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As I write this, it is early November 2007.

Sometime late in January or early February 2008, a baby girl will be born to Robin Rolewicz and Matthew Duchnowski. And it’s to her, to this yet unborn child that I dedicate my book, with prayers and love for the beautiful life of


Marlena Pi Duchnowski

And for my own beautiful babies, Lisa Elaine and Erich Brandon

per Fernando Filiberto Maria, l’amore mio



That Summer in Sicily is the story of actual people and actual events, but it is also a tale woven together from scenes that were described to me—often in Italian, more often in dialect—with all of the blanks and lacunae that characterize such accounts. In the way of storytellers everywhere, I have exercised some poetic license: events have been merged or enlarged, names have been changed, time frames collapsed or expanded to suit the needs of the narrative. In addition, to protect my protagonists and their way of life, I have placed the narrative at a geographic distance from the place where these events in fact unfolded.
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Simona: 1905

Leo: 1912

Cosimo: 1919

Tosca: 1930

Yolande: 1931

Charlotte: 1932

Mafalda: 1933



A NOTE ABOUT

THE ORIGINS OF THE TERM

Donnafugata

Ayn as Jafat is Arabic for “fountain of health.” Under the Saracen dominion of Sicily, this term was dialectically corrupted into Ronnafuata. Over the centuries, the term was further corrupted into the modern Donnafugata, at which point its original significance was lost to its literal translation of “fleeing woman.” The term donnafugata has since been used as the name of various properties, both real and fictional, as well as the name of products and businesses in Sicily and elsewhere in the world. Donnafugata is the name of the summer villa in Lampedusa’s The Leopard. Additionally, it is the trade name of the Sicilian wines produced by the Rallo family, fourth-generation winemakers of Belice, Pantelleria, and Marsala.



PROLOGUE
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This could only be a story about Sicily. And Sicily could only be an island, less by the caprice of nature than by her own insolence. As though she might have quit Italy had she not already been born separate from it. Yet this is not a story about only the island but of a hamlet in the middle of that island. At the top of the island. A hamlet made of heaped-up stones and huddled in the cleft of an anchoritic mountain beneath the ruins of a temple. Above and all ’round the hamlet is a high plateau planted almost everywhere in wheat. On parched meadows, sheep and goats graze. The only water thereabout is a metallic smudge where the white sky meets the yellow earth and the only waves are of that wheat, the shuddering golden stalks of it roaring like the sea and crashing in the goddess-blown winds. Stone Age tangles of myrtle and broom and wild marjoram and wild thyme clutch at the steeps, and the only chink in the towering silence is the foul whispering of the scirocco.

Here, the substance of life lived three millennia ago or in the mid-nineteenth century or, as in this case, some seventy years distant, can seem essentially the same as that which formed the incidents of the day before yesterday. Nothing much has been lost or forgotten or left to languish from the time before now so a stunning tribal continuance prevails here. The ancient past, the more recent past, and the present congregate, abide together in that continuance. And apart from the evidence of a vacillating fancy for some fashionable goods and ideas, one might be hard put to divine a particular historical moment for the way it looks and feels and sounds here. Especially of an evening’s wandering in the fallow of Demeter’s broken temple. Tramping among the great fluted columns, supine, lustrous under the moon, our boots bruise the wild thyme and weeds tear my dress. A scrap of white linen on a rock rose.

It was here in these mountains that the Greek’s goddess of grain and fertility and motherhood once held forth. Where she does still, the locals will tell you. It was Demeter who illumined the magic of sowing seeds beneath the earth, protecting them, feeding them, growing them up into ripeness. Resonance of the female condition, of other seeds planted in the dark velvet corners of a womb. Under Demeter’s will, the local tribes’ harvests flourished, she conjuring the sun and the rain and the breezes on their behalf, and they, in turn, honoring her with great fires under the drenching light of a full moon and ritual offerings of bread and wine. All was Elysium until the day when Demeter’s daughter, her Persephone, was seized by Pluto. The child had been gathering flowers by the Lake of Pergusa just outside the walls of Enna when the god of the underworld saw her, was enchanted by her. He would have Persephone as his bride. Pluto carried the child to Hades and, tempting her with the seeds of a pomegranate, won Zeus’s permission to keep her. Demeter gnashed the sun, keeping the mountain villages and the fertile fields—and the world itself—in darkness until she’d made her pact with Zeus: for half of each year, her daughter would be restored to her. With Persephone again by her side, the goddess rekindled the sun and tipped down the warm rain over the earth only to suspend them each time her child returned to Hades.

The villagers and the farmers here tell the story of Demeter and Persephone with all the fresh wonder and anguish of a thing only just happened. They tell it in the same way they tell the story of Mary and Jesus. They believe the stories with equal fervor, resonant as they are of their own stories. Allegiance does not shift but only enlarges its endearment to hold both mothers—one with her crown of woven corn husks, the other shrouded in a rough woven veil. Why must we pray to only one? To us, they are the same. Le addolorate. Grieving women. In Sicily, the sacred and the profane are kin.



INTRODUCTION
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As it has been with other adventures in my life, this one began with an assignment. It was the summer of 1995—I’d been married to the Venetian for nearly nine months—when I was asked by a scholarly monthly magazine to write a seminal piece on the interior regions of Sicily. By then I’d written extensively of the glories in the coastal cities and towns. The lustrous footfalls of the Greeks. The splendored epitaphs impressed by Saracen sheiks and Norman kings. More even, had I written of the archipelagos where Aeolus’s winds still whine and screech among the violent crags of these unornamented outposts of the world as she was. Now it would be to the high fastness of the mountains that I would go.

I’d suspected that I was not the editor’s first choice among the qualified journalists writing in the English language, and even before my departure, my suspicions were summarily confirmed. Several people had already turned down the job, including one staff writer who’d lived in Sicily longer than a decade. The reason? It was the same as the warning railed down upon me by other colleagues and friends: The center of the island is an aloof and pathless place and the colossal silence of it all is reflected in its people. But I said that silence is the admission of mystery. And mystery is good. Unshrinking, the caveats served only to intrigue.

But it was not just Sicily that was on our path that summer. My husband and I would spend three, perhaps four, months roaming all the regions south of Lazio, south of Rome. Exploration and research for a book. All along the southern routes we met with an almost sacrosanct kindness. There was beautiful food at the humblest tables, people who laid down their shovels or mops, who descended from tractors or the backs of mules, to guide and inform and encourage. Swept away by this generosity, we approached the mountains, unguarded.

I’d set some fundamental plans by telephone and post with museum docents, with professors of art history and archaeology, with writers and journalists, cooks and bakers. Or so I’d believed. My professional welcome seemed relatively assured. Once I’d arrived at the first destination and taken the most perfunctory measure of the place and those few of its inhabitants who showed themselves, I understood my error. At appointed hours in appointed places, I sat alone. Numbers dialed rang into infinity. Not to worry. There was the next place. And the one after that. But the next place was always the same as the place before it.

Nearly two weeks had passed when, having purposefully left my once precious roster of names and numbers behind in a hotel room, I began a spontaneous campaign directed at the locals. Elegant business cards from a celebrated American magazine proffered to tourist office workers, or museum guides or cleaning ladies or baristas or old men playing cards beneath the scrawny shadows of a clump of eucalyptus roused nothing more than mumbles. Primal grunts. From young men who leaned against church walls, thumbs cradled in their belts, eyes at half mast like ancient lizards deep in the torpors of the drugging sun, they raised no sound at all.

Even those pivotal interviews that had been arranged by my editor were ignored or forgotten. The meticulously drawn route was marked only by misanthropic silences, closed doors, and epic heat. I surrendered. I telephoned the editor to tell him so. There was silence then even from him.

The weight of the work put aside, Fernando and I say we’ll wend our way down from the mountains and head southwest toward Agrigento. Or perhaps southeast toward Noto. Almost anywhere away from here. First, a day or so to recover, to rest in an even minimally cordial atmosphere. In a bar one morning, I risk posing a question to a pair of military policemen whom we’d seen—same time, same place—for several days running. Could they suggest a place where we might stay out in the countryside? A small hotel or pensione? Unexpectedly, they say yes. There is a woman they’d heard of who receives guests—when she chooses—offering room and board and hospitality. The concept of hospitality in this unchivalric desert makes us smile. We take directional notes from the policemen.

“Arrivederci,” one of them says, twisting his body away from the bar, raising his half-ration of breakfast grappa—reduced for duty’s sake—in salute as we leave.

“The woman is called Tosca. Her place is Villa Donnafugata. Although there’s no sign to tell you so,” he shouts.



The road is paved with sun-bleached stones and whorls of yellow sand are gritty, blinding veils upon the windows. The July heat is vicious heat. Strangling heat. After more than two hours of a tormenting pilgrimage up goat paths and across great gashes through wheat fields masquerading as roads, we can’t tell if we are progressing or only circling back upon land we’ve already traveled. Illusion, the sliding panel. The dupe. Another substance of Sicily.

Leaving the car in a rocky niche, we climb a stony path up into the hamlet that we think is the one indicated by the policemen. We’ll find someone who can help us. Panting, feverish, we come upon a small piazza. There is a fountain shaped like a sleigh and trickles of water fall from its four baroque curlicues into a basin where women are washing clothes, slapping the wet things rhythmically against the stone and wailing some vestigial Arab chant. There is no one else about save an old sheepdog who sleeps near their feet. No children. No men. We greet them and wait to be greeted in return. They stop their singing. They look at us but no one speaks.

“We’re looking for la signora Tosca,” I say again and again, each time employing different hand movements and intonations. “Villa Donnafugata. Can you tell us how to find it?”

Nothing. Believing my speech to be unintelligible to them, Fernando steps closer in toward the group, languidly lights a cigarette, takes a few puffs before he says, “Ci serve il vostro aiuto. We need your help.”

As though Fernando’s words were a cue, still looking straight at us, they resume their chant. We turn away, begin to walk back across the piazza to the downward path. I look back and, at chest height, wave good-bye. I understand what a foolish sight we must have been to them. Especially me in my big hat and dark glasses. If we’d scaled the hill in white muslin britches, flailing scimitars, we would have been more familiar. More welcome. Still, I would have liked to have washed my own soiled shirt in that fountain, to have bent over the murky water and slapped the cloth against the stones, the glint of long gold earrings caressing my face. My wave connects. With her chin, one woman gestures toward a hill that sits behind the hamlet. The same hill over which we have just traveled.



Fernando refuses not only to drive but to speak. I retrace the route back through the wheat fields, easing the car once again between the stalks. The overheated chassis, sensing danger, chokes, then bravely shimmies inside the dense growth. Our only view is of the bronze curtain the wheat makes, and we must either raise the windows or be slashed by the knife-sharp fronds that swipe at us as we move along. We lurch inside this suffocating dream until, with no warning, the field ends scant centimeters from a stand of poplars. A shy wind moves the crisp leaves of them and we heave open the car doors, breathless as from a chase, to let the air touch us. Beyond a meadow grown in purple vetch and beyond that to what seem like acres of gardens, we see turrets and crenellated towers and juliet balconies and a red and yellow porcelain-tiled mansard roof that, lit by the climbing sun, seems ablaze. We see what looks like a castle. As we walk toward it, a gaudy scent of roses and rotting oranges agitates the breeze.
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CHAPTER I
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HOLLYHOCKS DON’T GROW IN THE DESERT. YET HUNDREDS AND hundreds of their red satin blossoms line a wide stone path to a flung iron gate. I know this is a dream. Through the gate lie astonishing, sweeping gardens. There are roses. Ivory and white and the color of burnt cream, they climb trellises and sprawl in beds, spill and ramble and entwine. Boxwood parterres, hedges of yew, clumps of lavender, fat and tall, and white foxgloves nod among white dahlias, among white peonies. I know that the castle and the roses and the hollyhocks are sun-stroke illusions. The hallucination will pass. We’ll climb back in the car and drive away from this madness of silence and mockery. But while the hallucination endures I want to look over there, where gnarled trunks of wisteria and jasmine and grapevines tent a pergola, make a dark, shady room from whose depths laughter comes. How many days has it been since I’ve heard laughter? Even my own? I walk toward the pergola, and stand at the opening to see a clutch of women in long black dresses who sit ’round an oilclothed table. Tremulous light insists among the leaves, spangles the women’s fingers flurrying over a heap of yellow beans.

“Buongiorno,” they say before we can.

We wish them a good day in return, and somehow the greeting is sufficient. I need nothing more than to look upon these fantastical figures, and they seem to need nothing more than to be at their work. Dreams can be so simple. Though she knows nothing of who we are or what we might want, one of the women—perhaps the eldest—rises and points the way toward the castle. A welcome. It is a long walk past groves of lemons and oranges, an orchard of almond trees, smaller stands of plum and cherry. I hear Fernando saying over and over again, “Where are we? Where in hell are we?”

Imposing, rhapsodical, the castle with the red and yellow roof soars up from a quivering crystalline mist and another garden, stonewalled, draped in more wisteria and more roses and haphazardly grown in flowers and vegetables and herbs, lies before it. In the center of the enclosure, a second covey of black-clad women are at work. Tentatively, we walk through the open gate and they look up from scrubbing chairs and tables, one from the quiet task of slitting the throat of a very small goat, catching its blood in a chipped white basin. Another peers from behind a great pot set over a gas burner resting on a tree stump. She stirs onions in hot fat. There’s the scent of something else that’s good, too. Pig charring over wood. A group sits in a circle to loop the dried stalks of purple garlic into braids. In the low cleft of a gigantic magnolia tree, one woman sits and writes in a black leather book. As did the women at the fountain down in the hamlet, these women softly chant. Seeming neither surprised nor disturbed by our presence, beatifically they greet us, then continue with their work. Their singing. Uncertain but not uncomfortable, we stand there quietly. Every few moments, one whispers to another and they all giggle, their eyes on us. Just as I have dreamed the hollyhocks and the roses and the laughing women shelling beans, surely I dream them. I listen carefully to their chanting and, sotto voce, I am trying to echo the hollow, vacant sounds they make when a woman appears from the far end of the garden.

Neither young nor old, she, too, is in costume, if of a different sort: Wellingtons and jodphurs and a suede riding coat. For a moment she pauses under an oak tree, and the shadows of the leaves make a black lace shawl about her head and shoulders. Magisterially, then, she goes among the women, observing what they do, nodding or shaking her crown of gray braids according to her pleasure, her displeasure. Surely she is Tosca.

“They’re singing of the inevitably unequal proportions of grief and rapture in a life. Did you know that?” asks the woman.

I wonder if the disdain in her bearing, in her voice, is a cover for timidity. As she approaches us, I nearly gasp at her beauty. “Did I know that they were singing about that or do I know that it’s true?” I ask.

“Perhaps I meant both. I’m Tosca Brozzi.”

“Buongiorno, Signora. Noi siamo de Blasi da Venezia.”

“I know. I know. There’ll be time to talk about your journalistic failures at table. I suspect we’ll get ’round to ‘grief and rapture,’ as well. We’ll be sitting down at one. I’ll let you know later if there’s room for you to stay. You can wash and rest in there,” she says, gesturing toward the great black doors of the house or the villa or the mansion. The castle. Whatever it is.

We hesitate, and she says, “Agata is there to show you the way.” Fernando and I look at each other, the look asking, Do you want to stay? Do you want to see this through? He takes my hand and pulls me toward the open doors.

Yet another woman in black is this Agata. She shakes our hands and speaks less assuredly in Italian than did Tosca, mixing it with dialect, but not so thickly that we cannot understand her. Be understood by her. She smiles and chatters, leading the way down a dark corridor lit by the flame of a single candle set in a wall sconce, then opens a door upon a large square room that smells faintly of fresh paint. Yellow walls, a paler yellow sofa, and a pair of blue damask love seats. A mottled gold-framed mirror leans out over a small white marble fireplace. Lavender is massed in great rope-bound bunches and sits in corners on the marble floors, beside the chairs, on a peeling gilt table, in the lap of the hearth.

“Si accomodi. Be comfortable.”

She opens a door to a small bathroom and takes fresh towels from a cabinet.

“Vi porto un aperitivo tra poco. I’ll bring you an aperitivo in a while.”

When she closes the door, I expect it will be the end of the dream.

“Is this real?” we ask each other at the same moment.

Now we hear our own laughter.

“I don’t know where we are or with whom, but I know we’re safe. We’re in the right place,” Fernando says.

“Journalistic failures. How does she know about . . .”

“Because no one spoke to us doesn’t mean that they don’t speak to one another.”

“Are they all widows out there?”

“I think so.”

“Is this a rest home with a duty roster? Or a commune? I mean, they can’t all be her relatives?”

“No, it’s not a rest home. The women are all much too vibrant. Some of them are relatively young. I don’t think it’s a commune, either. I don’t know what it is.”

With lemon soap and squares of rough white linen, we scrub our faces and upper bodies, anointing and splashing ourselves with the contents of a jumble of apothecary bottles with hand-wrought labels. Neroli oil, neroli water, lavender water, rose oil. We rub the dust of Sicily from our feet, from our sandals, smooth our hair, button our shirts back in place, and, fearing a deep sleep should we sit, we stand in the freshly painted yellow room and shake our heads in wonder.

“I want to look about the place. I want to see more of it, don’t you?” I say.

“This is a private home. We’ll be shown what they would like us to see, when they would like us to see it. Patience.”

“Let’s go back out to the garden, then. And to the car. Clean shirts and . . .”

“I think we’ll be going back to the car soon enough. After lunch, I mean. I doubt we’ll be staying long afterward.”

“I don’t know what to think of this Tosca. She seemed like an extra from the set of Quo Vadis as she came striding through the garden, bursting in upon the enchantment.”

“Actually, she is more Felliniana. Yes, Fellini would have cast her in La Dolce Vita. But she speaks. I’m indebted to her for that.”

We gather our things and walk back down the candlelit corridor, headed for the garden, when Agata opens a pair of wide carved doors and sweeps her hands in a welcoming gesture. We enter not into a room but into the declining sumptuousness of a regimental hall. Fragments of frescoed gods and goddesses—plump flanked and rolling eyed—hurtle across the high crumbling walls, giving erotic chase up onto the great vault of the ceiling. And under the frenzy of this cupola, three massive tables are set. The underwater silence of the gardens, gently penetrated by the women’s chants and their laughter, has given way to domestic pandemonium. This is Tosca’s dining hall.

Five or six or more of the widows float in and out of the space, porting platters and trays and covered tureens, placing them on the side tables and buffets that line the walls. They all shriek at once, most often addressing someone in the farthest reaches of the hall or in far-flung rooms. Unseen doors are repeatedly slammed; unskilled, unshy hands pound scales on a piano located somewhere on an upper floor. In cussing pursuit of a newborn orphan lamb escaped from the kitchen where it had been brought to be bottle fed, two older men search the premises, discover the tiny creature in peaceful sleep, nearly invisible among the worn cushions on a velvet chair. One of the men places the now-protesting lamb ’round his neck like a scarf, says he’ll carry him back to the kitchen. I want to go to the kitchen.

Keeping a few paces behind the man with the lamb collar, I follow him out of the house, through the walled garden, and past two small beehive-shaped stone outbuildings, one of which houses a wood-burning oven. On a long marble-topped table in front of it, neat rounds of flour-dusted dough have been set to rise in the sun. I have never seen dough set to rise in the sun. I am still inside the dream. Though I want to stop the dream here, at least for a while, to stay with the dough and the sun and the good smells that linger from an earlier bake, I run to catch up with the man and the lamb. Down a wide white graveled path lined with yews, he is heading for what looks like a barn that sits close by the edge of a wheat field. I crunch along the gravel behind him and I know that he knows I am following him. In fact, he half turns every so often and smiles, as though in encouragement. The man and the lamb disappear into the barn, and when I arrive at the threshold of the open doors, I stand before the most splendid kitchen I’ve ever seen.

For this past year—this first year of my life in Italy—I’d cooked in the tin-can Playskool kitchen of Fernando’s bunker by the sea. Or not cooked, as it usually turned out, since my new husband—despite the truth that he knowingly, willfully married an impassioned cook—prefers to dine as he’d always dined: One hundred twenty-five grams of spaghetti cooked halfway to flexibility and slathered with two soupspoonsful of bottled sauce. A salad with no vinegar or salt. And if he was celebrating, a slate-thin cut of a chicken’s breast hardened in a Teflon skillet. A slice of lemon. I rock on the dusty heels of my old boots at the door of paradise.

Yet more of the black-dressed women are at work. Or are they the same black-dressed ones who were under the pergola with the beans or in the walled garden? Do they simply shift geography? No, these are most definitely women I’ve not yet seen. White aprons to the ankle, black scarves wrapped pirate-like, hiding their crowns of braids, exposing faces, exalting black Arab eyes. They all seem to have the same eyes.

Massive dark wood beams hang low over what must be more than two hundred square meters of dark red tiles. Rough plaster walls are washed in the same color as the parched wheat blowing in the field outside the door. The great stone paws of some mythic beast rest on the hearth floors of two stupendous fireplaces that, like flaming sphinxes, crouch at either end of the room. There are three ancient marble sinks, one of them fashioned from a baptismal font. There is an ancient cast-iron, wood-fired stove and a sparkling dark green Aga, the latter seeming to be out of use since the cooks all hover about the old one as well as in the environs of a six-burner gas range. There are no machines in evidence, but rather racks and racks of knives and utensils and culinary battery. Two long worktables are positioned in disparate parts of the space and four or five women are at work behind each one of them. I step inside, say permesso in a voice that no one hears above the collective din. Some look at me and smile; most go about their business. I step farther inside.

Baronial armoires and dressers and cupboards are stashed with porcelain, ceramics, terra-cotta pots and dishes, glassware, silver, copper, pewter, linens, candlesticks, pitchers, serving platters, and stacks and stacks of bowls. The dresser drawers hang open and show linings of old fabric—faded, torn, marked with unsharp knives. In one of the dressers, a deep long drawer is kept open just wide enough to form a perfect vise in which to secure a vertically placed three-kilo round of bronze-crusted, wood-charred bread while a widow carves thick, rough slices of it, letting the crumbs fall in upon the velvet. In another dresser with the same sort of very long drawers, cheeses—already aged and ready for the table—are kept swaddled in white linen. Like a great, tall jewel box, the interior walls and shelves of one armoire—devoted to the keeping of sweets—are upholstered in torn, faded yellow brocade. On the deep shelves sit tins and glass jars and yard-long rectangular tarts spread with jams or chunks of caramelized fruit. On one shelf there are silver trays laid with tiny pastries shaped like peaches or oranges, glazed in barely pink icing and ornamented with perfect stems and leaves cut from candied angelica. I hear my own barely contained gasps of delight as I watch the women ready plates and baskets and trays to be carried to the dining hall. My hands itching to touch something, I keep them behind my back. Keep the hopeful smile upon my face.

“Posso aiutarvi?May I help you?” I ask in several ascending registers.

Their efficiency is complete, though, and all the goods are in hand or ensconced upon the folded white cloths that they place over their pirate headdresses to cushion the burden of a wash basket full of bread or one of biscotti or of peaches and plums still nodding on their branches. And the parade begins. Out the door they walk, hips swaying, backs and shoulders arched, breasts thrust. Chanting, praying. Alone, I bring up the rear, try to walk the way they walk, swish my hips under my jeans, hold my head as though an amphora of wine rests there. It feels good. The sun is torrid upon us, the scents of the food are glorious, and as I run my hand along the prickly leaves of the yews lining the white gravel path I feel so grateful to be inside this dream of Sicily.



CHAPTER II
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IN THE DINING HALL THERE IS A PREPONDERANCE OF WOMEN. Perhaps there are forty of them with twelve or so men scattered among the three tables. Freshly slicked hair, some sort of jacket over buttoned-to-the-throat shirts, three of the men might be under thirty, while the others—prepared in equally elegant fashion—might be a generation or so older. Save Tosca and I and two others, all the women wear mourning.

Agata shows Fernando and I to our places—his next to the lamb rescuer and mine near a woman who she presents as Carlotta. We are introduced as i Veneziani. The marked skin on Carlotta’s hands says she might be sixty, yet her great black fawn’s eyes and small-boned thinness make her seem a girl. Both Carlotta and a somewhat older-looking woman called Olga, who sits opposite from us and shakes hands with me across the table, wear dark print dresses of a vintage 1940s’ style. Every woman in the room wears her hair in some construction of intricate braids. I try to smooth my loose, long, too curly hair and feel barbaric.

“Where have you been?” Fernando wants to know.

“I went to see the kitchen,” I tell him grinning.

Everyone seems to be seated except Tosca and the tall, stout man with whom she confers near one of the tables. Though their backs are to us, the way they stand, almost touching, and lean to listen to each other makes them seem a couple. So Tosca has a husband, I think, and yet, when they turn to take their places at table, I see that the man, a magnificent Christopher Plummer look-alike but with those same black Arab eyes, is wearing a cleric’s collar. A priest. He seats Tosca, remains standing, and strikes a glass with a knife handle. Closes his eyes, opens his arms wide, palms upward, and begins to pray. Everyone takes the hand of the person next to her or him. Heads are bowed and lips move in loud personal thanksgiving. Pitchers of wine and water are passed and laden serving plates fly in all directions, buon pranzo.

“Allora, come si chiama questo posto?” I ask Carlotta, pretending to have forgotten the villa’s unforgettable name.

“Non ha un nome veremente ma la gente locale l’ha sempre chiamata Villa Donnafugata. É una lunga storia. It doesn’t really have a name but the local people have always called it Villa Donnafugata. The house of the fleeing woman. A long story.”

I don’t tell her that it’s precisely a long story that I’d like to hear but only smile and say, “Ho capito, ho capito.” I understand.

Carlotta continues, though. In a quiet, aristocratic voice that contrasts with the lusty dialect of the others ’round us, she tells me that the villa is an eighteenth-century Anjou castle built originally to be that noble family’s hunting lodge in this part of Sicily. La signora—as she refers to Tosca—inherited the villa from an Anjou prince whose ward she once was. She acknowledges my widened gaze.

“Yes, la signora’s life has often been a very romantic one,” she says, lustrous eyes flashing and, perhaps, about to spill tears.

She tells me that, bit by bit, la signora restored the place. For more than thirty years, la signora has lived here with—and at this point Carlotta hesitates as though even she is not certain who all the residents might be—a number of her friends and friends of friends.

“People in need. Of other people, mostly,” she says. “When villagers, local farmers, find themselves alone—widows, widowers—many of them come to make their home here. If they have grown children, some prefer to live together with them, but for others, well, they find that the sort of communal life we have here helps them to stay well, to stay young. And if need be, we have a health-care facility and staff nurses, visiting physicians. The women are like sisters; I’m sure you’ve already noticed that. In fact, many of them are related by blood or by marriage. Most of them were neighbors in the village or worked side by side in the fields all their lives. We are all related by affection. We are part of one another’s history. We are Sicilian.”

She says this last as though there is nothing more to say.

Wanting her to tell me more, after a while I ask her, “How many people live here?”

“It changes. People die, but also babies are born here.”

“Babies? Here?”

“Yes, babies. We have a birthing clinic here. A beautiful facility, very small, though, with room for only three or four women. Two of our widows were midwives, and they are training some of the younger women to take their place. Obstetricians from the city visit weekly, but often I think they come because they like to be here. Because they like to dine with us. By the way, we’re a bit excited today since one of our expectant mothers is very close to her time. Very close, indeed. You can imagine how many aunties and uncles and surrogate grandparents each of our babies has. Mother and child can stay for as long as a year if they like. Until they can get situated more permanently.”

I note that Carlotta does not speak of unwed mothers, of homelessness, of poverty. Rather she has said: People who need other people. We are all related by affection. We are part of one another’s history. We are Sicilian.

My gaze is drawn over and over again to a woman who sits to the left of the priest. Carlotta looks at me looking at the woman.

“She, the one sitting next to Don Cosimo, is la signora Tosca’s sister. She is la signora Mafalda.”

So Christopher Plummer is called Don Cosimo. And to his left, the small woman with the blond braids and the beautiful profile is Tosca’s sister, the one who’d been sitting and writing in the cleft of the magnolia when we arrived. Mafalda. Carlotta. Olga. Agata. Don Cosimo. I look from one to the other. I want to ask Carlotta if she knows whether we’ll be staying beyond lunch but the question, any way I could pose it, might be awkward for her to answer. I must wait for word from la signora herself.

Instead I ask, “But how does the household function? Does everyone have a specific job?”

“We all do what we’re good at doing. And since there’s so very much to do to maintain a place as vast as this,” she says sweeping her arms, throwing back her head in laughter, “with so much land, the animals, the gardens, our work is almost constant. Sometimes I think the truth is another, though. That the work is only an intermezzo, un divertimento, to fill the scant hours between meals. We eat often and well here, signora. . . . Io non ricordo il suo nome, scusatemi.”

“Mi chiamo Chou-Chou e mio marito è Fernando.”

I don’t know if Carlotta has heard me, since she’s begun speaking in dialect with another of the women about, I think, the imminent birth of the baby. But perhaps it’s not that, since their faces demonstrate sorrow rather than happy anticipation. Carlotta excuses herself, rises, and together with another woman leaves the dining hall. I take a moment to look about the room. To study the people. Never have I seen or imagined anything like this. Like them. I hear the woman called Olga telling Fernando that thirty-four widows are presently in residence in the villa. Further, she tells him that during the harvests of wheat and grapes and olives, twenty or more women from neighboring villages join the widows in their work. Day by day, she says, the thirty-four resident women perform all the cooking, baking, preserving, serving, cleaning, scrubbing, polishing, sewing, mending, washing, ironing, and the tending of flower, herb, and vegetable gardens, as well as the tending of the courtyard animals. She says that the household presently counts well over half a hundred souls within its walls. Fernando asks about the men who live here.

“Adesso ci sono ventidue uomini. Now there are twenty-two men who live and work here, but, like the women, their numbers increase during the harvests, the threshing, the sowing, the olive pressing, the winemaking seasons. They care for the fruit orchards, see to the dairy cows, the cattle, work the land. Some tend the small herds of sheep and goats and pigs. During this season, baskets of food are brought to the men who work the land farthest from the villa, but you’ll see them all at table this evening,” Olga explains. “The men you see here now are mostly all full-time gardeners.”

“Gardeners, and also the artisans who work at the restoration of the villa,” says another of the women.

“And there are always one or two itinerant artisans who come to our table each day. The shoemaker spends every other Saturday here.”

“And the knife and tool sharpener comes on Mondays.”

“The men who come to fleece the sheep.”

“And don’t forget Furio,” says the youngest and perhaps prettiest of the widows.

“Ah, Furio,” they say in chorus. All the women laugh and shake their open hands at chest height in a gesture of extreme admiration.

Everyone at the table adds the name of another support player to the list of rotating guests and I’m already wishing the dream would last long enough so that I might know all of them. I like it here inside Tosca’s place.



Slowly, the hall is emptying. Each person methodically piles plates and silver onto large trolleys. Some gather whatever food remains on the serving pieces onto sheets of thick white paper, the ends of which they skillfully fold and twist, then pass the goods down to a widow who identifies the contents of each package with a bold black pen. She piles the packages then into wooden fruit crates, which she places on a different sort of wagon or trolley. Everyone knows his or her part in the play. No wasted steps. No wasted time. Two of the men who were at table wheel the marked packages out of the hall and I look after them, wondering the destination of all that beautiful food.

Fernando is still in conversation with Olga, and so—without asking if I might—I begin to take up one of the cloths as I see women doing at other tables. It’s Carlotta, back from her mission, who takes it from me, saying I shouldn’t bother. I stand awkwardly by until she consents, gesturing for me to take the other ends of a cloth that she has begun to remove. Together we shake and snap and carefully fold the long, magnificently embroidered piece with easy precision. It ends up in my hands, and when she takes it from me, Carlotta smiles. I see that she has been crying.

Pretending not to notice, I ask her, “Where will they take that food?”

“To the church of San Salvatore in the village. At six-thirty each afternoon, the food is distributed to the villagers. Only the people who have need come to take it. I think it’s been nearly twenty years since we began this program. In the beginning, la signora and Don Cosimo would deliver the food directly to the families, but now that there are so many more, it’s become necessary for the families to come fetch it. Actually it’s better this way since, before the distribution begins, everyone gathers in the church to say the rosary with Don Cosimo. He blesses them, blesses the food, the angelus rings, and everyone goes home to their suppers. I go to help whenever I can. It’s my favorite part of the day.”

Carlotta is crying openly now, wiping tears from her thin cheeks with the back of her hand, blotting her eyes with a crumpled handkerchief pulled from the bosom of her dress.

I venture, “Is it the baby?”

“No. No, the baby seems to have decided to rest where she is for a while longer. One of our women is, well, she’s very sick. Lei, non ce la fa. She’s not going to make it.”

“Capisco, mi dispiace. I understand, I’m sorry,” I say and she looks at me, brushing my cheek with the hand that brushed her own so that now my face is wet with her tears. Agata is racing toward us.

“I’ll show you to your room now, if you like,” she says.

“But we haven’t spoken with la signora yet, and I don’t know if . . .”

“It’s all arranged. If you would care to stay, you are welcome. La signora will speak with you later about the details. Venite.”

Touching Fernando’s arm, nodding at him to follow her, Agata leads the way out of the hall, over the uneven stone floor of another hall, and we mount a wide marble stairway. On the third landing, Agata stops.

“Ecco,” she says in front of a beautiful if very ruined wooden door. Taking a long, flat iron key from the ring on her belt, she inserts it into the lock, flings the door wide, hands the key to Fernando. “Buon riposo,” she says and softly closes the door.

The room meanders over a space larger than our Venetian apartment. There are a series of short corridors, anterooms, and alcoves that are sparsely, artfully furnished with a small bench or an immense sheaf of lavender or a collection of gilt candlesticks set upon a rickety table. Up three steps made of round flat stones, the white-walled space opens upon a high-ceilinged area with a white bed, two winged chairs covered in white linen, a table with a small wrought-iron lamp, an armoire. The tips of the pines in the garden sway and creak in the hot African winds just outside a long, paned open window.

“What do you think?” I ask him.

“Of the room? It’s wonderful.”

“This place. These people.”

“It’s all wonderful. As much of it as I can understand, since I still don’t know what this place is.”

“They’re all so beautiful. Have you ever seen so many beauties in one room? Did you notice the priest? And Carlotta looks like a China doll. And the woman who was telling you about the place, what was her name?”

“Olga. It was difficult for me to follow her dialect . . .”

“No, I mean she was beautiful, too. Maybe it’s only that they all look well and peaceful. Happy. Except for Carlotta, who was worrying over one of the widows who she thinks is dying. Did you know that there’s a birthing clinic here?”

“I can’t imagine it gets much use, what with the average age of the women being sixty-five or so.”

“It’s for other women. Women who need help, Carlotta said. Women from the nearby villages. I saw the kitchen, Fernando.”

“Yes, you already mentioned that,” he says through his thin letter-box smile.

“Enormous. Two fireplaces. And they chant when they cook, too. Do you think we can stay for a while?”

“I don’t know. La signora may not be willing to extend her pity for more than one night. Besides, this isn’t exactly the place that came to mind when we talked about where we’d like to go next. I agree that it’s a fascinating sort of retreat, but might it not become difficult to bear all this excess? So many people, so much food, so much mystery. So many roses, for Christ’s sake.”

“I think this Tosca woman has made a sanctuary rather than a retreat. Actually it’s a small universe, contained, utopian in its way, I think. A rarefied refectory and boarding house and working farm where people who want to be together come to live. And, from time to time, to die.”

“Was it the kitchen?”

“Was what the kitchen?”

“You’re smitten, my love.”

“Who’s smitten? It’s only that this has been a joyful revelation. I mean, this is a society that I would never have believed could exist.”

“You walk through a garden or two, wash your face with orange-blossom water, sit down to lunch with fifty Sicilian widows, all of whom wear their hair in braids, and you’ve been transformed. I know that look. It’s the same one you get after you’ve been to the Rialto. I saw it for the first time when we were in the water taxi on the way to the airport. That time you were smitten with me.”

“Thirty-four. Thirty-four widows live here. Are you jealous of thirty-four widows?”

“More confused than jealous. I thought it was only Venice and I who could affect you so. Please don’t tell me you want to begin braiding your hair and wearing black.”

“I’d make a fine widow.”

“I thought you made a fine bride.”

We undress, fold down the covers, and fall upon the bed.

“Did you see that emerald necklace she wore?”

“What emerald? Who?”
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