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Chapter 1 – The Mega-Snack
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COMMERCIAL 1 — Hungry? — Drop dead! — Thirsty? — Drop dead! — Got it? — Drop dead! DROP DEAD PIZZERIA & RESTAURANT, 541 Everardo Malagodi Street. And every Monday: the Drop Dead All-You-Can-Eat Pizza Deal! End of commercial.

Good morning, listeners! Welcome to Radio Sugo 102 FM Stereo. This is your host, Giovanni Postiglione, talking to you ; on the boards, we have Jacopo Leopardi. Taking your calls at the switchboard: Fabrizia Santo del Giorno.

But before we kick off our magical lineup, a quick commercial break! We'll be right back on Radio Sugo!

Jingle: Radio su su – Radio su su – Radio Sugoooooooooooooooo!

COMMERCIAL 2 — Do you know anyone who drives better than Pino Paritario? — Nope! Not a soul! — Pino Paritario's Minivan and Truck Rental with Driver. For info, call Pino Paritario (aka "Slick") at 347 888 8950. If he doesn't answer, it’s because he’s driving. — Craving a van? Call our man Pino! — Need a truck? Always Pino, no luck! End of commercial.

Welcome back live to Radio Sugo, with you until around noon. Today, we are going to cook the best eggplant parmigiana ever. Trim your eggplants and cut them into round slices, about half a centimeter thick. Sprinkle them with coarse salt and place them in a colander to drain for two hours...

Giovanni goes on describing the recipe, pretending to be in his ultimate dream kitchen. In reality, he is in his living room, sitting at the good dining table with background music playing. In front of him, there are no eggplants, no oil, no tomatoes.

There is only the polished wooden table and a professional microphone bought on Amazon for seventy-one euros and thirty-four cents—a price Giovanni knows by heart like a prayer. Since he doesn't have the ingredients, he mimics them: the knife slicing the eggplants, the running tap water, the sizzle of frying. Listening to him, it sounds completely real. The makeshift Foley artist is totally believable.

Who is listening to him? He printed a thousand business cards on Vivaprinting.com: Radio Sugo 102 FM Stereo. 364d Tiburtina Street, Rome. Show: Learn to Cook with Giovanni. Neapolitan Recipes. Non-Stop. It has the radio link and a QR code. He dropped the cards into the neighborhood mailboxes and left them at the counters of the local grocery stores near his house. For now, twenty-eight ladies living in the area tune in.

Giovanni Postiglione is an assistant chef—well, he was an assistant chef. He hasn't worked for almost a year. He has two teenage kids, Paolo and Lucia, and every morning he wakes up with two constant thoughts: what to put on the table today, and how to pay for everything else. On the fridge, there's a bill he flips backward before the kids can see it. On the kitchen table, right under the seventy-one euro and thirty-four cent microphone, lies another bill he hasn't yet found the courage to flip over.

So, to survive in this expensive world, he started a web radio station. He named it Radio Sugo. He runs it with a smartphone, an old PC, and that Amazon microphone. He does everything himself: host, producer, manager, and ad space salesman. By the way—the producer Jacopo Leopardi and the switchboard girl Fabrizia Santo del Giorno don't actually exist.

COMMERCIAL 3 — Mom, the kids at school call me "The Snack Monster"! — Oh sweetie, maybe because you really go to town on the snack cakes—it kind of shows! Honey, what can we do? — Mom, let's go to "In Pellet We Trust" at 14 Piero Dalla Vecchia Street! — Wood pellets? What does that have to do with anything? — With pellets, we heat the house, save on the heating bill, and use the extra cash to buy fresh fruits and veggies! — You genius! This week only: two bags of premium conifer pellets with ultra-low ash residue for just 5.99 euros a kilo. — Mom, isn't that wonderful? — Let's run to "In Pellet We Trust"! End of commercial.

The cooking show is over. The radio plays a selection of royalty-free music. Giovanni makes a ham and cheese sandwich for the kids and records another commercial.

COMMERCIAL 4 — Laugh it up, laugh it up! — 'Cause Mom is bringing the noise! — Boom! Fireworks and firecrackers by Nino Manomolle Ltd, 25 Province Avenue, right next to the IP gas station. — Nino Manomolle: make your life go off with a bang! End of commercial.

Giovanni sits at the living room table, his seventy-one euro and thirty-four cent microphone turned on and headphones over his ears. In front of him, there is no flour, no cooked wheat grains, no ricotta cheese. There is only the empty space of the polished wooden table.

Giovanni (into the mic): "...And now, friends of Radio Sugo, here is the secret. Hear that? This is the sound of the pastry dough wrapping around the filling. A warm embrace of sugar and love."

He drums his fingers rhythmically on the table, producing a dull, soft sound that, filtered through the microphone, really sounds like hands working dough. He half-closes his eyes, visualizing his imaginary kitchen.

Giovanni: "Can you smell the orange blossom water? I can... It’s the very soul of Naples entering your homes..."

Right then, the metallic rattle of keys in the lock shatters the atmosphere. The door swings open, and his two teenage kids, loaded down with backpacks and exhaustion, walk in much earlier than expected. They freeze on the threshold, staring at their father, who is stroking an empty table with his eyes closed, talking to himself into a microphone.

Paolo (the oldest): "Dad... Uh, what are you doing? Why are you petting the table?"

Giovanni jumps. The sudden movement shakes the mic stand, causing a loud screech in his headphones. He looks at his kids, then at the empty space in front of him, then back at his kids.

Giovanni (stuttering): "I... I was... I was just explaining how to make pastiera to the ladies in the neighborhood. Jacopo, in the booth, said that..."

Lucia (the youngest): "Jacopo who? Dad, it’s just us in this house. And there isn't even a whiff of pastiera. There's only the smell of overdue bills. Speaking of which, I'm out of data."

The silence that follows is awkward. Giovanni looks around his makeshift studio. The magic of Radio Sugo vanishes under the cynical, practical gaze of teenagers who have to face real life—the kind that can't be solved by convincing sound effects.

Paolo (dropping his backpack with a thud): "Dad, do the ladies in the neighborhood know we’ve been living on bread and ham for three days while you tell them stories about orange blossoms?"

Giovanni (taking off his headphones with dignity): "Cooking is an art, kids. And art can be made with pure imagination when you run out of eggs. If I don't broadcast, who’s going to buy ad space for 'In Pellet We Trust' or the 'Drop Dead Brothers'? How do we pay the bills, your phone data, your sneakers?"

Lucia (stepping up to the seventy-one euro and thirty-four cent microphone): "Some art..." She grabs an empty cracker wrapper and crinkles it right next to the microphone membrane. "There. Tell the ladies this is the sound of puff pastry crunching between your teeth. At least this is a real noise."

Giovanni looks at her. For a second, he wants to scold her, but then he realizes that his kids—teenagers though they are—have figured it out: Radio Sugo is their last resort to get by.

The ice is broken between the father, Paolo, Lucia, and Radio Sugo. Together, they share the sandwich.

Lucia says, "Dad, you could make the sounds of a great amatriciana. Then a delicious T-bone steak with a side of roasted potatoes."

Paolo adds, "I’ll take a tiramisu and a macchiato, too."

Giovanni grabs the microphone and delivers his best performance yet. The kids laugh, entertained, and head to their rooms. The former assistant chef gets back to work. He records commercial number five.

COMMERCIAL 5 — Good evening, ma'am, can I offer you something? — Yes, please, an encyclopedia. — Here you go. Osmondo Fragile Bookstore – 3 Robinie Street. New books, used books, full stationery supply. — Osmondo Fragile: a book for every answer. Even for the weird questions. End of commercial.

Giovanni repositions himself, adjusts the Amazon mic stand, and nods toward the empty room, as if Jacopo Leopardi were actually there behind a soundproof glass pane, giving him the cue.

"Welcome back to Radio Sugo, my friends. Are you still out there?"

He takes an old ring of keys and makes them jingle with obsessive care near the microphone.

"This is the sound of smoked provola cheese meeting the knife. You can almost smell the good wood smoke... And now, the miracle."

He places his palms on the dining table and begins making slow, heavy, circular motions. The resulting sound is a dull, damp, almost hypnotic rustle.

"Listen... Can you hear the potato breaking down? This is where the magic happens. Pasta and potatoes isn't just cooked; it’s azzeccata—creamed to perfection. It must become a warm, tight hug. I’m stirring the wooden spoon at the bottom of the earthenware pot... Feel how it resists? That is the resistance of love, my ladies."

He closes his eyes, ignoring his growling stomach for a moment. For a split second, the smoky scent of provola really seems to rise from the empty table.

"And now, the final touch: the parmesan rind melting and stretching... Sssh... Hear how gently it sizzles?"

He brings his mouth close to the mic and mimics a soft, sweet hiss, a breath passing through his teeth.

"Radio Sugo brings the sunshine of Naples straight to your table, even when it’s raining outside. Stay tuned—after the break, I’ll reveal the trick to stop your potatoes from turning brown!"

He hits the Play button on the final jingle.

Radio su su...
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