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Preface

This is the story of my life as a mother of five children. After graduating in business administration, I began my employment in a large corporation in Germany. However, I soon realized that the hypercompetitive world of business was not for me, and I left for India with a one-way ticket.

After being admitted to a master's degree program in environmental management I decided to return. Back at the university I met Luigi and soon after we started a family with the intention of having at least three children. I have always believed that balancing family and work is possible, which is why, except for brief periods following the birth of my children, I’ve never stopped working. I was confident that by relying on babysitters and daycare, I would be able to continue working while still enjoying my children.

The narrative follows the arc of my life, with a series of adventures and misadventures with babysitters, live-in nannies, au pairs and any kind of help, as well as professional sacrifices, existential and marriage crises and the upheaval of the birth of our fifth child when the others had already grown up.

I write about how I handled situations that many parents face, such as finding the right person to entrust your children to or deciding between in home childcare and nursery school.

I tried to enjoy every moment with my children, even if I was often too focused on surviving to heed all of their requirements. I made certain decisions that I now regret. Some questions I still have: Would it have been better if I had set aside my career and devoted myself entirely to my children? Would they and I have been happier? I still don't have a final answer.

Nonetheless, it was a fantastic journey. I would do it again at any time, without any doubt.


Fresh pineapple for breakfast

I need to change my life; I don't like this job; it's not for me; I need to go. My body has recently been sending me strong indications that it no longer tolerates this life, with thyroid crises and extreme tachycardias.

How strange that I became aware of it in a circumstance that anyone else would have thought enviable. I was in one of Freiburg's top hotels with my KPMG Germany team, where we were auditing the financial accounts of a big insurance business. I was irritated that morning since there was no fresh pineapple for breakfast. To console myself, I pounced on the wonderful butter croissants in true French fashion. I ate five of them in a fit of hunger and annoyance. Sure, I'd gotten up early and done my morning run. I was prepared for a lengthy day of accounting and balance sheet work. Even after dinner, as I strolled through the centre with my colleagues looking towards the spire of the cathedral, the Freiburger Münster, which stood out against the cobalt blue of a beautiful spring evening, that thought occasionally buzzed in my head.

When I returned to Cologne at the end of the week, I knew what I had to do: I wanted something completely different in my life, if only for a while. In more than two years of working in Germany I had saved enough money to support myself for a few months as I pondered my future. I wanted to go far away and have new experiences. Volunteering, that would be it, devoting myself to others for a period of time would have helped me focus not just on the work I wanted to pursue, but also on the lifestyle I desired. I didn't want to undertake a job that required me to work more than fifty hours per week, to travel for six months of the year, sleeping in luxury hotels, being served and worshipped to the point of changing my mood if there was no fresh pineapple for breakfast.

Of course, I enjoyed life, I had travelled throughout northern Europe, living in Cologne was more than pleasant, I had many friends with whom I went to Paris, Brussels, and Amsterdam on weekends, and London was less than an hour away by plane. If I stayed at home, we went to visit modern and contemporary art shows in Cologne, which is one of Europe's most important centres, or we spent the evenings in the beer gardens. But, there was a catch: I wanted to see more of life.

As a result, I began contacting development cooperation organisations. However, I quickly realised that it was not a practical option, as I didn’t have any experience in the field. Before sending you to the nations where they operated, organisations pretended at least a six-month training session. But I wanted to leave as soon as possible. This is how I am: if I get an urge that leads me to make an existential decision, I have to act on it right away; I can't wait.

I wrote to the Calcutta Missionaries of Charity Sisters. The volunteer manager responded, "Come on down, we're waiting for you at 54th A." J. Chandra Bose Road. I resigned and left for Calcutta in June 1993. I'd freak out if my daughter did something like this nowadays. My parents, on the other hand, accepted my decision with the typical serenity dictated by unlimited trust in me and my ability to successfully manage my existence. On the other hand, I was 26 years old, had brilliantly graduated in Business Administration almost three years earlier, and I lived fifteen hundred kilometres away from them, who had at the time purchased a farm in Tuscany and spent more and more time cultivating vines and olive trees there than in Bolzano, our hometown.

Arriving in Calcutta around eleven o'clock at night is not a good choice for a single girl. Knowing this, I planned to spend the night at the airport before heading into town the next day. But I was mobbed by rude taxi drivers who offered me a ride right away. Fortunately, two angels came to my aid, two huge Italian boys in whose company I was able to face my first days there in a more secure manner.

We had no intention of diving headfirst into the experience of volunteering, so we spent the first few days exploring the city, staying in a lovely hostel that was clean but plagued with big cockroaches. When we finally decided to go to the Mother House (the headquarters where Mother Teresa lived), Sister Shanti, the head of the volunteers, immediately whipped us into shape: Holy Mass at six a.m., followed by a breakfast of tea, a really yummy chunky toasted bread and bananas. Everyone then proceeded to work, some at the dispensary, others at the orphanage, some with the old, and yet others at the leper colony. Everyone returned to the Mother House at six o'clock in the evening for the Rosary, and after dinner, we all went to bed. I found lodging with other girls, and although I didn't want to follow prayer commitments at first, I soon realised that this was the necessary spiritual nutrition to face the day in contact with such a terrible reality.

On the other side, there was complete freedom to live the spiritual experience. People of various faiths, Buddhists who meditated in the lotus position, Japanese Shintoists, and local Hindus participated in the moments of prayer. We were all there together, unified by the compassion that had drawn everyone to that experience. And Mother Teresa's presence, the words of encouragement she directed to us every morning before everyone left to face their commitment was the storyline that tied everything together.

Not even two weeks passed before I risked putting a stop to the experience I was having: somebody stole my rucksack, with my wallet, money, and, most importantly, my passport. I wasn't too concerned because I had travellers checks in my room.

I went to the consulate hoping that they would be able to issue a replacement passport for me, or at the very least a sheet or shred of paper with which to authenticate my identification and subsequently allow me to return to Italy. The consul was furious with me, telling me that she couldn't provide me any new paperwork, that without a passport, they may arrest and rape me in prison, and that the only thing she could do was deport me immediately, on the first plane. I declined the generous offer and returned disconsolate to the hostel. What should I do? I couldn't accept such a defeat, and more importantly, I didn't have a plan B. I needed that time to reflect on my life and figure out what I wanted to do with my future. I couldn't possibly return after only two weeks!

I went to the orphanage the next day, acting as if nothing had happened. Taking care of the children, having them play, sing, and experience a few minutes of joy and excitement, helped me to push aside the sad thoughts for a while.

We prepared Shaila for her departure that day. She was five years old and had two big dark eyes that twinkled like two stars. Her adoptive parents had flown in from Belgium to take her with them, and she couldn't wait to meet them. She was as happy as ever since she knew she was going to be dressed up like a little princess and that we had planned a farewell party where she would be the centre of attention. I gripped her so closely that I could feel her thin and delicate little body, her shoulder blades. She was already a small woman. At her age, she looked after the babies, and she had favourites among the crawlers. She was moved to say farewell to them, but she immediately went joyfully and confidently into her new life.

They summoned me in the afternoon and told me to go to the Mother House right away. Oh my, will the console come and take me back to Italy? When I came, Sister Shanti came up to me immediately and said, "Come quickly, the Mother wants to talk to you." And she escorted me upstairs. Mother Teresa smiled at me as we passed through the long corridor between the chapel and her chamber. She had my passport in her hand and kindly handed it to me. It had been thrown in the Mother House mailbox. "Hand it over to Her." What do you mean, to whom should I deliver it now that I have it again?!? "Offer it to Our Lady; she is the one who returned it to you." Okay, I understand. I went to pray for a few minutes in front of the Holy Mary statue. Hurray! I could stay. How long until? I had not set the return date on the plane ticket.

I resumed my rhythms as a volunteer, and I discovered that I really liked working at the dispensary, a sort of street clinic where people came to have their wounds healed, their cuts cleaned of worms, and to get an initial assessment of any kind of symptom. There, I made friends with Carolina, a Madrid colleague who knew a little more about nursing than me and taught me a few things.

Sister Shanti called us one day and asked if she might send us to Shanti Nagar, a leper colony operated by the Missionaries of Charity in the middle of the forest. You had to take the train to Asansol, then a bus, and lastly a tiny route through the trees to get there.

It truly was a very peaceful place, a nearly self-sufficient centre complete with vegetable gardens, harvests, and poultry and pig farms. There were lepers of all ages, as well as entire families, parents and children in all stages of the disease. The stiffened limbs were soaked in liquid wax to restore mobility, and a little physiotherapy could be performed, which provides significant benefits to the patients as they await the treatment. Then there were the blisters to heal.

In the afternoons, we took the kids on lengthy walks to the vast lakes in the Himalayan foothills or helped out in the vegetable gardens.

How much my prior life was far away, materially, mentally, and ideally.


Another step forward towards a new life

A few days after coming to Calcutta, Sister Shanti addressed me with grave seriousness: you must contact your family in Italy immediately, your father called late yesterday evening. He woke up the Mother because the home phone is switched to her personal phone, which she keeps in her room after eight o'clock at night.

I had a serious thought and went straight to an international phone centre. My father responded in a cheery tone. He had some excellent news for me: I had been accepted to the master's degree programme in environmental management for which I had applied just before leaving.

It was a demanding multidisciplinary programme offered to economists, engineers, jurists, medics, and scientists from various disciplines that took place in fifteen universities across Europe. A common module to be taken at one of four different universities, as well as a semester of specialisation, to develop future environmental experts.

I had applied because I was fascinated by environmental issues, but candidates were expected to have a minimum of expertise in the subject, which I lacked. I never dreamed I'd be accepted. It was fantastic news, the start of a new professional future and a new life. No more careerism, no more yuppie life, the opportunity to work in an alternative environment of individuals who care about the planet's future.

I had a month after returning from India to choose where I would attend the first module and arrange lodging. Brussels was the only destination where instruction was given in French rather than English, and I am fluent in German, English, and Spanish but not French. What about the city of Trier? No, not Germany once more. Athens? Yes, a complete immersion in Hellenistic culture would be amazing, but the Polytechnic of Turin fascinates me more, with its scientific aura, and my ambition motivates me to pick a prestigious environment. I've opted to go to Turin, so I'll stay in Italy for a few more months before embarking on new adventures. Yes, because I clearly don't imagine I'll stop there; perhaps I'll move to America or somewhere else...

I phone my cousins in Turin as soon as I arrive in Italy to inform them that I will be visiting them soon. They are from Mantua, as is the rest of my father's family, but migrated to Turin for business a while ago. They have a teenage son and a spacious and lovely home with a yard. They are wonderful persons, open-hearted and welcoming. Right away they invite me to stay with them, since they have a separate room for me. I gratefully accept.

Friday, October 15th. I go to the Polytechnic to learn more about my master's class. We are twenty-five people of various nationalities, ranging from Norway to Spain, from Greece to Ireland. We have a slightly cranky Serbian tutor, yet an immediately joyful and nice mood develops amongst us. We are all excited to get to know one another, share an educational experience, and a similar interest. The course will begin the following week. They provide us the programme, and we will have various lecturers from institutions all around Europe for each subject. The prospect is exciting.

We only have four Italians among us, yet my xenophile tendencies force me to prefer the company of foreigners.

Furthermore, that engineer from Milan who arrives in a coat and tie, carrying a briefcase and wearing smart-ass glasses is simply intolerable! Keep your distance. Who does he believe he is? It's a shame because he's a nice guy. Even so, he has already got eyes on the Norwegian girl. Tone, the typical Scandinavian Barbie favoured by Italians!

Laura from Madrid and Francesca, a very blond and very intellectual Englishwoman, become my friends. They share an apartment and frequently invite me to dinner. They save me from Charles and Michael's pitfalls with a lot of laughing and just as much beer.


The classmate

On weekends, I frequently visit my family in Tuscany and enjoy the peaceful country life. I want to be close to my parents; I am very close to my family, and we have always shared each other's problems. There are also my brothers at this time, one of them in a life crisis and the other set to leave for the United States to pursue his piano studies. As we look forward to our future together, we feel even more unified.

In this way, though, I am unable to join in the weekend events organised by my classmates. Luigi, the engineer from Milan is quite active in organising interesting tours and treks. He is a mountain enthusiast who frequently organises excursions to the magnificent Piedmont and Aosta Valley mountains. My friends tell me about the places he takes them with tremendous excitement. They hold him in high regard, unlike me, who is still suspicious. Well, his love of the mountains might be enough to redeem him, at least in part. Perhaps he isn't such a snob. Meanwhile, the Norwegian girl turned him down. She is already engaged. I can let him have coffee with me during the morning break.

I'm beginning to believe he's better than I thought he was. He is pleasant and approachable. He loses his cool and invites me to dinner in his flat, or rather, their flat, which he shares with the Dutchman Ernst and the German Michael. I'd gladly go; they're a close-knit and easy-going group, and the evening will undoubtedly be enjoyable, with nice food and wine. An interesting point. But here's the unexpected: I had entirely forgotten about my cousins' son's eighteenth birthday. They want me to be there as well, and I can't miss it. I have to tell Luigi, I have to call him, but he comes before me and calls to alert me of a schedule change. I tell him uncomfortably that I can't go, without adequately apologising, without fully explaining the issue to him, and, most importantly, without letting him know how much I’d love to spend an evening with him. In a nutshell, he takes it badly, is rightfully offended, and treats me coldly. The Christmas holidays are only a few days away, and I try to rectify it, explain myself, but he isn't convinced. However, I don't believe he bears a grudge after we say our goodbyes. At least, I hope so, because I'm having a little thought about him in the meantime. Okay, I'll keep an eye on how this little idea evolves over the holidays. Also, because these holidays promise to be intense: my brother Giuse's fiancée has asked us all to Pescara.

Strange Christmas, spent with folks we barely know; friendly yet formal. We must abandon our family customs, the father and mother who put the gifts in the living room the night before, and on the morning of the twenty-fifth, we all gathered in front of the door in order of age, and on three, the youngest opened and hurried inside to unwrap. We had continued this ritual even after we had grown up.

Giuse pulls me aside shortly before the solemn Christmas dinner and says, "Cristina and I have decided to get married; we want to make the announcement during Christmas lunch." You've made the decision to marry? But you've only been engaged for a little over a year, you're both still in school, and you don't have a job or a place to live. Moreover, you're off to the United States for your studies. "Exactly, so she joins me. What do you expect the parents to say?" They will be enthusiastic, no doubt! They will have to finance your marriage and, moreover, your cohabitation for at least a couple of years. Yes, these are the ideal conditions for getting married! But the two lovebirds have no intention of changing their minds, so the happy announcement is delivered between scrippelle (crepes with savoury filling) and turkey roulade. My mother has a fixed smile on her face and says nothing, and my father almost frowns at the parrozzo (cake with almonds and chocolate) but discreetly replies: okay, let's see.

The girlfriend’s family, on the other hand, have their bullets ready; apparently, they were not caught off guard like us, and they boldly shoot dates, specifics, and even discuss the bride's outfit. Fortunately, the next day we go back to Tuscany, escaping the embarrassing situation.

When I return to Turin, I extensively talk about it with Luigi during a coffee break. We've gained confidence. He is not surprised; his younger brother married young and has a little son. But they both have jobs: he leads his father's company, one of Brianza's several veneer factories, and his wife is a biomedical engineer. Above all, they have a home. As it was once, these are the conditions for starting a family: a job and a home.

In any case, Giuse and Cristina's relationship will soon end, he will undergo a year of study in the United States alone, and upon his return, during a concert tour in Poland, he will meet Ela, my wonderful and adored sister-in-law, from whom he will have four children.


Engaged or not?

Luigi and I are getting closer and closer; we are now a regular couple during coffee and lunch breaks, and there are already whispers in class. We often go running together at Parco del Valentino together. I examine him and scan him thoroughly: he is too thin, despite the fact that his body has been well moulded by the intensive mountain activity. I take a very rational approach: he must pass a series of tests before he can persuade me. But suddenly the feeling takes over.

He invites me to dinner one evening, having mastered his phobia of being blown off. Pasta with pesto and a huge salad, a simple yet satisfying menu that includes the essentials for survival. His flatmates leave us alone in the living room after dinner, and we share our first kiss in front of the window, gazing out at the gorgeous Turin winter sky. Yes, I realise there could be a better setting for the first kiss....

The semester's end is quickly approaching. The first module will be completed by the end of the first week of February, and the second will begin in early March. By then, I'll be in Tilburg, Holland, and Luigi will be at the EU Joint Research Centre on Lake Maggiore, 1000 km distant.

He is a huge opera fan and offers me an evening at La Scala. I prefer symphonic music, but the programme is exciting and includes the entire weekend: after the concert, we'll sleep at his house in Mariano, a small town close to the Como Lake, and then head to the mountains on Sunday. An evening at La Scala is an important gift. We are sitting in one of the historic boxes watching Cinderella. He made a reservation for a ballet in order to accomplish my dream. He is aware of my passion for ballet. I told him that I attended a dance school intensely for many years as a young girl. I'm thrilled he does this for me because it confirms that I'm becoming more important to him, and I’m glad of that.

I'm looking forward to seeing this famous Brianza after the show. Despite spending years in university in Milan, I've never visited. They are said to be magnificent settings, with hills, parks, lakes, mansions and historic villas where the aristocrats retired for the summer.

As we leave the lights of Milan behind us, we become further submerged in darkness. Help, where is he taking me? I'm nervous, but he distracts me with talking about his enthusiasm for opera, which he discovered while working in Los Angeles for a long time.

Finally, we arrive in front of a villa's gate. Because I don't see any lights, it must be in the suburbs. The company sign is right in front of it. He grew up here, playing in the fields beyond his house, which have now been reduced by the growth of cottages. We walk in and silently ascend the marble staircase to the higher floor, where the bedrooms are. His parents are obviously now asleep; I'll see them the next day. His mother made prepare for me the room of one of Luigi’s four sisters. When I enter the room, I get that anxious sensation again, so much so that I must draw up the shutters and open the window. I'm not sure why, but this place intimidates me, even though the house is lovely. I'll find out why in the coming years.
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