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Chapter 1

ROME
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WE’D LEFT BEHIND the south’s sharp ocean inlets—its black volcanoes pasted against orange evening skies, its lemon groves and crumbling villages—for Rome. We followed the A1 Autostrada del Sole, the Highway of the Sun, which cuts through the country, straight from Naples to Milan. It was a two-hour drive, first through lush hills; then through flat farmlands, the standard horse vendors displaying their grazing wares for motorists; then past the withered vineyards, the smoky power plants, the stoic gray roadside corporations, the brightly colored Iperstores, the worker-free construction zones of crushed asphalt and detours, the elaborate Autogrills perched like bridges above the road, the Gypsy camps. We drove by it all and then through the concrete tunnels until we hit the capital, rising up around us in the form of shops and apartments, of ancient statues, baroque palaces, sweeping piazzas. My brother Sal and I had been on the road for days and la città eterna was to be our last hurrah before our return to the States.

Our roles in the rental car were always clearly defined: I was the driver, he the navigator. We were finishing up a whirlwind wine-buying trip, so we were pale and exhausted. I own a wine store in New York City and there wasn’t a day that passed without some uninformed individual, a dreamy look on his face, telling me I had the world’s most wonderful job. Such people thought it was glamorous, floating across the Italian peninsula, sipping wine poured from fine bottles, sleeping in villas on sweeping vineyard grounds. They couldn’t be blamed for the misconception; God knows, I’d thought the same thing when I was a kid.

It may be a wonderful job, but it isn’t always glamorous. I had slept in opulent villas and dined with royals, but usually it went like the most recent trip: in the last seven days, Sal and I had hit up almost sixty wineries and tasted countless bottles of wine. We’d woken up at six and gone to bed at four. We’d eaten at truck stops and at two-star restaurants, gobbled down panini in the car, and been forced by our producer-hosts into many long, multicourse, pasta-laden, oil-drenched meals—the kind of experience you’d savor if you did it twice a year, not twice a week. Sometimes it was kind of like working in the world’s best cupcake bakery: no matter how much you love cupcakes, you don’t want five a day, every day for a week. Sal and I had stayed in some moldy roadside hotels, a couple of simple rooms-for-rent, and one medieval castle; had tasted virtual vinegar and the most beautiful wines in the country. I’d spent time listening to a Russian scam artist who guided wine tours and I’d sat in the office of a wine producer whose family had at one time been commissioned by a king. We’d been social hostages, privileged to be included at the family table but also dragged to Italian discos filled primarily with men in tight pants. This was what a typical tasting trip was like, racing around the country, trying to find the best wines for my clients and for myself.

Sal didn’t officially work with me, but he came along because he loved food, he loved wine, he loved the excitement. Round, rosy-cheeked Sal, his head topped with swiftly disappearing red hair, was the reason I was in this business in the first place. He was the one working as a chef, when he was only eighteen, in the little French restaurant in upstate New York, making beef bourguignon and duck à l’orange and chicken cordon bleu to pay for my clothes and my food and my bicycle. He was the one who hired me on as a dishwasher at that restaurant when I was twelve. I would stand on a stool and scrub plates after school, gazing at him with nearly religious devotion as he, baby-faced, clad in a crisp white collarless shirt, yelled at his staff to keep all the knives in place. He was the one who mocked a sous-chef who’d bungled the carving of a leg of veal.

“I bet you my little brother can do a better job than you can,” Sal said to the defeated man. I looked up from my dishes and tried to suppress my joy. I was being given the opportunity of a lifetime, threefold: I could humiliate an adult, impress my brother, and cut meat. “Get over here, Sergio. Show them.”

He was also the reason I had the thick scar on my left thumb, because as I expertly butchered the shank, I looked about the room proudly, lost track of what I was doing, and sliced my finger to the bone.

Despite the injury, I had gone on to make a career of wine and food, while Sal had branched off into business. Now, in addition to running a software consulting company out in the Arizona desert, he acted as my secretary on trips to Italy. He organized my schedule and kept me company in the car, and his payment was a series of excellent meals and lots of wine, both famous and obscure. Over the past fifteen years, we’d drunk wine from botti in Barbaresco, from cement tanks on the Amalfi coast, and from underground urns in freezing Friuli. We’d gambled until dawn at a Slovenian casino, watched an unimpressive show at a blue-collar strip joint in Turin, and spent loud nights with our extended family in the southern Italian ghetto from which we had emigrated long ago. And now we were on our way into Rome for a final meal before our departure for America, and for the most important tasting of the trip—and perhaps of our lives.

I’d had other plans. I wanted to take Sal out to a thank-you dinner at Don Alfonso 1890, a restaurant in Sant’Agata sui Due Golfi, near the coastal village of Sorrento, where we’d gone on vacation when we were kids living in Naples. Don Alfonso was a famous place owned by a well-regarded culinary family, the Iaccarinos. They had long been considered masters of the regional cuisine. A few years earlier, I’d eaten remarkable, refined versions of the area’s most traditional dishes, all made from ingredients grown on the family farm.

I’d been talking it up to Sal and we were excited when we sat down in the sleek white dining room. We didn’t even bother with the menu. I like to let culinary professionals do their thing: I told the waiter that we’d have whatever the chef recommended. We got a bottle of Mastroberardino Taurasi Riserva and waited. We were expecting lamb that had grazed nearby; spicy olive oil; spaghetti with tomato, basil, garlic; fish caught in the bay; local herbs. Then the first dish was set upon the table.

Sal and I looked at each other. Pineapple and foie gras? When the pasta arrived, it involved cheese foam, not basil. The main meat course was laced with curry. This was not the menu I remembered. The food was excellent, but Naples is about eggplant, lemons, mozzarella di bufala, the flavors of my childhood, the produce that grows on the hills. Foams and curries, fruits and pâtés—these were all fine and good, but they had nothing to do with the seaside zone. We could have been eating the same dinner in Hong Kong or Paris.

The chef came out of the kitchen—a young, dark-haired man in a white jacket and rubber clogs. He was Ernesto Iaccarino, the newest generation to enter the business. He introduced himself and we began to talk.

“So, what did you think?” he asked. “Did you enjoy your meal?”

“To be honest,” I said, “I brought Sal here for the traditional menu I had last time. Things have changed. What happened?”

Ernesto nodded. “We don’t serve that anymore,” he said. “It’s too tough. Reviewers want you to have the food they’re accustomed to, and they’re usually accustomed to French stuff. They want modern touches. They want the foams, the unorthodox flavor combinations. We give them what they want so that we can survive.”

It was the scourge of the Michelin star that I recognized. The same thing happened in the world of wine: producers, to keep selling, had taken to shaping their wares according to the tastes of major reviewers. I supposed it was the natural way of things, but it didn’t sit well with me.

“But we still do the traditional stuff,” Ernesto continued. “We’ve got a new place in Rome, called Baby. You’re still around tomorrow, right? I’m going up there; why don’t you let me cook you lunch?”
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THAT WAS HOW WE FOUND OURSELVES in Rome so early in the day, circling the Villa Borghese gardens, the former vineyard converted into gardens by a cardinal in the seventeenth century and currently the city’s lush and extensive central park, around which cars, scooters, and buses raced. The restaurant Baby was in the majestic Hotel Aldrovandi Palace to one side of the whirling traffic, and I took a sharp right-hand turn to pull up to the grand doors.

The restaurant, situated downstairs from the extravagant lobby, was an ethereal series of rooms in gray and glass overlooking the hotel courtyard. Ernesto emerged, welcomed us, and then pushed back through the steel doors and began to work as the restaurant filled up. I ordered a bottle of Vestini Campagnano Pallagrello Bianco “Le Ortole,” a southern white made from grapes picked late in the harvest, the sun having dried them just enough to concentrate their sugars. It smelled of apricots, white flowers, dried honey, and nuts, but to me the value was the images it always conjured up: I usually got the sensation that I was being seduced in a Pompeii brothel before the volcano erupted. Sal and I clinked glasses.

“Al prossimo Giro d’Italia,” I said. To the next tour of Italy.

Ernesto first sent out what technically could have been labeled “eggplant parmigiana,” but was not in any way comparable to the heavy casserole most Americans understand the dish to be. It was, instead, a delicate piece of vegetable art: sweet local eggplant, sliced thin, layered with mozzarella made that morning and highly acidic tomatoes from the foot of Vesuvius, and drizzled with oil. Not only was it unlike the eggplant parm of American red-tablecloth joints, it was different from my mother’s parmigiana di melanzane. But we weren’t there for some good ol’ home cooking. We were there to see how our good ol’ home cooking was conceptualized at another level, how the same flavors upon which we were nurtured, the flavors that made us grow, the first, most common tastes for us, were made by the Iaccarino family.

“Now this is what you were talking about,” Sal said.

Ernesto sent out a pasta next, ravioli di caciotta al pomodorino e basilico, pasta made with flour and olive oil—not with flour and eggs, as is typical in most of Italy. The pockets were the size of a quarter and filled with caciotta—a sheep’s milk ricotta—seasoned with wild marjoram, prepared in small baskets and drained of their liquid, and then topped with little tomatoes, a play on the palate between the flavors of tangy cheese and sharp tomato.

“I could eat this every single day,” I told the waiter. “For my entire life.”

The meal reached its peak with the arrosto di piccione con passato di ceci. I couldn’t figure out exactly how he roasted the squab to so perfectly caramelize the outer skin. But the true beauty of the thing was that the tiny breast was set atop a chickpea purée seasoned with cinnamon, and when I ate it—the bright young peas, the sparkling fresh spice, the crispy bird—I felt that I was somehow tasting liquid gold. Sal’s expression told me that his experience was similar.

After some time, dessert came out: pasticcio di melanzane con cioccolata, squares of sponge cake topped with sweetened ricotta and studded with candied fruit and chocolate pieces. Slices of steamed eggplant—dolce, sweet, like only eggplants grown on Mediterranean soil can be—were placed on top of the mixture, and the whole creation was covered with a white chocolate sauce flavored with Marsala. Eggplant, it seems, was Ernesto’s guest of honor that season.

Ernesto stopped by the table as we were drinking our espresso. “Traditional enough?” he asked. “Did you get what you were looking for?”

Ernesto had indeed done for us what a great chef does for his diner. He’d presented us with artistry—we’d consumed dishes that were the culmination of his vision, talent, history. Sure, you can standardize a great meal and serve it anywhere in the world, just as you might have watched Luciano Pavarotti perform in a great opera in Istanbul. But there was an added value to seeing Pavarotti sing an aria at La Scala in Milan; it was more illuminating to see the man in his element. The meal at Baby was a postcard from the south of Italy, made by a southerner with southern ingredients, with respect to tradition—to the long line of people before him who’d shaped the cuisine—and with respect to the land. Ernesto made us food of the region, the season, the place. You could make the meal all over again in Los Angeles, following a recipe with scientific precision, and it wouldn’t be anything like it.

“I’d say we got what we came for,” I answered. “Thank you.”

But we had actually come to Rome for two things, and the second was far more significant. We’d come to drink some extremely rare wine, and by the time we’d finished up the lunch and I looked at my watch, we were late.
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I GRABBED SAL and rushed him to the street. I’d leave the car at the Aldrovandi because we didn’t have time to find parking. I spotted a yellow cab smushed in the middle of the mass of Roman traffic, of two-seater cars and motorcycles, all weaving at an alarming speed through the narrow streets. The driver of the cab also saw me, and, with a calm expression on his worn face, he cut through the metallic throng. It parted, just barely, for him, and everyone honked aggressively.

“The St. Regis, please,” I said. “You know it?”

“Of course I know it,” the cabbie said. “Best hotel in Rome.”

“Fast as you can,” I said. I rubbed my temples.

“But Sergio, since when do you get nervous about being late to a tasting?” Sal asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you arrive on time.”

Sal couldn’t yet understand, but this was no regular tasting, not for me and not for him. I had bought these singular and particular wines a few months back, every case that existed in the world, and I was now having them all shipped to my New York wineshop. This was a gathering that involved a bunch of Italian journalists who wanted to taste the stuff before it left the country forever, but I didn’t care about them. I was anxious, really, to see what Sal thought. He was my litmus test for sellable wines—a born Italian who was now essentially American, a noncollector and a nonprofessional with a good palate, somebody who didn’t go for cookie-cutter drinks, for easy new styles. If Sal, who liked all things wild, strange, and beautiful, understood these wines, they had a real future in my store. If not, I’d be crushed.

“It’s too complicated to explain right now,” I told my brother. “I made a promise to a dying man. That was six months ago, when he was still alive, and these were his bottles.”

Sal nodded, perplexed. “That does sound complicated,” he said as we pulled up to the St. Regis. It was large and gothic, flags hanging from its elegantly carved stone doorway.
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THE HOTEL ITSELF was also known as the Grand Hotel, and it was essentially an immense artisanal work. The bottom of each step on the winding staircase was carved with faces and flowers, the banisters were composed of wrought-iron leaves, and the ceilings were painted with Renaissance-era murals. There was an imposing, gleaming ballroom, and the halls were punctuated with red and gold chairs. Inexplicably, amid all the stately opulence, there was, to the side of the lobby, a brightly lit glass box that contained a human-sized mannequin of a crow dressed in an expensive suit.

My friend and partner in Italy, Andrea Carelli, met us near the hotel restaurant, a low-lit modern establishment where the waiters and diners spoke in hushed tones and dressed in tailored designer wear.

“The Esposito brothers!” Andrea exclaimed, and kissed our cheeks. “A half hour behind, as always!”

We walked to the end of the restaurant and pushed our way through a gauzy silver curtain into the compact private dining room, a space called the Champagnerie. A dozen journalists and one former television host awaited us; they were seated in gray velour high-back chairs at the long, glossy table, twelve shining wine glasses in front of each of them. To the side, on a counter, sat twelve clear bottles of golden wine. I looked at the walls: two airbrushed amateur paintings of girls, one sleeping in blue flowers, and the other sitting with her head in her hands, surrounded by a wash of purple.

The former television host, acting as MC, rose to address the group. He gave a short lecture on the history of the wines, and then fanned his arm toward the counter. “And now, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “the great wines that have been awarded to Signor Andrea Carelli and Signor Sergio Esposito!” The journalists clapped softly and a sommelier began opening the bottles, pulling out the corks, pouring the drinks into the glasses in an elaborate ritual of rinsing and swirling. As people began tasting the wines, I focused my attention on Sal, sitting a few seats away. The journalists were scribbling notes. Andrea and the former TV host were next to each other, encased in silence and nostalgia—they had drunk these wines together before, many months ago.

Sal, I noted, had been trying and retrying each vintage in an almost fevered state, as though attempting to piece together a puzzle. He put his nose in the glass, pulled up the perfume, and wrinkled his forehead. Then he did it again. His expression telegraphed the question: What the hell is this?

After ten minutes I walked over to him. “So, what do you think?” I asked, leaning down.

“These may be the weirdest wines I’ve ever tasted in my entire life.” He went back to the glass, swirling the liquid, looking at it. He took another sip and frowned. Then his face opened up and he smiled widely. “But I’m pretty sure they’re also the best.”

I took my own sip, and remembered the day I first tried the wine, in a village in the middle of the mountains, sitting across from a new friend. That friend was no longer with us, yet his memory remained, somehow, within the wine.

Sal leaned in toward me. “So, Sergio, who is this mystery man?” he asked. “And what, exactly, did you promise him?”



Chapter 2

BARRA
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TO GET FROM THE TABLE in Rome to the place where I took my first sip of wine, you must travel south 150 miles and back thirty years. Take the A1, follow the Tangenziale di Napoli, exit at San Giovanni a Teduccio, turn left onto the street with the bakery on the corner, make your way through the winding roads, packed tight in between buildings, lined with teenage boys selling strawberries and asparagus. Park between the miniature cars smushed together, wheels up on the sidewalks, and enter the flat white cement building on the corner. There, in a two-bedroom apartment on the fourth floor, I sat at the heavy wooden kitchen table, my feet hanging off the chair, sippinga mixture of bubbly water and rustic red wine and eating spaghetti mixed with olive oil, black pepper, and caciocavallo cheese. My mother was in the background, maybe talking on the phone or bent over a steaming pot or pan. I couldn’t have been more than four. This was how we did things in Barra.

The last suburb within the Naples city limits, Barra stands right before a string of impoverished villages that surround the foot of Mount Vesuvius called the Paesi Vesuviani. The town consists primarily of government-subsidized housing projects—clumps of tall communist-era buildings made of marred stucco and Tarmac, rising up around courtyards planted with short, plump palm trees. Each window is covered by a green or rust-colored metal shade; from each balcony, a dull rainbow of pants and shirts, underpants and dishcloths, towels and sheets blows in the breeze.

For most of the 1980s and ’90s, Barra was a black hole of crime—mob-run, broken-down, full of drugs and violence. But when I was growing up there, in the early 1970s, the neighborhood was still relatively innocent. Or perhaps that’s only how I imagined it to be; to me, then, Barra felt like the safest place on earth, swathed as I was in the soft blanket of my loud, large family, of the predictable, delicious rituals that made up our days.
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EVERY DAY, AT THE CRACK OF DAWN, vendors’ shouts would pierce the silence of the sleeping town: “’O mellone!” “Pane frisco!” “Muzzarella!” The farmers, hauling behind them carts piled high with striped beige melons or steaming bread or still-warm mozzarella, let everyone know what they were selling. One by one, women threw on their housecoats, opened their windows, and started to barter. With her arms draped over the balcony railing ten flights up, a middle-aged brunette in slippers would ask how much the cherries cost.

“Two thousand lire for a kilo, Signora.”

“Oh, give me a break—too much!”

“Signora, I’m just trying to make a living!”

“How about this: I give you three thousand and you give me two kilos.”

“But Signora! Be sensible! These are the best cherries in the world, guaranteed!”

“I’ll be the judge of that. Now give me a taste.”

And she’d slowly lower a small basket into which the vendor would place several choice fruits so that the signora could decide if, indeed, the cherries were le migliori in assoluto. I lay in the bed I shared with my brother Stefano and listened to the early-morning commerce, the loud, boisterous haggling bouncing off buildings, each woman’s voice rising above the next. And I heard my mother shuffle out to our tiny terrace and start to piece together an answer to the most pressing question of our days, our weeks, our lives: What to eat?

Once the morning had begun, I was dressed in my Mussolini-era smock and bow tie and sent off to school—a big, impersonal building about which I remember almost nothing. But that place isn’t important anyway; I did my real learning as soon as the bell rang and I was swept up into my mother’s family. She and her sisters and all of us children who were not off in a field somewhere catching lizards, or playing soccer with a duct-taped ball, or stealing figs off a tree, went to town, which had morphed, in the hours since dawn, into a bustling market.

I wandered, nestled within the loud brood, through the packed cobblestone streets. Every few minutes, a Vespa—driven by a cigarette-smoking man with a toddler hanging on each leg, one baby balanced on his lap, and another sandwiched in between him and his wife, who was eating a panino on the back—honked its way through, and the crowds backed themselves up against a wall to make way. Italians are famously insane drivers, but Neapolitans, who live their lives in the shadow of a live volcano, are the most fearless of all—and the most faithful. The unspoken philosophy of traffic seemed to be: Worry not; God will take care of us! At that time in Naples proper, there were approximately five traffic lights, and upon seeing one of them lit up red, everybody knew to floor the Fiat and speed through as fast as possible; logically, this lessened the window of time in which you might be hit by someone speeding through the yield sign on the other side.

The market of my childhood was appropriately wild, a sea of people weaving from side to side. I watched my aunts and mother pick through mounds of bright vegetables, carefully inspect fish cooling on dripping stacks of ice, tenderly roll huge lemons in their hands. The ancient Romans called the southern soil surrounding Naples campania felix, “joyous land,” because there the combination of intense Mediterranean sun and rich volcanic soil results in bright, abundant produce—massive black eggplants, fluffy zucchini blossoms, tiny jewel-like apples, shiny yellow persimmons, beans, tomatoes, oversized lemons, purple artichokes, white hazelnuts. The stands at the market were full of life and death: bursting tomatoes and overflowing bushels of greens sat next to wooden carts upon which were nailed boiled pig snouts; one stand offered crates of juicy blackberries, the next, whole skinned baby lambs, their bloody eyes staring mournfully from coolers.

The snacks that we begged for every day were unique to the south: cups of the savory broth used to cook octopus—a muddy purple liquid boiled with garlic and pepper; frittura, or mounds of fried vegetables, meats, and fishes—oily, salty, and coated in a delicate batter; slices of tripe, those intensely textured innards that taste like the depths of the cow’s body; airy, spicy slabs of headcheese. Every day, my curvy little mother in her bright cotton dress swerved about absently as she talked and sipped a cup of lemonade. Sometimes she would treat me to a fruit gelato made of fresh peaches, or a coffee gelato made with ground espresso beans. On special days, I was allowed my favorite sweet: fresh-from-the-oven sfogliatella, a ricotta-and-orange-peel-filled pastry that I would crack open and watch the steam spiral out of.

Everything was at its peak of flavor and freshness. You couldn’t find a tomato that was overripe or underripe, or day-old mozzarella. There wasn’t a competitive economy, so all the food was of the highest quality and none of it cost much. Every woman in the area knew where the finest, most fragrant spices were sold. You didn’t buy eggs off the shelf, you knew the man who raised the chickens. He might say to you, as you cradled the delicate brown orbs in your hands, “Maybe you’d like a bird, too?” And if you said yes, he scooped from a cart one of his doomed, scrawny chickens, sliced its head off, plucked it, wrapped it in wax paper, and handed it to you.

“We’ll figure out how to make this delicious,” my mother would say on those occasions, giving me the package to carry.

My mother, Alma Tschantret, was a typical Neapolitan woman—rowdy, warm, sensual—and, as such, she had mastered the kitchen so completely that when she was cooking an elaborate meal, it almost seemed as though she was doing nothing more than standing absently at the counter. She bought what looked best and prepared it intuitively. Some days, we returned from the market with a bunch of tomatoes and a box of pasta; other days, we might come back with a live eel, pearl onions, lemons, zucchini, potatoes, and arugula.

I doubt that my mother has ever followed a recipe in her life. The kitchen was her cocoon and her kingdom. She had been raised in it, and she spent her days there, surrounded, often, by several of her ten brothers and sisters, a few of her four children, or a bunch of her twenty nieces and nephews. They smoked and drank and cooked and talked in the kitchen.

The foods my mother and her sisters spent their time searing, braising, and baking were the center of our lives, and we all often gathered in one minuscule apartment or another to consume them. My father’s family lived in the middle of the city of Naples, so they did not often join us at the table, but my mother’s clan, the Tschantrets, lived, for the most part, within seventy steps of our dining room.


[image: image]


“SIAMO FIGLI DI SIGNORI” was the Tschantret mantra. We are the children of gentlemen.

They were the children of a muscular half-Swiss police marshal and his soft southern wife; in a different life, my grandfather Luigi had owned a sprawling home in the ritzy Vomero neighborhood of Naples. He and my grandmother Anna collected heavy, expensive furniture and read literature and raised their children to stand up very straight and speak in proper Italian, not in the curious Neapolitan dialect that nobody north of Campania can quite comprehend. The house had a view of the dark, majestic bay, the castles on its shores lit up bright in the night. But my grandfather was a dedicated fascist, which meant that after World War II, he was put under house arrest and promptly lost his fortune. The family was forced, in 1945, to move to Barra, where all twelve members shared a three-bedroom apartment. Over time, my grandparents passed away and the siblings had scattered from the apartment, and with the exception of zia Vera, who lived in the countryside, and zio Aldo, who lived in America, the Tschantrets had remained in Barra—stuck, somehow, to each other and this ghetto that all of them, with their rich roots, professed to disdain just a little.

“Tschantrets don’t own delicatessens,” Zio Franco said if a well-meaning neighbor suggested a business plan that might help the family out of poverty.

Then, dressed in a meticulous suit and just-shined shoes and holding the umbrella he carried from October to May, Zio Franco sauntered off to one of his many jobs—he was the singer in a traveling band, a post office employee, a flash photographer (or: a fellow with an empty camera whom starlets hired to show up at the clubs and repeatedly hit the flash button so that hordes of people would gather together and whisper, “Who is she?”). In his free time, he sat outside with his binoculars, hoping, inexplicably, to spot a UFO.

Zia Liliana was the only one with money—though none of us ever knew how much. We did know that she took over as matriarch after my grandparents died, that she had been the lone survivor of a terrible car crash as a teenager and had received what we speculated was a vast sum that was as yet untouched. She was a stunning redhead with a pair of seductive cat eyes and a beehive hairdo that required two hours of dedicated sculpting each morning. She spoke seven languages fluently (including self-taught Japanese), worked at an international jewelry manufacturer as an interpreter, ate an apple with a knife and fork, and lived for her entire life in the family’s first Barra apartment with elegant Zio Franco and red-lipsticked Zia Maria. Back then, none of them were married, though Liliana had been proposed to, according to family lore, upwards of two dozen times, and Franco had a son somewhere in Sweden (the obvious result of being the lead singer in a traveling Italian band). Eventually, at the age of fifty, Maria married the only man she ever loved and moved to New York (he died seven years later). Strict and overpowering Zio Oscar and his no-nonsense wife, Maria (whom we referred to as Zia Maria Tarallo to avoid confusion), lived with their eight children in a two-bedroom on the next block, and sweet Zio Boris and his shy wife, Rita, were another block away, stuffed in their own two-bedroom with their six kids.

In Barra, you were never alone, even when you slept. And nothing you owned was simply yours. Were you missing your lipstick? Check next door. Where was the sugar? Probably down the street. What about your favorite blue sweater? Cousin Margherita was wearing that at the movies yesterday. It wasn’t claustrophobic to me, though; I was very young, and sitting on a lap in a car, wedged among eight other children, was a luxury. Even when we were not together, it was easy to change that; to go from home to home, we would all—adults included—crawl through a hole in the cracked brick wall that separated our two complexes.

The shortcut was best utilized on Sunday, the day dedicated to the chief aspects of the Italian religion: church and supper. If it was spring, after we’d worshipped, we might begin our midday meal with rich mozzarella di bufala, still sopping with milk and salt, sliced thick. And moist fresh ricotta, molded into soft, falling-apart mounds that we spooned onto our plates and spread on our brown, crusty bread, ripped from the loaf. We ate from platters of prosciutto sliced so thin you could see through it, from plates of baby octopus broiled, with olives, in red wine and tomatoes. We had linguini with little clams still in the shell and sweet baby tomatoes mixed in, drenched in garlic and oil. The main course was a massive branzino, or sea bass, roasted whole and seasoned only with rosemary. Then we ate a salad made of lettuce and arugula plucked from the farmer’s field that morning. And then plump oranges and pears, followed by liqueurs, syrupy and homemade, walnut and strawberry and creamy lemon, that would burn your throat and coat your belly. The kids snuck the dregs that the adults left in their glasses. Then one of my zie would come out with a dessert tray—a massive pile of profiteroles, puff pastries filled with homemade custard and drizzled with melted dark chocolate. We finished with espresso, black and bitter.

Of course we drank wine. Italian wine, like Italian food, is simultaneously no big deal and the biggest deal possible. Eating a sun-ripened, bright red tomato is at once unremarkable for the many times one does it and equally remarkable each time for its deliciousness, for the miracle that is a perfect tomato. Cooking a gorgeous meal is a daily endeavor, and expected—and insomuch as eating well happens all the time, it is not exceptional, though it’s never less than fulfilling. Like the love of your family: you don’t usually think of it as a special treat, but you need it and thrive because of it all the same.

Wine is like bread and salt: without it, dinner is incomplete. I remember one evening when we ran out of wine. My mother had planned to prepare lamb roasted with peas, onions, and potatoes. When she told my father that we didn’t have a backup bottle, he looked grief-stricken; if you didn’t know any better, you’d think he’d just been informed of a loved one’s premature passing. And in a way he had—his dinner, he realized, wasn’t going to happen.

“There’s nothing to be done,” he said, looking defeated. “We might as well have soup.”

In other words: If you didn’t have wine, you didn’t have a meal.
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ONCE EVERY TWO MONTHS, my father would say, “Time to drive to the country and get ourselves some good wine.” He’d look almost…excited.

Personality-wise, my father, Ciro, was the opposite of my mother: impossibly proper, silent, introverted. He wore cuff links every day and I’ve still never seen him in a sweatshirt. He had grown up in a cracking tenement a block away from the Garibaldi train station in Naples; his family, headed by his bank teller father, consisted of six people, and one of his sisters was, as the result of a childhood illness, severely developmentally disabled. During World War II, their city had been trashed. Legend had it that once a ship at the port was hit so directly that its pieces landed throughout the city, and when workers went to clean up the roof of the train station, they found a human head. Perhaps due to the many humiliations they—and all impoverished Italians—suffered, the Espositos held fiercely to all the dignity they could muster. My father was terrified of people becoming too comfortable with him. It would have disgraced him. He addressed his own father as Voi—then the formal version of tu, or you, and the Italian equivalent of calling one’s parent “sir.”

In contrast, my mother liked to tease people. “What’s the matter with you—are you a bunch of corpses?” she’d say to a room full of staid adults. She was tiny and hippy, with a long line of readily apparent cleavage—“If you got ’em, flaunt ’em,” she liked to say—and a mass of light brown curls. Within minutes of her entrance, she’d be belting out a regional anthem in her beautiful voice or telling an inappropriate joke, and partygoers would be gathered around, laughing raucously. My drawn, skinny father always stood next to her, straightening his silk tie and hissing, “Alma, Alma, calma, calma!” (My mother had developed some sort of situational deafness early on, and his pleas seemed not to register.)

In short, my father was a WASP in an Italian’s body. He should have been born into an aristocratic British family somewhere in the Norfolk countryside. Naples was entirely too alive, too open, too sexual for his tastes, and he spent a good portion of time wracked with embarrassment and exhausted by the effort it took to hide his shame from the rest of the world.

“My husband is one hundred percent man,” my mother would say loudly to her girlfriends at a dinner party. “I tell you, if it were up to him, we’d spend our life in the bedroom!”

This was typical Neapolitan dinner-table talk. My mother’s friends giggled, and then tried to one-up her:

“My husband is hard twenty-four hours a day.”

“My man, I have to keep an eye on him because as soon as he sees a woman, he’s off and running.”

Though my father appeared to be staring out of the living room window, his internal organs were probably melting.

My mother was, in addition to being an expert storyteller and a charming partygoer, a child-magnet. She could soothe a child just by whispering. She’d clean up mucus and tickle and cuddle and hush. My father’s mantra, when it came to children, was “Nun me tucca’.” Don’t touch me.

But there was one thing my father loved openly, passionately, and shamelessly—wine. When he took a sip, he exhaled and his face relaxed a little. It wasn’t because of the alcohol; it was because he was delighted.

My father wasn’t interested in the intellectual aspects or the intricacies of the drink—what its undertones were, how it finished, the oakiness, or how long it was aged. He didn’t break the bank to buy wine or build up a cellar of valuable gems. He just loved good wine—no more and no less. He used to take hunks of bread and dip them in wine and slowly savor them.

For our trips to get a few months’ worth of wine, we loaded a dozen or so empty, grape-stained clay and green glass jugs into the back of the car (my father was, oddly, the only man in Barra with an oversized American sedan) and took off for the countryside.

We drove for an hour, along the side roads, past the persimmon and olive groves, until we reached the vineyard. The entire crop stretched for acres. There were two rows of poplar trees, twenty feet apart. The vines were trained to grow from one tree to the other, and in the center they wrapped together in a web of branches, thick with green leaves and bunches of freckled yellow orbs. Thirty feet above the ground, the tops of the vines had been wound around trellises.

We turned down a dusty road and drove by the crops, my brothers and I with our heads out the window, breathing in the country air like little dogs. At the end of the lane, a tanned farmer carried our jugs over to concrete vats that had small brass spouts on their sides. He placed the lip of the container beneath the spout and turned the spigot, and we watched the empty green glass fill with purple juice. My father waited patiently, yet excitedly. He let us children free, to run through the vineyards, looking up to see not sky, but leaves and fruit.

Mostly, we went to the cantina sociale, a cooperative of area growers. Each year, the members pooled their grapes together; the bulk was separated by color, pressed, fermented, and released onto market under the cantina’s name: Cantina Sociale di Solopaca Rosso or Cantina del Talburno Bianco. The cantina itself was an impersonal stone factory building surrounded by dry shrubbery. It was a self-serve establishment; you put the jug under a spout coming from the side wall and paid the well-fed woman who sat smoking a cigarette at the payment window.

The wine we drank was not distinguished by mysterious letter codes like IGT or DOC or even by the name of the grape. An Italian would not say, “I prefer Barbera d’Alba.” He would say, “I like my wine strong.” Or he would say, “I like my wine not-so-strong.” Or, “I like my wine light.” That was as complicated as it got.

It didn’t mean that he didn’t understand the drink at a deep level. But Italians understand wine the way they understand people, art, accomplishment—intuitively, emotionally, without pretension or overanalysis. A good wine is good because it tastes good. Basta. That’s enough.

And that is the Italian approach to all that is right:


Why is the Mona Lisa great? Perché è così—because it’s like that.

Why is the Ferrari so amazing? Perché è così.

Why is Capri so gorgeous? Perché è così.

Why is fresh mozzarella the best mozzarella? Perché è così.


In Italy, many an argument is won by the person who says “perché è così” first.

The drinks that were good because it’s like that were rustic and pure and a pale red-violet or a rosy pink. They were usually low in alcohol. We drank them constantly and casually—for the children, just a drop was mixed with fizzy water, or a tiny glassful was placed beside the plate. Some kids, when choosing between a cup of water and a glass of wine, reached for the water. I reached for the wine. It quenched my thirst.

In the summertime, we would slice mature peaches and macerate them in white or red wine. The next day, the flesh of the fruit had sucked in the wine’s flavor, and the drink had become sweet. We drank the wine and we served the peaches topped with a dollop of fresh whipped cream.

Wine didn’t get us drunk. It brought out the flavors in our food. It cut the spice, cooled down the heat, heightened the sensations. We needed it as we needed one another: it made every taste, every moment complete.

As a bonus, not only was the wine for pleasure, it was for health—though in the Italian psyche, the two are eternally linked. The root of all evil is blocked digestion, and wine is believed to improve the internal flow of things. When I was coming off a cold, my mother would give me a sip of strong red to clear out my system. When I looked pale or when I had a stomachache, my aunts would huddle around me.

“Put a little wine in him to help him digest,” they would say, pressing the backs of their hands on my hot forehead, pushing back my hair. They smelled like garlic, lilac water, soap. They looked down on me with their brows furrowed.

“He’s hot, the poor thing. See, feel his head, it’s all congested for sure.”

“He looks run-down. Honey, you need to have some liquid.”

“Alma, give this kid a little glass of wine to put some color in his cheeks.”

My mother poured an inch into a cup and brought it to me.

“Ti fa bene,” she said as she handed it to me. It will do you good.

We did ourselves good every night—at celebrations, on Sundays, on holidays. On Christmas Eve, we had a fish feast of vermicelli with anchovies, fried eel, baked lobster, fish caponata stuffed in a loaf of bread; afterward, there were tiny frosted sugar cookies, dried fruits, and la collana del prete, “the priest’s necklace”—chestnuts all strung together. We drank cold white wine. For Carnevale, we had rich ricotta lasagna and saffron fritters with deep red wine. On Pasquetta, the day after Easter, we packed a picnic of casatiello—fresh bread stuffed with chopped cold cuts—and tender sautéed zucchini and day-old pasta, cooked with eggs, herbs, and parmigiano-reggiano into a spaghetti frittata. We brought along pastiera, a traditional pie made of ricotta, orange peel, and grano, pearled durum wheat. We packed bottles of seltzer and jugs of white, and drove to the top of Mount Vesuvius. The only snow in all of Naples powdered the ground at the volcano’s peak, and in between courses, we built snowmen on the hoods of our parents’ cars. We stuck a zucchini in as a nose. Then we went back to the spread-out blanket, where the adults were deep in conversation, and asked for seconds.

In the summertime we traveled the country, all together as always in the backseat of somebody’s car. We did not travel as a single nuclear family—we were more a double-digit clan. Sometimes, we stayed with Zia Vera at her working farm in Camaldoli. I killed my first chicken there when I was four—swung the ax as a farmer held the bird down—and the family celebrated by eating my chicken alla cacciatore, hunter’s style—braised in white wine and covered in mushrooms, onions, fresh tomatoes, herbs, and red pepper flakes. In the mornings, my cousins and brothers and I brought the warm red eggs inside. My mother would separate the white from the scarlet yolk, beat it, add sugar and espresso, and serve the treat as an airy dessert. During the day, we ran through the pastures and into nearby farms, foraging for wild berries and picking chestnuts. We warded off the foxes that stalked my zia’s chicken coops. At night, we sometimes joined the locals in their search for mushrooms. Folklore had it that mushrooms picked under a full moon kept better.

During some summers, we traveled to Ischia, a small green island rising up from the Naples bay. We drove through all the grandeur and squalor of Naples—past mangy dogs running in packs around palaces—and boarded the ferry. Then we stood on the deck, feeling the salt spray on our faces and watching our city grow miniature before our eyes, until it was as perfect and colorful as a cartoon, the pink, white, and yellow buildings climbing up the dark cliff under the cerulean sky.

Ischia arose from the sea as a result of volcanic activity. Its hills are spotted with hot springs and mud baths, which the ancient Romans enjoyed. The island’s turquoise water laps the white, sandy
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