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    I dedicate this to Mrs. K.
You were a beautiful, kind woman who treated everyone with respect.
I feel blessed to have crossed paths with you.


    



  	
        
            
             "Life hands you something extraordinary dressed up as something ordinary,
and you're wise enough in the moment to recognize it."
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Chapter One

Descending from 45,000 Feet
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I think my desire to travel started when I was twelve and decided to run away from home to follow the local carnival to its next destination.

I was born in a small town in Ohio, the youngest of seven. As the baby of the family, you learn life’s lessons early. I was fiercely independent and nearly fearless — roller coasters and my very strict father being the notable exceptions. I had no problem asking for what I wanted, and when asking wasn’t an option, I’d find a quieter way to get it.

After high school, I attended the University of Wisconsin in Menomonie, where I studied Fashion Merchandising — not by my choice, but my father’s. I desperately wanted the Fashion Institute of Technology in New York, but no child of his was leaving with a two-year associate degree.

Shortly after arriving in Wisconsin, I went to see my counselor and pleaded with her to help me transfer to FIT in the fall. She surprised me with news instead: Emilio Pucci was coming to campus to lecture on design, followed by a fashion show — and he needed a third model. He’d brought one from Europe and one from California, and my counselor thought I might be interested. I was. I contained my excitement, said yes, and participated in the show.

I befriended the stunning model from California who was traveling with Pucci. I asked about her life, her career, her world. Before I knew it, I had an invitation to come to Florence and work for Pucci when the semester ended.

That was when my love affair with Italy began.

The fashion, the food, the people, the culture — all of it was extraordinary. I felt genuinely fortunate to work at such a renowned fashion house for such a talented and accomplished man. I spent the next few months at Palazzo Pucci, dancing the nights away at a private discotheque called Jackie O, eating as much pasta with truffles as a person possibly could. On Saturdays, my American girlfriends and I would window shop on our free afternoons, surrounded by fabulous clothing, shoes, and handbags. It was on one of those Saturday outings that I encountered my first transvestite in Florence — beautifully dressed, creating quite the stir among the Italians.

I don’t think I fully appreciated at the time how fortunate I was to live in a city so rich in art and architecture. But to this day, Firenze remains my favorite city in the world, and I return as often as I can.

After Italy, I headed home to Ohio. I was eighteen, restless, and uncertain what came next. I decided to visit my older sister, who was living and working in the US Virgin Islands — and ended up staying for twenty-two years. I married twice and had my beautiful daughter from my first marriage. I opened a small café on the island and worked hard, as one does in the restaurant business. I didn’t know it at the time, but that experience would lay the groundwork for my future career as a corporate flight attendant.

The best thing to come out of my second marriage was learning to fly. I wanted to prove to my then-husband that I could do what he did, so I got my license — and found myself genuinely passionate about it.

I was twenty-seven, with access to my father-in-law’s Cessna 182 for lessons. I’d pick my six-year-old daughter up from school and strap her into the back seat while I trained. My instructor was a wonderful ex-British Navy pilot, known to carry a ruler and not be shy about using it on your knuckles. I soloed within a few months.

The day after I soloed, my instructor — an avid balloon enthusiast — left for a round-the-world balloon race. I never saw him again. He was shot down over Belarus. My heart broke that day, and with it, my passion to keep flying.
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Chapter Two 

Driving Miss Daisy
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I landed my first corporate flight attendant job while living in Delray Beach, Florida. At the time, I was managing a restaurant at a Marriott on the beach in South Florida. Every winter weekend, I noticed the same customers returning — either two men traveling alone, paired off as though boarding Noah’s Ark, or two men accompanied by an attractive woman who was clearly not a romantic partner.

Out of curiosity, I asked one of the women what she did for a living. She told me she was a corporate flight attendant, described her career, and encouraged me to look into training when I mentioned I loved flying.

I had moved to Florida a year earlier. My daughter had just started college, I was a new empty nester, and I was ready for a change — ready to travel and see the world.

I called a dear friend who, to this day, is my go-to person for advice. He owns a company that sells and manages corporate aircraft. When I asked his opinion on changing careers at forty-two, he told me he happened to manage an aircraft in Miami and was looking for a flight attendant — but that I’d be a hard sell to the principal, who wanted a Spanish speaker with experience. He also offered me a piece of simple, sobering advice: “I may come to work one day with my hair combed differently and no longer have a job because of it.” This career is not for the faint of heart. You can be let go in an instant, for no apparent reason. Some of the clientele are difficult.

A few weeks later, the principal — whom I’ll call Miss Daisy — agreed to meet with me. During our interview, she made me an unusual offer: come to Italy with her for two weeks. If things didn’t work out, she’d send me home on Alitalia. If they did, I’d be staying. I took the leap, gave two weeks’ notice at my job, and didn’t look back.

I traveled the world with Miss Daisy for the next year. She was tough — she had me nearly in tears more than once — but I excelled in my career because of her. I learned early on that leaving chocolate by her seat made my day considerably easier. I call her Miss Daisy because she could never stay in one place for more than two nights, and the airplane was, for all intents and purposes, her limousine — the pilots her chauffeurs.

When I was hired, I was told the aircraft was based in Miami. Within a few months, I realized it was effectively based in the middle of the North Atlantic, which we crossed more times than I could count. Not that I was complaining — we spent most of our time in Italy.

My days consisted of sourcing the finest of everything: food, linens, flowers, chocolates, caviar. I had no idea caviar came in a can like tuna fish — and
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