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A SEPTEMBER to REMEMBER


“. . . here, as in other places, [Bumpus] also sends us on a sensory tour with her descriptions of the marvellous meals they enjoyed, of course all handmade, regional, and accompanied by superb wine. A true celebration of Italy. I believe that Carole Bumpus is such a successful author because of the love and passion she puts into her books, through her writing the landscapes, architecture, and gastronomy of Italy are brought wonderfully to life. Highly recommended!”


—Susan Keefe, TheColumbiaReview.com


“In A September to Remember, I was transported to Italy and gratefully sank into the story of Carole Bumpus’ real life adventure into culinary and cultural heaven. Her skill as a storyteller shines as she guides the reader into a world of tradition, sensuality, joy, and celebration, immersing you into the rituals, colors, and flavors unique to Italy. I truly felt like I was there! The bonus: excellent recipes in the back of the book.”


—Linda Joy Myers, President, National Association of Memoir Writers, Author of Song of the Plains and Don’t Call Me Mother


“Abundant with Italian culinary traditions of ritual and region, this delightful travel memoir charms and entices. Bumpus is genuinely present in her stories, as if reliving the experiences in real time. . . . Bumpus extends a gracious invitation to join her, with delectable, regional recipes—a shared feast that brings her journey home to us.”


—Kate Farrell, author of Story Power: Secrets to Creating, Crafting, and Telling Memorable Stories


“This is a must have guidebook for those people (and that includes me) who plan a trip to Italy. The author’s humor fills the pages with great hints of do’s and don’ts. Written with poetic description, the book is a dash of travel memoir, a dollop of history, and a taste of cuisine. And to enhance the Italian Table, Bumpus ends the book with scrumptious recipes.”


—Cheryl Ray, Author, Spirited Voices: Marauders (emagazine), Fault Zone Anthology: A Sea Shift of Mind, and Sail: Blow Out at Johnson’s Lee – Sail magazine


“How much can one experience in a one-month sojourn through the Italian South? Quite a bit obviously. This delightful read takes us to commonly visited destinations as well as on roads less well travelled. Along the way we are introduced to history, local cuisines and traditions as well as entertained by a free flowing, often witty, account of the joys and frustrations of foreign travel.”


—John Pinto, Professor Emeritus, University of California, Riverside


“As you would expect (from Bumpus’ previous works), we learn a lot about the food . . . experienced in different parts of the country. But this book is much more than that. Carole makes you feel like you’re there with her. If you want to learn about Italian history, culture, and food, then A September to Remember is a book for you.”


—Lloyd Russell, booksage.blogspot.com
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SEARCHING for FAMILY and TRADITIONS at the FRENCH TABLE, BOOK TWO


“The author’s straightforward narrative delivers vivid imagery of both the surroundings and the people. . . . An engaging gastronomic presentation of French history and culture.”


—Kirkus Reviews 


“Bumpus’s attention to detail creates a rich sense of people and places. . . . The food that Bumpus tastes and writes about is unforgettable, thanks to the array of included recipes with unusual names. . . . Eloquent and packed with history, geography, and recipes, Searching for Family and Traditions at the French Table: Book Two is a melting-pot text––a travel memoir that’s concerned with cuisine and culture too.”


—Foreword Clarion Reviews


“. . . her conversational style easily draws the reader into the experience. An enjoyable book for those interested in France, WWII, and French food.”


—Judy Alter, Story Circle Book Reviews


“Bumpus weaves wonderful stories into her adventures. But, at the same time, she gives her readers fly-on-the-wall glimpses of ordinary family life, and the opportunity to savour with her the incredible cuisine of France. Whether you love France, enjoy discovering new things, want to try some of the traditional recipes at the end of this book, or just want a thoroughly enjoyable read, I highly recommend this book!”


—The Good Life France
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SEARCHING for FAMILY and TRADITIONS at the FRENCH TABLE, BOOK ONE


“Both a regional history and a cooking memoir, this is even more than the sum of its parts, and a celebration of living life every moment. Francophiles, history fans, and foodies will love this book.”


—Booklist 


“Mouth-wateringly delicious, evocative, and utterly charming.”


—French Book Worm, on Good Life France.com


“These are stories of history and change, of cherishing traditions partly because of the sense that they may not continue forever, making them even more precious and Bumpus’ recording of them even more vital. . . .”


—Jeannette Ferrary, author of MFK Fisher and Me: A Memoir of Food and Friendship


“Carole’s enthusiasm for the region’s people, history and culinary traditions leaps from the pages in this down-to-earth exploration of north-eastern France. Pull up a chair, pour yourself a glass of wine and dig in!”


—Fiona Valpy, author of The French for Love


“Warning: Do not read this book if you are hungry or within reach of a credit card. You will end up cooking (and eating) all of the included recipes, or buying a ticket for the next flight to France, or both—all while devouring this book. Because, much like the dishes and stories she describes, Carole Bumpus’s writing is simply delectable.”


—Pink Pangea
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Years ago, before the love of my life was known to me, I would often profess that “the only trips I take are ‘guilt’ trips.” Since my marriage to Winston Bumpus, the doors to my world have been thrown open, as travel is one of the many endeavors we enjoy sharing. From treks back and forth across the Colorado Rockies in the VW camper to summer vacations in Cape Cod to forays to Europe, we’ve discovered our “almost always best selves” in each other’s company—all, while traveling.


As it turns out, this was especially true in 1998, when I retired as a family therapist, throwing off the shackles of work, and my dear husband suggested we travel to Italy for a month. It is with great delight that I’ve shared that journey, which could never have taken place without his encouragement, in these pages.


I dedicate this book to him—Winston Bumpus—for being the spark that ignited my love of travel and fostered my deep and abiding interest in other cultures, peoples, and the celebration of life through food. It was this specific adventure that awakened my desire to capture the stories we were told and to begin a new career as a writer. Again, his belief in me and his encouragement of my efforts have been the catalyst. I am most grateful to him.
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PROLOGUE



While traveling abroad, have you ever strolled down a cobblestone street, passed an open window, and heard laughter flowing out to greet you? Have you ever stopped to listen to the banter while wondering what it would be like to live there? In that house? That village? And, oooooh! What are those wonderful aromas? Well, you were not alone. I have too.


For me, it all began in Italy. When my husband and I decided to take a month to travel throughout Italy, I had just retired as a family therapist. I had made no specific plans for my future, which was a good thing, because this trip changed my life. Once I danced in the streets of the first festa, I was hooked. As soon as I tasted the foods so lovingly prepared by the locals, I knew I not only wanted to learn their recipes, but I also wanted to understand more about the people. And as a lover of traditional foods and of home cooking, I discovered a very key element: traditional foods bring European families together in a manner not experienced in the U.S.—not only for holidays, but for every day of their lives.


My book series, Savoring the Olde Ways, is part culinary memoir and part travelogue, and is derived from a compilation of intimate interviews, conversations, travel notes, and recipes I had the good fortune to gather along those very cobblestone streets.


My deepest thanks go to all those who readily opened their doors to share their most intimate stories and family traditions with me. And, to those dear translator friends who accompanied me on my “treasure hunts” of a lifetime, I am forever in your debt. You taught me to appreciate the importance of family and regional traditions and to never take anything for granted. Learning a recipe in one region is never the same in another region, village, or even at a family table. Embrace the difference and the nuances. And follow your nose!




A SEPTEMBER to
REMEMBER:

SEARCHING for
CULINARY PLEASURES
at the ITALIAN TABLE
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Lombardy



CHAPTER ONE



When in Mi-Lano, Buy Mi-lanese


The plane bucked and shuddered over the tops of the French Alps before sweeping down over the snow-filled valleys of northern Italy. Foreboding clouds swirled about the plane obscuring our only view of Milan before we dropped like a rock into our descent. On the ground, we were rushed into a queue that stretched across the tarmac as rain began to fall.


This was the first day of our month-long dream vacation to Italy. It had been a crisp September morning in 1998 when my husband, Winston, and I left San Francisco, and after hours in flight and more hours of delays in Frankfurt, we finally arrived on a small plane in Milan. Sleepily, we forced ourselves to quicken our steps as we were herded like a gaggle of geese into the Milano Malpensa Terminal.


Knowing little Italian, we realized our disadvantage as we cocked our heads forward to catch the sharply delivered announcement in Italiano. We had no clue what was said. Too exhausted and bleary-eyed to focus, I figured I would deal with the language thing later—or so I thought.


Standing in the baggage terminal, which must have stretched for miles, we scanned the carousels for our bags. As we lumbered along, I noticed a river of luggage—I mean it—a river of dust-covered luggage which was cordoned off from arriving passengers. Dates scrawled across the baggage surfaces were from weeks earlier. Questions softly pricked at my semiconscious mind, but it did not dawn on me then that I, too, might be forced into an imaginary boat to cross this River Styx in order to find my bag. Yes, the big bag that held every bit of clothing I had packed for our month-long journey.


Once it was clear my suitcase had not made the flight, I nonchalantly waved my hand and said to Winston, “Allora! Non c’è problèma!” (the only Italian words I knew at the time). “They’ll find it and deliver it to our hotel.” Confidently, I strode into the airport office to file my claim, in triplicate and without a word in English, where I realized it was actually a very big problema. The immense office, with long lines at each of the five open counters, gave rise to a newly discovered anxiety. Will I ever see my bag again? My bag was only one of perhaps thousands—maybe millions—of lost bags this office handled annually. My heart sank. No matter. The officials were cordial, seemed efficient, and were very encouraging. Plus, we were exhausted. After an hour of standing on one foot and then the other, we finally made our way through another queue to find a taxi.


I would like to say I remember seeing the city of Milan on our drive to the hotel, but the truth is I only heard the city of Milan. The heavens opened with a vengeance and rain began a deafening tattoo on the roof of the car obscuring our view on all sides. All the while, the taxi driver happily bellowed at top volume over the techno-music he had blaring from his radio. He expertly navigated the stream-swollen boulevards and we arrived at our hotel only somewhat scathed.


The hotel room was lovely with a wide balcony overlooking the city and, upon pulling back the draperies, the sun, for an instant, broke through the clouds. We caught our first glimpse of the magnificent spires of the crown jewel of Milano, the Duomo—one of the three largest and most beautiful Gothic cathedrals in all of Europe. Yes, we would visit her the following day.


After a long shower, I stepped out of the tub refreshed. At that moment it hit me: I had nothing clean to put on. My husband, being the accommodating sort (and who had all his suitcases), offered me a pair of his briefs. I hesitated, but finally succumbed. I had no choice. (And, ladies, I must admit I found his underwear quite comfortable.) I strutted about in front of him, modeling his black cotton undies as they caressed my bum.


Win, ever the one to take command, with a flick of his hand and a swagger to his step, said, “When in Milano, buy Italian!”


It sounded good to me, and even though I hated to pull my sweat-soaked slacks and sweater back on, I was confident that at least I was wearing clean underwear. (My mother would have been proud.) We headed out.


“Sì, Sì, signora, you’re in luck,” said the concierge in clipped Italiano-Inglese to our inquiry about a clothing store. He took me by the hand, led us out of the hotel front door, pointed around the corner, and gave me a gentle push.


Only a few small boutiques away, we found a lovely but miniscule lingerie shop. We maneuvered our way into the store where a handful of tourists and two exuberant clerks chatted. Winston, who was looking forward to speaking Italian for the first time, realized he only knew “restaurant Italian.” He became mute. I crept shyly along the only aisle, picking up one pair of underpants after another. They were silky, lacy, and so soft and sensual that a tinge of embarrassment flushed my face. But I also noticed the undies were quite small and wondered if we had entered a children’s shop. Just as I turned to leave, Win, who was hovering so close behind me I could feel the warmth of his breath upon my neck, ran into the back of me. At that moment, one of the shop clerks popped up across the counter from me. She held up a large pair of underpants, pointed her finger directly at me, and said in a deep-throated voice, “Grande! Grande!”


Well, I may not know Italian, but the message was clear. And, if I had felt a flush of embarrassment before, my face now flamed with heat. The clerk did not see me as large, but GRANDE. GRANDE. My gawd! I dared not look into a mirror, for surely my rather diminutive size (in my own eyes) had swelled during the flight. I fought back tears.


An American tourist who had been standing nearby spared me more humiliation by calmly explaining the European-size system. To further convince me, she, too, lifted a pair of underpants into the air, and in front of God and everyone, s-t-r-e-t-c-h-e-d them.


“They’re wonderful,” she cooed. “Simply divine!”


I cooled down to a simmer, adjusted my steamy glasses, and scanned the shop with this newly acquired information.


Winston sighed audibly, stepped out of the way, and leaned up against a counter. He pulled out his currency-exchange calculator. I thought he was glad to be out of the fray, but a small line of sweat was forming on his forehead. Had he ever been in a lingerie shop? With his head down and his fingers tapping across the exchange-rate keys, he slipped into his own element.


As I moved around the tables piled high with silken goodies, I found each item I touched possessed incredible softness. It was like touching pastel clouds—pale pink, luscious lemon, tantalizing tangerine. They were unlike anything I had ever beheld, much less worn. Once my mind seized on the notion that I, too, could wear something as fine as this—well, there was no stopping me. I scooped up a couple of bras, several pairs of underpants in assorted colors, and an exquisite white nightgown, with lacy, yet demure, qualities. Still uncertain about the necessary sizes, I looked around. My American cohort had gone. Win, who was clearly no help in this matter, had just figured out the conversion rate and began to inhale in an uncharacteristic fashion.


Before he could utter even one wheeze, both clerks pounced upon me and ushered me into a changing room. It was the size of a phone booth. Remember those? And, for reasons beyond my comprehension, the three of us were standing inside it—together. The clerks were inciting me to undress. I am a bit shy, and I’ve never tried on underpants in a store—and now in front of strangers? To top it off, panic was setting in. I had just remembered that, under my slacks, lurked my husband’s underwear. Oh, gawd! Life can be so cruel!


With actions instead of words, the clerks began cajoling me to undress while I became more and more resistant. I could barely breathe. Beads of perspiration were breaking across my forehead. I allowed them to remove my sweater and bra, as they assessed those needs, but when they began tugging on my slacks, I willed myself to out-maneuver them. I stopped their hands in mid-tug and quickly stepped into a pair of underpants and slid them up over my slacks. Their faces registered horror. I tried to imagine what they thought of Americans at that moment—but the deed was done. At least now I knew my new European size. Unfortunately for me, it was grande. But I decided I could live with that. Just let me out of that changing booth. I indicated my choices, and they merrily carried the items to the register.


By the time I rejoined Winston, I found him mildly hyperventilating. He had just paid for the few items and must have realized I was worth far more than even he had envisioned. My round-trip airfare had probably cost only a tad more than the lingerie. He gulped, smiled placidly at me, picked up the package, and carried it from the shop as if he were handling gold.


Yes, it was a hard-won battle, I thought, as I followed him out the door.


After that episode, my husband began to appreciate me in a whole new light. And I appreciated me, too. Terribly expensive—and sexy—underwear can do that for you. But, as a cautionary tip to any female traveler: if you are planning a lengthy trip, be certain to pack extra underwear in your carry-on. And, if ever you are in Mi-lano, buy Mi-lingerie!


Instead of heading back to the hotel, Win, whose stomach had begun to growl, steered me down the street. With the gold-plated package in hand, he turned immediately into the first restaurant he saw. It was called Altopascio and was an excellent find. Over a bottle of wine, we together devoured platters of appetizers: prosciutto e melone (prosciutto and melon) and insalata mista (mixed salad). Winston, who is never one to pass on linguine with sea food, ordered an exceptional choice: Tagliatelle e Cozze (pasta and mussels). For my secondo piatto, (second course), I opted for tender veal picatta with lemon and capers (vitello picatta con limone e capperi).
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The next day broke with bright sunshine, setting my hopes high. Surely, my luggage would be returned. Out onto the balcony of our eighth-floor vantage point, we observed the breathtaking view of the Italian Alps to the north. Gleaming in the distance were the snowcapped mountains we had so intimately bounced ever so close to the day before. To the west of us lay downtown Milan and the Duomo, the cathedral we hoped to visit. Yes, we had done our homework for this trip and were ready to immerse ourselves in the history, architecture, art, and literature of Italy.


Milan rests in the region of Lombardy and is its capital. Grabbing my trusty tour guide, I began to read some of the historical background. “Because the streets of Milan either radiated from the Duomo or encircled it, it was widely accepted that the first public basilica built in this space dated back to possibly 600 BC. But, the first basilica, known as basilica nova, was dedicated to St. Thecla and was completed in 355 AD. An adjoining basilica was erected in 836. When a fire damaged the cathedral and basilica in 1075, they were rebuilt as the Duomo. . .”


“Let’s get a move on,” Win said, as he encouraged me toward the door. “We’ll learn so much more once we are walking through it.”


Of course, he was correct, so we caught a quick continental breakfast of sliced cheeses, salamis, hams, hard-boiled eggs, and blood-red orange juice. Oh, and coffee. We couldn’t move a muscle without coffee. What we were to realize is that coffee is unique in every country. And Italy was not immune.


“Strong like bull,” my husband said with a gasp.


A dash more cream helped me down the Cafè Americano, which obviously was made for tourists like us—but was still very bitter and strong.


“Maybe a cappuccino would be more to your liking,” the waiter commented as he breezed by our table.


“I’ll save that for this afternoon,” I responded with verve. Yes, I had done my homework.


“No, no, signora,” the waiter implored. “Only tourists have cappuccino in the afternoon. And, never in evening.” I assume no self-respecting Italian would ingest café with milk after noon. But what did I know?


Well, I could see I had a lot more to learn, but I was an eager student. You can bet I was going to pop this tidbit into my new travel journal. But first . . . grabbing me by the hand, Win led me to the front door, where we hailed a cab and headed out for a day in Milano.


Because I had just read that all roads lead to the Duomo, we decided not to fight it and went there straightaway. The splendid façade of the late Gothic-style marble exterior had been described in our guidebook as “without decoration,” yet the grandeur and expanse were breathtaking. Like a giant birthday cake with delicate filigreed spires reaching up toward the heavens and dancing along the flying buttresses, it was a sight to behold. We had seen other Gothic cathedrals (the Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, the Chartres Cathedral in France, the Westminster Abbey in London, and the Salisbury Cathedral in England), but no cathedral is without its own unique history, exterior, and décor.


Deep in the guidebook, I discovered a quote from Mark Twain, who in Innocents Abroad wrote of his visit in 1867 to the Milan Duomo: “What a wonder it is! So grand, so solemn, so vast! And yet so delicate, so airy, so graceful. A very world of solid weight, and yet it seems . . . a delusion of frostwork that might vanish with a breath!”


We made our way through one of the five portals graced with magnificent emerald-green bronze doors as Mark Twain continued to put my thoughts into words: “The central one of its five great doors is bordered with a bas-relief of birds and fruits and beasts and insects, which have been so ingeniously carved out of the marble that they seem like living creatures—and the figures are so numerous and the design so complex, that one might study it a week without exhausting its interest.” And we were not even past the front door.


So, let me take a solemn moment here to point out that we were about to embark on the first of what would become one of our many docent-led tours of Italian historical churches, museums, cavernas, grottos, ancient cities and more. Little did we know then that the word “tour” would become another four-letter word for us, but I digress.


Making our way on to an English-speaking tour, we began, with nose to stone and marble, the exploration of the interior of the cathedral. According to the guide, the history of design and construction of this colossal wonder, which can hold up to forty thousand penitents, began in 1397 by Visconti. Great dispute ensued as the church began to look like the out-of-style Gothic works of the French. Che brutta! How hideous! But, by taking on the late-Gothic design, the building of the Duomo was a struggle that continued over the next five full centuries.


The interior alone was well over four hundred years in the making. In 1488, both Leonard da Vinci and Donato Bramante proposed competing with designs for the central cupola. But it was Ludovico Sforza who completed the octagonal cupola and decorated the interior with four series of fifteen statues each, portraying saints, prophets, sibyls, and other biblical figures. This massive interior, we were told, reflects the rules of the Counter-Reformation and is in the form of a Latin cross with five naves. The central one is double the size of the others and comprises a transept with three naves and a presbytery flanked by two rectangular sacristies. (Ah, but that is too much information. Even for me.) Though you might like to know that fifty-two giant clustered columns divide the space and are crowned with capitals and lined with niches holding statues of the saints and the prophets. The stained-glass windows, which lends the vast space a kaleidoscope of colors, were decorated with scenes from the Bible. The marble and stone floors were begun in the fifteenth century and not completed until the mid-twentieth century. All aspects of this cathedral show the effort devoted over the many centuries to the completion of its magnificent design.


For a breather, our group was taken by an ascensore (elevator) to the rooftop terrace for a closeup view of spectacular sculpture that would otherwise be underappreciated—alas, not even noticed from the ground floor hundreds of feet below. The view from this vantage point was of both the mountains we had seen from our hotel and the plains that spread out below us and beyond the city limits of Milan. The roof was truly a forest of openwork pinnacles and spires, which were delicately balanced on flying buttresses. Like a parade of larger-than-life carved saints, seraphim, and angels, all marched up and down for only those on the rooftop to behold. The ornate and intricate octagonal lantern that stood like a crown atop the Duomo was topped with a spire which brought the total height of the entire church to 356 feet. And, poised at the pinnacle, was a gilded statue of the young Madonna reigning overall. Again, Mark Twain said it all: “They say that the Cathedral of Milan is second only to St. Peter’s at Rome. I cannot understand how it can be second to anything made by human hands.”


Yes, for some of us this was a complete marvel. But I learned later that not all had the same reaction. Oscar Wilde, who visited Milan eight years later in June 1875, wrote in a letter to his mother: “The Cathedral is an awful failure. Outside the design is monstrous and inartistic. The overelaborated details stuck high up where no one can see them; everything is vile in it; it is, however, imposing, and gigantic as a failure, through its great size and elaborate execution.” I’m thinking he was a man afraid of heights and had failed to make the trip to the rooftop. Each person must judge for themselves, but for me the vast array of highly detailed sculptures almost brought me to my knees.


Completing our tour, we decided to search for lunch. We walked across the Piazza del Duomo to the north and through the porticos into what we discovered was the famous Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II. One of the world’s first shopping malls, this incredible four-story building, constructed of two glass and iron arcades, again in the shape of a Latin cross, is between the il Duomo and Teatro alla Scala. Built in the Renaissance-revival architectural style, this arcade houses some of the most exquisite of cosmopolitan shops and boutiques such as Prada, Gucci, and Louis Vuitton. This building was begun in 1865 soon after Italy became unified. In fact, when it was completed, it was named after the first king of Italy, Vittorio Emanuele II, in 1867, who was in attendance at the grand opening.


Finding ourselves in such elegant surroundings, we decided to eat at Café Biffi. It was one of the first restaurants to open in the Galleria and was known for its famous Ossobuco alla Milanese (cross-cut veal shanks with vegetables and wine) and Risotto alla Milanese (risotto made with plenty of aged Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese and saffron). We chose one of each and gorged ourselves on those not-so-light-weight dishes accompanied by glasses of wine. It was then that we realized the wine can sometimes be more expensive than the dishes. Ah, but the vino was divino! We enjoyed every drop.


After finishing our pranzo (lunch), we began to feel a bit logy. Possibly jet lag was creeping in—or the heavy lunch and wine. We made our way further down through the Galleria and out into the streets, where we gazed up at one of the most famous of all opera houses in the world: La Scala. If we had had energy, we might have made our way to the ticket booth to purchase tickets. Or, for that matter, sussed out the dining hall of the monastery of Santa Maria delle Grazie, where the original Leonardo da Vinci’s “Last Supper” was located. But no.


Instead, the nagging thoughts of my lost luggage persisted. We took a cab directly to the airport and made our way back to a group of cheerful baggage handlers. Alas, we came away emptyhanded. And my spirits were dashed. Even though Win continued to encourage me with the thoughts of a whole new wardrobe, I knew we were headed into the hinterlands of Tuscany for several weeks and would be staying in—not a city; not a town; not even a village—but a farmhouse at a wide spot on the road in southern Tuscany. The only clothing available was from a farmer’s market. I wondered if they carried grande. Morosely, I made my way back to the hotel with Winston trying to cheer me up. Definitely, a nap was in order. Quite honestly, I don’t recall dinner, but we never miss a meal. So, I assume we rose to the occasion.


[image: Image]


As we were checking out of the hotel on our second morning in Milan, the receptionist called out to my husband, “Telefono! Aeroporto! Telefono, per favore, Signore! Aeroporto!”


“No thank you,” Win said politely. “Treno. We are off to catch the train.”


Within minutes we would be heading out the door and down the street, dragging his luggage and my pathetic little overnight bag to the train station for our journey south to Tuscany. I had given up hope and figured my peripatetic suitcase had absolutely joined the River Styx of luggage at the Milan airport. But the receptionist forced the phone into my husband’s hands. “Aeroporto for you. They have found your suitcase.”


Win took the phone and within moments looked at me with a most perplexed smile. “They found your suitcase and want us to pick it up at the airport.”


“But we have no time,” I exclaimed. “We will miss our train. And we are being met in Grosseto.” Moments of exasperation like this leave me weak. I slumped onto my husband’s suitcase.


“Not to worry, love! I gave them our forwarding address. They will deliver it tomorrow!”


“In Tuscany? In Poderi? Do you think they can find us?”


“Hope so,” Win said, as he eased me off his suitcase. He began to whistle as he strode out of the lobby and headed onto the cobblestone streets toward the train station. “Coming?” he called out over his shoulder.
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Tuscany



CHAPTER TWO



Festa di Poderi di Montemerano


During our six-hour train ride from Milan, down through Genoa and along the shimmering coastal waters of the Tyrrhenian Sea, my head bobbed on and off Winston’s shoulder. My thoughts kept the beat of the moving train—click-clack, click-clack, click-clack—as I breathed a sigh of relief for my hopefully-found bag. With fondness, I thought of how this trip to Italy had come about. Winston and I had spent the last few years studying the “classics” with a Stanford professor at night school. His class, Making of the Western Mind, had opened our minds to everything from Homer to Hemingway, including history, art, and literature. Our interest in Italy had been deeply whetted by the professor who believed that the “classical center of the world” or the “belly button of the universe” emanated from Florence. So, when I spotted an ad in a San Francisco magazine for a rental of a “charming, Tuscan farmhouse, deep in the hills of Etruria,” we had no choice but to answer it.


I recalled the word Etruria–(É-trur-iya)—letting it roll off my tongue as I dialed the Bay Area number. I knew little about Italy, much less Tuscany, except in the classical sense, but the provocative sound of Etruria resonated through my head.


Win and I soon found ourselves seated in a small San Francisco coffee shop across the table from the owner of the ad. Lisa was a quiet woman, mid-fifties, modest of dress with a gentle, unassuming manner, who held us captive with her piercingly blue eyes and beatific smile. She wore no makeup but needed none. She was a natural beauty. But it wasn’t her outer loveliness that captivated us so; it was her sense of kindness and joie de vivre—or whatever one says in Italian. Her voice was low and mellow, so she surprised us when she exuberantly asked, “Do you want to visit Tuscany, or do you want to experience her?” Her eyes sparkled as an eyebrow arched to accentuate her point. Her spark of drama enveloped us.


“My home is high in the hills of Etruria in southern Tuscany—in Poderi di Montemerano. This is where you will meet the real people.” Our excitement was ignited! We sat up straighter and leaned closer.


“When are you planning to go?” she prodded.


“We were thinking September would be lovely. . .” I began.


“Ah,” she interrupted, “then, you must go the very first weekend. You can attend the Festa, the harvest festival. You simply mustn’t miss it.”


As the train continued along its coastal route, I caught glimpses of snow on the mountain slopes north of Pisa. Surprised to see snow so early this far south in September, I pressed my nose firmly against the glass for a better look. Then a rail yard blurred past with palettes of white stone spread as far as the eye could see.


“Aha,” I said. “That’s not snow. It’s Carrera marble, the same marble Michelangelo made famous with his sculptures.” I patted my copy of The Agony and the Ecstasy in my lap. (Michelangelo’s story was an enlightening influence for me.) We grinned at each other, glad the mystery was solved. We settled back into our seats but kept a watchful eye for the Leaning Tower as Pisa loomed just ahead. I must have drifted off to sleep when my husband murmured, “I think we missed it.”


“Missed the festival?” I mumbled, in a fog. “That’s not possible. She said we can’t miss it!”


“Who said you can’t miss it?” Win looked confused. “We are talking about the Leaning Tower, aren’t we?”


Ignoring his question, I said, “Lisa told us, ‘You can’t miss the festival; it will be right on our doorstep.’ Don’t you remember? ‘Traditional foods, music, and dancing . . . All will be there for us to enjoy!’”


“Ah, yes, and I remember the foods,” he said, catching onto the change of topics. “She promised they would be molto delizioso.” The words seemed to melt off his tongue as if he knew what he was talking about. (Had he been practicing his Italian in secret?)


“‘Only made in Poderi,’ she told us, ‘and only for the harvest festival.’ Do you remember when she asked if we liked Italian food? We couldn’t answer, as we were laughing so hard.”


“All she had to do was look at us. We don’t miss a meal,” he chuckled. We settled back wearing Cheshire cat smiles, fondly remembering her enticements.


“Come,” she had said. “The festival will be a perfect introduction to Tuscany. You will revel in our beautiful hills, our delectable wines and sumptuous foods, but the people—they are the heartbeat of Tuscany. Come!” Lisa’s invitation was too seductive to resist. Especially since she had arranged to come ahead and meet us at the train station. Now, that’s service.
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