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				Thank you so much for reading one of our TRAVEL MEMOIR novels. 
			

			
				If you enjoyed our book, please check out our recommended title for your next great read! 
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				“Whether you love Italy, dream of visiting it one day (like myself) or just want to enjoy an incredibly enjoyable book set in a beautiful part of the world, I thoroughly recommend this story as the best I have ever read!”
			

			
				– Midwest Book Review
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				FOR THOSE EVERYWHERE SEEKING BEAUTY,
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				“Beautifully constructed, evocative, and emotional, this author's first non-fiction story will capture your heart and mind. Read it, and you will find yourself there too. It shouts: When is the movie coming out?”
			

			
				–Karen Gross, author and educator; former President of Southern Vermont College and Senior Advisor to the U.S. Department of Education
			

			
				 
			

			
				“A delightful tale embodying both the American and Italian fascination with house and home.”
			

			
				–Plinio Innocenzi, author of The Innovators Behind Leonardo
			

			
				 
			

			
				“It was so absorbing. AND the writing is terrific. I feel like I just finished a huge bag of potato chips and lost track of time.”
			

			
				–Jane Simon, former graphic designer, The Boston Globe 
			

			
				 
			

			
				“A wisdom-filled memoir that doubles as a sweeping travelogue reaching from Boston to Sardinia and back again. Gorgeously written and culturally astute.”
			

			
				–Matthew Gilbert, TV critic, The Boston Globe
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				The first time I visited Italy was during one of the most difficult times in my life. A man I had known and loved, my boyfriend in college and later my first husband, died. To be precise, he killed himself.
			

			
				His name was Phil, or to others, Philip. We had been together for ten years. We met when I was a wide-eyed college freshman, learning, for the first time, what it was like to live thousands of miles away from home and family on the campus of a large Midwestern university that was itself the size and population of a small city. Phil was the world-wise senior who taught me not only how to persevere in the blind maze of the registrar’s office, but how to persevere in life. He was full of wisdom and could recite by heart the poetry of Keats and Blake. He taught me about ideals and persistence and perseverance in the face of hardship, until, it turned out, he could persevere no more.
			

			
				I was devastated and disconsolate. In the months prior to my trip—a few months after his death—I spent most of my time in a zombie-like state in which I could do little more than weep quietly at my office desk. The shock of what had happened was too great. There was no note. There was no motive. He had not been depressed. I found out late one Friday morning, a day I had taken off from work, when two police officers rang my buzzer and asked to come in to talk. Before the buzzer sounded, I had been putting a load of wet laundry into the dryer and musing over what I might make for dinner. With the sound of a bell, my neat, orderly life lurched and shifted and twisted, wrung out like a sponge, never to be the same again.
			

			
				And after that, it wasn’t, and I wasn’t.
			

			
				“Why don’t you take some time off?” my friend Marianne asked.
			

			
				That summer, just a couple of months after the cops had come knocking at my door on that fateful day, Marianne had been the one to drag me out of bed, insisting that I sweat with her through aerobics class or join her for a concert or for dinner. Although I really wanted to stay in bed, I gave in to her nagging. Maybe listening to Marianne’s love and work troubles was better than staying at home feeling sorry for myself. The summer passed this way, with Marianne and other friends making a point to invite me to dinner or a movie just to get me out of the house. For a time, I was counseled by the pastor who had presided over Phil’s funeral, and after that, I visited a therapist for a short time. None of it made much of a difference. I was deeply depressed. Somehow, it didn’t feel like I was living my own life anymore. I was living someone else’s.
			

			
				As summer turned to fall, colleagues at work returned from their summer vacations re-energized. I, however, sat blankly in front of my computer screen. Six months passed. Each new month was as gray and bleak and empty as the last. Seeing how things were going, Marianne one day took matters into her own hands. She marched into my editor’s glass office and asked for something I had been unable to ask for myself.
			

			
				“Please, please give Pam a leave of absence,” she pleaded. “She can’t go on like this. She’s falling apart!”
			

			
				And she was right. I spent most of my time, both at work and at home, in tears. On drives home from the office, alone in my car, I could let myself go full throttle. Sobbing while on the highway, I wondered what would happen if I rammed my car into a tree. I listened to a lot of Van Morrison, a favorite of Phil’s. All the physiological workings of my body seemed to slow. Cell division had stopped. I was stuck like a lab specimen in a jar of formaldehyde. In a flash, I saw that life wasn’t controllable. Nothing was safe and secure. Back in L.A., my parents, with their secure government jobs, weekly shopping rituals and general sense of industry, had provided me with a grand illusion of safety, a masterful feat in the late 60s and mid-70s with so much turmoil and strife unfolding in the world. There had been gas rationing, genocide in faraway countries, hostage-taking, war and whirring police helicopters right outside my door. My world, however, felt removed from all that, as soft and warm as the fleece pajamas I pulled on each night. Despite the bad news, it seemed to my child’s mind that what happened in anyone’s life, in the end, could largely be controlled and that life circumstances generally improved, as in the books I read and sit-coms I watched. I had accepted this illusion and thrived on it, right up until the doorbell rang that sunny April morning. But once the illusion was definitively torn and shredded to bits, I began to see that there was nothing to do but immerse myself in life’s bewildering volatility. On some deep level, I recognized that, in this horror, there was an opportunity. This feeling was usually just a brief flicker, arising and dissolving quickly, but when it came, it was startling and electric. It was like getting a glimpse of something enormous and important, something that could ultimately change your life, but just for one maddening second, making it hard to understand what you had seen.
			

			
				Sometimes, comfort and safety can anesthetize. But at age 26, standing before the corpse of my 30-year-old husband, I got a shock so strong I could do nothing other than wake up in a fit, from my comfortable old life. Nothing had prepared me for this. So why are we here? What happens when we die? Are our lives predestined? Phil had seemed to think so, taking his life, as his father had when Phil was a child.
			

			
				I had always asked a lot of questions. My entire life, family and friends had teased that a conversation with me at times could feel like an interrogation. But now my mind stewed and chewed on all the big questions. I spent a lot of time on the phone with Phil’s sister, trying to figure out exactly what had happened. We could guess that the fact that Phil’s father had committed suicide when Phil was a child, and that Phil’s mom was bipolar had something to do with it. Phil’s brother and sister, themselves, had struggled with depression as a result. But I couldn’t ruminate about these things while running from interview to interview. I needed time to think. I couldn’t reconcile my life of a few months ago—a close connection with a partner who had cheered me through advanced biology exams in college, encouraged me to pursue internships and jobs no matter how far away, who ultimately uprooted his life to join me in Boston—I couldn’t reconcile all that love and support with subsequent abandonment. Our nights at the dinner table discussing the events of the day, the afternoon phone calls to check-in while at work, weekend trips to the seashore with friends, I had thought those would be in my life forever. And yet, they had all dissipated as quickly as steam vapor on a bathroom mirror. And so, my editor, after twirling a lock of his hair for a few minutes as he did when he was in deep thought, kindly granted Marianne’s request—a six-month leave of absence. I would use it to travel the world in my new emotional state—cracked wide open like an egg.
			

			
				In October, I left. I first spent a couple of weeks with college friends in Fort Collins, Colorado, then flew to see my cousin in Sonoma, California, then on to my family in Los Angeles. I spent time among people who loved me, and did a lot of reading and thinking, immersing myself in books like M. Scott Peck’s The Road Less Traveled and Alan Watt’s The Wisdom of Insecurity. I felt plenty of insecurity. Might as well find some wisdom in it.
			

			
				After visiting friends and family, I set off on my own to travel the world. I’m not sure where this idea came from. I only knew that I felt I had seen only a tiny corner of the fullness of existence. Now, not only did I want to process what had happened, but I wanted to experience all that fullness and not just remain an observer, as I had for so long as a reporter. Originally, I had wanted to go trekking in Nepal, but by the time I had been granted leave, it was the wrong season for that. So instead, I planned to visit Fiji, New Zealand, Australia, Hong Kong, Thailand, Italy, and finally Spain. My destinations were chosen partially based on the flight routes of the TWA open “round the world” ticket you could buy at the time. I was ready to embrace whatever I might find. For the first time in my life, divested of expectations or plans, I wanted to live life fully grounded in each vivid moment, as the Buddhist books I had been reading encouraged me to do. If living a full life meant going willingly into the unknown, of embracing uncertainty, I was there.
			

			
				In this frame of mind, I eventually arrived in Italy, where I was to meet my friend Carolyn. I had already visited five countries, and while I can’t say I had fully come to grips with the depths of my grief, somehow along the way, I had been reminded that there was a world still out there waiting for me, and that was hopeful. Carolyn and I planned to tour a corner of it together. Very early one morning in February, direct from Thailand, my plane touched down at Rome’s Fiumicino Airport. Wearing a light cotton skirt and a sleeveless t-shirt that had been almost too heavy for the Thai heat, the first thing I noticed was how inadequate my clothing was. Italy that year was experiencing record cold. There was even a sprinkling of snow on the ground. And so, right there in the airport, before I did anything else, I dug through my dirty yellow tote and piled on every bit of clothing I had with me, topped by a leather jacket I had had made in a tailor’s shop in Hong Kong.
			

			
				When I got to the city, I met Carolyn at our designated meeting point—a small simple pensione in Rome’s Jewish quarter, which we had rented thinking mostly of my slim budget.
			

			
				“I can’t believe we’re here!” we exclaimed to each other gleefully when I was led up to Carolyn’s room.
			

			
				“Isn’t it strange?” Carolyn said.
			

			
				Once settled in, we set out to see the sites. We found a frigid city devoid of American tourists. They were afraid of traveling during the Gulf War, wary of possible terrorist attacks against Americans. That meant Carolyn, and I had the monuments, piazzas, and churches almost entirely to ourselves, as it was too cold to leave the house for most Italians who were used to much milder winter temperatures. We were ushered into the Sistine Chapel after only the briefest of waits. We strolled around the Roman Forum and freely snapped photos without other tourists wandering into the frame. We didn’t even have to worry about Roman “guards” in full costume, pestering us for a photo. It was too cold for them to wander around wearing nothing but a skirt and a breastplate. In Piazza Navona, artists desperate for business offered to draw our portraits at a discount.
			

			
				After just a few hours in Italy, I quickly recognized that something was different. Carolyn did too. Initially, we couldn’t put a finger on it. Yes, the plates of pasta, pungent pizzas, and lush desserts were exquisite. My cappuccino arrived with a heart drawn in foam. Men turned their heads when I passed, but the looks were mostly cordial and respectful in contrast to the sinister catcalls I had gotten as a teen in South Central L.A. And yes, the centuries upon centuries of history packed tight into every conceivable corner was fascinating and extremely atmospheric.
			

			
				“Notice the men,” Carolyn remarked to me one afternoon near the Spanish Steps. “They’re almost better looking than the women!”
			

			
				And it was true. Both sexes were dressed with care, but the men in their well-fitting pressed pants and buffed loafers presented a stark contrast to most men I knew back in the States, who walked the streets in white sneakers, baggy acid-washed jeans, and baseball caps. (For them, dressing up meant switching to khaki pants.) But the men in Italy put me, in my Bangkok t-shirts and skirts, to shame. I could easily see that people in Italy knew how to live—indulgently, unrushed—in a way far superior to the way Americans lived. Life was about quality, not speed. We’re all going to die anyway, what’s the big rush in getting there? Let’s live in style! There was something very Zen about it, as it required an appreciation of the nuances and intricacies of the present moment. In fact, it was Zenner than Zen, because Zen seemed like something you had to work at. But the Italians didn’t have to work at anything. They just were. I soaked it all in, in my new state of awareness. But what was it that they knew?
			

			
				The answer to that question, I was to find a few years later. This is the story of that discovery.
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				HOME # ONE
			

			
				A CASETTA IN SARDINIA–
			

			
				ZONA MAMUNTANAS
			

			
				 
			

			
				The first thing I noticed was the smell of something pungent. The fragrance was herby, like rosemary, or maybe lavender or thyme. It was full and rich and round, an aromatic confirmation that we had landed in some very different place. The sun shone brightly. The water was a beautiful shade of aqua and the sky a clear deep cerulean blue. Craggy rocks projected majestically out of serene waters, and we could hear the shrieks of seagulls. All the colors and odors and the bright sunshine pulsated in a way that felt hyperreal. It reminded me of how I felt one dazzling summer afternoon in the Berkshire Mountains after consuming psychedelic mushrooms. This time, though, no drugs were involved.
			

			
				“This feels like a dream,” I said to Umberto. “It doesn’t feel real.”
			

			
				We had just disembarked in Sardinia after a punishing eight-hour ferry ride from the port city of Civitavecchia on mainland Italy. We had taken Umberto’s family’s battered ’87 Alfa Romeo and loaded it down with our black army bags and our big shaggy dog, Tony, who, panting optimistically, assumed we were taking him someplace fun. Of course, the ferry hadn’t been much fun, particularly for the dog. As soon as we boarded, we were told that all dogs were to travel in metal cages on the lower level of the ferry. We reluctantly put Tony in one, before ourselves climbing to an upper level, to a darkened room of “poltrone” (or easy chairs) where we tried, in strange and uncomfortable positions, to get some sleep for the overnight trip. About midway through the ride, as the loud rumble of the ferry caused our chairs to vibrate, I felt the tap of a cold, wet nose on my leg.
			

			
				“Tony!” I hissed, in a surprised whisper. Somehow, Tony had broken out of his prison, opening the door of his metal crate and roaming every floor of the enormous four-level ferry without being intercepted by the Italian ferry personnel. For the rest of the ferry ride, amazed and amused at his pertinacity, we kept Tony with us, hiding as best we could an 80-pound Newfoundland mix mutt whose head easily brushed our hips. Somehow, neither the drowsy passengers around us nor the indifferent ship stewards, seemed too concerned.
			

			
				By morning, when the ferry slowly skimmed into port, we were tired but jubilant. Not only had we managed to evade any ferry authorities looking to imprison our dog, but we were about to embark on a whole new life, a whole new home, a whole new adventure.
			

			
				It was early, just about 7 a.m. The sun was still low enough that the shadows of the Mediterranean scrub were still long. We had a two-hour drive to Torralba, the small interior village town where we were to stay.
			

			
				We took Tony to a vacant lot near the shipyard and allowed him to attend to his needs while we surveyed, in the distance, the town of Olbia. The streets were lined with buildings in various peachy hues, but aside from the cars and people leaving the ship, there was hardly anyone visible on the sidewalks or roads.
			

			
				“Where is everybody?” I asked Umberto.
			

			
				We got back into the car and wended our way through town and then the countryside beyond. We drove on a pinched two-lane “highway” of knotted roads that looped and twisted through the Sardinian hills as large trucks hurtled past us at breakneck speed, setting my heart to pounding. After a long night on the ferry, another long ride felt tedious. I told Umberto to slow down because the hairpin turns were making me nauseous.
			

			
				Snaking through rocky brush and cork trees, it began to dawn on me that, eerily, I had only seen a couple of grizzled old men in flat caps and a couple of elderly women draped in black shawls that flapped in the island breeze like bat wings. Other than that, I saw nothing but sheep.
			

			
				There are moments in life that feel surreal. There are places and situations that go so far beyond your assumptions of life that they feel like scenes spun from a movie reel. You’re watching life from the seat in the theatre, not performing on screen. That’s what I felt now. This wasn’t my life. My life was back in Boston, working as a reporter for The Boston Globe. And before that, back in Los Angeles, growing up in South Central L.A. Boston was about deadlines and interviews and office politics, triple-deckers, sometimes dilapidated, and the peculiar Boston accent that drops the “R.” My life in South Central had been about police helicopters whirring overhead, pruned palm trees, gang rivalries, shopping malls, women in false eyelashes with long, wavy weaves tumbling down their backs, endless miles of pavement, and the rumble of cars roaring down L.A.’s 405 freeway. Umberto had led a different life too, and it hadn’t involved swerving to avoid sheep in the road. Rather, it was about sidestepping roaring motor scooters in harrowing traffic circles and negotiating crowded piazzas christened with scrawls of colorful graffiti. In Umberto’s world, tourists from every country clambered past ancient ruins surrounded by gangs of tattered gypsy children. Things, people, cars, whizzed by at full-tilt, and a bus ride across the city often concluded only after you were indecorously separated from your wallet. It was a street-wise kind of life, punctuated by a drag on a cigarette with your morning coffee. But this place couldn’t be more alien from any of that. Here, we smelled the scent of rosemary in the air rather than car exhaust fumes. From the car window, we could glimpse sparkling blue waves that eventually gave way to lunar rocks and imposing cliffs. Here, there was purity.
			

			
				How did I get here? It was the line out of The Talking Heads song “Once in Lifetime,” but in reverse.
			

			
				Somehow, as a kid in L.A., then as a college student in Missouri, and finally as a big-city journalist in Boston toiling over reports on Betsey Johnson’s latest collection, I had never imagined myself living among sheep, shepherds, and black-stockinged widows.
			

			
				Yet here I was.
			

			
				It would happen like this: I would fall in love with an Italian. I would leave my job at The Boston Globe. I would move to Italy. And upon arrival, I would take up residence not in one of the more storied and romantic Italian locales such as Rome, Milan or Florence, but instead in the remote hinterlands of the island of Sardinia—a long, grueling boat journey from the western coast of Italy. I would be moving to one of the poorest and least populated regions of Italy. I would encounter people and places that I couldn’t have imagined, doing unfamiliar things in very strange ways. I would be pretty much the only African-American woman in an area of 9,000 square miles. There were no weaves here. No endless miles of pavement.
			

			
				Had I lost my mind?
			

			
				People who didn’t know my whole story but who knew a thing or two about Sardinia, cautioned us about what we were getting into. “Moving to Sardinia, for Italians,” said Alessandro, an Italian friend in his thick, staccato, over-enunciated accent, “is like moving to rural Iowa for a New Yorker.” In other words, urbanites like Umberto and me, born and raised amid smog and traffic lights and people, people, people, might find ourselves adrift in a place so quiet that only the buzzing of weed-whackers and the distant tinkle of sheep bells penetrated a thick blanket of silence. Sardinia is large, isolated, and, worst of all, depending on your perspective, empty. Who went to live there?
			

			
				A few friends of mine, I am sure, thought I was a fool for moving to a foreign country with a foreign man who undoubtedly had very foreign ideas about, among other things, committed relationships. Italian friends thought I was nuts for giving up a good job. But if there is one thing I had learned after the sudden death of my husband, it was that life was a risky proposition, whether I elected to take the risks myself or not. After nearly thirteen years as a newspaper reporter, I had arrived at a point where I was tired of my “observer” status. I had found myself in a lot of unlikely places—interviewing death row inmates inside the Louisiana State Penitentiary, gasping for fresh air during a forest fire at Yellowstone, marveling at a rocketing space shuttle at Cape Canaveral, perched alongside the catwalks of Paris fashion shows, interviewing all manner of author and actor, and designer and public official. I had recounted the stories of every sort of person in every station of life. But I was always the gawking, gaping onlooker. Now I wanted to be a protagonist in my own yet-to-be-written story. After years of reporting on what other people were doing in the world, I wanted to “do” something myself. It wasn’t exactly a mid-life crisis, but maybe you could call it a quarter-life crisis. Just as this insistent longing grabbed hold, I met Umberto. And when he was offered a shot at a job as a researcher at a university in Sardinia, it didn’t seem so farfetched to seize the opportunity to write a whole new story with him. It was a plucky move but a security-minded one, too. Now, we would build a life in a totally different place, new to both of us, while experiencing for ourselves a whole lot of things for the first time. I would speak a new language and live in a new culture, which was the adventure part. Umberto would launch an academic career, not an easy thing in Italy, where new grads are lucky to find even a short-term contract job after college. That was the security part. Would it be possible, I wondered, to reinvent myself like the intrepid and triumphant protagonist of some New York Times best-seller?
			

			
				While at the newspaper, a joke circulated around the newsroom about life in “the velvet coffin.” A job at the Globe was a job you had until death. The pay was decent, the company treated its employees well, life was comfortable. If an employee was reasonably good and did the job, there was no reason to expect that she wouldn’t work there for 40 years
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