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        For Artemisia, 

        who set the stage.

        And for Siena,

        who lit the lights.

    

		
      Cast of Characters

      CASALE MAZZOLI

      Stella · ex-chef who runs her ancestral home as a bed-and-breakfast 

      Claire and Morton Stafford · guests and partygoers at the Masquerade

      JOBS IN ARAMEZZO 

      Domenica · local bookshop owner

      Matteo · streetsweeper

      Marta · sheep farmer, mother of Ascanio

      Leonardo (Leo) · ex-racecar driver who now operates the family porchetta van

      Cosimo · antiquarian and expert on local lore

      Don Arrigo · village priest

      Marcello · mayor

      Romina and Roberto · couple that owns Bar Cappellina

      VILLAGERS 

      Veronica · the mayor’s wife

      Luisella · frequent customer at Bar Cappellina 

      Mimmo · hunter and former caretaker of Casale Mazzoli

      Giancarlo · Matteo’s childhood friend, visiting

      AT VILLA DELLE ACQUE

      Chelsea and TC Durant · owners of Villa delle Acque

      Judith and Hollis Lake · longtime friends of Chelsea and TC 

      Tripp and Louisa Lake · son and daughter-in-law of Judith and Hollis Lake

      Gillian Lake · daughter of Judith and Hollis Lake

      THE POLICE 

      Luca · police officer

      Salvo · Luca’s partner

      Captain Tribuzio · local police captain
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			Friday: 
The Night of the Masquerave

			Stella scanned the menu.

			Tagliatelle with boar sauce—green lasagna with mushrooms—pappardelle with beef ragù—gnocchi in Sagrantino wine sauce—strangozzi with cherry tomatoes and red pepper flakes. 

			Sensing her friend’s eyes on her from across the table, Stella glanced up. 

			“What?” Stella asked Domenica. Though she knew. 

			“Every week. You know the menu. You know what you’re ordering. Every week.” Domenica chuckled.

			Stella shrugged. “It’s like a favorite book. Every time you read it, you get something new. Something less . . . obvious.”

			“Admit it. After your twenty-odd rootless years in America, Aramezzo is turning you into a creature of habit.”

			Stella lifted her chin. “How can you say that? With all that has happened in the year since I took over the bed-and-breakfast?”

			“Not quite a year, cara,” Domenica corrected, tucking her iron-gray hair back behind her headband. “Anyway, I made no insult. It’s a worthy lifestyle, to be a creature of habit. I take pride in it.”

			Stella cast her eyes heavenward. “Other than cats and books, there’s not a habitual thing about you.”

			“Cats and books. They are enough.”

			“Throw in flour and butter and I’d be inclined to agree.” Stella grinned at Domenica. 

			Who grinned back before saying, “So, the pappardelle?”

			“Well, I almost ordered the gnocchi.”

			Stella’s phone pealing into the warm evening air seared through their laughter. Her stomach lurched, though she could not say why. 

			Her voice a clipped sing-song, Domenica said, “Don’t we have a policy of no phones at the table?”

			Stella’s fingers trembled as she flipped the phone over to check the screen. She started to explain the frisson of fear but knew how ridiculous she’d sound. After all, she had already tried and failed to articulate the looming dread of something going terribly awry. Instead, she tried for levity. “Matteo said he’d send photos from the Americans’ party at Villa delle Acque . . . don’t you want to see them? We need a visual on those masquerave costumes.”

			Domenica shrugged her nonchalance. 

			“But why is he calling? From a party?” Her stomach lurched again. “Sorry, Domenica, I need to take this.”

			Rising, Stella pressed her phone against her ear and hurried from the outdoor restaurant seating into the piazza. For a town of two hundred people, Stella wondered how the piazza could be so noisy. “Matteo? What’s up? Did you meet a hot American guy after all and simply couldn’t wait to tell me about it?” Stella heard the note of pleading in her own voice. More to distract herself than anything else, Stella turned to wink at Domenica who was deep in conversation with Adele, Trattoria Cavour’s chef, and didn’t notice.

			“Stella!” Matteo’s next words sounded garbled, tangled, lost in a cacophony of sound.

			Stella clutched her phone tighter. “Matteo? What’s going on? I can’t hear you.”

			“Stella! Where are you?”

			For a moment Stella wondered if she was supposed to be at the party with him, before remembering—she was most definitely not invited. “You know where I am, Matteo. I’m having dinner with Domenica. It’s a regular Friday night for us plebs.”

			“You’re at dinner? How long have you been there? What did you do before? Like right before dinner?”

			Stella pulled her phone away from her ear to gaze at it, eyebrows furrowed. Returning it to speak, she said, “Matteo? Are the Americans handing out drugs as party favors or something?”

			“Stella! Please!”

			She sighed as she fought down rising panic. “Okay, Dad. I’ll fill you in on my whereabouts. Before dinner, Domenica and I took Barbanera to the vet.”

			“Did anyone see you? Please tell me someone saw you.”

			“What did I just say? I took my one-eared cat to the vet. The vet saw me, Matteo. And my cat is fine, thanks for asking. Needs to lose a little weight, the vet wasn’t into me cooking for him, but other than that, Barbanera is hale and hearty. Like the pirate he’s named for.”

			“And before that?”

			“Before that?” Stella cocked her head to the side in thought. “Right. I made an early dinner for the Staffords. Between you and me, I think the missus didn’t want her husband drinking on an empty stomach. Which, given what happened last night, is probably a good idea.”

			Matteo muttered to himself, “Thank the Madonna.”

			“Why do you need details about my day?” she asked, controlling her breath. “Party that bad?”

			Stella could barely make out Matteo’s words as he spoke to somebody beside him. “At least they can’t implicate her this time.”

			“This time? What are you talking about? Who are you talking to?” Her knees weakened, remembering the party’s guest list. Please, she offered up a silent prayer, not Leo. Not Giancarlo. Not her guests. Not Marta. Her mind flitted to Marta’s son but then recoiled in horror.

			She needed Matteo to finish his sentence.

			“It’s just . . .” Matteo’s voice trailed off.

			“Matteo! Say it already!” The couple leaving Bar Cappellina turned at her raised voice. 

			Stella ignored them. 

			Listening and waiting. 

			“Get here, Stella. As fast as you can. Something’s . . . happened.” The line crackled. “Again.”
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			Wednesday: 
Two Days Before the Masquerave

			Stella set a china saucer, rimmed with violets, in front of Barbanera. He sniffed and looked up at her as if expecting her to whisk a more satisfying option from behind her back.

			“Any other cat would be thrilled with carrots and chicken livers,” she said, adjusting the red bandana holding back her curly hair.

			He blinked, lifting his black chin. 

			Stella sighed, taking off the chef coat that protected her daily uniform of jeans and a fading t-shirt. “Cat, the vet is going to put you on a diet. Mark my words.”

			He sat. And blinked again.

			Stella stood firm. “You get that or you get nothing.”

			Barbanera rose and turned to face the window, suddenly fascinated by the swallows displaying their aerial dance across the sky. 

			Stella fought down an urge to whip up another meal, something a little richer. This isn’t a restaurant, she reminded herself. I don’t have to give him whatever he wants. With resolve, she hung her chef coat, grabbed her shopping list, and closed the door behind her. She opened it again to peek in, hoping to see Barbanera either resigning himself to his least favorite breakfast or trotting to the door to join her. But all she saw was his silhouette, stiff and unmoving, with the suggestion of his tail whipping from side to side. 

			Distracted, she didn’t notice Luca at the bottom of the steps, in his police uniform.

			“Trouble in paradise?” 

			She jumped. At the sudden words, and also the sudden English, which startled her into English as well. “Quite a mouthful! And an idiom no less.”

			“What?” Luca’s face fell. “Speak slower.”

			“Nothing, nothing,” she said, switching to Italian. “I was complimenting your English. It’s coming along!”

			“Thank you.” He smiled, relieved. 

			They fell in step, walking around Aramezzo’s lower ring road. Stella said, “Did you choose an English class?”

			He shook his head. “There’s no time. The new captain has us doing all these retraining sessions. Apparently, Captain Palmiro kept us on too long of a leash.”

			“That was the least of his problems,” Stella muttered, her gray eyes narrowing.

			“I thought you came around on the captain.” Luca looked down with a smile.

			Stella hated her stomach’s irrational swoop at that grin, one front tooth slightly overlapping the other, which, given the fullness of his upper lip, she only saw when his smile grew broad. As it did now. She realized she hadn’t responded. “I was not sorry he retired. How’s the new guy?”

			“Captain Tribuzio? I like him. My shoes have never been so shiny.” He laughed, and Stella relished the familiar musicality of it, rising through his deep chest and into the morning air. She said, “Maybe you’ll convince him that taking English lessons serves the community. You need some multilingual carabinieri, what with tourism spilling out of Assisi.”

			“Watching American TV works pretty well.” He shrugged. “For now.”

			“Sure, if you want to parrot lines like ‘trouble in paradise,’ but that’s hardly going to get you very far.”

			Luca hesitated. 

			“What?”

			Luca’s dimple flashed as he swallowed. “Stella, I have other ways to practice English.”

			Stella grinned, relishing the ease of their banter. “Well, sure. You know I’m always happy to help, but we wind up speaking Italian anyway and—”

			“That’s not what I mean.” He ran his teeth across his lower lip. “I . . . Stella, I’ve been seeing someone.”

			“Oh!” Stella concentrated on not letting her pace falter. “Oh. Well. That’s nice. I mean. I hope she’s nice.”

			Luca’s face split into a grin that made his previous one look like a warm-up. “She is! It’s early days, you know. But I like her.”

			Stella tried to figure out a graceful way to ask the question but came up empty, so she just asked it. “Who is she?” Why did it sound like an accusation? She smiled to blunt her voice’s edge. 

			Unnecessary, as Luca seemed lost in a reverie. “Liliana. We were friends in high school, but then her family moved to London. We’ve been texting. And now talking.”

			“And . . . flirting?” Stella felt relieved that this time her voice landed in a playful tone. After all, she was the one who rejected Luca; why shouldn’t he date someone else? How was he supposed to know she’d regretted the rejection as soon as she’d given it? Sure, her track record with men ranked down there with sushi pizza and McDonald’s attempting spaghetti, but that didn’t mean she had to completely distrust her attraction, did it? People grew and changed. She’d grown and changed. Maybe liking a guy wasn’t a sure indicator that he would eventually set the relationship on fire. Or cover it with flaming Cheeto dust. 

			Well, she’d taken too long to admit her feelings to Luca. This sudden stab of loneliness was her fault. Even so, it didn’t make the feeling of being on the outer edges of the schoolyard any easier to bear.

			At Luca’s expectant look, Stella realized her internal monologue had been so beguiling, she’d tuned out his conversation. To cover her embarrassment, she said, “Erm . . . that’s nice.”

			“I know! She never comes to the Americans’ party. Even though her parents do, every year.”

			“She knows the Americans?” She sincerely hoped Luca hadn’t mentioned this while she’d zoned out. 

			Luca stopped walking and regarded her quizzically. 

			Stella blushed and stammered an apology.

			More slowly, Luca said, “Her father brokered the transaction for the Americans to buy Villa delle Acque. Five or six years ago? I don’t remember. In fact, I think they moved to London on the villa’s commission. Her family comes back to see relatives and attend the Durants’ party. But Liliana, she’s always been working, so hasn’t joined them in years.” 

			“She’s taking a vacation this time,” Stella guessed. “For you.”

			He blushed and ducked his head. “Well, she hasn’t seen her grandparents since they stopped traveling to London. Plus, the party is probably a draw. The Durants are going all out this year.”

			“So I’ve heard.” Stella couldn’t help the swell of anxiety at Luca mentioning the party. Ever since she’d heard about it, she’d had a feeling of foreboding. Maybe because the first mention of the party coincided with a funeral. Or perhaps because of the palpable tension between the mayor’s wife and Stella’s neighbor Louisella at the discussion of who got an invitation. Or possibly because the American guests arriving today booked only last week—even though the Durants sent the invitations months before—which seemed at odds with the rigor and thoroughness of their questions about the accommodations.

			Stella shook off the unease and decided to practice a new “one-of-the-guys” role. She play-punched Luca on the shoulder as they slowed outside Forno Antico, Aramezzo’s only bakery. “Oh, come on. Don’t be modest. How could she resist you?”

			“You’d be surprised.” Luca chuckled, then gestured to the forno. “What’s on the menu?”

			Glancing at her list, Stella said, “I need torta al testo, to make the American guests’ sandwiches when they arrive later today. I think they’ll enjoy Umbria’s flatbread. I’m picking up a regular loaf, too, for bruschetta. Mimmo brought me a tin of pretty magical olive oil. He wouldn’t tell me where he got it, and I didn’t press him. I’m just glad to restock without begging a neighbor for their surplus.”

			“Probably a good idea.” He grinned. “Though you can buy local oil, you know; Cristiana has some at the alimentari. I picked some up for Mamma last week.”

			“The cooperative oil is excellent, but not this good. What Mimmo brought me must be single-varietal or something.” At Luca’s shrug, Stella added, “And you, you headed to work?”

			Grinning, he gestured to his torso. “The uniform tip you off?”

			She kept her eyes on his, refusing to let her gaze drift across his shoulders. “I’m smart that way.”

			“The captain has a new code of conduct playbook for us to memorize. I’m going in early so Salvo and I can quiz each other.”

			“Good times,” Stella said in English. Sometimes, there was no Italian equivalent.

			“I know that one!” Luca cheered and waved goodbye.

			“I bet you do,” Stella said softly, watching as Luca strolled to the station. Was his step more . . . buoyant? She shook her head, reminding herself that romances were not her genre. She refused to have her internal monologue filled with pink hearts. Still, she couldn’t help the questions crowding her head about this Liliana. What was her job? (She instantly berated herself for the total Americanness of the question.) What did she like? Heaven forgive her, Stella even wanted to know if Liliana was pretty. 

			Stella adjusted her bandana. Her fingers brushed across a fleck of dried batter. The red bandana, and its navy sibling, both needed a scrub. But she was trying to limit their number of washings, as she recently noticed they were threadbare in spots. Great. She’d had an entire conversation with Luca wearing a dirty and threadbare bandana. Perfect. 

			Not that he’d noticed. 

			Well, she thought. She broke the eggs, now she had to eat the frittata. 

			“Stella!” 

			Stella turned at the sound and found Antonio standing in the bakery doorway. “Ciao, Antonio. How is everything?”

			He shrugged, “Boh.” Stella empathized. “You have guests coming?”

			“Yes, Americans. For the party.”

			“They aren’t staying at the villa?”

			“I guess not. It seems a last-minute decision. They booked last week. Hopefully, they won’t be expecting accommodations as fancy as Villa delle Acque.”

			At Stella’s expression, Antonio clapped his hand on her shoulder. “Stella . . . tranquilla. The casale is in better shape than it’s been in years.”

			Stella laughed uncomfortably, imagining looks of dawning horror on her guests’ faces later this afternoon. “I’m afraid that’s not saying much.”

			Antonio’s red mustache twitched as he tried not to smile. 

			Stella remembered her errand. “I’m picking up torta al testo. And bread.”

			Antonio gestured with his chin to have her meet him at the register. 

			“Celeste not here today?” Stella asked.

			“She’s helping Veronica put together her costume for the party. The mayor’s wife, Veronica. Not the woman who sells embroidered napkins at the farmer’s market.”

			Stella had no idea there was any other Veronica in Aramezzo. She felt a spark of surprise, frankly, that the mayor’s wife allowed it. She said, “Celeste is helping by choice, is she?”

			Antonio’s easy laugh filled the bakery. “By Veronica’s choice, sure.”

			Stella smiled, handing over her money—exact change, like the Aramezzo shopkeepers preferred. “I’ll see you, Antonio.”

			He waved her off, already turning to Benedetta, the butcher’s wife, dressed in a blue cardigan, blue skirt, and blue crepe heels. The uniform for the women of a certain age in an Umbrian village, Stella supposed. Probably since time immemorial. Did her grandmother shop at the bakery, wearing a similarly proper ensemble? Had she, like Benedetta, exchanged pleasantries with the baker while buying bread for her family’s noontime meal?

			Or had her grandmother sent her daughter, Stella’s mother, to the bakery? Stella envisioned a smaller version of the woman who raised her, only dressed in the elementary school’s pinafore and without the bitterness etched in her face, dashing in to fetch a loaf of bread.

			Stella thought about all those visits to the bakery, all those loaves of bread, all those easy transactions over the counter, sharing bits of village gossip . . . all those moments, like pearls on a string.

			Strange how the thought of her family living here for generations, incorporated into the fabric of Aramezzo, only made her feel more foreign. 
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			Stella leaned against a stone wall in the parking lot, listening for an oncoming car. Despite herself, she’d grown to treasure this time, waiting for guests to arrive. Yes, it used to fill her with dread—not knowing if the guests would see through her ruse and realize she was no bed-and-breakfast proprietor, but rather an ex-chef pretending to know what she was doing. She employed “fake it till you make it” to good effect, pretending enthusiasm she didn’t feel until she’d developed a delight for these moments, when names in her booking calendar became real people. Real people discovering Aramezzo just as she had a short while ago. Even though, as she’d confessed to Antonio, she worried these guests might bristle at her lack of amenities, yet she couldn’t help looking forward to their arrival.

			Checking her phone, Stella chided herself for not adding thirty minutes to the Staffords’ estimated arrival time. Though GPS might prognosticate a landing time suitable for travelers familiar with Italian roads and Italian drivers, non-Europeans took far longer, hitting the brakes at any surprise. Then there was that one family that arrived an hour late and blamed it on the poppies. At first, Stella had assumed they meant crocuses, that they’d gotten stuck in the mire of saffron workers plucking stigmas. But then she’d remembered that saffron farms stretched in the opposite direction. 

			No, those guests had been waylaid by the spectacle of poppy fields in the plain between Tuscany and this edge of Umbria. They hadn’t been able to resist the call of taking photos surrounded by those luminous ruby petals. Stella would have been annoyed, thinking of the ragù she’d left bubbling on the stove while she waited in the parking lot, except those same poppies had entranced her the week before, when she and Matteo drove to Florence for a Caravaggio exhibit at the Uffizi. As she’d helped the Australian family with their bags, she’d delighted in how their lavish praise of the Umbrian valley only ended once they’d climbed the steps through the tunnel that led to Aramezzo’s first inner ring road. Then, they’d tripped over each other, pointing out a cat in a flower box, a grapevine spilling across an arbor, a space between buildings that afforded them a slice of view over the sweeping greenery of the valley below, speckled with those same garnet poppies. 

			Stella sighed. She hoped these Americans would be as easily pleased.

			Little by little, the bed-and-breakfast was coming together. Soon enough, she’d be able to sell it and return to her life in the United States. Her old refrain, born of a resolution stated over and over again: Soon I’ll sell it, I’ll get back on my feet, and pick up where I left off. 

			Suddenly, she wondered why the thought failed to thrill her as much as a simple field of poppies. Her musing evaporated at the sound of an engine.

			Stella watched as the car pulled into the lot. The wife, Mrs. Stafford, her honeyed hair swept into an effortless chignon at the nape of her neck, pointed to the town, no doubt noting Aramezzo’s unusual town layout—how many other villages were laid out like a birthday cake, with ring roads cinching the layers?

			Mr. Stafford climbed out of the driver’s seat and gave a cursory glance around before digging into his pocket to pull out his phone.

			As Stella approached, she heard Mrs. Stafford say, “Really? You can’t put it away for five minutes?”

			He grunted, mumbling about the two-hour drive.

			“But we’re here! Look around!” Mrs. Stafford gestured around her.

			“The markets are still open, Claire.”

			At a pause, Stella stepped forward, waving a greeting. Mrs. Stafford turned with a dazzling smile. “You must be Stella!” As she leaned to clasp Stella’s hand, Stella noticed the bare suggestion of expensive perfume. At close proximity, Stella noticed that though fine lines marked a face on the flip side of middle age, Mrs. Stafford’s forehead bore no evidence of advancing years. Botox, Stella thought, recognizing the characteristic sheen. With a tumble of words, Mrs. Stafford practically sang, “Well, this place is heaven! Right, Morton?”

			Stella turned to greet Mr. Stafford. “Welcome!”

			He bent backward to release his stiff muscles and Stella felt awkward with her hand hanging there. As she decided to drop it, he gripped it, squeezing authoritatively. 

			At her husband’s non-answer, Mrs. Stafford tinkled a laugh and waved her hand dismissively, saying in a loud aside to Stella, “Don’t mind Morton. He wanted to go to Fiji.”

			Not knowing how to respond, Stella asked, “Can I help you with your bags?”

			Mr. Stafford popped open the Audi’s trunk and said, “I’ll get them. You don’t look strong enough to carry a shopping bag.”

			Stella sighed inwardly. Once again with the short jokes. “I assure you, I’m stronger than I look. And we have a walk, with stairs.”

			Mr. Stafford shot his wife a meaningful look. “A walk? Stairs?”

			“You’re the one who refused to stay at the villa with everyone else,” Mrs. Stafford snapped, before turning to Stella with a tense smile. “Yes, thank you, Stella. We’d love some help. I’m afraid I’m a bit of an over-packer—”

			Mr. Stafford let out an explosive laugh.

			His wife acted like she hadn’t been interrupted. “—and of course, for this event, with all the costume options, I had to pack an extra suitcase! I mean, what can Chelsea mean by a ‘masquerave’? Every time I ask, she gives me a different answer.”

			Stella helped haul all the suitcases out of the trunk and gestured with her chin toward the steps. “It’s not far, and the steps are shallow. You’ll want to roll the suitcases up the ramps that flank the stairs.”

			Mr. Stafford squinted. “How do you get service trucks into town without a proper road? Or ambulances?”

			Stella’s heart shivered, remembering the panic of having the same question bloom into her mind, only less theoretical, as she knelt beside a body. She adopted a light air. “Our service vehicles have wheels that straddle the stairs.” She hoped he wouldn’t press on the emergency vehicles question. She’d really rather not think about it. 

			Mrs. Stafford made appreciative noises as she walked, chirping, “It’s out of a storybook! How lucky you are to live here.”

			Stella had never considered herself as lucky. She blinked in thought.

			Mrs. Stafford went on easily, apparently not requiring a response, “And our package . . . did it arrive?”

			Package? What package? Stella stalled, trying to remember, “Erm . . .”

			“I sent you an email. This morning.” Mrs. Stafford stopped in the street, the smile dropping from her face as she stared at Stella. 

			Stella adjusted her bandana, trying not to work the thin area like a wound. She’d never been great with email. Or correspondence of any kind. Then she had a thought. While she might not know what Mrs. Stafford was referring to, she did know no packages had arrived. “Right, right. Of course. No, unfortunately. No package.”

			Mrs. Stafford and her husband exchanged glances. He cleared his throat. “We were assured it would arrive today. This morning. It’s rather important.”

			Stella wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do about it. She wasn’t responsible for the mail. But she had a thought. “I’ll go to the post office after I check you in. See if it’s waiting for delivery.” This wasn’t a move that would work in the United States—asking a postal worker to hand a parcel across the counter rather than deliver it as indicated—but in small-town Italy, people bent rules they didn’t see a compelling reason to enforce. She hoped that was true today. This mysterious package seemed awfully significant to her guests.

			Mrs. Stafford smiled a smile that didn’t show her whiter-than-white teeth. She looked more pained than pleased, and the expression made her thin face appear gaunt, like skin stretched taut across a skull. A sudden chill clenched Stella and she wished for a sweater. Even as she recognized the breeze as warm. 

			At that moment, they reached the steps to Casale Mazzoli. Stella had learned early on that guests were not charmed by an unlocked door. So she made a performance out of climbing the stairs to unlock the door, even though when she had no guests, she didn’t bother with a key. Nothing ever happened in Aramezzo.

			Well.

			Until it did.
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			Stella showed the guests the sitting area where they’d have their breakfast. For now, though, she sat to copy their passport information into her log. She handed them cards she’d had printed with the Wi-Fi information and two sets of keys, before warning them about Barbanera. Yes, she already told them the property came with a cat, and yes, Barbanera rarely went upstairs, preferring his cozy armchair at the kitchen’s entrance or curled against her on the sofa as she read her favorite gialli, the Italian mysteries with the yellow spines. Still, the cat delighted in taking humans by surprise. 

			Logistics complete, Stella took her guests upstairs to their bedroom, the larger of her two rental accommodations. Antonio was right, she had done an enormous amount of work. True, Ilaria, the woman she hired to help turn the bed-and-breakfast over between guests, had helped with much of the replastering, the repainting, the refinishing. And Ilaria’s family was instrumental with tasks YouTube couldn’t help her with, like fixing the bathroom’s leaks, which had led to mold and mice behind the walls. Nonetheless, Stella had managed it all. She couldn’t help the pride in her voice as she pulled open the cream linen curtains to reveal large windows framing an expansive view of rolling terraces of olive groves, waving wheat fields, and a lingering patch of poppies illuminating the foot of distant mountains. 

			Mrs. Stafford’s breath caught. “Morton. Did you see this?”

			He muttered, “Nice,” before glancing up. He did a double take, his phone forgotten in his hand. 

			Mrs. Stafford spun to Stella, her hands clasped to her chest. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed. “Thank you, Stella. Everything is perfect. Right, Morton?”

			His eyes scanned the view unspooling before them. “It is pretty good,” he said gruffly.

			Stella turned to hide her grin. He reminded her of Barbanera, she realized. Perhaps his bluster, too, hid a soft heart. Hand on the doorknob, Stella said, “I took the liberty of making a platter of torta al testo, our local flatbread sandwiches. Not knowing what you might prefer, I made two kinds, one with mortadella and the other with prosciutto. I’ll leave them on the dining table on a tray with a pitcher of lemonade I make with a touch of my neighbor’s lavender. Please feel free to take the tray out to the patio and enjoy the day.”

			At Mrs. Stafford’s hesitation, Stella added, “While you are settling in, I’ll jog down to the post office.”

			“Thank you, Stella.” Mrs. Stafford paused. “How do you say ‘thank you’ in Italian? Do you know, Morton?”

			Stella covered up her confusion at how one could travel to a foreign country without knowing some polite basics with a smile. “It’s ‘grazie.’”

			“Oh, I knew that! I’ve heard it in movies. Glazie. Glazie. I got it. Such a beautiful language, isn’t it, Morton?”

			Stella debated correcting her but decided against it. She jogged downstairs, where Barbanera sat waiting. “Fancy a trip to the post office?” She asked while taking the pitcher of lemonade from the refrigerator and placing it on the tray, already filled with the platter of torta al testo, a small porcelain pitcher of wildflowers, and a bowl of brutti ma buoni, the hazelnut-filled merengues, perfect for a late spring day. At the sight of the nubby, shiny cookies, Stella remembered the day she’d found the recipe. She’d had the cookies before, of course—mostly in Roman and Milanese bakeries—but she’d never made them herself. Which was funny considering not only their tastiness but also how much she’d always delighted in the name which translated to “ugly but good.”

			Then, a month ago, she and Cosimo, Aramezzo’s antiquarian, had gone through her house, top to bottom, emptying all drawers, rooting to the shadowy backs of closets, and lifting all loose floorboards. Their mission? Nothing less than to unearth family treasures—primarily a mysterious medallion that Cosimo remembered belonged to her grandmother. But also, it seemed baffling that the house would have passed from her grandparents to her aunt to her, and there would be so few mementos. There had to be something, tucked away and forgotten. 

			Barbanera had supervised their work, running back and forth between them, sniffing at old linens, his tail puffing to twice its already enormous size. They hadn’t found any jewelry or photographs, which disappointed Cosimo. As for Stella, she found something even better—a handwritten (by her aunt? Her grandmother? Her great-grandmother?) recipe for brutti ma buoni tucked in a yellowing linen napkin. Cosimo’s lined face only briefly noted Stella’s glee, before he threw open yet another cupboard with vigor Stella would have assumed possible only in a much younger man. Then again, Cosimo did love his antiques. He’d regretfully offered her a hundred euros for the linens, but Stella refused. She loved the fading gloss of the old napkins, the feel of their history beneath her fingers. 

			Now she ran her fingers down two of the napkins, embroidered with pink and blue flowers. Barbanera rose and lashed his tail. His single ear perked forward suggested the tail whipping was more anticipation than grudge. 

			“I guess you’ve forgiven me for the substandard meal?”

			He glared at her balefully, lifting his head.

			She chuckled at the sight of the black patch on his chin, the reason she’d named him Blackbeard. Well, that and his one ear. “Dinner will be better, I promise.”

			He stood and nosed the door. Taking the hint, Stella opened it.

			On the stoop, they both stopped to lift their noses. Stella breathed in the tendrils of breeze, carrying the scent of growing olives, cobblestones still drying from last night’s brief shower, and a neighbor roasting meaty red peppers. She wondered what Barbanera smelled. Whatever it was, it must be good, given his closed eyes. 

			She walked the road around to the post office, greeting neighbors as she strolled, Barbanera trotting beside her. No one lifted an eyebrow at the sight of the big cat keeping pace with Stella’s steps. 

			Stella glanced at the police station as they passed. She told herself that she wasn’t looking for Luca, not really. No sign of him; though she did see a tall, unfamiliar man striding toward the station, uniform straining against his frame, not the least distracted by the sight of a five-foot-two-inch woman in a red threadbare bandana with a silver-spotted tabby jogging at her heels. 

			The new captain. 

			It must be. 

			Stella dearly hoped she’d never need to interact with him. Captain Palmiro, with his hot temper which made him easy to fluster and divert, had been challenging enough.

			Barbanera stopped at the door of the post office and settled in for a flurry of cleaning. Stella stepped into the cramped and stuffy room alone. The postmistress glanced up from stamping paperwork. With a smile, she said, “Ciao, Stella!”

			Stella felt a prick of guilt when she couldn’t remember the young woman’s name, but then noticed the name tag affixed to her uniform pocket. “Ciao, Eleanora. I have a—”

			“Oh!” Eleanora spun in her seat to the fabric bins behind her. “You have a package!” Stella breathed a sigh of relief. Eleanora continued, “The carrier brought it back because the street name was misspelled.” 

			Makes sense, Stella thought. Italian words seemed a blur of vowels to non-Italians.

			Eleanora rummaged around in the bins before pulling out a small brown parcel. She checked the address and said, “Ah, it came from China! Is it an ingredient for something new you’re baking?” Before Stella could answer, Eleanora ran on, “I loved the brutti ma buoni cookies you brought to Leo’s birthday party. Don’t tell my grandmother, but they were better than hers.”

			Right! That’s where she’d met Eleanora, Leo’s birthday party. She had been surprised to be included but figured Leo’s girlfriend, Marta, must have added her name to the list. 

			Stella wanted to tell Eleanora that the ingredient that likely differentiated her brutti ma buoni recipe from Eleanor’s grandmother’s, was simple—a pinch of salt. Umbrians’ relationship with salt was storied, as she’d been told a zillion times whenever she passed on saltless, Umbrian bread. It made Stella wonder if the relative who’d handwritten the cookie recipe was secretly a culinary rebel. 

			Before she could tell Eleanora the secret ingredient, the postmistress rushed on, “My grandmother is great with lasagna, but her cakes sink in the middle and taste like sand.” She thought for a moment, and Stella wondered if she could now extricate herself. One thing she hadn’t gotten used to in Aramezzo, the time it took for even drive-by interactions; no such thing as a quick errand in an Italian village.

			But she needed to get this package to the Staffords. 

			While Stella scanned her brain for a graceful exit, the door flew open. Veronica, the mayor’s wife, swanned into the dingy post office as if it were a stage framed by red velvet curtains. As usual, two russet-colored Dachshunds preceded her. One of them cast a look over its shoulder and Stella wondered if Barbanera had taken a cursory swipe at the dog.

			“Eleanora!” Veronica crooned. “Please tell me it’s not too late to get this into today’s mail.”

			Eleanora worriedly checked the clock and Stella took the moment to slip out with a farewell wave to Eleanora and a bare nod to Veronica, who ignored her altogether.

			Barbanera leapt up to follow Stella as she exited, turning over the package in her hands. It was from China. What in the world could the Staffords need from China while they were on holiday? Deep in wondering, she didn’t notice Barbanera turn in front of her feet. She stumbled over him and into the arms of a stranger.

			“Whoa, there,” said a gravelly voice as Stella felt a hand steady her shoulder. She backed up at the unfamiliar voice and realized the strange man stood next to a grinning Matteo, not dressed in his usual blue street sweepers’ uniform, but rather pressed jeans and an open-throated shirt in a color that resembled terra cotta. 

			Matteo chuckled. “Why am I not surprised? Stella, I’ve been looking for you . . . I want you to meet my oldest friend, Giancarlo.”

			Giancarlo regarded Stella with serious eyes, his hand still on her shoulder. Discomfited by the awkwardness of his touch, Stella backed up, adjusting her bandana before tucking the package securely under her arm. “Ciao, Giancarlo. I’ve heard so much about you. I’m sorry about your injury.” 

			He regarded her levelly before smiling a slow smile. “It’s healing. The surgery went well and I should be back on the pitch next season.”

			Stella nodded. “Are you enjoying the time off?”

			Giancarlo thought for a moment. “Parts of it.” 

			She watched him, waiting for him to say more. He didn’t, giving her plenty of time to notice his strong jaw and steady eyes, the exact shade of oregano, which shone particularly against his skin, bronzed from all those hours playing professional soccer. She couldn’t remember for what team. Juventus? AC Milan?

			Matteo looked from Stella to Giancarlo and said, “Well! Aren’t we off to a roaring start? Stella, can you join us for coffee?”

			She shook her head. “I wish I could. I have to get this package to my guests.” She held it up feebly. 

			Matteo nodded. “Another time then. Giancarlo is here for at least a few weeks.” He glanced at his friend. “It’s your longest visit home in years!” 

			Giancarlo’s gaze stayed on Stella as he nodded.

			Stella smiled and excused herself. She felt their eyes on her as she strode away. At the sound of laughter, she realized that her visual appeal may have more to do with the cat improbably jogging at her heels, rather than any of her manifold attractions.

			Soon enough, she and Barbanera arrived at the house, and she found the Staffords in the garden, both on their phones. She waved the package and called, “Good news!” 

			Mrs. Stafford glanced at her husband, and when he didn’t move, she rose to take the parcel. “Thanks for going the extra mile, Stella. We do appreciate it. Don’t we, Morton?”

			He grunted, gaze fixed on the screen. 

			“My pleasure. It must be pretty important to have it mailed while on vacation,” Stella said, hoping she’d masked the curiosity in her voice.

			Mrs. Stafford shrugged awkwardly and said, “Oh, it’s my fault, really. I forgot to refill my . . . .um, medication, before we left.” 

			Medication? Mrs. Stafford did not sound convincing. 

			“Well, Stella,” Mrs. Stafford said, clearing her throat. “I think we’ll take a nap. I hardly slept on the plane,” Mrs. Stafford said, pulling her husband’s arm.

			He pulled his arm back. “What now?” he sighed.

			“Morton,” Mrs. Stafford said slowly between gritted teeth with a glance at the package. “It’s time to go upstairs to rest before dinner. Remember?”

			He looked confused for a moment before his face cleared. He slid his phone into his pocket and dutifully climbed the stairs after his wife.
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			“The Staffords aren’t terrible,” Stella said to Domenica, dropping a plate of leftover brutti ma buoni on the desk. “I almost like the wife. But there’s some undercurrent of tension between them I can’t figure out.”

			She sat back in the weathered armchair, and a calico cat interpreted this as an invitation to leap up and stretch across her lap. The circle of light from the lamp in the corner grew sharper as the shadows lengthened. Soon she’d have to start dinner for the Americans. But for now, she had a patch of time to sit with Domenica. And Ravioli. Stella didn’t like to play favorites, but she had to admit, the patchwork calico, of all Domenica’s cats, held a special place in her heart.

			Domenica stood at her desk, covered with books and a computer hidden by a blanket and a smattering of scarves. She regarded Stella. “How could they leave even one brutti ma buoni behind? The ones you made for the wild asparagus festival . . .” Domenica’s gaze drifted up into the middle distance as she remembered Aramezzo’s festival the previous month.

			Stella grinned. “Pistachio. Clearly the winner. Even though the nuts didn’t make the cookies green like I’d hoped.” She remembered setting the cookies down on one of the tables lining the piazza, disappointed at how ordinary they looked.

			“Who cares? Everyone loved them so much, they hardly noticed how few asparagus stalks you collected.”

			Stella shook her head sadly. “I thought I’d have a knack for it. Given how much wild asparagus I’ve handled in my career. So humiliating.”

			Chuckling, Domenica said, “Oh, Stella. When will you learn? We like you better for your imperfections.”

			Stella stroked Ravioli as she remembered how she had practically stamped her foot in frustration when she’d investigated a patch of piney foliage and found not one stalk, only to have Marta come behind her and snap off three. At first the laughter had stung, but when Stella noticed Matteo with his arms crossed in satisfaction, she had seen not only the humor in the situation but also the community that comes from teaching and learning.

			“Still. Four stalks.” Unlike Adele, Trattoria Cavour’s chef, who collected a bundle as large as a baby. Stella had started counting Adele’s stalks but lost track at a hundred and decided it would be more fun to accept a plastic cup of wine and gaze over the edge of the piazza to the Umbrian valley, holder of so many hidden riches. 

			Sorting books on the desk, Domenica said, “It’s not a competition.” 

			Stella remembered any lingering bitterness from the “hunt” dissipating as she sat at the table between Don Arrigo, the village priest, and Romina, who owned the bar with her husband Roberto. At table, Stella gloried in those blades of purple-green asparagus filling frittatas and adorning freshly cut tagliatelle with their grassy, herbaceous lilt. She’d never forget the moment Adele and her sister took a break from cooking and asked Stella to step in. 

			Being part of a brigade on a stainless-steel restaurant line, it turned out, had nothing on the thrill of cooking on a battered pan set over a propane tank, as the music of swallows crackled like electricity in the gathering night air, bringing forth the brightest of stars. In those few frittata-making moments, Stella felt at home, surrounded by the burble of village chatter, punctuated by an old woman in navy calling out for Stella to not be so stingy with the olive oil. 

			And all that before her platter of brutti ma buoni got passed around to the increasing hush of the villagers seated along the tables.

			A feast. 

			In every sense of the word. 

			“Anyway, lucky for you, my guests didn’t plow through the brutti ma buoni like everyone did at the sagra.” She thought about that bowl of cookies, hardly touched, alongside the sandwich platter, decimated, the meat eaten out of the middle, the triangles of flatbread lying forlornly on the platter. She sighed.“I forgot how fixated Americans are with their waistlines.”

			“Waistline? What’s that?” Domenica peered down at her generous hips before cackling. 

			Casually, Stella said, “Say. Have you met Matteo’s friend? Giancarlo?”

			Domenica glanced up from the books in her hands. Stella prepared for a telling remark from her friend, but Domenica adopted Stella’s casual air. “Years ago. Briefly.”

			Stella nodded, slowly. 

			“A nice enough looking boy,” Domenica said, her eyes sliding to Stella. 

			Stella was horrified to find herself blushing.

			“Though he doesn’t read,” Domenica said. As if that was that, the young man’s worth as a human summed up by his ability to resist the charms of a good book. 

			Stella tried to work out what to say next when she noticed Matteo and Giancarlo walking up the street. She leapt up, Ravioli falling to the ground with a protesting yowl, and touched her hands to her face, hoping to cool the rising blush. “Oh, Domenica, I need to ask Matteo . . . something.”

			Domenica glanced up at the men approaching and chuckled to herself. “I’m sure you do.” 

			Stella burst out of Domenica’s shop, landing in front of the young men. 

			Matteo grinned. “Well, hello there, Stella. Are you in a rush?”

			Stella worked on slowing her breath. “Oh! No. I’m . . . on my way . . .”

			Giancarlo smiled his slow smile. “To Bar Cappellina, I hope?”

			Stella blinked. “Yes. Exactly.”

			Matteo frowned playfully. “But Stella, you don’t drink coffee after noon. It makes you not sleep.”

			Giancarlo said, “She will have wine.”

			Trying not to grin and hoping her blush was more rosy glow than illicit red, Stella said, “Yes, exactly. Wine.”

			She fell in step with the men, Matteo hugging her against his side for a moment before letting his arm fall. He told Giancarlo about Stella’s history working in New York restaurants, leaving off the unsavory bits, less appropriate for new company—the harassment, the blackballing, the flight to Aramezzo. Then he told his friend about Stella’s baking. 

			Giancarlo said, “It’s lucky I’m here now. When I’m playing, I have to be strict with my diet. Hopefully, Stella, I can try something you make?”

			Stella cursed herself for giving Domenica all the cookies and mumbled something unintelligible. 

			Giancarlo gestured for Stella to enter the bar, his hand grazing her arm. Heads turned as they walked in, and then did a double take at Giancarlo. Most people nodded in recognition of their own before turning back to their coffee. But Stella noticed a group of four strangers at the end of the bar. Not locals.

			In fact, they could be stamped cut-outs of her guests. She heard Matteo mutter under his breath, “Madonna mia. Here we go.”

			The four blond heads ducked together for a moment before the man strode over, his hand stuck out in front of him. “Giancarlo Casserino? Am I right?” The English words landed like flat boulders into the rolling Italian all around them. Stella hadn’t realized until then how this bar, with Romina and Roberto at the helm, embodied everything she loved about Italy. The warmth, the welcome, the smell of coffee, the seasonal offerings in the display case alongside standard favorites like tuna and artichoke sandwiches. How strange to have English echoing among the medieval stones of this former church-turned-cafe.

			Giancarlo nodded. Was it her imagination, or did Stella catch a wisp of resignation behind his eyes? Matteo moved to the bar to leave his friend at the mercy of the American man who hadn’t introduced himself. Perhaps he thought his identity was obvious. Instead, he said, “That goal you made for Liverpool against Manchester United. Genius.”

			Offering a wry grin, Giancarlo said in British-accented English, “At a cost. It was my last goal before this . . .” he gestured to his leg. “And now I’m out until next season.”

			Stella whispered to Matteo. “He speaks English?”

			Matteo frowned. “Of course. He’s lived in England for the last five years.”

			Why had Stella assumed he played for an Italian team? Probably because before this morning, Giancarlo had been a name, a buddy of Matteo’s, his claim to fame not so much his career as a pro soccer player but his status as Matteo’s best childhood friend. The first person Matteo confided in about his sexuality, the person who stood barrier between Matteo and the other boys who teased Matteo about what they did not understand. With Giancarlo on his team, Matteo had felt strong enough to treat what made him different in a casual way. As if it signified no more about him than his preference for large, cured capers alongside his Aperol spritzes, rather than olives. 

			Stella tuned back into the performance in the center of the bar. The American, Matteo whispered in her ear, was TC Durant, owner of Villa delle Acque and host of the upcoming party. TC waved over his wife and two giggling teenage daughters. He boomed, “My wife, Chelsea. And our girls, Micah and Shiloh. Come meet Giancarlo.” Their voices of introduction and handshaking blurred together as Stella thanked Roberto, who brought her and Matteo glasses of wine, leaving a third for Giancarlo, with bowls of peanuts and chips.

			Giancarlo reached for his wine, giving Matteo a meaningful look. Matteo sighed, knocked back a large mouthful of wine, and joined his friend in the middle of the bar. Romina clasped Stella’s hand. “What’s on tonight’s menu?”

			“Pasta. With a sausage sugo.” She checked her phone. “I should get going in a minute.”

			“These Americans eat so early.” Romina patted Stella’s hand as she said, “I’ll never forget the sausage sugo you brought when our grandson was in that accident. The only part of the whole ordeal that felt normal, like everything would be all right.”

			Stella grinned. “And it was all right. I saw your grandson last week at the forno.”

			“He always picks up a loaf when he comes to visit. Roman bread, it’s not so good.”

			“Too much salt?” Stella grinned and sipped her wine. It was an old argument between them. To Stella’s mind, Umbrian bread worked for bruschetta, when it was drizzled with green olive oil and sprinkled generously with salt, but little else.

			Romina shook her finger at Stella before her face stilled. “He’s still riding that blasted motorcycle, though. You’d think he’d learn.”

			Stella popped a chip into her mouth. “Ah, youth. So irrepressible.”

			Romina grinned. “He’s your age.”

			Shrugging, Stella said, “I, too, am irrepressible.” 

			Chuckling, Romina moved to the register to ring up customers.

			Stella checked the time again. She wondered if she’d made enough sausage sauce for her to have a serving. She hoped so. When alone, she usually ate chickpeas or tuna out of a can. A bit of pasta could do her good. 

			She heard Mrs. Durant gush, “Oh, you two simply have to come to our party! No, I insist!”

			Giancarlo quickly translated for Matteo and the two exchanged glances, which Mrs. Durant either didn’t notice or ignored. “It’s a masquerave! Get it? Old-style masquerade costumes, touches of neon, or your creative interpretation of the brief. Historic decor, modern music. Everyone is talking about how it’s going to be our best blowout ever. Some really quality people are coming from America, you know. And we’ve invited a few select locals.”

			Lowering his eyes—Stella tried not to notice the fringe of his lashes resting on his high cheekbone—Giancarlo translated for Matteo. They both started making excuses, a garble of English and Italian. Stella smiled before taking a final sip of wine and tossing the last few chips into her mouth. She handed five euros to Romina at the register and began sidling out of the bar. Matteo yanked her by the arm, pulling her into the center of the room. 

			With four sets of piercing blue eyes on her, along with Matteo’s round brown eyes and Giancarlo’s deep-set green ones, Stella’s mouth went dry, and she struggled to swallow the half-chewed chips. 

			Matteo put an arm around Stella and said in halting English. “You have never met Stella?” He knew very well they hadn’t.

			Stella coughed, chip shards exploding around her mouth as the four Americans ran their gazes over her from the bandana holding back her chaotic curls to her scuffed Doc Martens. They mumbled greetings, and the mother said, “Right. Stella. We’ve heard about you. The American horning in on the piece of authentic Italy we claimed for ourselves.” Her laugh sounded like gears grinding. “I’m joking, of course.”

			The coughing kept Stella from answering. Which was probably a good thing, as what Stella wanted to say would probably make her a fixture of bar talk well into the next olive harvest. Matteo pounded on her back until she doubled over. Stella caught sight of Giancarlo, who must have read the unsaid tirade in her eyes because he licked the corner of his lip before grinning. Even in her anger and choking, Stella noticed his dimples. Luca only had one dimple. Why was she thinking of dimples now, of all times? Matteo handed her a glass of water Roberto had placed on the bar. Stella gulped while glaring at Matteo over the glass’s rim. If not for him, she could have slipped out without this mess. 

			Finally, Stella stammered out flatly, “It’s a pleasure.” 

			Mrs. Durant took Stella by the elbow and pulled her aside. Stella almost began coughing again at the cloud of perfume settling over the two of them. “Listen, I’m sure you’re expecting an invite to the party. But we limit the number of Americans to our friends who come all this way. It’s not a networking event. You understand.”

			Stella’s eyes widened, but before she could answer, the door opened and Mimmo strode in, dispelling the arching strands of perfume with his heavy musk of dirt and animals and motor oil. Mrs. Durant recoiled to the safety of her husband’s side at the sight of Mimmo, his buttons thankfully done up properly today, though it was hard to notice this advantage given the dirt streaks that patterned his already filthy flannel shirt and worn camouflage pants. 

			Mimmo took one look at the Americans, turned on his heel, and left. 

			The Americans, as one, lifted their hands to the bottoms of their nostrils. “Well!” Mrs. Durant said. “I see he’s still allowed to wander all over Aramezzo.”

			“Chelsea, I didn’t tell you what happened yesterday,” Mr. Durant said. “He literally marched up to me and said I couldn’t use the pool—my own pool, that I paid for—because there’s a litter of wild boar in the forest and the noise would scare them into running across the road.”

			Mrs. Durant made a clicking noise at the back of her throat. “He speaks English? I must say, I find that rather surprising.”

			The older of the two daughters said, “One of the gardeners translated. And, Daddy, tell Mom about how he lost it when he saw the projectors. I thought the vein in his forehead was gonna pop! That man is so weeeeeeird. The way he’s always watching us and giving us side-eye.”

			Stella closed her eyes and concentrated on breathing, tamping down the curl of what must be resentment, but what did she care what anyone said about old Mimmo with his bulbous nose and dubious ethics? 

			Nevertheless, before any more arms could stop her, she darted out after him. He looked surprised to find her beside him but nodded in acknowledgment. Stella gestured back to the bar. “You couldn’t take the heat?”

			He stopped and looked around. “This isn’t hot, Stella. Wait until July.”

			She’d forgotten how literal he could be. “I meant . . . never mind. How has the hunting been?”

			Darting a suspicious look at her. “You’ve never cared before.”

			“Are you kidding? Your hunting means cinghiale salami and I wanted to ask what you’d trade for another batch.”

			Mimmo scratched his belly and studied her. 

			She lowered her voice. “In all my restaurant work, I’ve never had better.”

			He nodded. “I like them cookies you’ve been making. You brought them to the wild asparagus festival. I only got one.” 

			He said it as an accusation. Nevertheless, a grin lit Stella’s face. “Brutti ma buoni. You got it. What do you say, a few dozen for a salami? That sound fair?” 

			“You can’t give any to those Americans,” Mimmo scowled, gesturing with his chin to the Durant family, still glaring at him through the window. “They should never have come. None of them belong here.”

			Stella’s stomach twisted, though she couldn’t say why.

			“Never. Just for me.” She put out her hand.

			He looked at her offered hand curiously before walking away, calling over his shoulder, “I’ll have some ready next week. Bring the cookies by.”
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