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To my dear readers,

It’s hard to believe that The Good Wine is my tenth novel. For fourteen years, I have written full time, spending my days inside worlds of my own imagination where characters collide, faith is deepened, love is discovered, and dreams come true.

It is within this world that I have met people who have changed me in some way, who have allowed my own faith to be strengthened, and who have challenged me to reach deeper, try harder, and write better. Every word, every scene, every story comes from my heart but is inspired by those I meet and by those I aspire to be, in real life and in my imagination.

When I wrote Whispering Vines six years ago, Marta went from a collection of words on my computer screen to a real person with a past and a story. I knew when I first met her, wandering through the fictional fields of Belle Uve with Alex, that I had to write about her and tell the story she had to tell, but I was not ready. It took these past six years, and the creation of other characters, for me to truly know who Marta is and how best to share her story with you. It had to be something special, something that incorporated my faith, my writing, my love of both Italy and my home state of Maryland, and a few characters from past books (not just the obvious ones). I wanted Marta’s feelings and her story to be recognizable to people of all ages. I hope that you will find this to be the case.

Ten novels and fourteen years of writing—in some ways, it’s a very short time, but all those years are worth celebrating, and there are many people with whom I’d like to celebrate this achievement. I could not write these books or continue on this path without the love and encouragement of my tribe. Anne, Tammi, Dotty, Chandi, Ronnie, Marian, Victoria, Michelle, Laurie, Donna, Jeanne, and Susan, you are my sounding board, my literary team, my publicists, my inspiration, and my best friends. It sounds like I should be paying you! But you all pay me every day with your love and support. You help me with everything from story ideas to beta reading, by taking me to places that inspire me, and by praying for and with me. So much of my writing would not exist without you. I love you all so much and pray for you daily.

Cheryl, Cindy, Debbie, one a lifelong friend, one a college roommate, and one a fellow elementary school mom, you all have been a part of my life for so many years. I cannot imagine doing this without you. Thank you for encouraging me, for sharing my books with others, and for being my dear, dear friends. I hope you know how much I love you all.

Mom, Dad, Mom Schisler, Lisa, and Chrissy, my loving family, cheerleaders, promotors, supporters, traveling partners, and prayer warriors, thank you for being there for me, for loving me, and for being the important people you are in my life. Ken, Rebecca, Katie Ann, and Morgan, thank you for being the light in my life, the smile on my face, and the joy I find in each day. I love all of you. 

Thank you, God, for all these years of doing what I love and for bringing all these people, real and fictional, into my life. 

If you’re ever in Florence, be sure to ask for Antonella Fantoni. You can ask for her by name through Vince at Plan It Italy. You won’t regret it. She’s an amazing guide, and I’m so happy to now call her my friend. 

To those I have mentioned, to my friends, my readers, and all who have touched my life in some way, I say, life is short; drink the Good Wine. 

Saluti!
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To all those who love. To those who loved and lost, and to those who loved, lost, and then found. May you always drink the good wine.

“I have found the paradox, that if you love until it hurts, there can be no more hurt, only more love.”

- Daphne Rae

Often attributed to St. Mother Teresa of Calcutta
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Chapter One
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1 June 1983

I think I’m too old to begin, Dear Diary, or with some other such opening. I’ve never journaled before, but Zia Isabella insists that I journal while I am here in America this summer, the last summer of my freedom, as my university flat mates were calling it before I told them all goodbye in Florence and boarded my plane to Baltimore. 

Graduation was just a week ago, and here I am, lying on what is now my bed at Zia Isabella’s house in Little Italy. I only met my aunt once when I was a child, but she has always been a part of my life, my papà’s younger sister who mysteriously fled Italy during The War. I am here spending my summer abroad, as they say, visiting art museums, taking pictures, perfecting my English—this is why I write in English in this journal and not in Italian—and learning about the American states. In the fall, after I return, I will marry Piero, the love of my life, and he will take me away from our family’s vineyard where I have spent almost my entire boring life, listening to my papà always searching for the way to make un buon vino, a good wine—il primo wine, no, the best wine. Sometimes I feel all that matters in the world is wine, and now Piero is working on il vineyard, too, but he does not care about wine. He wants to teach, and I want to work in museum. This is what I count days for, to marry Piero and live away from Belle Uve. I am tired of living on a vineyard and yearn to stay in Firenze. I hated to say goodbye to my flat mates and our adventures at university, and I can’t wait to be back in city, this time with Piero.

He wrote to me as soon as I left Italy, maybe before. His letter arrived today, so he must have sent it before or on the day I left for it to arrive so soon. That makes me as happy as a schoolgirl, which I am only a few days past being. 

This afternoon, with screen door slamming behind me as I entered la casa, I heard Zia Isabella’s still accented voice calling to me with exciting, of exciting? in exciting? Allora...

She called, “Marta, you have a letter! Es from Piero.” 

I followed the sound of her voice to the kitchen, the bag with my camera bouncing against my hip. Zia Isabella seems always to be in the kitchen. She once told me that cooking makes her feel like she is back in Italy. Why she has never returned to Italy, I do not know. Nobody does. The War was over many years ago, and still, she will not return. She says she is American now even if she will always be Italian in her heart.

When I walked through the doorway, my beautiful zia, wearing an apron and her hair tied in a neat chignon behind her head, was waving an envelope in air. She was smiling, and her eyes twinkled. Even nearing fifty, she is beautiful with her raven hair and olive skin. I hope that I have those same genes and look that good when I am old. Not that Zia Isabella could ever be old, but allora, she is almost fifty.

“Already?” I asked her in Italian. Even though I promised Zia Isabella I would only speak English, when I am excited, that is not so easy to remember. It feels like weeks since I have seen Piero, and my hand trembled as I tore open the letter. The letter began,

“My dearest Marta, How I miss you. The sun does not shine the same, and the birdsong is filled with melancholy notes.”

My heart elevarsi when I read the rest of the letter, and by the time I was finished, tears streamed down my face. I could not help it. I missed him so much.

Zia Isabella asked if everything was all right. I told her that everything is bene, that Piero misses me but is working hard. 

Before I left, Papà told me that he was very pleased with the vines so far and that he was just as pleased with Piero’s hard work. The spring was bene to us, not too much or too little rain, and Piero is happy about spending the summer working on the vineyard with Papà. He hopes to have enough money, by the time I return, to buy us a house in Firenze. I will miss Mamma e Papà, but I want so much to live in the city and work at Il Uffizi while Piero teaches at university.

When I tried to smile through my tears, Zia Isabella grabbed my hand and squeezed it. She asked if I miss Piero very much, and I do, but I am so happy to be here this summer. I am very happy to have this summer with the aunt I have always wanted to know better, who spoiled me from afar, and whose voice I only heard on Christmas and on mio birthday, sounding distant amidst the crackling on the phone.

As I wrote before, Zia Isabella fled Italy during the war, and to this day, she has never told a soul why or what happened. She and Zio Roberto disappeared during the night, were married in secret, and made their way to America. Nobody knows how they managed it, but here they are, and here they stay. Neither has ever gone back home even for a short visit, and as sad as that is, it’s also the most romantic story I know. I pray that Piero and I have some kind of romantic story to tell someday. Meeting in study group during exam time does not sound very romantic, but we will have a lifetime to make romance.

We are very different. He loves to teach about mathematics, and I love to study art and take photographs, but we are in love, and this is all that matters. 

Today, before I even knew about the letter, I visited the Baltimore Art Museum. There are so many beautiful works of art that I did not know had been brought to America. I cannot wait to go to Washington this weekend. Zio Roberto says I will be amazed by the National Gallery of Art though he warned that it is no Uffizi.

“No place is like Il Uffizi,” Zia Isabella likes to say, always with a warm smile. She keeps telling me how proud she is that I will work at Il Uffizi. It is the crown jewel of Firenze where, if I want to, I can gaze daily at Botticelli’s Birth of Venus or da Vinci’s The Annunciation. I am in awe each time I walk through the doors, and I cannot believe I will be working there by end of summer.

Allora, first, I want to enjoy this summer with Zia Isabella and Zio Roberto. When I return home, I will have a job and soon a husband. For now, I am still Marta Abelli, free to see the world, and so far I am in love with America. Almost as much as I am in love with Piero.
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Little Italy, Baltimore, June 2019

Marta stood on the docks and looked out over the water. So much had changed in the past thirty-six years, yet so much remained the same. The USS Constellation was still there, rocking on the waves produced by the passing boats. She remembered touring the ship with her Uncle Roberto. Beyond the warship, along the red-brick-paved dock, she recognized the colorful landscape of blue-windowed buildings, red umbrella-covered restaurants, and green slatted roofs over the Inner Harbor shops. The buildings were the same, but many of the names and types of shops had changed. She snapped a few pictures and sighed, recalling the times she had spent on these same docks taking pictures of the boats, the passersby, the gulls overhead, and of...

She shook away the thought and looked around. From what she had seen on her ride from the airport, much of the city outside of the central downtown had lost its allure, no longer holding the charm that was once Charm City, but that was normal of any industrialized city, she supposed. The same could be said of Florence or Rome. According to what she read online, Baltimore’s Little Italy was still a vibrant jewel in the city’s crown with its restaurants, pastry shops, and Italian markets that reminded her of home. She could remember visiting them that summer, listening to the beautiful cadence of her native tongue from the few who still spoke the language. Too many years had gone by, and Marta wondered if there was more Spanish spoken in the city than Italian. She wondered how the Polish and Ukrainian neighborhoods had fared. They were already getting smaller, crowded out by other groups, when she was here those many years ago.

She walked along the bricks, listening to gulls calling out overhead, often drowned out by the laughter of children, the droning of motors, and the blowing whistles of the incoming water traffic. She stopped to watch a family toss breadcrumbs into the harbor; a little girl squealed in delight as a duck scooped a piece of crust into its bill. The scene took her back to a summer day in June, another walk along the dock, the tossing of bread to the ducks, and the warm feeling of a strong hand holding hers.

Marta smiled at the memory. It was a long time ago, but the memory was a cherished one—a stolen afternoon, a secret rendezvous, the thrill of something forbidden and unknown. She took a long, deep breath and pictured his eyes, so warm and caring, the color of the sea she traveled to on holiday so many times—the rich, blue-green hue of the Mediterranean on a hot July day. She remembered once when Nicola was just three, running in the sand along the sea that reminded her of...

She stopped and shook her head. Feeling the same guilt now that she had felt then, she chastised herself for allowing Nicola, her son by Piero, to be part of the memory of that time in her life, a time that was shadowed in secrecy. 

She looked down at the bare finger on her left hand and felt another stab of guilt. Just before she left home at the urging of her dearest friend, Antonella, she had slipped the ring from her hand and placed it gently in her jewelry box. Now, she wondered if that had been wrong, to remove the symbol of her marriage as though she was removing Piero from her life. 

She sighed heavily. Must she still carry so much guilt? She had done nothing wrong, not now and not back then. Allora, almost nothing. In the end, she had not broken her promise and had returned home as she was supposed to. She had gone back to Italy at the end of the summer, married Piero, and after much pain and heartache, they had finally had Nicola, the light of her life who now ran their family vineyard, Belle Uve. She had put all thoughts of that summer behind her, concentrating on her life as a wife and mother, forsaking childish fantasies of things that were never meant to be. She’d had a good life, a happy life, and had lost Piero too soon to a sudden heart attack that had taken him away from her and from their son, now grown and married, a father himself.

But her daughter-in-law, dear, sweet Alexandra, had brought the memories back, forcing them through the wall she’d so carefully constructed, like a break in a damn. Ever since the night she first met her son’s future wife, when Alexandra was nothing more than an American stranger thrust upon them, she had been thinking about Zia Isabella, about the house in Little Italy, and the man she’d left behind. 

Was she here to finally say goodbye to those memories? To put the ghosts of a past life to rest? Or to discover what possibilities lie ahead? Those were questions Marta was not certain she was ready to answer. 
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Marta slipped off her traveling shoes just inside the front door and left them in the lipped, rubber mat that she thought might be the same one that had been there in 1983. She latched the screen door and kept open the storm door to welcome the breeze, then hung her purse in the closet, just as Zia Isabella used to do. She hadn’t opened the house completely in her haste to see the downtown before it got dark, and it was stuffy, smelling faintly of mildew and dust and the other smells that told the age of a house. The furniture was covered with sheets, and she coughed as she pulled them off, throwing dust particles, dead bugs, and who knew what else swirling into the air around her. 

Alexandra had inherited the house from Marta’s aunt, Isabella, always referred to by Alexandra as Signora unless they were talking of Isabella as a young woman, who referred to herself as Isa. The elderly woman had become a surrogate grandmother to young Alex who had been in college when she became Isa’s caretaker. Isabella obviously saw in the quiet, shy girl the woman she would become, bestowing upon Alex not just the house but half of the family vineyard. Marta could easily see why Zia Isabella had been so taken with the young woman. Marta’s son, Nicola, was smitten almost instantly though their road from strangers quarreling over how to run the vineyard to a head-over-heels in love couple was as rocky as the Amalfi coast. Still, Zia Isabella somehow knew that Alex and Nicola were meant to be together just as Marta knew from the moment she met Alex and saw her and Nicola sparring over their everyday routines.

Alexandra and Nicola had traveled to Baltimore after they were married with the intention of selling the house, but something made them hold onto it. Perhaps Alexandra thought they would come back from time to time, an opportunity for her to show their children what her life in America was like. Allora, with two children running the fields to pluck the grapes from the vines, one more ripening in utero, and a vast amount of grapes to tend, Alexandra and Nicola rarely left the vineyard. 

Marta smiled as she pictured their faces when she asked if she could use the house for a few weeks. 

“But Mamma, how will you manage alone?” Nicola had asked, his eyes filled with worry as though she was incapable of traveling alone. 

She’d laughed. “The same way I manage my home, Nicola, and my life in Firenze. What do you think I am? A child who needs looking after?”

As though to prove a point, little Carlos ran into the room, his hands covered with chocolate. “Nonna! Chocolate!”

“I see,” Marta said with a laugh. “Be careful. You’re going to get it everywhere.”

While Alex tended to Carlos, Marta explained her plans to Nicola. She would be gone a few weeks, maybe a month, working on a deal between the Uffizi, where she had gone back to work after Piero’s death, and the National Gallery of Art in Washington. 

“The museum would pay for a hotel,” she told Nicola. “But why should they when you have a house there?”

She explained that the negotiations would take a week or so, and once the decisions had been made about which works of art would be temporarily exchanged, and the ink on the deal was dry, Marta would have time to reconnect with her memories of Zia Isabella and Zio Roberto, the neighborhood, and perhaps an old friend or two...

Nicola raised a brow and inquired as to what friends she had kept in America all these years, but Marta waved him off. 

“You are familiar with social media, no? I have ways of connecting with old friends.”

The truth was, she had not reconnected with old friends, but she had tried stalking a person or two. Her once dear friend, Angela, was nowhere to be found which was terribly disappointing. Her friend, Paul, looked to be happily married, but he almost never posted, and she learned very little about his life. And there was another person in particular she had looked for, had hoped to find living a happy life—or perhaps had dreaded seeing the details of his happy life—but he could not be found. Had he moved? Did he continue to live a secret life of intrigue? Was he...? No, that was a question she refused to ask.

Once Nicola realized she had her mind made up, he relented. And here she was, standing in the little living room of the quiet house surrounded by ghosts. She couldn’t even walk into the cheery, yellow kitchen without expecting to see her aunt. She needed to get used to the feel of the empty house, but her memories were so strong that they pulled her into the past at every turn. Her mind played the sound of dishes clinking, and her nose still detected the scent of her uncle’s cigars mingled with the baking of bread or Italian pastries. Zio Roberto liked to smoke just one cigar each evening after work, and the memory and smell were not unpleasant. 

And from the house down the street, with the grey bricks and white stoop, the eyes that once again had begun haunting her dreams still watched her as she walked by...

3 June 1983

I imagined that the air in America would be filled with the sweet fragrance of wisteria blossoms like it was on the vineyard. I knew the city would be very different from the vineyard, different even from Verona or Firenze, but I didn’t think it would be all brick, house connected to house, no trees, and a closeness that feels stifling. Cars speed by with smelly scarico pouring from the tail pipes, and rifiuti rubbish blows down the street, carried by wind like leaves in fall.

I keep trying to take photographs, but there is not much to see in the small corner of city I am allowed to be in. It is cleaner and ben tenuto, but there is not anything to capture with my camera. My artist’s eye has not spied a single interesting thing so far.

Today, when I was walking, trying desperately to find a good photo opportunity, I stopped and closed my eyes and tried to imagine the smell of grapes on the vine, but instead, I coughed, choking on fumi di scarico and the smell of rotting rubbish coming from the cans at the curbside.

I heard a voice call out, “Are you going to stand there like that all day or just until you breathe in enough (he used a parolaccia – a word I will not repeat) to give you cancer?”

Startled, I opened my eyes and turned toward the house where I saw a boy standing on what I think passes for a portico but was not more than a few steps with a tendalino overhead. I felt heat rise to my face and wanted to hide like a little girl caught doing something naughty. 

I answered in forced English, feeling nervous but not wanting him to know it. I asked, “Is it a crime in America to enjoy the smell of the outdoors?”

The boy shrugged his shoulders and said there wasn’t much to enjoy about it unless you knew how to pick out the good smells from bad. He said that after a while, your nose can identify the good stuff, like when someone is baking bread or making marinara. He said, “Those smells will make you want to stand outside someone’s window all afternoon.” His look led me to believe that he had done just that on many afternoons. 

Then, the boy bounded down the steps like an Olympian and came toward me, and I realized he was not a boy at all. He was almost as tall as Piero, and he had a light shadow on his chin. He came nearer, and I was struck by his boldness.

He stuck out his hand and said, “I’m Paul. And you are?” 

I recalled this strange custom of shaking hands rather than kissing each cheek, and I took his hand. He shook mine heartily. 

I was still nervous and stuttered, “My papà is Pablo, like you. I am Marta. Marta Abelli.”

That boy! He said, “Well, Marta Marta. I’m just Paul. I’ve never met anyone with two first names that are the same. And only my nonna calls me Pablo.”

I wondered, how dare he make fun of me? I cocked my head and narrowed my eyes, and he laughed.

He told me he was just kidding and asked, “So, Marta, are you from Italy? My guess is yes, based on your accent and the fact that you’re staying with Signor and Signora Fonticelli.”

His accent sounded plainly American, unlike Zia Isabella and her friends who all sounded very Italian even after all these years. I wondered if this Paul lived in the house with the tiny portico, or if he was visiting, or perhaps doing work of some sort, but he wasn’t dressed for lavoro. He wore navy shorts and a white t-shirt.

I answered him, “Si. I am visiting mi Zia Isabella.” I watched his eyes as he gave a quick nod.

He told me that Zia Isabella is friends with his mamma but that he didn’t know she had a niece.

I began to ramble. I told him that Zia Isabella is mi papà’s sister, that she left Italy many, many years ago, long before Papà and Mamma met, and that I did not know her well except through letters and a few phone calls though I had visited her here once when I was very little.

“It must be strange, then, to be living there and not really know each other,” he said, and I didn’t know what to say. I have never felt that Zia Isabella was a stranger. 

I told him, “Allora, no. Zia Isabella has always been a part of my life. I have been told that we look alike.”

As his eyes roved over me, I felt exposed and cosciente conscious, self-conscious, I think. He looked at me from head to toe then squinted as though to see me better, and said, “I guess so. I mean, you’re prettier than she is.”

I felt my cheeks grow warm and looked at my feet, and he apologized. 

I smiled and looked up at him, giving him my own assessment. I decided that he was not a man after all. My first assumption was correct. He was younger than me by a few years, just a year or two shy of being a man, but he was tall and had a confidence about him that made him seem older. I told him it was okay and thanked him, but I could not remember the right word I wanted to use. I stammered and strung words together that must not have made sense before asking him for help.

“You mean, compliment?” he asked.

I said si, that was the word I was looking for, but I suddenly felt as though I was saying too much. I did not know this boy.  

Then Paul, that confident, forward, almost-man said, “You know, I could show you around, make sure you know your way and all. I know which bakery has the best cannoli and where it’s safest to walk.” He then pointed to the camera around my neck and asked if I was a photographer. 

I told him that I hope to be someday.

Then, a sudden movement caught my attention, and I turned back toward Paul’s casa. A slightly older version of Paul had stepped onto the portico, but there was no smile, no welcoming wave or attempt to move closer. Something about the man—for this was indeed a man—something about his gaze caught me unawares, and I felt my breath catch in my throat. He stood, staring intently at me, his arms crossed, a frown darkening his features. They looked alike, he and Paul, but where Paul exuded friendliness and openness, this man was shrouded with such fierce coldness it made me shiver. He broke eyes with me, and I was grateful, and he looked at Paul.

His voice was scolding when he said, “Mamma asked you to go to the market. Did you forget?”

Paul answered, “No, I didn’t forget, Dominic. I was just leaving.” Paul turned back to me, and I forced myself to turn my gaze from this Dominic. Paul asked me if I wanted to go to the market with him. His eyes sparkled with hope, but I shook my head and felt sorry for the disappointment that replaced the hope.

I told him that I should be going. Zia Isabella did not expect me to be gone so long.

I watched Paul walk away and knew that I, too, was being watched. I gathered a breath and turned slowly toward the house, but nobody was there. I blinked and wondered where he had gone. Why did I still feel his eyes upon me? A shiver ran down my back as I began slowly walking away. As soon as I was far enough away from the house, I picked up my pace and ran back to Zia Isabella’s. Something about Dominic, I’m not sure what, makes me uncomfortable, and I hope not to see him again.
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Marta told herself that she would spend her first night back in America getting reacquainted with the house. After she texted both Nicola and her best friend, Antonella, to tell them that she had survived her first day there, she moved her clothes into the dresser that had once belonged to her aunt and put fresh sheets on the double bed. She went down the hall and sat on the twin bed in the little guest room and recalled how it looked that summer with photographs stuck in the frame of the mirror and her makeup strewn across the dresser scarf. Lacy, yellow curtains had fluttered in front of an open window where white panels now hung. A light puff of air from the fan overhead stirred them, and Marta smiled. Zia Isabella never liked the air conditioning and rarely turned it on. Roberto used to tell her that they were too old to stand the heat, but her aunt would remind him that open windows were good enough for their family in Italy, and he would not argue with her after that. Then again, Zio Roberto rarely, if ever, argued with Zia Isabella. He was a quiet man who went to work each day and came home for dinner each night, who read the newspaper by the glow of the lamp and spoke as little as possible. His grey beard covered much of his face, and Marta knew from her father that much of the skin on his body was still scarred from the frostbite he suffered as a prisoner of war.

Marta made her way back down the stairs and stopped in the doorway to the kitchen. So many memories flooded back, and she found herself missing her aunt more than ever. There was no sauce cooking on the stove, no dough being rolled and cut into pasta, and no warm bread filling the kitchen with its tantalizing aroma. The yellow paint had faded from lemon rind to banana slices, and the wood floor no longer shined with a high varnish. 

Nicola had arranged for food to be delivered and put away by their cleaning service, but nothing in the refrigerator appealed to her. None of it was what Zia Isabella would have been making had she been here. Marta wondered if the little market on the corner was
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