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CHAPTER 1

THE TRAIN

I switched long-distance phone carriers often and finally accrued enough frequent flyer miles for a trip to Europe. I booked a flight from Seattle into Paris and out of Rome,

In Paris, I sketched in museums and ate croissants in cafes. I walked all day and took three baths in two days in my hotel room, floating and fighting jet lag.

Taking the night train from Paris to Florence sounded like a good idea. I didn’t care about having five strangers for roommates at first. But as I settled into my bunk and fell asleep, a sound woke me up. A little while later, it happened again.

One bunk mate, a woman in her late twenties stepped out of the couchette, slamming the door shut behind her. In less than an hour, she’d slip inside our shared room, closing the door behind her with a thump. She’d wiggle into fresh underpants, and leave once again, closing the door behind her with a bang. Each of her entries and exits woke me with a jolt. She had five or six meetings that night, leaving the rest of us with little sleep.

I lit a candle in Santa Maria Novella, climbed to the top of the Duomo in Florence, and marveled at mosaics in Ravenna. A friend treated me to dinner in a castle, where we dined on duck (five courses of duck!), including a duck dessert. We ate in the world’s first enoteca or wine bar in Ferrara, Italy.

Venice’s gondolas and canals lured me in, until the hotel, where my friend had reservations, told us they were full. By my writer friend was resourceful and spoke some Italian, so we ended up in different hotel in a room with a view. In a shoe store, a store assistant lowered the window blinds for privacy before we tried anything on. I left with a pair of beautiful black leather boots that eventually wore out.

Near the end of my trip, on a train ride to Rome, an Italian man in his forties with a strong nose and a face I wanted to draw shared the story about how his marriage dissolved. He looked out the window at the rolling countryside as the train bumped along the tracks, clickety clack, and he sighed. “I don’t understand why it happened. I was the best husband I could be. I have no idea what to do with my life now.”

I nodded. “I know what you mean. I was married before and divorced, and starting over is hard to do. But it’s possible.”
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