August sun. She knew this much sun wasn’t good for her skin, but at the moment her real concern was falling asleep. So she forced herself to stretch across the warm boulder in an effort to stay awake. Who was she kidding? It was obvious that Leo Pizzola had lost interest. He wasn’t coming. In all the Mondays since she first noticed him spying on her secret swims, this was the first one he’d missed.

She was tempted to stumble back up the hill to town and take a real nap. There would be plenty of time for swimming later—perhaps tonight. Angelica liked to swim at night, under a full moon. When she looked at her naked body standing on the wet sand, the silver haze of moonlight and glistening water hid the tracings of time and her perpetual losing battle with gravity and she felt younger.

Just as she decided to summon enough energy for the hike back home, she saw a small rustling in the grass at the crest of the cliff. Then there was the swift flash of a familiar straw hat.

“Well, it’s about time,” she mumbled to herself.

If this drama were something that either of them could acknowledge, she would certainly give him a piece of her mind for keeping her waiting in this heat. But her best opportunity for an indignant display was when she first saw him peeking at her through the tall grass over a month ago. She wondered sometimes why she entertained his childish peeping at all. It wasn’t like she really knew Leo Pizzola. In fact, they didn’t even speak. She wouldn’t mind it if they did— but of course, that would be too awkward now.

With a somewhat ungraceful effort Angelica hauled herself from the warm rock, and this time as she stretched in the sun, it was more deliberate. Why did she even bother? She didn’t even know him really and already he’s late; probably getting bored—they all get bored eventually. But she knew why. It was vanity. There was so little that made her feel attractive anymore; or alluring; or desired. She quickly dismissed any notion of giving him a piece of her mind, and instead she unrolled her towel and placed it across the flat boulder that jutted out into the lagoon. Then she stepped into the shallow water and delighted at its coolness on her bare feet and ankles. Ah, this was what she needed to wake her. As Angelica slowly waded deeper into the inviting sea, she lifted her light dress a little higher with each step. She wore no underclothing. Underclothing was always so clumsy and ungraceful. This economy made the dance appear much more effortless. Finally, when she was deep enough to justify it, she pulled the dress completely over her head and held it high up in the air. She deftly rolled the colorful print into a tight ball and with a practiced flick of the wrist, the wad of still dry cloth flew across the water and landed perfectly on the edge of the boulder. Angelica held her unveiled pose for just a moment before diving beneath the surface of the cool blue water.

From behind his curtain of grass at the top of the bluff, Leo rested his chin on his hands and watched Angelica’s smooth pink form glide through the translucent blue. Where Angelica Giancarlo was concerned Leo had never quite outgrown the innocent adoration he’d felt when he was a boy. Although she was only a few years his senior, how he had yearned for this full-busted “older woman” of sixteen who was willing to occasionally indulge a twelve-year-old boy with her secret smile. As boys, Leo and Topo and Franco Fortino had been unable to hide their fascination with the voluptuous Angelica. When it came down to it, every man in the village noticed Angelica when she walked by and every woman hated her because of it. But these three boys loved to follow her just to watch the way her round hips swayed as she walked up the narrow streets, the way she tossed her bleached hair when she laughed, the way her eyes flashed like tiny signal lights as she raised or lowered them, or the way she would casually stroke her rib cage just below her breast. This was all great stuff and a tremendous education for three pubescent boys.

Leo was thirteen when Angelica left home. He and every other male in the village was sorry to discover her gone, but being the principal femme fatale for the village had probably become a little awkward for the bighearted Angelica—not to mention embarrassing for her mother and stern father. At seventeen Angelica left Santo Fico to find her fortune as a movie actress in Roma—so the story went.
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