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Thirty-something sisters, Ellen and Margo Savino, discover there’s more to Italy than the typical tourist destinations when they check out their family roots in the foothills of the Italian Alps, much to the dismay of their sassy grandmother Clarita. Nonnie Clarita, who now lives in St. Louis, was only eighteen when she left her widowed mother in Pont Canavese and immigrated to America after the Second World War. Why she has no regrets about leaving or never returning is a mystery Ellen and Margo are determined to resolve, with or without the obstinate Clarita’s cooperation. Could it be the horrific murder of the father Clarita adored? Or the questionable suicide of Clarita’s young friend and later the drowning of the boy’s grieving father? Or, her ill-fated teenage romance with a persistent Resistance fighter that triggered this series of tragic events?
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Northwest Italy
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One night in late spring, after the snows had melted from hills surrounding Pont Canavese, a storm like none other hammered the village and countryside with unrelenting rain and damaging hail, some lumps half the size of a bocce pallino. The storm extinguished the village lights as thunder rumbled and bolts of lightning shot across the sky, ever so briefly illuminating an otherwise eerie landscape that included the rivers Orco and Soana. One such bolt provided a quick glimpse of a vehicle without headlights approaching the Soana, only to have the vehicle swallowed up by the night when the bolt disappeared.

A close up of the bridge spanning the Soana would have revealed that same vehicle making its way across, only to stop on reaching the middle. The driver stepped out of the vehicle but left the motor running. By the time he reached the passenger side, a second male had exited from the rear door. Together they pulled a third man from the back seat. The third man struggled until he broke loose from their grip and tried to escape on legs too wobbly to carry him far. In a matter of seconds the driver jumped the wobbly man, bringing him down on an already bloodied face. Not a soul was around to hear the wobbly man yelling and crying as the other two dragged him to the bridge railing. He begged for his life and threatened to get even when they bent him over the railing. He begged louder when they lifted his feet into the air and sent him into the rushing current of white caps. The man with wobbly legs screamed on his way down but after splashing into the Soana, he did not utter another sound.

The two who remained leaned over the railing. The driver extended his right arm and made a sign of the cross. Choking back a sob, he stepped back and crossed himself. The other man blew a fingertip kiss to the Soana. He slung one arm across the driver’s back and patted his shoulder while escorting him back to the vehicle. This time the driver sat in the front passenger seat and the other man positioned himself behind the wheel. Instead of going forward, he shifted into reverse and backed across the bridge. As soon as all four tires rolled onto land, he made a one-hundred-eighty-degree turn and drove into the Canavese foothills. 

On any given day when the sun cast its spell on Pont Canavese, the village presented a picturesque scene of clay-tiled roofs against a backdrop of lush, green foothills leading to the majestic Italian Alps. But a closer perspective of the village told a different story with its convoluted mix of loyalty, mistrust, pride, and defiance. Although the Allied Army had liberated much of Southern Italy, Germany still occupied the Piemonte Region and its war-torn capital of Torino where the Italian Resistance had been gaining momentum. And away from the city in those lush foothills and snow-capped Alps, the local partigiani did their part in gathering intelligence for The Allies and carrying out covert operations, whatever it took to secure their positions and eventually to liberate all of Italy.

When evening turned into night, the villagers of Pont crawled into their beds after turning out lights powered by the nearby hydroelectric plants. In the event the occasional alpine storms threatened to invade their sleep, the villagers made sure their shutters were latched and their animals secured before returning to thoughts of what tomorrow would bring. Not much since the German soldiers had confiscated more than their fair share of the local wines, mouth-watering cheeses and high-quality meats such as veal, beef, pork, and lamb. Such was the time of war. Open resistance invited reprisals, often deadly. The veiled cloak of secrecy produced better results with less shedding of blood. 
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Portofino, Italy
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Depending on her mood and the prevailing circumstances, Margo has on occasion referred to herself as the slutty sister, a somewhat narcissistic claim I neither confirm nor do I challenge. After all, she works as a paralegal for a personal injury lawyer who never loses, a position that pays considerably more than mine as a librarian. Margo’s usual predictable unpredictability has baffled me this past month or so while we’ve been vacationing in Italy. Or as the Europeans would say, on holiday. 

After several encounters lasting about as long as a wham-bam-thank-you-sir, Margo’s latest summer conquest involved a guy so ordinary he was almost extraordinary—Jonathan Ballister from Des Moines, Iowa, of all places. A mere three hundred and fifty miles, Margo had insisted; less than six hours of highway driving from his portal in Iowa to hers in St. Louis. A flash-in-the pan romance like this was never destined to last. Somehow this one would mercifully wiggle its way out of her life before inflicting too much damage on the poor guy. Margo knew it; I knew it. Not that I would have confronted Margo with this, my big sis who may be older but claims she’s three sizes smaller. I say two, not that a few inches here or there should matter in the overall scheme of life. 

After Margo’s mamma’s boy fiasco in Florence and my heartbreaking romance in Cinque Terre, we’d agreed to restructure the remainder of our extended vacation. Having experienced the brief joy of independent traveling, my plan had been to continue on my own —as in minus Margo and Jonathan, who were hell-bent on making Monaco and the South of France their next destination. 

Before going our separate ways, we’d opted for a stopover in Portofino, that wonderful Italian Riviera resort frequented by the Rich and Famous. However, when we were there, the beautiful people were nowhere to be seen unless they’d disguised themselves as ordinary tourists. Like the three of us seated at one of the ultra-pricey outdoor ristoranti facing Portofino’s harbor, the blue of its water reflecting the same blue in the sky overhead. Equally impressive was the array of yachts and other sea-worthy crafts crowding the marina. They came in assorted sizes and price ranges, none of which would’ve attracted a species of unattached males who would’ve been attracted to me. Or Margo, for that matter, an unbiased observation I knew better than to share with her, in spite of her enviable figure and a face rivaling that of a younger Katie Holmes. 

She forced a delicate frown without wrinkling her brow while sliding one finger up and down the menu. “It’s all so yummy, I can’t decide.”

“A no-brainer for me,” Jonathan said after a single glance at the menu. “I’m going top-of-the-line with the sea bass.”

Margo’s finger came to an abrupt stop and joined its mates for a drum-tapping on the crisp white tablecloth. “Mm, I’m still thinking, what with these outrageous prices.”

“Forget the price,” he said. “This one’s on me. Same goes for you, El.” 

“Jonathan!” Margo pursed her lips into a fake pout. “We can’t let you do that, not after paying for our overnight stay.”

“Hey, what are friends for,” he said.

I shifted my rear end and squared my shoulders against the chair’s back. “I for one am perfectly capable of paying my own way.” 

Margo projected her sweetest smile and slammed one sandaled foot into my unsuspecting shin. “El, please, if it makes Jonathan happy, let him do this.”

Hello, Margo the Passive-Aggressive. Big sis had not lost her touch. She knew how to work her latest conquest, a guy I’d rejected for being cornier than the corn growing in Iowa, the state Jonathan claimed as his roots. For the record, my earlier rejection of him may’ve been a slight exaggeration, Truth be told, during my first few days in Cinque Terre I’d been the focus of a potential triangle, with Jonathan and an Italian businessman better suited to my personal expectations. Or so I thought at the time. But that was then and this was now. Now as in Margo appointing Jonathan to the role of current squeeze. Again, her words not mine.

I picked up the menu, perused it without comment. When the waiter came, I ordered the least expensive item—pasta with basil pesto sauce. Margo selected the lobster and Jonathan stayed with his original choice. Based on the waiter’s recommendation, he ordered a bottle of Vermentino, a bianco so pleasant we finished it before our main entrees arrived. Jonathan the Generous asked the waiter to bring a second bottle, prompting Margo to plant a fat kiss on his lips while I fanned myself and listened to a tenor at the neighboring table belt out an amazing “O Solo Mio.” Could life have gotten any better than this? For me, yes. 

After finishing our meal around mid-afternoon, we’d digressed into a trio of monkeys stifling yawns. Jonathan to the rescue; he ordered a round of espressos.

“Just can’t get enough of this glorious Mediterranean sun,” Margo said. She stretched out one tanned arm in Jonathan’s direction. 

He opened the palm of her hand and pressed his lips to her delicate wrist. “Then you’re okay with going to Monaco.”

“Absolutely, you never know. We might run into Prince Albert.”

“Prince Who?” he asked. “You mean the guy in the tobacco can?”

To which Margo laughed herself silly, not a good omen for Jonathan who remained oblivious to the trace of annoyance lingering on her face after the laughter had faded away. 

He was, however, all for the French Riviera, in particular Cannes and Nice. “Who knows, we might rub elbows with some famous movie stars. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, babe?”

Margo flinched. She dropped her arm, leaving Jonathan’s finger stranded in mid-air.

“El, what about you?” she asked. “You can come with us, of course. And if you prefer a more cultural experience, we could head inland.” She paused, snapped two fingers. “To Grasse or Vence where ... you know, those artists—”

“Matisse and Picasso among others,” I said. 

“Hey, you do know a lot,” Jonathan said. 

Evidently more than he did, which confirmed my initial assessment of Jonathan when we first met on a motorboat cruise along the coast of Cinque Terre. Less than three weeks ago and yet it seemed more like a lifetime. In some ways for me, it had been.

Any other time, as in prior to Cinque Terre, I would’ve said yes to Margo’s invitation. But since then I’d grown up, wised up, and looked up to myself with a happy face. Going where I pleased when I pleased defined the new me. No worrying about anyone other than myself. Which, after all, was the purpose of American anytime vacations or for European holidays in late summer, as in August where we now found ourselves.

The new independent me, a definite plus for Margo and her latest squeeze. Their French Riviera destinations I would save for another trip. Maybe next year if I played my cards right—give up certain luxuries such as ... hold on, something besides food and rent and the gym membership. Oh, right, the gym I never got around to joining. Yes, that would make the ideal sacrifice, one I had yet to experience. Perhaps I’d walk instead, a practical choice for the remainder of my vacation, one I’d extended while still in Cinque Terre. Don’t get me started on the reasons; but due to an extreme case of first-love naivety I had since blossomed with confidence and expectations of my life taking a turn for the better.

Besides Cinque Terre, I’d already played the turista in Rome and Florence, most of it with Margo at my side; more like me at her side since I’d started our Italian adventure as a first-class wuss. Now I wanted nothing more than two glorious weeks exploring the remote villages of Northern Italy, especially the one Mom’s mom had emigrated from. Nonnie Clarita, as we call her. My big mistake was sharing this intention with Margo.

“What a mar-r-ve-lous idea,” she said while stirring two sugar cubes into her espresso. “Why didn’t I think of it before you?”

“Uh ... because you wanted to soak up more of this incredible Mediterranean sun.”

“True, but I’m certainly open to other options. You know me. Nothing I do or say is ever set in stone.”

“Really, I hadn’t noticed.”

“Me-ow!” She curled one hand into a cat’s paw and clawed at the air between us.

“Ladies, please,” Jonathan said. He took Margo’s hand, uncurled her long fingers, and kissed the tips.

“Oh, Jonathan, that’s so sweet.” Margo pulled her hand away from his lips and patted his cheek. “Would you mind terribly if we switched from the Riviera to the boonies of Northern Italy?”

“Hey, babe, whatever makes you happy.”

What about me and my happiness I couldn’t help but think. The wuss in me surfaced again. No way could I bring myself to convince Margo otherwise.

She snapped her fingers. “El, get out the map.”

My hands were shaking when I pulled it from the side pocket of my purse. Jonathan moved our espresso cups to one side and I opened our Italian road map onto the table.

He leaned in and asked, “Where?”

“Somewhere around here.” I tapped my finger on Torino. “Above Turin,” I said, using the English version. 

Jonathan shifted his finger northward until it landed on a mountain range. “What have we here ... the Alps.”

“Where?” Margo got up and leaned over Jonathan and me.

“Here,” I said, nudging Jonathan’s finger to the side in order to give her a better view.

Margo clapped her hands. “The Alps, yes, now we’re talking.”

“Did I say anything about the Alps?”

“No, El, but you know and I know that you would have if Jonathan hadn’t mentioned it first.” 
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Margo on Ellen
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Hmm, did I detect as edgy resistance from El? Come on. All I did was suggest Jonathan and I tag along with her since we were wavering on thoughts of Monaco and Provence. True to her nature, El agreed to our making it a threesome. But then this dreadful image popped into my head, the three of us strolling around one sleepy little village after the other and not having anyone to talk to except each other. Please, that we could do back home. How many ways are there to say boring, how many ways to inject a dollop of excitement? I sat down and put one hand over Jonathan’s, the other over El’s. My next words caught her totally off guard.

“How about we compromise?” 

The look on El’s face said more than the two words she spoke, “Such as?”

“Such as Mont Blanc, can it get any better than the French Alps?”

“How about Monte Bianco in the Italian Alps,” El shot back. 

As if one side mattered more than the other, it was all about semantics.

“We can do both,” Jonathan chimed in. While El and I had been going head to head, he’d been thumbing through his travel guide. “It’s less than a one-hour drive from Courmayeur in Italy to Chamonix in France. I mean by way of this tunnel through the Alps.” He showed us the travel guide photo. 

“Thanks for the geography lesson,” El said.

Oops, big sis to the rescue. I tried to smooth things over. “Jonathan, sweetie, in case you forgot, El makes her living as a middle school librarian. She also considers herself somewhat of an authority on Italy.”

“How can I forget what I didn’t know before,” he said.

I pinched his cheek. Okay, maybe a little harder than I should have, prompting El to give me one of those looks I refused to acknowledge. Jonathan, poor baby, leaned back as if fearful of what might come next. 

“Ow-w,” he said. “Don’t play so rough.”

“You didn’t complain about my rough play last night.” 

El, who lacks my sense of bawdy sensibility, covered her ears and said, “Please, this is way more information than I need to know.”

Feeling a slight tinge of guilt, I leaned over, closing the space Jonathan had made between us. This time I patted his cheek, a light touch followed by a nibble on his ear followed by a big fat kiss on his lips. 

El cleared her throat before issuing a warning too Mom-ish for words. “This may be Italy,” she said, “the land of all things romantic, but people are staring.”

“Sorry, I keep forgetting about your years in the convent.”

“You were a nun, El?” Again, he leaned back. 

“More like a failed postulant,” I said. “Not that it matters.”

“Please, I can speak for myself,” El said. “There’s no shame in leaving before the final vows.”

“Our mother would beg to differ,” I reminded her.

“I don’t answer to our mother,” El said. “Nor have I for a number of years.”

“Uh, ladies ... girls,” Jonathan said. He held up the guidebook and waved it like a red flag. “How ’bout we map out our route?”

“For starters, we’ll need a bigger car,” El said. 

Oh, yeah, the car, it was perfect for El and me. Just the thought of adding Jonathan made me feel the squeeze, a little too tight for my comfort zone, in more ways than one.
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There we were, three of us jammed into the little Fiat Margo and I had rented weeks before. Jonathan, on the other hand, had given up his rental before going to the pedestrian-friendly Cinque Terre. And now Margo had let him commandeer the wheel of our rental, what with him being a man from Iowa and all that salt-of-the-earth macho stuff. Never mind that I had chauffeured Margo and myself from Rome to Florence without a single major problem. Never mind that I had undertaken a solo run from Florence to La Spezia with only one incident that later evolved into an unforeseen major problem. None of which mattered with the addition of Jonathan. 

Our new arrangement involved Margo taking her rightful place beside Jonathan, and me getting exiled to the backseat, surrounded by more luggage than any one man or woman should ever need, unless they happened to be Steven Tyler or Paris Hilton. Add to the cargo bin Margo’s latest purchases along the Italian Riviera and I found myself flirting with a serious attack of claustrophobia. Hello, iPod. I plugged in the earphones and tortured myself even more with some Katy Perry, as if I had anything to roar about. 

On the outskirts of Genoa we located our car rental agency and switched to this bigger car, a mid-size Fiat, but still in my name. As with our earlier drive consisting of two occupants, Margo assumed her role of navigator to help Jonathan find his way north while I went back to my iPod, closed my eyes, and without realizing it, let Justin Timberlake suck me into his broken romance. Just what I needed: a reminder of my own heartbreaker. I’d vowed to erase Whatshisname from my memory. His face too, easier said than done. Harder yet was recalling the way he’d touched me, not only physically but emotionally which hurt to the depths of my soul. First love, for me a late, late bloomer. I’d come to Italy a virgin but would not be leaving as one. Hmm, maybe I’d have to come clean at Customs. Or Passport Control. Maybe there’d be a stamp indicating my new status.

Enough with the pity party, I opened my eyes to enjoy the passing scene. Imagine my surprise on seeing a road sign indicating we were now in France rather than Genoa in the opposite direction. Don’t ask me how this happened since I wasn’t the one driving, which is not to say I would’ve done any better. I yanked out the earphones and edged forward. Margo must’ve dozed off because she jerked to attention when I tapped her shoulder. Another sign came into view. 

“Jonathan, we’re in France,” Margo sort of yelled. “What were you thinking?”

“What was I thinking? Where have you been? I only went where you told me to go.”

“Pull over to the side so we can regroup,” I said. 

“To the side, to the side where?” he asked. 

“Oh for God’s sake, alongside the toll gate,” Margo said. She held that thought until he edged our car off the road. “Okay, now turn around, and go back the way we came.”

“Margo, think. I can’t turn around. Not only is it illegal, we’ll be going the wrong way.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“No, but—”

“No buts, dammit, just do it. El and I did a couple of times, right El.”

“Uh ... we might’ve.”

I sat back, berating myself for ever agreeing to my role as third wheel. After two more wrong exits and two illegal back-ups, we finally managed to get back on course. 

“Stop at the next Autogrill,” Margo said while fanning her face with the guide book, its corners curled up and edges frayed from wear and tear. “I am so feeling an undeniable urge.”

Already, please. Margo’s sudden urge could only mean one thing. She slid one hand across the seat and squeezed Jonathan’s thigh, to which he responded by allowing the vehicle’s two right tires to drift off the autostrada. The car bounced over the bumpy service lane until Jonathan eased back onto the pavement. 

“Shall I drive?” was the best I could manage.

“No, no, we’re ... I’m fine.”

“Maybe later,” Margo said. 

“Yeah, right.”

“Sorry, El, I didn’t mean you.” 

How true. Margo unbuckled her seatbelt, moved closer to Jonathan, and wiggled her tongue in his ear. Really, here? Rather than laugh or groan or bury my face, I silently prayed for the next Autogrill, which soon appeared like an oasis in the desert, and considering the front-seat love fest, not one minute too soon. 

After taking a much needed potty break in the immaculate restroom, I strolled around the convenience section, aisle after aisle of what counted as imported Italian back home—a variety of crackers, pasta, sweets, sauces, and olive oil. Meanwhile Margo was off somewhere satisfying her maybe-later urge with Jonathan. When the lovebirds made their return to the real world, it was with her face flushed and him adjusting his fly and backside. No one seemed to notice except me. After all, we were in Italy.

“Where’d you go?” I couldn’t resist asking.

Margo shot me her Mona Lisa smile before she said, “To this darling storage room next to the kitchen.”

I shook my head. “And no one stopped you or said anything.”

“El, please, give us some credit. Jonathan tipped the guy in charge of those yummy panini I’d love to sample but—” 

“But won’t because it’s not worth the calories.” 

“You could take a page from my book ... sorry; no more nagging. Back to the little kitchen nook, it was so-o romantic.”

“Really?”

“Of course, why would you think otherwise?”

“I keep picturing jars of olives, stacks of bread, fat grissini.”

“Bingo! While you’re at it, picture ... never mind, we don’t have time for this. Anyway, Jonathan is such a sweetheart.”

“So you’ve mentioned before.”

Jonathan having a few bucks sweetened the pot, somewhat. He did treat us to coffee: espresso for Margo and me; cappuccino for himself. We stood at a small round table, and I stretched my legs that were still cramped from being squished in the back seat, though not as bad as they’d been prior to our upgrading to the larger Fiat. Before we left our auto oasis, I made my only purchase, a bag of Italian candies filled with liquor and individually wrapped in foil. 

“Today on the lips; tomorrow the hips,” Margo said on our way out. 

Of course, that didn’t stop her from divvying up the bag three ways as soon as we got settled in the car. More for her lips meant less on my hips. 

Three hours later and a total devouring of the Italian candies brought us face-to-face with the snow-capped Alps separating Italy from France, a range extending as far as I could see from one end to the other and beyond in either direction. I rolled down the backseat window, closed my eyes, and breathed in air so fresh it cleared my sinuses. Then Margo cleared her throat.

“Ahem ... El, would you mind rolling up the window—I am positively freezing.”

“At seventy degrees outside, I don’t think so.”

“Nevertheless ...”

“Okay, okay.” One push of a button closed the window, allowing me to focus on the road signs. “There’s the Courmayeur exit.” 

“Do we for sure want to stop here,” Margo said instead of asked.

“I’d like to,” was my comeback.

“Let’s do France first and catch Courmayeur on our return.”

“Whatever, but I need to use the facilities before we go through the tunnel.”

“Really, El, wouldn’t you rather wait until Chamonix.”

“I could use a break too,” Jonathan said as he exited into the last rest area before entering France.

Thank you, Jonathan. 

As with the other public facilities I’d used in Italy, this restroom was immaculate and ... down-to-earth, a throwback to times past with several stalls distinguished by squat-down toilets. In other words, footrests flanking porcelain vessels fitted flush into the floor. The primitive varieties were located in the unoccupied stalls, that is, until Margo insisted we step inside and experience them first-hand. Make that foot; better yet, feet, one on either side of the porcelain. Face the rear wall and squat. Used toilet paper goes in the waste basket, not the vessel. Yuck.

“Oh, El, don’t you just love this,” Margo called out from the stall next to mine. “It’s so ... hmm ... so Old World.”

Leave it to Margo, what more could I say except, “Where’s the flush button?”

∞∞∞

After bypassing Courmayeur to please Margo, we arrived mid-afternoon at the tunnel connecting Monte Bianco in Italy to Mont Blanc in France. Jonathan forked out fifty-four euros for a round-trip ticket and we were allowed to enter the tunnel. The speed-monitored drive took about forty minutes and provided the perfect experience—in a singular oh-so-welcomed word: uneventful. 

A few more miles into France soon brought us to our destination, a charming alpine village. Where shall we stay in Chamonix soon evolved into our primary topic of conversation. 

“Any ideas?” Margo asked while Jonathan cruised up one street and down the other. 

“Sorry, babe. Only got two hands and one head, which means I can’t drive and make important decisions at the same time.”

Patience, this too will pass, I told myself, as will all things Margo. “At least park the car so we can find a decent place to eat,” I said. “After that, we’ll decide between a hotel and a pensione.” Good for me, I’d taken charge and made a reasonable suggestion no one bothered to challenge.

The restaurant we agreed on can only be described as French Tourist specializing in omelets and crepes. We followed our waiter’s suggestion and ordered two omelets—one cheese, one spinach—plus strawberry-filled crepes, portions substantial enough to share.

“And this vin blanc,” Jonathan the Generous said, pointing to one of the higher priced white wines listed on the menu. 

“An excellent choice,” Margo said, echoing the last words from our waiter. She blew Jonathan a kiss from her fingertips. “Let’s hear it for the guy from Iowa.”

“Thank you, Jonathan,” was all he heard from me. Margo felt it necessary to compensate for my three words by leaning over and planting a way-too-intimate kiss on his puckered lips. Okay, nobody noticed, or seemed to care, except me. After all, we were in France. 

No complaints about the food or the wine or the chalet-type hotel Jonathan later selected. Located in the heart of Chamonix, the hotel was quite comfortable, more so with me having a room to myself, one I insisted on paying for with my own credit card, thank you very much. I took a quick nap before changing into a glam outfit Margo had passed on to me during our recent stay in Monterosso El Mare. One glance in the mirror told me the frilly thing actually looked half-way decent on my body, given it was meant to be worn loose and did not cover my knees. Oh my, if the convent’s mother superior could’ve seen me that evening, I’d still be doing penance. 

Although the sun had barely set, a Do Not Disturb sign hung on the doorknob of the room Margo and Jonathan were sharing. How lucky could I get, a whole evening on my own to explore the upscale village of Chamonix, just as I’d done weeks before in Florence when Margo deserted me for her then boy-toy, a handsome young mime who later deserted her for reasons she had yet to explain to my satisfaction. My own failed romance was still too painful for revisiting in my thoughts so I hit the streets instead. 

After two blocks of window-shopping and no buying, I heard the music of Bruno Mars coming from a nearby bar. I wandered inside to find a collage of psychedelic lighting and twenty-something patrons dancing alone or as couples who needed to get a room. At thirty-two I felt ancient and must’ve looked out of place, but no more so than an absurd silver-haired guy whose face was obscured by the flashing lights and a pair of oversized tinted specs. Without saying a word, he grabbed my hand and pulled me onto the already crowded dance floor. 

“I ... I’m not much of a dancer,” I told him more than once. But did he listen, no. Or maybe he couldn’t hear me over the music. Instead he kept his head down, body bent, and with his hand still clutching my hand, he bumped his hip into mine. Five bumps later he turned and wiggled his rear end against mine. Not a pretty sight, nor a feel-good moment. In fact, our performance bordered on ludicrous since he couldn’t dance any better than I could. After bumping his way around to face me—actually my heaving tatas—he lifted both hands to my cheeks and squeezed until my mouth opened. Eyes closed, he stuck his tongue down my throat. I was seriously ready to chomp down on the damn thing when he finally withdrew it.

I gasped and I gagged until my breath returned to normal, allowing me to choke out words that in no way sounded as though they came from my mouth. “You’ve got some nerve. We don’t even know each other.” 

With that he laughed, pulled off his glasses, and said, “You do now, pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Pleased? Not for long. Although I couldn’t make out his face, my ears confirmed what I already suspected. There was no denying the familiar voice. I reached out, as if to caress his cheek, but then moved my hand upward to the silver hair. One twist of my fingers put the wig in my hand, only to have him rescue his prop and plop it back on his head. Lopsided, making it all the more ridiculous.

I debated between a nasty slap and a good laugh, and settled for the no-brainer. “Jonathan, is that you?”

His eyes flew open, his jaw dropped. Just as the music came to an end, he found his voice and yelled, “Oh my God! I didn’t realize you were you, El. I swear I didn’t.”

“That’s for sure.” I turned to leave and felt the tentative touch of his hand on my shoulder. I shook it off, like I would’ve a pesky mosquito.

“I’m so sorry, El. Please don’t tell Margo.”

“Tell her what, Jonathan? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

∞∞∞

The next morning Margo showed up for breakfast without Jonathan. In fact, she’d beat me to the small dining room and was already stirring sugar in her cappuccino when I sat across from her and asked if Jonathan had slept in. 

“You won’t believe this,” Margo said, “but after you and I split yesterday afternoon, I was so exhausted I fell asleep after one magic moment with Jonathan. Or maybe there were two, I don’t recall. When I woke up early this morning—with the worse headache of my life—Jonathan was preparing to leave, of all things. Sometime during the night it seems he got a phone call from Iowa, an emergency in the family business requiring his immediate attention back home. 

“Aw, that’s too bad.” I may have misspoken but sometimes a misspoken word or four makes more sense than a truth hurting to the quick. 

As for Margo, she seemed more relieved than disappointed. Since Jonathan had paid for two additional nights on their room, I moved in with her and we spent the next two days sightseeing. We even rode the ski-lift, an awesome delight in the summer since a winter ride would’ve required my A half-hearted attempt to ski. In these Alps, no way! Not after my embarrassing failure on the bunny slopes of Colorado a few seasons before. 
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Better Call Nonnie
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“We should call Nonnie Clarita,” I told Margo as we climbed into the mid-sized Fiat that Jonathan had upgraded for our extended holiday. Thank you again, Jonathan. His betrayal would remain safe with me, as long as he didn’t come panting after Margo any time in the near future. Or Margo didn’t figure out his betrayal on her own, a sixth sense she’d groomed over the years.

Our last day in Chamonix, we’d already checked out of the hotel, both of us ready to move on. I took my rightful place behind the wheel; Margo assumed her usual shotgun position as navigator. Since Margo only hears what she wants to hear—what our mother calls selective hearing—I repeated my earlier comment. “We should call Nonnie.”

Margo wrinkled her nose. She brushed a strand of hair from her face. “I hate involving Nonnie. You know what a testa dura the woman can be.”

“And how she prides herself on being one,” I said. “Let’s not forget that hard heads run in the family.”

“Speak for yourself, El.” 

“I am, which is why our number one priority should be chatting with Nonnie. She can pave the way for us. After all, Margo, we’re the outsiders. Just because we’re American doesn’t mean we can invade a strange village and expect a huggy welcome without having a local connection.”

“Hmm, I’m not sure our phone even works here in Chamonix,” Margo said while tapping the screen. “Guess I should’ve charged it last night.” 

“We’ll buy a new one, on my Visa.”

Now that comment Margo heard, a perfect example of her selective hearing. “Wow,” she said. “This from Miss Tighter-Than-Tight, in more ways—”

“Don’t even think about going there. We’re getting a new phone.”

“In that case, we should wait until Italy. Courmayeur would be the logical place.”

“Yes, Margo, whatever you say, Margo.”

“Don’t get sassy with me, young lady.”

“Okay, I had that coming. But calling me sassy makes you sound just like Nonnie.”

“Ugh, perish the thought,” Margo said.

Our give and take prompted a series of giggles and me hooking pinkies with Margo, the Savino sisterly way of calling a truce.

∞∞∞

Some things in life were never meant to be shared and I don’t mean men. Not that Margo and I had ever crossed into the love-triangle mine field, at least not yet. Nor were we about to share another phone, not after Margo’s lack of communication almost got her killed in Monterosso El Mare. So, while poking around in Courmayeur, we each bought our own phone. The clerk spoke decent English and set up our new purchases with premium calling plans since neither Margo nor I wanted to mess with running out of juice or minutes. Back in the parking area, we assumed our positions in the car and using Margo’s new phone, made the dreaded yet necessary call 

“What if Mom answers?” Margo asked while pressing the speaker option.

“At this hour, I don’t think so. It’s Thursday, she always has lunch with Kat.” Kat Dorchester was Mom’s Best Friend Forever, before the words evolved into BFF. Every woman, no matter how old, needs a BFF. Not that I considered fifty-eight old, nor did Mom look her age but attitude-wise, she’d not adjusted well to the twenty-first century. On the other hand, although eighty-something Nonnie had surpassed the best years of most lives, she didn’t seem old, just steadfast and in many ways more open to change than our rigid mother.

After Nonnie answered on the third ring, Margo got the conversation off to a confusing start with, “Guess what, Nonnie.”

“Who the hell is this?” she asked in her familiar Italian accent, one that conjured up images of her ageless beauty—high cheekbones, dark eyes shaped like almonds, well-defined lips without the usual cosmetic enhancements.

“Who do you think,” Margo said. “How many people call you Nonnie?”

“Just my two granddaughters and they’re both in Italy. God only knows doing what.”

I’d had enough and spoke up. “Nonnie, hi, it’s me, Ellen. I’m with Margo and we’re calling all the way from ... Italy.” I didn’t bother going into the Monte Bianco detour.

“Ellen and Margo, why didn’t you say so from the beginning instead of making me guess. It’s not like we’re competing on one of those silly game shows. Talk fast; this has to be costing you a bundle.”

“Don’t worry about the money,” I said.

“If I don’t, who will? Your ma can’t come to the phone. She’s—” 

“Yeah, we know. It’s Thursday,” Margo said. “Guess what?” 

“You’re getting married. Well, it’s about time, given your ... never mind.”

“Sorry, Nonnie,” Margo said with a laugh. “I’m still looking for Mr. Right.”

“Good luck with that. How about this instead? Ellen’s going back to the nunnery.”

“Never going to happen,” I said. “Here’s the thing. Since Margo and I are here in Italy, we’ve decided to visit your village.”

“My village,” Nonnie said in a voice reeking with suspicion. “What village?”

“The one you grew up in,” Margo said. “We want to walk the streets you walked.”

“You think I was a streetwalker? Show some respect.”

“Now, Nonnie, you know me better than that.”

“Yeah, yeah, just kidding. But I just don’t get the village thing. Why now?”

“What better time,” I chimed in. “We have some days to kill before heading home.”

“No-o-o, you don’t say.” She paused, not a good sign. 

“And we really want to see the house you grew up in.”

“No you don’t ... I don’t know ... call back tomorrow.”

“Nonnie!” Margo said. “We thought you’d be crazy for the idea.”

“Shush, give me a minute. I’m thinking.”

Margo raised an eyebrow. I resisted rolling my eyes. Silence filled the Fiat. I pressed the down button for windows, allowing the crisp mountain air inside.

“Hello, Nonnie,” Margo said. “Are you still there?”

“I’m here, if that’s what you mean. Trust me, you won’t like it there. Talk about nothing to do. There in no way compares to St. Louis. No Cardinals baseball, no Forest Park, no shiny Arch or fake riverboat casinos that can’t find their way up and down the Mississippi.”

“Neither one of us gamble, Nonnie,” Margo said.

“No, but I do ... not that anybody cares one way or the other.”

“We’re tired of touring,” I said. “We need some quiet time.”

“Maybe you need quiet but Margo won’t last more than a day or two. From what I’ve heard, Italy’s nothing like it was in my day. Back then we danced the night away. Worked like dogs the next day so we could dance again at night. Or tried to when the Germans weren’t watching our every move.”

“Like Nonnie, like me,” Margo said.

Okay, now. Drum roll for my eye roll.

“Dancing was a long time ago,” Nonnie said. “Now those same people are probably sitting around, coughing up their guts, complaining about sore knees and bad backs that went out and didn’t come back. That is, if those old farts are still looking at the green side of the grass. Talk about boring.”

“There’s no talking us out of this,” Margo said. “With or without your blessing, Ellen and I are going to Pont Canavese.”

Not the way to handle Nonnie. I motioned for Margo to put a lid on it.

“Nonnie, it’s me, Ellen. What about the cousin who used to send Christmas cards.”

“Used to ... and finally stopped because I didn’t send any cards to her nor did I care if she sent any to me. A very distant cousin, I might add. We hardly share a drop of the same blood. In fact, I doubt we were even related.”

“Would you mind calling her, at least let her know we’re coming.”

“How long have you known me, Ellen?”

“My whole life.” I could not recall when she hadn’t live with our family, from the time Margo and I were little kids. Now she lived with our widowed mom, which relieved Margo and me from having to worry about either of them.

“And when did you ever hear me call Donata on the telephone? I don’t even have her number.”

“Just give us her address,” Margo said. “That I know you have.”

“Directions to her house would be nice,” I added.

“What do think I am, one of those smart computers? It’s been forever and a day since I last saw the woman. It’s not like we’re best friends.”

“Not so fast, Nonnie,” I said. “What about Donata’s maiden or married name. I used to know her married name from the return address on her envelopes but I’m drawing a blank.”

“Her husband died which might mean the married name no longer counts in Italy.”

“Think, Nonnie, think.” 

“Oh, for God’s sake, if you insist on going to Pont, just hang around the main piazza and ask the first person who looks friendly, but not too friendly. Watch yourself, Margo. Don’t do anything to embarrass the family. Ellen, I ain’t worried about. Her beauty comes from within. Right, Ellen? Ain’t that what your ma ... look, I gotta go.”

“But Nonnie—”

“Somebody’s knocking at the door. Ciao, Margo. You too, Ellen.”

End of conversation, before Margo or I had a chance to say our goodbyes. Oh well, there’d always be tomorrow. And the day after, I had a feeling our trans-Atlantic conversations with Nonnie were just getting started.
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Pont Canavese
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“Blessed Mother, I just can’t get enough of this,” El said from her position in the driver’s seat. 

“So far so good, I haven’t got us lost, yet,” I replied, in spite of El droning on and on with a travel monologue I found myself half-way enjoying. But after a while the pre-occupied mind can only absorb so much and her words, however interesting, were reduced to sound bites.

“Medieval defines every region of Italy ... majestic mountains ... boot tip ... silhouetted villages ... rugged hills ... towering cliffs ... Mediterranean Sea ... Ligurian ... Adriatic ... same sea, different locations.”

“Need I remind you whom it is you’re talking to? Me, Margo Savino, not your sixth graders back in St. Louis.”

“Sorry, I keep forgetting you’re not that into history and scenery.”

“This much I do know, we’ve got the Italian Alps to our back.”

“Otherwise known as the French Alps, the Swiss Alps, or the Austrian Alps, etcetera,” El said, “depending on the country the Alps happen to be spanning and from which side of the span you’re viewing.” 

“Don’t get me started, Miss Know-It-All.”

Strange, how Miss Know-It-All had barely said a word or two about Jonathan’s sudden departure. As for me, I couldn’t dump this nagging feeling about El knowing more than she’d let on, which, for the moment, relieved me from having to share a slew of nitty-gritty details with her. Humiliating disclosures didn’t suit my personality. Still, I couldn’t help but revisit those details clogging my brain before I put them to rest. I leaned back, closed my eyes, and faked a quick snooze. 

The nerve of Jonathan, going out for the evening in Chamonix while I’d pretended to be asleep. And for good reason: it was the only way I could have time to myself. Okay, so maybe he felt the same about me, which I found hard to believe after the way he’d carried on earlier that day. I swear the man could not keep his hands off me, especially my best parts. Yeah, I know—me, me, me, it’s always about me, always has been. As for Mr. Butthead, he didn’t know how lucky he was to have had me, me, and me. If only for a short time ... ugh! 

It’s weird how the mind can wander. Mine had traveled all the way back to Chamonix until I heard El say we’d entered the outskirts of Pont Canavese. Or, Pont as Nonnie referred to the village she didn’t want us visiting.

“Where have you been?” El asked.

“My own little world but I’m back now.”

Looking ahead, I saw this medieval village with mighty towers jutting out between spans of red tile roofs. Picture postcard perfect, you bet, with all the potential for a shitload of endless ho-hum as opposed to El’s time-out for get-over-first-love therapy. Okay, I admit to insinuating myself into her recovery but in doing so I also counted on Jonathan tagging along as my faithful companion. Ugh! Huge mistake on my part. Although I may’ve been down, I most definitely did not count myself out, not by a landslide. As for the local manpower, please let there be at least three single hetero guys, preferably under the age of thirty-nine, two for me and one to keep El occupied. How occupied would be her problem, not mine.

“Below us ... below us flows the Soana River, a ... a tributary of the Orco,” El said as we headed across the sturdy bridge. Shoulders hunched, she gripped the steering wheel as if it might go spastic and plunge us into the Soano’s rushing waters.

“Relax,” I said, faking an open-wide yawn. “The bridge won’t collapse under our weight, especially since you’ve lost ... how many pounds?”

“Not now, Margo.”

“Then how about this: In case you didn’t already know, Pont means bridge in Italian, I guess in French too since we’re so close to the border.”

“Uh-huh,” she replied, only then loosening her white-knuckle grip as we rolled onto solid ground, a road as modern as any in Smalltown, USA, but this one leading to Pont’s city center. Or, centro as the Italians say.

“Chen tro,” I pronounced for El, who repeated it to my satisfaction.

From what little I could see of Pont Canavese up close, not exactly a tourist mecca, which at that point did not present a problem. Nor would I let it for the next few days. The buildings were a mix of modernized old and older than dust, the streets a mix of generous two-lanes and narrow one-lanes. There seemed to be a decent amount of activity, mainly pedestrian shoppers demanding their fair share of pavement from impatient motorists driving efficient vehicles designed for Italian roads and hot-headed temperaments. No gas guzzlers here, not at the price of petro per liter. Not one guy close to my age. Not to worry, at least for the moment, most of the eligibles were probably working. Or sleeping, if they worked second or third shifts. 

Picturing Nonnie walking these streets as a teenager, or whatever Italians called that age group seventy years ago, blew my mind. Having never seen photos of her early years in Italy, I kept drawing a blank. I could not imagine her ever being a young girl, a young married, a young anything. Nor had I ever seen any photos of her and Grandpa Riva. Such a tragedy, he died before Mom took her first breath. Nonnie never talked about John Riva. Nor did she talk about Italy or her parents. Of course, El and I never asked. Perhaps we should have.

Finding the right hotel in Pont turned out to be a no-brainer since El and I had our pick of one, a decent location with its own well-stocked bar that started calling my name as soon as I poked my head inside. Not the caliber of hotels Chamonix offered but so affordable we took the last two single rooms, which I considered a colossal blessing. As did El, judging from the smile she didn’t bother hiding. On the down side, neither of us realized those last two rooms meant sharing a bath down the hall with other guests.
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The next morning after breakfast El and I were killing time in the hotel dining room, indulging ourselves with endless cups of Americano coffee instead of the Diet Coke we’d both requested but the hotel didn’t have. Half dazed, I’d been watching a breeze ruffle the curtains of an open window and realized the air conditioning hadn’t been turned on. Or perhaps it wasn’t working. Either way, I didn’t miss it.

“La dolce vita is one thing but this is getting ridiculous,” El said while playing with her coffee spoon. 

I executed half a yawn. “Whatever, the sweet life works for me.”

“Only if we’re living it, not sitting here talking about it.”

“Why, El, I do believe the higher elevation has scrambled your brain. You’ve morphed into the Holiday Police.”

“Guilty as charged and not one bit ashamed. We need to get our butts in gear.”

“If you insist.”

“I do. And if I were you—thank God I’m not—I’d leave those Jimmy Choos in your room.”

Some of the finer things in life El just didn’t get. I set her straight with one of them. “Italian men, any men for that matter, prefer to make passes at girls who wear high heels or in rare exceptions, ultra-sexy flats.”

“Whatever,” El said. “But don’t get all whiney on me about your feet hurting. Now, let’s stick to the plan and make Donata our first priority.”

“Need I remind you that Nonnie did not share Donata’s last name with us. Perhaps she figured you, being the brilliant one, would eventually remember it without resorting to desperate measures.”

“I’m going to ignore that. Think, Margo, think.” El put on her best librarian face, lips pursed and brow furrowed. “How many females named Donata can there be in a village this size?”

“I don’t know; how big is Pont?”

“Under four thousand,” El said. She heaved an exasperated sigh reserved for yours truly. “Ask our waitress if she knows an older woman named Donata.”

I did, in my best Italian. To which the waitress explained in her broken English that she’d recently arrived from Ukraine and only knew a few people, not one of them named Donata. At least I think that’s what she said. And since the hotel proprietor had skipped town for the day, I couldn’t ask her. The cleaning lady I flagged down in the hallway also came from Ukraine and only knew the same people the waitress knew. Both women were blonde and built like Amazons, not the typical workers I’d envisioned for a hotel in Italy. Back in the dining room, three tables filled with non-Italian Europeans didn’t have a clue what I was talking about and made me wonder what they were doing in this remote village. 

Sure, Pont Canavese reeked of Old World charm, sitting in a valley with lush green mountains on either side and two parallel rivers with water tumbling over jagged rocks ranging from mere pebbles to centuries-old boulders. For most people a scene such as this would’ve been enough. For me, enough was never enough.

“I vote for going to the main piazza,” El said. “Just like Nonnie told us. Any idea as to how we get there?”
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