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			PREFACE

			Italy, the endless surprise. The places I’ve chosen for this book are for example, because if you travel adventurously, you will find many others that draw you close and let you see why you ventured so far, and what you will take with you when you leave. Will it be a swim in the October-cold sea at Carloforte on Isola di San Pietro in Sardegna, a dip that jolted you out of summer doldrums and propelled you with great energy into the fall? Or a plate of arugula dressed with lemon juice and fresh olive oil in Sorrento, when the taste wedded to the heady scents of citrus blossoms from trees layered in ascending terraces all around you? That became the way you wanted to eat for the rest of your life. The regal cardinal striding into the Vatican. So pompous, you’re thinking, but then you catch a glimpse of his robe caught in his rear end, proving that the divine is human. The mad woman performing Aïda arias in the fountain of Rome’s Campo de’ Fiori; lanterns’ shadows flickering on stone when you looked out over the deserted Piazza Navona at three in the morning, hearing only the splash of the outlandish fountains below. And then a man starts playing Vivaldi on his flute. Your Rome, all in a day. The private moments, the little bursts of secret meaning that travel can give, the ancient light through the Greek columns at Selinunte, grazing the face of your child, casting her into the long historical span of time. Places give us such gifts, if we are ready to receive them.

			

			—

			I DIVIDE MY time between Italy and the United States. My home in Tuscany, Bramasole, became second nature to me and now is the place I’ve lived the longest of anywhere in my life. Do I know Italy well? No. Not because I haven’t traveled, cooked, observed, gazed at a million paintings, and read the convoluted history. To know Italy takes ten lifetimes. Each time I return, I feel the same excitement I knew in the first years of living here. So much to learn, and what luck, I’ll have five weeks or six days or three months—surely I will begin to feel I’ve a grasp on the place. But Italy remains elusive. Just beyond that hilltop castle, there’s a valley of olive trees, then another town where the stony streets are pale gold instead of gray. The pasta is different there—made with half bread crumbs—the dialect is unintelligible, the local duomo’s frescoes are painted in apricots and chalky blues with sublime faces you later see in the local bar while you sip your Negroni. You were in Bevagna; now you’re a few kilometers away in Montefalco, a new world. Infinite differences—all packed into a country about the size of Arizona.

			

			—

			
			HUNGERING FOR MORE—MORE understanding, more exposure, more pasta—my husband, Ed, and I suddenly pack our little white Alfa Romeo and hit the road. Sometimes we are joined by William, our grandson; sometimes we are joined by friends, for an hour or for a week. Our wanderlust awakened: For a year and a half, we seek unique places hidden in plain sight, and also cities such as Genova and Parma—the names known, but who has lingered there? Italy. Infinite.

			

			—

			BECAUSE PASTA IS the national anthem, I’m searching for quintessential tastes of each place, though instead of pasta I might fall for sbrisolona, the crumbly, nutty dessert that turns divine when dipped in zabaglione. That swim in Carloforte? Followed by robust paccheri, a large hollow pasta with a talent for soaking up tomato and eggplant sauce. A fritto misto followed, fish just pulled from the water, crisply fried and succulent. That lusty dinner became Carloforte! And impossible to forget the pitcher of fruity red wine and the salad of wild greens picked that morning from the earth. The score of our adventure is the music of many corks popping.

			Travel is a journey into one’s own ignorance. Nothing proves this more quickly than dipping into Italian wine varieties. In every region, there are grapes—nisiola, teroldego, nerello mascalese—I’ve never known existed, as well as particular winemaking methods, such as the revival of aging in clay amphoras lined with beeswax. The Greeks and Romans, who seem to have known everything, also buried their giare. In effect, they’re planting the wine into the earth.

			

			—

			
			SUCH PASSION EVERYWHERE for food. Even a two-year-old has an adventurous palate! More snails! He bangs with his spoon. More! We share the zeal. On arrival in every town, Ed begins plotting. How many lunches? How many dinners can we enjoy in this exceptional place? And markets! Each town retains the tradition of weekly go-to-market day. What’s freshest, what’s ready to plant, who has the truffles, who has the best porchetta, are the little violet artichokes in yet? I try to plan to be in a town on market day. There, you pick up a recipe for topinambur, Jerusalem artichokes, or you’re offered a taste of the annurca apple (annurche, plural), an ancient variety that is picked green and ripened to winey sweetness on straw beds. (The grower will brag that Italy has a thousand five hundred varieties of apple, while the French have only fifteen. A suspect figure, but I admire his passion, molto italiano.) Vendors sometimes still hawk their wares, their high croaking voices hearkening back to the Middle Ages, when in these same streets men sold their honey and chickpeas.

			

			—

			THE MOST VIVID pleasures of Italy are the simple ones. You’re installed at a table on a sun-drenched piazza. You have your notebook and the whole day. There’s nothing you must do except let that sundial cast its shadow on the next hour, let the apricot façade of a renaissance palazzo reflect on the faces of those around you, let the memories of what brought you here rise and facet in your mind, let the waiter bring that second cappuccino before you set forth into the day.

			

			—

			FRESH MEMORIES: GREEK-WHITE villages of Puglia clinging to cliffs above the sea, the siren call of the Lazio coast, knotty medieval streets of Genova, vast underground Roman cisterns in Fermo, green hikes and hot chocolate in the Dolomiti, the trail of Frederick II’s Puglian Romanesque churches, afternoons on the golden Tuscan beaches, the atmospheric Torino coffee bars where Cesare Pavese would write…Endless, yes.

		

	
		
		
			
			NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

			See You in the Piazza is arranged geographically, north to south, instead of in the chronological trajectory of my travels. Since there’s no thread of continuity, you may choose to read the sections randomly, though I suggest reading about whole regions together, as travels within them are usually contiguous.

			Finding unexpected places to travel in Italy couldn’t be easier. Just veer off any road. Several websites often lead me in surprising directions: The Touring Club Italiano produces good guides, extensive travel services, trips, and maps to all of Italy—and has for over 120 years. Their Bandiere Arancioni (orange banner) site, http://www.bandierearancioni.it, identifies more than two hundred small towns of particular beauty and cultural significance. I visited many for this book: In Piemonte: Neive, Cherasco, La Morra, Barolo, Orta San Giulio. In Trentino–Alto Adige: Campo Tures, Vipiteno. In Veneto: Asolo, Montagnana, Arquà Petrarca. In Friuli Venezia Giulia: Cividale del Friuli. In Liguria: Varese Ligure. In Toscana: Massa Marittima. In Umbria: Montefalco, Bevagna. In Le Marche: Mercatello sul Metauro. In Puglia: Troia, Orsara, Alberobello.

			I Borghi più belli d’Italia, http://borghipiubelliditalia.it/​borghi/, lists the most beautiful small towns of Italy. Not an exhaustive list but still useful.

			Also helpful: various sites list Blue Flag beaches, those determined by the Foundation for Environmental Education to have the cleanest water and environmentally sound coasts.

			
			I’m enthusiastic about the government-sponsored program of agriturismi, farm stays. These vary from boutique hotel standard to the simplest room. The advantage of either is that you meet local people who are usually hospitable and helpful. You may make a friend, or at least get to pet a goat. Often the agriturismo family will offer cheese-making or cooking classes. Check out the farms at https://www.agriturismo.it/​en/.

			If you like staying in historic inns, and sometimes castles, Dimore d’Epoca, http://www.dimoredepoca.it/​en/, provides many romantic and characteristic listings.

			For wine and restaurants, I rely on finding a local enoteca to learn about the area’s vineyards. There are numerous useful apps and, prior to travel, I recommend downloading several. We especially like Gambero Rosso’s yearly wine and restaurant guides. Even though they’re in Italian, the guides are symbol-oriented and easy to understand. While you’re in an enoteca, a bar, bookstore, or produce stand, it’s a good moment to ask, “Where do you eat for a special occasion?” You’re likely to be told of a good local place with atmosphere.

			

			—

			I’M THRILLED TO include recipes from some of our favorite restaurants. Chefs have been enthusiastic, generous, and happy to share their talents. In translating their sometimes elusive notes, I’ve tried to keep the chef’s tone—and to preserve the Italian way of presenting a recipe, which often leaves room for your own creativity. I’ve left the notation QB, quanto basta, meaning “how much is enough,” or “to taste.” Seasonings are almost always QB in an Italian recipe. No “½ teaspoon of salt” or “6 leaves of basil”! Usually, too, the chef has left quantities of broth or wine open to common sense; I have sometimes inserted quantities when the amount didn’t seem obvious, as when “a glass of white wine” is called for. What size glass might that be? When ingredients may be hard to obtain, such as a particular cheese, or wild game such as hare, I’ve suggested substitutes, although almost everything is available via Internet sources. Some recipes are challenging! I think they represent the new directions I’m finding in restaurants all over Italy, where chefs are suddenly improvising, taking traditions and running with them. Not to worry—there will always be tagliatelle al ragù. While testing, I learned new techniques and usages that I now carry over into other recipes. I hope you have fun trying these recipes that chefs have chosen as representative of their kitchens.

			
			When looking for apartments and villas: Buyer beware. I’ve rented probably a hundred and still can make a mistake, although most have been pleasant and well located. Ask yourself what they’re not showing in the photographs, then ask to see that omitted bathroom or kitchen. Tiny box showers, furniture covered with throws, bad art, dark rooms—all send up warning flags. While bad reviews can’t always be trusted—some people are cranks—lots of iffy reviews certainly cause me to return to search. Look up the address on Google Earth to ascertain that the location is not beside a major road or in an inconvenient neighborhood.

			Trains are a fantastic option. Italy has many fast trains, some with business class ambiance and friendly service of drinks, sandwiches, and snacks. The train trip often seems too short! Consult http://www.trenitalia.com and look for the Freccia (arrow) line: Frecciargento, Frecciarossa, and Frecciabianca. Italo, a private high-speed line, is another fabulous option: https://www.italotreno.it/​en. The normal intercity trains are great, too.

			Luggage is a burden. Best advice: Travel light.
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			Torino

			The waiter slides toward me a clear little glass layered with cream, chocolate, and coffee. Sip the layers and you taste Torino. The bicerin—dialect for small glass—has come to be synonymous with the many atmospheric cafés that are the city’s life blood. Torino is flush with regal boulevards and piazzas ringed with these delicious haunts. I’m at the wood-paneled Caffè Al Bicerin, intimate, with candles on tiny marble tables. In this very place, someone in 1763 first concocted the bicerin, a wickedly sumptuous drink. I like a place that remembers a coffee drink invented 256 years ago.

			I’ve slipped into other historic cafés to sample their bicerin or lemonade or cappuccino. Bliss. There’s Caffè Torino under the grand arcades, where the great Cesare Pavese, who lived nearby, used to meet other writers; Caffè Mulassano, with a marble bar and bentwood chairs, said to have the best espresso in town; Baratti e Milano, more chocolate- and confection-oriented than the others but with an old-world air; and Caffè San Carlo, all gilt and columns and statues.

			In late afternoon, the cafés serve aperitivi. No surprise: Campari and vermouths such as Punt e Mes were all invented in Torino. Order a drink and you’re welcome to a lavish buffet of stuzzichini—crostini, olives, chips, focaccia, prosciutto, slices of omelet, and grissini, bread sticks (also invented in Torino). This interlude previews dinner. Which is glorious to anticipate. Torino restaurants are up there with the best in Italy.

			

			—

			
			LATE MORNING, ED and William, who’ve been out walking, meet me under the arcades at Caffè Torino. They are impressed by its bodacious chandeliers, smooth waitstaff, and medallion of a rampant bull inlaid in the flagstones outside the door. This is a perfect perch for watching the human parade. We order cappuccino, then tramezzini, the triangular half sandwiches made of trimmed, soft white bread—the kind of air bread we usually scorn. “These were invented in Torino,” I tell them. “At Caffè Mulassano. The weird poet D’Annunzio made up the name…” Mine is ham and cheese.

			“Tramezzo, a divider. Across the middle,” Ed says. “The -ino or -ini is the diminutive.”

			“Across the middle of the morning or across the corners of the bread?” William asks.

			“Who knows? It was easier to say than the popular ‘English tea sandwich.’ ”

			“Everything was invented in Torino?” William concludes.

			Unlike panini, the tramezzini usually have mayonnaise. Almost all bars, train stations, and cafés serve a variety. Ed took to them right away, especially the tuna and olive for a mid-morning snack.

			Spread out on the table, our books on Piemonte and the poems of Pavese. Never much of a café sitter, I could while away the morning like this. A well-dressed businessman grinds his foot over the balls of the gold bull. Not sure how that brings the good luck it’s reputed to.

			We stroll along Via Garibaldi and Via Roma, checking out the designer shops (oh, no! William is attracted to Louis Vuitton belts). Torino has eighteen kilometers of covered walkways, a reminder that inclement weather can pour in from the Alps. The chic shops are punctuated by more appealing cafés in glass-roofed Galleria San Federico, where we happen upon Cinema Lux, an Art Nouveau theater. In smaller streets we find Libreria Internazionale Luxemburg, a vintage British bookstore and a cool contemporary café and art space.

			
			Where are the tourists? we wonder. They’re all in Florence. We came to Torino last summer with William and loved every minute of the four days we spent blessedly free from mobs. We all agreed—we needed more time here. As we begin a trip into Piemonte, we decided to light here again.

			What a fantastic place to bring a child or young adult! Highlights from our first visit:

			
				WE TOOK A TAXI OUT TO THE MUSEO NAZIONALE DELL’AUTOMOBILE. Even if you’re not a car fan, you have to swoon at the design genius on display. The emphasis is on vintage Fiat, Lancia, and Alfa Romeo, though there are Bugattis, Ferraris, and others. A long-time Alfista (one who adores Alfas), Ed examined each.

				EATALY: the Italian food emporium near the car museum. We walked there from the car museum to have lunch and to look at the amazing range of olive oil, pasta, honey, jam, wine, and other products, all from this country.

				MUSEO EGIZIO: after Cairo, the largest Egyptian museum in the world. Torino began collecting in 1630, and now displays 6,500 items (with another 26,000 in storage). The museum is located right in the centro.

				MUSEO NAZIONALE DEL CINEMA IN THE MOLE ANTONELLIANA, where on the ground floor you can watch movie clips in lounge chairs with headphones. You spiral up to three floors of changing displays; many are interactive, demonstrating the history of photography and film. It’s a lively tour. The glass-walled elevator takes you to the tower for a view over Torino and the Alps in the distance. I didn’t go; it looked claustrophobic and harrowing. Ed and William did, and they reported it was claustrophobic and harrowing.

				VIA PO: Stroll along this grand boulevard lined with palazzi and arrive at the Po River. The rarefied French influence of the House of Savoy, which ruled Italy from 1861 to 1946, is everywhere in Torino. A gaily lit string of cafés beckons as evening falls. A moment to time-travel to nineteenth-century Paris.

			

			

			—

			
			WE ARE STAYING at the home of Pavese! By chance, I came across a listing for a B & B called La Luna e i Falò (The Moon and the Bonfires is the title of one of Pavese’s novels). I was shocked to see that the B & B had been his home. With awe, I reserved two of its three rooms. His own copies of his paperbacks lie on the hall table. His small writing room (or was it his dining room?) is now the guests’ sitting room. Our bedroom, furnished with antiques, blue toile fabrics, a table in front of a window, looks out at the graceful balconies that festoon the elegant houses across the street.

			I open the window and look at what Pavese looked at. Where he smoked and smoked, and wrote and wrote. Where he sipped Campari and left his slippers by the chair. The current dining room, where we’re served afternoon tea and breakfast at round tables with flowers and silver, must have been his living room. There would have been books and paintings. If he appeared today, what would he think? Yes, the young woman who checked us in says, yes, he lived here in 1950 when he committed suicide. “Not at home,” she adds quickly. “He locked this door for the last time and checked into Hotel Roma near the train station. Overdose of sleeping pills. He was two weeks shy of forty-two.”

			All that passion and romance and darkness and profundity and work silenced by a handful of pills. There’s an undercurrent of loss running through his poems but a swifter stream of longing and acute love for people. I tried this translation of his poem “La Casa”:

			THE HOUSE

			
				The man alone listens to the calm voice

				with eyes half-closed, almost a breath

				blowing on the face, a friendly breath

				that rises, incredibly, from a time gone.

				The man alone listens to the ancient voice

				that his fathers, in their time, have heard, clear

				and absorbed, a voice that like the green

				
				of the ponds and the hills darkens at evening.

				The man alone knows a shadow voice,

				caressing, that rises in the calm tones

				of a secret spring: he drinks it attentively,

				eyes closed, and it doesn’t seem past.

				And the voice that one day stopped the father

				of his father, and everyone of dead blood.

				A woman’s voice that sings secretly

				At the threshold of the house, to the falling dark.

			

			I like his poem. He is trying to express something that cannot really be said. Translating feels like pouring water through a sieve. Two lines don’t go happily into English. Perhaps aren’t that happy in Italian, either. That’s okay. Pavese has pulled me into an intensely private moment. A woman sings. The song has been heard by his father and his father’s father before. The threshold—now and then, life and death, love and loss. The song spirals in his DNA. A lullaby, a love song, a dirge.

			

			—

			I LIKE HIS house, too. There’s a squeak to a floorboard, a panel of sunlight falling in at an angle, a gray quietness where something might happen. And it did. Beginning with Walt Whitman, Pavese worked vigorously on translations, in addition to his own novels and poetry. Moby-Dick! From this small room, he brought contemporary American fiction to Italy: Sinclair Lewis, John Dos Passos, Sherwood Anderson, William Faulkner, Gertrude Stein. Nights of work. Then he would take long walks in the rain.

			

			—

			AT LUNCH WE stop at Pepino on Piazza Carignano and sit outside for quick vegetable salads. William notices an old, wheeled ice cream cart parked near the door and people at the next table ordering what we called “nuggets” when I was growing up. We find out that the Pinguino, penguin, the original chocolate-dipped ice cream on a stick, was invented here in 1939. Pepino has been making gelato since 1884. “That list of Torino inventions is getting longer,” William remarks. I think for years invented in Torino will be a family saying.

			

			—

			
			ALL OF PIEMONTE is known for the pleasures of the table but Torino particularly so. Those Savoy royals brought from France the tradition of fabulous desserts, not always, or even usually, a given in Italy (except for gelato). The wine region just to the north, the irresistible cheeses, the ever-present taste of hazelnut, the coveted beef of Piemontese Fassone cows, and sopratutto, above all—chocolate. Not only plain chocolate but gianduia, chocolate with roasted hazelnuts, one of those genius mother-of-necessity inventions at a time when chocolate was scarce and roasted hazelnuts were incorporated to stretch the quantity. Gianduia probably was named after a commedia dell’arte character. A foil-wrapped gianduia in the shape of Gianduia’s hat is called giannuiotto. The plump triangles melt in your mouth and on your fingers.

			Several superb chocolate makers reign in Torino. Our good friends in Tuscany, Aurora and Fulvio, grew up here. With the gift of a lavish box that could have held a limited-edition art book, they introduced us to Guido Gobino chocolates. Last year, we visited the jewel-box shop at via Giuseppe Luigi Lagrange, 1. Now, we retrace those steps. Gianduia, check, fruit gelatine (jellies), check. Also the jellies of pear, lemon, myrtle covered with milk chocolate. But this time we go for the ganache, flavored with Barolo, candied lemon, orange and almond, lemon and cloves, vermouth. William selects our box for the road. After being offered several delectable tastes, we can’t even try a chocolate granita or a cold summer bicerin.

			I so want to write about food! Where to begin? I could write an entire book about Torino. We were wild about every restaurant we tried on our trip last year, beginning with the classic Tre Galline and the inventive bio-aware Consorzio. Before the Savoys entered with their fancy ways, Torinese were feasting on goose, rabbit, venison, boar, snails, goat, and—oh, yes—donkey. Never scorned: il quanto quarto, the fifth part, meaning offal. Modern chefs are still inventing around these ingredients, which endure in temples of gastronomy dusted with Michelin stars.

			We each had our favorite restaurants. Mine was:

			
			Del Cambio. The long mirrors sending back the sparkle of chandeliers; the tables, drawn up to claret velvet banquettes and laden with polished cutlery and hothouse flowers; the atmosphere of friendly hauteur. I wished I’d worn a black dress and very high heels, but the printed silk shirt and linen pants had to do. I imagined all the occasions that Torinesi families have celebrated here.

			Since 1757, Del Cambio has served the locally beloved finanziera, a stew our friend Fulvio always raves about anytime he returns to Torino for a visit. The hallowed dish earned its name from what was on the backs of bankers who dined at this very restaurant; they wore coats called finanziere, financiers. The recipe is sometimes called finanziera Cavour, for the prime minister–statesman who frequented the restaurant. The ingredients include brains and veins, veal, bone marrow, calf and/or rooster testicles, cockscomb, wattle, mushrooms, Marsala or Barolo, parsley, garlic, and bay leaves. Finanziera’s popularity in Torino reveals something essential about the local palate: Anything that moves or grows is fair game. Were we brave enough to try this signature dish?

			I’m afraid, in summer, we tended toward lighter fare. Pretty shapes of melon on ice; gossamer fried slices of vegetables; plin (pinched ravioli) with lardo; lemon, and mackerel; vitello tonnato (a Piemontese favorite, veal with a creamy tuna sauce); sea bass in sea lettuce. William is served a small amount of wine. He wore a fitted gray sport coat and white shirt. He was wide-eyed with pleasure. I had a glimpse of the man he will be, someday sitting with someone he loves.

			Service is cordial. If you get up from the table, the waiter doesn’t just refold your napkin. He brings a fresh one. This lighting makes everyone look glamorous. I’m intrigued by a bejeweled older woman next to us (an aged-out high-class prostitute?), sitting beside her ancient, coiffed, and silent mother. There’s a story there, as there’s a story everywhere.

			Dessert arrived. A gianduia expanse topped with blackberries and, on top of William’s, a chocolate model of the Mole Antonelliana, the tower he ascended. The tower is toppled and we all had a bite.

			

			—

			ED’S FAVORITE: CIRCOLO DEI LETTORI, formerly a private literary club that now hosts publishing events and book clubs in its reading room, but also serves lunch and dinner in hushed, clubby rooms lined with paintings of artists. What a special lunch, watched by the faces of Torino’s artists.

			
			William’s favorite, and a topic of conversation all year: Combal.Zero, a long taxi ride outside town to Rivoli, one of the royal palaces, and now Museo d’Arte Contemporanea. By the time we arrived, the museum was long closed. We had to ring at a gate, where a hip-looking guy escorted us to the long, glass-walled restaurant of Chef Davide Scabin. Only two other tables were occupied. (This really is too far from town for a spontaneous visit.) William was immediately stunned when they presented a water menu, listing an array from all over Europe with their mineral contents. He and Ed proceeded with the extravagant tasting menu, far too experimental for my tame palate. Ed selected the wine pairings and William was offered pairings as well, various fruit, water, and tea preparations. The courses began to roll out. This, clearly, is play. The chef is having fun. We had fun, too. The waiters hovered, enjoying William’s awe and delight. It’s a party.

			

			—

			TORINO: FORTY MUSEUMS. Sixty markets. Churches, more cafés, contemporary galleries—we must come back. Again, and again. We cannot, we agree, leave without visiting the Musei Reali complex, the residences and collections of the Savoy rulers, and the gardens designed by André Le Nôtre. The scale of the city complex is daunting. We tour the royals’ personal quarters, which are so gilded and frescoed and sumptuous that we emerge feeling that we must be gold-leafed ourselves. I like the neoclassical ballroom best—the gold rosettes on the coffered ceiling with allegorical dancers representing Time frolicking around Apollo and the Muses. The Armeria, a grand room of armorial dress, is surprisingly interesting because the heavy plates often are decorated or personalized. Fashion was as important as protection.

			The painting and sculpture of the Galleria Sabauda occupies a light-filled wing with rooms off a long statue-lined hall. There are works to love—Fra Angelico’s Madonna and Child, Veronese’s Supper in the House of Simon the Pharisee, a fascinating painting of a sixteenth-century outdoor market by Jacopo Bassano, an evocative Annunciation by an unknown painter—but overall, the collection weighs numbingly, toward dark religious scenes.

			
			What we three love is the Biblioteca Reale, an expansive library and archive with arched ceilings and parquet floors worn to a honeyed patina by the steps of decades of readers. The shelves hold leather and vellum texts with antique ladders strategically placed for reaching high volumes. A metal balustrade runs around the catwalk for the second level; on the first are inviting tables. The self-portrait of Leonardo da Vinci lives here but isn’t on view right now. We only glimpse the garden, as rain has begun to come down at a hard slant. We’re thankful for the shield provided by all the arcaded streets.

			

			—

			BY LUCK, FULVIO and Aurora are in town visiting Gaetano, Fulvio’s father. We confer about where to meet and they suggest Camilla’s Kitchen off via Po. Although the world is in jeans and T-shirts, Torino diners still dress. Aurora always looks as if she stepped off a runway. It’s fun to see friends in new contexts; memories are made this way. In the intimate restaurant, we’re seated at a round table with velvet chairs and an attentive waitstaff, who appear immediately with prosecco.

			I’m proud when the waiter assumes William will be ordering in English, then breaks into a smile when he flawlessly chooses capesante arrosto in Italian. The roasted scallops are served with topinambur, Jerusalem artichokes, and a cream of anchovies with smoked salt. (I have to remember to tell William later about the word topinambur.) Ed seconds that motion and the rest of us order the risotto Acquerello with shrimp and saffron. How did arborio rice ever get to be the recommended one for risotto? Carnaroli is much less viscous and, as I see with the first taste, Acquerello sends that prized variety up a few notches. Acquerello, from Vercelli in Piemonte, is carnaroli aged for eighteen months or longer. This hardens the kernels, rendering proteins and starch less water soluble. Hence, less sticky. I remind myself to take some cans home for winter risottos.

			I’m curious to see if Fulvio will order the finanziera, soul food to him, but—like groups of Italians often do—we all order the same secondo: brasato di Piemontese alla sabauda con patate ratte. Delicious. Beef in the style of the Savoys: braised with Barolo (formerly Marsala was used), garlic, black truffles, and butter. Patate ratte, similar to fingerlings, are slender yellow potatoes, originally from France, with the thin skin left unpeeled. Aurora selects the wine: Pelissero 2014, a nebbiolo from just north in Langhe. The ruby-red brings together all the flavors of the brasato. We order a second bottle, which smells of rose petals. An evening of warmth and rich tastes with old friends in an old city.

			

			—

			
			BACK AT PAVESE’S house, I can’t stop thinking of him. I’m reading Family Lexicon, a memoir by the novelist Natalia Ginzburg, his intimate friend in Torino during the difficult fascist years. They both were sent into exile to the south for their antifascist activities. They worked for Einaudi, the great publisher in Torino. Ginzburg’s memoir, impossible to put down, is structured around family sayings. We all have them. Her family’s are absurd and funny and crop up in different contexts, all of which illuminate vibrant, tangled relationships. Though she writes obliquely about herself, she approaches Pavese dead-on, capturing his wicked smile, and the loss she felt when her friend took his life “one summer in Torino when none of us were there.” Her own sorrows are so strangely withheld (her husband was tortured and killed by Nazis) that the ellipses are even more poignant than if she had written them out. She does as Emily Dickinson advises: “tell the truth but tell it slant.”

			

			—

			EARLY, I WALK around the neighborhood, which probably has changed little from when Pavese lived here. Tranquillo. A nearby park. Torino! City of writers, fighters of tyranny, vintage tram cars, elegant pastry shops, city of a million trees.

			

			—

			BEFORE DRIVING NORTH to explore Piemonte, we stop at Porta Palazzo, Europe’s largest open-air market. It fills a covered iron-and-glass arena and spills into surrounding lots and streets. Tented like a souk, rowdy and colorful! Every vegetable, herb, flower possible. What asparagus! I wish I could buy the trombette, the long zucchini of Albenga, the cicoriette, baby chicory, and a sack of multicolored peppers. Costine? A mix of ribbed vegetables. Catalogna? A chicory originating in Catalan. Sliced watermelons shine under a red awning, casting color on everyone’s faces as they pass by. We do buy luscious cherries. Ed is stopped by the egg seller’s red-checked table, covered with tiny blue eggs, quail eggs, eggs da bere, for drinking. Duck eggs. Eggs in colors I’d like to paint on walls—teal, malt, sand, and cream. Buonissime, the sign says. Really good!

			
			William takes many photos of faces and fruit. Ed is looking for an espresso for the road. Time to leave. The car is baking. “Topinambur,” I explain, “got its name from a Brazilian tribe visiting the Vatican at the same moment this New World tuber, Jerusalem artichoke, was on display. Through some mix-up, the sunchoke plant got the tribe’s name.”

			“Franny, are you making this up? And could you crank up the air?”

			“No! And the Jerusalem part came from Italian immigrants in America, who called it girasole, sunflower, and girasole sounded to Americans like Jerusalem.”

			We take several wrong turns exiting the city.

			We don’t want to go. Oops! We forgot to see the Shroud of Turin.

			
				NOTES:

				
					A food historian writes about finanziera. http://www.francinesegan.com/​art_finanziera.php

					Links to some of Cesare Pavese’s poems, translated by Geoffrey Brock and published by Copper Canyon. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/​poems/​49939/​passion-for-solitude

					Family Lexicon, Natalia Ginzburg, brilliantly translated by Jenny McPhee and published by the New York Review of Books.
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				Riso Cavour

				RICE CAVOUR, SERVES 4

				I’m fascinated by Chef Matteo Baronetto’s elegant and highly unusual recipe featuring two kinds of rice. Venere, a black rice raised in the Po Valley, is whole-grain, fragrant, and healthy. In this recipe, since the venere dries for a long time in the oven, it’s best to complete that step the day before. Carnaroli, a long-grain, high-starch rice, is my favorite for risotto. The tomatoes, also, can be prepared ahead. I suggest roasting a whole pan of tomatoes; extras will be easy to use in other dishes. This recipe assumes that you have some beef ragù on hand—always a good plan.

				FOR THE TOMATO CONFIT

				
					16 cherry tomatoes

					Salt and pepper, QB

					3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

					Thyme sprigs

					1 clove garlic, minced

				

				Prepare the tomato confit. Cut a small cross on the lower part of each tomato, blanch them in boiling water for about 20 seconds, cool in ice water, and then peel them. Season with salt and pepper, 2 tablespoons of the olive oil, sprigs of thyme, and the garlic; arrange in a single layer on a baking sheet and roast in the oven at 175˚F for about 4 hours. Moisten with the rest of the olive oil and refrigerate.

				FOR THE FIRST RICE

				
					¾ cup venere rice

					3 tablespoons sunflower oil

				

				Boil the venere rice in plenty of salted water (as you would cook pasta) for 25 to 30 minutes, drain, and spread onto a baking sheet lined with parchment. Let the rice dry in the oven for 8 hours at 150°F. Once dry, fry it in small quantities and very quickly in hot sunflower oil in a nonstick skillet. The rice should be crispy.

				
				FOR THE SECOND RICE

				
					1 onion, studded with whole cloves

					Extra-virgin olive oil, QB

					4 cups water

					Coarse salt

					1 cup carnaroli rice

					6 tablespoons butter

				

				In a large pot, sauté the onion in a little olive oil until browned, about 6 minutes. Remove from the heat and add the water, salt, and rice all at once, watching out for spatters. Return to the heat and bring the water to a boil. Boil the carnaroli rice over a medium-high flame, uncovered, for about 15 minutes, stirring frequently. Discard the onion and any stray cloves. Drain the rice and place in a bowl, moistening lightly with oil to prevent the grains from sticking.

				Sauté the carnaroli rice in a nonstick pan over lively heat with a tablespoon of oil and the butter until the grains are dry, and slightly crisp, about 10 minutes. In 3–4 more, they become croccante, crisp. Keep warm.

				TO FINISH:

				
					4 large eggs

					Ragù, QB

					Celery leaves

				

				Poach the eggs in boiling water for 3 minutes. Warm the already prepared ragù.

				Arrange each egg in the middle of a warm plate, season lightly with coarse salt. Spoon the carnaroli over the egg and arrange 3 or 4 tomatoes around the edge with tufts of celery leaves. Finish the dish with a dollop of ragù and the venere rice.

				Del Cambio, Torino, Piemonte

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Orta San Giulio

			The bride’s father rowed her from the Orta San Giulio landing to the Municipio dock where the wedding would take place. Wearing fairy-tale white, she stood in the middle of the wooden boat, looking as though she would break into an aria and swan dive into the lapis-blue water. A short distance away lay the island of San Giulio with its castle and blur of trees forming an ethereal backdrop. The boat rocked slightly when it came abreast of the landing. The bride held out her bouquet for balance and stepped forward into the outstretched hands of the groom. We applauded. I’d never before seen a boat rowed by someone in top hat, cutaway morning coat, and tails.

			Lago d’Orta put a big, glorious kiss on a memorable day. That night at the dinner, the bride and her father danced. He had choreographed the complicated movements for weeks, and there had been a minor tiff over the amount of practice. No matter now—they dipped and twirled and she maintained her grace, even in high heels. We guests sat at round tables under the stars, listening to the lake water’s lapping. We who’d traveled many miles to share candlelight, music, and the moon luminous through a veil of silver clouds. Heartfelt toasts, winded toasts, the cutting of the cake: So they were wed.

			

			—

			
			THE BRIDAL COUPLE, now happy with their baby girl, may dream of the night swim when the lake turned ink-dark, the drifts of flowers on every table, or the wretched flight delay out of Milano. Ed and I best remember suffused blue evening air and the fortuitous position of the long, squared U-shaped piazza, the fourth side being the water, its greensward edge lined with boats ready to take you to the island. Surely one of the most felicitous town plans in Italy.

			We’ve returned to explore what we had no time for during the wedding. William, with us for all of Piemonte, is joined by his bulky tripod, lenses, and cameras, and thus so are we. I’d fantasized about staying at Villa Crespi, a Moorish extravaganza and a member of the reliably luxe Relais & Châteaux group. All booked! Never mind. Piemonte isn’t short of fantastic places to sleep and eat. We discover Hotel Castello Dal Pozzo in nearby Oleggio Castello. A castle and a grand villa, gardens, terraces, and a refined restaurant, Le Fief. From our room, we see the blue splotch of Lago Maggiore in the distance.

			We arrive in time for lunch. Is this strange? That I find formal restaurants relaxing? The crisp table linens, good cutlery and crystal, understated flowers, the little stool for my handbag, the attentive waitstaff, the quiet so conducive to conversation—all testify for this hour or two we will be superbly fed and charmed. No matter that we are in tennis shoes and wrinkled linen. William is the “young gentleman.” And what would he prefer to drink? Not a blink when he requests a Coke with his pasta. I order salad with green and red tomatoes and big pink shrimp. Ed’s choice is the most interesting. His salad is topped with a peeled soft-boiled egg that has been dipped in bread crumbs and deep fried, a golden ball. Cut into it and out slips the sun. (Light-years from a Scotch egg!) Slivers of summer truffle elevate the concept. After all this and a glass of local white wine, we’re ready to explore.

			

			—

			
			HOW PROFOUNDLY CHANGED a place becomes without cars. In Orta San Giulio, you easily slip into a lost-in-time state of mind. The human scale returns. Low cafés and shops, all pastel and frescoed, face the tree-lined space along the water. Birds twittering and the slosh of wake are predominant sounds, and what’s growing indicates a lucky microclimate: palms, oleanders, and tea olive. William photographs the incandescent glow inside a large white morning glory.

			The main industry seems to be the production of gelato; there’s a shop every few steps. Am I constantly asking William if he’d like a cup or cone? Why do I feel a twinge of disappointment when he declines? I’m too fond of the two-scoop cup of pistachio and chocolate. Since, traditionally, gelato isn’t made in the winter in Italy, this must be a ghost town in January. At that point, locals must repair to the Enoteca Al Boeuc for some sustaining vino rosso. In June, what’s most attractive is the Orta Beach Club, where you can swim and rent kayaks. Lake swimming is the best: no fear of sharks cruising below you. In such water, limpid and fresh, I even like to get my hair wet.

			Along the promenade, boatmen stand around chatting in groups. It’s easy and cheap to hire a Chris-Craft–type boat to take you to Isola San Giulio, which is so close you could swim if you weren’t liable to be drowned by one of the speeding launches. It’s also easy to arrange longer boat trips around this smallest of the famed northern lakes.

			

			—

			WHAT’S ON THIS small island? A few villas, a square bell tower, a castle, a restaurant with a view, and a cloistered group of Benedictine nuns, who while away the hours mending vestments or baking communion wafers and a bread called pane di San Giulio. They dwell in silence. All over the island are the abbess’s signs extolling the merits of quiet and meditation. The twelfth-century basilica was built over an earlier one that probably dates from the fifth or sixth century. Though not impressive from outside, the interior is extraordinary. Frescoes everywhere. The earliest date from 1421. On a column, I find a graphic San Lorenzo, martyr and patron saint of cooks. Two men with long forks appear to be about to rotate him on the grill while—wide-eyed and hands in prayer—Lorenzo approaches medium-well done.

			
			Elsewhere on the wall of the basilica, Giulio sails from Greece to the island on his outspread cloak, steering with his staff. Yes! With one wave of his hand he frees the island from a besieging serpent-like dragon. We’re at an intersection of faith and fairy tale. Two stairways lead down to a crypt where San Giulio lies in a silver mask and robes.

			Intent on the paintings, I almost missed the ambo. A new word for me, it’s the raised pulpit many old churches have for speaking or reading the gospels to upturned faces. San Giulio’s serpentine ambo, of dark green serpentine marble, is carved with mythological beasts struggling with animals. One of the birds resembles a monster pigeon. A griffin fights a crocodile, a deer is attacked by a ferocious centaur. A good versus evil lesson, no doubt. There are the Evangelists’ symbols: Luke’s winged ox, John’s eagle, Mark’s lion (looks more like a pussycat), and Matthew’s angel. Amid them stands Guglielmo da Volpiano, a revered holy person of the island in the tenth century.

			

			—

			A SMALL FERRY runs about the lake, stopping at villages. On Thursday, many locals take the trip to Omegna for market day. We drive the eight kilometers and stroll around the lively town. The lake ends here and close mountains cast reflections in the water. A spate of six- and seven-story apartment buildings follows the curve of the shore. Not pretty but they must offer fabulous views. A stream runs through the old town, with more picturesque houses built along the banks.

			Ravenous, we stop at busy Pomodoro, a simple local café that specializes in sfilatini, pizzas rolled in the shape of baguettes. The fillings are endless: Gorgonzola and apple, pesto and lardo, fontina and potato, truffle and porcini, squid and shrimp. William orders the grilled vegetable one and it arrives, long as a celery stalk. Ed tries the fried perch from the lake. I should have chosen the sfilatini, but ordered crespelle with fresh tomatoes instead; they were bland. William shared.

			

			—

			
			WILLIAM HAS SELECTED Pàscia in nearby Invorio for dinner. We’ve always had great fun introducing him to food. At two months, he squirmed and shook his fists when Ed placed his espresso or a clove of garlic under his nose. “Here’s a strawberry,” Ed would say, “you’re really going to like these.” Last year in Venice, he got wind of something called the tasting menu and he has never looked back. This has become expensive. It’s also enormously pleasurable to see him open up to unfamiliar foods, to listen to his responses. Picky myself, I love seeing him take on Ed’s philosophy: Try it.

			Paolo Gatta, the chef, is thirty. As I’ve seen in many places on my Italian tours, he trained elsewhere then brought home what he learned. His restaurant is in a converted house whose pastels and glass look kin to mid-century Miami. We’re seated in a curved room lined with windows. Paolo comes to the table to discuss what’s up today. Because his orto is flourishing, we will have a vegetable meal. His favored oil is extracted daily from sesame seeds. “We’re in your hands,” Ed tells him, “and, yes, we’ll have the wine pairings.” For William, there will be a procession of inventive fruit-based drinks.

			So it begins—and doesn’t end for a long time. Raw, tiny spinach in a savory broth; Jerusalem artichokes marinated for two weeks, a miniature caprese, a spoon of puréed apple, carrot, parsley. A taco with Japanese prunes. A confident chef improvising from his garden. The wines—generous pours—come forth: a Franciacorta, a Ligurian white, another white from the Dolomiti, and a big local nebbiolo. An interruption for a palate cleanser of sparkling water with basil. Everything on small plates. Paolo’s surprises keep everyone talking. A dessert finale: saffron wafers over vanilla gelato, various delectable biscotti, and apricot soup with pea shoots. “Are you sure those are peas?” William asks.

			

			—

			A FEW KILOMETERS away, Stresa on Lago Maggiore looks immediately familiar. It was the setting for a videotape Italian course I took years ago. I almost expect to see milling about the people who taught me to order coffee. Lined along the water are the Art Nouveau hotels, Villa e Palazzo Aminta and the Grand Hotel des Isles Boromees, where Hemingway wrote part of A Farewell to Arms. These flower-festooned confections call up a gentle nostalgia for tea in the afternoons and voile sundresses with inherited jewelry, and perhaps a game of whist. Hydrangeas are blooming. Not just tidy shrubs with baby-face-sized flowers, these mound and spread and climb, smears of blue and pink growing out of stone walls and tumbling down in a cascade of flowers. After Orta, this lake feels enormous. At sixty-nine kilometers long, Maggiore is the second-largest northern Italian lake. Dotting the flat azure expanse are the fabled Borromean Islands—Isola Bella, Isola Madre, Isola dei Pescatori, and Isola San Giovanni. There’s much to be said for islands in lakes; every one must have a compelling story—a mystery or a romance to guard.

			
			Along the shore, boat rentals are easy. And there’s gelato at the quay. Balancing our hazelnut and peach cones, we hop on board and take off for an hour’s spin on the calm waters ringed with mountains. The Borromeo family began building palazzi and fabulous gardens in 1632; in the Italian way, the dynasty still owns and lives part-time in their magic kingdoms. We debark on Isola Bella and take a quick walk around but do not visit the famous palazzo with a many-terraced pyramidal garden, home to white peacocks. Edith Wharton in Italian Villas and Their Gardens quotes a Bishop Burnet writing in 1685:

			
				There lies here two Islands called the Borromean Islands, that are certainly the loveliest spots of ground in the World, there is nothing in all Italy that can be compared to them.

			

			I buy a flouncy, smocked sundress for our neighbor Chiara’s little daughter. Ed calls her from the market stand. Bad connection. “What size dress for Adele?” Chiara and her mother, Fiorella, are on the beach with the children in Forte dei Marmi. We’re trying to show her the dress on the phone. Static. It’s starting to rain. “Eighteen months. Perfect.” Many ciao-ciaos while the market vendor waits. We rush back to our sleek boat and view the other islands through a scrim of rain. Invigorating, out on the water, full throttle.

			

			—

			WE’RE HUNGRY FOR a truly local dining experience with traditional cuisine. I call Pinocchio in Borgomanero. A storm hits as we’re leaving. We wait it out in the hotel’s castle wine bar, relaxing on the covered loggia with a Campari soda and a view of the wet lawns. Even the rain seems green.

			
			At the restaurant, we’re greeted by a collection of carved Pinocchios, a passion of the chef-owner. His daughter, a dignified signora, greets us warmly, as if we’re old friends. After last night’s extravaganza, we resist the elaborate degustazione menu. Still the antipasti plates begin to roll. Fried frog legs, as well as batsoà, an ancient preparation of pig trotters boiled for hours then deboned (labor!), bathed in vinegar, breaded, and fried. The name is ironic, from bas de soie, silk stockings, along the line of the silk purse from a sow’s ear—and the humble feet are transformed. Another starter from deep in the tradition, frittata rognosa, is a flat frittata with cheese, sausage or salume, pancetta, onions, and lots of celery. What’s the rognosa? Mangy? “Something lost in translation,” Ed says. “I think it also means bumpy.”

			Following these delights, William only wants agnolotti, the ravioli-type pasta stuffed not with the usual spinach and ricotta but with three white meats: goose, chicken, and rabbit. Much to ponder on this traditional Piemontese menu. This is an inclusive cuisine—every part, no matter how interior, is utilized. The much-loved finanziera of Turin, William reminds me, includes everything from brains to testicles, even a rooster’s comb.

			The signora is happy to discuss the menu. Sliced goose liver scaloppine, little veal kidneys in Marsala with sweetbreads and hazelnut butter, and, to William’s astonishment, tapulone di asino. Donkey in a mince preparation—tapulone comes from a dialect word meaning “chopped.” The tough donkey meat must be long simmered in wine. This dish goes back, she tells us, to the founding of the town. A group of hungry pilgrims rested for the night and ate their own pack animal. Apparently, they woke the next morning in great clarity and decided to found Borgomanero on the spot.

			We know the raunchy wild salad puntarelle, and here is the catalogna we saw in the Torino market—a lettuce with a dandelion-shaped leaf on a long white stalk. Ed selects calamaretti, little squid-shaped pasta, served with squid. I order a filet of beef. The white cows of Piemonte are famous as the best beef in Italy. The chef sears the filet on either side then finishes it in the oven on a bed of aromatic hay and under a cloud of meringue. The signora presents it with a big smile, knowing I will be amazed at the toasty mound of meringue.

			
			“How does this work?” I ask.

			“The beef becomes very tender.” She rakes away the puffy cloud, just as you would the salt crust on a fish before serving. I’m intrigued although dubious that hay and egg white have great transformative powers, but it is the most meltingly tender beef I’ve ever tasted. Equally eccellente: the Cumot Nebbiolo d’Alba DOC, suggested by the signora, who knows a thing or two about wine.

			We don’t order dessert but it arrives anyway: a plate of little pastries, chocolates and meringues over vanilla gelato with a foamy zabaglione sauce. We manage. As we linger over coffee, we talk about the two extremes of local cooking we’ve experienced. Last night’s experimental, high-concept vegetable dinner and tonight’s deep-rooted presentation of papa-in-the-kitchen’s grand traditions of the area. Ed sips an Averna. “Let’s don’t decide which we like better. Let’s like both.”

			

			—

			ONLY THE THIRD breakfast at Castello Dal Pozzo and already the friendly waiter knows that William will have hot chocolate and that my cappuccino should be decaffeinated. He seems genuinely disappointed that we’re leaving. We are, too. Shouldn’t we have taken a swim out to the island?

		

	
		
		
			
			Le Langhe

			LA MORRA, BAROLO, CASTIGLIONE FALLETTO, SERRALUNGA D’ALBA, AND NOVELLO

			I know all too well the Piemontese gianduia, the heavenly marriage of chocolate and nocciola, hazelnut. We’re at the source—and what a lovely tree! Serrated heart-shaped leaves, and the forming nut wears a wrinkled tutu. In Barolo country, groves of hazelnut trees line the north faces of hills, where vineyards are not allowed to be planted. Grapes rule: Barolo is king.

			As we drive into the Langhe, the rollicking knolls—Langhe is dialect for hills—shine with brilliant green vineyards, every twig and leaf well tended. On higher hilltops, castle towns silhouette against the horizon. Tiny villages nestle in the dips of valleys, surrounded by regimented rows of nebbiolo grapes that will soon become the legendary Barolo or Barbaresco wines. We’re moving through mile after mile of landscape paintings.

			When guests arrive at my house bearing a bottle of Barolo, I am hoping dinner lives up to the drink. Barolo and its genteel first cousin, Barbaresco, are the crown jewels of Piemonte. We chose the well-located village of La Morra for exploring the area’s numerous castle towns and the wine centers. Three days. We think that might be the limit of wine-focused travel with our grandson. But he’s easy. Loves to explore, photograph, and, of course, eat. Three packed days, then we have a final night in Torino.

			

			—

			
			WE HAVE TO park outside town and roll in our bags to UVE Rooms and Wine Bar. Right away, the village entices us with small shops and enoteche. You could hold the place in the palm of your hand. The main street rises to a park with panoramic views of the countryside. As we turn into the inn’s courtyard, I spot across the street Paesi Tuoi, a bookstore also emblazoned with La luna e i falò—both titles of Cesare Pavese novels. Someone here loves him.

			William checks into the floor below us. (I can’t get used to him on his own at fifteen.) He quickly unpacks, plugging in umpteen devices. Our room upstairs is luxurious, with Barolo-colored armchairs and sheer draperies. Arches in the middle of the room divide the sitting area from the bedroom. Contemporary, with a hit of glam. Outside the window, the façade of a church with bells that ring in the hours. I like staying right in the middle of the village. You can pop out for a walk or a coffee, or for a jaunt to the bookstore. Base camp established in the Langhe.

			

			—

			OUTSIDE PAESI TUOI, there’s a bench, with a couple of novels to read while you rest. Inside, I meet the owner and, of course, ask about the Pavese allusions: The Moon and the Bonfires and Your Countries. “Pavese was my uncle, the brother of my mother.” Incredible! All his books are here, plus a good selection of others. Some wall space is devoted to framed drawings. How wonderful to own a store like this.

			

			—

			SINCE WE WILL be driving a lot, I’m thankful for the surprise upgrade Avis gave us in Torino. The big Audi sedan makes the backseat—my fate—quite easy, while the front accommodates the long legs of Ed and William. Guidance off, map in glove compartment: We’re in ideal roaming country. That looks interesting; let’s take a left. And distances are short between towns. We stop first at a chapel that William spotted in the guidebook. Cappella del Barolo, painted by Sol LeWitt and David Tremlett, startles the landscape. On the Brunate vineyard land, a modest brick chapel built in 1914 became a playground for the Barolo-loving American and English artists, who painted wild stripes and curves of drastic primary colors inside and out. The ruined farmhouse nearby fascinates me more. William soon turns to photographing surrounding hills with clouds’ shadows racing across the glowing fields and a lilac scarf of fog at the horizon.

			
			Barolo, smaller than I expected, has one thing on its mind. Enoteche with tastings in progress line the cobbled streets, and the castle at the end houses an engaging wine museum. Down in the keep, you can sample the immense range of local wines. The museum could have been dull but the designers keep exhibits dynamic with active displays and a minimum of pedagogy. One is a facsimile of a typical country kitchen, complete with life-size videos of a young chef and a home-cooking nonna talking from opposite sides of the room: the two generations learning from each other. Dioramas, a formal dining room, winemaking equipment, a churn of galleries—all charm us.

			Over a lunch at Rosso Barolo that is not as quick as we hoped—who’s in a hurry in Barolo?—we plot the rest of the day: popping in and out of more of the castle towns. How many can we see?

			The waiter recommends the tajarin con verdure dell’orto e basilico. We’re introduced to the favorite Piemontese pasta: tajarin is dialect for tagliolini, “little cuts” of pasta resembling thin ribbons. Often served with the region’s famous white truffles or with mushrooms, the pasta with garden vegetables and basil tastes like summer. Tajarin is yellow, rich, with many more eggs than the usual pasta, and very tender. We peruse the classic Piemontese menu of pastas, tongue, snails, beef tartare, and boar. Ed and William want the cream of zucchini soup with tomato sorbet and the roasted octopus with chickpea cream. First (but not last) glass: the big, mouthy Barolo del Comune di Barolo.

			No dessert, but I can’t wait another minute to try the renowned local cheeses, especially the goat-milk robiola d’Alba. I often serve a robiola rolled inside sliced bresaola for an antipasto platter. This one is young and gooey, very delicate. The sweet Gorgonzola, on home ground, is unctuous, thickly rich. Castelmagno, which we haven’t had before, is a mostly cow’s-milk cheese, aged for one to five months, and is the oldest cheese around—going back to 1277. Crumbly and a bit grainy, it has a strong presence and depth of flavor. I can see a happy pairing with fig jam, a handful of walnuts, and a dark honey.

			
			Le Langhe invites wandering: Castiglione Falletto, Novello, Serralunga d’Alba.

			Castiglione Falletto, with massive medieval brick walls cornered with turrets where Rapunzel might let down her golden hair. Tucked into a corner of the castle, there’s an underground tasting room where local producers showcase their superb wines. From the church of San Lorenzo, long views of—what else?—vineyards spooling down the hills.

			Serralunga d’Alba’s castle silhouettes against the sky. Its three towers are all different: a graceful round, a short squat one, and a tall overlook. Rebuilt over an older castle, this one is late enough—fourteenth century—to show some Gothic influence. Frescoes and gardens inside. (Guided tours are available, but not today.) Colorful and well-kept houses line cobbled streets surrounding the castle. After lunch, when no one is out, the town seems to slip back into history.

			Besides producing powerful, structured Barolos, Serralunga also is known for Barolo Chinato, especially the one made by Cappellano vineyard, where it was invented in the 1800s by Giuseppe Cappellano. He was a pharmacist by trade, and the wine may have some salubrious effect, since one ingredient is said to be macerated quinine from cinchona bark. The recipe remains a secret. Enjoy this version of Barolo as an after-dinner digestivo, but pour over ice as an aperitivo or mix in cocktails and spritzes. We like to serve an after-dinner sip around the winter holidays because of its bittersweet, spicy clove and cardamom taste. It’s lovely with a little twist of orange peel and a plate of great chocolates from Piemonte.

			

			—

			NOVELLO—I LIKE ENTERING a town through a gated clock tower. Easy travel: Buzzing in and out of these villages, most with under a thousand inhabitants. Quick walk around, survey the views, onward. We’re really just absorbing the terrain and way of life. Castle, enoteca, winding streets no wider than paths, a shared history of ownership by a powerful medieval family, some lasting six hundred years. Chimneys! I love the distinctive small brick temples that cap the chimneys. Even Barolo wasn’t the least crowded; these lesser-known castle towns are uninterrupted by tourists.

			
			Lively Novello’s castello is the prettiest so far, though not nearly as old as most. Built over ruins of another, the neo-Gothic castle was only finished in 1880—yesterday, in Italian time—and the only one that looks livable. Most have no windows except at the highest level (higher than anyone could climb), but this late building was never in danger of marauders. It has a new life as Albergo Al Castello. I’d like to check in.

			The Chiesa di San Michele Arcangelo, instead, is seventeenth century with a huge dome and impressive fresco cycle. “How did they have something so fancy in such a small place?” William wonders.

			“Mystery of Italy,” says Ed.

			“Deep pockets and stranglehold of the Roman Catholic Church,” I add.

			

			—

			EARLY JULY DAYS. We get to see sunset across the vineyard, the raked light changing from clear to honey to amber, and then streaks of rose and cerulean. We double back to Barolo for dinner at Winebar Barolo Friends: bare tables, the art and wine cases creating a casual atmosphere. Nothing casual about the wine list. We dither, and Ed finally chooses Cordero di Montezemolo Barolo Monfalletto ’13, from a vineyard in La Morra. “It’s from vines that are between fifteen and fifty years old, on a property dating from 1340.”

			“Sounds romantic enough.” Still a bit young, the wine rims the glass with the characteristic clear brick color, while the body is deep garnet. Tannins, oh yes, but not harsh. If this wine were a man, he would not be slim, detached, and elegant. He would be a stocky powerhouse with a big laugh.

			

			—

			“IT’S AN ALL Barolo night,” William says, sipping his fizzy water. We’ve all opted for the risotto made with Acquerello rice and Barolo, then the stinco di vitello al Barolo. Acquerello is the rice, toasted and aged. I always laugh at the word stinco, which doesn’t sound good in English but means that tender cut of beef or pork, the shank.

			
			Just breathing in the scents of the wine is almost enough. The risotto, creamy and subtle, must be soul food to the Piemontese. Fall-off-the-bone beef. They get to eat like this all the time!

		

	
		
		
			
			Le Langhe

			ALBA, CHERASCO, SANTO STEFANO BELBO, AND NEIVE

			Alba, gentle word. Dawn. I’ve wanted to come here for many years. We’ve tried a couple of times to reserve for the divine October white truffle feasts but everything is always booked. Not today; hardly any tourists about. Alba, though only around thirty-two thousand inhabitants, seems like a real city, elegant brick, with open piazzas in the old centro, surrounded by cafés and blooming oleander. It’s hot. We do what we seldom do, just sit with coffees and merende (mid-morning snacks). There are churches and museums to see but still we talk, watch people, spread out the morning. Alba must be a fabulous place to live. The best wine and food, and obviously enlightened people who keep their town impeccable.

			I’ve read that the Saturday market branches into many streets. Even on Monday morning, bicycles stream by, women are intent on shopping, and aromas of pastry and bread exhale from open doorways. First, we visit the Cattedrale di San Lorenzo, Romanesque, from the early 1100s, but remodeled and shape-shifted a few times in the intervening years, including a front-and-center rose window opened in the nineteenth century. Added in 1512, fabulous marquetry choir stalls intrigue the three of us. Inlays of various woods tint the designs of plants, books, landscapes with villages, musical instruments, fruit baskets, and religious symbols. An awkward modern altar and throne chair and aggressive suspended lighting are intrusive and, to my eye, ugly.

			
			We pass stylish wine-tasting rooms, Cignetti for chocolates and confections (since 1878), good-looking clothing stores, and Franco Fedele, a high-end carpenter’s shop where I would want to have my bookcases made if I lived here. Just the way the tools are displayed in the window tells you a true artisan works inside. William buys a jar of Nutella, nostalgic childhood treat of every Italian. He wants to see if it tastes different in Alba, where it was invented.

			“Look up,” we keep saying. Medieval towers everywhere. Arcades and umbrellas: shade is necessary in summer. I love the Chiesa della Maddalena, a fantasy of brickwork and a wild frescoed dome with winged priests frolicking among the putti. William is more enchanted with the portal of San Domenico. Rounded bricks—sage, rose, coral—stacked into rows of columns frame the entry.

			Food dreamers come from everywhere to dine at Piazza Duomo. They’re closed, and besides we didn’t reserve months in advance. (Who does that?) Instead, we get to have lunch at La Piola, their more informal place right on the duomo piazza. Airy and open, the café couldn’t be more inviting. The name, in dialect, means “very local osteria.” The day’s menu posted on a chalkboard says casual, plates designed by American artists say hip; and quirky: two fun chandeliers of curved wire and pictures of birds, made by Kiki Smith. We love everything—squash flower soup, vitello tonnato, agnolotti filled with Castelmagno cheese with black truffles and hazelnuts. We’ve neglected the white wines of Piemonte and
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				Cipolla Cotta al Forno Ripiena di Fonduta e Salsiccia di Bra

				BAKED ONION STUFFED WITH FONDUE AND BRA SAUSAGE, SERVES 6
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				Fiori di Zucca Ripieni di Ricotta, Verdure Piccole e Pomodori Freschi

				PUMPKIN FLOWERS STUFFED WITH RICOTTA, SMALL VEGETABLES, AND FRESH TOMATOES, SERVES 4

				
				FOR THE STUFFED FLOWERS

				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				FOR THE SAUCE
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