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Prelude 






I might be walking along a street when I hear it. Unmistakable Italian words, a sentence, a conversation, uttered in that musical poetry so immediately familiar that I am shocked out of my previous self-absorption and swallowed into the sensuousness of the sound. 


Yet, here I am in Australia, in another hemisphere, where I rarely give a serious thought to Italy, the country that changed my life and indirectly brought me to the place where I am today. I am living in Byron Bay, writing about food in a weekly column, reporting on general news stories for the local newspaper and occasionally teaching Italian cooking. 


Someone famous – was it Virginia Woolf? – once said, 'Do the hardest thing.' It seems to me that my time spent in Italy was precisely that and it has brought me circuitously to contentment and the reward of true love. 







Book One 





1982–1986 

Florence, Isle of Elba, Perugia 
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Quando si ama, anche i sassi diventono stelle 

When you're in love, even pebbles become stars 





One Florentine Friday night, a man with a tea towel tossed over one shoulder unclasps his watch and places it at the end of the table I share with twenty international students. This is how it begins, in a restaurant in a cellar. We belong to the Michelangelo Institute, where we are studying the language and culture of Italy; every Friday night we unwind over dinner in a typical Tuscan trattoria. 


When I think about the small incidental objects that had the power to transform my life, I always return to that watch. Over the years, it became magnified in my mind, effulgent with significance. Its territorial presence on the table of his restaurant means that Gianfranco can come and go with ease, with a sort of claim on the two foreign women it lies closest to, my sister and me. Toward the end of the evening, there he is sitting with us, conversing in a clumsy cocktail of languages over wine. 


Gianfranco is a country boy from a village in Umbria whose Italian is loose, lazy and colloquial, whose French is meagre though elegant, whose Dutch, owing to a ten-month-long marriage to a Dutch woman, is fluent, but whose English is sparse. We understand each other magnificently. 


He smokes Marlboros and wears expensive gold jewellery and tight jeans; there is a swaggish indifference to him to which I am drawn, so that by the end of the night, when somehow we have ended up at a bar at Piazzale Michelangelo, I am already a little in love. He is dancing on the mirrored floor with my sister and I am dancing with Roberto, the apprentice chef, who is asking me to translate into Italian the words of a Chicago song, which I do badly. Gianfranco brings me a glass of Cointreau with ice in it, and we sit down together with our knees touching. Roberto and my sister seem to melt away. 


I had been in Italy for several weeks. I had already fallen in love with the country, the people, Florence, the director of the Institute. A degree in languages at university had led me indirectly here via jobs in advertising and nursing, a lonely year in London growing fat as a live-in barmaid, and the breakup of a relationship, grown too cosy, too lazy, with a gentle man named Tony whom I no longer loved. 


Tony had arrived in London before me and met me at the airport, as arranged. In our six months apart, while he did the overland Magic Bus trip and I saved up, I had already changed, so that when I put my arms around his cheap new leather coat I felt that I was embracing a brother, not a lover. His decision to return to Australia was met with relief on my part; my adventurous life had only just begun. I found a job at the Museum Tavern opposite the British Museum and moved into a small room upstairs, where I worked my way through War and Peace on evenings off after solitary excursions to other pubs to sit over glasses of South African wine and dry roasted peanuts. 


My younger sister had flown from Australia to join me in Italy and the Institute had organised rooms for us in a boarding house near the Duomo that we shared with Scandinavian girls enrolled in the same course. London was already seeping out of me. I had begun to sling jumpers casually around my shoulders, the way Italian girls did, and knot scarves loosely around my white Anglo-Saxon throat… And, now, there is Gianfranco. 






Gianfranco picks me up from the boarding house near the Duomo for our first official date. He has parked illegally, and our awkwardness is overshadowed by our haste to flee the city centre, like criminals in a stolen car, and by the time we are driving through outer suburbs I am almost relaxed. Our stop-start conversation is punctured by my tedious admissions of not understanding and carries us all the way to an unremarkable hotel on the town's edge. Gianfranco parks the car and bustles me inside in a proprietary way I find both arousing and significant, then orders food from a waiter he clearly knows well. Earlier nervousness has narrowed my appetite to a thread but I do my best to try a little of everything: sliced meats and pickled vegetables, a winey stew on steaming gold polenta, little red capsicums stuffed with rice and herbs. We drink wine, which later allows me to float up the flight of stairs to an impersonal room with little more than a bed and a television set, where I am undressed by Gianfranco, the blinds lowered. A fleeting sense that I have been too easily won is displaced by the great and glorious joy of our coming together, a feeling that I have disappeared inside his body. 


But still I am unconvinced he really likes me. I console myself by concentrating on his less appealing qualities: he is brash, but I close my eyes to a mouth of chipped and neglected teeth in my determination not to be superficial. I have been told about his reputation with foreign women, but cannot believe he actually finds me attractive. It is easier, in those cautious early days, to persuade myself that I am using him as much as he is using me, to be the hard, bright woman I really am not. But in truth I am always in Gianfranco's power; he has the advantage of being himself on his own terrain, master of the language, while I struggle, apologising and requesting enlightenment. 


As it turns out I have nothing to worry about. Miraculously – quite magically, it seems to me – Gianfranco begins to betray the fact he is as enraptured by me as I am by him. When I have established that 'ti voglio bene' means 'I love you', and I hear him tell me often, I begin to shyly say it back. 


I study my lover. His cheeks point outward when he smiles. He roars his welcome to customers and friends; rooms feel empty when he leaves them. He moves quickly, heels clicking across the uneven stones of his restaurant and while crossing roads. He has friends everywhere: fashionable glittery Florentines whom he intimately addresses as dottore, plumbers and carpenters and shopkeepers, and a vast repertoire of waiters and cooks with whom he has worked. His profession is chef, but he is better suited to front of house with his boyish boisterousness and his easy charm. 






I have never met anyone like Gianfranco before, a man so sure of his place in the world. He whistles loudly, in perfect pitch, and dispenses with the endings of names, so that after a while I become simply 'Vee'. I marvel in those early days at the miracle of having found him, at being swept up into the orb of his volatility and spontaneity, driven to edge-of-town hotels for the night, taken to country restaurants and to the seaside. 


I am not spending the amount of time with my sister that I had expected. The late, sleepless nights also mean that I am missing classes at the Institute – but I am beyond caring. The language and culture of Italy are filtering through, regardless. 


Gianfranco sweeps me into small shops up side streets, where after good-humoured haggling he hands me a beautiful suede coat with a fur-lined hood wrapped in tissue paper, or a leather skirt, or gold jewellery. He never pays full price for anything; his audacity is breathtaking. We emerge into the sunlight, holding hands, each with new reversible leather belts. He is funny, smart, generous beyond measure – this is all I see in those early days. I am gradually substituting the cool stone rooms of his restaurant for those of the Institute, until one day I simply stop attending the course. Most lunchtimes I sit in the front room of the restaurant typing out the daily menu with one finger, spellbound by the names of the different Chiantis recommended each day: Geografico and Capezzano, Grignanello and Castello di Volpaia, Lamole di Lamole and Villa La Pagliaia. Then I move inside to the warmth of the dining room to sit beside my beloved and pick disinterestedly at the titbits he places before me. 


Evenings I am back, perfumed and party-ish, to sit and sit and sit, drinking too much, writing love poems on the recycled paper placemats which double as menus before reeling off into the late night on Gianfranco's arm. Gianfranco drives his blue Fiat very fast up the narrow snaking streets to Fiesole with Deep Purple thundering out the open window. One time, with my sister in the back, I turn around to say that it wouldn't matter if I died at that moment, I am so brimming with happiness, and when she agrees we look at each other a little shocked. 






No longer students at the Michelangelo Institute, my sister and I are obliged to look for accommodation elsewhere. We move from the boarding house and, thanks to an advertisement in the free weekly Il Pulce, into an apartment in an unfamiliar suburb away from the heart of the city, sharing with Anna and Franco. Initially we adore this unconventional couple; they strike us as modern and un-Italian. Anna is tall with a long plait of black hair that reaches to the waist of her billowy Indian dresses; Franco, a stub of a man, has his long hair tied back in a ponytail. Posters on the apartment walls depict peace marches and alternative lifestyles. Remnants of the 1960s, they have a little art-and-craft shop nearby, filled with mostly dust-covered junk and generally devoid of customers. The evenings when my sister and I have not caught the bus into the Santa Maria Novella Piazza to descend stairs to Salt Peanuts, our favourite underground jazz cellar, we sit at the long table in our room drinking Chianti and eating bread and cheese with the door firmly closed. 


Increasingly, inexplicably, Anna becomes stranger and stranger. Sometimes she will ignore us when we address her, or say something cold and vituperative we cannot properly understand. The one night I dare to have Gianfranco stay, she storms into our room and commences shrieking at the top of her voice about wet towels lying on the bathroom floor and how she cannot take it any more; humiliated, Gianfranco slinks away. We are left uncomprehending and open-mouthed, having believed we had been respectful, polite, cheerful guests in their home, and concluding that Anna is simply mad. We start to look for another place. 






I ask Gianfranco, in my slowly improving Italian, how he can be so patient with my limited grasp of his language and his world. This is well before his displays of spectacular tantrums – all I see are deep-brown eyes of unwavering kindness as I labour to articulate my feelings and navigate conversations. He tells me that it is only with me that he manages to be patient. 

One lunchtime I step down into the coolness of his restaurant and find Gianfranco sitting in front of a box of figs. Before he looks up, I see that what he is doing with a small sharp knife, his forehead knotted in concentration, is carefully peeling fig after fig and setting them aside. He resembles a little boy whittling wood, and when he presents me with the plate of peeled figs my stomach twists with love. 






Il pasto non vale un'acca se alla fine non s' ha la vacca 

The meal means nothing if it does not end in good cheese 





My understanding of Italian food begins to take shape in Gianfranco's Umbrian village. Most Sunday nights, after the benches are stacked on top of tables and the floor mopped at his restaurant, we set off on our midnight journey; tomorrow is our day off. Two hours out of Florence, passing glassy, spectral Lake Trasimeno, the hill towns of Tuscany are replaced by the hill towns of medieval Umbria. Gianfranco races all the bends, fuelled by Chianti, not bothering with seatbelts, belting out Battiato songs. I sit cross-legged beside him, tired eyes mesmerised by points of light in the rushing blackness. His village in my mind always seems to be arising out of the mist, its few streets coiling past low doorways and bars, the butcher shop with a burning cigarette resting on the chopping block. And yet most of my time there is spent at the service station and its accompanying bar, both run by Gianfranco's sister. 


We pull into the heavy silence of the sleeping village; Bar Due Raspi – Two Bunches – glows dimly, warmly. Gianfranco's sister raises two children, husbandless, in the attached house, assisted by Mamma. In the kitchen little feasts are left for us under cloths: a round of aged pecorino, a hunk of prosciutto, hard-boiled eggs and spicy salami, plump new broad beans and a dome of cheese bread. Gianfranco splashes rough red wine into tumblers and carves off chunks of cheese and passes me salami slices speared on the tip of his pocket knife. I feel like a rosy-cheeked maiden from another century, in the absolute stillness of a country village, with a man I am not terribly sure I know – but whom I feel terribly sure I love – who is offering me the great gift of this experience. I seem to exist solely for him, and in our whispered conversation and the simplicity of the setting there seems to be the possibility for more joy than I ever considered possible. 






And of course there are the lunches. On Sundays we only work the evening shift, so at midday we often drive to share a meal with friends. I had never cared about lunch, until I was introduced to Sunday ones in Tuscan vineyards. Celebrations of food and wine amongst friends and family, they transcend the notion of mere meals and transform into a theatre for the senses. 


It has much to do with the setting, the compelling beauty of ancient surroundings, of land which has yielded produce for millennia, of eroded stone walls and roads which wind through hills, and row upon row upon row of vines. There is little more glorious, in summer, than sitting through hours of golden afternoons at a long wooden table with twelve or sixteen or twenty others, in winter warming limbs and souls with fires and food and wine. 


Gianfranco has friends at Montespertoli and we go there often, mostly for winter lunches. We crunch up the circular gravel driveway and arrive at the back door, which leads into a vast stone kitchen filled with people. The ancient stove roars with flames, heating an assortment of saucepans, which steam forth wonderful aromas. Someone is carving a prosciutto, Claret-red slices sliding off the edge of the knife. There are women to stir the saucepans, wash the salad, slice the bread. I make myself useful by carrying cutlery to the dining room, where men pose around the leaping fire, clutching glasses of Campari and smoking. Hand-painted jugs of water and flowers clutter the table. I set for eighteen people, folding paper napkins into tiny triangles beside each plate. Two-litre bottles of home-grown Chianti, translucent red, line up like soldiers. Outside the tall windows, mist wraps around bare trees and church spires. 


Platters are placed on the table: slices of wild-boar salami, tiny spicy venison sausages, rounds of toast topped with coarse chicken-liver pâté sweetened with Marsala, shiny black olives tossed in garlic and parsley. Wine is tipped into glasses and wedges of crusty spongy bread are passed around. Lunch has begun. 


Pasta comes next, a deep ceramic bowl of steaming spaghetti in a simple tomato sauce fragrant with fresh basil, or a rich cream redolent of wild mushrooms. On top of the fire have been placed two metal grills, which clip together to enclose the main course: thick slabs of prime beef, a handful of quails, fat home-made sausages. Passed around the table they are black-striped and crisp from the flames, perfumed with fresh rosemary, garlic and good oil. 


Afterwards there is a chunk of Parmesan, aged and crumbly, and a tangy pecorino from Sardinia to eat with a large bowl of various fruits. This is the winding-down stage of the lunch, when women begin to push back chairs and carry out plates and men light up cigarettes and pour whisky. Coffee brews aromatic from the kitchen, conversation subdues, becomes sleepy, comfortable and confidential. Pastries accompany the coffee: a wealth of shortbreads, crunchy almond biscuits, macaroons and iced eclairs bulging cream. Vin Santo, sweet and dark, is poured into small glasses; outside the evening has begun to descend, and Sunday lunch settles. 






Whereas at Montespertoli the high stone walls surround the house like a stronghold, and the sense of place comes only once you have passed the gates and commenced the descent down winding roads that curve through the fields of grapes and olives, Claudia and Vincenzo Sabatini's villa sits on top of a hill, and looking down from the verandah you can see the vineyards stretch for miles. Even in winter clustered around their smaller hearth, warming hands, we always have the windows throwing up vistas of rich land, visions of space and ordered growth. 


And in summer it is all there below. Slow yellow afternoons pulse with warmth and the tiny incessant rhythms of a million twitching insects. The verandah has canvas drapes to shut out the sun, and the table is cool. As we arrive we are handed a glass of Vincenzo's wine – not of his making but wine he collects weekly in huge vats from the villa next door, which he decants and stores in his cellar. Claudia is tasting the pasta sauce for salt: she looks harassed but happy, hair escaping from her bun and her apron spattered with flour. She has been making pappardelle, wide uneven strips of pasta that will be served with hare sauce. Vincenzo, having dispensed wine to his guests, is washing lettuces from his garden then drying them in his salad-spinner. Our movements are languid. We eat home-grown egg tomatoes drizzled with green olive oil and fresh basil, thick slices of moist white mozzarella, paper-thin cuts of cured beef dressed with oil, finely chopped rocket leaves and shavings of Parmesan cheese, mushrooms marinated in lemon juice and garlic, strips of red and green capsicum bathed in oil, garlic and parsley, slices of spicy pancetta. There is crusty bread to mop up the juices, and Vincenzo's wine is flowing freely. Next comes Claudia's pasta, rich and gamey. Then a pause before she brings out a casserole of pheasant scented with red wine and herbs. There is silverbeet sautéed in garlic, and tiny chunks of potatoes oven-roasted with rosemary and rock salt, and Vincenzo's salad gleaming with oil. Afterwards comes a whole fresh ricotta cheese, and ripe pears. 


Much later, in the fading day, with the beginnings of breezes lifting leaves and stirring the air, Claudia brings out coffee and her famous biscuits, which it is never possible to eat in moderation, whose secret recipe she has given me and which I have lost. Cicadas start up their buzzing hum, and the vineyards lie pale and ghostly in the moonlight. I am drowsy, aware of the desire to freeze time so I can always remain in this comfortable chair, breathing in the fragrant evening air, all senses gratified. 






Gianfranco buys another restaurant with several partners. It is in the centre of Florence, with the Uffizi and a replica of David around the corner. I am in the enormous kitchen wearing an apron, being shown how to finely chop onions; how to make a basic tomato sauce; how to flick my right wrist so that the contents of a frying pan flip briefly in the air; how to cook pasta, separating the strands of spaghetti with a giant fork and knowing the exact moment when to drain it, just a touch ahead of al dente – firm to the bite – so the extra minute or so of tossing it in its hot sauce will render it perfect. I learn how to make crespelle – paper-thin crêpes – and béchamel, soups and slowly simmering stews, panna cotta without gelatine; and I learn the elaborate process of layering that goes into creating pasta sauces, like the salsa puttanesca. 


Gianfranco becomes less patient and more critical, however. There are days when I can do nothing right. I see the flipside of his creativity, a sort of madness. Saucepans fly, crashing into walls. An hour later, he is carving a rose out of a radish, his face gentle and his fingers graceful. For a country boy, those fingers are strangely delicate, almost feminine – each night he scrubs his nails vigorously with Jif. 








Spaghetti alla puttanesca 





Olive oil 

1 medium onion 

3 cloves garlic 

4–6 slices pancetta 

Dried chilli (optional) 

2 tablespoons black olives 

5 anchovies 

1 tablespoon capers 

1/3 cup red wine 

400 g peeled tomatoes 

Salt and pepper 

Chopped parsley 





Heat the oil, then add finely chopped onion and garlic together with sliced pancetta and chilli, if desired. Sauté 5 to 8 minutes on medium heat, stirring frequently, until translucent. Throw in olives. Cook several more minutes, then add finely chopped anchovies and capers. After several more minutes, slosh in wine. Bring to the boil and bubble until evaporated, then add peeled tomatoes and about half a cup of water. Season cautiously with salt and pepper, bring back to the boil, then simmer 30 to 40 minutes. Garnish with parsley. 



Six months later, I am running the kitchen of the restaurant while Gianfranco escorts customers to tables. And we are living together, having moved into a flat nearby. I have grown thin with the long, unforgiving hours of work, but mostly with love and anxiety. 


One summer midnight I am the only woman in a carload of murmuring men. We park near the river not far from Gianfranco's village and I watch as torches thread through the darkness and down to the edge, where bottles of bleach are poured into the water. Downstream, more torch lights illumine men wading with plastic bags, into which they throw the dead trout. I am appalled, disillusioned, excited and terrified all at the same time. 


The next day, a long table is set under trees at lunchtime. There are dishes full of steaming potato gnocchi with rabbit sauce, and platters of trout simply grilled. Everyone eats the sweet pink fish; nobody becomes ill. Glasses are raised to the fishermen. 








Salsa di coniglio (Rabbit sauce) 





Olive oil 

Bay leaf 

1 rabbit, jointed* 

1 medium onion, finely chopped 

2 sticks celery, finely chopped 

1 carrot, finely chopped 

3 cloves garlic, finely chopped 

1/2 cup white wine 

400 g peeled tomatoes 

Salt and pepper 

Dried chilli (optional) 





Heat olive oil in low, wide pan and add bay leaf and rabbit. Brown rabbit pieces all over, season, then remove and set aside. In the same pan sauté onion, celery, carrot and garlic until softened, about 8 to 10 minutes. Return rabbit to pan. Slosh in white wine and let it bubble up and evaporate before adding peeled tomatoes, about 1/2 cup water and chilli if desired. Season again, bring to the boil, then simmer about 40 minutes for farmed rabbit and 2 hours if wild, topping up with water when sauce reduces too much. Check seasoning. When cool, remove rabbit meat from bones, then return to sauce, reheating at least 5 minutes before tossing through pasta. 





* If using wild rabbit, soak it overnight in water or wine and herbs to remove some of its 'gaminess'. 



Other times we go hunting for mushrooms. Autumn is the season for porcini – these treasures lurk around the base of chestnut trees and oaks. Often the size of dinner plates, they are as fleshy as meat. Many trattorie place baskets of porcini at the entrance, and, like lobsters at Chinese restaurants, they are selected by the customer, weighed, cooked and served. Studded with slivers of garlic, brushed with good olive oil and grilled is the best way to enjoy these musky, musty gifts from the forest floor, with their flavour of faintly sweetish decay. 


On these mushroom expeditions I am fascinated by delicate, beautiful specimens in iridescent colours, which Gianfranco warns me are deadly. I dare not even stand too close, lest the air is contaminated by their garish toxicity. We pick, pluck and gather and, because he is a country boy, we have no need to carry our collection into the nearest farmacia, where they would readily identify the various types for us. We dine on massive porcini, with lots of bread for the luscious juices. 






Several months into my Florentine life, life with Gianfranco, I hear about permanent contact lenses. Lavish advertisements depict their miraculous powers: lenses you can keep in for days at a time, lenses you can sleep in, lenses that will change your life. Having been desperately short-sighted since my teens, as I juggled glasses with contact lenses I must remove every night, I am naturally intrigued, then seduced. And despite their tremendous cost – but then what value can be placed on a miracle? – Gianfranco is marching me briskly into Pisacchi the optometrist. 


I submit to the sort of eye examination I have had regularly since I was thirteen, and the optometrist speaks slowly and carefully to make sure I understand. My two years of university Italian, combined with the six weeks or so at the Michelangelo Institute, all reinforced by the past months in which Italian is what I mostly hear and speak (if not perfectly understand), have made me a little reckless, even cocky in my confidence. 'Si, capisco' – Yes, I understand – I say. We pay for my exciting new lenses with half my month's salary and then speed off to Viareggio to spend what remains of our day at the beach. The world seems brimming with possibilities that the past decade and a half of myopia had closed to me. As we drive, Gianfranco is telling me how Italy has long been at the forefront of optical technologies, pioneering techniques and equipment. 


We arrive at the beach in blazing sunshine, change into swimming attire and hurl ourselves into the water. I am so accustomed to keeping my eyes fiercely shut under water that it has become instinct. And yet the optometrist had spoken so enthusiastically about 'il fare la doccia' – having a shower – or 'un bagno' – a bath, or bathing – that the next time I go under I stare wide-eyed and defiant into the glassy curl of wave. 


In that moment a strange sensation takes place as the sharp clarity of my vision gives way to a soft and familiar blur. The expensive lenses have floated out of my eyes, lost in the infinite expanse of ocean, possibly even drifting towards Australia. I can hardly believe it has happened, that I possessed those permanent lenses so temporarily. It is only afterwards, when I confess to Gianfranco what has happened, that the optometrist's directions are revealed to me. The only thing you cannot do, Gianfranco smiles as he reports what had apparently been said in one of those sentences I pretended to understand, is to open your eyes under water. 






The Fiat is slipping through drifts of snow and navigating treacherous bends to bring our carload of friends, unharmed, to Pettino. A lone farmhouse glows amber, welcoming us in. We are the only guests tonight at this trattoria, where the family, clustering around the fireplace, springs into attendance. The dining room is merely long wooden tables and wooden benches. The ambience soon softens around the curl of cigarette smoke, the uncorking of wine bottles and our shrill exuberance at having risked such roads in such conditions. There is no menu; we have come to eat truffles. I have heard about the nonchalance with which Umbrians treat this precious ingredient, like parsley or potatoes. Instead of being finely grated or shaved, they are often cut into chunks. 


First arrives the crostini, crisp little toasts piled with a mixture of anchovies and finely chopped mushrooms specked with black truffles. There is a frittata perfumed with pecorino and truffles. Eggy threads of fresh tagliatelle arrive truffle-flecked and glistening with green oil. Everything else – the snow outside, the members of the family coming and going, the sharp wooden contours of the austere room – becomes a fuzzy frame for our truffle tasting. We stay for hours and the euphoria carries us all the way, dangerously back, cosy beyond caring. 


Wherever we end up – at the midnight end of busy restaurant days, on our precious one day off, during an impromptu arrival of friends, in Florence or out – our meals are always memorable. Gianfranco possesses the happy combination of both peasant background and swish Swiss hospitality training, so I am mostly happy to let him do the choosing. He knows about food; his palate is impeccable. The other sides I begin to see of him – the moody volatility, the surly suspiciousness – are often with us now, like unwanted guests at a feast, faceless and brooding. He has begun to ignore me inexplicably and we live in the thick walls of my love's jealous silences. Later, when his mood has recovered, he justifies it on the grounds of jealousy towards someone like the corner greengrocer whose name I do not even know. And yet, when I watch his skill at mealtimes, my admiration for him enables easy forgiveness. 


We invariably eat whatever is seasonal, freshest, del giorno, and a little unusual. He heads immediately for the kitchen of whatever establishment we are visiting, where through the servery windows I watch him dip fingers into steamy cauldrons. All the places we frequent are staffed by waiters or chefs whom he knows, or with whom he has worked. Their stories are told to me over crisp-crusted pizza with curls of prosciutto on top, and are continued through the last lemon vodkas of the night. How Tonino squandered a family inheritance on gambling and is now forced to work three jobs; why one of Silvio's legs is shorter than the other; where Paolo takes his mistress to dine on the nights he is able to escape his overbearing, cruel wife. 


Massive Claudio's pizzeria in Piazza Santa Croce is one of our favourites. I love best his spinach sautéed quickly in garlic, chilli and olive oil, which I eat with too much bread, while all around me waiters knock off for the night to play cards, smoke and drink with up-rolled sleeves. 








Spinaci con olio, aglio e peperoncino (Spinach with oil, garlic and chilli) 





Wash and squeeze-dry a bunch of spinach. Heat olive oil in a pan and add garlic slivers and dried chilli, then the spinach. Season with salt and pepper, then toss for several minutes. Serve with a squeeze of fresh lemon juice and a generous slick of extra virgin olive oil. 



We eat often at the elegant Antica Toscana, which specialises in tour groups and is owned by a gravel-voiced man called Lorenzo, one of Gianfranco's partners. I warm to Lorenzo immediately, to the fact that he is not only urbane but clearly a devoted family man who takes great pride in the two sons who are often there helping out. It is here that I meet a multilingual, accordion-playing, walrus-moustachioed waiter called Raimondo, who is to become a great friend. We pull up at service stations along the autostrada, where in sparse, near-empty dining rooms Gianfranco knows to order soupy stews of intestinal organs, salt cod with silverbeet, wide ribbons of pasta glistening with duck sauce, fresh figs draped with pancetta, a log of creamy tomino bathing in golden oil. In summer, we drive 110 kilometres to the seaside town of Viareggio one evening just to eat fish. In an art deco building on the promenade we are served, naturally, by ex-colleagues of Gianfranco, a banquet of endless platters piled high with seafood stirred through spaghetti or chunked into risotto, or simply gloriously grilled. Sometimes we choose the traditional Tuscan baccalà, peasant food now fashionable again. 








Baccala alla Fiorentina (Florentine salt cod) 





2 leeks 

Olive oil 

3 cloves garlic 

400 g peeled tomatoes 

Salt and pepper 

800 g salt cod, soaked overnight in several changes of water 

Flour 

Sprig rosemary 





To serve 

1 tablespoon chopped parsley 

Polenta 





For the tomato sauce, clean and finely slice leeks, then soften in olive oil together with 2 cloves of whole, peeled garlic. When the leeks are beginning to colour, add the tomatoes, season with salt and pepper and simmer for 30 to 40 minutes, adding extra water as required. 

Meanwhile, wash and drain the salt cod well and cut into large pieces. Flour and fry both sides in hot olive oil, to which you have added rosemary and 1 clove garlic. Drain on paper towels and, when the sauce is ready, lay salt cod on top in a single layer. Leave to simmer on low heat for 5 minutes. Check seasoning and serve sprinkled with finely chopped parsley on a bed of polenta. 



Gianfranco's ancient mother shuffles through the service station, a tiny figure dressed in black, moustachioed, hair bandaged in a scarf. I find her toothless, colloquial Italian incomprehensible, yet we smile at each other constantly, shyly. She prepares all the meals, her fingers pressing breadcrumbs onto veal cutlets, podding beans and twisting tubes of spinach-stuffed pastry into snakes. Her broad practical hands show me how to iron and fold Gianfranco's white work T-shirts. (I iron them quickly and badly, humiliated by this servile role.) When all the dishes have been brought out to the dining room and the extended family – which now includes 'la Veeky', the earnest Australiana – is noisily jostling with platters, Mamma slips back into the kitchen, where she eats on a chair by the stove. 


I love her food and the way it always ends up a feast. I love the way she rolls taut ripe tomatoes onto the table, and carves the bread, resting the loaf on her chest – one sharp cut, with her weathered finger pressing down on the blade of the utility knife. She salts everything lavishly, and throws nothing away. Her basic tomato sauce floods the kitchen with a rich sweet perfume as her small sturdy hands prod, test and stir the disintegrating fruit. 


I love the way she looks at Gianfranco, her youngest boy, made good in the city, with his high-heeled boots and his jewellery and his bewildering foreign girlfriends. I am frustrated by my inability to express this love, and so I carry plates out to the kitchen, and smile and smile. 








Pomarola (Basic tomato sauce) 





Olive oil 

1 medium red onion, finely chopped 

2–3 cloves garlic, finely sliced 

400 g peeled and coarsely chopped tomatoes, tinned or fresh 

Salt and pepper 





Heat olive oil in saucepan, and add onion and garlic. Stirring frequently, cook about 8 minutes or until softened. Topple in the peeled tomatoes and about 1/2 cup of water. Season with salt and pepper and bring to the boil. Lower heat and simmer 30 to 40 minutes, adding extra water if it reduces too much. 



Then there is the world of the restaurant, where sixty hours of my week are spent. We are a birreria-ristorante, which means there is an enormous selection of local and imported beers available to accompany the meals. Our menu is eclectic and international, thereby ensuring that we are popular with both the fashionable young Florentines who arrive clutching their car radios (to prevent the incessant thefts) and the busloads of tourists; we have something to please all palates. There are the traditional Tuscan offerings – the pastas (including my favourite, the nutmeggy, creamy spinach and ricotta) and Florentine (porterhouse) steaks and anchovy sauces and crespelle – alongside a range of hamburgers, pronounced 'umborgers', to go with the beers, and mayonnaise for the French fries. Gianfranco has negotiated special deals for the tourists via a travel agency, and I am often struck by the beautiful irony, as I ladle lemon sauce over 140 veal scaloppine before sending them out of the kitchen on platters, that groups of Australian tourists are heartily tucking into a meal in a Florentine restaurant that has been cooked by an Australian. In the enormous kitchen, two young girls assist me, while a series of dishwashers come and goe. We wear pale-blue uniforms like nurses, and in quieter moments invent potent cocktails and bake batches of biscotti. By 11.30 p.m. the kitchen is packed up, gleaming, and I am dining either with my beloved or at the apartment wondering what time he will come home. 








Penne with ricotta and spinach 





For the sauce, blanch 300 g spinach, then squeeze dry. In a food processor, whizz the spinach together with 240 g ricotta and 1 tablespoon freshly grated Parmesan. Season with salt, pepper and nutmeg, and set aside. While pasta is cooking, dollop about a tablespoon per serving of the spinach/ricotta mix into a frying pan and add cream to extend it. Blend well to combine, check seasoning and gradually bring to the boil. Drain pasta, add to sauce, toss quickly to coat, then serve. 



Our flat is just two rooms, tiny and purpose-built for restaurateurs who never cook at home, who work, live and eat at restaurants. Provision for the stove-top coffee maker and Gianfranco's collection of fancy liqueurs constitute the kitchen space. The other room is occupied exclusively by the double bed, above which presides a large television set, as if all a bedroom's purposes consist of sleeping, having sex and watching television – which, apart from the long nights I lie waiting for him to come home, is essentially all the entire flat is for. 


My sister, who came here to be with me, often feels further away than if she were back in Australia. I know she is working as a sales assistant at a gold shop in Piazza Santa Croce and that she has put on twelve kilograms, but my self-absorption has blinded me to anything beyond that. Occasionally she comes in the car with us on day trips to the ocean; she sits in the back popping M&Ms into her mouth while Gianfranco teases her about her weight. 


Subservience sits uneasily on me and I start to resent the fact that, after long, gruelling days running the restaurant, Gianfranco chooses the companionship of other men with a pack of cards and whisky, while I am relegated to trophy status. When in a positive frame of mind, I manage to be philosophical about the hours I am left alone, in Florence or in his village, while he hooks up with old friends, attends to a business matter, or simply disappears. I am aware that I made the choice of both man and lifestyle, and of the privileges offered. 


Yet, increasingly I find myself wading through impotence and incomprehension, like those dreams where your legs are clinging to a soaked and heavy garment and are struggling through the mud. I am so seriously in love that I have thrown out my contraceptive pills and I have had my blonde hair permed into a frizz to match Gianfranco's new hairdo. I am ironing his T-shirts. I suffer the interminable conversations, which swirl around me, about people and places I do not know. I am docile and stoic. I lie in our double bed in Via Osteria del Guanto waiting to hear the sound of Gianfranco's motorino as it turns into our narrow street. But the night deepens and empties, and still Gianfranco does not come home. I torment myself with imaginings and suspicions; I rewind details of the day as I try to trace back to where I may have given offence or let him down. There must have been something I did or said to make him value me less, to pretend I was not there, to exclude me, to stare through me, not answering my questions… when every fibre I possess shivers with the force of my adoring. I feel I have become another person. 






The winter before he met me, Gianfranco had learned to ski. A new girlfriend is not going to impede this recently discovered passion, and he tells me that I, too, will learn to ski. We head to one of Florence's smarter sports stores to fit me out. Because I have never skied in my life – nor been remotely tempted to do so – I have no idea what is required, but with his usual authority Gianfranco selects stretchy pants, zipped polo necks, a padded jacket so lovely I could weep, soft leather gloves and a cosy woollen hat, ski boots and shiny handsome skis. I try on this fancy costume, and in the shop mirror see a woman I do not recognise. Gianfranco pays for it all and I never find out if he subtracts the vast cost from my monthly stipendio. (That salary always seems inordinately large to me – two million lire! – and therefore somehow unreal. And because Gianfranco pays for everything, money is something I seem not to really need.) 


And so commence the Wednesday trips to Abetone. The winter ski resort for Florentines, this village sits high in the Apennine Mountains above Pistoia, a ninety-minute drive from Florence. Four valleys link up to create ski slopes and cross-country runs through forests of firs, larches and pines. Figures fly past on skis and it is so beautiful that even before setting foot on the snow I am convinced I will love it. 


Of course, the reality is quite different. Gianfranco teaches me the rudiments before sailing gracefully away, swallowed up in the frigid landscape. That first day I never stop falling over. I am appalled at my clumsiness and lack of coordination – I, who studied ballet for ten years, shone in aerobics classes and can still do the splits! Collapsed ignominiously in the snow, I feel discouragement seep into me. The warm spicy wine at the rifugio where I later meet up with Gianfranco restores my humour somewhat, and by the time the following Wednesday has come around I am prepared to publicly humiliate myself all over again. 


Having only one day a week in order to learn a difficult sport like skiing at the reasonably seasoned age of twenty-eight means that progress is slow, painfully slow. In fact, every Wednesday I spend most of the day falling over, lolling abjectly in the snow longing for the whole ghastly ordeal to be over. Gianfranco finds it, and me, vastly entertaining. We always start out together and he is patient until I begin to sulk, at which point separation seems the most sensible idea, and off he sails. 


And then, on the very last day we visit – winter on its way out and the snow patchier and thinner – something seems to snap into place. I have chosen a cross-country path through the trees, worn out by the steep slopes down which I mostly roll, flailing. Sun dances and dazzles and I have a clear, smooth passage ahead of me. I set off cautiously, increasing in confidence and speed, threading efficiently through the trees, my hips obeying – and suddenly I am flying, all fluid rhythm and calm, clear grace. It is one of the most exhilarating experiences of my life. 






Val più la pratica che la grammatica 

Experience is more important than theory 





My Italian slowly improves, and yet, impeded by limited vocabulary, I remain frustrated by the inability to express my character and voice my opinions. For that first year I am perceived as quiet and acquiescent. I often feel like screaming out that I am a really strong, bubbly, opinionated, articulate and independent woman, and that in Australia most women are not required to sit for hours on end doing nothing while their partners are out hunting or playing cards or drinking with friends. 


Gianfranco's closest friend is a waiter from Vecchia Toscana, married to a Russian woman. We go to their apartment for lunches, and when the business of eating is out of the way, the television is switched on for an afternoon's viewing of soccer, Formula 1 car racing or the sacred calcio – association football. Dulled by post lunch liqueurs I slump in the darkened living room while cars roar around circuits and the air thickens with cigarette smoke. Olga, whose air of submission is probably as misinterpreted as mine, does not engage me in a female chat; we all stare at the screen. 






Walrus-moustachioed Raimondo has left Antica Toscana, and has come to work at our restaurant. He is my ally. And so it is Raimondo to whom I turn after slicing my finger open, not to the man with whom I share my life who is up to day three in his silent treatment towards me. Our freshly laundered white aprons require perforated holes in the fabric for threading the ties. Generally, these perforations are effected with a knife. My little paring knife, newly sharpened, slips smoothly through first the starched fabric, then my finger. Blood shoots out. I have barely felt any pain and yet within seconds there is a heavy throbbing sensation, which I try to stem with a makeshift bandage. I find Raimondo, who takes charge immediately, organising our absence from the restaurant for the following hour while he drives me to the nearest hospital. 


It is just before lunchtime and Gianfranco is at a table with the other partners discussing the specials of the day. I stand in front of him with my throbbing finger and tell him what has happened and where I am about to be taken. I stand in front of him willing him to put his arms around me, to forgive me for whatever sexual transgression he believes I have committed, to remember he loves me. Instead, his eyes examine me like tiny black stones and I realise what has just happened has alienated him from me even further – that the inconvenience of my accident, indubitably an act of carelessness or stupidity, is merely adding to his contempt. He says not a word. Raimondo leads me gently away. 






Inevitably, when I start to make sense of this world, the relationship begins to fall apart. This takes place painfully over many months, during which Gianfranco decides that I am being unfaithful to him. Unfaithful! I am so fiercely in love with him that the concept is almost laughable, except that his punishment is so severe. My sister has returned to Australia, and he is now the one I must rely on. 


One afternoon he comes back to our apartment and does not greet me. He fails to respond to my concerned questions and looks right through me with hard, cold eyes. We go off to work together, and I am ignored for the evening. I am desperate with incomprehension and unhappiness. Back home, I wait and wait and wait, then eventually fall asleep, to awake at three o'clock or four o'clock in the morning to an empty bed. Days later, in his jeans pocket I find cards for out-of-town hotels that we have never been to together. The very fact that I am spying on him, not trusting him, searching for clues, appals me, and yet I cannot stop. 


It is during one of these bouts of ostracism that I receive a rare phone call from Australia. At the sound of my mother's voice all I long to do is to pour out my sadness and my vulnerability, to hear her sensible voice and her unconditional love. But she is telling me about Tony, and how he had contacted her some weeks before, wanting my address in Florence. His plan was to travel to Europe via Bali – except he never got beyond Bali, because he drowned. He had gone out to one of the islands and somehow this former champion swimmer had drowned. Hearing about this good and gentle man whom I had discarded in my selfish urge for a larger, brighter life – hearing about it, furthermore, in the midst of yet another romantic crisis with the man who took his place – ushers in a bleakness as deep as it is lonely. I cannot even confide my grief in Gianfranco, because, at that time, I no more exist for him than Tony now does for me. I just fold it inside me. 





Grande amore, grande dolore 

Great love, great pain 





Then one day he speaks to me; the wall of silence lifts. He accuses me of making love to the greengrocer in the mornings on my way to work. He is sick with jealousy, he tells me, and his excuse is that he is made that way. 'Io sono fatto così' I hear a million times throughout that turbulent, glorious relationship, as if by saying those words he is giving himself permission to be as difficult, as cruel and as irrational as he likes. 


Making up is so passionate that for a long time afterwards we are more in love than ever. My relief at being permitted to once more exist drowns out the utter absurdity of his accusations, and the danger of his paranoia. It turns into a pattern that is only broken after fifteen months, coinciding with both my beginning to dream in Italian, and, most significantly, finally turning back into myself. We break up just in time for my thirtieth birthday. Gianfranco drives me, the delicate invalid, out to Strada-in-Chianti outside Florence, to the sprawling country home belonging to our friends Vincenzo and Claudia to convalesce. 


And so for several weeks all I do is sleep and read and help in the domestic kitchen. I go for long walks and eat a lot and dip Claudia's home-made almond biscotti into Vin Santo until late at night in the company of this infinitely kind couple who feel like my grandparents. They have known Gianfranco for many years and are not surprised it has turned out this way. Then one day I feel ready to re-enter the real world of work and relationships. I have no desire to follow my sister back to Australia. Florence has become home, and it is time to look for a job and a place to live. 








Biscotti di prato (Almond biscuits) 





200 g almond kernels 

500 g plain flour 

Pinch salt 

300 g caster sugar 

1 teaspoon baking powder 

2 eggs, plus 2 egg yolks 

Grated rind 1 orange 





Toast almonds in moderate oven until crisp. Remove and cool. In a large bowl, mix together flour, salt, sugar and baking powder. Make a well in the centre and add whisked eggs and yolks. Work together with hands to form a smooth dough, then incorporate the almonds and orange rind. Shape into 4 logs about 3 cm wide and set aside on greased oven trays for about an hour, covered with a clean tea towel. Glaze logs with extra beaten egg yolk, then bake in 175°C (340°F, Gas mark 4) oven for  about 30 minutes. Remove and slice diagonally into 2 cm strips. Return to oven and bake both sides 5 minutes each. Cool on trays. 



Nella guerra d'amore vince chi fugge 

In the war of love he who escapes wins 





I am sharing a flat in Via de' Barbadori with two students who study architecture at university. My bedroom is just large enough for a camp bed, a chest of drawers and a Pink Floyd poster. Each morning when I cross the Ponte Vecchio on my way to work at a tiny restaurant, the reflected shimmering of the ochre buildings in water stir me. The restaurant's name, I' Che C'è C'è, is colloquial Florentine, meaning 'What's there is there', suggesting pot luck as far as the food is concerned. And yet the new owner, Piero, has carefully composed a menu combining traditional meals with inspired modern flourishes. I am assistant chef to Maurizio, who used to work with – of course – Gianfranco. We are assisted in turn by Maurizio's mother, Emba. 






Io sono aperta come una finestra in estate 
I am as open as a window in summer 





Emba is really everybody's mother. In her little girl's voice she calls us by her pet names. She is round and pinkly gleaming and huggable, except my arms do not reach all the way around her. She often describes someone as having a heart as big as a church, but no one I know deserves that accolade as much as she does. She is much more modest about herself. Another favourite expression of hers is, 'Io sono aperta come una finestra in estate' – 'I am as open as a window in summer'. Emba mainly washes up, but two of the pasta dishes on the menu use her special sauces, and our famous tiramisu, which she teaches me, is her own particular version. 







Tiramisu all'arancia (Orange Tiramisu) 





6 eggs 

6 tablespoons caster sugar 

500 g mascarpone 

Grated rind 1 orange 

Cold strong espresso coffee 

Cocoa powder 

Savoiardi biscuits 





Separate the eggs, and whisk together the yolks with the sugar until well blended. Fold through mascarpone and orange rind until smooth. Separately, whisk egg whites until very stiff, then gently fold through mascarpone mixture until completely amalgamated. Dip savoiardi into coffee and arrange one layer at the base of a bowl. Dollop in mascarpone cream and sprinkle with sifted cocoa powder. Continue these layers until the bowl is full, finishing with a generous layer of cocoa. Chill at least 4 hours, preferably overnight. 



We bump along together in the kitchen – Maurizio, with his heroin habit; la Veeky, finding another opportunity to make her cheesecakes; and Emba, who wears floral aprons from home and uses her wide, thick fingers to measure out ingredients. She aspirates the letter 'c' in true Florentine style, so that it comes out 'h', like the Florentine teenagers who ask for 'Hoha-Hola' when ordering a Coke. 


Emba's hands scrape out the finely chopped herbs (thyme, tarragon, parsley) and onions from the food processor. Then she stirs them into her simmering tomato sauce before adding cream. This is the exquisite salsa aI'che c'è c'è, which is tossed through pasta. The sauce is one of the reasons – along with our desserts – why this is a very busy restaurant. At the entrance of the kitchen she unzips her cloth purse and passes money to Maurizio. When he returns from his outing, he is white and sweaty and begins scrubbing, vigorously, the same square of bench-top for ten minutes as the orders pile up, his eyes pupil-less. Emba and I often manage the whole evening's cooking between us. 


Piero is a tall dreamy teacher of Italian at the Leonardo da Vinci Institute who is trying his hand as restaurateur. His best invention is the insalata aI'che c'è c'è, a mixture of finely shredded white cabbage, rocket leaves, toasted sesame seeds and grated salted ricotta. The latter comes from Sicily and is hard and white, tangy and creamy all at once. Piero is passionate about cheese and chooses it with great care, as he does the interesting varieties of bread that we serve. 


A parade of continental waitresses weaves in and out, most significantly fellow Australian Amanda (because she becomes a great friend) and Marie-Claire. Marie-Claire is chicly Parisian and is studying to be an art restorer – she cycles everywhere, her long legs pedalling underneath short, ruffled skirts. 


Because it is restaurant life all over again, it remains a narrow one, with its one day off a week and its late nights, usually spent at other restaurants. Amanda and I often stay back at our restaurant when all the other staff have left, drinking and talking deep into the night. On my day off I am conscious that I am in Italy, where I could be day-tripping to places like Venice or Rome or Cinque Terre instead of wandering the supermarket aisles of UPIM trying to decide what shampoo to buy. There are parts of this beautiful city I know intimately, old tucked-away streets of herbalists and bookbinders and apothecaries and leather repairers. I know where all the good factory-seconds outlets are and the best bars for coffees and aperitifs. It has become a smaller, sweeter, safer world, in contrast to the turbulence that was Gianfranco. 






Il primo amore non si scorda mai 

You never forget your first love 






Gianfranco begins a practice of dropping into I' Che C'è C'è each evening around five o'clock for coffee. He fills the doorway of the little kitchen and chatters to me as I set up for the evening. We have been apart for many months and I am feeling cured and strong, so why do I begin to anticipate the visits with excitement? It feels as if he is courting me again, and Marie-Claire and I start up a game of bets, in which if he comes she must pay me a thousand lire and if not I must pay her. I win lots of money. Late after work over Vin Ruspo and biscotti I have gradually confided the Gianfranco story to Marie-Claire, who listens with sympathy and, in turn, treats me to amusing accounts of her several ongoing affairs. 


I am angry with myself for allowing this love to stir into life again. I remind myself how unhappy he made me, but all I am really conscious of are his eyes and his smile, the familiar fragrance of his aftershave, his crisp white shirts and easy laugh. 


One evening he suggests dinner at Artimino, a gracious restaurant outside Florence where we went on one of our first dates. We will make a foursome with Marie-Claire and one of her current beaus. I am heady with happiness and hope. I dress carefully and, even when it transpires that it is just the three of us, because Marie Claire's boyfriend cannot come, I am only briefly disappointed. We have the sort of special night out Gianfranco is so good at. He disappears into the restaurant kitchen, and when he reappears the menu is all worked out, full of fancy little dishes cooked exclusively for our table. Many fine wines are ordered and drunk, and upon my return from the toilet I am enchanted to see how well Gianfranco and Marie-Claire are getting on, and proud that I have introduced him to such a beautiful and interesting woman. The evening visits continue. 






I know that Venice is considered almost lyrical in its loveliness, beloved of poets and writers throughout history. Thomas Mann said, 'To enter Venice by train is like entering a palace by the back door.' And a palace it is, although a palace whose richness and beauty is best appreciated outside of winter. For my first Christmas alone – no Gianfranco, friends otherwise occupied – I decide that I will distract myself by spending a week in Venice. I book myself into an inexpensive family-run pensione, and begin to feel excited. 


It is the coldest winter Italy has experienced in decades. I am undeterred. I catch the train, arriving at the palace by the back door – and am nearly blown out of the compartment by the force of the icy wind. Because stoicism, a strong family trait, comes easily to me, I embrace the appalling weather as part of my next exciting adventure, the unconventional Christmas I will never forget. The fact that my pensione is shabby and austere – a single sagging bed in a narrow room with bidet and a solitary hook for my clothes – seems to render the adventure even greater. I check in and then spend a pleasurable time settling in, arranging toiletries on the shelf above the washbasin, alarm clock beside the bed, nightie under the musty pillow. Then it is time to launch into the outside world and explore this extraordinary city. 


Years before I had come with a friend on a day in spring, a day trip of sunshine and magic. Over endless little bridges we loped, bewitched by the maze of mysterious little streets, the entrancing, majestic architecture, the thousands of pigeons in the Piazza San Marco – we even had the obligatory, outrageously priced coffee at Harry's Bar – but most of all by the fact that this was a city which floated on water, was built on water, would one day be overpowered and swallowed up by water. We knew it was a cliché, but could not help being infected by the joy on the faces of the newly wed couple posing for photographs in a gondola. 


This time it is so utterly different I could be in another place altogether, except that it is all still there: the canals and the bridges, the architecture and the piazzas, the majesty and the mystery. The water is all choppy, angry waves whipped into peaks by the wind, which never drops. Few people are out, and those who dare are wrapped in eminently more sensible clothing than I – the sort of clothing you wear at a ski resort, perhaps. And, to be sure, there is snow – dirty yellow heaps of it piled in corners. All I want to do is get out of the wind so that I can think, compose myself, recover my good humour, plan where I will go for my evening meal. I erupt gratefully into a bar and ponder my possibilities. It is early afternoon and grey, grey, grey, and I have at least five hours before a lovely dinner somewhere can rescue me. I know there are the Doge's Palace and the Campanile and the Rialto Market within walking distance; there are literary walks I could set out on and Tintorettos everywhere to marvel at. All of these things on a mild calm day I would exuberantly do, and yet looking out the window of the bar at the bleak, unpopulated landscape the only way I can think to cheer myself up is to return to the pensione and slide into bed with a book. 


In bed with a book is mostly how the first three days of my Christmas in Venice pass. The icy wind becomes a permanent part of each day I so optimistically rise and prepare for. It drives me out of the pensione and into a shop, bar, café or restaurant from whose warm interiors I never want to emerge. Spending so much money in these refuges means I spend increasing time in the narrow lumpy bed, reading gloomily. I cheer up briefly around six o'clock in the evening, when I sit perched and purposeful in a snug little trattoria, reading the menu over a carafe of house wine, scribbling down brooding thoughts and observations in my notebook, sliding the day back into perspective. 


On the fourth day I can bear it no longer. I am miserable – the sun has not appeared once in all that time – and homesick for my funny little cupboard of a bedroom in Florence, for my sweet flatmates with whom I visualise sharing Pandoro and spumante in the Christmas spirit I so shockingly do not feel. Florence could not possibly be as vacant and joyless as Venice for a lonely woman alone. I do not even consider the waste of the week paid for as I board the train home. 






It is the end of the year, and both Gianfranco's restaurant and I' Che C'è C'è have planned special banquets for New Year's Eve. We are fully booked. Most of the day I am in the kitchen with Maurizio and Emba preparing complicated antipasti, creamy smoked salmon sauces for pasta, cannelloni stuffed with nutmeggy ricotta and spinach, cotechino (pork sausage) with lentils and roasted game, anchovy sauce to eat with steak. Emba is making her famous orange biscotti: dough pungent with orange rind, rolled into coils, then deep-fried to a sticky gold crispness. I have an irresistible urge to see Gianfranco halfway through the day to find out how his preparations are going. I suspect he is lunching, as he mostly does, at Vecchia Toscana, and so I set off, grateful to be away from the steamy, hectic kitchen for half an hour or so. As I approach the restaurant, I see Marie-Claire's bicycle leaning against the wall by the entrance. When I find Gianfranco, in one of the dining rooms, she is sitting next to him eating lunch, and one of her legs coils around his, like a snake. 







Acciugata (Anchovy sauce) 





Clean fresh anchovies and remove the central bone. Heat olive oil in a frypan over moderately high heat and add the anchovies. With a fork, squash them until they break up and become a thick sauce. Serve a dollop onto grilled steak or alongside fish. 



Piero decides to replace his head chef the evening Maurizio pushes through the beaded curtains separating the kitchen from the dining room and threads his way between crowded tables to the front door, where he exits for the Piazza Signora and a fix. It is mezzo servizio, the middle of service: the restaurant is full and I am alone in the kitchen except for David, the Israeli dishwasher, and a pile of orders to be filled, which we somehow bluff our way through. The dining customers have no idea that the meals sent out have been cobbled together by an assistant chef and the 'dish-pig' because the head chef has left the premises. 






A series of chefs comes to I' Che C'è C'è, clutching their toolboxes filled with knives. They spend a day each in our small kitchen, showing off their technical skills, while Emba and I hover anxiously, feeling homespun and shabby and disliking them all. Only one of them teaches me something useful, which is to take a whisk to those tinned tomatoes still stubbornly retaining their shape after half an hour simmering toward a sauce. For all their trade certificates, none of them seems capable of the casalinga – homely – touch for which we are known and loved… until Fabrizio presents himself. 


Fabrizio is a short, neat man whose late middle age has been tidied away beneath tinted glasses and a hairpiece. He dresses impeccably in starched whites and his movements are crisp and economical. Emba and I adore him immediately, and so he is hired. We quickly learn that he is married but has a lover in the outer Florentine suburb of Sesto Fiorentino. The fact that he tipples away at cooking wine is unimportant. When he is a little drunk, he inserts one index finger into his right cheek, pops it out with a small explosion and announces, 'Sciampagna per tutti' - Champagne all round. Another one of his sayings, after he has created a dish of which he is especially proud, is 'Nemmeno in Giappone lo fanno cosi!' – not even in Japan do they make it like this! And after a while the rest of us adopt 'Stentalett', his invented, meaningless term of affection. Fabrizio cooks calmly, with an air of irony and detachment. Some afternoons he steps down from the kitchen to greet a thick-set woman whose large black handbag clutched to her chest seems to want to hide her. They are brief and formal together, and when Fabrizio returns to the kitchen, he murmurs, 'Sesto Fiorentino,' and winks. 


Into the Via de' Barbadori apartment move the Israeli dishwasher and his sewing machine. We are amiably overcrowded and yet somehow retain our little territories, our separate lives. One student eats formally prepared meals on his own, snapping off neat segments of the hollow bread rolls he loves before retiring to his bedroom to discuss projects with fellow students around his architect's table. The other is soft and blond and lazy, and leaves the apartment around ten o'clock most evenings to go in giro – cruise around – with his more fashionable friends, usually ending up at discotheques. 


David the Israeli dishwasher and I discover a great point of intimacy: ice cream. Talking about ice cream reveals surprising areas of David's soul, a soul I otherwise think of as bruised and blackened as old fruit in this taciturn and hardened ex-soldier. A stocky man balding young, he walks bent forward, looking hunted and furtive. His clothes – tight jeans, loose polo necks, bulky jackets with padded shoulders and obscure labels stitched to the sleeves – are all black. Pointed black shoes tap out at right angles as he walks over the bridge to Gailli gelateria and takes his place alongside the line of ice cream buyers in front of the window. His favourites are chocolate mousse, chocolate stracciatella and a particularly alcoholic flavour based on rum. Three scoops are smeared into a paper cup and stabbed with a tiny plastic spoon, coins transferred, and David is tapping back over the bridge. The ice cream is finished before he has arrived back at the apartment, a few minutes' walk away. This is not only the best ice cream in Florence, it is the best ice cream in the world. 


One mid-afternoon, the sun is slanting through the slats of Venetian blinds and running stripes down David's black T-shirt. He is sitting at the vintage sewing machine he bought when he decided that it was fashion rather than stage sets he wished to design, head bent over the chattering needle and oblivious to my entrance, the fabric bunched up and spilling off the polished old wood of the machine. 


When David was a soldier in the Israeli army, he once stormed into a hotel and shot a man dead. Maybe there were others he killed – maybe after he has seen my look of horror, he decides not to tell me about the others. We do not know each other very well. I have never met someone who has killed another person: it is the first thing I know about David and seems to explain his tough, squat body and premature balding, his black attire, the endless cigarettes he hand-rolls, an absence of smiling and rare laughter behind closed teeth; hands plunged in pockets while taking coffee at a bar standing silent amongst strangers. He has hard, pale eyes and hollow cheeks, a stony, chiselled beauty but an unapproachability. I see the young, raw drama student painting sets and dreaming of theatre and flamboyant costumes tossed suddenly into war. One day he kills a man with a rifle blast and ever after carries around that one, sharp shot that hardens the line of his jaw. 


There we both are one August evening, lined up together at the Gailli window. Through the glass are the stainless-steel tubs containing ice cream whipped to glossy peaks, studded with nuts, chocolate, angelica, cherries, toffee, caramel, laced with liqueurs, luridly pink and green and gold and purple, white like snow, rippled with berries. I am attempting to control my greed as I select flavours. David, who has no inhibitions where ice cream is concerned, is simply selecting flavours. 


Walking back home over the bridge to the apartment (which up until then we have shared politely as strangers) we spoon ice cream into our mouths and become friends. Finding someone who shares your passion is almost like falling in love. Enthusiasm bounces back and forth between us, radiating the air – our smiles are rich with understanding. The details to discuss are myriad: I can suddenly confide my thoughts on texture and temperature, our ice cream conversations intense as we describe the eating sensation as we might describe love making. 


But ice creams are not enough. In the end David always slides back into his impenetrability, his head bent over the sewing machine, his Middle Eastern cassettes swirling mystically, his secret soldier's self tidied away. And yet I know that softness is there – I have listened to him describe the colour of taste, and the taste of colour, and known exactly what he meant. 






It is about one and a half hours by train from Florence to Riccione. I am taking a brief vacation with a German girl I barely know, beautiful Simone, who is staying in our apartment on a camp bed in the cramped living room. We are booked into the Hotel Souvenir, a modestly priced establishment a short walk from the beach. 


It is August, the middle of summer. Riccione is one of the most popular seaside resorts on the Riviera Romagnola, the stretch of coast running from the Po River Delta to Cattolica. I read somewhere that it is known as 'la perla verde dell'Adriatico' – the green pearl of the Adriatic – but there is nothing pearly-green about the flat, lank ocean. So accustomed am I to the majesty and the beauty of Australian beaches – transparent water and infinite expanses of fine white sand, towering waves and bush-backed dunes – that the vision before me of neat, endless rows of deckchairs, umbrellas, chaises longues and towels seems to be a colourful cartoon. Furthermore, we are required to rent our small allotment of sand. We choose the cheapest option, a tidy space on which to extend our beach towels. Simone immediately unhooks the bra of her bikini and offers her oiled Teutonic limbs to the sun, and I am aware of the bronzed gods bouncing a soccer ball nearby glancing over towards our spot at regular intervals. 


I am delighted anyway, regardless of my inability to take this concept of beach seriously. Hundreds of bodies stand waist-deep in the muggy, murky water engaged in conversation and laughter, surrounded by children who flop and thrash inside flotation devices. All along the tree-lined seafront boulevard stand hotels, side by side, their gardens cooled by awnings and parasols with chairs facing the sea. 


Simone is vain and moody, I realise quickly, and yet her company is agreeable, even if the desultory conversations we conduct in our flawed Italian never touch on topics deeper than clothes and men. After hours of comatose sunbaking, we sit out the front of our hotel spooning cherry and turquoise-coloured gelato into our mouths from long shapely glasses, and in the evenings over a carafe of Trebbiano we eat seafood, scooping up the spicy sauces with thin ovals of bread called piadina. We catch the bus to Rimini, fifteen minutes away, and prowl around the historic centre of the old town, which dates back to the first century before Christ. My hair is bleached nearly white, and we flaunt our lubricated tans beneath skimpy beach dresses, but every evening when we set out for dinner I notice how effortlessly Simone slides on cream linens and fluttery silks, transforming into the chic and sophisticated European woman I will never manage to be. 


The circle of cross-cultural visitors widens: Danish, American, German and Irish friends; Amanda and her sculptor husband, Rex; occasionally Raimondo, who has become my anti-Marie-Claire crusader – or, more accurately, the great Vicky-and-Gianfranco supporter, despite my protestations of never again, never again. Raimondo, who loved us as a couple, loves to reminisce about the summer night the three of us – he, Gianfranco and I – headed off from the restaurant as drunk as lords and drove to Viarreggio singing 'Maremmo maremma mare' the entire way, fell asleep on the beach upon arrival, and awakened mid-morning, as fiercely sunburnt as we were hung over. 


An Australian friend visits and we play endless rounds of Travel Scrabble, dreading the moment we hear the metallic clank of the ancient lift as it reaches our top floor and the grilled door grinds open, releasing an interruption in the form of visitors. 


One Sunday night the lift cage bears unexpected visitors. I know Antonella vaguely – she is the sister of a friend – but I had only heard about her Sicilian boyfriend. Cesare towers over everyone. His thick hair, as black as his eyes, cascades past his shoulders. They interrupt each other to tell me about the restaurant they have bought at Portoferraio, on the Isle of Elba; it is to be called Robespierre and will focus on seafood. They are currently interviewing, and am I interested in coming over for the summer as assistant chef? There is an apartment organised for us all to share, right in the heart of Portoferraio, a five-minute walk from the restaurant. 


I have been to Elba once, for several days of sunshiny holiday in the early stages of Gianfranco. I remember the ferry across from the mainland, a little island you can drive around in three hours, yachts bobbing lazily in the port, an ocean transparently blue. I consider the cosy eventlessness of my life. I am conscious, mostly, of bovine contentment. Wherever I end up, in whatever city or country, I am always soaking clothes in a bucket in the bathroom, spraying on tester perfumes in department stores, planning a new diet and keeping gloomy diaries. Each morning I buy La Nazione from the same news-stand and gulp down a tepid cappuccino from the corner bar; lately at night, standing in front of the refrigerator as the rest of the apartment sleeps, I have found myself eating mascarpone straight out of its tub as if to feed some bottomless pocket of emptiness. Because I never seem free of that little pocket, I say yes. 






Per non litigare occorre rimanere celibi 

In order not to have arguments you should remain single 





The view out of my bedroom window is of the faded, peeling yellow buildings with wooden green shutters and the squat boxy entrance to the panificio where we buy bread rolls and loaves for the restaurant. There is a plaque to Victor Hugo on the wall of the town hall, and a pizzeria called Garibaldino. 


Robespierre has three-cornered hats for lampshades and a wooden guillotine at the entrance, built by Cesare. It has clothed tables inside and out. For the opening Gianfranco catches the ferry over and spends the day creating culinary art. A whole baked fish with potato scales reposes on a platter; overlapping curls of crimson prosciutto spiral into a tower crowned by a basket of parsley sculpted out of an orange; prawns, shrimps and scampi tumble amongst radish rosettes. We await the arrival of our new chef, Annunzio. 


Annunzio, a widower, comes from Cecina on the mainland, where he lives with his only daughter. He looks like a villain from an old-fashioned melodrama, with his slicked-back hair and his bloodshot eyes and his huge nicotine-stained teeth; spittle glistens and sprays when he speaks. Elastic braces stretch around his great belly and he wears long-sleeved undergarments and sad, iron-creased jeans with open-toed sandals and socks. Struck by his ugliness and his oddness, I am briefly daunted by the prospect of sharing a flat with him. Annunzio is nearly ready for retirement, but he has decided that Robespierre shall be his swan song. We are a strange quartet: Antonella and Cesare prickly with sexual tension and drug-induced mood swings, la Veeky on a yoghurt diet grimly determined to put Gianfranco behind her, and gentle, humming, yarn-spinning, eccentric Annunzio. 


We settle in. Quickly I acquire a boyfriend, part-owner of the Garibaldino pizzeria. He takes me to open-air discotheques around the island, then back to a parked caravan, where he efficiently makes love to me. I am also flattered by the attentions of his pizzaiolo, who is ten years younger than me and who, despite his Dutch girlfriend, comes to park himself on his Vespa outside the back door of Robespierre to flirt with me. He is dazzlingly beautiful. After a while, when the four of us – the pizza boys and their foreign girlfriends – take to frequenting a wine bar after work, I find myself not minding the younger one's hand on my thigh beneath the table; my animated conversation with his girlfriend does not falter. I have gone a little crazy – a combination of a languidly hot summer, the sense that nothing taking place on the island is real, and a pathetic need to be loved. 


I buy a second-hand pushbike, and each afternoon at the end of service pedal along the streets that lead to my favourite beach. I step out of my sticky, sweaty, oily work clothes and plunge into the crisp ocean, where, after swimming vigorously for some time, I float on my back, weightless, deaf, eternal. When I return to my neatly folded pile of clothes, I stretch out on the towel and promptly fall asleep, for precisely one hour. Then it is time to bicycle back to the apartment, to shower and dress and prepare for the evening's work. 






Mangia che ti passa 

Eat and you will feel better 





Annunzio soaks his underwear in Omino Bianco bleach; returning to our apartment, I see the line of large, blindingly white, square underpants and billowing singlets that marks his bedroom window. Each evening before work, he and I pause briefly for a spumantino at the same bar. 


At night, after Annunzio and I have scrubbed the kitchen down, we set up a small table and two chairs out the back of the kitchen and have our dinners. I only ever eat two things, which I alternate: char-grilled swordfish with Annunzio's lemon-olive oil emulsion drizzled over the top, or bulgy buffalo mozzarella sliced with ovals of sweet San Marzano tomatoes and spicy basil. This, too, is Annunzio's favourite meal, the tomatoes at their peak of ripeness, their glossy egg shapes sliced vertically and arranged over the cheese. 


All Annunzio's movements are ponderous. He rotates his thick fingers slowly over the plate, salt and pepper scattering. The basil leaves, the new green olive oil and, then, the slow messy business of eating – teeth clicking, oil spraying, bread sopping up the juices and gumming his conversation. We both eat too much bread and drink too much wine, and then wander, two unlikely friends, down to Bar Roma at the water's edge to sit watching the boats. Annunzio tells me stories from his life over his baby whisky; I spoon pistachio-green gelato into my mouth from a silver dish and feel safe and very young. 


Annunzio's stories all follow the same pattern: past restaurants he has owned or managed, which failed, leaving him jobless, defeated, disillusioned and desperately poor. People he had trusted who had turned their backs; countries he had lived in, whose languages he had learned, which had finally disenchanted him. The woman he should have married and whom he still loves, instead of the sick woman who is his wife. His huge yellow teeth seem to bite something – perhaps the air – as he speaks. The clicking boats with lives of their own, their rhythmic nodding, canvas clapping, are like some massive beast slumbering restlessly. That he can make me feel like this – sweet, somehow, and pure, and uncorrupted – is one of the best reasons for loving him. 


On my day off, I begin with a sticky, jam-filled croissant and cappuccino at the bar near the newsstand. Then I head off on the bicycle to the beach. I feel blonde, brown, free and promiscuous, and only saved from self loathing by the tacit forgiveness Annunzio offers me each night when he so cosily buys me ice cream. 






Annunzio's blunt fingers press mixture into splayed sardines. L'impasto consists of bread soaked in milk, finely chopped parsley and garlic, ground mortadella, grated Parmesan, sultanas and pine nuts. He shows me how to pinch up the sides of the sardines and place them in neat rows in a baking tray, slipping a bay leaf in between each. Then he splashes white wine over the top and bakes them. 







Sarde al beccafico (Baked stuffed sardines) 





2 slices day-old rustic bread 

Milk 

2 tablespoons sultanas 

2 tablespoons pine nuts 

80–100 g mortadella, as finely chopped as possible 

2 tablespoons Grana or Parmesan, freshly grated 

Grated rind 1 lemon 

2 fat cloves of garlic, finely chopped 

2/3 bunch parsley, finely chopped 

Salt and pepper 

750 g fresh sardines, filleted and butterflied 

Bay leaves 

White wine 

Olive oil 





Preheat oven to 200°C (400°F, Gas mark 6). Soak bread in milk briefly, then squeeze dry. Place in a bowl together with sultanas, pine nuts, mortadella, cheese, lemon rind, garlic and parsley, season with salt and pepper and combine well. Place about a teaspoon of mixture in the middle of each sardine and arrange on baking tray with a bay leaf either side. Sprinkle wine over the top and drizzle with olive oil. Bake for 10 to 15 minutes. Serve as part of an antipasto. 



A similar mixture fills mussel shells. The mussels are steamed quickly (olive oil, garlic and parsley, a dash of wine) until they open. Half the double shell is discarded and the mussel in the remaining one packed snugly with milk-soaked breadcrumbs, garlic and parsley and grated Parmesan. These are baked until golden brown. Another batch of mussels simmers in a basic tomato sauce into which a little dried chilli is crumbled. These dishes form the basis of the antipasto table that stands at the back of the Robespierre. My favourite is the platter of fresh raw anchovies, which start out pink and plump and end up gleaming a bright white under Annunzio's emulsion of lemon juice and olive oil, and a scattering of chopped parsley. In a giant vat, Annunzio simmers a huge octopus in red wine for hours. The particular aroma of caramel remains in my nostrils long afterwards. Then Annunzio slips off the skin, chops the fat tentacles into chunks and tosses together a salad with fresh herbs and a touch of chilli. 


Apart from assisting Annunzio with the antipasti, my job is, as usual, the primi – the pasta dishes – and the desserts. I love preparing pasta with the scoglio sauce, which, unlike most others, is made to order. Before me I have containers of well-scrubbed mussels, clams, pipis, date mussels and Venus clams soaking in water. There is a separate container of finely chopped garlic and parsley, which I dollop into a pan of sizzling olive oil. When the aromas rise, I throw in handfuls of shellfish and toss them around before splashing in white wine. Meanwhile the pasta is cooking; once it is al dente, it is drained quickly, added to the pan of clinking shellfish, mixed briefly, then toppled out onto plates. 


Strawberry risotto is fashionable this year, and at the height of summer it remains fixed on our specials board. The strawberries are simply puréed, seasoned with salt and pepper, then stirred through towards the finish of a plain risotto, a little grated cheese and butter added at the very end. A silly sort of dish, but very popular, particularly when served alongside shiny-black squid-ink risottos, which we often do. On my boyfriend's birthday, he comes for lunch and I send out his strawberry risotto in the shape of a heart. 


Annunzio is an oasis of calm and wisdom. Around him Cesare, Antonella and I flap hectically from one mistaken experiment to another, while the summer blazes on. Cesare and Antonella have spectacular rows in the middle of the restaurant while customers dine. Cesare's long legs in loose trousers stride off, contemptuously, leaving Antonella crumpled. 


The pizzeria owner and I drift apart after the evening we lie side by side in his sordid caravan discussing the beauty of certain people we know. I am bold – rash enough – to ask if he thinks I am beautiful, to which, without hesitation, he replies, 'No, you're not beautiful, but you are a character.' I am wounded, of course, especially because it has always seemed to me that people for whom you feel affection attain a kind of beauty; being a character strikes me as a very poor consolation prize. The pizzaiolo and I find ourselves together one late afternoon, sitting on a cliff looking out at the ocean, the luxury of being alone at last, with suddenly nothing to talk about and desire which has shrivelled. 


I flip in and out of one-night stands, and the night Gianfranco comes over to visit we both drink a lot, then go down to the midnight beach together. Our clothes come off quickly and we make love in wet sand. I feel a brief, gloating victory over the absent Marie-Claire, but mostly a sense of familiar disappointment with myself. Down at Bar Roma over drinks and ice cream, I describe my life to Annunzio in veiled vague terms I will him to see through, and he always does, which afterwards comes to me as a sort of blessing. 'È una vacanza,' he often reassures me – it is a holiday – excusing my promiscuity on the grounds that it is not real life. 


A lanky boy from Brescia arrives to do our washing-up. As I cycle away to the beach at three o'clock, I leave him sitting in my chair at the little table opposite Annunzio. When another Australian friend comes over to the island to visit, she and the new dishwasher sit on the seawall long after the rest of us have left the pizzeria. They sit there all night and talk – or at least that is my friend's version. At any rate, they fall in love. Yet another friend flies back for a visit, and over Travel Scrabble in her pensione room she tells me how her new affair is progressing. Bells toll across the piazza on the half-hour and I am conscious of being frozen in one of my pointless limbo periods with no idea what to do next, while all around me others are radiant with self-definition or love. Sometimes I visit a trattoria for solitary dinners, leaving the dishwasher and Annunzio to explore the meaning of the universe while the owner flirts with me and I respond politely. 


Toward the end of the season Gianfranco pays another visit. He is businesslike: the three partners of his restaurant would like me to join the partnership, returning to my old stomping ground and running the kitchen there. Our mutual friend Signore Lorenzo has offered to put up the money for my part. Gianfranco and Marie Claire plan to leave on a holiday to Chile in October and it would suit him enormously if I could be back in Florence by then. I have never been able to deny him anything, and I find nothing has changed. Besides, it is time to move on, away from the illusory nature of island life and its encircling waters that shimmer like a mirage. 






L'amore domina senza regole 
Love rules without rules 





The Florentine restaurant still serves endless busloads of tourists ('group food' is my somewhat disparaging term for the meals we send out to them), and still has its eclectic international menu. An interesting addition is the baked provola served in various ways. Ramekins, lined with thick slices of this soft smoky cheese, are topped with anchovies, pancetta, raw eggs or porcini mushroom sauce and then slid into the oven until melted and bubbling. 


But the hamburgers remain as popular as ever. I am reminded of a car trip to the coast, those early days with Gianfranco and three other men I did not know. We were off to see an exciting new hamburger joint, and as we drove one of the men was describing the wall panel behind the counter, which consisted of colour photographs of the range of hamburgers available. When we finally arrived I was the only one not leaping about with enthusiasm; privately I was feeling a sense of disenchantment that a country whose culinary traditions I venerated so highly could so easily be seduced by the trashy culture of the disposable. 


I am surprised at how effortlessly I slip back in, despite mostly new staff. Raimondo is still there entertaining customers with his Frankie Banana persona, muttering darkly about the witch Marie-Claire to me, wheeling me away to Yellow pizzeria after work for sausage calzoni and too many bottles of white Corvo. And then there is Ignazio. 


I am lying in my old bed in Gianfranco's flat, which he has asked me to mind for him the week he and Marie Claire are away. I am in my old bed, in my old flat, but I am too thick with cold to feel bitter or wistful. On my 'Back to Florence' diet, which consists of eating diet biscuits for breakfast, lunch and dinner for as long as I can stand it, I have also doped myself up with cough and cold tablets. On the television set is a programme of video clips, and as I watch I suddenly see a beautiful, familiar face on the screen. The group is Duran Duran and the face belonging to the lead singer bears an uncanny resemblance to the young waiter Ignazio. 


In this state of buzzy hyperreality I find myself floating into a fantasy in which I am seducing this waiter to whom I have barely spoken. The following evening at work, after my ten o'clock beer (I slip so easily back into routines), I hear myself saying to Ignazio, who has come up to the kitchen window bearing empty plates, how much I would love to seduce him. He smiles his exquisite cherubic smile and departs, leaving me both terrified and excited by my impulse. I clear up the kitchen in a sort of trance, barely conscious of my actions, pondering consequences of crazy notions. When he returns a little later, I say, as calmly as I can manage, 'So, what do you think?' and he tells me he had not heard what I had said. Now I am in a position of great embarrassment; the only recourse is to plough on, and so I repeat my original sentence, and am gratified by a blush that suffuses his entire face and down his neck. 'All right,' is what he says, as if I had suggested we go for a gelato! He is seventeen years old to my thirty-one. 


Two years living in Italy have, in a sense, merely perpetuated the pattern of my entire life, a reactive progression from one set of circumstances or opportunities to the next. No five-year plans, no long-term projects, no real ambitions unless you counted the cloudy, inchoate one of writing – for which a full, colourful and even accidental life has always seemed imperative. Ours was not an ambitious family. Ambition was never a particular value, unlike season tickets to the opera and ballet and book vouchers when we excelled at school. Nor were we a family to whom property and things mattered, doubtless explaining the ease with which all my adult life I had moved from one rental accommodation to another, from city to city, my one asset a superior stereo system. I had first come to this country to study the language, and then I fell in love. When that ended I found myself somehow engaged with the community and people around me; jobs were offered and the minutiae of ordinary, diurnal life distracted me from the larger questions. Now love had struck again. 






A tavola non si invecchia 

At the table, one does not age 





Ignazio and I are a secret for a long time. What begins as a game, a joke, a fantasy, transforms into a real affair. He is my Botticelli angel – he is the most beautiful person I have ever known. Back in Via de' Barbadori he squashes in beside me in my box-like bedroom; the following morning I wrap my arms around his waist as we putter off to work on his silver-blue Vespa. I take photographs of him naked, his dark-brown eyes like the liquid centres of the chocolates he is eating. It seems to me that I have captured on film the essence of sensuality. 

We are discreet: I especially dread Gianfranco finding out, fearful of being laughed at in general. I am too old, he is too young – facts which, when we are together exploring minds and bodies, are of no interest or issue. Besides, this is no great passion like the Gianfranco affair. I am cosy, serene and secure with Ignazio, re-establishing vast tracts of self-confidence in my unfamiliar role as teacher. 


Raimondo is the first to find out, dropping around unexpectedly in the middle of the afternoon at the precise moment that Ignazio, shrouded in my bathrobe, is leaving the bedroom. He is shocked, of course, but adjusts with some amusement to the situation once the three of us are sitting at I' Che C'è C'è eating fettuccine alla boscaiola over lots of celebratory wine. After a while, I cease to care about the opinions of others. 








Fettuccine alla boscaiola (Fettuccine of the forest) 





Olive oil 

1 medium onion, finely chopped 

2–3 cloves garlic, finely chopped 

2 cups finely sliced button mushrooms 

White wine 

400 g peeled and chopped tomatoes 

1/2 cup water 

Salt and pepper 

1/2–1 cup cream 

Parsley to garnish 





Heat olive oil in pan and add onion and garlic, cooking over moderate heat until softened (about 8 to 10 minutes). Add mushrooms and cook on high heat, stirring frequently. When they have given up most of their liquid, slosh in about 1/3 cup wine and allow to evaporate. Throw in tomatoes and extra water, season and bring to the boil, then lower heat to simmer for about 40 minutes, topping up with water if reducing too much. Check seasoning. Allow about 2/3 cup sauce per serving and add cream according to taste, blending in well. Toss through cooked, drained pasta on high heat, then serve garnished with finely chopped parsley. 



One day, urbane Lorenzo, owner of Antica Toscana and devoted family man, pokes his head through the kitchen window and calls me over. He tells me that he has a proposition to put to me, but it is private. Would we be able to meet to discuss it the following evening? I am intrigued, flattered, a little discomfited, but we agree to meet outside I' Che C'è C'è at nine o'clock. I have always adored Lorenzo, his avuncular nature and his kind eyes behind thick glasses and his paternal fondness for Gianfranco. I was enchanted when he returned from a trip to Peru, bringing me back an exquisite alpaca jumper. What can he possibly be proposing to me, which is to be kept from Gianfranco and presumably the other partners of the restaurant? I am eternally grateful to him for having financially enabled me to join the partnership, even if I have no understanding of why they want me as a partner or of the formalities (the sitting through important meetings in the solemn offices of solicitors and accountants pretending to comprehend, placing my signature confidently at the bottom of indecipherable documents, with absolute faith that Gianfranco would always look after me). My final guess is that Lorenzo wishes to set up another restaurant, would like me to work there but wants to hear my thoughts before telling the others. Ignazio and I discuss this at great length, and the following evening we dine quite early at I' Che C'è C'è before he heads back to the flat to await my return. 


At nine o'clock, I step outside the restaurant and in a matter of minutes Lorenzo's sleek car pulls up. We drive for a long time until we reach the outskirts of Florence, where Lorenzo parks outside a nondescript restaurant. I am a little bewildered by the hushed formality of the interior as we are led to a table. A trolley appears with a smoked salmon on it. One elderly waiter thinly slices it as another one dribbles spumante into two flutes. I am too embarrassed to tell Lorenzo that I have already dined, that I have no room to eat anything more. I eat and drink politely and slowly, and we talk about generalities. It is only towards the end of an hour that I summon the courage to ask Lorenzo what it is he wishes to propose to me. His eyes magnify behind his spectacles; he looks almost sad. He would like to take me away sometime soon, to Sardinia perhaps or down to Capri, just a weekend he can arrange off for me. Then he would like to find me a nice little apartment somewhere in central Florence where I can be my own person and not have to share with university students. 


I am listening to this in a state of horror, which politeness prevents me from betraying. How can I have misunderstood a situation quite so spectacularly? Have I missed little signs that may have been leading to this? Suddenly his financial backing and the glorious alpaca jumper are no longer the well-meaning gestures of a kindly uncle figure at all. I murmur platitudes of gratitude, then explain, carefully, that I am involved with someone and therefore not in the position to accept his kind offers. The evening ends abruptly. We leave shortly afterwards, driving the long way back in shrieking silence, and when Lorenzo drops me by the Ponte Vecchio there is none of the urbane door-opening which prefixed our evening. I feel literally dropped off, and as his car spins off into the night I run as fast as I can over the bridge and up Via de' Barbadori and into the lift and through the door of the apartment. In my bedroom, Ignazio lies asleep in the single bed. I sit down beside him and look at him. I seem to be looking at all the innocence, sweetness and uncorruptedness in the world, and when I touch the softness of his arm his long, spiky eyelashes separate and his beautiful brown eyes are looking at me with adoration. I have never loved him more. 





Ignazio and I move into an apartment in Via Ghibellina, behind the Duomo and a few doors up from the Michelangelo Institute. That summer I climb up through the ceiling and onto the roof, where I spread a towel and sunbake in a landscape of shimmering spires and terracotta. Ignazio and I lie in bed eating Vivoli gelato out of big tubs; we play Scrabble in Italian and I teach him English. When the restaurant closes for renovations, we fly to Egypt for a holiday, sailing on feluccas, staying at the hotel in Aswan, where Death on the Nile was filmed, visiting tombs in the Valley of the Dead, buying perfumed oils in tiny stoppered bottles. 


We began in Cairo with a slap-up night at the Nile Hilton. Before setting off to explore the city the following morning, flushed with the extravagance that characterises the beginnings of vacations, we order the Sultan's Breakfast – a banquet wheeled in on a trolley. 


Cairo is a cacophony of cars, donkeys and goats competing for space on illogical road systems. We visit the Museum of National Antiquities and later lurch off on camels through smoky sunshine on the city's outskirts towards the Pyramids of Giza. The guide tells us that Napoleon calculated there would be enough stones in the three main pyramids alone to build a three-metre-high wall around the whole of France. I nearly faint on the narrow circular staircase winding up inside the Great Pyramid of Cheops, pressed sweatily between large German bottoms and vigorous American thighs. We gaze at the sprawling splendour of the Sphinx and purchase little scrolls of printed papyrus from the Papyrus Institute. 


From Cairo we catch the train and follow the Nile down to Luxor, a village-city whose very name evokes dusty musky sensuousness. We visit the bewilderingly vast architecture of the Karnak temple complex and roam through the bleak and arid landscape of the Valley of the Kings; at night we eat carp and rice washed down by pink wine that tastes like turpentine. Aswan is our end of the Nile; we had hoped to travel as far down as the High Dam at Abu Simbel, but the minute we glimpse the Old Cataract Hotel we decide we are going to stay there for ever. We sit on the cool verandahs of this enormous orangey-pink Moorish-style building sipping gin and tonics, staring at giant palms in gracious grounds and the Nile before us with its gently bobbing feluccas. 


Of course, we know we cannot stay for ever at the Old Cataract – we must return to Rome and our ordinary lives, and we still have a week in which to explore the Red Sea. And so we catch the bus through a monotony of desert, Ignazio ashen-faced from the stomach cramps he has mysteriously incurred overnight. From there it is – and we should have read the signs – downhill all the way. 






It is by the Red Sea that I throw away our return air tickets to Rome. More accurately, it is in the foyer of the Sheraton Hotel just outside the Egyptian deep-sea diving resort of Hurghada. Ignazio and I have been tipped into its muffled beige luxury from the taxi that rescues us from the bus stop. Ten hours of a bumpy journey across the Arabian Desert mostly standing up has left us fragile with exhaustion. Propped at the main desk of the Hurghada oasis attending to the necessary formalities, I plunge both hands into the pockets of my jacket and empty their contents into the nearest rubbish bin, as if ridding myself of the chaos and clutter of the past day. 


We only discover about the airline tickets the following day when, refreshed from a good night's sleep, we decide to organise ourselves for the home run to Cairo before flying back to Rome. When we stop panicking, we start to make phone calls: to both Italian and Australian embassies in Cairo, to Ignazio's parents in Florence – and incomprehensibly not to the airline company. 


Our holiday funds have almost disappeared; we move out of the Sheraton and into the shabby Shedwan Hotel, where loose wires droop out of holes in the peeling bedroom wall, and slink several days later onto a Cairo bound bus. At least we have the assurance of new airline tickets furnished by Ignazio's generous parents awaiting us at the airport. But meanwhile we have a day in Cairo, and so book into the Anglo Swiss Pension, a seedy hotel in a scruffy part of town. It is while we are sitting on the sagging bed biting into tomatoes and bread purchased earlier from a street stall that I have a sudden vision of the Sultan's Breakfast a fortnight previously. I had taken a photo of Ignazio sitting semi-naked on the giant bed of the Nile Hilton, framed by a line of golden pharaohs on the dark, wooden bedhead behind him. The bedlinen is crisp and white, the table pulled up to the bed has a gold linen cloth folded neatly over it, and from it Ignazio is spooning sugar into a cup from a silver bowl. Filling the table are more silver bowls, glassware, my carelessly crumpled napkin. 


At least we have the tickets home. 






Scalda piu l'amore che mille fuochi 

Love burns more than a thousand fires 





Back in Florence, the days shorten and I find myself in the kitchen preparing food and feeling nauseated beyond belief. All I want to eat are hard-boiled eggs. A pregnancy test is positive. The abortion, which we both feel unreservedly is the best decision, is efficient and forgettable. That same day I am back home, where Ignazio waits on me with devotion. There is no sense of loss or grieving; on the contrary, I am struck by a feeling of weightlessness and freedom. Crisis averted, we resume our placid cosiness. 






By the time I met Raimondo, and then later his wife, they had been together for many years. Raimondo tells me he met his sweetheart Annamaria on the Ponte Vecchio, where he had set himself up with easel and paints. Being a painter is one of many skills: pianist-accordionist, polyglot, bon vivant, gardener, waiter, singer, cook and drinker. He is ten years older than Annamaria and, like Gianfranco, a boy from a small Umbrian village. Annamaria, on the contrary, comes from a good Florentine family. She has waist-length hair, enormous sorrowful eyes behind thick glasses, and a wardrobe of sensible Ferragamo shoes with flat heels. He works and lives in Florence, while she is a teacher of English to foreigners at the University of Perugia and lives in a little flat like an eyrie in one of the steep, narrow streets that drop away from Corso Vannucci. She speaks calm and exquisite English with a trace of an American accent, legacy of the years she spent at Harvard University acquiring her second or third degree. 


The day Raimondo brought Annamaria to the restaurant to meet me we loved each other immediately. After the healing, soothing time I spent in the country following the Gianfranco breakup it was to Perugia I headed, boarding a bus to stay with Annamaria. In the week that I was there, we both gained five kilos due to nightly sessions of wine and cheese while I poured out my sorrow, usually lapsing gratefully into English as the evening wore on. Annamaria and Raimondo are my solid rocks, the most romantic story I know, two people so extraordinarily unalike, whose love withstands long absences and little infidelities. Perhaps it is precisely because they are such an odd couple that they accept so unblinkingly the oddness that is Ignazio and me. 






Change seems to know when to strike and, as much as I feel that I control my life and determine my destiny, I see how I am just being buffeted along, tricked into placidness in order, perhaps, to be better prepared for the next upheaval. Unlikely we may be, but twelve months into the relationship Ignazio and I are very settled. 


Then Raimondo does what he has long talked of doing: he buys a restaurant. The restaurant is in Perugia, so he can finally be with Annamaria all the time, and he offers a share in the business to Ignazio, who accepts. Not without hours of dialogue, discussion and debate with me, the upshot being that I too agree to leave the restaurant, where I have no further to go, and move to Perugia as well to seek work. I am conscious that there is much at stake in this decision, and that what is about to happen will alter the nature of my relationship with Ignazio, with whom lately I feel bothered, obscurely, by a score of details. He has changed so dramatically from the beautiful child that I lured into my clutches to a self-confident young man, smoking too many Marlboros and experimenting with facial hair. He goes to Perugia to set up the restaurant with Raimondo and to find us a little apartment in Via Deliziosa – I feel I could only love a place in a street so named. After a month, I have formally extricated myself from the restaurant and packed up our apartment in Via Ghibellina, storing boxes of books and summer clothes at Ignazio's parents' place. Then I catch a train to join my beloved. 






Non tutte le ciambelle escono con il buco 

Not every doughnut has a hole 

(or, things don't always turn out as planned) 





The steep, narrow streets in Perugia turn into tunnels for the wind and all the stone fortifying the town seems to contain and transmit the cold. Not quite as cold, however, as the previous winter, when the front page of La Nazione featured a photograph of nuns skiing through the streets of Rome, and when millions of hectares of precious grapes withered and died. Into Bar Sandri blow men in overcoats and women with scarves. Everyone is laughing and talking in high-pitched voices; the barista pours a stream of thick creamy milk into coffee cups lined along the bar. There is a complicated perfume of vanilla, hot pastries, grinding coffee and Fendi. Someone leaves with the wrong umbrella by mistake and rushes back in apologetically; everyone becomes suddenly involved in the incident and there are jocular cries to guard carefully one's own umbrella. My cappuccino has a heart on it where the steamed milk has been carefully poured, and from behind the bar the glamorous middle-aged woman with extraordinary glasses passes me a jam-filled brioche wrapped in a tiny serviette. 


Perugia: closed stone city of walls and silences, muted women murmuring through passageways, a sudden muffled flutter of pigeons. And then the gaudy warmth of the piazza, lit up and twinkling with the beautiful people strolling and gesticulating and embracing, scarves and jackets swinging, boots clipping and shoulder bags sailing through the crowd. Sudden little streets as narrow as alleys dropping away from the main beat, twisting into cheese shops, bakeries pungent with vanilla and a tiny yellow stationer's cluttered with cards. The wood vendor is next door in his low-ceilinged garage with swarthy men who move soundlessly, piling wood into hessian bags. I climb the long, delirious streets until I reach Annamaria's apartment, where the fire in the kitchen is lit. We sit at her wooden table over wine, toasted slabs of bread with garlic and oil, creamy sheep's cheese and salad, and finish off with strong, good coffee. 


In Via Deliziosa, I sprawl on the double bed filling in pieces of a 3,000-piece jigsaw puzzle, bored by too much sky. Ignazio bustles off early each morning and in the beginning returns mid-afternoon to spend several hours with me before heading back for the evening shift. I am half-heartedly looking for jobs, contemplating joining a gym, smoking thin joints of hashish in the evenings with introspective Talk Talk songs on the stereo. After a while, Ignazio begins to come home later and later in the afternoons. I am revisited by the Gianfranco experience – sick, lurching suspicion and jealousy – so one day I set off for the restaurant to look for him. Through the glass I see him sitting at one of the tables in the empty dining room, reading comics and stubbing out cigarettes. I creep back home and mention nothing. 






All through that bleak isolated winter, I prickle with indecision. Despite the occasional company of Annamaria and Raimondo, I am not enjoying Perugia. I roam around the beautiful old town, drinking solitary proseccos in the lounges of fading elegant hotels, buying paper bags filled with assorted shortbreads from pastry shops, and writing long, introspective diary entries about my pointless life. I feel that I have taught Ignazio as much as I am capable. We make love uneventfully because I realise, too late, that in my challenge to educate him I have omitted to tell him how to best give me pleasure. I am reluctant to look for a job because of being so undecided. For the first time in four years, I begin to think seriously about returning to Australia; I change my mind every day. 


Then Ignazio receives notice of his impending military service and everything is suddenly simplified. He will be away for one year – away from the restaurant, away from Perugia and, most importantly, away from me. This offers me the perfect reason to go back home, and from that vast objective distance sort out whether or not we have a future together. I buy a return ticket valid for twelve months and fly out of Rome several days before Valentine's Day. In the drawer where Ignazio keeps his underclothes, neatly folded, I have left a large chocolate heart and a note of love. 






L'amore del soldato non dura un'ora: dov' egli va, trova la sua signora 

A soldier's love doesn't last an hour: wherever he goes he finds his woman 





For six months, Ignazio misses me terribly and loves me madly. Postcards arrive periodically – from Livorno, Piombino, Cecina – written in neat upper case and providing descriptions of typical soldier-days, noting how many months of military service remain. He mentions his fidelity often, invariably accompanied by comments regarding the extreme difficulty men have with the issue. Plans shift and alter; he has decided not to return to Perugia, which is a cold and boring town; Gianfranco is contemplating buying I' Che C'è C'è and would like Ignazio as a partner; he will join me in Australia. 


In Sydney, I am selling advertising space for the Italian newspaper La Fiamma. I drive a turquoise Datsun 120Y between Leichhardt, where I work, and Balmain, where I inhabit a small flat. I am fat, gloomy and confused about what to do when the year is up; my letters to Ignazio become as rare as his are to me. There is a very large space where we have ceased communicating and then I hurl off a letter discussing my proposed return to Italy and expressing need for reassurance. I am so ambivalent about going back that it comes almost as a relief when Ignazio's breaking-off letter arrives. He acknowledges that he loves me still – the letter being, he comforts me, as difficult to write as it is to receive – but that at twenty years of age and on the verge of finishing his military service he realises his whole life spills before him. He no longer knows what he wants – he is ambitious, greedy, curious – and he has no desire any longer to settle down and raise a family with me, because what would happen in two or three years' time if he changed his mind and became tired of our relationship? 


The letter is a relief because it puts an end to my confusion and decides the short term for me. I am utterly crushed by it at the same time. I fold it carefully back into its envelope, stunned by a sort of emptiness. 




End of sample
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