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February, 1936

Calabria, Southern Italy



I followed the nun in a haze of exhaustion. I had been trying to memorise the turns along the corridors of the monastery, but when we finally stopped, I realised that I was utterly lost.

‘Here we are,’ said the nun, opening the door to my cell. ‘You’ll find it has everything you need.’ She smiled encouragingly. ‘It will feel like home before you know it.’

‘Grazie, sorella,’ I said in a small voice.

‘One of the sisters will take you to see Mother Superior in the morning. Buona notte,’ she said, before turning back down the long corridor.

I raised my lantern and surveyed the tiny room. A wave of loneliness overcame me and I burst into tears. I’d never been away from home before and I already missed my family. The single bed against the whitewashed wall was covered with a sheepskin spread, with another sheepskin on the stone floor under the narrow window. The plain cell was more than I was used to. I’d never had the luxury of privacy and freedom of my own space before – but it wasn’t home. How would I ever sleep without the comfort of my sister Paola’s warm body next to me and the soft sleepy noises of my oldest sister Teresa in the bed beside us?

I sat heavily on the bed. I was so far from everyone I loved and it was my own fault. My family would be celebrating the last night before Teresa’s wedding, enjoying a specially cooked meal. I could picture them laughing, singing and dancing to the music of fiddles and accordions, as our neighbours and friends joined in. The view of the village from our hillside farm, about a fifteen-minute walk from our home, flashed through my mind: the tumble of red terracotta roofs and white lime-washed walls on the river flats. Bruzzano was a small village situated on the very tip of the toe of Italy, just a stone’s throw from the island of Sicily. The Bruzzano River ran right alongside the town, moving slowly towards the east coast, while the Aspromonte Mountains towered around it, stretching to the very edges of Calabria’s coastline like guardians. A wave of fresh tears turned into gasping sobs as I collapsed into the comfort of the sheepskin.

Two days earlier, Papà had summoned me to the dining table, his face like thunder. At forty-two, he was fit and strong from all the work on the land and, despite the long hours and constant worry over whether we’d have enough food to keep us going for another year, he didn’t look his age; his hair was still thick with only a few strands of grey that glinted against the black curls. He often told us that his grey hairs had sprouted because he had to provide for five children, and when I looked at Mamma, who did the most for us, three years younger than Papà but her hair streaked with grey, I thought maybe he was right. Vincenzo was the oldest of us at twenty-one, then Teresa a year younger. Paola, eighteen, was nearly two years older than me and then there was Antonio, who was fourteen. But I was the one who gave him the most grief.

‘Did you look after the sheep yesterday for Vincenzo?’ he asked as he finished off his café e latte.

‘No, Papà,’ I whispered, standing before him in bare feet on the tiles. But I had covered for Vincenzo, who was supposed to look after the sheep on our thirty-acre farm. As shepherd, it was his job to keep them safe from wild animals, especially wolves, but he’d wanted to visit a girl, his latest amore, in the village, before he left for Africa with the army. He had taken his best friends, Stefano and Angelo Modaferi, cousins who lived in the next village, with him to act as lookout. Although the cousins were just like brothers to us, spending as much time at our home while we were growing up as Vincenzo did at theirs, sometimes I wasn’t sure I liked them, despite their jokes and clowning around. They could be dismissive, arrogant and annoying: pulling our hair, taking our biscotti and refusing to let us play football because we were girls.

But I didn’t mind helping Vincenzo because, when I did, I felt like I was a part of a world that was carefree and wild. I longed for the freedoms the boys had.

Papà stared at me, his dark eyes, usually filled with kindness for his daughters, hard as obsidian. ‘Don’t lie to me, Giulia.’

‘I’m not.’ I knew how much trouble Vincenzo would be in if Papà found out he was sneaking away rather than doing his work. Papà had caught me telling lies more than a few times, but there was no way he could know the truth this time. I’d been so careful and even though one of the boys from the adjoining farm had come across to play cards and offered me my first cigarette, I’d only taken one puff before giving it back.

‘Mamma mia!’ He slammed the table. ‘Then who did? Because he was seen in the village when he was supposed to be with the sheep. If anything had happened to even one of them…’

I flinched and swallowed hard. ‘Whoever thinks they saw him must be mistaken,’ I lied. I was in too deep now to come clean.

‘Testa dura!’ Papà rumbled, his hands pressed together as if asking for God’s help. ‘You told your mother you were going to help Zia Francesca at the trattoria but I was talking to Signora Lipari at the post office this morning and she said she saw you walking in the opposite direction, towards the farm and worse still, that her nephew saw you in the field.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know where to begin. It’s bad enough that you were smoking cigarettes but you were alone with a boy and you’re still lying to me? You know how much I hate lying! I’m so very disappointed in you.’ My heart fell.

‘But Papà—’

He put his hand up to stop me. ‘Basta! Enough, Giulia! You will go nowhere until I’m satisfied that you’ve learnt your lesson. For a girl your age, you should know better. I thought you’d learnt after the incident with the bicycle.’

I dropped my gaze. I’d taken the bicycle without asking, to borrow a white blouse I was supposed to wear as part of my uniform for the weekly Fascist parade. I’d hidden my blouse, which had a large mud stain and a tear from chasing Antonio after the last parade. The only problem was that I’d got a flat tyre on the way home. Mamma found out about the blouse and the tyre cost a lot for Papà to have fixed.

‘I’ve indulged you and tolerated your impetuous ways for far too long. You have to learn obedience and your place in this village, because this is where you belong.’

I saw red. ‘I’ll never belong here!’ I shouted. ‘And why do I have to do what I’m told when the boys do whatever they want?’

‘Because it’s the way things are done. If you don’t learn some respect and you keep on like this, nobody will want you.’

‘I don’t care! Damn the way things are done. Why would I want to be stuck here in a dead-end village with people who can’t see beyond their own noses?’

Papà got up so quickly his chair crashed to the ground. ‘I’ve a good mind to find you a husband who’ll tame your wild ways and teach you respect.’

‘I’d rather die than marry anyone you want me to.’ We were nose to nose.

‘Go to your room!’ bellowed Papà. ‘And don’t come out until you’re ready to see sense.’

‘Well, that would be never!’ I screamed, turning on my heel and rushing to my bedroom, slamming the door behind me.

The memory of that fight still made my blood boil. Sobbing, I buried my face in the sheepskin and pounded my pillow with fury until I was spent.

I took a shuddering breath and stared at the shadows the lantern made on the cell wall. I was here now and had to make the best of it. Somehow, the Madonna had heard my prayers and given me an opportunity to do what I’d always dreamed of.

I’d finished school nearly two years earlier, at the age of fourteen. At first, I helped Papà on the farm with Paola. As well as tending our flock of sheep, we planted wheat and had an olive grove, a small orchard of citrus trees and some grape vines for wine. We raised pigs, chickens and goats, and had our milking cow Bella and our donkey Benito, named after Il Duce, Prime Minister Mussolini. I helped milk the sheep and prepared the milk for cheesemaking, threshed wheat at harvest time to separate the grain to be milled into bread and pasta flour and picked olives to be crushed for oil, grapes for wine, and the citrus fruits. I never seemed to do my chores as well as Paola and I usually disappeared as soon as I could to spend time with my Nonna Mariana, Mamma’s mother, who was a maga, a traditional folk healer.

I’d always been interested in healing and I loved walking with her as she picked wild herbs from the surrounding hills and explained how to find them and what they were good for. I enjoyed watching her in her busy clinic, which she ran from the front room of her house, choosing herbs to treat someone’s illness. But spending time with Nonna was another thing that Papà had forbidden, after his younger sister had died following treatment from a woman who called herself a maga but was really a strega, who practised witchcraft. He never went as far as stopping Nonna from visiting us at home because he knew it would break Mamma’s heart. He reluctantly accepted her place in our family, on the condition that she never treat any of us.

Even though Papà yelled at me time after time and punished me for disobeying him, I continued to sneak away to Nonna’s whenever I could. Finally, he decided that I’d be better off working in his sister’s trattoria, where I could be kept busy helping Zia Francesca prepare and cook meals. Whenever I wasn’t needed at the restaurant, I was helping Paola on the farm.

Papà didn’t realise Zia Francesca gave me freedoms he would never allow. After her customers were gone, she often let me look through glamorous magazines that came from the big cities of the north, like Milano. The women in these magazines were dressed so differently from me, in clothes that looked like they were designed for lives of purpose and independence. There had even been an advertisement for women to join the Red Cross as volunteer nurses. Could women become more than wives and mothers, forever controlled by their husbands and fathers, despite the Catholic Church’s rules and the Fascist teachings we had drummed into us at school? If the women in these magazines could choose how they lived, perhaps I could find a way to do the same. I wasn’t going to live my life like a prisoner.

After my fight with Papà, I decided to run away. I would join the Red Cross in Reggio and become a nurse rather than marry the husband Papà would choose for me, trapping me in the village. Reggio, the biggest city in Calabria and the capital of our province, was over forty miles away on the opposite, west coast.

I’d packed my few belongings and was walking the road to the coast, where I’d meet the bus to Reggio, when Zia Francesca caught up with me. She begged me to come back before anyone saw me, telling me she had an idea to get me what I wanted.

Back at the trattoria, I waited in the kitchen making the sugo for the evening’s menu while Zia Francesca, Mamma and Nonna Mariana talked in hushed whispers.

‘What are we going to do?’ Mamma whispered in a panic. ‘Mannaggia! I know she’s strong-willed but I never thought she’d do something like this. If Andrea finds out…’

‘She’s safe now, Gabriella,’ said Nonna soothingly.

‘But she can’t stay here and I’m worried that if she comes home, she’ll do something stupid or try to run away again the next time she and Andrea fight.’

Hearing Mamma’s deep sigh, I hunched over the pot, ashamed I’d disappointed her. She was right, I couldn’t go back home. If Papà found out I’d tried to run away, my life was as good as over. Family honour meant everything and my actions would only bring shame on my family. And even if he didn’t find out what I’d done, I couldn’t forgive him for what he’d said. The memory of that morning flared my anger, hot and explosive, once more. I took a breath to calm myself.

‘Allora, so, I have an idea,’ said Zia Francesca. ‘Maybe we can solve this problem and at the same time get the education that Giulia needs to fulfil her desire to become the type of healer that Andrea would approve of.’

‘Basta!’ said Mamma abruptly. ‘We’ve been through this before. Andrea won’t hear of it.’

I crept to the door to hear better and peered at the three women, their dark and grey heads together. It was reassuring to see Nonna Mariana, her long hair plaited into braids and twisted onto the back of her head. She was always a steadfast and calming presence.

‘Mariana, didn’t you once tell me that you know the renowned herbalist Fra Fortunato?’ asked Zia Francesca. She was immaculate as always in a tailored skirt and blouse that Teresa had no doubt made for her from fabric sourced in Milano. Her long hair was parted in the middle and swept up in a fashionable knot at the back of her head, no strand out of place. I touched my own hair briefly. Like hers, it was thick and black, but unruly and hastily tied into a braid, loose pieces snaking down my back and around my face.

‘Si,’ said Nonna, her eyebrows raised in surprise.

‘And that he now resides at the Monastery of the Madonna where you know the abbess?’ Zia continued. ‘With your connections, Giulia could go and study herbalism under the tutelage of the monks.’

I was taken aback by this new revelation. Perhaps there was more to Nonna than I knew.

‘What do you think?’ Zia asked, looking from my grandmother to my mother. I felt sure she was holding her breath, just as I was.

Mamma shook her head. ‘Do you really think it’s possible?’ she asked. Her curly brown hair spread around her head like a halo. As least I knew where I got my unmanageable locks from.

Nonna squeezed Mamma’s hand, her luminous green eyes beseeching. I had inherited Nonna’s eyes, less common in this part of Calabria. ‘Giulia has a gift from God and it would be an affront to Jesus and the Madonna if she was not allowed to develop her talents.’ She shrugged an apology. ‘Fra Fortunato’s knowledge of herbal medicine is second to none, not just of our local plants, but of other Italian and European remedies too. And if Giulia’s half as good as I think she’ll be, she’ll make a decent living. People will come from all over the region to see her once her reputation spreads.’

Butterflies fluttered in my stomach at her words. I’d often wondered about the strong connection I had with her and how we just knew what was wrong with somebody when they weren’t feeling well.

Calabria was an ancient place and its history of healing dated back thousands of years. Many rituals and traditions were passed down generation to generation, mother to daughter, and most maghe used ‘the old ways’, a combination of herbal treatments, common-sense remedies, superstition and the power of faith in God, Jesus, the Madonna and all of the saints of the Catholic Church, to help people to feel better. Nonna carried on the traditions that many locals expected her to use. As she had explained to me, there were many ways to treat illness, but if a patient didn’t believe in what you were doing, it was much harder – if not impossible – to heal them.

‘But what about Andrea?’ said Mamma, pulling her hand away in frustration. ‘He’ll never allow it.’ Mamma had happily given up any thought of being a healer to marry Papà; her passion didn’t run as deep as mine and Nonna’s, even though she had talent. Nonna’s world was the realm of women and magic, unfathomable and uncontrollable, something Papà didn’t understand. But what upset Papà the most was Nonna’s treatment of people affected by il malocchio, the evil eye. He believed she resorted to witchcraft to treat such cases.

Zia Francesca nodded. ‘I’ve thought about that…’ She put her head close to Mamma and Nonna, even though they were alone. ‘Andrea doesn’t have to know that she’s studying, only that she’s learning how to behave from the nuns.’

Mamma shook her head, eyes wide with alarm.

‘Think about it, Gabriella,’ said Nonna firmly. ‘This could be a good opportunity to give Giulia and Andrea time apart, give them a chance to calm down, and for Giulia to think about her future with a level head without the worry that she’ll run away again. Andrea gets what he wants too – a disciplined daughter.’

I wasn’t sure how I felt about the idea of going to the monastery. It was an isolated place high in the mountains not too far from here. The thought of joining the Red Cross had been filled with adventure; spending my days with monks and nuns sounded dull in comparison. But I knew I’d go anywhere to learn any form of healing. And if it took me away from Papà and his anger, even better.

‘But what happens when she comes home?’ Mamma said.

‘Since she’s not yet ready for marriage, once she’s gained skills in a reputable manner, she can bring in a proper income for the family. Surely Andrea can’t object to that?’ If Nonna thought this was a good idea, then maybe it was a way to get what I wanted: a purpose for my life besides marriage and children.

‘I want Giulia to be happy too, but it’s just not possible,’ said Mamma, her voice rising in desperation. She dropped her head into her hands and my heart dropped too. Of course it was too good to be true.

‘This is the perfect opportunity to help her do the work she was born to do,’ Zia Francesca said. ‘If somebody saw her on the road and my brother finds out, especially after he caught her lying again, the monastery’s far enough away to keep her safe and they’ll both have time to come to their senses.’ She hesitated. ‘I know it means deceiving Andrea, but this is Giulia’s future. All that matters to my brother is taming Giulia’s wild ways and if she learns a craft in the process, then surely he’ll be happy she’s bringing in an income, just like Teresa.’ Zia looked pleased with herself and I had to admit that I couldn’t see a single hole in her argument. My sister Teresa always did what was expected of her and Papà had supported her wish to become a dressmaker. I wasn’t sure about being tamed by the nuns but if it meant Papà would let me work as a healer…

Mamma sighed. ‘I want Giulia to have a chance. But we’d have to make a plan to convince him.’

‘Then it’s settled,’ said Nonna Mariana, smiling broadly and sagging back into her chair with relief. ‘We’ll arrange for her to go as soon as possible, otherwise who knows what she might do next.’

‘What about Giulia?’ asked Mamma. ‘We should make sure she’s happy about this.’

‘Oh, she knows,’ said Zia Francesca with a smirk. ‘She’s been listening at the door this whole time and hasn’t been stirring my sugo.’

Papà had agreed to send me to the monastery after Mamma and Zia Francesca spoke to him about an opportunity to work there that had become available. Hard work and discipline were all I needed, they reminded him, not the threat of a husband.

The night air seeping through the stone walls of the cell was enough to force me from my stupor. I changed out of my dress and into my nightgown, slipping between the coarse sheets on the small bed, desperate to get warm. If only I was still in the kitchen at the trattoria, surrounded by the rich aromas, talking and laughing with Zia Francesca, warm, happy and content. My stomach grumbled loudly. I knew I should be grateful for being here but I was finding it hard to be thankful. I missed my mother, brothers and sisters, Nonna, and Zia Francesca’s cheerful disposition and optimism. I still couldn’t believe I wasn’t at Teresa’s wedding. Had it been only this morning that Zia drove me to the village at the bottom of the mountain pass where Fra Giacomo, a monk from the monastery, waited for me with his cart loaded with supplies?

‘Forza! Take this opportunity with both hands,’ Mamma had said as we parted. ‘Make us proud. Study hard and do what the nuns and monks ask of you. When you come home, what happened between you and your father will be forgotten.’

Papà had barely looked at me as he’d muttered a gruff goodbye before he’d left for the farm that morning, which made me even more angry.

‘He might forget, but I won’t.’

Mamma touched my cheek. ‘He loves you and wants the best for you but he doesn’t understand what it’s like to be a young woman with her life just beginning. You’re passionate and stubborn like he is. Just remember: if we’re smart, we can get what we want, even in a man’s world. But you have to be sensible. We rarely get second chances.’

My father might think that this was a way to subdue my wild ways, to remind me of my responsibilities as a young woman, but I saw this as an opportunity to improve my life.

But only with my first sight of the monastery as the sun began to fall behind the mountain peaks had the enormity of what I’d done hit me.

‘Home – there’s no better sight,’ Fra Giacomo had said with a sigh.

Home… I had never been so far from my home before. How was I going to manage among strangers without the love and support of my family for seven months?

Tears fell down my cheeks as I huddled under the covers. Tomorrow I would meet Mother Superior and I needed to make a good impression to prove that I deserved to be here. Without her support, I’d never last long enough to learn all I needed to become a herbalist – and change my path.
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I woke to the sound of bells ringing in the pre-dawn light and a knock on the door of my cell.

‘Buongiorno, signorina,’ said the nun, placing a jug of water and a basin on the table. ‘I’m Sister Agata and I’ll take you to see Mother Superior.’

I nodded, shivering with excitement and nervousness, then she was gone again, to wait outside while I dressed. After a good night’s sleep I was feeling much better, more optimistic. I was surprised that I’d slept so well despite being all alone in a strange place, but yesterday had been long and draining. My mind raced with the possibilities ahead of me. I was finally free of Papà’s controlling ways and about to learn from one of the best herbalists in Calabria. I was anxious too, worried that I wouldn’t be good enough. But I was determined to do my best.

After a quick wash, I plaited my hair into a thick braid and dressed in a fresh dress and woollen tights, then followed the nun down the deserted corridor.

‘Where is everybody?’ I whispered.

‘At morning prayers,’ she said. ‘Nervous?’ I nodded and she smiled in encouragement. ‘Don’t be. Mother Superior Maria won’t bite.’

Before I knew it, I was being ushered into Mother Superior’s study and a gust of warmth from the crackling fire enveloped me. The abbess sat behind a massive desk neatly stacked with books and papers. The walls were covered in shelves filled with more books. My reading was rusty and I wondered what it might be like to be able to read any book from cover to cover.

Mother Superior Maria’s alert blue eyes, nestled in the wrinkled skin of her pale, round face, regarded me with interest. Her face was the only part of her uncovered besides her hands: she wore a white wimple over a long black habit and there was a black veil on her head. She also wore the pectoral cross as a sign of her authority.

‘Buongiorno, Signorina Tallariti,’ she said, standing. ‘Please, sit.’ She gestured to the chair on the opposite side of the desk.

‘Grazie, Mother Superior,’ I murmured, sitting carefully.

‘You’ve arrived at a very unusual time, right in the dead of winter, but perhaps it’s God’s will that you come among us now,’ she began. Her eyes narrowed, fixing me with a razor sharp gaze and her keen intelligence. I shrank back in the chair, sure that she’d worked out why I was here, but she only sat again and sighed. ‘Because by spring, when the roads open to pilgrims, Fra Fortunato will be too busy with the Festival of the Madonna to begin your studies. You’ll stay with us until after the festa. I know that living in a convent will feel very strange, but if you follow our rules and routines, you’ll find that we’re a nurturing community who can support you and your vocation. Now, Sister Agata will take you to breakfast, then show you around and take you to your first lesson with Fra Fortunato. She’ll explain life here at the convent and make sure you have everything you need.’

I was dismissed.

According to Sister Agata, Fra Fortunato had been well known and respected right across the south of Italy for over thirty years. Pilgrims often travelled from afar, visiting him during the festival of the Madonna of the Mountain where he sold his tonics and teas. With my father’s bias against traditional medicine and only the little snatches of time I’d spent with Nonna Mariana, I’d never heard of him.

I had expected Fra Fortunato to be a tall, imperious man who might be impatient with a village girl’s basic education. It was a surprise to find that he was ordinary and rather short, wearing plain black robes. I was struck by his kindly face. I could tell immediately that there was something special about him and after spending only a little time with him, I knew that everything that was said about him was true.

‘The most commonly found herbs are often the most useful,’ he said to me not long after I’d started my lessons. We were in his work room, poring over the drawings and descriptions of herbs and their uses in the massive books he pulled from the shelves that lined one wall. Glass jars of dried herbs were organised along shelves on the opposite wall and drying racks lay to one side of the room, bare until fresh herbs could be gathered in the spring. A long bench with a collection of mortars and pestles ran underneath a large window that looked out over the mountains and the snow-covered landscape. ‘Take chamomile, for example. It grows almost anywhere but prefers a sunny location. Do you know what part of the plant is used?’

‘The flower,’ I said, pleased I’d taken notice when my mother made us chamomile tea when we were upset or restless at night.

‘Very good. The whole flower can be used but the centre of the flower is most effective.’

We spent the mornings going over the theory, learning the names and uses of herbs and plants, learning to recognise what they looked like fresh and dry and what parts were useful for different ailments. In the afternoons I learnt about the herbs’ practical applications while we tended to Fra Fortunato’s garden, kept in a special glass house, or while he pounded the dry herbs in his work room to make tinctures. Fra Fortunato was a patient teacher but he expected me to remember what he taught, moving quickly to the next plant or condition. The rows of books on his shelves made me realise that there was so much to know and I wondered if I would learn enough in the time I was here.

‘And do you know what chamomile is good for?’ He handed me the open bottle of dried chamomile and I breathed in the sweet grassy scent, a little like cut hay.

‘To calm and relax. And for women’s troubles,’ I said, remembering how my mother would give us girls chamomile tea for our monthly pain, but feeling a little uncomfortable talking about such things.

He nodded. ‘Yes, but not just women’s cramps – cramps of all internal organs. It helps calm the stomach and is useful for digestive disorders, stomach cramps, indigestion, anxiety and overexcitement, especially in children. I’ve also used it as a soothing wash for skin irritations. It’s one of my most-used herbs.’ He reached across the bench and handed me a length of dried root. ‘This grows all over Calabria. Do you know its medicinal uses?’

I rolled the root between my fingers, the distinctive smell unmistakable. Liquorice was harvested by the monks in the autumn and they spent winter making liqueur, while the nuns produced confectionery and lozenges by pressing the malleable black resin into shapes and moulds. Calabrese liquorice was famous for its natural sweetness, making it popular right across Italy.

‘Liquorice!’ I thought for a moment, recollecting why my mother had occasionally allowed us to suck on a small piece. ‘It’s for coughs and constipation.’

He nodded. ‘It might not surprise you that it’s also useful to improve energy levels in those who are constantly busy. Can you think of a particular type of person who would benefit from liquorice?’

‘Yes,’ I said, thinking of my sister Teresa.

‘So, you see both these common plants have many uses and I’m sure most households are aware of some of them, but I will teach you how certain personalities have an affinity to certain plants and why each herb is used in particular conditions and how it can be used with other herbs.’

‘I can’t wait,’ I said, smiling broadly.



It didn’t take long for the routine of life at the monastery to feel like home, familiar and busy. I’d been assigned chores to fit in around my lessons with Fra Fortunato of two hours in the morning and two hours in the afternoon. I was up before dawn with the nuns to pray at Lauds, then helped in the convent kitchen to prepare a light breakfast to be served after the Prime prayers. After breakfast and before my morning lesson, I was put to work chopping vegetables for the main meal of the day, lunch. Most people in the countryside normally had dried beans, chickpeas or fresh vegetables and could only afford to eat meat occasionally. My family killed a pig once or twice a year for meat, making sausages and salami and soap from the rendered pork fat mixed with lye. The monastery was no different. The head cook was a nun who’d fed her flock for years, able to make a substantial meal from the simplest of ingredients. As soon as she discovered that I’d worked in Zia Francesca’s kitchen, she gave me greater responsibility and began to share snippets of advice. I washed dishes, swept and mopped floors and helped in any way I was asked. I didn’t mind. Unlike at home, where Papà expected me to obey no matter what, here I was always treated kindly and with respect and there was the added benefit of gaining an education.

Sister Agata had been designated my companion, reminding me of the routines and rules of the monastery and helping me to adjust to life in the convent, and I was grateful for all the thoughtful ways she made me feel more at ease. When I mentioned that I was struggling with my lessons, especially reading the Italian texts, she offered to help me. I’d had little chance to practise my formal Italian since I’d left school, using mostly the local Calabrese dialect in my day-to-day life. The process was painstaking, but we spent time following my afternoon lesson with Fra Fortunato each day, going over Italian newspapers and progressing to harder books. I learnt that Agata was in her early twenties and had been with the nuns for about seven years.

‘I was fifteen and refused to marry the man my father chose for me,’ she said one afternoon as she sifted through the pile of books she’d picked out from the library for me to read. We were in our usual corner of the cloister where we sat each afternoon. ‘He was an old man with grandchildren of his own, but had a good-sized farm and a respectable income. My parents thought they were providing for my future, but I didn’t want to marry an old man. Already then I knew that I wanted to care for the sick and dying and I could never do that if I was married. But there was no money to send me away to become a nurse.’

‘How did you come to be here?’

‘The decision was taken out of my hands. I couldn’t remain at home without contributing an income to the family and I had no skills. But God was watching over me and He knew my deepest desire. My parents insisted that I join the nuns if I was adamant I wasn’t going to marry. That’s when I realised that this was the only way I could care for the sick and so I agreed.

‘I cared for tuberculosis sufferers at the sanatorium in Napoli for five years and it didn’t take long to realise that my heart belonged to God and that my work was an expression of my love for Him. I met Mother Superior Maria there and joined her when she became abbess here. It’s a far cry from the sanatorium, but I needed a rest.’

‘It must have been tiring work, caring for the sick and dying.’

She smiled, hesitating before answering. ‘I became infected with tuberculosis.’

I gasped. ‘You have the disease?’

She shrugged. ‘Maybe. All I know for sure is that I carry it, but I’m well enough and not contagious. I may never develop the active disease but Mother Superior recommended I join her here to rest while I’m under the care of Fra Fortunato. His herbal treatments will make me strong. One day I might return to nurse the sick or perhaps, like you, I’ll learn from Fra Fortunato and become a herbalist too. For now, I do what’s asked of me. I know that being in this place is part of God’s plan and in time His purpose will become clear. Here on the highest peaks of the mountains, everyone seems closer to God.’ She made the Sign of the Cross, her hand touching her forehead, heart and shoulders reverently.

‘Neither of us expected to be here,’ I whispered. ‘Maybe we were meant to meet each other.’

She smiled. ‘I’m sure of it.’



Despite my new friendship with Sister Agata and the busy but fulfilling routine at the monastery, I still missed my family and home, especially when I went to sleep at night. It was a constant ache in my chest. I knew how lost Mamma would be with only two children at home, and I missed my conversations with Zia Francesca and the bustle of working with her in the trattoria. I even wondered how Papà was coping on the farm without Vincenzo and me and whether he and Paola were able to carry the extra workload.

I missed my sisters most. We understood each other. Paola and I had a special connection. Like me, she wanted to live her life outside of what was expected of her. I especially missed her calm presence and practicality, her acceptance of who I was and the outrageous ideas I’d confided in her, her wisdom and the joy we shared in the simple pleasures of life, like the taste of a lemon plucked straight from the tree and the excitement of new life after the birth of the little lambs. I felt that a part of me was missing without her.

‘You can’t be so impetuous,’ Paola had whispered as I slipped into bed next to her after my fate had been decided at the trattoria, the linen sheets rustling as she turned to face me. ‘You hurt Mamma, Teresa and me, and involved Nonna Mariana and Zia Francesca. Papà would cut them off from us if he ever found out what they’ve done tonight. Your actions affect the lives of others, can’t you see? We have to follow the rules.’

I’d shaken my head as a shot of white-hot anger flared through me, but she’d grabbed me by the shoulders.

‘You have to be smart, be realistic, work within the boundaries to find a way to do what you want. Make Papà think that he’s getting what he wants while you get what you want. That’s what Mamma tells us all the time. Give him what he wants, be respectful of his wishes while you work towards what you want too.’

‘It’s never going to change around here,’ I’d hissed.

She’d let go of me and sighed. ‘Mamma mia! How do you think Teresa is getting to do exactly what she wants? And do you think that Papà really wants me to become a farmer? All I want is to stay on the farm. I have such big plans. We could improve productivity and the quality of our yields and the work would be so much more efficient if we used modern machinery and equipment for starters.’ I could hear the rising excitement and the passion in her voice. Paola loved the farm more than ogling at the boys. ‘And I’d enjoy nothing more than to refine the cheesemaking process and make cheese nobody else can. If I can become indispensable to Papà, if I can build up our farming business, producing and selling specialty products that everybody wants, then he’ll never want me to leave his side and there’s less chance he’ll start looking for a husband for me.’

‘You don’t want to get married?’

‘I want to dedicate my life to farming. You’re not the only one who wants to live a life outside of what’s expected of us. There are ways around the obstacles we face, we just have to find them.’

And she was right. I was determined now to make the most of this wonderful blessing that had been bestowed upon me, to make everyone who believed in me and loved me proud, even Papà.

I’d written to my parents and to Paola but I hadn’t received anything from them yet. The longer the wait, the more I worried they were angry with me or, worse still, that something terrible had happened at home. But I knew that Paola would never abandon me, no matter what, and hers was the first letter that I received, two months after my arrival.


My dear sister,

We’ve received your letters. Mamma read hers out to us after dinner and she and Papà seem pleased that you’ve settled in so well, that you’re being kept busy in the convent and your skill in the kitchen has been utilised. I’ve told Mamma about your lessons and she’s happy that your healing talents are being nurtured. She’s been writing little bits to you when she can but wants to wait until she has more to tell you. Antonio just wants to know if you’re going to become a nun and is dying to see how they could possibly contain your hair under the veil!

Teresa is happy with Santoro and she’s forgiven you for missing her wedding. She’s made the schoolmaster’s residence homely and Santoro’s mother has been showing her how he likes things to be done. Teresa’s more than capable but she’s patiently taking her mother-in-law’s advice. I thought of how you would have rolled your eyes and told her Santoro has two hands and feet and is just as able to look after himself. They both work all day, after all, but Teresa’s determined to be a good wife and to save as much money as she can so that they can have a better future in America.

I still can’t believe that she wants to go. I often think back to that special night before you left when Teresa showed us her wedding dress and told us of their plan.



I was relieved to know that Teresa was enjoying married life and that she’d forgiven me.

‘All I want is to be married to Santoro and to have his babies,’ Teresa had said dreamily that night, opening her trousseau at the end of her bed. At twenty, she was rather old to be a newlywed, but Santoro had not long returned from teacher’s college in Reggio, coming home to take up the posting of schoolmaster in our small school. Our parents had arranged their engagement, impressed that Santoro was going to become a teacher. It looked like they had made a good match.

We each had a trousseau to begin our married life: boxes Mamma had helped us put together since we were young girls. My trousseau was less extensive and my embroidery skills more basic than Teresa’s, but the linen would still be useful. Teresa showed us hemp linen towels and bed sheets embroidered with her initials and fine embellishments of flowers and leaves. Her delicate nightgowns and bed covers were edged with lace made by her own hand.

Paola brushed her fingers lightly over the tiny, dainty stitches, shaking her head with amazement. ‘So beautiful,’ she murmured.

‘Everyone from miles around would be devastated if you stopped producing such wonderful garments,’ I said, admiring Teresa’s exquisite workmanship. ‘Please show me your wedding dress,’ I added softly. ‘I want to see you in it… At least I can imagine you at the church then.’

She’d stared at me a moment then nodded, tears in her eyes, and I had to swallow the lump in my throat.

She returned the items to her trousseau and then transformed into a vision in white. A white wedding dress had been almost unheard of in Calabria until recently. Most girls generally married in the dress they wore to Sunday Mass, although men earning good money in the United States sometimes sent white gowns home for their daughters to be married in. Santoro had insisted Teresa have a new dress and had saved the money to purchase the material.

‘It’s magnificent,’ I whispered. ‘You look beautiful.’ The satin dress was simple but Teresa looked like a model in one of Milano’s designer gowns.

‘Beautiful,’ echoed Paola, her eyes shimmering with pride and love.

Teresa’s face was alight with pleasure. ‘Here, help me with the buttons at the back.’

‘You’ll be the talk of the district with this dress,’ I said as I did up the buttons.

‘I wouldn’t be a very good advertisement if I didn’t make a dress that was difficult to master,’ said Teresa smugly.

‘Santoro’s agreed that I should keep working,’ she continued, then paused. ‘We want to save as much money as we can to go to America,’ she whispered. ‘The government pay for a school teacher is steady and regular, but it’s still not very much. One of Santoro’s friends went to America and he earns good money there. They live in a house with electricity and hot water, have carpet on the floor, and can afford to eat well. Children can go to school long enough to have the chance of going to university. It’s what Santoro wants for our children. It’s what I want for them too: a future and a better life than what we can give them here.’

Paola and I had stared at her, incredulous. I’d never thought that Teresa would ever think about leaving Bruzzano and our parents, let alone Italy. Maybe she and I weren’t so different after all. She wanted something more, something Santoro also wanted, and she had the courage to work towards that dream as surely as Paola and I did.

‘First Giulia and now you,’ said Paola, looking stricken. A shot of pain had stabbed me in the chest – guilt and heartbreak for my sister.

Teresa hugged her tight. ‘It will be a long time before we save enough to even think of going.’

‘I’ll be home again soon and Teresa’s only across the village.’ I held out my hand to Paola, tears in my eyes. ‘And we’ll always be sisters, no matter where life takes us.’

That night was bittersweet, just like the sugared almonds we sneaked into the dining room to eat, a symbol of the ups and downs of married life.

I looked down to the letter once again.


Papà and I are managing on the farm without Vincenzo. Antonio helps after school and even Mamma joins us sometimes. Most of the ewes are close to lambing and Antonio’s excited to see the new lambs but I’ll be sad that you won’t be here with us when they come. It won’t be the same.

It sounds like you’re learning lots and getting used to life at the convent. I’m so proud of you. You’ll make a wonderful healer and maybe one day you’ll even take your skills to the rest of Italy. But I miss you. It’s so quiet and lonely in a room by myself. I miss the sound of your voice and I still can’t get used to sleeping without you next to me.

Your loving sister,

Paola.

PS. Mamma’s been waiting for a letter from Vincenzo but nothing yet from him, hopefully soon.



I blinked the tears away and breathed a sigh of relief. Although it was reassuring to hear from Paola and know that life continued at home as it always had – even with Teresa newly married and Vincenzo and I away – I missed them all even more. Unlike Santoro, who had been exempt because of his club foot, Vincenzo had been drafted to fight a war somewhere in Africa as soon as his pre-military training had ended. It was one of Il Duce’s teachings that it was a man’s duty to go to war, and Vincenzo was happy to go, exchanging the unforgiving toil of daily life on the land for adventure in exotic Africa and steady pay, but I worried about him, so far away.

I felt bad that I wasn’t there to pull my weight but it would be months before I could go home. I was determined more than ever to learn all I could while I was here, to become someone of worth.

Not just for my family, but for myself too.
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Fra Fortunato ensured my attention had no chance to wander. He pushed me further every day, demanding I do my very best, and there was always study to do between lessons. A few months after my arrival, Mother Superior had also requested that I come to her study each afternoon after my lesson with Fra Fortunato instead of studying with Agata, sometimes instructing me to read various passages from books, discussing them afterwards or stretching my knowledge. We explored science, botany and philosophy, and even sometimes history and geography, with an overview of the political systems across Europe. My education was broad and although I discovered a love of learning and I especially enjoyed history, I sometimes wondered whether it was relevant. Agata assured me that Mother Superior was giving me a good grounding for an intelligent, thinking person and for whatever life might throw at me. I couldn’t imagine why she took such an interest in my education but Agata told me that it was because I had an enquiring mind and I was a quick learner. But I wondered if it also had something to do with her connection to Nonna Mariana.

‘I understand that your father doesn’t want you to learn from your Nonna Mariana,’ Mother Superior Maria said one afternoon in June. ‘It’s a shame, because she’s one of the best healers I’ve ever seen.’

I stared at her in amazement. Papà had always made Nonna out to be no better than a strega, even though I knew she wasn’t. ‘How do you know her?’ I asked.

Mother Superior smiled fondly. ‘Fra Fortunato and I have known her for years. She used to come here often and the three of us would discuss healing and some of our more interesting cases. It was a good way to learn from each other.’

I nodded, though I was confused. ‘But how did you meet her?’

‘She was a novice and I was in charge of the novices at that time.’

The book I was holding fell to the floor with a thump. ‘Nonna Mariana was a nun?’

Mother Superior shook her head and laughed. ‘Oh no, she never took her vows.’

She explained that Nonna, only sixteen and already a healer, had entered the convent distraught because she had been unable to save more people, especially her mother and first husband, who were killed in the earthquakes of 1894. She was my age, already widowed and suffering from such loss. I couldn’t imagine how I’d cope if something like that happened to me. Nonna stayed at the convent for two years and was encouraged to practise her craft. She taught Mother Superior what she had learnt from her grandmother, how health came from the wellbeing of body, mind and spirit.

Ultimately, Nonna had decided to continue the family tradition rather than become a nun. My grandfather proposed to her not long after she left the convent but I’d never known him – he died before I was born. Nonna had lost not one but two husbands by the time she was Mamma’s age.

‘Mariana returned each year to help teach the nuns basic techniques as a way to show gratitude for what they had done for her. I joined her when I could and she continued to teach me and we became very good friends,’ said Mother Superior, leaning back in her chair, a distant look in her eyes.

‘And Fra Fortunato?’ I asked, retrieving the biology book I’d dropped, unable to believe there was so much about Nonna I hadn’t known.

‘He received his classical training in herbalism in Germany and Rome and worked for some years across Italy before coming south. When he heard about Mariana and our meetings, he wrote to me. By then your nonna had a growing reputation as an exceptional healer. People came from all over the district to see her.’

My heart filled with pride. I’d always believed that Nonna was a good healer but to know that she was so well regarded was a huge thrill. I wondered if Papà realised that she was thought of so highly.

‘It was only a matter of time before Fra Fortunato met with us both and decided to remain here at the monastery. The three of us have benefitted from talking and learning from one another ever since.’

‘Thank you for telling me,’ I said.

She nodded and waved her hand dismissively. ‘Enough of that. You still have much to learn before you’re as good as your grandmother. Now, Fra Fortunato can teach you about the properties of herbs and how to apply them but we have much we can teach you about caring for those who need our help.’

‘In what way?’ I asked, leaning forward, curious to know more and determined to live up to her expectation that I could ever be as good as Nonna.

‘My sisters and I have nursed those who have lingered in their illness, many who were sick of heart and those who were very near death. Illness is not always a physical manifestation, but has much to do with strong emotion, the state of the mind and the circumstances that life has handed the afflicted. Illness can be a combination of mind, body and spirit.’

I nodded. ‘I think I understand. I’ve seen it before when people who should have died weeks earlier have hung on until they’ve received a visit or news from a loved one. I know Nonna treats patients who believe they’ve been cursed with the “evil eye” with what they believe will make them better – the old ways.’

‘Calabrese are a superstitious folk and the old traditions can be very useful in helping the patient feel confident about their recovery. Remember that the greatest healers are not too proud to learn from everything around them and all manner of healing techniques can provide inspiration.’ Mother Superior smiled. ‘Very good, Giulia. You’re learning quickly. Your comprehension of the texts I’ve given you is improving and your reading is getting faster too. Make sure you keep up with the daily reading.’ She handed me a book on philosophy. ‘We’ll discuss this when we next meet.’

I gazed at it with dismay.

Her brows knitted at my expression. ‘Remember that learning is the foundation of knowledge and knowledge is power, the key to success and to an independent mind, especially for a woman.’

‘I’m far from being learned like you.’

‘But I can see you have a keen mind, even with your limited education. With a little broadening of your knowledge, you’ll develop the confidence to learn further on your own. There’s a whole world out there for you to explore if you only have the imagination and the resourcefulness to discover what’s beyond your doorstep.’

‘Do you really think so?’

‘I know so. Even women should have the power to make informed decisions and considered choices. Our intelligence and how we use it is no different from men’s, after all, although they’d often like us to think so.’ Mother Superior smiled, the wealth of life experience expressed in the wrinkles on her face.

I wanted so much to be like her.



Mother Superior Maria announced the Italian victory in Abyssinia on 7th May, after the news came through on the radio.

‘It’s been a big success,’ said Agata as we cleared the tables after lunch. ‘Italians have taken this as a sign that our nation is finally on the rise again and they love Il Duce for it. Now that Abyssinia has joined the Italian colonies in East Africa, the rest of the world has to take Italy seriously as a major power player in Europe.’

‘Il Duce promises that we’ll become the new Roman Empire. Maybe this is the first step,’ I said as I collected the leftover bread into one basket.

Mussolini and his Fascist government had been in power for fourteen years. My parents and most people in our village believed he was a good leader. He wanted to make Italy great again and that would be good for us in the south too. I’d heard Papà tell Mamma that Il Duce had drained the marshlands, promising more land to farmers and help for them to grow and sell wheat. He’d even heard that large portions of land in Abyssinia would become available to farm.

‘But I still haven’t heard from Vincenzo. I just hope that he’s alright and comes home now the war is won.’ Vincenzo and I had always been close, perhaps because he was less serious than Teresa and Paola and a bit wild like me. He felt sorry that Papà was so hard on me, especially the older I got, and did what he could to ease my pain. With his cheeky good humour, he was always the first one to joke and laugh, making me feel part of his group with Stefano and Angelo by asking me to do something daring for him. I was never afraid, only proud that he could trust me. I knew that he loved me even more for it.

Agata squeezed my hand. ‘Africa’s a long way away. It takes time for letters to get back to us and perhaps he hasn’t had time to write.’

‘Where exactly is Abyssinia?’

Agata thought for a moment. ‘It’s better if I show you on a map. Let’s finish up here and I’ll see if I can find one.’

Agata spread the map she’d found on one of the refectory tables. ‘It’s old, but it still shows us what we want. See here,’ she said, pointing to the toe of Italy. ‘This is where we are. It’s not so far across the Mediterranean Sea to the top of Africa. If we could look out across the sea from the southernmost point of Calabria, we’d see Libya. But our soldiers have to sail east across the Mediterranean through the Suez Canal in Egypt and into the Red Sea to get to the coast of East Africa where Abyssinia and the Italian colonies lie,’ she explained, tracing the route with her finger.

‘Africa’s so big compared to Italy.’

Agata nodded. ‘So now you can see it would take time for the letters to travel to and from our colonies and to go overland to wherever Vincenzo is. Six weeks or more.’

‘Vincenzo’s only been gone a couple of months,’ I said. At least now I had some idea where he was. ‘Thank you for showing me.’

It wasn’t until late May, when the forest was verdant with the fresh green leaves of beech and oak, that I finally received another letter from Mamma and Paola. One of the nuns handed it to me after lunch and it was only after my lesson in the herb garden, concentrating on the harvesting of ruta graveolens, commonly known as rue, that I was able to duck away for a few minutes to myself, passing the Stations of the Cross sculpted in bronze that were spread across the gardens and through the groves of chestnut trees at the bottom of the mountain path. Agata had shown me a secluded spot during our few expeditions into the forest where the waters from the melted snow high up on the mountain flowed along streams to gush down waterfalls too numerous to count. It was the same water that flowed into the Bruzzano River and out into the sea. At a smaller waterfall, where the water fell more gently, I sat on a fallen log surrounded by a green curtain of privacy to read Paola’s letter.


Dear Giulia,

Mamma finally finished her letter to you and we’ve just received one from Vincenzo, so I thought I’d send you a little note with her letter to let you know what he said.

After a month or so of battling the Abyssinian army, Vincenzo’s now in Addis Ababa, the capital of Abyssinia, after they arrived victorious in a convoy of trucks. His unit is keeping peace in the city and outlying areas and he says he’s doing fine.

Listen to this! Apparently after seeing some soldiers injured in battle, Stefano wishes he’d done some medical training so he could work with the medics. Who knew that one of Vincenzo’s friends would want to do medicine? And apparently Angelo’s not sure he wants to continue to be a butcher when he comes home after what he’s seen.

I shook my head in amazement. The Stefano I knew couldn’t stand the sight of blood, which was why he never wanted to be a butcher with Angelo, and he’d never been interested in anything but having fun. Abyssinia had definitely changed him.

Anyway, Vincenzo says that you’d be fascinated by the exotic culture of the local people and he writes that it’s a mix of many ancient influences across Africa and the Arabic nations. Just like Calabria, I suppose. He’s even eaten a spicy stew called a wat, which he said was delicious. But the sight of women in their flowing robes carrying big amphorae of water on their heads from the rivers and wells like we do, made him homesick. He misses the smells, tastes and sights of home – bergamot and lemons, jasmine and basil, Papà’s ricotta with honey and the hills and mountains that overlook the sea. But most of all he says he misses us – even Teresa! I think he secretly misses Rosa the most. She was the girl Vincenzo was meeting when you last covered for him with the sheep. I’ve heard that he’s been writing to her and whenever I see her around the village, she smiles at me but I can see the worry in her eyes too.

Anyway, I hope you’re learning lots. I can’t wait to hear all about it when you come home in September after the Festa.

I’ll write again soon.



I read Mamma’s letter after Paola’s, then sat for a long while, staring at the waterfall cascading over the rocks. I could only imagine Vincenzo’s experience of war and how lonely he must be, so far away from Italy. The mention of injured soldiers struck a chord with me and I wondered how confronting it would be to see a brave man reduced to such a helpless state, so far from home and his loved ones.

I gazed up towards Montalto, the tallest mountain peak, and noticed a magnificent golden eagle gliding above it. How could anything as devastating as war touch the serenity of a pristine sanctuary like this? Yet I knew it could, if only because it had touched me through Vincenzo’s letter. I made the Sign of the Cross and prayed.

‘Please God, bring Vincenzo home safely and ease the torment and suffering of those touched by war. Madonna, mother of God, keep all my family safe, healthy and whole and may Papà give me some freedom to be myself and practise my healing when I return home. I promise to study hard at the monastery and do my very best to heal the sick and suffering with your guidance and for your glory and the glory of Jesus and God.’

When I was finished, I felt somehow blessed and light of heart, and I returned to the convent determined not to let the Madonna down.
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It was August and although Mother Superior had agreed to Agata having lessons with Fra Fortunato, there was no chance of her beginning yet, because every set of hands was put to work as the Festa of the Madonna of the Mountain grew closer. The excitement in the air was palpable. Liquorice sweets and herbal teas were packaged and rosaries and cards depicting the Virgin Mary and her son were readied for sale. The gardens were tended with care and the church, monastery, convent and the visiting dignitaries’ rooms were scrubbed until they gleamed. Fra Fortunato and I were busy looking after pilgrims and making sure we had enough herbal tinctures and tonics ready for the festa.

A couple of weeks before the main event, I was surprised to learn that we would host a group of pilgrims everyone was being very secretive about.

‘What is going on?’ I asked Agata when we were sent to the kitchen to make sweets and pastries for our mystery guests.

‘They come every year for a few days just before the Festa,’ she said evasively. ‘We provide them with privacy, meals and clean rooms. I’ve heard whispers that they donate to the upkeep of the monastery.’

‘Who are they?’

She shook her head, concentrating on kneading. ‘I shouldn’t say. The fewer who know, the better.’

‘Come on, Agata. Who am I going to tell?’

She scanned the kitchen but the head cook and kitchen hands were down the other end, working on meal preparations. She leaned close. ‘It’s the ’Ndrangheta.’

‘Mannaggia!’ I gasped. ‘The Calabrese mafia?’

‘The bosses have their annual meeting here. But they stay in private meeting rooms, interacting with only a handful of monks. We won’t see them for the whole three days.’

‘Here?’

She shrugged. ‘How can the Abbot refuse hospitality to these pilgrims when hundreds of others find respite and refuge here every year? These men pay for their meals and accommodation and who’s to say that they haven’t come to pray? Perhaps they’ll feel closer to God’s presence here. If the Church can guide these men towards God and our Lord Jesus, then how can we deny them?’

‘When you put it like that…’ When we were at school, we’d learnt how Mussolini had stamped out the corruption and standover tactics of the Sicilian Mafia, which had undermined the local community. I remembered telling my parents and Zia Francesca about it. My parents had nodded and said Il Duce had done a good thing and perhaps he’d start on the ’Ndrangheta next. But Zia Francesca had only shrugged and said, ‘They’ll be back.’

The ’Ndrangheta were more secretive and less well known than the Sicilian Mafia, but remained a part of the everyday fabric in Calabria. Everyone knew someone connected to the ’Ndrangheta, many with strong blood ties, as they provided ‘protection’ to businesses. Even Zia Francesca had to pay for the certainty of top produce and deliveries arriving when they should. Mamma said that Zia would never be free of them and that there was nothing she could do about it. I knew she had wanted to tell me more, but she changed the subject abruptly when Papà came into the room. The ’Ndrangheta’s strict code of honour, loyalty and secrecy made them both a powerful ally and a vengeful enemy. They often gave assistance to communities in trouble. I’d heard from one of my school friends that their father was working on one of the new bridges in a neighbouring village funded by the local clan after destructive floods tore through.

But with every favour afforded, there was an obligation. My parents always told us to stay away from the ’Ndrangheta, no matter what they did for the community. Silence was golden.

With the monastery so busy preparing for the festa, I never expected to be treating patients with Fra Fortunato, let alone continuing our lessons. However, on the second day of the ’Ndrangheta’s meeting, Fra Fortunato asked me to join him to attend one of the pilgrims, who had taken ill.

‘He has excruciating abdominal pain. I want you to go through the diagnosis and treatment with me. It will be good practice. Correct diagnosis is crucial to a swift recovery,’ he said as we walked towards the accommodation wing.

I frowned. I’d seen quite a few pilgrims by now but not someone of that reputation.

Fra Fortunato smiled reassuringly, picking up on my concern. ‘There’s nothing to fear. He’s a man who needs our help, that’s all.’

I nodded.

A fleshy middle-aged man was lying flat on his bed, wearing a singlet and pyjama pants. Another man, perhaps in his late forties and smartly dressed in a dark suit, rose from his chair by the patient’s bed to greet us.

‘Buongiorno, Fra Fortunato, thank you for coming so quickly,’ he said. He looked pointedly at me, his intelligent light brown eyes appraising me. He was intimidating, his manner that of a powerful man. Regal, somehow, like a mountain wildcat, ferocity barely contained behind congeniality. ‘And who is this?’

‘My student, Giulia Tallariti. She’s here to observe and learn.’

The man’s eyes narrowed and then he nodded curtly and gestured to the man on the bed. ‘Please, help him. He’s been like this since rising this morning.’

The man on the bed groaned and writhed as a spasm of pain overcame him.

‘Where does it hurt?’ asked Fra Fortunato gently, his hand on the man’s shoulder. I hung back a little, not wanting to get in the way.

The man in the suit indicated I should move closer with a flick of his hand. ‘Don’t worry, he won’t bite,’ he said. ‘If you want to learn you have to be able to see.’

I nodded, moving next to the monk as requested.

‘My right side,’ the sick man whispered, his silver hair damp and plastered to his pale forehead. I reached for the towel on the end of the bed and gently wiped the man’s brow, pushing the hair from his face. ‘Grazie,’ he whispered.

‘Front or back?’ asked Fra Fortunato.

‘Front,’ he muttered, pointing to his abdomen, ‘and around to the back of my shoulder.’

Fra Fortunato nodded. ‘Sore here?’ He gently pressed the right abdomen and the man grunted, nearly lifting from the bed in agony. ‘I’m sorry, but I have to know where the problem is.’

‘Mannaggia! Do what you have to do,’ he forced out between gritted teeth.

Fra Fortunato turned to me. ‘Based on that assessment, what structures do you think could be involved?’

‘The liver, gallbladder, appendix, maybe kidney or lung,’ I said, thinking about the area of pain and the point of tenderness.

He nodded. ‘How can you tell which?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Both the radiation of pain and the palpation can give you the clues you need but you also must question the patient.’ Fra Fortunato smiled at the man on the bed. ‘Are there any foods that upset you?’

‘I don’t think I can tolerate rich foods like I used to, I feel nauseous, and the pain often comes on after that.’

‘Does your pain come on after other foods?’

The man nodded and grimaced. ‘Red wine and olives. God is punishing me by taking away the pleasure of my favourite foods.’

‘We had plenty of red wine last night with olives and cheese, as well as pasta with sausage ragú,’ said the man in the suit, spreading his hands expansively and shaking his head. ‘There were zippoli after.’

My mouth watered at the thought of the fried doughnuts.

Fra Fortunato nodded. ‘That would do it.’ He looked to me in anticipation. ‘What do you think now?’

‘It could be appendix, liver or gallbladder,’ I said more confidently.

‘Si, the symptoms fit all those. But the pain is specific. Pain under the shoulder blade often points to the gallbladder or blockage of the ducts by gallstones. We know olives and red wine often upset the gallbladder, and rich, heavy foods can cause nausea and a flare up of symptoms. Now, if you feel the area, it can give you a more definitive answer.’

‘Let the girl have a feel if she’s going to learn properly,’ said the man in the suit. The man on the bed nodded and gestured for me to come closer. I looked at Fra Fortunato and he too nodded.

‘Don’t be shy,’ said the sick man gruffly as I placed my fingertips gingerly on his abdomen. He grimaced as I pressed my hands over where his liver, gallbladder and right bowel were. I could sense the abnormal heat and firmness over the gallbladder.

‘I think it’s the gallbladder,’ I said to Fra Fortunato as I straightened up. ‘It’s enlarged and tender.’ The symptoms were all coming together like a jigsaw puzzle.

‘What herbs might be useful?’

‘Uva ursi, hydrangea, gentian… definitely dandelion and maybe fenugreek,’ I said confidently.

‘I agree,’ he said, his brown eyes crinkling with a smile.

‘Will he be alright?’ asked the man in the suit anxiously. ‘We have another busy day ahead of us.’

‘He’ll be back to normal soon,’ said Fra Fortunato.

The man nodded, the worry lines around his eyes relaxing a little. ‘Very good.’ He stood tall, as though ready to face the next battle.

‘Giulia and I will go and put together a herbal mix. It will soothe your gallbladder and help with the pain.’

‘Grazie, Fra Fortunato,’ said the man on the bed. ‘I’ve been suffering from this for years but never this bad.’

‘Stay away from rich foods or anything that aggravates you until you feel better. I’ll give you a follow-up mixture to take home and I’ll send more when you run low. You’ll have to stay on treatment for some time. Come back to see me if you have another flare up, otherwise I expect to check on your condition when I see you next year.’

‘I’ll do as you say and I’ll pray to the Madonna for a full cure.’

Fra Fortunato patted the man’s shoulder. ‘Rest for now. We’ll be back shortly with your herbs.’

I was sent to visit the patient twice more to give him his herbs, instruct him on how and when to take them and to ensure that he was improving. On the last day of the man’s stay, Fra Fortunato tended to him himself while I was busy with my chores at the convent. It wasn’t until I was harvesting chamomile flowers in the herb garden a few hours later that I was approached by the man who had been by his bedside.

‘Buongiorno, Signorina Tallariti,’ he said, smiling broadly. ‘We’re leaving today and I was told I might find you here.’

‘Buongiorno.’ I straightened and wiped my hands on my apron. ‘How’s your companion?’

‘He’s my cousin and he’s feeling much better already, well enough to travel. You have our gratitude.’

‘Thank you, and I’m glad he’s improved. Fra Fortunato’s a skilled herbalist, one of the best.’

‘We were very impressed with your knowledge and manner. You’re a very compassionate young lady. Fra Fortunato thinks you’ll make a fine healer, so I hope you continue your studies. We need more people like you out in the community.’

‘That’s very kind of you and, yes, I’ll continue learning. I’ve always wanted to be a healer.’

‘That’s good to hear. Allora, we must be off. Thank you again and all the best for your future.’ He turned to go but stopped and looked back at me. ‘You’re the niece of Signora Francesca Tallariti, who owns the trattoria in Bruzzano, aren’t you?’

I nodded nervously. How did he know?

‘Ahh! I’ve eaten the best swordfish at her restaurant. Her pasta with chickpeas and sugo is heavenly too.’ His face transformed from controlled civility to pure joy and I could almost imagine him as a small boy.

I blushed, realising that I’d seen him there before. I wondered briefly if he was the man who collected Zia’s protection money, but surely he was too powerful for such basic jobs. ‘I worked there before I came here.’

‘I know. At first, I couldn’t remember where I’d seen you. I haven’t been there for a while but when I heard your name, I knew. Well, it seems you’re a woman of many talents.’ He dipped his head and smiled and this time the smile touched his eyes. ‘Arrivederci, signorina. We won’t forget your assistance. Maybe I’ll see you again. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, leave a message with your zia.’

‘Grazie e arrivederci,’ I said, but I had no intention of ever seeking a favour.

As I watched him walk away, I thought about the ’Ndrangheta. These men had been respectful and considerate, but I knew their reputation and wasn’t sure I wanted to cross paths with them again.



September brought the Festa of the Madonna of the Mountain. Pilgrims, some with caravans of heavily laden donkeys, had been arriving since early in the day and setting up camp along the riverbed and throughout the valley. We watched them from the windows of the convent. Girls and women danced as if in a trance, only to collapse with exhaustion once they reached the Monastery grounds.

‘What are they doing?’ I asked Agata, craning my neck to see beyond the trees. Agata was a good head taller than me. Most towns and villages had their own festival to honour the saints and the Madonna. Bruzzano had its own festa, but I’d never seen anything like this before.

‘It’s a form of religious ecstasy,’ she said. ‘Our festival has links to the ancient fertility rites associated with Persephone and Demetra that were first performed here about a thousand years before the birth of our Lord. Many women come here to ask the Madonna for her favour in matters of fertility, childbirth and marriage. She’s been known to grant miracles.’

I looked at her in surprise. ‘I never imagined we had a religious history that stretched back so far.’ I remembered the Greek gods and goddesses from the books she’d read with me. Persephone was the Greek goddess of rebirth and Demetra, her mother, was goddess of agriculture, fertility, the seasons and the harvest. The association made sense. This festival of the Madonna, like ours in Bruzzano and Ferruzzano, came at the end of the summer harvest of grain. There was a profound connection between the people here, the land and divinity. It made my heart swell with pride to think that women had been practising their rites right here nearly three thousand years earlier and now we were following in their footsteps.

‘They dance in thanks or in penance and to ask the Madonna’s favour. Men sometimes carry heavy rocks or crawl on hands and knees some of the way. But just wait until the procession. The hysteria intensifies and often women and even men collapse with the emotion. Then the feasting begins and everyone celebrates. We’ll be busy then, tending those who have overdone it.’

On the morning of the festa, hundreds gathered around the route of the procession. From my vantage point on the outside stairs of the second storey of the convent, I could feel the energy building, the press of bodies singing songs honouring the mother of God as they waited for the Madonna. I could see the crowd surge as the Madonna came into view, hands reaching desperately to touch her. Six men carried the statue, the poles holding her caravan thrust high above their heads as people swarmed them. She was magnificent, splendid in vibrant pink and blue robes, cradling the baby Jesus, both with majestic gold crowns on their heads. Her throne was surrounded by flowers.

The excitement was palpable, like a ripple across water, as she arrived in the piazza. Women began chanting, some screaming, ‘Viva Maria!’ and sobbing with emotion. Men and women beat their chests, and grain and flowers were thrown over the sacred form of the Madonna. The bishop, abbot, Mother Superior and a line of priests, monks and nuns followed the Madonna and, behind them, men playing tambourines, guitars, piano accordions and pipes. The firing of guns in triumph echoed across the valley. Not even when the Madonna had entered the seventh-century Byzantine church for a Mass in her honour did the noise abate.
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