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INTRODUCTION

There is a lot of talk in this world about making dreams come true.

Dare to dream, we are told. Chase your dreams. If you can dream it, you can do it.

Well, in 2016 I had a dream. My dream – shared so fully and immediately with my husband Peter Lewis that neither of us can remember the moment we actually formulated it – was to live in Italy for a year. For us it meant a circuit breaker; an adventure; a chance to spend more time with our four children – Lewis, Sunday, Artie and Jannie – in a country we had been swept away by since our first visit in 2015.

But all dreams dissolve in waking hours and when uttered aloud in the stark light of day suddenly seem like madness. We didn’t speak Italian. We knew no one in Italy; in fact, we had only been in the country for a few weeks on rose-tinted, aperol-spritz-toasting, basil-scented holidays. My parents hated the idea. I also had the best job in the world: hosting a top-rating afternoon drive radio show with my friend and colleague of eighteen years, Dave Hughes – in Australia. Not in Italy. As for the children, by the time we planned to leave on our grand adventure, two of them – Lewis and Sunday – would be teenagers, reluctant to uproot their lives, and leave all they knew.

So what we swiftly discovered was this: the world doesn’t necessarily share your dream.

This is the story of an Australian family making their way across the world to a foreign land, trying to find an apartment, a car, a supermarket, a basketball team, a school, a cafe that would serve them a cappuccino after 11am (no milka after morning!) and – hopefully – their place in a foreign place.

And it is also the story of our sixteen-year-old son, Lewis Lewis. The boy who lived. The child who at six was diagnosed with childhood leukaemia and survived – and who, because of this, was the unwitting motivation behind our bold move. The deep irony is that, though we wanted to seize life because he nearly lost his, he would rather not be in Italy.

It is about the day-to-day of Italian life, trying to learn a new language and make new friends, and what you discover about yourself when you are a stranger in a strange land.

It is about stepping up and falling down. On cobblestones.

It is about the Australian spirit – about wearing thongs as footwear and leaving the swimming pool with wet hair and laughing when many would weep. It is about fear and courage; about having a dream and living it.

Mostly, it is about love.
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1 ITALIA: FALLING IN LOVE


It is no great revelation that certain countries or cities can become shorthand for a feeling; that their very name becomes one with an ethos or experience. Hawaii. Thailand. New York. The name of the place automatically conjures a mental picture. So much so that when you say you are going there others immediately intuit what sort of holiday or experience you will have.

Hawaii, for instance, is cocktails in tiki bars and old dudes doing the shaka, surfing on longboards, garlands of leis, Elvis Presley movies, volcanic rock and swimming with giant turtles. In Thailand you will float in aquamarine waters, eat green curry, drink fresh mango juice, tuk-tuk to markets and marvel at strange foods and maybe wash an elephant in a village stream. New York is the subway and musicals and eccentricity on the streets. It is The Met and ‘Empire State of Mind’ and Sex and the City (hopefully not the lamentable second movie) in a glittering, tumbling, urban front-loader.

Of course, this is not necessarily the case. You could be in any of these places working as a nurse or a builder covered in limestone and dust. You may be a free-running, teetotalling instafluencer who consumes their surrounds for likes. You may spend the day in a funk, weeping in your fourth-floor, red-brick, freeway-facing apartment. Just as we don’t know the inner workings of each other’s lives, so it is with a foreign country. We have no idea of the way in which it will open up to us, and us to it. And yet we think we do.

Few places on earth, it seems, conjure up more of an emotional response than Italy. It is a land that transcends cliché by simply piling on more of them: afternoon slumbers and wine, church bells and saints, terracotta-coloured villas and washing hanging over balconies, grapevines and pasta, and glittering seas and venerated old people. It is cobbled thoroughfares and picture-book villages, Pinocchio and families in the piazza, sliced meats and summer fruits, and music on the streets and romance. It is golden light caressing – not just the ancient stone buildings upon which it alights but also those blessed to bask in its rays. Falling in love with a country is like falling in love with a person. You are initially tentative. You start off with a few dates. With a country drive; with dinner. If that goes well, you return for more. Magical outings in which it feels everything is brushed with possibility. Suddenly, your heart is singing. You have never looked better. You feel alive – like your true, unfettered self. You are open and happy and free. You laugh. You see things differently.

Mostly, falling in love is not so much about the reality of the other person as it is about how they make you feel about yourself.

I wasn’t looking to fall in love with Italy. I wasn’t expecting it. It just happened.

There were seminal moments that made me fall in love. Many were as fleeting as feelings. Sometimes, tellingly, they emerged from chaos.

In Milan, we were driving along a narrow street, jammed with parked cars on either side. I was looking down from my perch in our idling van into the pit of an adjacent building site. Instead of construction vehicles busying themselves, I saw an archeological dig. A few muted worker bees were sectioning portions of dry earth, or brushing off pieces of broken pottery meticulously laid out alongside their roped-off dig. The scene was, we were to discover, a not uncommon occurrence in this old, old country, where the earth, when it is moved, will often reveal the past. To us, it was fascinating – so mesmerising that it actually took a while to realise our progress had been halted. We were alerted to our inertia when the drivers around us, impatient with being patient, started leaning on their horns and yelling.

One of the children hopped out of the back seat to scout the thoroughfare and see what was causing the holdup. Their report, breathlessly delivered on their return, was so remarkable we all had to lean out the windows to confirm it for ourselves. Ahead of us, a delivery van had stopped, right in the middle of the street. The driver had left his vehicle and was standing on the narrow footpath, at the counter of a cafe. There he was, casually downing a shot of espresso. The exasperated tooting and catcalls from the other drivers reached a cacophony before he deigned to acknowledge them. His coffee finished, he twirled his arm in an unflustered ‘yes, yes’ motion. Returned to his van. Got behind the wheel again, and we all moved off.

Near Siena, we were searching for our hillside accommodation in a tiny village intersected rather cruelly some years back by a freeway. The town, once an armoury, was called Armaiolo and was now a relative ghost town: bakery shuttered and the only restaurant seeming permanently closed. We were looking for an agriturismo, farmstay accommodation, we had booked several weeks prior. We had been misled – as so often happens in Italy – by Google Maps, and ended up on a narrow dirt road flanked by tiny plots of farmed land. In the absence of any street numbers and very few houses, we pulled up in front of some old wrought-iron gates, behind which was a two-storey, slightly crumbly, dusty-rose villa. It seemed like the place, but when we rang the bell no one answered. Weary of being car-bound, the kids scrambled out and found a track leading up the hill alongside the house. We followed them, and suddenly popped out through the bushes to a scene straight from a European film.

There, surrounded by a sparse orchard of olive and stone-fruit trees, was a glittering blue swimming pool. Perched on the stone edging, her legs trailing in the water, was a mahogany-skinned goddess in a scrap of a bikini. Lying alongside her, his head cradled on her lap, was an equally bronzed Adonis. He was staring up at her as she stroked his hair. They were smiling and murmuring to each other as an Italian pop song blared tinnily from one of their phones.

Even the children were caught short by this idyll. We all stood, transfixed for a moment, hot and panting from our thrash through the scrub. Then, feeling like creepy, pink interlopers, we called out to them. Apologetic. Tentative. The lovers looked up at the sound of our voices – not even slightly put out. They sprang to their feet, beaming, welcoming us with profuse apologies, kisses and handshakes. It was indeed our villa. The girl gave us a tour of the house, unselfconsciously still in her damp brown bikini. Then, after showing us the bedrooms (shuttered and lovely), and the kitchen (tiled and spacious), and offering to take us into Siena that night to watch the spectre of the Palio (a mad horserace and fistfight that takes place in the city square), she walked us back into the far reaches of the backyard and explained the only place the wi-fi might work (and why she hadn’t responded to our earlier messages).

‘Italy!’ She laughed, simultaneously shaking her head and her phone. Her boyfriend got on a motorbike and roared off, coming back minutes later with milk and bread and coffee.

Four days later, some beloved friends from Australia – Nick and Kanye – joined us. We convened first at a castle on a local hill where we mistakenly ordered tripe and – deliberately – crispy porchetta and jugs of local Chianti. They came back to our villa and spent three days by the pool where we drank spritzes (aperol), and they chain-smoked and laughed with my mother-in-law Maree. We heard about their travels and tried to mount the giant inflatable popsicle that was the children’s hotly contested pool toy. We drove to the village and nibbled from platters of prosciutto and melon and tomatoes and cheese. There was minor major adventure: Jannie and I went foraging roadside for wood for a barbecue and the old flat-capped farmer from below caught us stealing from his pile. We were guilty and apologetic; he sternly pinched Jannie on the cheek, then gave us half-a-dozen split logs, finger-waggingly warning us not to take more.

There is a perfect moment captured in memory. I am floating in the water, face-up, eyes closed. The summer sun is projecting spangled rainbows on my eyelids, when suddenly I am brushed on the shoulder by something. Startled, I open my eyes to see Peter, swinging the pool-cleaning net towards me. He is laughing, and as he manoeuvres the blue mesh towards me on its long pole, I see something nestling inside. It is an apricot he has picked from one of the trees festooning the yard. The fruit is still warm from the sun; its blushing skin studded with freckles. I fish it out of the net and, swimming to the side of the pool, share the apricot with my husband. It is the sweetest, most glorious orb. It is summer in the mouth. It is a gift of love.

Again in Milan. We have checked into a small hotel, where the seven of us have been allocated a trio of modern rooms plonked on top of a four-storey building. It is peak summer, a 44-degree heatwave, our rooms are being belted by the blazing sun, and the air-conditioning doesn’t work. The rooms are brutally hot – in one, there is the faint emphysemic panting of air with a telltale whiff of mould, but the others are simply unbearably stifling. We go back and forth to the front desk to enquire about the progress of the ‘engineer’ who is supposed to be fixing things. The charming man on the front desk explains that, yes, they are having problems with the aircon, but they will have it fixed by the afternoon. This is a lie. As the day wears on, the rooms get hotter and hotter. It is too hot to go out; we are trapped in the sour soup of our rooms, literally dripping with perspiration. In between, an ancient valet appears. He is well over seventy, immaculately dressed in a maroon waistcoat and matching pants, despite working in a furnace. He speaks no English, and I speak no Italian, but he is well aware there is a problem. In a nod to Manuel from Fawlty Towers, his solution is to shift our suitcases from room to room. Every half hour he appears, moves the suitcases, and pauses to mop his brow with an immaculately white handkerchief. He shakes his head uncomprehendingly when I ask about the aircon before he disappears.

Eventually I realise our patience and polite smiling is not helping. I return downstairs again, this time with purpose. I ask the man at the front counter to move us to another hotel. He explains they have already tried to find us other accommodation, but the World Expo is on and every room in the city is booked. Peter and I have already confirmed this for ourselves, upstairs. What about portable air conditioners? I ask. He shrugs. The mobile coolers are already being used by other guests. He is sorry, but there is nothing more they can do.

I think it is the shrug that finally sets me off. I am too hot and frazzled for him to ‘Italy’ his way through this. I take things up a notch. The rooms are impossible to sleep in. It is his hotel. He has taken our booking and our money, and it is his responsibility to find somewhere for us to sleep that is not dangerously, ridiculously hot. We have four children who are already exhausted. Now, I inform him, they also have a mother who is angry.

I don’t know what it is that finally breaks the impasse; whether it is my annoyed tone, or the mention of the children. It may even be my status as ‘madre’ but, whatever it is, the hotel manager comes over and, after an impassioned back and forth with two other staff members, proffers his hand. He is sorry. I am right; this is unacceptable. Perhaps we can all share a room on the ground floor they have found for us tonight, and they will have things fixed by tomorrow. The ground floor room is large; it has a loft where they will set up extra beds and, he assures me, the air-conditioning works. I am so relieved. Finally, a solution. I thank him, and he calls over the old valet, who heads off up the stairs to move our suitcases once again.

As we all troop back downstairs to our temporary ground-floor solution, the manager beckons me and Peter over. By further way of apology, he explains, they would like to offer us dinner at a local restaurant. It is a very nice restaurant, he explains, and we would dine as guests of the hotel.

We accept his offer, and after taking turns to shower in the bathroom of our new room, we venture out to the restaurant he has recommended. From the outside it is unprepossessing; dimly lit, with a ripped lace curtain hanging raggedly in the window, where something is scrawled in texta across the glass. Peter, still wary from the day’s fiasco, is sceptical about what lies in wait for us; especially as it seems the manager’s peace offering is preferable to him actually offering a refund on our rooms.

The restaurant turns out to be a gem. It is owned by a couple who have had it for over forty years – a husband, who runs the front-of-house, and his wife, who does the cooking. They are expecting us; amongst the locals dining, there is a long table set for seven, with waiting pitchers of wine and water. The ensuing hospitality brings us all back to life. The children eat first; serves of homemade tagliatelle with tomato sauce and cubes of fried bread, with tiny squares of omelette and sliced meats and cheese. We feast on risotto Milanese, then veal with mushrooms, crumbed chicken and fried fish and roast potatoes, salads of mixed leaves with tiny multicoloured tomatoes, a dish of wilted wild greens and baskets of homemade bread. Lured from the kitchen by her curiosity and our appreciative applause, the cook emerges, where she accepts our accolades with a head-ducking, shy smile. In Italian, she addresses Maree. We use our phone to translate; she is happy about how many of us there are, and the beauty of our children. She is herself a nonna, and is thrilled that we are travelling with Peter’s mother.

After cheesecake and gelato and liqueurs and coffee with tiny sugared biscuits, we are beyond sated. We go to leave, and among the exchange of thanks and farewell salutations, la nonna re-emerges from the kitchen, wiping sudsy hands on her apron. She motions for us to wait for a moment. Then she reappears and, after gently pressing the back of her hand against Sunday’s cheek, presents my daughter with a punnet of strawberries.

It is such a lovely gift. Such an evening of riches. It is life-affirming and nourishing and humbling, and a reminder that, sometimes, things that seem too good to be true are actually possible. That feeling describes so much of our experience of Italy – just as things seem hopeless and lost, magic happens.

We return to our hotel, drowsily happy, to have our faith further restored. In our absence, the temporary room has been expertly set up. Peter and I share the king-sized bed downstairs with our youngest Jannie gleefully sandwiched in the middle. Artie sleeps on a mattress that has been wheeled to the foot of our bed. Maree, Lewis and Sunday have three trundle beds on the mezzanine loft above us. The aircon, though grumbling and complaining, is enough that we pull the crisp sheets up around our shoulders and fall into a deep, untroubled slumber.

Tomorrow, though we do not know it yet, we will swim in Lake Como. We will emerge from sparkling fresh water – four hundred metres deep – pooled at the foot of mountains, and while the children jump off a long wooden jetty, Peter and I will hobble across white stones to a food truck on the shore. Because this is Italy, the food truck will have an attached timber deck with bookcases, yellow-striped wallpaper, and a chandelier. We will drink prosecco while the hippy girl behind the counter makes us delicious pizzas and fried potatoes. Then she will show us behind the van where there are folded deckchairs we can use, and when we ask how much we owe her, she will say proudly, ‘These are free. Like the beaches in Australia, no?’

And everything will be perfect.

Better than a dream, because it is real.



When it is time to leave Milan, I wake early, as I often do on a travelling day. I slip out of the hotel room, and walk through the quiet streets.

I pass a tabaccheria where two men, suited, are standing outside, downing short coffees, Italian style; as though they are cars filling up their tanks at a service station. I smile as I walk past. They smile back.

‘Ciao, bella,’ they say.

Hello, beautiful.

It is ridiculous how much this thrills me.
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2 WHY, WHY, WHY?


In Italy, they say: Perché? (Why?)

And the answer often is: Perché. (Because.)

There are six of us in this family, and as my husband Peter Lewis says, only two of us do any work. That would be me and him.

Mainly, it’s because the other four members of the family are children. There is the eldest, my fifteen-year-old son Lewis. Actually his surname is the same as his alleged father’s, so his full name is Lewis Lewis. There is his sister, our artistic and slyly deadpan daughter Sunday Lil, thirteen, named for her beloved nanna’s mother, Lil. Then there are The Two Little Boys, who we refer to by that moniker, so much so that everyone thinks they are twins – and they are so close, they practically are. They share a room, play basketball together, giggle into the night and wrestle like cubs. They are Artie, my green-eyed, studious eleven-year-old, and Jannie, our clog-dancing, mischief-making nine-year-old elf, named for my tall Dutch dad, Jan.

Those who are good at maths (or biology) would have worked out that somehow, somewhere, I went from not having any children, to having four under six. This, I assure you, is what is legitimately known as a quantum leap. Those who haven’t set foot on the parenting yellow brick road may not understand its significance, but no matter. Just google any stand-up comedian talking about parenting (the women about their ravaged nether-quarters, their stretch marks and their pathological love of wine; the men bemoaning their lack of sex life and no longer being able to go to the movies or enjoy weekend sleep-ins). Multiply it by four and then by the factor of SHOCK and DESPAIR, temper it with moments of pure happiness and elation, and you are pretty well in the vicinity of modern parenthood. I am not, you understand, complaining about this. I understand that it was my choice, and to bleat about the attendant responsibilities is as pointless as to stand on the edge of an abyss and moan about gravity. But, oddly, they are not dissimilar experiences. In both instances you are left resolutely earthbound, where once you may have thought you could fly.

Imagine, if you will, that everything you hitherto loved and enjoyed has been stripped from you, and replaced by a life of dawn-to-dusk (and dusk-to-dawn) servitude in which your tiny, irrational masters not only relentlessly demand things that can only be delivered by you, but they are also prone to bed-wetting, tantrums, squabbling, endless questions and food fights. It may be less galling if your overlords could actually speak, or read, or wipe their own bottoms or were taller than two feet high. But though you are convinced you know more, you know nothing when it comes to them. Only that you are there to serve. And here is the irony. You do so willingly. Wearily, but willingly.

Because this much I have learned: nothing enslaves you more effectively than love.

I remember reading that the idea that childhood should be an idyllic state governed only by play and leisure is a fairly new construct. Of course, it’s also a mainly Western world luxury because kids all over the world still have to work. They help out on farms, milk cows, pick cocoa beans and make bricks out of mud, and in some countries they have some dire responsibilities, sorting through rubbish piles or working in factories under diabolical conditions. And only a couple of hundred years ago, these very children, my fortunate children, now sitting around the table eating corn fritters and slyly flicking each other with rubber bands, would have been put out to work. Where? I wonder. Up chimneys? Down mines? Below decks on cargo ships? Wheat fields or weaving mills? But the fact is that we are Westerners. We are Australians, from what was once ironically deemed The Lucky Country but in many ways actually still is. And it is not the 1700s. It is 2018, so our children do nothing. I mean, they go to primary school, where they mainly seem to dance around maypoles and learn about recycling and how the world is going to end, and they do their homework (which always seems to entail a parent cutting shapes out of cardboard at 1am and trying to find a glue stick to make a diorama of how the world is going to end) and then they go to high school, where they attend mental health workshops because they’re all suffering anxiety, possibly from constantly being told the world is going to end. But I digress.

When it comes to the heavy lifting of household chores, modern children – or, at least, mine – seem blessed with the cloak of invisibility, and rendered positively leaden with an inertia so powerful that it would have stumped Isaac Newton. So Peter and I have found ourselves increasingly mumbling that mantra of defeated parents everywhere, as we stoop to pick up where the children left off, as we wash dishes and hang out laundry and sweep floors and empty rubbish bins and find lost single shoes: It’s easier to do it myself.

I hate this thinking, and I know it is deeply flawed along the ‘teach a man to fish’ principle, yet I am way too weary/lazy/defeated/modern/overwhelmed/disempowered/exhausted/impatient to challenge it in myself.

In my fantasy family, you see, some metaphorical figure (a cross, perhaps, of the Captain from The Sound of Music and a stern but crisp Mary Poppins) would have trained the children in their early years – maybe even brutally – to be disciplined and helpful and cheerful. Of course, I say ‘early’ because I want the hard work to have already been done. By someone else. What I want is for me, years down the track, to reap the rewards. This desire, by the way, is not my fault. It’s not just millennials who have been led to expect they can get what they want, when they want it. And in this case, I want McDonald’s parenting. Fast-food, convenience parenting, where I can drive through, in maximum comfort, and pick up children to order. ‘I’ll have one medium Polite, please, a serve of Pretty and Piano Playing; a Large Helpful with extra Loving Cuddles, a couple of Random Talented and Tidy Rooms, and a side of Diligent and Well-Mannered. Oh, and give us a large Enthusiastic and Happy, while you’re at it. No sauces.’

In 2009, we had four children under the age of six. Peter was running a bar. I was doing a breakfast radio show with my on-air partner Dave Hughes. Our children were happy. My youngest baby, Jannie, was five months old, and so little I had only just stopped taking him into work with me. We were busy, busy, busy. We thought we knew exhaustion. Then we met cancer.

My firstborn, our beloved Lewis Lewis, was diagnosed with leukaemia and the diagnosis sent ripples of pain and shock and fear through everyone we knew. I thought I could not bear it, but I did. I could not panic and I could not run. Because I was his mother. And because he was frightened, I could not be. His treatment plan was to take four long years. To say it was a tough time is an understatement.

It was horrendous. Terrifying. Dread-inducing. Knee-buckling. Stomach-dropping. It was everything you could imagine, but worse. In fact, don’t imagine it. Our family and friends were fraught and frightened (some of them even frightened away) and, while I never spoke about it publicly, we were consumed by our battle. Many of our friends rallied to support us and our suddenly fragile, ravaged family. There were meals dropped off to us, and constant messages, and a small but stoic front-line battalion of visitors to the hospital on long, long days and weeks when Lewis’s immunity – smashed by chemo drugs and then radiation – was so low we couldn’t be anywhere else.

We were trying to live a ‘normal life’, as we had been instructed at the start of Lewis’s cancer diagnosis, but this was increasingly difficult. People showed their love in myriad ways. My love for Hughesy deepened as I bore witness to his strength and valiance. He was a rock – though he and his beautiful wife Holly (who had also had their firstborn, Raffy, that year) were both shaken to their foundations by the diagnosis of our boyo, whom they had both known from the womb. Comedian friends – notably Pete Helliar and Mick Molloy – filled in for me at a moment’s notice on our breakfast show, sometimes taking the call at 3 or 4am when I found myself unable to leave home or hospital.

Our beautiful butcher Gary made Lewis his favourite ham without nitrites (he found out how to do this with pineapple). My former boss sent Lego. Our friends Rob and Janie dropped off food for the children and airline-sized bottles of wine in case we ever felt like we needed a drink but couldn’t commit to a whole bottle. My girlfriend Chrissie Swan, with awkward ‘I don’t know what to say’ (and we always know what to say) kindness, brought me a chicken pot pie from her radio station to mine and presented it to me outside the lifts. There were books and blankets and baskets of homegrown veggies and pots of pesto dropped at the front door. My girlfriend Mac gave me a bracelet that said: One devoted person can initiate change (I wore it for five years, until the writing became scratched and faint).

And there were prayers; so many prayers. From Mum and Dad’s Christian, mainly Dutch church. From our beloved Persian babysitter, Mitra. From hippie friends and Catholic friends and Jewish friends. The battle of our blue-eyed, blond-haired, beloved Lewis Lewis, it seemed, had brought everyone to their knees, and while we were down there, we may as well pray.

I tried to take each fear-filled, leaden step evenly. Each stroke of his little bald head with my hand was calm and reassuring. Every word I spoke, I uttered quietly and lightly, to make sure I would not betray to my child the quivering fear inside me. I made little jokes, and his father and I smoothed his pyjamas, and we lifted his tiny body onto his hospital bed, and everything was white and bright and clean and surgical, except for his fluffy blanket we had brought from home, and I smiled and murmured and comforted my boy, and the kindly surgeon said to me, very gently, ‘I will take good care of him, I promise’. And I could only whisper ‘Thank you’, and I had to turn away because inside I was fluttering and weak like a captured, wild, dying thing.

That was more than five years ago. I could barely dare to dream that Lewis would one day be a strapping, lanky teenager. But he is. He has finished treatment and – praise be – is well.

For so long, we couldn’t go anywhere, we couldn’t travel anywhere; we just went to the hospital, and then we went home. So, once Lewis was cleared and we had regathered ourselves, the ultimate sign of his wellness was that we could have a travelling adventure. All of us, together. Everyone who has been brushed with cancer’s icy witch-finger will attest to how it changes you. And for me, cancer changed my attitude about the opportunities you have in life – the biggest opportunity is life itself.

I guess this is part of what led us to this meeting around the table – the table where we have shared countless family dinners with Peter’s parents and mine, where the aforementioned homework is done, where friends come for pancake parties on the weekends, and children’s birthdays galore, where we look out onto our small but green backyard to the concrete yard of the next-door flats we have pilfered to turn into a basketball court. It is in the very fabric of this house that, for thirteen years, our trials and tribulations have been met. It is here that we have had, like so many other families, riotous dinner parties and impromptu gatherings. In this old wooden house we have wept and celebrated and staved off leukaemia and a kitchen fire, and a flood and an attempted home invasion. It sounds a bit biblical, and I guess in a way it is, because it feels like end times for us. And yet it is a home of optimism and energy. We are happy. We are fortunate. But we want to be happier. We want to test our fortunes.

So here we all are, six of us at the table that extends to seat twelve, and is often full. We are gathered to discuss our future as a family. The metaphorical boat Peter and I are about to launch is born partly from wanting to put an end to our own grinding non-decision – the to-ing and fro-ing we have engaged in, deep into the night – and partly from excitement. It is sprung from a desire to break the circuit we find ourselves in, even though much of the circuit is a fine one. Increasingly, Petie and I want to divest ourselves of the grind of the urban, modern life we have forged for ourselves, and have had foisted upon us. ‘Simplicity’ and ‘being in the moment’ have become modern touchstones, and yet they feel like extra chores to cross off on a seeming endless to-do list; between school runs and making lunches and forms for excursions and what’s for dinner and fights about technology and uniforms and basketball five times a week and work–life and deadlines and groceries and doctors’ appointments and swim squad at 5.30am and why can’t I have a phone.

And although we have barely addressed it with each other, Peter and I have, independently and jointly, had a growing dissatisfaction at clocking up miles, racing to meetings, attempting to negotiate the physical evolution of our children and their emotional and spiritual needs, while juggling, juggling, juggling our own. Sometimes it feels like we just come up for sips of air or to stroke each other’s faces gently and helplessly between our work and parenting and a welcome schedule of social obligations that are supposed to be fun, but may as well be the ascent of Everest, so empty is our tank of oxygen.

It is, I realise, not even really a plan that Peter and I have devised, so much as a yearning.

We have barely thought through any logistics; more often than not, just trying to leave for a long weekend seems like disentangling ourselves from a skein of silken, sticky web. And yet we know this – as soon as we deliver the news to our charges, we will be speaking it into existence. This dream, this shimmering mirage of a new life, will take on a momentum that will compel us – propel us all – from our lovely home at the bottom of the globe to the other side of the world. And it will shift everything in our family. We will be asserting ourselves, not only as parents who make decisions for their children, but also as two adults who want something more. There are four expectant faces at the table. Two resolute ones.

‘It’s about next year,’ Peter says, reaching for the last of the corn fritters before Jannie can add it to the pile on his plate.

‘Next year, we are all going to live in Italy.’
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3 WHERE, WHERE, WHERE?


It is a deep irony in life that too many choices can be as hobbling as not enough.

This has been evident throughout my life, particularly when it comes to deciding on a career. I have always marvelled at those who have a calling, who know from childhood or early adulthood that they want to be musicians, lawyers, plumbers or work with animals. I have never been like that – frankly, I am overwhelmed by the choices on a cafe menu. Do I want scrambled eggs, boiled eggs or poached eggs, Bircher muesli or pancakes? White bread or wholemeal? Avocado or bacon or mushrooms? Hang on a minute – corn fritters? This changes EVERYTHING! (Disclosure: I actually never want eggs. I baulk at runny yolks – liquid chicken – and it is nearly impossible to get them cooked hard in restaurants. Also, I would never order Bircher muesli.)

Anyway, in my working life, one pursuit has led to another – studying journalism, then moving from my home state of Queensland south to Victoria to go to acting school. This led, along a meandering route, to television writing and then community radio. It was really only by accident that I ended up with anything that constitutes a ‘career’, though I think many people’s life trajectories appear like this in retrospect. Especially in show business, so much of success seems to be a mix of talent, white-knuckled tenacity and, of course, that elusive gift from the gods – ‘luck’.

Peter, though more cautious and ordered than me, is similar in his pinballing approach to work. He started three courses at university: science and then medical instrumentation (which he was studying when we met) before finally completing a degree in electrical engineering. When I was pregnant with our third child, Artie, Peter jumped from the large engineering firm he had been working at (and where his boss was, consciously or not, punishing him for having taken paternity leave and returning part-time) to become joint owner of a rock bar in a graffitied laneway in inner-city Melbourne.

It’s fair to say we have never been people who operate with a five-year-plan.

No surprise, then, that we were faced with a quandary when trying to decide where in Italy we wanted to live. I guess most people, when relocating to a foreign country, would do a lot of research. They would seek out other expats, or read articles and online forums, or study statistics about population and income and terrain and climate.

Peter and I are doing it our way. We are filling out a BuzzFeed quiz.

In the cold light of technological day, our phones have probably been eavesdropping on us, as they obviously do with those weirdly specific ads that pop up in your feed. (Note to ethernet overlords: please stop sending me ‘Hairstyles That Suit Women Over Fifty’ – they make me shudder with how little you dream for me.) Anyway, we are so desperate for guidance that when a new BuzzFeed offering pings on my phone it actually seems like a sign.

‘What Italian city are you?’ it asks.

And because, eight months out from our grand adventure, we still have no idea what Italian city we are, we decide to fill out the questionnaire. All we know is that we favour the north of the country, above the knee of the boot. Peter has travelled there with his mum and the children on a previous holiday when I had to return to Australia to work, and he has ridden his bike among the alps. This part of the country is at the full height of its powers in winter but is also beautiful in summer, with grassy slopes and steep-roofed chalets and big alpine cows wearing bells. While we won’t be living in wildflower-strewn meadows and milking goats Heidi style in the actual mountains, Peter has dreams of skiing on snow-covered European slopes. And we have also settled on the reality that we need an English-speaking international school for the children. After initially toying with sending all four to local schools (partly for financial reasons; partly because we believe in the equality of state education and would love the kids to have a deep immersion in Italian language and life), we have now ruled it out. It seems too cruel to plunge them into Italian schools, given they will already be uprooted.

We also know we don’t want to live in a huge metropolis, like Rome or Milan. Melbourne, where we live, is a large city; in Italy, we want something different. Initially – spawned, I guess, by books and films – I had a classic Tuscan-villa fantasy: pool, vegetable garden, shaded terraces dripping with wisteria. But when Peter pointed out that at least three months of the year is proper, freezing winter, I amended my vision. Instead, we will live in the centre of somewhere; in an apartment, with a cafe downstairs, and a bakery around the corner. Somewhere we don’t have to drive so much. Somewhere we can walk to the shops. Larger than a village; smaller than a metropolis.

This is the powerful thing about fantasy, you see; it can take whatever form you like.

Anyway, the quiz.

We complete it in bed one night, giggling at how half-baked the whole notion is, and yet it is as good a lead as the ‘none’ we already have. As my mother likes to say, ‘In the land of the blind, the man with one eye is king’, and when it comes to forging our phantom life in Italy, we are definitely working blind.

The questionnaire instructs us to make selections from an array of pictures: our favourite pasta, our favourite car, our favourite apartment/villa/house, our favourite scenery (beach or mountains?). It is surprisingly difficult, but I guess that is because we have a lot riding on it. We submit our answers and wait eagerly for the result.

Verona – it is decreed – is the Italian city for us.

We have heard of it. Verona is best known as the setting of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. A city built on a river, it seems romantic and poetic and perfect (if you ignore the despair and the joint suicide at the end). So we add it to the places we are going to check out. The list now reads:

Florence.

Verona.

Bologna.

In July, when I have my two-week survey break – our designated radio holidays in which there are no ratings collated – and the children have school holidays, we will go to Italy, specifically to scope out those three cities, and their schools. My beloved mother-in-law Maree, who accompanied us on our first-ever holiday to Italy in 2015, will come with us again. We trust her judgement and enjoy each other’s company so thoroughly we have shared many holidays together.

As well as being a gift of a mother and MIL, Maree Lewis is a rock. She was our third pillar in those dark days when Lewis was being treated for leukaemia. Together, we have sat vigil by his bed when things seemed at their darkest. We have cleaned up vomit and changed sheets in the middle of the night. We have made midnight trips to emergency, learned to administer chemo and clean feeding tubes. We have made each other endless cups of tea and drunk them, though our mouths were full of dust. We have stroked my son’s naked head and waited with lead in our stomachs outside myriad oncology appointments. We have been silent together when things were too frightening to speak of. We have been cautiously exultant.

Maree is a shining example of a generation of bushy Australians who are strong, resourceful and practical. She is a great and natural traveller, and like most campers (she introduced me to the beauty of outside living) is adaptable and competent. She can chat to anyone and find common ground. She has slept on the dirt floor of a village hut with my Thai sister-in-law Bee, and has stayed in luxury, and is thrilled by both. She is humble and without pretence, but can spot a fool from fifty paces and richly enjoy them. She loves music and plays the guitar, reads books, does yoga and babies tell her their secrets. She has strong and lovely work-worn hands that can whip up scones or a hearty meal for ten from a seemingly empty fridge. The children adore their Nanaree. So do my parents. She has a great sense of humour and is unfailingly patient – except when Peter’s dad, Bryan, refuses to use his hearing aid.

(I love my mother-in-law and am dismayed for friends who are not as fortunate in their relationships with their own loved one’s mothers. How is it possible to adore the offspring, I wonder, and not find a way to respect and love the woman who shaped them?)

Anyway. Here are the results of our reconnaissance mission.

Florence: It is famously beautiful, amazing, stunning, breathtaking, awe-inspiring, jaw-dropping, art-filled magnificence. It is also crammed, jammed, rammed with tourists. The locals, though surprisingly pleasant, deal with the onslaught year-round, with millions and millions of visitors to their city that most of them can no longer afford to live in. They surely have tourist-fatigue, and we would only be adding to the problem. ‘They are sick of us, and we haven’t even arrived yet,’ I say to Peter. Plus, the international school – a Fellini-film Tuscan villa on a hillside overlooking the city (and teeming with tourist buses) – would mean driving every day. Florence, it seems, is a ‘no’.

Verona: The city itself is gorgeous; the river spectacular. We wander around the huge historical arena, which is hosting an open-air performance of the opera Aida. Outside are the giant props: fibre-glass elephants and boulders on wheeled pallets. We drive to the suburb which houses the international school. The building, surrounded by apartment blocks, looks like a low-level bunker: concrete, walled, impenetrable. The school is empty, but open – apparently there are exams on in some of the rooms – but the three or four women we introduce ourselves to in the office are incredibly unfriendly. We explain our quest: that we have come from the other side of the world and wish to have a quick look around. They are so brusque and rude, we retreat to our van, shocked. Peter says: ‘If they think we are coming here to spend thousands of dollars and be treated like this, they are crazy.’ No wonder Romeo and Juliet ran away, I think.

Which leaves us with Bologna.

When we arrive there’s a glitch in our accommodation, and we end up staying fifty kilometres away, in a villa on top of a hill nowhere near the nearest town. The setting is idyllic; perfect for a holiday, but hopeless for checking out Bologna. Still, I have emailed the school and, although they are on holidays, I receive an instant response from the principal.

He would love to meet with us, he says.

So the next day, Peter and I drive into Bologna. We take the autostrada, then drive through the outlying suburbs of the town before we head through the old walls of the historical centre. The city is red and ancient. It is lovely. There is no tourist frenzy; just locals dressed for work, shopping or eating. We walk around, marvelling at the beauty and ease of the place, its elegance. Hardly anyone we meet speaks more than a smattering of English. We wander around the broad main piazza adorned with its fountain of Neptune, mermaids at his feet. Incredibly – audaciously – water is spurting from their nipples. We find ourselves in a narrow laneway, and stop for a drink at an outside table in the shade. The man who owns the bar comes out to take our order, and greets us heartily, marvelling that we are from Australia. Then he motions at me, at my sunglasses and my swimming-pool hair, held back with a couple of diamanté pins I have jabbed into my fringe at the last moment.

‘Fantastico!’ he says, beaming.

We return two days later with the children, and meet the school principal, a charming and polite Englishman. He is like a character from a novel, refined and thoughtful. He takes his time showing us around the school and then, in an empty classroom, we sit down together and he asks the children if they have any questions.

He would love to have us at his school, he says. But there is a waiting list for entry. And because of the difference in the curriculum (the European school year finishes in June and commences in September) and because this is Italy, it will be complicated. The upshot is that, if we are keen, we had better start with the reams of paperwork now.

We drive back to our house in the hills. The kids, released from best behaviour, jump in the pool. Maree and I begin to make dinner. Peter makes us an aperol spritz and we have a toast. He says he will begin the school application procedures immediately.

And so it is decided.

We are going to live in Bologna.
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4 ARRIVIAMO: FAMIGLIA LEWIS ARRIVE!


After twenty-four hours of flying, two stopovers and myriad eye-glazing time zones later, we touch down at Bologna International Airport crumpled and tired. It is a crisp January afternoon, and though we feel we have been travelling forever, it is somehow the same day we left Australia: Saturday.

The children are clutching the remains of the paper bags our girlfriend Carla presented to them as our minibuses pulled out of our street in St Kilda to take us to the airport. In each are the dregs of an assortment of Australian specialties. There are Cherry Ripe chocolate bars. Bags of chicken and cheese Twisties. Burger Rings. Violet Crumble honeycomb. She roared into our street and handed out the treats with final hugs, while Mitra, our beloved and devoted babysitter of ten years, stood by with a jug of water, sprinkling it on the road behind us as we moved off – a Persian tradition that will ensure our safe return, she tells us, with water in her own eyes.

And now the six of us have been magic-carpeted to the other side of the world. Australian soil and its familiar hot, dry summer is far behind us, and in that always amazing travel trick of having flown like a bird over oceans and land, everything is now opposite. It is winter here; cold, but not brutally so. Still, I am wearing the only coat I own that will fend off the chill of a European winter – a quite spectacular but slightly demented white fur, an ankle-length covering I bought second-hand at a school flea market years ago. The children are variously layered in hoodies and puffer jackets and, after we have made our way through the snaking queue of immigration (our papers are in order!), we walk through the arrivals terminal, past groups of people eagerly scanning the crowd for loved ones.

There is no friendly family member waiting for us, of course. How could there be? We push our laden trollies past a gleaming yellow Lamborghini on display and a man at a table covered with a chequered cloth, making mortadella sandwiches on crunchy white rolls and there, suddenly, is a black-suited Italian holding a sign that says in scrawled sharpie: Famiglia Lewis. It is for us. We follow him outside, where amidst the standard Italian-flavoured chaos of jammed cars and farewell-and-welcome cuddles, and taxis and buses and huddles of smokers, there are two black minivans pulled up at the kerb.

After months of discussion and culling, we have brought from Australia only what we think we will absolutely need: a case each for the junior members of our posse, and two each for Peter and myself (one with winter clothes; one with summer). As well, there is sundry sporting equipment, two boxed bicycles for Jannie and Artie, five kilos of vac-packed bacon I have frozen (from our beloved market butcher, Gary), paintbrushes for Sunday and medicines (for hopefully no one). We have ten suitcases, plus backpacks and bodies, so we are squeezed into the vans like tinned Ligurian anchovies.

The trip into central Bologna only takes twenty minutes or so. Like every airport around the world, this one is on the outskirts of the city and the drive is not pretty. We pass concrete blocks of apartments, freeway ramps and the huge convention centre, and because it is winter, it is grey and the trees are stark. The overall impression is a little bleak. Looking through the tinted windows of our transport, I sense the bleary, unspoken apprehension of the children: Where have you brought us? And I must admit, even through the fog of my fatigue, it is an apprehension I share. Soon, however, we rumble our way to the outskirts of the walled city, and the buildings take on the famous red hue of the old city of Bologna, and everything is familiarly, unfamiliarly lovely.

As we pass through the entrance of the old walls – the thick, red-brick, crumbling structure common in so many ancient Italian cities and towns – that once formed an impenetrable barricade around the medieval centre, and bump along narrow streets covered in cobblestones and flanked with centuries-old buildings, Peter and I exchange looks. It is an eloquent, wordless exchange between two people who have been together a long time and are often surrounded by tiny eavesdroppers. A silent look and yet full of layered meaning. It says: We are here. We have done it. And it also says: Aaarrrggghhh! He reaches over and squeezes my hand as we make our unheralded entrance to our new home.

They call Bologna the city of red, and while that supposedly refers to its political leanings as a university town, it also applies literally. Every building is shades of terracotta and rossa. It is beautiful; beautiful enough to be another Florence or Milan, which are the nearest major cities, and yet it is somehow understated. This, I guess, is why Bologna is largely off the international tourist circuit. Even so, it is impossible not to be struck by its utterly charming Italianness. There are cobbled laneways and churches and apartment balconies sporting winter potted flowers. There are tiny shopfronts lit golden with twinkling window displays; restaurants with curtains framing immaculately set tables; mounds of brightly coloured fruit and vegetables outside corner stores; florists and shoe shops and tiny supermarkets. The streetlights are amber tiger’s eyes warming the winter light. My own eyes are greedily trying to take everything in – so many shimmering jewels lie behind the arched porticoes for which Bologna is famous. It is spectacular, and I am momentarily reassured about the decision Peter and I so definitively made in haste seven months ago.

The upsweep of my triumphant heart is short-lived. When we finally drive through the old walls of the city centre, we encounter our first obstacle: the traffic in the city is blocked on the weekend. Central Bologna is a pedestrian precinct every Friday to Sunday night, when it becomes the domain of the vigorous local shoppers and diners. Today being Saturday, we cannot drive through the centre. It takes a while to work out what the solution to this dilemma will be, but after much gesturing and explaining in impenetrable Italian, our driver pulls up at the nearest spot he is allowed to drive to – a narrow corner near the brown sweep of the main Piazza Maggiore. The convoy van carrying the rest of our luggage butts up behind.

Our driver, clearly itching to vacate the area before he incurs a fine, gets out and confers with his colleague then, with much gesticulating, the pair of them indicate that we will have to carry our cases across to a red-awninged building, three or four hundred metres away across the square. So here we are, hastily decanted from our vehicles with an enormous mound of luggage, and there, across the way, somewhere, is an apartment that we have never laid eyes on but have to find. It reminds me of the farmer who has to cross the river with a goose, a fox and a bag of grain, but can only transport one at a time. Obviously, the goose cannot be left with the fox, nor the goose with the grain. What to do?

We settle for leaving Jannie and Artie standing sentry with our pile of cases, while Sunday, Lewis, Peter and I schlep across the piazza dragging suitcases. Then we embark on the traditional Lord of the Rings like quest to find the building that matches the address we have been given. We finally find Via Clavature, a long laneway bustling with shoppers and diners, and then – ta-da! – the narrow doorway which matches our instructions. It is hidden behind a cluster of tables next to a tiny bar where people are eating and drinking. We have to ask people to move their chairs from the table blocking the doorway before we can squeeze past them with our unwieldy suitcases, negotiating the twisting and worn marble stairs that will lead to our new home.

Upstairs, there is a man from the holiday rental company waiting for us. He has buzzed us in, but nonetheless seems surprised when we arrive at the door, panting and heaving cases. Just as the van driver seemed astounded that the streets are closed off every Friday to Sunday, though they apparently have been for the last seven years or so, this new guy seems totally flabbergasted that people have arrived to stay in the holiday apartment his company is letting. (This strikes us as very Italian, and conjures up memories of many encounters we have had in our previous Italian trips. Basically, the scenario goes like this. Us: ‘Hello. We have a booking for a hotel room.’ Them: accusing stare, firm shake of the head, emphatic, ‘No!’ We have learned not to panic at this. Five minutes later, after Peter has calmly riffled through his bag, painstakingly producing booking confirmation forms, there is inevitably a long and suspicious perusal of the paperwork, then furious tapping on a computer, and eventually: ‘Your room! It’sa ready!’)

When we finally communicate to our rental concierge – he using his welcome smattering of English, and we the international language of mime – that we have been dropped off across the way, he springs into apologetic action. He produces a portable trolley, and scurries across the piazza, with us following. Then he kindly trundles back and forth with our excess of luggage before giving the six of us a tour of our new home.

The ‘tour’ doesn’t take long. We procured this apartment at the last desperate minute, after the elderly owner of the one we had initially found after months of searching developed cold feet about (a) renting to foreigners for (b) only a year. (Italian leases are generally for four years at a time and then are renewed for four years, pretty well guaranteeing housing security. Just not for us. As well, Italian law forbids evicting any family with minor children, which means a lot of landlords are hesitant to rent to a family with four of them.) When the first landlord cancelled on us three weeks before we were due to leave Australia, we were forced into a wormhole of bureaucratic terror: without a lease we couldn’t get visas; without visas, we couldn’t stay in Italy. Eventually, after a desperate day-and-night deep dive into every apartment in Bologna, and dozens of negative responses (or even no responses at all), Peter stumbled upon this holiday apartment, and had the temerity to ask if we could rent it for a year. Amazingly, they agreed, and this where we are now standing.

Real estate websites, we have found, are often Tinder-date deceptive – except while Tinder dates, in the flesh, tend to be larger than their flattering pictures, dwellings are the opposite. Certainly this is the case here. Our apartment is undeniably tight for six people. There are only three bedrooms. Aside from the fair-sized matrimoniale room for me and Peter, there is one with bunk beds (that Peter organised) for Jannie and Artie, then another very small room with twin singles pressed against the walls, which Sunday and Lewis will share. As well, there is a narrow walk-through lounge with strange white modular vinyl chairs under a beautiful sky-blue frescoed ceiling, and a really tiny galley kitchen. But the apartment is bright and light and the marble floors are spotlessly clean, and it is in the most perfect position. Downstairs are cafes and restaurants and clothes shops, and groups of tourists on walking food-tours. A hundred metres down from us is the oldest university in Europe, our host informs us. And then, of course, there is the view.

Across from the long glass dining table are wall-to-wall windows that look over the entirety of Piazza Maggiore. From our vantage point on the first floor, we can see across to the main council building (the commune) with the round clock on the spire. If we swivel our tired eyes even slightly to the left, they feast upon the imposing Basilica Di San Petronio, Bologna’s main church, with its two-toned brown and cream edifice and army guards standing watch. The vista alone makes us forget any other shortcomings of our accommodation. Below are puffer-clad locals crossing the stone piazza, weaving on bikes among passing buses or simply sitting on the long steps that tier down from the church, seeking the fragile warmth of the low winter sun. It is so beautiful. It is so alive. It is so foreign. It is stunning.

We start to unpack, and soon realise that our apartment does not have cupboard space for all our clothing. Even with as little as we have packed, we are in an apartment that is designed for a week’s stay – not several months – so we leave our summer clothes in their cases and slide them under our beds. We are all slightly addled with jet lag, the time difference and the realisation that, after all these months, we are finally here. Also, we don’t even really know where here is, but food is always grounding, so the six of us head around the corner and stop at the first bar we see. We order coffees and crusty rolls with prosciutto and cheese, and are momentarily flummoxed when the waiter behind the counter asks us if we want them caldo or freddo – two options that confuse us because caldo sounds like ‘cold’ but actually means ‘hot’. Eventually, our untoasted sandwiches arrive, along with a celebratory spritz of cheery orange aperol for me and Peter, and we all squeeze around a tiny teetering table and munch our rolls, and watch the Italians wandering up and down the picturesque lane.

Everything is Hollywood-set, art-direction perfect. The bar we are at is called Gran, and though we feel like we have just discovered it, it is an institution in Bologna. Like so many places in the city centre, it is ancient and beautifully preserved. We are outside, sitting under heaters, with grey woollen blankets over our knees. Inside, under a giant stained glass skylight decorated with flowers and coloured panes, white-shirted waiters assemble drinks at a long marble-topped counter. They pour complimentary potato crisps and olives into white bowls and whisk them out to their customers, who are all around us, smoking and laughing and admiring their shopping purchases. Overhead, Via D’Azeglio is lit with strings of bulbs that take the shape of saxophones and guitars, and spell out words to the lyrics of a song by Lucio Dalla, who we will discover lived in this street, and is one of Bologna’s most famous and revered musical inhabitants. There are buskers playing saxophone, couples holding hands, pixie-sized shops selling gloves and handbags and gelato and nipped-in suits for men, and a couple of dogs under neighbouring tables wearing winter vests. Underfoot the stone is brown and overhead the sky is blue, and we are around the corner from our new home.

As the waiter sets down our drinks, he curiously asks us where we are from; this ragtag assembly of six, who are devouring our paninis as though we have not eaten for days.

We are from Australia, we reply. He pulls a surprised face and marvels at how far we have travelled. Then he asks how long we are visiting his town. We all enjoy delivering our unexpected response. We tell him we now live in Italy. We have just arrived, and we will be here for a year.

It is the first time we have said it out loud. It is unbelievable. And yet it is true. We are the Lewis Family of Bologna.

It is simply miraculous.
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5 BALONEY, BALONEY, WE ALL LOVE BALONEY


I often say my husband is like a glacier.

In much the way a frozen river seems like there’s nothing happening on the surface, but underneath it is exerting enough force to move mountains, Peter Allan Lewis is always planning and organising. On the surface he is very laidback (his nickname among our friends is actually ‘Lazy Pete’) but this belies his constant momentum. With the same determined diligence he shows in running his nightclub business or our children’s extracurricular activities back home – ferrying our daughter to swimming or schlepping boyos around to endless basketball or footy training – he has undertaken the bulk of the logistical grunt work in moving the six of us to the other side of the world. It is Peter who has made sense of the daunting mountain of visas and passports, consular appointments, photos and birth certificates, tickets and schedules, school entrance exams and enrolments. And he has also, the first morning we wake up in Italy, organised for us to meet with some people from what is to be our new school.

So on Sunday lunchtime, after a bleary family expedition to the nearest supermarket to stock up on kitchen basics (like the locals, we take our rollaway suitcases and backpacks to carry our groceries home), he takes the children to meet his contacts. Among them is Olivia, the coordinator at the International School of Bologna, where all four of our children will be studying. She is a beautiful and vivacious porcelain-skinned Irishwoman and she has arranged to meet our brood in the large park just outside the walls of the old city with her girls, one of whom is Lewis’s age, and the other, who will be in the grade nine class with Sunday.

Also, and this is unexpected, there is another Australian family at the school, also having a gap year. It turns out they live less than five kilometres from us in Melbourne, and although we have never crossed paths with Dave and Rachel back home, we share mutual friends. Their son Sam is in Artie’s year and apparently can’t wait to meet some fellow Aussies. Rachel, his mum, will be a no-show though. She is still on crutches from a nasty scooter accident she had before Christmas, when she skidded on the treacherously slippery speckled-stone terrazzo that forms nearly every walkway under the porticoes – the covered archways for which Bologna is famous. After a week in an Italian hospital (where the food is good, apparently, but you have to bring your own hospital gown), and months at home not being able to move at all, she is only now upright, moving gingerly on crutches. Of course, the boys don’t care about grown-ups. After our big travelling and unpacking days, they just want to go somewhere to have a kick of the footy we brought with us.

I am also excited; while the children will head off to their new school tomorrow (eleven-year-old Sam will pick us up in the morning and lead the way), my beloved producer Sacha is arriving to prepare things for our first international Hughesy & Kate radio show on Tuesday. When I first told Hughesy I was leaving the show we’ve been doing together for eighteen years to go to Italy for a year, I expected a few tears and a farewell party but he wasn’t keen on either. He was determined that I continue to do the Hughesy & Kate show, even from abroad.

Sacha French, our tiny-in-stature but giant-in-spirit Kiwi friend, has been the producer of our radio show and the third pillar of our three-legged creative stool for eighteen years and she has also spent more time in Bologna than we have. Once Peter and I decided that Bologna would be our base, the radio station sent her over for a reccie to find a studio where I could broadcast our afternoon drive show back to Australia. She spent her days driving around with an Italian guide, Giuseppe, who punctuated their trips with random boasts about Bologna’s historical and cultural achievements, as seemingly endless as they were impressive. ‘Bologna – it has the oldest university in the world!’ he would declare. Or ‘Bologna! Is not just the home of Ferrari, we also make-a the famous Ducati motorcycle!’

One day, on the phone to me back in Australia, she reported that, as they drove past a sports stadium in the centre, Giuseppe uttered a most worrying sentence: ‘Bologna!’ he exclaimed proudly. ‘They call it Basket City!’ When Sacha looked puzzled at this, he explained. Apparently Bologna is the centre of basketball in Italy, the game the Italians simply call ‘Basket’.

This is the first I had heard of this. I asked Peter about it, and he was vague. But it niggled at me. I was looking forward to leaving the endless litany of basketball training and matches behind when we left Melbourne.

After scouting and ruling out every local radio station in Bologna – most of which are technically decades behind what we are used to in Australia – Sacha, via an Australian journalist contact in Rome, has come up with an alternative: an office down by the train station. It is used by filmmakers who, in the course of their work, shift large animation files, and it boasts the best wi-fi in Bologna. She has sublet a room and actually built a makeshift studio which I have yet to see. (Sacha is also going to be moving into our house back home in St Kilda with her teenage son Milo. It was too much to pack up our lives and put everything into storage for only a year. It is easier – and a bonus rent-free year for Sach as well – to have her move into our place.) But right now, I am so happy she is with us for the first couple of weeks. Not only will it be lovely to share the fledgling experience of our new home with her, but she and our Australian radio tech Andrea will be there every morning to make sure the initial broadcasts run smoothly.

The technical aspect of this is a big deal, by the way. Huge. Even in this digital age, our radio connection is via physical cables that run under the oceans that separate us. Each link is called a ‘hop’, and while Melbourne to Los Angeles is one hop, to connect Melbourne to Italy is an enormous five. Each hop can incur a slight delay, and though our technicians back in Australia have worked tirelessly to ensure the setup is seamless, we are slightly nervous about how the technology will stand up. To have delays in a conversation broadcast to millions of people every day would be a disaster. So I will be joining our radio show from the other side of the world, even though this has never been done before. (Little do we know at this point that working remotely will be the way of the future – who could possibly anticipate that?)



Sacha’s arrival that afternoon, calling out to me from the piazza under our window, is simply glorious. Though it is less than a week since we farewelled each other in Australia, we are now literally a world away, and our reunion is joyous. She marvels at the view from our apartment and we have cups of tea while she gives the children hugs, teasing them about our enforced family togetherness. That night after we have made the children dinner, we realise one of the benefits of inner-city life; she and Peter and I leave them to get themselves ready for bed, while we wander around the streets below, stopping for glasses of wine and aperitivo (cocktail hour) snacks.

At one point we meander out of a fancy arcade and find it has started to snow. Under the fall of crystal flakes, we crunch our way down a cobblestoned laneway into a tiny, candlelit restaurant, where – though at seven thirty it is early for dinner – they welcome us like travelling saints. We eat an unforgettable Bolognese meal: tortellini in brodo – tiny belly-button pasta in broth, plump tortelloni stuffed with ricotta and served in a puddle of melted butter and sage. Slices of steak with crispy cubes of potato. Green lasagne made with spinach-infused pasta sheets. Our glasses are filled with sparkling Lambrusco – the local red wine that is a joke in Australia, but is delicious here – and then another vino rosso, the local Sangiovese. By the time we leave, the restaurant has somehow filled around us; a cavern of warmth. We gratefully farewell our hosts. Then, with snow still falling, we don our coats and walk back up the silent, shrouded-white laneway to our doorway. Through the arched entrance to the magnificent Piazza Maggiore, we can see it is carpeted in snow, glittering silver under the winter moon. It is a magical evening.
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