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Midway on life’s journey


I found myself alone in a dark wood


where the right way was lost.


— DANTE ALIGHIERI


Once upon a time, there was a piece of wood.


— CARLO COLLODI
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Allora, the Italians say. It is a multipurpose word, useful for many occasions. Someone asks directions: allora, first you take this street and then.… You are a young mother and your child is melting down in the art museum: allora, let’s move on to the next room.… You are a judge on the Italian version of Who Wants to be A Millionaire, which is a team sport, and it is the ten-thousand-euro question: allora, let’s get started.… You are a waiter in a trattoria. Your pencil is poised above your notepad and you look expectantly at your customers. Allora…


In Canada we say “So…” a lot, but allora is a soothing word, suggesting that whatever is to come can be managed, a word that encourages speaker and listener to roll up their sleeves and try to sort it out. There may be a thousand blue pieces in this jigsaw puzzle, and they may be scattered on the floor now, may be missing more than a few essential pieces, may be drenched after a sudden spill of wine or perhaps the catastrophic spill of blood.


You may fear that it will never fit together again, that you can never make the picture right, and you may well be right, but, allora, let’s begin.
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I SAT FORTY THOUSAND FEET ABOVE THE ATLANTIC, all the blue puzzle pieces of that ocean. I had tried to sleep but we were bad sleepers, our family, unable to let ourselves go while in motion, let alone in public. I envied my seatmate, a man in a suit who had put on a dark eye mask and fallen asleep even before we left Toronto. His breathing was steady and rhythmic. I couldn’t sleep, more than a bit concerned about what would happen if I did, if I confused him for Russ, and woke up with my head on his shoulder.


I watched the electronic map on the back of the seat in front of me as we gradually arced our way across the world. As the hours wore on, the cabin lights were slowly dimmed, and people found space to settle themselves, limbs splayed, all around the cabin.


The thought played in an endless loop in my head: Would this solve anything? Would I ever be able to go home again?


Finally, somewhere over the Irish Sea, around three in the morning our time at home, my long blinks and head falling forward became a sort of imperative, my need for sleep overriding everything else.


It hurt to wake up about an hour later. My neck ached, reminding me of the awful fatigue I’d had when the boys were small: being awakened in the night was fundamentally different from waking up with your own body’s signals, even if the hour for waking was the same. It hurt, too, as it always did when I woke up the last few months: even high above the earth, nothing about my situation had changed.


What woke me was a voice, scratchy over the plane’s intercom, the captain’s voice. As I tried to register what he was saying, I realized that people had opened blinds to reveal merciless sunlight, and flight attendants were already beginning to serve breakfast. All around me, people were waking up, strangers strangely intimate in yesterday’s clothes and faces softened by sleep.


Strong headwinds, the captain said, had delayed our ocean crossing, and we would be arriving in Frankfurt around eleven local time. My hands began to sweat: my connecting plane was scheduled to depart at ten-thirty.


My seatmate swore, pulling off his eye mask with a vicious snap of the elastic.


I wasn’t sure, never having flown alone before, what the protocol was when it came to privacy between strangers jammed so closely into intimate proximity. I gave him a sympathetic eye roll.


“Abu Dhabi,” he said. For one confused moment, I thought it was another curse word or an incantation, but then I understood.


“Florence,” I said, naming my own destination.


He shook his head as if to dismiss my concerns. “They’ll get you there this afternoon. Me? Depending on how full the red eye is, I might not even get there tomorrow. Damn!”


“Work?” I asked as the flight attendant approached the row in front of us.


“Why else go to Abu Dhabi,” he said as we settled our trays. “You?”


I was grateful that the flight attendant interrupted us at that point, pouring drinks and passing our food to us, because there were two stories about why I was going to Italy: the story everyone knew, and the true story only I knew.


Once when I was in high school, I had taken a train to Ottawa, and on the way there a university student had invited me to go into the washroom with him to smoke up. I hadn’t been interested in the particulars of his offer but I had liked the thought that I could be anyone on a train, even a girl who casually did drugs, and when he came back, slightly glassy-eyed and with all the time in the world, I had told him things I would never tell my friends back at home.


But I had a different story to tell now. I wondered whether I could tell it to Mr. Abu Dhabi, someone else I would never meet again. I could tell him of the ripping within me, the violation, the visceral pain.


But I wasn’t seventeen anymore and he wasn’t high. No one wanted to hear this story of mine, to be trapped behind breakfast trays and insufficient legroom by a stranger’s tears.


All of this passed through my mind before he raised a forkful of airline eggs, wishing me “Bon appétit.”


“I’m going to volunteer at a convent,” I said, sticking to the simple version everyone knew before he forgot his question.


He jolted, shifting in his chair, as if to sit more upright. “You’re a nun?” he said.


I laughed. It was not that different from what my mother had said when she heard what I was going to do. “No, I’m not. I’ll be helping with their gardens.”


I could tell from his expression that gardening was only slightly less foreign to him than nuns, although he did relax again in his seat. I knew only a bit about gardening—although it had perhaps saved my sanity the last few months—but this trip was not the same as working in my own safe yard.


It was what I was going to do and a way of easily telling my story. But there was another story beneath that one.
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THE STORY I DIDN’T TELL—THE COMPLICATED ONE— began two years ago when our organization’s bookkeeper came into my office, closed the door, sat in the chair across from mine, told me she was leaving, and why.


I had long practice in keeping my face neutral when people disclosed their stories.


I knew her situation. She had four school-aged children and her husband had lost his job a few months before. The sole family income was her work as a bookkeeper.


She kept talking and I sat quietly listening.


Because I was the executive director of the organization, dealing with complicated was a big part of my job description, but it had already been a long day with more challenges than usual. I had woken up in the night and stayed awake thinking about one of our clients who was in crisis. That morning I’d had meetings with two other clients in challenging situations and our receptionist had told me we were low on supplies and she had no idea why. There were people who were mad at me as I had always known there would be, as there always were with those in leadership. The only thing I hadn’t banked on were people who were mad at me for their mistaken ideas of what we stood for.


I turned to Jenn. “I want you to stay with us,” I said. “You make a big difference here. And you don’t use all the accounting acronyms our old bookkeeper did. If I have to go back to FE versus OE, I will possibly lose my mind. It’s hard enough keeping up with my kids and their texting. I’m not sure I can do it here.”


Jenn returned my words with a soft smile.


I continued, hopeful. “What you just told me makes me want to keep you all the more.”


“But I can’t, can I?” she said.


I didn’t know. My job was to know all the policies and bylaws, the mission, vision, and values, and to lead our organization, to be its mother duck, its queen bee. Normally I loved that role, but sometimes—like this moment—ideals, values, ethics, and pragmatism collided. There was no simple answer.


So much of our culture has done us a disservice. Take cowboy movies. The hero in the white hat. The moustache-twirling villain. We don’t realize the complexities—the good people who make wrenching choices, the complicated reasons any of us do anything. The situations in which no choice feels good, in which no choice is good.
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WE CAME THROUGH THE CLOUDS AND FRANKFURT was under heavy gray skies, heavier even than Toronto’s when we left. It was exactly what I had pictured Germany being like: colorless, industrial, and ugly. I sent Russ and the boys a quick text as we taxied to the terminal to let them know I had arrived.


In the lengthy line for customs, I found myself intrigued as I watched the agents who faced us through a long glass wall while passengers turned toward them. I wondered how it worked: did they randomly ask passengers for a more thorough check? Were they racially profiling? I began to look at passengers in the line ahead of me, imagining what I would do in a customs agent role. At first I looked for signs: did people’s shoes match the rest of their outfit? Were they sweating just a bit too much? Then as we turned a corner in the maze of lineups, I remembered how I’d once heard that that people who checked for counterfeit bills and coins spent much of their time studying the real thing. But how could you know when a person was real or counterfeit?


A woman with hard eyes assessed me, a human X-ray. I suppose she found me credible, harmless or both. She spoke to me in English, as though somehow she saw me completely.


After I had been approved to enter Europe, I found the Air Canada desk where they began with the familiar “Hello, bonjour.” They worried me only briefly by musing about sending me to Rome before finding me a spot on the next Florence flight, replacing someone who had taken one of the seats on the ten-thirty flight. Mr. Abu Dhabi had been right. I hoped he would have similar success wherever he was.


Sitting under the convoluted metal tubes that covered the airport ceiling, I watched planes taxiing in and out until they announced it was time to board a shuttle that took us into the late-winter chill of the afternoon toward our plane.
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I COULD ALSO SAY MY COMPLICATED STORY BEGAN many years earlier, on another chilly winter day when I saw a sign on a telephone pole in my neighborhood.


At the time I had wanted a fourth child—if it could be a girl—but Russ thought that would extend to a fifth and a sixth child. He showed me tables and statistics demonstrating the low likelihood of having a girl after three boys. But ever since our first son was born, I had been a baby person—I loved the way a newborn molded itself to your arms, the way they smelled of yeasty milk and freshness.


Still pondering the idea of a fourth child, I saw that sign on a telephone pole asking for volunteers to work with seniors at a community services organization in our neighborhood. It wasn’t a new baby but I thought I could try it out as a home for my nurturing energy.


“One rule,” Russ had said with a smile when I told him I was considering volunteering. “They aren’t kittens, Liz. You aren’t bringing any home with you.”


I hadn’t, of course. And I had enjoyed the work even if seniors smelled nothing at all like delicious babies. It had gotten me out of the house and gave me an outlet for caregiving twice a week. But then came the day when the executive director suddenly had to go home with the stomach flu and she handed me the literal and figurative keys to the building. I hadn’t realized until then that my parenting skills were quite so transferrable. Nor had I been aware that I’d been unconsciously job-shadowing the executive director for months so that I knew exactly what to do. I went home with a profound sense of satisfaction that the program had gone smoothly, largely thanks to my work.


I knew the feeling. During my first pregnancy I had thought I couldn’t be The Mother, that I was The Kid. But when they put Timothy into my arms, nothing had ever felt so purely right. I clearly remember peering into that small, scrunched-up face and thinking, Oh, I can totally be your mother. That was followed by a period of postpartum bliss, despite my new parent fears. I liked children before I had my boys, but my heart found depths I had never dreamed of before the babies were mine. At times it felt almost idolatrous and all-consuming.


It had only been the one afternoon at the senior center, but the next time I went in to volunteer, I talked with the executive director, Karin, about the experience. I sat across from Karin’s desk and realized that I wanted to be the person volunteers came to with such situations, the person who gave wise counsel or encouraging words or jokes. I wanted to be the one offering the Kleenex and the performance evaluations, the one working with the board and the budgets. To her credit, Karin didn’t laugh when I told her. Instead, she let me work closely with her and eventually hired me as the volunteer coordinator. She was my reference when I applied to a graduate program and then again when I graduated and applied for the role as an executive director at another organization.


I still thought of the organization I headed up as my “new” organization, even though it had been more than ten years since I left the senior center. Accounting acronyms aside, it had been the right role for me. There were sleepless nights of second-guessing myself and seasons where my work felt flat or when I felt tinges of cynicism about whether what we did made a difference. But I knew how to avoid the turn toward compassion fatigue and burnout. I did love being the person offering the Kleenex and leading the team. I loved working with the board on a common purpose, even when we clashed or struggled for funds. It felt a bit like conducting an orchestra and bringing very different instruments and voices into harmony.


And then came the day that led me to flee to Italy.
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THE LITTLE SCHOOL BUS OF AN AIRPLANE CREAKED and popped up the Frankfurt runway and within a few short minutes, we had shed the gray winter chill to fly through brilliant sunshine. By the time we were flying over the Italian Alps, I had learned that my seatmate, an older man in a blazer and a mid-winter tan, lived in California with his second wife—“A terrible mistake”—and that he was on one of his frequent returns to Florence. I listened carefully when he offered suggestions: when you get gelato, listen for what the Italians are ordering; don’t talk with the street sellers; be sure to go to the opera; don’t eat raw olives if you don’t want to be sick. I thanked him with a grazie.


Before I knew it, we were descending into a green world dotted with red tile roofs, terracotta everywhere, and a brilliant blue river undulating back and forth. As we came lower still, I could see terraced hillsides and trees and more red roofs, and then suddenly we were bumping along, earthbound.


The airport was smaller than the bus depot at home, and smokier. Miraculously my luggage arrived with my flight and was in my possession within five minutes. I stepped out into the cool sunshine, found a queue for taxis and, in awkward Italian, told my driver the name of the convent where I was staying: Le Suore Stabilite nella Carità. The driver nodded and I hoped my six weeks of language classes had provided me with enough Italian to find my way.


Tired though I was—exhausted, in fact, as if gravity had increased its force to maximum—I kept my eyes open, not wanting to miss a thing, including what started to seem like my inevitable death from collision with the dozens of Vespas that leaned a perilously hard left in every roundabout, then darted in and out of traffic as they streamed beside us on highways and overpasses, along winding narrow streets and hills.


As we passed ugly apartment buildings and billboards advertising alcohol and strippers, I wondered what would happen if I hated Italy, if I had spent all this time and money on a trip, banking on it being an interesting but safe place, only to find it disturbingly alien. An ambulance passed us but then got stuck in traffic just ahead of us. I felt anxious for whoever awaited its help.


Then, as we began ascending a long hill, I noticed palm trees flanking the boulevard, as if this were California. I saw a couple posing for wedding photos in a park. I saw people greet one another with kisses on both cheeks. I saw a man balancing a precariously tall stack of shoeboxes on one forearm. My taxi driver pointed, and I looked—it was, impossibly, inevitably, the roof of the Duomo dominating the skyline in the distance. My mood lifted as we climbed the hill.


We rose higher and higher until finally the driver stopped, the car idling outside tall wrought iron gates. We had passed dozens of similar gates as we crept up the winding roads, but this was apparently the convent. I crawled out and fumbled for my credit card. The driver opened the trunk and handed me my bags. I paid him and said “Grazie” and then looked at the gates, unsure how to open them. Back on his side of the car, the driver called to me and pointed to a small buzzer next to the locked gates. I mimed my thanks as he drove away, and then I pushed the buzzer, hoping he was right.


“Sì?” came a woman’s voice almost instantly.


“Mi chiamo Liz Fane. I’m Elizabeth Fane.”


There was a pause and then a click and the gate began to swing open. I walked in and stood looking up at the house: it was an ochre-yellow stucco villa with a red tiled roof. The entire front yard of the house was paved with cobblestones. An image of Maria in The Sound of Music came to mind, and I stifled a laugh that was potentially hysterical with fatigue at the thought, hoping I would not be called upon to make dresses out of drapery. The gate closed behind me with a clang that startled me.


I picked up my bags, thinking of our youngest son, Gil, last September as he had walked away from us into his ivy-covered college residence for the first time. I had sat in the car, both wanting him to look back and not to turn at the same time. In the end, he did turn and gave us a wave, smiling broadly, a smile that let us know he would be fine.


The front door of the convent opened, and a woman stood at the door wearing a powder-blue habit—I supposed it was a habit—and thick black eyebrows. She looked at me the way I looked at our cats when they acted as though they needed special invitations to come inside.


I hurried up the steps and offered an apology. “Scusi,” I said, getting close to the end of my Italian much faster than I had expected. She began to speak in a torrent of Italian and I held up my hands as if to say she had won the language contest. She pointed her index finger sharply, miming that I should wait, and rustled away down the corridor. I didn’t dare move, but I put my bags down on the polished terracotta tiles and let my eyes adjust after the brightness of the outside world.


In a moment, the nun returned with a second nun, this one far younger and smaller, with enormous clear brown eyes. She looked up at me with a shy smile. “Elizabetta?”


Ay-leez-a-beh-ta, she pronounced my name. I said it again in my head and I wondered whether I could forever and always and at home in Waterloo County be called Elizabetta.


I nodded that yes, that was me.


The young nun pointed to what looked like a schoolroom and said, in English, “For the meals.” I felt relief to hear my own language and I laughed.


The older nun cleared her throat and led me into a woodpaneled elevator so tiny it only had room for one of my suitcases. The smaller nun took my other suitcase, pointed at a stone staircase and then upward. “I meet you,” she said. The elevator doors closed, and I felt it begin to creep slowly upward, certain there were nuns in the basement riding bicycles to make the elevator rise. I realized I had just handed off my passport, contact lenses, toothbrush and camera to be stuck in this slow-rising coffin with a beetle-browed nun who apparently didn’t speak a word of English. I smiled at her and she did something with her face back at me.


The door opened just as I thought of the word claustrophobia, and when the little nun was there, smiling at me, it felt like a familiar face. I followed the two nuns who led me through a labyrinth of hallways before opening a door that led to an outdoor walkway.


I was entirely stopped by my first view of what lay behind the convent. Just below us were terraces with raised formal gardens. Sloping down and away from the building and the terraces was an orchard of ancient trees clad in silvery green leaves. Dividing these trees were two long rows of enormous black-green evergreens, unlike anything we had in Canada. In the distance were soft hills and red roofs and a glimpse of blue, perhaps the river I had seen from the plane. It took my breath away.


The older nun cleared her throat again and it was clear she saw me as a dawdler, but then she must see this view every day. It struck me that I too would now see this view every day. She handed me a pair of keys and indicated that I should open the door at the end of the covered walkway.


We entered a common room with furniture that was less Renaissance-villa and more 1970s suburbia in style. The young nun pointed out the small kitchen and the bathroom as we went along and then we entered a hallway of bedrooms. The older nun stopped at the second bedroom door and waved a hand to indicate I should open it with the other key she had given me.


The young nun followed me into the room while the older nun stayed in the hallway. With a quick glance toward the door, the young nun pointed at her chest and looked up at me. “I am called Salvia,” she said. Then, in a louder voice she said, “Dinner is serve at eight o’clock.” With that she joined the other nun, and they went back to the main building, leaving me alone.


My ears rang with the silence, and I started to feel shaky with fatigue and on the verge of tears. There were two single beds draped in orange coverlets my grandmother might have used. I sat down on the bed closest to the window, and then the other one, as though I were Goldilocks trying to find the one that was just right. I was so tired that any horizontal surface felt compelling. I wanted so badly to lie down and fall asleep, but everyone had warned me that I had to resist jet lag, that I needed to force myself into the new time zone.


I looked up and saw that facing the beds was a painting in an ornate gold frame that almost filled the entire wall. A portrait of a young woman in a blue dress, a halo illuminating her head, a head she tilted equivocally, as if asking why I was there. It was a good question. Right now I couldn’t remember why.


The room smelled a bit like a library. I felt panicky suddenly: Why had I thought this would help? And what if it didn’t? The air in the room felt close and I decided to open the windows.


Huge and reaching to the ceiling, they were complicated to open. Behind the windows were outdoor shutters that swung open as I pushed them—and there was the view that had stopped me short as I crossed the walkway. I decided to go for a walk in that landscape, and to panic and unpack later.


An outside door and then a set of winding metal stairs along the outside of the building took me down to the ground level.


For a long time, I stood on the gravel terrace and just looked and looked in every direction. Behind me was the villa and around me were carefully sculpted hedges surrounding the formal gardens that were empty of plants in the winter. The land fell away from the villa, dropping into the sea of silvery green I now realized was the olive grove.


The tall evergreens I’d seen from the walkway looked even more impressive and foreboding now as I stood at their feet. They rose higher than the villa, though they grew far below it. Cypresses. These were tall, ancient trees, and they stood like guards on either side of a pathway that led down and away from the villa.


I descended through the gardens and into the olive trees and beyond to the tall stone obelisks that marked the entrance to a passageway between the rows of the terrible, majestic cypresses. I kept following the path, down its stairs made of old stone, even as I regretted leaving my sweater in my room. It had been cool in the afternoon sunshine, but in this dark shade, there was a significant chill.


I could hear traffic below me, with Vespas and motorcycles hugging the side of this ancient mountainside. My legs were stiff and still tired from the plane, but I decided I would walk to the bottom of the property and then back up to my room. Near the bottom I found myself not at a lower wall as I had expected but in a kind of clearing where the cypresses formed a wide circle about me. Whether it was a circle of protection or a dead end, I couldn’t yet tell.
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LATE LAST FALL I HAD SPENT ENDLESS HOURS TRYING to sort it all out, trying to make a coherent narrative out of what had happened, trying to think about what I could have done differently, where I had erred, hitting a dead end at every turn.


Earlier in the year, Gil going to college had left us with the proverbial empty nest. Where I’d felt a bit of relief when Tim went off to university and mild panic when Jackson moved out, I experienced grief when Gil left last September. The house was far too quiet when I woke up every morning, and all the more so because Russ’s vice president at the insurance company finally retired, freeing Russ to do work he had wanted to do for years.


There were huge bonuses to having the boys gone, of course. A tank of gas lasted us three weeks and I had to make bran muffins after a carton of milk had turned—when before milk had never lasted long enough to go sour. We reverted to sleeping naked again after more than twenty years of careful, familial modesty.


But in the weeks after Gil left, I felt greed in my heart as I watched young parents for whom parenthood lay before them rather than behind them. I thought of the dairy board commercials featuring families with older parents who were weary at the fact that their middle-aged children still lived at home, the commercials that exhorted the parents to stop cooking with cheese if they wanted their children to move out. I idly wondered what would have happened if I had cooked more with cheese.


Finally, when I saw a book on empty nest syndrome at a church rummage sale, I sandwiched it between two classic novels and paid for it before anyone could tease me or even ask questions about how I was doing without my kids.


There was a quiz at the start of the book—assessing whether the reader truly was in the throes of empty nest syndrome. My answers told me I was in the mild category. The book advised that I take up new hobbies or adopt a pet. I turned the page, both reassured and hoping the advice got better.


On the next page, I read words that sprang off the page as if they were the words of Jesus in a red-letter Bible: “Midway on life’s journey I found myself alone in a dark wood where the right way was lost.”


It was something like when Timothy was born: I knew, instinctively, that this was completely right and true. The words expressed much of how I felt but I had no idea how important these words would be when the real grief hit. Still, I looked up the quote. It was the beginning of Dante’s Inferno, written after the Italian poet had been exiled from his beloved city of Florence.


A month later when I was violently ripped out of my happy life, there were no words, no simple term like empty nest syndrome to describe what happened. Now in my fiftieth year, all I had to cling to were Dante’s words when, like the poet, I was suddenly sent into exile.
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IT WAS DARK WHEN I WOKE UP, JOLTED AWAKE BY the sound of voices outside my room. It took a moment for me to realize where I was and then I was afraid I had missed dinner. I looked over at my phone and it was only seven-thirty. I had tried so hard to stay awake after my walk, but apparently it hadn’t worked. I looked up at the painting on the wall and I couldn’t decipher the expression on the woman’s face.


I stepped out of my room, still dazed and disoriented.


“Hey,” came a voice. “I didn’t know you were here yet. Benvenuto! Welcome!”


I found the source of the voice—it was a young woman sitting on top of the counter in the kitchenette. She was all arms and legs in a tank top and jeans, a tattooed vine twining down one arm, blonde hair pulled up on top of her head. She jumped up and shook my hand. Her hand was rough.


“I’m Honey,” she said, and gestured to a tiny woman with dark dreadlocks sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the mini-fridge, looking like she was playing Jenga with the contents. “And this is Cecy.”


“I’m—” I couldn’t manage Elizabetta. Not yet—“Liz.”


“Did they call you Leeza?” Honey asked. “The nuns? They call me Miele.”


“Elizabetta.”


“And they put you in the room with the picture I like to call Our Lady of Perpetual Constipation?” Cecy said, speaking at last. “I’m in Of Course I’m a Virgin, How Dare You.”


“Cecy!” Honey said.


“It could be worse. She could be in Jesus, Bloody Jesus like you.”


“Sorry,” said Honey, “We’ve been here awhile. You ever hear of Stendahl syndrome?”


I shook my head.


“People go to too many museums and they get overloaded with art and they have a breakdown. It’s kind of like that for Cecy, only it’s an excess of nuns. And their paintings.”


“So many Jesuses, so many Marys,” said Cecy, managing to close the fridge door after several attempts.


“How long have you been here?” I asked.


“Since just after New Year’s,” Honey said. “We were in France before that. We spent New Year’s in Nice. It was nice.”


I restrained my laughter when I quickly realized this was apparently not offered as a joke.


“You picked a good time to come,” Honey said. “They’ve finally decided we can work outside. This week we pruned the rose bushes, but up until now it’s been sharpening tools, sterilizing bottles, and putting labels on them. Next week we get to start pruning trees and planting gardens.”


“Just when I have to leave,” said Cecy, wrapping her arms around Honey from behind. Just then a buzzer sounded overhead. “Dinner bell. I hope you’re hungry. I’ll say one thing for these babes—they know how to cook. I’ve put on fifteen pounds since I’ve been here.”


I followed them out the door and across the rooftop walkway to the main villa. If what Cecy said were true, she must have been emaciated to begin with. I paused in the middle of the walkway and looked out between the arches into the velvety blackness. The hills were dotted with light as if the stars had come down to touch the earth.


“We had to scoot across here in January,” said Honey, holding the door to the main villa open for me. We descended the curving stone staircase to the dining room the little nun had pointed out earlier. It reminded me of an old-fashioned schoolroom with high windows. We sat at the only one of the small narrow tables that was set for dinner, although they were all draped with faded pink linen tablecloths.


Cecy had not been exaggerating about the nuns’ cooking abilities. I wrongly assumed that the third course—the pasta—was the main course but it was followed by platters of pan-fried whitefish and bowls of green beans and potatoes, and then a cheese course and fruit. It was served by a nun with a face like a wizened apple who urged us to “Mangia! Mangia!” I had been hungry beforehand, but by the time I finished the fish and potatoes, I couldn’t find space for a single bite of cheese, though I looked longingly at the great wedges. I didn’t know what the nun was saying, but I could tell from her tone and face that she was chastising my lack of intestinal fortitude.


As we ate, I listened as Honey and Cecy told me how they had come to be at the convent. Honey had spent a year with a traveling carnival—not a circus, she explained—and she had picked almonds in California. She met Cecy in France where Cecy was busking—she was a juggler—and Honey persuaded her to come to Florence to help out at this convent.


“If she had told me their name,” Cecy said, rolling her eyes. “I wouldn’t have come.”


Then there was me: nonprofit executive director with my four-bedroom house in Waterloo, my insurance executive husband, three sons, two cats and one broken heart. The beauty and the jet lag had kept the pain at bay for the afternoon, but now it flooded back.


Even as I worked to eat more than I thought I could, I tried to take in all the information Honey and Cecy were offering me throughout the meal.


“Don’t ask if you can have coffee at supper,” Honey said, picking up the last of the cheese with her fingers. “No one in Italy ever drinks coffee after noon. You can make some back in Lemonland if you want some.”
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