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The trick to life is knowing what you want.

— PRINCESS MARIA AUGUSTA



part

I


The little Tuscan train station, brown shutters against yellow paint, seemed so fanciful you might unwrap it and find it was chocolate. The departures and arrivals sign had half its bulbs burnt out, so all our young man could discern was a cuneiform description of the current train strike, and while he looked for and could not find a living person, he did find a statue labeled San Drogo. The saint wore a floppy hat and seemed overburdened with a crosier, a scythe, and a sleeping lamb, as if he were carrying the shopping for another, more important saint. Our young man himself was overburdened with books, luggage, gin, fish oil, and doubt. He had followed the telegram’s nonsensical instructions all the way from the Eastern Seaboard to Florence, whose domes and spires he glimpsed only briefly before boarding a tin-can train into the Tuscan hills, and now stood in the hot wind of a late-September day. For a long time it was only himself, San Drogo, and an olive tree whose roots were breaking through its planter. Though in his later travels, on sea and shore, he would become accustomed to the sensation of foreign air, this first arrival in Italy would be minted forever in his memory.

Here is the telegram:

GIOVEDÌ COME BY 5:15 TRAIN FLORENCE TO S. DROGO GAZELLE WILL BE WAITING BRING GIN FOR PRINCESS & FISH OIL FOR FAINA

He had made his way to the Florence train station; he had taken the 5:15; he had brought gin for whatever princess might desire it and fish oil for anyone named Faina. He looked around for this “gazelle” supposedly waiting for him, though, as the range of the gazelle does not extend to Europe, he was dubious.

A car arrived: a beat-up old creature trailing a veil of dust like a warthog bride. It stopped in the middle of the parking lot and for a long time did nothing; Saint Drogo, with all his shopping, seemed more active. The electric sign flashed something in Sumerian. Then the car door opened and out popped a person so lean and small our young man thought it might be an adolescent. But it was an elderly man.

“JOE!” the man shouted, waving. His head was lightly feathered in gray, accompanied by a raptor’s beak and fervid stare; his movements were equally birdlike, jerky, startling.

Our young man’s name was not Joe.

Halting bits of a foreign language were tossed toward him, like gym class balls our young man was unable to catch. “Giovedì” was the one word he picked up: JOE-VE-DEE. From this and the telegram, he realized someone had misunderstood his name for the Italian for “Thursday.” Then again, an American might be called anything. As might a man in a train station.

“Gazelle?” our young man asked.

The man nodded. He did not smile. Gazelle’s name seemed to suit him, as he bounded up to take the bag, threw it into the car as if furious with it, then gestured for our young man to jump in, talking the whole time in guttural dot-dash language that did not at all remind one of the fluid, musical Italian heard in foreign films. The only understandable word was a peculiar one: “MITSU!” he would shout, “BITCHY!” Then he would point at the car and smile proudly. Our young man came to understand it was a Mitsubishi. He clutched his duffel to his chest. The Mitsu-bitchy awakened in surprise. It started, stalled, then started again. A shout from the driver. Then, with a leap over a rock pile, they were off. Our young man sighed to be in a place, at last, where he could take life seriously.

I call him “our young man” because the sight of him—all gangly, double-jointed limbs, waves of filbert hair, and a raised-eyebrow expression of both innocence and arrogance—is so much more like a soulless marionette, an unenchanted Pinocchio, than a twenty-one-year-old American near the end of the millennium, that I can hardly bring myself to write of him in the first person. I’m sure an elderly toad, if magically presented with his younger tadpole form, would sooner eat it up than recognize the creature as any version of himself. So it goes with time.

Because of course the truth is “our young man” was me.
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“There’s a place in Italy in need of someone. Why don’t you look into that?”

These were the words of my college adviser upon our final meeting and the only actual advice he ever gave; the rest of our meetings, infrequent as they were, consisted of heavy sighs at my choice in major (Archives and Record Management) and at my amorous choice in gender (my own). A dedicated engineer and committed womanizer, he clearly considered both choices personal failures. He wiped his forehead with a handkerchief and looked sadly into my eyes. It is unlikely this “place in Italy” had occurred to him unaided; he must have canvassed his colleagues for some way to save his poor, gay, bookish charge. He produced an ad clipped from the paper, which he tossed to me across the table with the regret of an executor producing a meager inheritance:

ADJUTANT DESIRED for owner of modest country house. Collection of books, objects, art such as a Picasso to be cataloged before Christmas. Duties: dictation, pruning, shopping, hunting martens. Italian desired. Stipend, travel, board, and room. Tuscany, Italy. Write to: Baronessa.

An address in a town called San Drogo was provided. I looked up at my adviser and asked what an adjutant was.

“It’s a military term,” he explained, loudly closing a book as a sign that our time was finished. “From adiutor in the Roman army. It means assistant.”

Looking back at the paper, I asked what a marten was.

“It’s a weasel-like mammal with partially retractile claws,” he told me, “and Picasso is a painter goodbye.” He stood up, offering his hand and wishing me good fortune in all my future endeavors. My time in this college backwater was over; I was being thrown into the vast ocean of the world.

I had not considered Italy; then again, I had not considered anything. My mind in college was, shall we say, elsewhere. Let me try to make a funny story out of something hard: It was a time of pandemonium. Freedom had come for men such as myself—sex and romance released all at once as if by a drag Pandora—and oh, the party it was! Yet I was ill-prepared for a carnival of flesh. Here I was, as inexperienced as the Amish (no teenage stolen kisses, no prom night fumblings, nothing), suddenly let into the circus tent to join the sword-swallowing, sleight-of-hand, and juggling of partners. The ensuing burlesque lasted for three and a half years, and I ended up the equivalent of the escape artist trapped in his own device (in reality: handcuffed by a boyfriend to a radiator). My roommate (handy with a lock) gave me a note from the school saying I was currently failing two classes for lack of attendance. It was the splash of cold water I needed; I closed down the carnival just in time, sent away the clowns, and managed to graduate. But it had been a narrow escape, and I vowed: No more men for a while. No more chaos. I would cuff myself instead to intellectual pursuits and the neat methodology upon which I had heretofore relied. The bloodless precision of the archivist’s life.

My parents approved; both trained in classical physics, they were glad to see me return to the Newtonian world from that quantum realm of terrifying entanglement and sex. For them, life was an equation, and now that I knew one variable (myself ), I could solve for the unknown: my fate. Graduate school? Librarian? Closet specialist, so to speak? They would provide the round-trip ticket with a return at Christmas. Their only expectation of me: “It is time, Son, to take life seriously.”

What could be more serious than Europe?

I wrote to the address on the advertisement, giving my credentials. I did not mention the very many ways in which I was ill-suited. I sent my application off and began my wait.

What was he like, in those days, our young man—me? Charming, inquisitive, organized, focused, and true, loyal to my friends and kind to animals—that’s how I would have described myself back then. A Boy Scout of a man; a flower of American youth; a mensch. But that is not what I was at all. Looking back, I see a carefully reared and protected young man, cosseted as a Pekingese, insufferable, officious, a cable-knit sweater over a cable-knit heart, who had managed to surmount all distractions and complete the course readings and ace the last tests—but was in no way prepared for the crucial final exam of Real Life.

I am too harsh on myself. I am certain I was no more or less irritating than any other good American son of the century, unweathered by experience and unwise to the world. Whatever attributes one found in me were simply, as in the Pekingese, part of the breed. I was still young enough for my qualities to change, like a fresco as the artist reconsiders the position of a saint, but the moment was coming when they would be set forever.

As I went to sleep that night in my dormitory sardine tin (what twins have ever slept in a twin bed?), my mind was on the Baronessa, the marten, the Picasso, as strange-sounding as some novel from another time, another language and tradition. I felt as if I were on a boat headed into unknown waters. Was it adventure I craved? To meet a challenge to my very way of being? Something other than the phantomless folklore of suburban boyhood, or the make-believe importance of college rituals, neither of which I could believe in anymore? But, having never had any real challenge or adventure, how did I know I wanted it? Could it really be what my parents advised: to take life seriously? I did not know. As a boy, I used to lie awake and watch the crossed squares of light that would manifest suddenly and glide across my bedroom walls and ceiling. I did the same that night. And, just as they had long ago, they enchanted me, even though I knew they were mere headlight projections from ordinary cars of my ordinary world, for they seemed like heralds from some unknown destiny.

And, indeed, I later received the telegram with an arrival date and my instructions.

GIOVEDÌ COME BY 5:15 TRAIN FLORENCE TO S. DROGO GAZELLE WILL BE WAITING BRING GIN FOR PRINCESS & FISH OIL FOR FAINA
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The advertisement had mentioned a “modest country house,” and this I took to be the winking language of the very rich, and expected (as one does when one knows nothing) an extravagant mansion perched on a hill. Perhaps I imagined it would be pink. Our journey from the train station, however, was not uphill but down, serpentining beside a river until we crossed it on a stone bridge and entered a dirt lane marked not by the iron gates of a villa but by a cardboard sign with a marker drawing of a boar. Farther along, the lane was met by another, and at this intersection sat an elderly woman in a red chair, shouting at us as we passed. Additional narrow lanes, each more treacherous than the last, and darker, deeper into that oak forest of banished fairies and bitter enchantments that children fear. We plunged through mud, then rose at last between two olive groves with trees arrayed in rows like men-at-arms, their silvery foliage fluttering, tattered, in the early-autumn sun. There was the raw smell of wild mint. An alphabet-block set of hives was stacked beyond, and from it came a muttering of bees. I saw no turrets, no castle walls, no clock towers. But where else would a baronessa live?

I was determined to avoid the clichés Americans expect of Italy—though these turned out, of course, to be the very images that had fed my decision. Stomping grapes for wine, sun-drying tomatoes on a roof, dancing the tarantella; who knows what idiotic fantasies I had picked up? What was certain was that I would not fall for some black-haired, half-shaved stranger leaning on a pitchfork before an olive grove. And so I took my vow, like a monk’s, that for this period, I would enter the cloister of my work, my mind, and tend the garden there. The row of cypresses made me smile; what I needed was not romance and chaos but order.

For the whole journey, this Gazelle man kept up a series of barks in his language. I could not tell if they were directed at me, the road, or perhaps at his private god. He had been spry taking my bag, but up close I could see he was quite old for luggage duty, probably past sixty, though if one could look past his sun-lined skin, his smell of cigarettes and manure, and his one gold tooth, he had the profile of an old-style movie star. He had probably been a lady-killer in his youth, this Gazelle. Perhaps still was.

We met one car along the road coming toward us—a lizard-green Fiat—driven by a man with features blurred by sun reflections, and neither he nor Gazelle could decide how to pass on the narrow road, dodging back and forth as they approached each other, until the lizard decided simply to bolt along the edge, and as it passed I caught the eye of the young driver: blond, bespectacled, bewildered. He seemed to be fleeing the wilderness we now were entering, and his mouth was open as if to give mute warning—but in a cloud of dust, he and his car were gone.

“ECCO!” Gazelle barked, and we came to a sudden stop. The car shivered and died. We were not anywhere different from where we had been before. To our right, the olive trees rose up a sunny hillside. To our left: a two-story, ivy-covered wall. Nothing before us but more road, leading back into that terrible forest. Where was the house? The honk of the horn startled me. But what startled me more was when a portion of the wall began to move, swinging out on hinges to reveal a dark room within, crowded with baskets, and out of this darkness walked a woman . . .
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“You’re Giovedì?” she asked. Her sandals scraped along the dusty path. The late-September day was bright and hot as midsummer, but there was the scent of burning leaves and a sensation, in the shadows, of the first hint of autumn.

She was older than I was, but what exact age I was too young to guess, for she walked with the slim elegance I associated with a queen or prime minister, yet her style I thought of as youthful: tank top, dark denim overalls, gold hoop earrings. Her face was narrow, with a wide forehead and chin. Her eyes were large and half closed in the bright sunlight. She wore her kinky hair natural, and the light caught the gold in its spirals, lighting it briefly from within like a Venetian chandelier. She seemed aware of the effect and put a hand to her hair, tossing it as she smiled. She seemed like someone who knew many things that I did not.

“Yes,” I said. “No,” I said. “I mean—”

“I’m Estelle.” She held out her hand and I shook it. “You’re here too early.”

My mind scrabbled at her words, looking for a handhold. She spoke with an accent I could not place. “But I . . . I . . . the telegram said—”

This Estelle produced an elastic band and, both hands behind her head, began the difficult act of pulling all her loose Afro into it. “Yes yes, you’re fine. But Coco, she sent the telegram without consulting me. You see, the rooms aren’t ready.”

I wondered who this “Coco” was and somehow understood there was no place for me to stay, and my face must have conveyed it because she laughed and put one hand on my arm. “I mean in the villa! For your list. The rooms aren’t ready.”

“Not ready?” Panic twitched within me.

Back to taming her hair. “Don’t worry, she will find things to occupy you.”

I could see that what I had taken for a stone wall was in fact the plain, flat side of a building, studded with windows whose iron bars were equally twined with ivy. Along its length I could now make out three doors: a large double door camouflaged (and presumably made unusable) by greenery, the small door through which Estelle had appeared, and a wooden gate painted precisely the deep green of the ivy. On that gate hung a dark bronze knocker in the shape of a foot, and poking out above it, one could see the green aigrettes of a bamboo grove. How strange to find bamboo in Italy; I wondered what maniac had planted it. Along the wall also were two stone benches, and I saw, in the shadow of each bench, a number of huddled black kittens, staring bright-eyed up at me. Across the road was another wall, this one built to the height of the olive grove, which it supported. In the wall was a low green door that I assumed led inside the hill to some cool, dark chamber. And above, hanging down over the cliff of the wall: an herb garden fragrant with rosemary, thyme, sage, and others whose leaves I could not yet identify. A basket lay on the road below these with a pair of shears inside. I saw a dog race by on the dark path down the hill, a flash of white fur.

“But . . . I understand I’m to complete a catalog by Christmas. And I don’t even know what I am cataloging—”

She was finishing with her hair; perhaps she did it automatically, because her hands seemed engaged with the task without involving the rest of her. “You’ll have it done in no time. And don’t worry about this heat wave, things will cool off any day now! That’s how it goes around here.”

“You work here?”

Estelle released her hands to her sides; her hair, compressed, had gone from gold to bronze. “Oh no! I’m a kind of . . . eh, neighbor. A friend of the house.”

“I’m sorry for asking . . . you’re French?”

“I’m Italian,” she said, then smiled. “And Algerian. A long story.” She looked behind her to where the door had closed, hiding itself once again within the ivy of the wall. “You’ll stay in the house with her. I live just down the road. I know this all must seem so strange to you, an esteemed archivist. You’re probably used to regularity. Things aren’t exactly like that here.”

“Oh, I’m not . . .” I was going to say “esteemed,” but something made me stop. Was this some terrible comedy of misunderstandings?

“Let’s get you into the house,” she said. She shouted at Gazelle, who had begun to smoke on the roadside. She said quite a deal in Italian, then turned to me. “Oh yes! We call it Villa Coco.”

Estelle reopened the door and gestured for me to enter the house, and I saw that this “hidden” door led, in fact, to the kitchen. It was of two parts: before us, up a few steps, was the kitchen proper, laid out in a U shape with a sink to the left, an old white-enameled stove in the center, and a cutting board set into the counter at the right. Canisters were crowded on shelves, straw wiskets hung on hooks, tarnished silver platters were mounted one above the other on the walls, books huddled together, painted ceramic bowls overflowed with fruit and vegetables, and as if the decorator imagined this might not be enough, the wall behind the stove was tiled in black-and-white op-art trapezoids. The second part was the dining area, as free of clutter as the first was crammed. A long table of dark, polished wood stood before an enormous fireplace, on whose mantel sat two crudely done brass cupids in an erotic position, and around the table were arranged tall chairs with white linen covers tied over the cushions. At the center of the table sat an ornate blue-and-white-speckled fruit bowl from which rose a similarly mottled candelabra of sculpted cherubs, and above it all hung two great concentric metal rings, each with half a dozen lamps, such as one sees in an Orthodox church. It startled me: this combination of the coarse and the sublime.

“Ah, here they are,” said Estelle, picking up a set of keys from the deranged confusion of a countertop. “I’ve been looking for these for days.”

“So . . . this is the kitchen?”

“The cook’s not here right now,” Estelle said. “She has a headache.” I could well understand why. “Her husband, the handyman, is somewhere. Do you want to meet Coco?”

“Who’s Coco?”

“Lisabetta. I call her Coco. She’ll be down soon.”

“Lisabetta?”

Her eyes brightened with amusement. “The Baronessa!”

I noticed now that beside us, at the entrance and still two steps below the kitchen, was another humble door. Estelle examined my face more carefully, then lifted the latch. The door opened onto what looked like a dimly lit chapel. I gestured for her to go before me.

She waved her hand. “Oh, I’m not going in. I’m heading home. Don’t worry. If there’s a crisis, I live just up the road, you turn left at Signora Guicciardini. The lady who sits in the chair and yells at cars.”

“She’s always there?”

“You’ll be all right, Giovedì.”

“Oh, there’s been a misunderstanding. My name’s not Giovedì. It’s—”

“Of course,” she interrupted, shaking her head. “Who would be named Giovedì? But Coco thought it was funny. She always has a nickname for people at first. Gazelle’s name isn’t Gazelle.”

“I wondered . . .”

“It’s CHA-zel,” Estelle said, scraping her throat at the first syllable. “He’s from Lebanon. You’ll know she likes you when she uses your real name.”

“She doesn’t like . . . Ghazel?”

“She’ll like you! Thank God you’re handsome.”

She let me pass before her into the dimness of the room before closing the door and sealing me in alone, and I wondered if this was all a terrible mistake.
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I had entered a realm much cooler than the heat of the kitchen or the dusty road, with a humid, vegetal smell. What I took to be a chapel seemed now to be an entrance hall, and I understood the two ironbound doors to my left were ones I had seen from outside, now long overgrown with ivy. Facing the unused entrance doors and perhaps four strides away was the most striking aspect of the room: a wrought-iron staircase that crossed the wall diagonally, from upper left to lower right like a filigree sash across a bosom, hugging the wall until arriving at the cool stone floor. The space’s only windows flanked the entrance doors and stretched up to the ceiling, but, being also overgrown with ivy and barred with iron, they let in only a fluttering, greenish light, and as these were the only windows in a large room crowded with objects, it took me a moment to apprehend that I was in a hall of treasures.

Beside me and on the wall opposite were shelves and vitrines in metal, glass, and wood, not one like another, and each held a pirate’s trove—amphorae and terra-cotta goddesses, brass oil lamps and red lacquerware bowls, cloth dolls and wooden shoes, the marble bust of a soldier and a purplish stone carving the size of a thumb—crowded without any obvious sense of order, material or chronological or otherwise. It looked both like the British Museum and like a child’s bedroom, filled with beloved trash and treasures. My heart dropped to the floor as I considered how I would ever tackle cataloging this hoard. Nowhere was there visible this Picasso mentioned in the ad, not that I could have identified one. Above the display cases, on the whitewashed walls were hung three enormous paintings done in a dark and modern style that disguised, in the dim light, their subjects; there seemed to be nudity, but perhaps it was fruit. From great brass urns burst stalks of bamboo so tall they brushed the ceiling, and in the middle of the room sat an elaborately carved walnut desk with a worn pink velvet bar at the bottom, perhaps for kneeling in prayer. It must have been very old. On the desk sat a sculpture of a boat in bronze. It caught my attention; from everything in the room, this was the one object picked out for display. There seemed to be a plaque with something written—

“Koo-koo!” came a voice from above.

I wondered if this was the cook. From outside, I could hear birds arguing with one another.

“Hello?” I said, then tried my only Italian: “Buon giorno?”

There arrived, long before the personage herself, like the scent that heralds a storm’s arrival, a cloud of dense Italian language flowing down the stairs. The staircase was built so that anyone descending was hidden from view, coming into sight only gradually, and so first only a white cotton slipper appeared, followed by another, then by the lacy hem of a white garment. Step after step to the rhythm of this endless language until the hypnotic effect was spoiled by the arrival of two fawn pugs tumbling down the stairs. Now a papery hand, gripping the iron railing. The garment revealed itself to be an empire-waisted gown of eyelet lace. And then at last her face appeared in profile, talking away to empty air—perhaps to the pugs, perhaps to Estelle, perhaps just to a world sure to be listening—a gaunt and imperious face topped by fine white hair, intricately curled; a pointed nose and an underbite; and lofty, cunning, creased green eyes, which now, as she pulled wide a fold of her garment, turned to look at me:

“Koo-koo!”

I was utterly confused and, assuming she mistook me for someone else, foolishly spoke: “I’m your new archivist.” I added, awkwardly: “Baronessa.” For this could be no one but herself.

The Baronessa stopped on the staircase and, while the pugs continued their plunge to the lower depths, leaned forward into the lorgnette of her curiosity. “Eh?”

“Your new archivist.” I cleared my throat. “Giovedì.”

A sharp rebuke: “You’re not blond!”

“I . . . Well, that’s a matter of—”

With a curl of her lip: “And you’re American!”

“I’m from Washington, DC.”

This seemed to stun her like a stab to the chest. “Estelle!” she hissed, then continued down the stairs, waving her hand. Her accent was peculiar, and untraceable. Hardly Italian, somehow not European at all, or at least not from a country still on a contemporary map. Later, I would discover that her words, rather than sticking firmly to the language at hand, as one dines on the dish the waiter has set down, instead seemed to pick from everybody’s plate. I also found it impossible to guess her age; she had the pale, chartaceous skin of the elderly and hair as white as a snowy owl, but spoke in a manner both suave and crude that did not match my conception of the antique. Was she one hundred? Seventy? A withered forty-five? “You’re no use to me. You’ll have to go on the next train. Estelle!”

My chest was flooding in panic. “But I’ve . . . I’ve come all the way from—”

She raised her head. “Estelle!”

“She’s gone home.”

“Do you see a [Italian word]? I left it somewhere.”

“A . . . a ba . . .”

“A bastone! A cane, in your American language. It has a horse’s head. The mouth opens to hold a pair of gloves. I suffer from a vertigo and I need this terrible cane. I am really only comfortable at sea. Estelle!” By now she had arrived at my level, and I realized how small and delicate she was. I stepped forward to offer her my arm and she glared at this insult to her vigor. “You will go home on the next train.”

My heart was a rabbit trembling in my chest. I could not go home on the next train; that would mean going home on the next plane, back to my parents and their anxiety and their judgment. I closed my eyes and winced, thinking of my mother’s critical gaze and angled diacritical brows, her suggestion I go into laboratory work; I thought of graduate school; I thought of the disastrous temptations and distractions of the circus. Each fate seemed to bring its own handcuffs. Then I remembered something in Sumerian.

“I’m sorry . . . Baronessa . . . but there is no next train,” I said haltingly. “There’s a strike.”

She squinted and leaned toward me with her right ear. “Eh?”

Loudly: “I said there’s a train strike.”

“[Italian word!]” she said, throwing her arm up. “Then that’s even worse, because my friend Pippa comes today, and if she does not come by train she must glide here on witchcraft. She is very amusing. Always wears her hair up with an artificial flower. She’s done it since we were twelve. She is Saxe-Coburg and Gotha. Her aunts and uncles were kings and queens.”

This fact resonated in the chambers of my mind with bits of history as old as her collection, unreconcilable with the present day. “Baronessa—”

“You will call me Lisabetta. It’s from Boccaccio. She is the one who keeps her lover’s severed head in a pot of basil. I would love to do that, but life does not provide every opportunity. Or you will call me Coco. This I leave you to decide.” I could not imagine calling this imposing woman anything of the kind. She gestured with her free hand and began a precarious walk across the stone floor. “Come with me. We have to find Nimali the cook. Estelle has abandoned us.”

I informed her that Estelle had said she would return later.

She leaned her head back with a hearty “HO HO HO!” This crude laughter surprised me in someone so haughty and fragile. “Nimali!” she began to shout. “Nimali! Koo-koo!”

I informed her that Estelle had said the cook had a headache.

“Nonsense. I don’t have a headache and I am ninety-two.”

It seemed to me a strange way to diagnose others. “Ninetytwo? You look wonderful.”

Her expression was that of someone at the top of a high mountain, looking down on the poor creatures just beginning the ascent.

“Baronessa,” I said, “I wanted to ask about my position—”

“Eh?”

“I have a question about the position of adjutant—”

“Eh?”

“My job!”

“This is of no concern. If not the train, I have heard tell there is also an omnibus. I am going down to the pool. Since you must for the moment remain, maybe you can bring that basket. And of course you should go for a swim.”

I told her I had not unpacked my swim trunks, as I had just arrived.

“Oh, go without,” she said, waving away my worries. “It’s more satisfying to swim in the nude. Are you concerned about this old lady seeing something? Don’t concern yourself. I am completely blind!”

She stepped close to a painting and, with a delicate pinch of her forefinger and thumb, removed a single hair. A brisk smile at me.

She was not blind in the least.
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We did not make it to the pool. Like a child restless in the company of adults, the day provided its own diversion.

I was very worried about her turning me away so summarily. So I tried all my charms; I carried the basket as she desired and listened to her speech, in which I would grasp a subject only to find it had slipped away from me and we were on to something else: “It’s a shame you don’t know Italian or you could have talked to the station manager. These train strikes are an annoyance, but they’re sporting. There’s always one train that gets through. I know my chickens, and my friend Pippa, she’ll grab it. Speaking of chickens, we must deal with our sworn enemy, the marten.”

The Baronessa led me through the kitchen, where we found her bastone propped near the stove; the handle was carved into an elongated horse’s head, and she demonstrated its spring-loaded jaw (“You see, I’m not a liar!”). We passed from the dining area into a room whose windows were completely shuttered, giving me little sense of it except a glimpse of low couches at the far end and a set of paintings, and I found myself caught up in another sheaf of bamboo, set precisely in my path, then banged my knee on a wicker table. The Baronessa did not seem to notice; she maneuvered the obstacle course easily, talking all the while: “Pippa once found me in Kandahar by donkey cart. All the donkeys were busy, but one happened to have her husband’s name, and the driver had to admit it was God’s will. I am taken by a whim to visit the little bathroom over there . . .”

She swung open an enormous door and we were bathed in sunlight; before us was an arcade with a potted orange tree and, beyond it, a courtyard of paved stones set into the grass. We stepped outside and the pugs followed us. Every wall seemed to be covered with green vines of wisteria. The Baronessa gestured with her bastone at a small stone building across the courtyard; a door was set in its wall, half hidden by the wisteria. I wondered how to deal with this woman, whether to flatter or coax her or boss her around. But the elderly lady, more spry than I imagined, had already vanished inside.

Another voice, this time distinctly male: “Signore!”

I turned and found that beside me stood a tall, mustached man in a T-shirt and shorts. He had a proud and cautious demeanor and a protruding lower lip, which gave the sense he doubted that what you were saying was true. Later I would learn he was the cook’s husband; they were both from Sri Lanka, and his name was Vinsanda. The Baronessa, unable to untie this simple Sinhalese knot, called him Vinsanto, the name of a Tuscan dessert wine. He said a single word in Italian, but he was not addressing the Baronessa. He said it to me.

“[Italian word].”

“Scusi?” I asked. I had picked this up from an Italian movie.

Vinsanda blinked his eyes, then repeated the word. It sounded like “matzoh” but couldn’t possibly be. He gestured gracefully to a space outside the courtyard that I understood to be a garage. More Italian followed, but simple words, repeated, in the way one speaks to a dog. He stepped away and, with another gesture for a canine, waved for me to accompany him, which I did, looking back at the courtyard, where I saw my duffel had been delivered. The pugs were circling it as if it were an idol. I worried they would “mark” it; alas, there was nothing I could do but abandon my duffel, and the Baronessa, for what might lie within the garage.

A manhole, it turned out, the cover of which had been removed and set to one side. All around, the items typical to a garage crowded the walls—saws, screwdrivers, glass jars of nuts or bolts or screws, broken windows, broken chairs—along with items atypical to a garage, such as a bronze nude sculpture facing the wall. I walked forward to examine it—but Vinsanda clapped to regain my attention, pointing toward the hole. “Pozzo,” he said, this time quite clearly.

“Pozzo,” I repeated.

“Piano,” he said, or so it seemed.

A pause. I heard him repeat: “Pozzo piano.” It seemed to be a complete sentence.

I repeated these phonemes and he nodded. Then he walked out of the garage and up a set of stairs into an apartment above, where he closed the door. Apparently, having communicated this sentence, he had wiped his hands of the whole affair. I approached the pozzo. A smell assaulted me, and instantly I understood Italian.

I heard a voice from the courtyard: “Koo-koo!”

It seemed the entire complex worked on some antique septic system, perhaps even one of Roman invention. However ancient, this was not the kind of work I had come to perform, but it seemed Vinsanda felt it was not his kind, either. If I solved it, perhaps it might win me a chance to stay—but did I want to stay on these terms? Did I want to stay at all? I felt alarm at either option: to be thrown back into the churning ocean of possibilities or else to remain in a place disappointed that I was neither British nor blond nor bathing in the nude . . .

“Koo-koo!” The voice was coming closer. The pugs appeared at the garage door and stopped, staring at me. I looked into the pozzo, but it kept its own counsel. I heard her voice: “Has the American left?”

Without thinking, I shouted: “I’m here!”

Slowly, the Baronessa came into view in her white dress. “Aha! Are you interested in auto parts?”

“No, there was a man here who said—” and here I swallowed and searched my soul for strength. “Pozzo piano.”

“Really? Pozzo piano?”

“I think that’s what he said.”

“The pozzo is slow?”

“I think it’s overflowed.”

“Pieno,” she said very firmly. “Full. Pieno.”

“I know this isn’t the kind of thing—”

I felt a sharp pain on my arm; she had hit me with the horse head of her cane. “Oh, I love solving house problems! I need you to search in my basket for the little red book. There are two men who can help us with this. One, unfortunately,” she said, holding out a hand, “is in Napoli.”

I was not yet a student of Italian geography. “That’s far, isn’t it?”

She presented her other hand. “The other is dead.”

She stood, hands outspread, in a pose very similar to that of San Drogo.

“Then let’s call Napoli.”

“As you say. Find for me the little red book full of numbers. Find for me Cicciano. It will be in the old part. Luciano Cicciano.”

The red book (which was not little) turned up in her crowded basket. I sat on a white metal bench going through it, slightly annoyed that I had been pulled into a matter at such a far remove from my job description, and yet eager to prove myself worthy. The book seemed to be arranged, as she warned me, in an “old” section, crammed with names and numbers, many crossed out, and a newer one, starting over again at A, with room still to spare. I was reminded of adjoining church graveyards.

“Luciano Cicciano. Here it is.”

“Now find for me the little green thing.”

“What is that?”

“It is a telephone you can walk with.”

“A cordless phone?”

“You can make it sing if you press a button on its base.”

Surprisingly technical knowledge for a woman who was born twenty-five years or so after Bell’s invention, but accurate. Once I found the base in the living room, we heard the cordless phone ringing; of course it was in her basket. We returned to the living room and sat on the white sofa below an old painting of a woman in clogs. There followed a fumbling with the phone and the book, a few false starts, and then a rapid conversation in what I thought was a very stern tone. Through the open door into the courtyard I could see my duffel, still upright on the paving stones; it was possible I saw a stain on one corner. The Baronessa sighed. It sounded to me like bad news, but she returned the phone to the basket and turned to me with a nod.

“Bonne fortune! Well, a kind of fortune. His cousin took the truck on a trip to Montepulciano. That isn’t really far at all, but we have to wait until he’s finished his coffee. In Montepulciano, that could take a while. And involve grappa. We don’t want a drunkard dealing with the pozzo.”

“Maybe we should stop using the tank until he comes.”

“You are a strict young man! I am glad I used the facilities or I would become a criminal in your mind!”

“I just meant—”

“You know,” she went on, suddenly wistful with her hands in her lap, “queens have visited this house. Mick Jagger once came. There have been Nobel Prize winners and movie stars. This might be the most glamorous shit in Southern Europe.”

I was shocked to hear this word come out of her elegant mouth.

She went on: “It will be sad to see it go.” She explained that every ten years or so, these ancient repositories had to be emptied by a professional. “But I must let go of many things.”

“I hope he comes before your friend gets here.”

“Eh?”

“I hope the driver comes before your friend arrives.”

I watched as her grin emerged like an animal from a long hibernation. “What a wonderful idea!”

It took a little more fumbling to find the green thing again, a little more Italian, followed by a second call in French, and yet a third, once again in Italian. A gasp of happiness came from the old woman. She tossed the green thing into the basket and clapped her hands. I could have been seated beside a child.

“We have solved two problems at once,” she announced. “Pippa will arrive with the septic man.”

And that is exactly how it happened. An hour later, lumbering down the narrow dirt road, arrived an enormous vehicle with a hose looped on its hood, like an elephant on its way to a temple, driven by a sour-looking young man with curly black hair, and in the passenger seat could be seen, seated precisely like a queen upon that elephant, an elderly woman with a yellow silk chrysanthemum in her hair. Pippa. Or, rather, Principessa Giuseppina Maria Augusta Raffaella of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha. It took both the driver and Vinsanda to help her descend. Though she was dressed in loose harem pants, tunic, and striped pink scarf (looking to my mind like one of my mother’s bridge partners), I could not help finding a resemblance to the elderly Queen Victoria. Her great-great-aunt, it turned out. But, as Vinsanda led the princess immediately to her room, I was not to meet her until dinner. There were, after all, more important matters:

“Did you bring the gin?” the Baronessa asked me as we watched the truck maneuver its way into the yard; this was done through the green gate in the wall, and it was a very tight fit.

“The gin?”

She looked instantly irritated. “I told the man in the telegram specifically to add a part about the gin. For Pippa.”

“Oh yes!” BRING GIN FOR PRINCESS & FISH OIL FOR FAINA. In my hasty preparations, I had in fact purchased a fifth of Bombay at the Duty-Free. I retrieved my duffel and returned with the gin and the fish oil. She plucked the gin from my hand and said the fish oil was for later, adding: “How lovely for a young man to be nicely dressed for dinner.”

She turned to me with a grin and seemed not at all as grand as before; she looked much more like the little old lady she truly was. Good-spirited, hard of hearing, a bit wobbly getting up from a chair; as innocent as the chickens clucking down the hill. And yet I was not fooled. Shall I admit it?

She terrified me.
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Dinner was very late for American tastes: eight thirty.
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