
		
			Advance Praise for My Italian Guestbook

			 

			“My Italian Guestbook is an upbeat collection of stories about Annette Joseph’s revival of a twelfth-century fortress in the Lunigiana countryside. From the unexpected challenges of La Fortezza’s first photo-styling workshop to a romantic liaison between a local butcher and an American vegetarian, the colorful characters and entertaining anecdotes in this galloping read are bound to make you crave a Tuscan adventure or three.” 

			—Helen Farrell, Editor-in-Chief, The Florentine

			“Cross Martha Stewart with Sophia Loren, then add a dollop of Lucille Ball, and you’ll get Annette Joseph, the irrepressible author of the wildly entertaining My Italian Guestbook. In the hills of northern Tuscany, Joseph invites guests to the 12th century fortress she restored with style and the force of her own will. From her cooking and serving prowess to her lust for life, Joseph’s laugh-out-loud book shows why anyone who enters her orbit is a very lucky guest indeed.” 

			—Ingrid Abramovitch, Executive Editor, Elle Decor Magazine

			“The consummate hostess, Annette’s lively descriptions and deep love for Lunigiana make every sentence shine. I laughed my way through the book—beyond entertaining!” 

			—Rachael McKeon, Editor-in-Chief, SUITCASE Magazine

			“There are many who dream about life in Italy and Annette Joseph has long been the gospel of tackling real-life situations in il bel paese with her witty way of telling stories. In My Italian Guestbook, she shares her personal experience of setting up creative workshops in her renovated fortress in Tuscany’s Lunigiana and all of the trials and tribulations that come with it. From ‘breadgate’ to unexpected romantic liaisons and a wild boar cornering a guest, anyone would delight in Annette’s adventures and likely want to become a guest themselves.” 

			—Georgette Jupe, Creator of the wildly popular blog, Girl in Florence, Editor at Italy Magazine

			“This book is NOT Under the Tuscan Sun. Annette Joseph takes us on a nonstop adventure in real time. What is it like in the Italian countryside when one buys an old fortress, renovates it little by little, then turns it into artistic retreats? It becomes a place of wild fun stories, and crazy interesting guests, divine food, and lots of laughs. Sign me up!” 

			—Debi Mazar, Actress
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			Most book dedications are dedicated to one person. Not this time. This book is dedicated to all of you—all our La Fortezza guests. To all of you who sat around our table, you brought an abundance of joy and memorable experiences. This book is dedicated to all of you who will forever live in my cherished Italian guestbook.
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Preface

			My name is Annette, and this is the story of how I morphed my styling and production career into something far better than I ever imagined it could be. About seven years ago, I bought and restored a twelfth-century fortress in the far west corner of Tuscany—a region called Lunigiana—and began running creative workshops there. La Fortezza has a variety of creative offerings to our guests, from painting to food, interior photography, and styling workshops, which I usually teach myself. Of course, there are cooking and cocktail-making lessons as well. The fortress is outfitted for guests and attendees to experience a beautifully orchestrated and culturally immersive creative experiences—that was my dream but not always the reality.

			In my thirty years as a stylist for photographers, commercials, television segments, and magazine editorials, my forte has always been handling the minute details of organization, logistics, and production. Along the way, I met thousands of art directors and editors, TV hosts, and movie stars. I have trained dozens of assistants, some more easily teachable than others. I have worked all over the world with more crews than I can count. An ability to adapt has become second nature to me. My career had prepared me for a lot, but it did not remotely prepare me for the hospitality business.

			When reconstruction of the fortress, La Fortezza, was finished, I found myself in 8,000 square feet of emptiness, so I began the long process of outfitting two kitchens and a kitchenette, one studio, eight bedrooms, ten bathrooms, the main house, a student lounge, and four terraces. I love hosting dinner parties and was comfortable gathering furnishings, food, and accessories for large-scale jobs. But the renovation of La Fortezza left me exhausted—my senses were on overload and my nerves were frazzled, to say the least. When it was finally time to host my upcoming guests, the question that played over and over in my head was “What was I thinking?” It had seemed like such a great idea at the start: a creative compound in one of the most beautiful regions in Tuscany! The possibilities were endless. But when I made a final list of tasks and chores to be done to ready the place for guests, it was endless too. Needless to say, I soldiered on and was finally ready to welcome guests to the workshop events, dinner parties, weddings, and retreats I had planned and scheduled.

			In My Italian Guestbook, I have compiled a myriad of fun stories and emotional experiences from guests who have made me laugh, inspired me, frightened me, and sometimes made me cry during workshops and retreats. Visitors have often been wildly entertaining, and sometimes challenging, but never boring. My biggest surprise in writing this is how all our guests have had an impact on me and the people who live and work here. La Fortezza is truly beautiful, but the addition of visitors and their stories has enriched the scenery more than I could have imagined. Guests come here looking for something. It could be as simple as peace or as complicated as a new life. We have welcomed visitors from all over the world to sit at our table and share their stories. I have made some good friends—and I have witnessed some epic breakdowns and life changes. In the end, all of these encounters have made me a better human and a better host. Life is about learning, and every guest has been my teacher. It’s funny how that works: I started by teaching them, but in the end, they taught me even more.

			These are the stories I will tell. Stories of meeting and eating, cooking, dancing (some with a little sprinkle of romance added), and lots of drinking…under the Tuscan moon.
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			CHAPTER 1
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			The Set-Up

			La Fortezza was finally finished. My dream had come true, and I was ready to set up the workspace in the big kitchen downstairs where all the action was going to happen: cooking classes and cooking for guests, as well as testing my own cookbook recipes. I thought it might be a great idea to hire a chef to help set up the kitchen, and, depending on how it went, hire them as our chef for the upcoming workshops. While I was back in the states—I live half the year in Atlanta—I had already received an email from a local Italian chef looking for employment. Her name was Sheri. Her note was friendly, her résumé was impressive, and she did not live far from the fortress. We planned to meet when I was Italy again, which was two months away.

			We had arranged that I would pick her up at the train station. Her train arrived on time, and I spotted her straight away. She had long, curly hair, gray and wild. She wore a bohemian floral dress with a leather jacket and Birkenstock boots lined with fur. It was cold outside, and I could barely see her face behind the thick, extra-long scarf wrapped around her neck. She was small and slight and carried an enormous worn, hand-tooled leather bag. She faintly smelled of pot and patchouli and clove cigarettes, which I kind of liked. She pulled a crinkled package made of aluminum foil out of her bag and handed it to me.

			“I made you some cookies. Pot cookies, chocolate chip—just eat one quarter at a time, they’re strong.” Sheri smiled, lit a clove cigarette, and continued, “Should we grab an espresso and talk?”

			We walked about ten yards, ducked into the corner bar, ordered two espressos from a sad-looking waiter, and sat on a deflated sofa in the corner of this rather depressing train station spot. From her email, I knew a few things about her. She had told me she was originally from Portland and had moved to Italy fifteen years ago. She was a chef and had trained in San Francisco. Sheri was very chatty and filled me in about her living situation: she was married and lived with her brother and her brother’s girlfriend a few train stops away. She loved to bake, and that was her specialty. She was an Italian citizen by way of her grandparents. Italy offers citizenship via ancestry, which means that if your parents or grandparents were born in Italy, in some cases, you are eligible to become a naturalized citizen. Once you are a citizen, you are able to live in Italy and work there. Sheri and her brother and husband had gone through the process.

			She talked a lot, but she was funny and entertaining. I’m always seduced by great storytellers.

			She was seductive that way—she talked with her hands and swore a fair amount. Her voice was gravelly, and she had a deep, slightly evil laugh, which I also enjoyed. I sensed that she had a great sense of humor, which comes in handy during stressful situations. So I hired her to start the following week and get things prepared for cooking for guests and for the cooking classes. We had one month to prepare and outfit all the dining and kitchen spaces.

			One week after our first meeting, as we agreed, I picked Sheri up at the train station. She arrived with her giant handbag and a carpetbag—I hadn’t seen a carpetbag since my teenage years. Truly a throwback hippy item. I giggled to myself. She waved and smiled and hopped into the car, and off we drove.

			“We are going to IKEA,” I said. “We need to load up on tools for all our kitchens. I have a list, so the process should be seamless.”

			“Groovy,” she said. “I am super organized, and I love putting kitchens together. This will be so fun.”

			“Fun?” I said. “It’s going to be a brutal couple of weeks, but I like your attitude.”

			For the rest of the ride, Sheri told me stories about her past. Her husband used to be in a punk rock band, and she was a groupie, and that’s how they met in the ’80s. He had passed through Portland, she was a fan, and that was that. She went on the road with the band and cooked for them, and they married a year after they met. She wore a black dress to their courthouse wedding in some town in the Midwest during a band tour. She could not remember if it was Kansas City or Little Rock, but she assured me it was a blast.

			When we got to the IKEA in Pisa, we headed in. We each grabbed a cart; I ripped the list in half and gave her one half, and we were off. She was a fast walker, but it still took us about two hours to load our carts to the max. We met at the checkout and swiftly packed and paid for everything, then loaded the car and headed back to the house to start organizing the kitchen. Sheri cooked supper for us that night, and it was delicious.

			It took us two weeks to outfit the kitchen. Sheri was fast and efficient and organized, just as she promised. One morning I woke up—I didn’t have my contacts in, so everything was blurry—and I spotted a very large object in the corner of my bedroom. What the hell was it? Was it a bird? I put on my glasses, and much to my horror, it was a bug. Some sort of alien beetle—it was ginormous—was moving in a circular motion and buzzing loudly, like a B-52 bomber. I tiptoed to the stairs and in a low tone (as not to alert the creature), called down for Sheri, who was sleeping in the guest room.

			“SHERI, ARE YOU UP?”

			“WHAT?” she screamed back.

			“Could you come up here?” I said. “There’s a creature in my bedroom.”

			“A creature?” She came up the stairs wrapped in a paisley kaftan, hair on end, wiping the sleep from her eyes and muttering, “What the hell?”

			“Um, there,” I pointed.

			“Oh wow, cool,” she said. “This is a very groovy guy.” She calmly picked it up and went out to the terrace and let it fly off into the distance. She was very cool about it. “Coffee?”

			I was a bit shaken up—waking to an enormous creature in your room is unnerving, at the least—but it was good to see her be so brave and chill about the whole thing. She was a unique character, and this was the start of a beautiful friendship, I assured myself while we were drinking our coffee in the kitchen. Sheri had proven to be a great cook and an efficient worker, but the bug incident sealed the deal: I asked if she could stay and chef for me. I explained that I had a workshop starting, and I thought she would be a great addition to the team I was assembling. She said yes, and so our adventures began.

			As I mentioned, I am a sucker for a storyteller, and Sheri was a great one, but one should be wary because the best storytellers sometimes keep the real stories to themselves. There was a hint of doubt about her, a sense of uneasiness. These feelings come with age and wisdom, I guessed. As I watched her walk up the train station steps, I waved and smiled. She’d be coming back to work for me, and I told myself she would be great.

			That night, I pulled one of her special cookies out of the freezer and ate a little bite. It was delicious, and I slept like a baby.
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			CHAPTER 2
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			The Wedding Storms

			May in northern Tuscany brings unpredictable weather; it rains and rains and then all of a sudden the most perfect day shows up. Our first ever wedding planners workshop at La Fortezza was held in May. It was to be a wedding workshop. It was something new I was trying at the suggestion of my friend, a floral designer. She thought there would be a demand. It would appeal to budding floral designers and wedding planners. I agreed it sounded like a good idea. It was worth a try. Since I was new to the region, I had no idea that early May was not an ideal season to hold a wedding workshop—or any workshop, for that matter.

			I had partnered with a local wedding planner whose accent was so thick I could barely understand her English. My Italian was okay, but she preferred to practice her English, which was fine with me. Claudia was a solid woman, blond with dark roots, and she dressed like a fifteen-year-old even though she was pushing fifty. We had met through a mutual friend in the village—I felt it was important to connect with locals and partner with creatives in the village when possible. My thinking was that networking with the businesses around me made for good relationships, and the back and forth of information made for lasting, important friendships.

			I had my wedding planner friend from the states flying in. She would be the instructor for this workshop, and Claudia would be supplying all the flowers and wedding dresses and props and models for photography. Laney was a beautiful blonde Southern woman and a bit demure, yet she was very direct in that “bless your heart” way Southern belles have. She was focused, and always got her way—a “Legally Blonde” type, determined and on task 24/7.

			Laney pulled up to La Fortezza in a giant BMW with the radio blaring. Claudia and I were seated on the terrace, waiting for her arrival to start the meeting. I left Claudia at the table and went to greet Laney as she jumped out of the car. She gave me a big hug and apologized for being a little late. I assured her that it was not a problem and walked her over to meet Claudia. Our meeting lasted about an hour; it went well. I looked at my watch and realized I needed to pick up the workshop guests, and Sheri, our chef, would be arriving as well. I grabbed my bag, said goodbye, and drove off in the Range Rover.

			At the station, I found two of our attendees, one around sixty years old, Heather, dressed casually and wearing flip-flops, sitting on a large suitcase. The other woman, Helga, was around thirty with just a backpack—no suitcase—but I noticed she had a very large camera lens. As we said hello and made introductions, another woman arrived; she was about six feet tall with long brown hair pulled into a ponytail—very fit and attractive, all smiles.

			“Ciao,” the tall one said. “I am Eva, so nice to see you.” Clearly, from her accent, she was from a Nordic country, and I remembered from her paperwork that she was Swedish.

			“Ciao,” we all said in unison.

			I told them we were waiting for our chef, and as I said this, I saw Sheri hobble out of the train station.

			“Ciao, Sheri, you all right?” I asked.

			“Shit, man, my back is fucked up. What a bummer,” she replied.

			I thought to myself, Uh-oh, that’s not good, but I said nothing. She got into the front seat with some effort, and we were all off.

			Once we got to La Fortezza, everyone was assigned rooms.

			“Settle in and meet me on the terrace at seven, and we will have aperitivo. Dress warm,” I warned, “since it gets chilly once the sun is down. Oh, and no flip-flops on the grounds; it’s too chilly and too easy to trip on these paths, so we all wear closed shoes.”

			I headed down to the kitchen to see how things were going for dinner. Sheri was steaming artichokes from our artichoke patch, slicing lemons, and making aioli, and she had bread baking in the oven. The kitchen smelled amazing.

			“Why don’t you prep the lamb, and I will make the meatballs for aperitivo?” Sheri asked.

			“The lamb chops look great. Should I make an herb chermoula to top them?”

			“Yep, that sounds bitchin’. We have some lovely potatoes to go along with the lamb, and the artichokes are beautiful. They will go nicely as a primi.”

			We had everything under control, and I relaxed a little as I prepped the lamb, made some chermoula, and started the grill. I heard a van drive up as I was lighting the fire. Three more attendees had arrived, girlfriends who all worked in the wedding industry—lovely ladies, Jenna, Michelle, and Sandy from Los Angeles California. They were exhausted, so I quickly put everyone in their rooms and told them to meet us on the terrace at seven. I had a feeling our first workshop was going to go very well. I was perhaps overly optimistic.

			The last person to arrive was our team videographer, Peggy, the youngest among us at twenty-eight. She and I first met at a creative conference. She had just started her videography business. I had seen her on the conference’s Facebook page, and she looked talented and definitely worth meeting. The first day of the conference, I had booked breakfast for us to meet at the hotel restaurant. At that time, I had been teaching styling workshops all over the world. I had one planned in Marrakech the following month. I thought, if possible, I would offer to bring her with us. We found each other in the hotel lobby and headed to the restaurant to chat over a cup of coffee. Upon meeting in person, I discovered Peggy was as great as she appeared on her video on Facebook. Plus, she was funny, interesting, and smart. I liked her, and as I often do, I made a snap decision to ask her if she’d like to come to Marrakech and capture the workshop on video. She was stunned.

			“Are you kidding me?” she exclaimed. “You’re kidding, right?”

			“No, not at all. I would fly you in, you’ll have a place to stay, and you can video the entire experience for me,” I offered.

			“Next month? As in four weeks from now?”

			“Yes, do you have a passport?” I inquired.

			I suspected that she did not think this was a real offer or that I was some sort of psycho.

			“Can I think about it?” she asked.

			“Of course, yes, think about it. Once you know, shoot me an email, and we will book you a ticket and a room,” I said. With that we said goodbye, although we would run into each other again over the next couple days at the conference. “Feel free to ask me any questions,” I said as we parted.

			I found out later that she had called her older brother during the conference and told him about my offer, and he thought she was either being catfished, or she would be sold into slavery. He advised her not to go. Peggy also consulted her parents, and they were very concerned and forbade her to go. Once they calmed down, Peggy arranged a call for me to speak with them. I explained that this was on the up and up, she would have expenses paid, and I would take good care of her. I let them know I was a mom, and I too had a daughter, so I understood their trepidation. I assured them that I would feed, house, and pay her. After much pleading on her part, they agreed she could meet us in Marrakech.

			She was easy to work with in Marrakech. She did an amazing job; I was so impressed. Everyone loved her.

			I wanted to do something a little special for her at the end of that Marrakech workshop because she had worked so hard. I suggested she join me for a hammam. There was a new hotel I had read about, and I wanted to check out the spa. I thought it would be fun to bring her along. For those of you who are unfamiliar with a hammam, it is a treatment set in a spa, where you first soak in a pool or sit in a steam room, then you’re rinsed, quite vigorously exfoliated, and briefly massaged by a female esthetician. Sometimes she washes your hair, which makes one feel extremely pampered. You are always naked, fully exposed, during the treatment. I love it.

			I hired a car to drive us to the desert in the middle of nowhere. The driver left us in front of a building at the address I had given him. There were tumbleweeds and stray dogs roaming. It was like something out of a futuristic film—very dystopic.

			In front of the building as the driver left, I said, “You think this is right?” Peggy looked at me, and I could see she was fearful. I could tell she was thinking, This is where I die; this is it.

			“Let’s walk in,” I said. “These places are usually an oasis. This is a very Moroccan experience. It’s normal,” I assured her. I was right: once we opened the door, a beautiful world unfolded—very Moroccan indeed, I thought to myself. I was relieved, and I could tell Peggy was even more relieved. It was an absolutely gorgeous hotel—modern, yet authentically Moroccan. The reception desk was low-slung and appeared to be floating with no visible supports. I checked us in, and we were led down a dark staircase by a beautiful, uniformed man to an even darker room. He gestured for us to enter, and we did. We sat down on the wraparound couch and waited in silence. Soon a beautiful woman appeared in a head wrap. She wore a white uniform and was barefoot.

			“Please remove your clothes,” she said, “and wait for me here. I will be back in a moment.”

			I started taking off my clothes, but I noticed that Peggy was just sitting there not moving, not talking, still staring at the place the woman had been standing.

			“Peggy, you okay?” I asked.

			“Oh, yes, fine, fine,” she replied and began unbuttoning her dress.

			Our lady emerged again this time carrying two cups of Moroccan tea. I could smell the mint. It was strong, and I could see the steam rising off the beautifully etched glass cups. She offered each of us tea and smiled and motioned to follow her. It was clear that at this point Peggy was feeling very uncomfortable. I could sense her anxiety from across the room.

			We padded after the beautiful lady down the hall into a steam-filled room. I noticed that the entire room was made of white marble—it had a fountain in the middle, with water splashing into a marble basin. The lady pointed to two raised slabs—they were like marble risers and reminded me of sacrificial tables I had seen in the movies. By this time, Peggy seemed in full panic mode. I began to giggle, thinking how she must think she was about to be sacrificed. But she endured and went along with everything our lady told us to do.

			We both lay down on our backs naked on the marble slab, which felt lovely, warm, and oddly cozy. The sound of water splashing was delightful, like the lapping waters of the ocean. Two women entered the room and without much ceremony, began scrubbing us with loofa gloves, so hard that bits of blackened skin started collecting around us. I looked over at Peggy laid out like a sacrificial lamb, being scoured like a dirty bathtub, and I had to keep myself from laughing, as the scrubbing actually hurt a bit and laughing made the woman scrub harder.

			Finally, after it seemed like all of the skin on our bodies had been scraped off, we were led to a shower room and bathed with warm, soapy water—they washed our hair, our feet, and everything in between. Once toweled off, we lay on massage tables for a scalp massage, our final part of the hammam. When it was complete, they led us back to the lounge and handed us the loofa gloves they had used to scrub us—damp, limp, dirty, and in a plastic bag.

			“Gross,” I heard Peggy say under her breath.

			Again, I started to giggle. “Come on, girl, I’ll buy you a drink at the bar,” I offered.

			We made our way to the bar, taking photos and exclaiming about how stunningly beautiful the hotel was. After ordering two G&Ts, I could see the anxiety finally leave Peggy’s face.

			“So, what did you think?” I finally asked.

			“Well,” she said, “considering I thought we were going for hummus, it was pretty surprising!”

			I spit my G&T across the room, laughing so hard I could barely speak. “Hummus,” I croaked, “Oh my God, you poor thing, I am sure you thought this was some perverted plan.” We finished our cocktails, laughing the entire time. Then we jumped into our car and headed back to our hotel, and I realized Peggy was a good sport; she was a keeper.

			So that’s how Peggy and I really bonded. I have a special place in my heart for her pioneering spirit and willingness to take on anything, even hummus.

			[image: ]

			Back to the workshop. All of us gathered for aperitivo, Peggy was introduced to the ladies, and Eva jumped up and gave her a hearty handshake. The friends waved, and Claudia said, “Piacere.” Nice to meet you. Laney told us all to sit—she was already taking charge.

			Aperitivo is a great way to introduce guests and has become the cornerstone of our experience at La Fortezza—most everyone loves a drink and a nibble before dinner. The view from our terrace is insanely gorgeous. It looks out south to the Apennine Mountains. To the right of the terrace view is a valley and the lovely village of Posara. The terrace is expansive, with a wrap-around banquette covered in brightly colored cushions. There are flowing awnings that flutter and sway as the wind blows. It’s the perfect place for a sunset supper.

			Sheri made her way from the kitchen carrying meatballs, and I brought a tray of Aperol spritzes for everyone. We shared cheers and enjoyed a lovely meal of steamed artichokes with lemony, garlicky aioli followed by tender lamb with chermoula and velvety roasted potatoes, fresh baked bread, and a lemon tart for dessert. Then we were off to bed, with instructions as to when we would reconvene in the morning.

			The next morning we all gathered around the table—we could eat and meet, according to our fearless leader, Laney. I made frothy cappuccinos for everyone, and Sheri served a frittata with toast from the bread she had made the day before. There were local yogurts and cheeses, a big bowl of fruit, and some fresh-squeezed orange juice. Laney told everyone that we would be foraging on the property and to wear good boots—and gloves were required. She looked at Heather, who was still wearing flip-flops.

			“Heather, do you have any other shoes with you?” Laney said.

			“No, these are fine,” Heather answered.

			Laney handed everyone baskets and explained we would be making bouquets this morning. It sounded good to me.

			As she was giving directions for the day, Sheri chimed in to ask what we would like for lunch. I gave her a hand sign to hold up and that I would be with her in a moment.

			“Sounds like a groovy morning, gals, I’m down. I love foraging,” she continued.

			I tried to grab her attention and indicate again that interrupting was not cool.

			Sheri was still talking. She was not taking the hint. “What time do you think lunch is, Annette?”

			I grabbed her elbow and walked her into the kitchen. “Let’s wait until they get going, and you and I can go over everything,” I said.

			“Okay, cool,” she responded.

			That
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