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               MISTAKES ARENT ALWAYS REGRETS.
               
 
               A SOFTER WORLD, JOEY COMEAU AND EMILY HORNE
               

            

         
  
         MARCUS STOOD ACROSS FROM ME with a fluffy white chicken clamped in her jaws. Her body was taut, trembling, her skinny legs ramrod straight, her chest expanded, her eyes wild. She gazed past me, overwhelmed by her own stunning success. The chicken, though in a state of shock, was alive, and it shot me an imploring look from its hapless position.
         
 
         Marcus, you drop that, I hissed. Marcus looked away and held tight to her prize. Her shiny black face, which was normally small, pretty, and prim, was feral and strewn with saliva. Her floppy ears had flipped back and inside out during the struggle, and her lips were curled into a wide, perverse grin. She slowly lowered herself to the ground in the middle of the gruesome scene and wrapped her delicate paws around the chickens legs. The grass was blanketed with feathers; some still floated mournfully in midair. Marcus threw me a guilty, sidelong glance, bird still firmly in mouth. She had plans to savor it, I could tell.
 
         I looked ahead. A tidy stone farmhouse sat a few yards away, and this chicken belonged to whoever lived there, as did its wide-eyed companion, who was perched on a branch fifteen feet above the ground. It stared down at me. Chickens, it turned out, could be propelled to modest flight by a surge of adrenaline.
         
 
         The flying chicken and I were on the same page: We had both embarked on a peaceful evening stroll, and we now bore witness to a brutal mauling. Like most brutal maulings, it had happened so quickly.
 
         My friend Sabrina, the only English speaker in this particular landlocked area of central Umbria, and I had been involved in a conversation while Marcus had been making her usual top-speed rounds over the muddy, dark ground, under the tall pines, racing in loops, damp black snout to the soft earth. Sabrinas mother had recently told Sabrina to stop eating panettone, lest she find herself too plump to snag a husband, and had then turned to me and exclaimed, pointing at her daughter, This one is almost forty!
 
         And once she finds a husband? I asked.
 
         Then she can eat whatever she wants! her mother said, pushing a drawer shut with her significant rump.
         
 
         Sabrinas sole wish in life was to escape from her Umbrian village to Manchester, England, where she would contentedly work as an unmarried, panettone-eating university librarian. We were discussing how she might make this dream a reality when I realized that I had not seen my dog for some time.
 
         Marcus, vieni qua! I yelled. The forest was quiet and damp, enclosed like a big old room, with the trees so wide and packed that they completely obscured the sky. I turned to Sabrina, my heart sinking. I knew, suddenly, certainly, that disaster was inevitable. Sabri, are there any chickens around here? I asked.
 
         Then I was running toward a thick bush and pushing apart its long branches. Light streamed in, and I stood with my hands holding the parted greenery, my head popping through, my body still inthe woods. Twenty yards ahead, I saw a bucolic scene: the ancient house with its terra-cotta roof, its jade lawn, a cloudless blue sky, and a few happy hens wandering through the grass, picking up seeds and bugs, letting out contented clucks.
         
 
         A few feet behind the oblivious poultry crept Marcus, her eyes hard, her movements controlled. She crouched low like a vicious feline. Her face was stone cold, dead set. It was a scene from the African prairie: the sweet antelope chomping on grass while the leopard approaches. Could the inhabitants of the farmhouse see her from their windows? Were they readying the rifle? I burst through the bushes and began to run toward the scene of impending doom, my mouth shut for fear of alerting the chickens owners. As I was closing in, so was Marcus, and she was the superior athlete. In one fluid movement, she pounced, grabbing the closest, unluckiest chicken in her jaws just as I came within arms length.
 
         Drop it, I said forcefully. I stepped forward, Marcus stepped back. I shimmied toward her, she shimmied away. She let out a guttural noise. She seemed to be experiencing a pleasure she had never before known.
 
         Drop it? I pleaded. I tiptoed in her direction. She rose and sidestepped. I threw myself to the ground and began to crawl.
 
         She stood poised with her kill, fixing me with a maniacal, impenetrable gaze. This was not the dog I knew. The little hunting dog that I had adopted quivered when a motorcycle drove by and was disconcerted by especially large flies. Once, a sheep beat her up. A particularly confident cat often successfully chased her, hissing. I had never believed her capable of violence. Now, in the face of my pointer, I saw at close range the fierce undercurrent, the animal beneath. I was extremely impressed.
 
         Part of me felt that if she was good enough to catch the bird, she should get to taste its blood. That was what she wantedjust a sip of chicken blood, thats all. Was this the extreme, gnarled love of a mother, hoping for her childs happiness even at the expense of an innocent life? Did I care?
         
 
         I did careI cared just enough. There was a moral imperative here: I was all that chicken had in the world, and I couldnt turn my back on it. I continued to whisper furiously at Marcus. I could have touched the bony avian foot with my outstretched hand, but I knew any sudden movements would push Marcus farther away. She was considering her options, frowning as she held the game and mulled over how relatively important I was to her.
 
         You let it go, I growled.
         
 
         Finally, torn, she let go of the chicken and leaped over to me. As soon as she had accomplished thisit all happened in no more than a secondshe regretted her decision and tried to hop back to her gasping casualty, but it was too late: I had her by the collar.
 
         I dragged hermuzzle coated with feathersthrough the bushes again, to find Sabrina waiting.
 
         Sabrina, I think she may have killed their chicken! I said, the dog straining in my hands. Do we go to the house and say something? What do we do?
 
         Sabrina was from these parts. Surely she would know the best way to proceed. She was a full-grown professional woman, well educated, composed, and polite. She paused for a moment to consider our course of action.
 
         We run, she said, and all three of us took off through the wilderness.
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               PENETRATING SO MANY SECRETS, WE  
CEASE TO BELIEVE IN THE UNKNOWABLE.  
BUT THERE IT SITS NEVERTHELESS,  
CALMLY LICKING ITS CHOPS.
               
 
               H. L. MENCKEN
               

            

         
  
         PERHAPS THE ONE UNIVERSAL HUMAN experience is surprise: Life just doesnt go the way you think it will. For example, I did not ever expect to find myself running at top speed through the depths of the Italian boonies with a bloodthirsty canine ward. The sequence of events that led me there began almost a year earlier, on a muggy July evening in Collelungo, a two-hundred-person sheep-farming village in Umbria. I was visiting the local bar, which, on its own, was not something for which Id ever really prepared.
         
 
         An Italian caf at night is a mans world, loud and stinky, especially on a muggy July evening in a landlocked town, when the air is heavy with the aroma of thirty poker-playing septuagenarians who spend their days tending to livestock, smoking unfiltered Benson & Hedges Blues, and drinking espresso.
 
          
         I had never before set foot in such an establishment, but there I stood, in the center of it, wearing my shipshape blue dress. I tried to maintain the outward impression of composure and nonchalance. I did this every day, I told myself. Nothing out of the ordinary here. Just a roomful of foreign farmers staring at me like Im the lone member of a peculiar, arcane species. Just a tall American girl in a patterned blue sundress standing at the edge of a packed bar in an Umbrian village where nobody new ever passes. But it was too late to abort mission, to back out of the smoky den, to walk off down the dark, curving road. Instead, I would brave the awkward entrance; after all, I had come here for a reason.
 
         In the corner, I spotted my mark: a tan young man wearing an unfortunate lime green, long-sleeved shirt and playing darts with a group of teenagers. He had been strutting around town in his worn-out blue jeans and black T-shirt, wearing a heavy silver chain around his neck, flashing a dimpled grin, and ignoring me like a champ. The first time Id noticed him, Id been gripped by a novel sense of intense desire. I only had three weeks; I needed to meet him now.
 
         For someone determined, however, I was also painfully shy. I ordered a Campari and soda and looked straight down at the counter, rendered suddenly incapable of expression or movement. Seduction had never been my strong suit.
 
         But you dont meet someone with your back turned. Mustering up all courage possible, I slowlycasuallywalked to the colorful wall of magazinesone on motorcycles, a few on horses, several on womens high fashion, two on cooking, and a row of exceptionally raunchy pornography. When I turned back, I caught the mans eye. I counted to three. He was troublehe was wickedly good-lookingand so I, of course, was all in.
 
         He walked straight over and extended his hand. I am Emanuele, he said with a thick accent. There was a hitch in my plans: In the fantasies I had entertained since Id first seen him a few days earlier, he had spoken perfect English with a musical Italian lilt. In real life, it turned out, he wasnt actually fluent.
         
 
         Justine, I said, taking his rough and callused hand. We stood facing each other for a moment, smiling. I felt everyone in the bar zoom in on us. May I have a cigarette? I asked. I didnt smoke, but I could, just to get out of there.
 
         Certo, he said, and slowly led me to the side patio, which was mostly empty. We each leaned against a separate stack of plastic chairs, the dark valley below and the little town lit up beyond.
 
         So, what do you do? I asked, holding out the cigarette for him to light.
 
         What I do? he asked.
 
         What do you do for work? I asked.
 
         Oh, he said slowly, and then stopped to reflect. I am  giardiniero. Gardener?
         
 
         A gardener! I exclaimed. How do two people who dont speak the same language have a light getting-to-know-you chat? I would have to improvise. Emanuele the gardener looked at me calmly; clearly our linguistic differences didnt bother him in the least. I adjusted my dress.
 
         I wanted to see Italy during my vacation, I said. Sadly, I had no mode of transportation. I smiled hopefully.
 
         You want see my cown-tree? he asked. I nodded.
 
         Okay, he said. I must get the chiavi for car.
         
 
         Apparently Emanuele the gardener was one for seizing the moment. It was eleven p.m. My mothers irritated face popped into my mind. Going out with a man just like that? she scolded. No! Say youre busy until tomorrow. Ignoring the senselessness of playing head games with a non-English-speaking gardener whom I had just clumsily ensnared, I yelled out, Not now!
         
 
         Emanuele pivoted back swiftly, puzzled.
 
         Tomorrow? I asked, recovering.
 
          
         Okay, he shrugged. He was an agreeable one, this dark-eyed gardener. Tomorrow night, I carry you to Todi.
 
         I went back to the villa, overwhelmed, and sat alone in my bedroom, waiting impatiently for the day to end and the next one to begin.
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         I HAD GONE TO ITALY to take a break from New York City, where I had lived for the past seven years. An old acquaintance who owned a hotel had invited me to spend a month in his village, and Id jumped at the chance.
         
   
         An imposing Russian named Boris greeted me at the Rome airport. He stood six and a half feet tall, wore an American flag bandanna around his head, and had the look of someone who had killed ferocious animals and probably human men with his bare hands.
 
         You want caff? he asked. I shook my head, groggy from the overnight flight, and he grabbed my suitcase and ushered me out to a gleaming silver Mercedes. I leaned against the window, and Boris fired up the engine and sped down the A1 Autostrada del Sole, the highway of the sun. As Boris executed a series of tight and sudden turns, the bright ipermercati and stinking gypsy encampments of Rome faded into flat farmland, stretching wanly from the highway.
         
 
         A silent hour later, we flew up a slope, took a quick left, and zoomed by a white sign that read in no-nonsense black letters, COLLELUNGO.
 
         Welcome in Collelungo, Boris said grimly. Ko-lay-loon-go.
         
 
         On each side of the street, vast fields stretched out, green, brown, gold, each square plot carved perfectly into the landscape. A worn old man on an azure tractor was tilling his earth. We zipped by mud-covered pigs, lolling in the shade under the watch of a grizzled farmer in high rubber boots, and a group of captive grazing deer, and we turned onto a dirt-and-gravel road. Bouncing along, I felt a bit like royalty, protected from the glaring sun and billowing dust in the cool, leather-lined backseat of a luxury car.
         
 
         We arrived at a secluded hilltop with two new villas and a sparkling pool. Boris led me up a small path to a two-bedroom stone structure with high, wood-beamed ceilings. He nodded stoically as he dropped my bags in the open living room and then departed. I heard the Mercedes barrel down the road, and saw it moments later climbing up the next hill, a little silver toy car in the distance.
 
         Gazing out at the hill, I understood why they called Umbria il cuore verde dellItalia, the green heart of Italy. The hills were covered in thick blankets of pine, each tree indistinguishable from the next, each branch choked with needles.
         
 
         I found a bottle of red wine, poured a glass, and took it out to the terrace, a flat cement space with a bright blue tiled table and four wrought-iron chairs. Across the small valley rose a large and improbably round hill. The air was hot and dry, and all was still but for the intermittent sounds of insects chirping. I was alone in a foreign place. No Internet, no phone service. I felt a familiar, disconcerting sensation, the passing sort that you forget about until it emerges again, by surprise. After the bustle of travel, I sat down, took a breath, gazed out at the exotic landscape beyond, and wondered in a mute panic: Now what?
 
         Now, two unexpected things: first, grown men gallivanting around a pool stark naked. Second, a cake race.
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         SINCE THERE WAS AN AZURE pool just below my villa, and since it was sweltering, I decided to take a dip at around noon on my second day in Collelungo. Though we were in the hills, the air was so unyielding that when a rare breeze passed, you let out a moan of relief. I carried my towel down to the water.
         
 
         You have arrived! my host, a Neapolitan named Sergio,exclaimed, emerging from his own poolside villa, a sarong wrapped around his substantial waist. He kissed me on both cheeks. How did you sleep?
         
 
         Great, I said. Actually, I had spent half the night staring at the ceiling and repositioning the weak fan.
 
         Im happy to hear it, he said. Listen, I prefer to be nudo when I swim. For you, is this a problem?
         
 
         Oh goodness, of course not, I said.
 
         Its important, he said, undoing his sarong, for me to feel liberated.
 
         Soon thereafter, two Roman friends of Sergiosa man and a woman in their fortiescame up from the villa. They waved at me and stripped off all their clothes.
 
         Also, I would like for you to be the judge for the town cake contest, Sergio said. I had no idea what that was, but I agreed.
 
         Excellent, he said, diving into the pool.
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         THE NEXT DAY, SERGIO EXPLAINED Il Concorso della Torta, or the cake contest. I had arrived in July, festa season in Italy, during which each village celebrates the glory of its existence by throwing dozens of outdoor dinners and setting up fairs, performances, dance parties, motorcycle races, and the requisite somber march through the center of town while carrying representations of Ges and Maria Madre.
         
 
         The villagers plan their lives around these events. Sergio had wrangled a spot on the planning committee for the cake contest, and as such he had selected all his foreign friends as judges, surely angering the townspeople in an attempt to impress upon them that he was a great sophisticate. On my third day in town, I accompanied Sergio to the local bar, where he was meeting with two other members of the committee.
 
         The bar, Le Stelle, sat at the edge of the village on Via Todi, the street that connected the nearby city of Todi to main roads and highways. Sergio and I sat down at a white plastic table on the patio. The other committee members, two young women with notebooks and clipboards, joined us and began discussing something with Sergio. I gazed over the railing. The slope dropped sharply beyond the bar into a deep valley and then rose up again. The valley was alternately thick with trees and cut into neat farmland, tiny vegetable plots, olive groves. Above it sat another small town, punctuated by a delicate bell tower.
         
 
         While Sergio and the women talked, several men were attempting to change a lightbulb in one of the fixtures hanging high above the bar. One short, balding fellow with bright blue eyes was sucking on a cigarette and talking nonstop as a pair of twinsone fat and one thinsteadied a ladder.
 
         Che stupidi! said the blue-eyed man. He thought they were doing it wrong.
 
         A tall, skinny boy with straw-blond hair tucked beneath a trucker hat was alternately puffing on a cigarette, climbing toward the light, and staring at me hungrily. I averted my eyes.
 
         As the lightbulb change evolved into some sort of loud Italian drama that I could not comprehend, another young man stepped out of the bar. He lit his own cigarette and paced around the ladder. Then, losing interest, he walked over to the table and sat down in the seat next to me, leaning back, legs outstretched. He didnt acknowledge my presence, or anyones, really. They all continued talking as he smoked and listened.
 
         I looked on nonchalantly. Blas, controlled, taking it all inthe new language, the blooming surroundings. Inside, however, I was engulfed in flames; from my belly to my neck, I was burning.
 
         The man next to me frowned and ignored me entirely. I snuck a look. Two silver hoop earrings  la George Michael, a chain around his neckthose are never positive signs. Danger, cautioned my brain. Yes, please, chirped my body. He had a sweet, boyish face, bow lips, dimples, wrinkles across his forehead, a deep tan. He was in his late twenties, I guessed, and rugged, unshaven, with callused hands. His eyes were large and dark, with heavy lids, slanting imperceptibly downward to give him a sympathetic expression. He wore blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and worn brown leather sandals. Nothing special, my brain suggested. My body grabbed my brain in a choke hold and hissed, We must have him, you fool. No matter what, he must be ours. I sat nodding as the cake discussion ended, and then drove back to the castle with Sergio.
         
 
         The next day, Sergio invited me to the town lunch. The entire population of Collelungo conversed and ate at picnic tables outside the central schoolhouse. Across from my allotted seat was the man from the bar, silver hoops and all, sitting in a slouch. I followed suit.
 
         We were served antipasto by local women carrying large tinfoil trays: fried breaded vegetables, gigantic olives stuffed with meat, crostini covered in marinated mushrooms, garlicky tomato bruschetta, salami, prosciutto, capicolathe pig, every which way. I sat there, outwardly composed, picking at the vegetables.
 
         So, what does everyone here do? I asked Sergio.
 
         Theyre all lazy, good for nothing, Sergio said in English, which nobody understood. Hes a cabinetmaker, but he doesnt really work, he gestured at the balding, blue-eyed man from the bar. These guys go to a factory or something, he pointed to the two dark-haired men. That one is in construction, he said of the sinewy blond who had stared at me from the ladder.
 
         And him? I gestured subtly at the object of my obsession.
 
         Hes a real artist, Sergio said. A musician.
 
         I had spent my whole life developing a healthysome might say epicsense of irony. And for what? Faced with an Italian musician, I was helpless.
 
         That night, I lay in bed and imagined rolling down a hill with
 
         the musician, bodies intertwined. Since it was a fantasy, the grass was pillow soft and we were not injured during our cascade, and when we reached the bottom, we kissed passionately.
         
 
         The next day, I reminded myself that I was not here to attempt to captivate Italian musicians who displayed no interest in me anyway. This was not Cancn. Therefore, I was going to concentrate my energies on reading and writing.
 
         But none of my intellectual pursuits could save me. On the evening of the cake contest, I dressed in a blue cotton shift and walked down to the village center with my heart pounding and my palms sweaty. I knew I had a chance at seeing the musician again.
 
         The townspeople were gathered outside the grocery store in anticipation of something. I peered into the crowd, and there, in the center, stood the musician, wearing leather sandals and holding a white plastic megaphone. He was announcing, with vigor, the details of the current activity. I stood to the side, awaiting the athletes, or cars, or horses. Or maybe it would be a motorcycle race, at top speed, down the steep hills. The people began to applaud.
 
         I turned around: A rotund, freckle-faced thirteen-year-old boy wearing a straw hat bobbed along on the back of a meandering donkey. The boy held in his mouth the end of a silver spoon upon which balanced an egg. For the entire length of the block, the crowd went wild as the boy, deep in concentration, steered the animal toward the finish line. When he had arrived with an intact egg, another young boy set off on his own donkey. Ultimately, there was a total of two donkeys in attendance, so the boys competing had to trade off. At least you could say that these people were not focused on instant gratification.
 
         I, on the other hand, would have loved instant gratification. I tried to will the musician to meet my gaze, which he eventually did. For a few seconds we both stood still, separated by a donkey, a crowd, and twenty feet of sidewalk. And then he was swept up by the mass of people on the street. I exhaled, delighted, and headed to my post at the cake contest.
         
 
         The contest was held in the one-room schoolhouse, where two long tables had been pushed together. Local women brought their cakes, which, with the exception of some round fruit-and-nut numbers, were elaborately decorated. It was the summer of the Italian World Cup victory, and one woman had crafted a green sheet cake in the shape of a soccer field, complete with small plastic goals and a tiny ball embedded in an Italian flag made of frosting. There was a chocolate cake covered in candied red roses, a white powdered cake decorated with fresh-picked pink and purple lilies, a large tiramisu with the word Collelungo perfectly punched out on top, a cake displaying a to-scale rendering of the town chapel. There were thirty-seven cakes in total, and the judges panel, made of four Americans, two Brits, a Dutchwoman, and a token local man, was prepared for a taste test. Organizers brought us forkfuls on plastic plates, which we were to eat and score.
         
 
         About ten cakes in, the judges experienced a collective bout of sorrow. It seemed unlikely, but was apparently entirely possible, that every single cake produced by the inhabitants of an Italian town would be repulsive. By the time wed reached the twentieth cake, we were desperate, and a little physically ill. These contestants, these kind people, most of whom looked to be very promising bakers, with their soft tummies and jolly faces, were cursed. Not one of them had learned to make a tasty, or even edible, cake. Instead, their wretched creations were dry and flavorless, or strangely flavored, sweet but cloying, with the faint scent of chemical pistachio. The filling either had too much or too little sugar, and nobody had managed to coat their cake in smooth, creamy frosting. Rather, the stuff crumbled and cracked. Cakes that contained nuts were mealy, and the fruit tarts tasted of cheap apricot jelly. The Collelungese milled about the room innocently, the whole deprived lot of them having never tasted a decent cake.
         
 
         Im going to vomit, whispered an American to my left as she scored a cake without taking a bite.
 
         You have to taste them before you rate them, I growled. Its not right.
 
         Morals fade when things get tough, and by cake twenty-six, I too had begun to rate them without so much as a sniff.
 
         In the end, the winner triumphed only because of the aesthetic accomplishment of her creation. We foreigners awarded top honors, one hundred euros, to a petite blonde who had decorated her sheet cake with a butterfly made entirely of fruit floating in a sky of kiwis. Its wings were a medley of peaches and currants, green grapes, strawberries, and nectarines, and its body was made of blackberries. It even had eyes of round candy and a smile made of red licorice. We figured that the face alone warranted a victory.
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         CRAP CAKE WAS A MINOR disappointment compared to the glaring absence of the musician. I figured that he would arrive, seeing as the whole of the village was packed into the schoolhouse. I wandered out, pushed through the crowd, and stood on the steps, searching for him on the lawn, but he was a no-show. I looked down at my blue shift. I had brought only one dress with meI had to meet him that night, during its premiere appearance.
         
 
         Sergio was heading to the bar, so I accompanied him down Via Todi. Outside Le Stelle, dozens of hatchbacks were crowded into tight spaces lining the road. I followed Sergio past the loiterers standing by the door in a thick haze of cigarette and cigar smoke. And it was that night, at that bar, as I stood stiffly by the magazine rack, that the musician approached me.
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         THE EVENING OF OUR DATE, I put on an ivory sundress borrowed from an American acquaintance in the villa below and waited. And waited. The sky grew dark. I waited. I slumped in an armchair. I tried to read a magazine and threw it to the floor. I reapplied eyeliner. I whimpered. I waited. It began to pour. I waited. Finally, in the distance I made out a white tin box on wheels chugging up the hill, its little lights dim. I slogged through the muck to the edge of the driveway. There he was, my gardener-prince. He got out of the car. Was he shorter than I? Not quite. Was he wearing a tunic? He was. These were details. We kissed on both cheeks.
         
 
         I take you to see Todi, he said, referring to the nearest city for miles. But first, I must stop at my boss house.
 
         Ahi Velasquez, dove porti la mia vita, crooned a melancholy old Italian on the radio. I told Emanuele that I loved the song. It was written from the point of view of a lowly sailor, one far from home and under the command of a great Spanish explorer, making his way across the ocean to conquer new worlds, Emanuele explained in labored, broken English. Oh Velasquez, where are you carrying my life? The white car clamored along, past thick woods and broad fields lit by lightning.
         
 
         The bosss old stone house was a gloomy-looking rectangular structure off a main road somewhere on the way to Todi. In the thunderstorm, the place was especially foreboding, the swaths of land beyond it black. I could hear the problem: The lightning had shorted the alarm system, which was letting out high-pitched electronic whoops. A man appeared at the front door, holding a flashlight.
 
         Hello! he called cheerily in a British accent. Sound wont stop!
 
         As we made our way to the house, through the flooded dirt driveway, I looked to my left. An enormous creature was barreling through the dark. I squinted as it made its way closer, and just when I realized that it was a dog, it pounced.
         
 
         Is Bianca, Emanuele hollered down as he went into the house. She is crazy.
 
         The immense white dog threw her paws over my shoulders, and we stood like ballroom dancers in the moonlight. Then she slid down my body, performed the universal canine boogie of delight, and ran away. I looked at the white dress. It was streaked with lines of mud. The alarm screeched on.
 
         I sat in the car until the sound stopped, impotently dabbing at the dress. Emanuele soon returned bathed in sweat and dirt, wearing just a white undershirt, his button-down in his arms. He shrugged; the incident seemed unremarkable to him.
 
         You want to go to the pub now? he asked.
 
         I gestured to my muddy dress.
 
         Instead, we drove up to Todi, perched at the top of the highest hill for miles. Emanuele parked the car, and we navigated on foot through tight cobblestone alleyways until we emerged at the base of a dark chapel. We could see the lights of all the villages rolling up and down into the horizon. We sat at the top of steep stone steps that led to a path some two hundred feet below, and Emanuele showed me photos on his cell phone of his nephew and his horse. Emanuele was pleasant enough, I thought. He would do for a casual romp.
 
         On the way back to the villa, Emanuele stopped the car in the middle of the empty dirt road and turned to me. He cupped my face in his hands and kissed me.
 
         Two days later, when the English boss had returned to London, we made our way to the now-vacant estate. There, we stripped and climbed in the hot tub, which sat slightly elevated on a vast expanse of flatland punctuated by small tracts of dense forest.
 
         I now know what they mean when they say Italian Stallion, I said.
 
          
         What is Italian Stallion? Emanuele asked. We had some issues with cross-cultural humor.
 
         Stallone italiano? I guessed.
 
         Emanuele grinned widely. I like this! I am  Italian Stallion.
 
         Over the next three weeks, my days were spent either with Emanuele or awaiting him. Every evening, we landed at the only restaurant in the vicinity, a modest pizza-and-pasta joint called Rosa dei Venti that looked out over golden hills. I always ordered the crispy, cheesy, verdant arugula pizza, sprinkled with parmigiano, while Emanuele went for the sausage pie. Emanuele promised to repair the broken fence around an innkeepers property in exchange for a private room in the nearby town of Morruzze, where we could stay without all of Collelungo spying through the shutters.
         
 
         They are expert of gossip, Emanuele noted of the ladies who sat on the outskirts of the piazza, craning their arthritic necks as we drove through town.
 
         The room in which we conducted our loud affair was a simple, rigorously clean space with a bed and a shared bathroom out in the hall. It was owned by a pair of identical twins who replaced the towels every day. Nobody ever stopped by. The window looked directly at an ancient red chapel, over roofs shingled with terra-cotta, and into the Umbrian expanse. Looking down, I saw a balcony covered in herb plants and a slim, cobblestone alleyway.
 
         Sei bella da morire, Emanuele said as we lay together. Sei bellissima.
 
         I was so beautiful he could die! I faked modesty. No, Im not, I said feebly.
 
         Emanuele became cross; subtlety usually gets lost in translation.
 
         I tell you you are beautiful because is true, he said. I dont tell you for you. I tell you because I think it. If you have no good breast, I dont say, Oh, you have good breast. Because its not true.
 
          
         Im sorry, my love, I begged. And thank you.
 
         Emanuele carried with him an acoustic guitar, which leaned against the pensione wall. He picked it up and lay back on the bed, brown and shirtless. There, with the hills beyond him, he began to strum and sing, his voice at once soft and gravelly. His silver hoops, his dimples: I sat at the edge of the bed on my knees, gazing at him. He was working on a song for me, in which he discussed our mutual destinymysterious, confused. We arent born twice, he sang in Italian. We only own the present moment. And if he had the courage of an ancient warrior (un guerriero antico), he would make of me not a glorious conquest (una conquista gloriosa) but the most beautiful pearl in all the world (la perla pi bella).
         
 
         I thought about my little, furiously hot apartment in New York, and about the boys at the coffee shop with their subscriptions to Harpers and their iPods playing Neutral Milk Hotel. I wondered if we were indeed bound together, Emanuele and I. I wondered if he was my bedimpled, melodic destiny. He shot me a lazy smile. I figured I could give this thing a try.
         
 
         If there is in fact such a thing as a cosmically mandated path, I was skipping dumbly down it in my underwear, to an Italian folk soundtrack.
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               MY LAND IS BARE OF CHATTERING FOLK; 
 THE CLOUDS ARE LOW ALONG THE RIDGES,  
 AND SWEETS THE AIR WITH CURLY SMOKE 
 FROM ALL MY BURNING BRIDGES.
               
 
               DOROTHY PARKER
               

            

         
 
         THREE YEARS EARLIER, I HAD arrived for my first day on the job at a lifestyle magazine in midtown Manhattan. According to television shows, magazine offices were glossy and modern, with white walls and pops of bright color, models gliding around clutching portfolios, slick editors swaggering across the spotless art deco tiles. But when the elevator opened on the twenty-eighth floor, I stepped onto worn gray carpet and was enveloped in air thick with estrogen and chemical geranium. Several rickety green chairs sat unused in the foyer, and two doors led into the offices. At the main desk sat an elderly woman with a curled black bob and thick glasses.
         
 
         How may I help you? she asked.
 
         Im Justine van der Leun, I said. Starting work today.
 
         Josephine? she strained.
 
          
         Justine.
 
         She dialed a number. Oh, okay, I have a Josephine here, okay?
 
         This was our receptionist. I would soon learn her habits: burning popcorn in the microwave, cloaking the windowless bathroom with floral room fresheners, answering the phone only 40 percent of the time. She would never learn my name.
 
         This is Justine, I said, picking up my ringing phone, a year into my time at the magazine.
 
         Justine  you  hello? Is this Jennifer? she asked.
 
         I had gone into publishing because I wanted to be near words, and because I possessed
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