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A friend is, as it were, a second self.

—cicero
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Villa Chiara

Villa Chiara is protected from the world outside by a high 
stone wall and an ancient gate with the initial S swirled 
in iron on each wing. The dusty, sunstruck road, scarcely 

wide enough for two small cars to pass each other without knock-
ing their mirrors, cleaves to the wall for half a mile. On the far side, 
ranks of iconic sunflowers stand at attention like stolid soldiers, 
indifferent to the elements, awaiting their orders.

When you turn in to the gates, what strikes you is that, though 
very near the road, the sparse yard that serves as a parking area feels 
private and cool. This gravel and packed- dirt patch is closed on 
four sides. On two, gardens of roses and herbs, backed by plum and 
apricot trees, disperse gentle fragrances into the hot afternoon air. 
Parallel to the gate, the charming limonaia stands with its back to 
the wall. Glass and verdigris copper doors glint beneath the shelter 
of the rafters, which extend over a small stone terrace. Artfully 
placed hip- high pots of rosemary and lemon trees create a cool and 
semiprivate sitting area.

On the fourth side, the imposing pale pink facade of the villa 
closes in the drive. A graceful triangular double staircase rises from 
two directions to a wide landing before the arched manorial door. 
The villa has three floors. The lowest, behind the staircase, is the 
cantina, an unfinished space used to store farm equipment as well as 
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wine and olive oil, both products of the property. The two upper 
levels are lined with tall shuttered windows looking out over the 
drive. The house isn’t grand but rather grandly substantial, and 
because of the perimeter wall it is impossible to view it from any 
distance. The Villa Chiara thus creates for itself an encapsulated 
space, peaceful, retired, without views.



I arrived at Villa Chiara a week before I met its owner, Signora 
Beatrice Salviati Bartolo Doyle. I knew only a few facts about 
her. She was employed as a professor of Italian at a small college 
in upstate New York. When she wasn’t in America, she lived in 
the villa with her aged mother. Obviously she had, at some point, 
married a man of Irish ancestry. She had a grown son, David, who 
resided in Munich with his German wife and their baby son. She 
had spent some years in Los Angeles when her son was a child. 
She rented out a small apartment at the villa, but only to tenants 
recommended by friends. I was fortunate enough to know one of 
these, Ruggiero Vignorelli, who was a colleague at my own college 
in Pennsylvania.

The apartment, created from the limonaia, an outbuilding 
designed to shelter citrus trees in the winter, comprised a kitchen 
and sitting room on the first floor, a large airy bedroom and mini-
malist bath— the shower was an open tiled area with a drain and a 
showerhead— on the second. Signora Doyle had renovated it for 
her son and his wife so that they might have more privacy when 
they drove down from Munich to visit. It was the first of many 
decisions about her property that suggested a lack of foresight. In a 
few years the couple would have two children and the space would 
be too small.

On my first visit, in the summer of 1983, I had written instruc-
tions from Signora Doyle directing me to the far end of the villa, 
beyond the imposing staircase, where I was to knock at the door I 
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would find beneath a wisteria arbor and ask for Signora Mimma, 
Signora Doyle’s cousin, who lived there and would give me the key 
to the apartment. I had very little Italian, but I hoped it would be 
sufficient to see me through this simple task. I parked my rental car 
in the drive facing the villa and easily spotted the wisteria bower 
and the door. There was no bell, so I rapped sharply three times 
on the dark wood, waited until I had counted to fifty, and rapped 
again. I heard footsteps dimly, slowly approaching, and then the 
door slid open and a chubby white- haired crone peered out at me, 
squinting as if I gave off light. “Buongiorno, signora,” I said. “Sono 
qui per prendere la chiave dell’appartamento di Signora Doyle.”

She gave me a pert perusal from head to toe, furrowing her brow 
and nodding slightly. I feared that, as often happened, she hadn’t 
understood a word I said. At last, with a polite smile, she said, “Qui 
non c’è nessun appartamento,” and carefully, but firmly, closed the 
door in my face.

There is no apartment here? Then it occurred to me that I’d for-
gotten to ask for Signora Mimma. But if I knocked again, the crone 
would surely answer and tell me there was no apartment. I wan-
dered back to my car, opened the door, sat on the seat, and looked 
up at the villa.

It was clearly a venerable building; I guessed seventeenth cen-
tury, with a facelift along the way. The jutting inverted V of the 
staircase that led to the central door had a quality of being tacked 
on, though certainly not recently. The entrance to the cantina 
wasn’t visible from the drive, as the stone stairs formed a deeply 
shaded archway that hid it from view.

The roofline of the villa took a step down at the far end and jut-
ted out, making an  L- shaped wing covered with the same pale pink 
plaster. The door I had been directed to, beneath the wisteria arbor, 
stood flush to the ground and opened into a stone- floored entry-
way. In the moment when I had seen it, this entrance appeared to 
me cool and inviting. The second floor had smaller windows and 
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must have lower ceilings. Perhaps this wing was the original struc-
ture. In my observation, money often served to raise the rafters of a 
house. When families grow wealthy and powerful, they need more 
headroom.

The villa seemed to be of two minds, one noble, chilly, and seri-
ous, the other homely and cozy.

Nothing moved, nothing breathed. And then a bird streaked out 
from one of the three cypresses that guarded the gate and disap-
peared beneath the rafters of the limonaia. I got out and followed 
the bird to the glass door. Should I try it? I stepped into the cool 
shade. I could see through the doors to the sitting room. Terra- 
cotta floors, solid- looking furniture, a good table and two chairs, 
a few steps at one end leading to the upper floor. I allowed my 
hand to stray to the door handle, pressing it down tentatively. It 
was locked. I backed out into the drive and looked up at the ovoid 
windows of the second floor. My Tuscan apartment.

I heard the crack of a door opening, and then a pleasant female 
voice called out, “Signora, signora.” I turned to find a robust, hand-
some woman with an abundance of dark hair tied up in a knot on 
her head, wearing what my mother used to call a housecoat. She 
held out one hand as she approached me eagerly. “La chiave,” she 
said cheerfully. “La chiave.”

“The key,” I called back to her. “Bene. Grazie. Mille grazie.” We 
met halfway across the drive and she pressed the key into my hand. 
“Lei è Signora Mimma?” I said.

“Mi chiamo Anna,” she said.
So the other one was Signora Mimma, the cousin of Signora 

Doyle.
Later I learned Anna’s full name, Anna Falco. She lived with her 

husband, Sergio, in a stone house across the road from the villa, 
and her family had been in service to the Salviatis for generations. 
She was housekeeper, cook, and caretaker of the villa. Sergio kept 
the gardens, served as an all- around handyman, and supervised the 
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hiring of locals for the yearly harvests of grapes and olives. They 
had one grown son, Leonardo, who was a bank clerk in the nearby 
spa town of Rapolano Terme. He had never married and still lived 
with his parents.

Anna led me back under the eaves of the limonaia and watched as 
I turned the key in the latch and yanked at the handle. “La tira su, 
signora,” she said, pushing up at the air with her palm. I pulled the 
handle up and the door opened.

Inside she showed me the small kitchen, demonstrated how to 
turn on the gas stove, opened the refrigerator to reveal an unlabeled 
bottle of wine and a triangle of hard cheese wrapped in a towel. 
She gestured to a loaf of bread covered with a cloth on a sideboard. 
I repeated the word grazie with several degrees of sincerity, delight, 
appreciation, and helplessness. Each time she nodded and replied 
softly, indulgently, “Prego.” Then she brushed her palms together, 
as if at the completion of a job well done, nodded at me with an 
expression of finality, and slipped out the door. I followed, tak-
ing the key from the lock and closing the door behind her. I stood 
watching as she crossed the drive and briskly disappeared under the 
arbor. I was on my own.

I had signed a month’s lease with Signora Doyle and paid the 
last installment before I left the States. In her final letter, which 
included directions to the villa and instructions about the key, she 
had advised me that she would be arriving on the second week of 
my stay. She knew I was a professor at a small college and that I had 
published a few mildly successful works of historical fiction. She 
concluded her message lightly: “I look forward to meeting you and 
reading your work. If you are looking for old stories, of course, 
you know you are coming to the right place.”



In my first week at the Villa Chiara, I spent the mornings in the 
apartment, drinking tea, eating fruit and bread, reading simple Ital-
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ian stories, and struggling with grammar exercises in an Italian text 
until noon. Then I drove out to the various hill towns for long 
meals on the terraces of restaurants with views that lifted my spirits 
like angels’ wings. After this I toured the local museums, churches, 
and— those favorite haunts of the historical novelist— graveyards. 
Some of these included discreet monuments in fenced areas listing 
the names of those who had died on the battlefield in the last war. 
In a general way, I knew the story.

Italy didn’t enter World War II until June 10, 1940, when Musso-
lini stepped out on his balcony at the Palazzo Venezia and declared 
hostilities against “the reactionary democracies of the West.” By that 
time, France, Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Norway 
had surrendered to Hitler’s armies and were occupied by German 
forces. The next day Britain responded by bombing Turin, Genoa, 
Naples, Milan, and Taranto, all centers of industry and transporta-
tion. Francisco Franco sent Mussolini a congratulatory message from 
Spain. Mussolini believed the war would be over in a few months.

By this time many Italian antifascists had fled to the hills, often to 
avoid conscription into the army. They lived in forests and caves, 
scavenging for food from local farmers. These were the partisans, 
comrades who lived and fought by stealth, much admired by the 
local villagers for their courage and their fraternal spirit. As is often 
the case in wars, when the fighting was over, a majority of survi-
vors claimed to have secretly supported the winners. Once it was 
clear that the Germans would be defeated and Mussolini’s fascist 
government would fall, minor functionaries all over the country 
changed their stripes and their allegiance and joined the partisan 
forces. Italian soldiers abandoned their units; they too sought ref-
uge with the partisans.

Mussolini’s fall from power was swift and then slow. After 
twenty years of calling all the shots, he was removed by a vote of 
the council he had himself created and arrested by the king, who 
appointed a new prime minister. This new government spirited 
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the Duce away to an alpine resort- prison and immediately surren-
dered to the Allied forces already swarming up the peninsula from 
Sicily. Overnight these invaders were transformed from enemies 
into liberators. Italian troops were disbanded. Whole units were 
taken prisoner by the occupying German forces and sent to “work 
camps” in Germany. Those who escaped joined the antifascists in 
the hills, where they resolved to do whatever they could to make 
the German retreat from the south difficult and, if possible, fatal.

Hitler wasn’t ready to give up on Mussolini, his friend and mentor 
in the maniacal business of total despotism. He rescued the Duce 
from the mountaintop and installed him in luxurious lodgings on 
Lago di Garda, creating a protofascist state called the Republic of 
Salò, where diehard Italian fascists now flocked to support their 
obviously lost cause. Italy had effectively no government or two 
governments, depending on how you looked at it. The country 
devolved into a state of civil war. Major cities— Rome, Florence, 
Milan— were occupied by Germans intent on a scorched- earth 
policy as they retreated from the Allies. Everyone on every side 
knew what the end would be, and that it would be brutal.

Nowhere was the moral confusion attendant upon the defeat of 
the Axis powers as thoroughgoing as it was in Italy. In the final 
days of that horrific war, few could call themselves heroes, but all 
were called upon to muster whatever courage they could find just 
to stay alive.

The end had plunged the country into despair. Was that why I 
found so few memorials to the glorious fallen in Tuscan graveyards? 
Italy hadn’t just surrendered; she changed sides entirely. These days 
no one talks about it, but those who can remember know perfectly 
well that the American forces landing in Sicily weren’t charged 
with liberating innocent citizens of a besieged democracy. They 
were coming to kill Italian fascists.
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One evening in the second week of my stay, as I turned in at the 
gate in my rented Fiat Panda, a reliable machine I had come to 
think of as a friend and which I addressed as Signor Panda, I dis-
covered a battered Fiat Cinquecento parked close to the staircase of 
the villa. My landlady had arrived. Doubtless she had just made a 
long transatlantic journey and being, as she must be, a woman in 
her fifties, she surely looked forward to a quiet evening and an early 
bedtime. The sun was setting; it stayed light until well past the din-
ner hour, and I had my own plan in place: a dish of pasta, a bottle 
of local red wine, and a notebook in which each evening I orga-
nized impressions, facts, and details of the day’s excursion. I also 
looked forward to an activity now sadly lost to the civilized world, 
writing a long letter to a friend. From the table where I worked 
I could see the villa staircase, and as I finished my meal I watched 
Anna Falco come out of the cousin’s door carrying her big basket. 
She held the handles close to her chest in the crook of her arm and 
ascended the staircase, letting herself in at the door, which was evi-
dently unlocked. Dinner for the padrona, no doubt. How pleasant 
it must be to return to your villa and have a fine meal delivered to 
you, your bed already made and the sheets turned back, the palatial 
rooms clean and welcoming, all comfort and quiet in your sweet 
world of privilege.

But then it occurred to me that Signora Doyle wasn’t alone; she 
lived with her mother. Her ancient mother, as my colleague Rug-
giero had described her. I had spotted this wizened lady a few times 
in the past week, dressed all in black, carefully descending the stone 
steps, one hand gripping the rail, the other wrapped around the 
curved handle of a black cane with a rubber tip. With slow but 
surprisingly sure steps, she crossed the drive and went in under the 
arbor. Presumably she dined with the cousin. But now that her 
daughter was home, dinner came to them. The reunion of mother 
and daughter must be an occasion much anticipated by both.
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Later, as I was on the third page of my letter and the last third 
of my bottle of wine, lights went on in the villa. Dim lights, to be 
sure, scarcely enough to read by. And then, dissolving in the night 
as a cube of sugar does upon the tongue, with irresistible sweet-
ness, there came ethereal music. I recognized it at once. Beethoven, 
String Quartet No. 14 in  C- sharp minor. A night bird tweeted a 
soft triplet from the garden. I smiled as I took up my pen. The bird 
was in the right key.

All around me German music harmonized the still Italian air, 
charming the birds right out of the trees on a mild summer night 
in Tuscany.



I was up early in the morning, and the air was so fragrant and fresh 
that it seemed perfectly natural to open the door of the limonaia 
and pull a chair out to the wooden table on the covered terrace. 
There I sat with my book and my cup of tea, waiting to be found 
by my hostess. The fact that I had not done this before, though the 
weather had been felicitous for several days, could be explained by 
my shyness about my inadequate Italian and my unwillingness to 
reencounter either the inhospitable cousin or the earnest servant. 
My chair was so positioned that Signora Doyle couldn’t fail to see 
me should she descend the staircase to her car. I was cravenly eager 
to speak English.

I had read only a few pages when I heard the door open and 
then the sharp machine- gun rat- a- tat of a woman in high heels. 
In the next moment, Signora Doyle— it must be her, I thought— 
appeared on the drive, looking directly at me. I had been expecting 
the American academic style, practical shoes and long tunic over 
longer skirt, curling gray hair haphazardly cut, casual, comfort-
able, and neat. This professor was as stylish as a runway model, tall 
and slender, nor did she look anywhere near her age. Her hair was 
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black, sleek, cut at an angle so that it swept down across her cheek-
bones to graze her clavicles. Her skin was like burnished gold, the 
gift of the gods to their darling Italians, and her sharp eyes under 
thick, straight brows were nearly black. Her features were more 
arresting than pleasing, her nose too sharp, her lips too thin for 
her to be called a beauty. She wore a gray silk blouse under a short 
canary- yellow linen jacket, a black pencil skirt, and most wonder-
ful and painful- looking high- heeled sandals with a network of 
golden straps from ankle to toes. As she approached the limonaia, 
she appeared harried and completely collected at the same time. 
“Good morning,” she called out to me, and I replied, “Good morn-
ing, Signora Doyle.”

“So you are here, comfortably having your tea. I hope you’ve 
settled in with no problems.”

“Everything is perfect,” I said. “I’ve been having a wonderful 
time.”

“And working hard, I’m sure. Ruggiero told me you are working 
on an important project.”

I blessed my colleague, who knew, I felt sure, nothing about my 
work. “I’ve made some notes,” I said. “But mostly I’m afraid I’ve 
been researching Tuscan cuisine.”

“No, I’m sure you are up to something exciting,” she said. It was 
the first volley of the constant play of contradiction she would 
offer me; I came to understand this as part of a rhetorical style, not 
uncommon in Italian conversation.

“Well,” I said.
“I am just going to the bar for my cornetto and caffè. Will you 

come with me? It is very near.”
I closed my book and took up my cup. “I’d love to do that,” I 

said. “Let me grab my purse.”
English, I thought. Beautiful English. And now I would find the 

right bar and be in company with the padrona of Villa Chiara. I put 
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my cup in the sink and lifted my purse from the hook, then stepped 
outside, pulling the door behind me. Signora Doyle had gone to 
her car and stood bending into the open door, clearing something 
from the passenger seat. I came up behind her and she turned, smil-
ing. “You must call me Beatrice,” she said, pronouncing it in the 
Italian way, Bay- ah- trree- chay, and thereby summoning the ghost 
of Dante, who lingers still in these hills and groves.

In the car Beatrice drove very fast and talked at high volume 
about America, treating me as an equal on that subject as we were 
both employed at small colleges. At her college, she explained, the 
students were very good, but the administration was nothing but 
buffoons who thought only of cutting their budgets, and when 
they tried to think of where to cut they could think only of Italian. 
This was true at my own college; foreign- language departments, 
and for some reason always Italian first, were endangered. “Why,” 
she exclaimed, “would anyone in their narrow little world ever 
need to speak Italian!”

“I need to learn Italian,” I said. “And fast.”
Beatrice parked in the half- empty lot of an Italian version of a 

strip mall: a collection of colorful storefronts, a hair salon, a pizza 
restaurant, an alimentari with ambrosial fruits and vegetables piled 
on an outdoor display rack. The bar, with the name Ciferri in blue 
script on white tile above the door, occupied the end of the row. 
Inside we found the usual industrial espresso machine, the electric 
juicer, baskets of oranges and grapefruit, the glass case of sandwiches 
and pastries, including two neat stacks of cornetti, the Italian ver-
sion of the croissant, and the long marble counter behind which 
a young man who could have been a movie star rattled his cups 
and tended his machines. He hailed Signora Doyle as she opened 
the door, and two men in suits knocking back their little cups of 
espresso at the counter turned to appraise us. The barista repeated 
his greeting, inquiring, I understood, after the signora’s mother.
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Ah yes, I thought. The ancient mother. I had never spoken to her. 
When I returned from my adventures the house was usually dark, 
and I assumed the old woman went to bed when the sun set, as old 
people do in the country. It was my turn to order and I requested 
my espresso macchiato, my cornetto semplice. Beatrice said, “You speak 
perfectly well.”

“I can do food,” I said.
As we devoured our breakfast, the barista put a cornetto in a bag 

and set it and a scrap of paper on the bar. “For my mother,” Signora 
Doyle said to me. I made a feeble attempt to take up the check. 
“Please,” she said, pushing my hand away. “I invited you. Don’t 
insult me.”

“Thank you,” I said.
“Prego,” she replied.
Back in the car she spoke of American politics. “It is a country 

with no past,” she explained. “So all Americans think about is the 
future. They have never been invaded by foreigners, and so they 
imagine only spaceships and aliens can harm them. This Reagan 
and his ‘star wars.’ He’s impossible. He’s not even a good actor.”

There was much to agree with in this spasm of generalizations, 
but I didn’t bother. I said, “It must have been brutal here during 
the war.”

“Brutal,” she repeated. “Yes. It was chaos. A living nightmare. 
No one was safe, no one could be trusted. The planes drilled down 
farmers with machine guns. They bombed schools full of children.”

“The Germans,” I said.
“The Germans, the Allies, the partisans. Italy was a battleground, 

all of it. People stopped taking sides and just tried to survive. My 
mother’s brother, a poor madman who could barely speak, was 
shot in a skirmish in our driveway.”

This stunned me. That banal patch of dirt and gravel inside the 
gates of the villa? Whenever I turned my rental car off the road 
and in at the gate, an impression of peaceful solitude soothed me. 
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I tried to imagine the mad uncle running there, pursued, the crack 
of gunfire, his falling, perhaps near the limonaia, blood spattering 
across the terrace, his dying agony there beneath the rafters. There 
would have been lemon trees then, in their russet clay pots: the 
scent of citrus mixed with the iron smell of blood.

“Were you in the villa?” I asked.
“The night he was killed? No,” she said. “I had gone back to 

Firenze for school. I was fourteen. My mother was here. She saw 
it all.”



At the villa we parted, and I spent an hour reading a guidebook 
to the hill towns of Tuscany and another hour failing to under-
stand the proper use of Italian indefinite pronouns. Then I drove 
out to Montalcino to visit yet another museum, another church. I 
returned at nightfall, fatigued from my excursion in the fierce sun 
that still scorched the dry grass at the edge of the drive. Signora 
Doyle’s car was gone. She’s dining with old friends, I thought, or 
relatives. I pictured a grand villa with a terrace, aristocrats sipping 
prosecco, gazing out at the magnificent view as they discussed the 
political gossip of the day, while servants attended a side table laden 
with platters of tantalizing food. I’d seen a movie with a scene like 
that. The sun setting over the terraced hills, the long ranks of pale 
grapevines stretched over their wire supports, the gray cloud of the 
olive grove below, steadily darkening as the moon rose in the heav-
ens. I let myself into my little slice of this paradise and switched 
on the inadequate light. It was so hot I left the door ajar and went 
straight to the refrigerator, which contained a cold bottle of white 
wine. As I stepped back to the kitchen table, I heard the crunch of 
tires and then the car lights swept across the drive. Beatrice Doyle 
switched off the engine but left the lights on for several moments. I 
could see her clearly; she appeared to be looking for something on 
the floor, then on the seat, then in the pigmy glove compartment. 
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At length she switched off the lights and sat a few moments longer 
in the darkness. I slid my glass onto the table, turned on the ceil-
ing fan, pulled out my chair. At last she pushed the car door open, 
climbed out of the uncomfortable, surely sweltering seat (there was 
no air conditioning in the Cinquecento), and made straight for my 
door.

“Hello,” I called out, pulling the door open wider. “Will you 
join me for a glass of wine?”

“It would be better if we go to my house; it is much cooler 
there,” she said. “This little place traps the heat and doesn’t let go.”

I declined to comment on this statement of fact. I felt curiously 
defensive about the limonaia. It struck me that as lemons thrive on 
heat, its being hot wasn’t a fault in the design of the building but 
rather of the use she had put it to. “I’d like that,” I said.

“Have you had your dinner?” she asked. “Americans eat very 
early.”

“No,” I said. “I have something here. I’ll eat later.”
“It’s too hot to eat,” she observed. “I have a cold supper. There’s 

plenty for us both.”
“What can I bring?” I said. “I have some nice peaches.”
She smiled at me indulgently. I had the impression she thought I 

was foolish. “Very well,” she said. “Bring your peaches.”
Dinner at the villa, I thought as I set my glass in the kitchen sink 

and took up the paper parcel of ripe peaches I’d bought in the town. 
My curiosity was so strong it inflated like a bubble in my chest. 
Would it be palatial or shabby genteel? Family portraits or valuable 
landscapes? My brain busied itself so arduously in speculation it 
amused me. I was like a child sitting before a theater curtain, wait-
ing breathlessly for the heavy, dark folds to slide apart, opening 
upon a fabulous scene of mystery and intrigue in which a thrilling 
story would now commence.
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Paradoxically, the most notable feature of the Villa Chiara— which 
means “Bright Villa”— was gloom. The big door at the top of the 
stairs opened into a marble vestibule, cool and useless, the walls 
clotted with heavily framed paintings hung too high to see, the 
line of shutters firmly closed against any intrusion of light. Bea-
trice switched on a lamp as we entered the dining room and beyond 
that the kitchen, where she flipped a wall switch that illuminated 
a double strip of grim fluorescent tubes attached to the ceiling. I 
followed her, my eyes darting about to mark various details. The 
dining table: long, heavy, and covered in a patchwork of differ-
ently patterned tablecloths; the chairs: heavy and oversized, chairs 
for big people. There were framed paintings of outdoor scenes that 
looked old and interesting; one was a long narrow view of a sea-
shore with mountains coming right down to the sand. An enor-
mous sideboard the size of a van stood against one wall, its shelves 
crammed with all manner of plates, glasses, cups, its surface clut-
tered with silver service pieces, a dark wooden flatware box, and 
stacks of linen napkins. In the kitchen Beatrice made straight for 
an antique refrigerator with the freezer compartment inside at the 
top, a remnant of the fifties. She yanked open the door and com-
menced pulling out plates and containers, which she set one by 
one on the large marble- topped table that occupied the center of 
the plain little room. The stove, I noted, was gas with a pipe stuck 
through the wall, equally antique, and the sink was farm- style, 
with a wooden counter and deep porcelain bowl, big enough, I 
thought pointlessly, to wash a thirty- pound Thanksgiving turkey.

“Can I help?” I asked, clutching my bag of fruit in the doorway.
“You can take these plates to the table,” she said. I took up a 

platter of prosciutto and a small plate of ricotta cheese and fer-
ried them to the table. Beatrice followed me with a bowl of white 
beans dressed in oil and parsley and another of slippery artichoke 
hearts. She pointed to the box on the sideboard. “Knives and forks 
are in there,” she said, turning back to the kitchen. I opened the 
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box and took out a few pieces of the heavy flatware, arranged them 
at one end of the table, then drifted back to the kitchen. Beatrice 
was cutting open a cantaloupe, piling the slices onto a plate. She 
lifted her chin, indicating a basket next to a cutting board on the 
counter behind me. “Cut some slices of bread,” she said. “And 
bring the basket to the table.” I did as I was told. A few more passes 
from kitchen to table, the plates, the glasses, the napkins from the 
sideboard, the bottle of red wine opened, the water pitcher along-
side, more dishes, thin slices of salami and hard cheese, and at the 
end two bowls of colorful minestrone served at room temperature 
directly from a big pot on the stove. We carried these to our places, 
she at the end of the table, I next to her, and she poured out the 
wine and water. When we were seated, she lifted her glass to mine 
and we tapped the edges together. “Cin- cin,” she said. She took a 
small sip from the glass and set it on the table.

“I know another toast you might like,” she added.
“What is it?”
“A noi, e alla faccia di tutti quelli che ci vogliono male,” she said. “To us, 

and in the face of all those who wish us ill.”
“That’s great,” I said.
“It’s a very Tuscan sentiment,” she said. “Now tell me what else 

you’d like to know about the Italians.”
“I’d like to know the story of this house,” I said.
“That’s a very long story,” she said.
“And I’d like to hear the story about your uncle,” I added.
“My uncle?” She looked mystified.
“The one who was shot in the driveway,” I said. “During the 

war.”
She took up her spoon and swallowed a mouthful of soup, look-

ing at me closely. “You’re a good listener,” she said.
“You said he was mad.”
“They made him mad,” she said. “Poor fellow. His name was San-
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dro.” She paused, took up her wineglass, and sipped thoughtfully. 
I did the same, unwilling to interrupt what I took to be a mental 
reassessment of a memory soiled and faded by age and neglect.

“Not so long ago, we were a large family,” she explained. “My 
nonno, my grandfather, Giacomo Salviati, an avaricious man who 
wanted always to be modern, had five children and they all lived in 
a grand palazzo in Firenze. There were three girls and two boys. He 
had other properties and factories and this villa and the vineyards 
and olive groves, which have been in the family since the seven-
teenth century. My two aunts never married, and at some point 
they moved to this house. My poor uncle Sandro went mad before 
I was born and was committed to an asylum for many years. I saw 
him only near the end of his life, when my mother brought him 
home.”

“She brought him here,” I said.
“Yes. She left one night and drove to Milano, and when she came 

back he was with her. She was afraid the Germans would raid the 
asylum, but they never did.”

“And your other uncle?”
“That was Marco. He was a fascist, a real Blackshirt. He adored 

Mussolini until the end, and even then he didn’t blame the Duce, 
he blamed the communists and the king. My mother was never 
certain Sandro was shot by Germans; it could have been partisans, 
looking for Marco.”

“But you think it was Germans.”
“No one knows. It didn’t matter. He was dead. He could have 

been killed in crossfire. There was a lot of that.”
“So what happened to Marco?”
“Oh, Marco came through just fine. He married a wealthy 

Lucchese.”
“And he was no longer a fascist?”
“He took off the black shirt,” Beatrice agreed. “He was a lawyer. 
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He and his wife, her name was Grazia, had two children, a boy and 
a girl, my cousins Luca and Mimma, who live”— she lifted her chin 
to the far end of the villa— “in the other half of this house.”

“Is Marco still alive?”
“No. He became a bitter old man. My mother despised him. One 

day he had a stroke walking down the street in Firenze; he and his 
family were living in Nonno Giacomo’s palazzo then. It turned out 
he’d made some very bad business decisions and the palazzo had to 
be sold. By that time, all that was left of the family was my mother, 
my two maiden aunts, who died in the sixties just a few months 
apart, and the cousins, Luca and Mimma. In the seventies there was 
a big division of the Salviati property. There are a few apartments 
in Firenze— my mother and the cousins each have one and the oth-
ers are rented. There’s land here and there; we had a factory near 
Bergamo that lost money until it closed a few years ago. The big-
gest part is this estate. Two- thirds of the land went to my cousins, 
one- third to my mother, but it was agreed that we would divide 
the villa, half to Luca and Mimma and the other to my mother, and 
ultimately to me.

“So it wasn’t always two houses,” I said.
“It still isn’t,” she said. “The connecting doors were simply closed. 

We don’t open them. And of course Luca had to put a kitchen in 
over there. It’s much nicer than the one here.”

“Are you on good terms with them?”
“I get along with them well enough. My mother can’t bear 

Mimma. She says she talks like a baby and has no sense. They’re an 
odd couple, brother and sister— neither ever married. He’s a psy-
chiatrist and she’s a lunatic, so they’re perfect for each other.”

I laughed, then gave my attention to the soup for a few moments, 
considering the complex relationships she had just described. 
“What was Sandro like when you saw him?”

Beatrice considered this question, casting back to an event that 
had taken her by surprise. “He was strange,” she said. “Very con-
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fused, and he had difficulty walking and eating. But my mother 
maintains he was never mad. He wanted to marry a poor girl, and 
my grandfather wouldn’t allow it. So he was put away.”

“And Marco became the heir.”
Beatrice nodded, pushing out her lower lip and opening her hand 

in a gesture that said, This is obvious.
“Wow,” I said. “That’s quite a story.”
“Do you like it?” she said. “I give it to you.”



Do you like it? I give it to you. Total strangers, acquaintances, close 
friends, even relatives have all offered me stories before— there’s 
something about talking to a writer that makes people so uncom-
fortable they babble stories in self- defense. They seem to imagine 
that novelists go about sniffing drains and peeking behind curtains 
in search of clues, that they are constantly in need of characters or 
plots and their whole interest in other people is impersonal and 
professional, like those doctors who go to parties in hopes of being 
presented with interesting symptoms. Americans in particular are 
swift to point out that they have in their mental safekeeping the 
material of a great novel which they don’t have time to write. Have 
I got a story for you!

It’s an occupational hazard, and I don’t mind it. The stories sel-
dom engage me, as they are either plot- heavy or concerned with 
characters who don’t interest me, such as people who climb moun-
tains or women who triumph over adversity and become successful 
in some male- dominated field like architecture or physics.

But Beatrice’s story, narrated so simply in straightforward re-
sponses to direct questions, intrigued me. That night, back in the 
limonaia, I sketched out a genealogy of the family, assigning names 
to her grandmother, to her father, to the two characters Beatrice 
had described only as “the maiden aunts,” and to her uncle Marco’s 
wife, a rich woman from Lucca.
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