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				This is a small tale about what happened when I abandoned everything – career, apartment, family and friends – to chase a romantic dream I was praying might change my life for the better. Even if I had no idea what would make me happy. 

				I used to get a kick out of the smallest things: a stroll around Sydney Harbour, jogging in the leafy suburb where I lived, inadvertently seeing a couple share a sweet moment. But then all the street scapes started to look beige. Ifelt as though I was living in a cross between The Truman Show and Groundhog Day.

				I wrote list after earnest list of Things To Do. But I was so sapped that I couldn’t muster the energy to start. Ibegan sticking self-affirmation notes around my flat before recoiling in horror. How Oprah! I was doing things recommended by self-help books, which I loathe. 

				I looked at friends who seemed happy with their lot and felt picky and ungrateful, because I knew I was ridiculously fortunate. 

				I couldn’t help wondering, was this it? 

				And so it was that on a pleasant autumnal afternoon in April 2002, just after my twenty-eighth birthday, Ifound myself with Carmen, a Pranic healer-cum-clairvoyant recommended to me by a girlfriend who, like me, also happened to be in the throes of a Generation perpleXed what-the-hell-am-I-doing crisis. 

				Fighting back cynicism, pessimism and every negative ism in the dictionary, Ientered the good witch’s studio. Rock crystals, bowls brimming with rose water, trippy karmic prints and dippy oceanic music underwhelmed me. Only desperation made me stand my ground. The appointment was part of my erratic plan to calm the surging professional and personal tumult I was suffering. According to a chick magazine I once flicked through, there’s an alleged astronomical phenomenon, called Saturn Returns, that forces major life crises for anyone between the ages of twenty-eight and thirty, when Saturn returns to one’s birth planet after a long hiatus in someone else’s Uranus. 

				I suspected it wouldn’t take Carmen long to channel my aura of disarray. 

				Barely a month earlier I had thrown in my job as Communications Director at a chic PR and events firm in Sydney, despite the fact it was a job some might kill for and that I was, while by no means a millionaire, earning the biggest wage of my life. 

				With big brand fashion and design clients, my average week might involve helping launch a new clothing range spruiked by Serena Williams, attending a magazine shoot involving international supermodels and Hollywood stars, flying around Australia with VIPs to promote products, organising publicity for a key fashion festival and developing a PR campaign for a hip new residential design project in Sydney.

				I adored my boss and colleagues – a fun bunch of twenty-something gals like me – and, while working hard during the week, enjoyed every weekend off and occasional long lunches. 

				Yet for all the good things about my job, which I didn’t take for granted, Ifelt uninspired. Iwas lost in a room full of fashionistas and spin managers and couldn’t relax and enjoy the job for the lark it often was. Worse, Ifelt like a fraud: I’m the last person to hyperventilate about the latest Collette Dinnigan collection. Unable to fake enthusiasm any more, Idecided it was time to get out.

				But what next? I’d hit career crossroads. Although I had nine years experience as a newspaper and magazine journalist, the thought of competing to get a new gig – of being sassy and winning at a job interview – filled me with fear. Ijust didn’t have it in me. 

				Photography had always beckoned, but I had talked myself out of it due to a shortfall of funds and confidence. Iwavered between being fiercely ambitious and so self-critical that I craved any desk job that would allow me to hide. This state of mind was cramping my every move. Iwas paranoid, android, numb all over. Something had to give. 

				It already had. Two weeks earlier yet another partnership Ibelieved had all the promising signs of being a winner collapsed like Phar Lap. The fact it was hardly a surprise was little consolation. Within twenty-four hours of reaching Splitsville I’d used the average Australian’s annual consumption of Kleenex. 

				My older sisters, Sal and Lisa, were new mums and, while Irelished playing inept aunt, Ifound myself wiping away random tears as I nursed my two gurgling nieces. 

				It wasn’t cluckiness – with next to no patience, a hedonist’s selfishness and the attention span of a gnat, motherhood had never appealed to me. The thing that depressed me was that I couldn’t imagine maintaining a meaningful, enduring relationship, let alone loving someone enough to want to procreate. 

				I can’t stand girls (or guys, for that matter) who need to be attached to be happy. I’ve always been independent, from going to the movies alone to travelling solo. But I was starting to think there was something wrong with me. My relationship rate was threatening to overtake Elizabeth Taylor’s. 

				I’d had loads of boyfriends but there was always some vital chemistry missing. Was it too much to ask for a smart, funny and, thus, sexy guy who adored me, was taller than me, had a touch of grunge-cool about him (but was still daggy enough to share my appreciation for the most forgettable musical hits of the eighties) and who had the crucial, inexplicable X Factor? 

				I wasn’t looking for Ed Norton. Isimply craved the company of someone who would make me think and laugh and feel. More than anything I just wanted to have a relationship that was balanced. Ihave as many hang-ups as the next person, but I seemed to have dated a bevy of men who were battling various demons or were just plain commitment freaks. 

				There are exceptions to every rule, but women are instinctive nurturers. We love taking a rough diamond and trying to polish it up, even if we get slashed to pieces in the process. Iwasn’t chasing bad boys for a thrill, Ijust had a tendency towards picking guys with serious baggage in some form (sadly inevitable, the older and more twisted one gets in the dating game), or who I probably knew deep down were wrong for me. 

				The process went something like this: meet Mr Potential; fall head over heels in lust, love or both. Turn into performing puppy, do anything to render myself adorable and to win points rather than just be me. Struggle to maintain my independence. Start to dislike who I have become but by this time it’s too late – I’ve either sucked the life out of the relationship or turned into someone I would avoid having a beer with at all costs.

				‘You need to give up the Florence Nightingale act, Pen,’ sighed my good mate Andrew, as we lay sprawled on Bondi Beach a few weeks earlier, nursing newspapers and mild hangovers. ‘Stop trying to save people. Just look after yourself.’

				And so I decided to do just that. 

				I had long entertained a pie-in-the-sky dream of living in Italy, a country I’d visited three times. 

				I was sixteen when I first travelled there, at the height of a bitter European winter and the 1991 Gulf War. With my middle sister, Sal, Ispent thirty-six hours in Venice, part of our whistle-stop tour of Europe together. My imagination raced as I watched gondoliers appear then vanish into the blanket canal mist and we lost ourselves in the labyrinthine streets. Six years later I flew into Rome with my boyfriend at the time and spent two weeks in Tuscany, where my Australian uncle lives with his Italian wife and child. 

				Leaving Tuscany and the boy behind, Iroamed Europe for four months, soaking up many glorious locales and cultures. In later years I travelled to countries closer to home, like Thailand and Nepal, but Italy was stuck fast in my heart.

				Three years passed before I squeezed in a wintry trip to Sicily. Itravelled by bus around the island, freezing in snow at the base of Mount Etna, admiring Greek ruins and pigging out on the ambrosial, ricotta-rich Sicilian sweets cannoli and cassata. 

				Mind-boggling history aside, every time I went back all my Piscean-tinted glasses could see was a slower life revolving around food and family life that appeared refreshingly devoid of stress. Iwanted to live there, experience it first hand and find out if my fleeting, starry-eyed impressions were valid. 

				My plan had always played second fiddle to career moves, but now – languishing at work and strung out from another split – I was officially fed up enough to chase The Italian Dream. 

				Giving notice to my PR job, Ihired removalists to take my life belongings from my studio flat in inner-city Sydney to my parents’ house at Orange, in country New South Wales. 

				Just over a month later I spent my last week in Sydney wining and dining with family and friends who were envious of my seemingly spontaneous but actually long-planned escape. Happy to get caught up in their collective excitement, Ididn’t stop to analyse the ramifications of my decision. Ihad no idea how long I was going to be in Italy, Ijust wanted to get there. Asked by anyone what I was going to do once I arrived, Ihad a stock standard response: ‘I’m going to learn the language and have a bit of a career break.’ My actual plan wasn’t much more detailed. I’d enrolled to do a language course in Perugia, in the region of Umbria. From there, Iplanned to head straight to Roma. If I was going to try to eke out an Italian existence, Iwanted to try my luck in the capital.

				I was secretly petrified that I had left it too late to go on the road again. To console myself, Ifilled my newly purchased backpack with more than a few of my favourite things. Iwas going to be a backpacker again, but this time I was going to do it with style. Aslinky dress, some foxy tops and a smart handbag? Check. Good books, my Discman and thirty CDs painstakingly chosen so as not to remind me of my latest ex? Packed.

				Finally, Iflew to Perth, where Sal and her family live, for a short holiday with them and my mum, dad and Lisa, my eldest sister, and her family from Sydney. We spent a week shacking it on Rottnest Island, riding bikes, swimming and standing around a barbecue plate. Everyone seemed happy I was going away if not, Isuspected, secretly glad to get rid of the ball of angst I had become. 

				Now here I was, eighteen hours before departure from Perth to Italy, staring into the gentle eyes of Carmen, a slight woman wearing a wise countenance and a rather unfortunate purple tie-dyed ensemble.

				Asked to give a précis of my life, Iblurted out enough to give her leverage. 

				‘You have a strong life energy,’ said Carmen, after a convincing minute of meditational silence. ‘I don’t think you will be coming back soon ... You will discover your creative self and explore new avenues. You will have a very passionate relationship with a European. Isee visa and immigration problems, marriage and children.’

				My heart pounded. Fantastic, maybe I would become a photographer. And bring on Romeo and a Sicilian wedding. But kids?

				Still, she was on the money about my relationship habits. 

				‘You need to have more self-worth so you can learn to identify men who can give you more,’ she said. ‘Look at your body language,’ she continued, pointing at my arms crossed tightly over my chest. 

				‘Don’t be too defensive when you travel. Be open to everything and trust your instinct, trust your heart – trust yourself.’ 

				If she wasn’t already, this woman should be on a retainer with Hallmark. 

				Desperate for direction, Ilapped up Carmen’s every word and twisted them to suit the dream I had packed up my life to chase. It was too late to turn back.

				The next day I would be on my way to my favourite country. Aland where no one knows my past, my mistakes, my foibles and idiosyncrasies. Aplace where I’ll find the perfect job to get my creative juices flowing. Aplace where I’ll follow my heart and not allow men to mess with my head. Aplace where, within reason, I’ll heed the advice of a friend: Say yes to everything!
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				Unable to sleep at dawn, Ipull on my swimmers and tiptoe out of the house to walk to the Olympic pool nearby. The monotony of following a fat black line for two kilometres reduces, but fails to block out, my rising anxiety and excitement. 

				Crikey. Crumbs. Christ. This is it. No time for regrets. 

				‘Sorry, Sal – I hate farewells,’ I tell my sister as we pull into Departures at eucalypt-fringed Perth airport. Bear-hugging her on the footpath and giving a final squeeze to my niece, Lily, Ihold back tears and stride into the airport. 

				The instant I walk through the sliding doors and into the cool rush of air-conditioning I feel a hundred times better, like when you vomit from seasickness then realise with one of the purest degrees of joy that you will survive.

				Hovering in airports is one of my favourite means of escapism. It’s real-life cinema. Imeander happily, taking in the emotional scenes around me: the tender hugs of lovers reunited, the excruciating farewells, the disappointed or steely faces of people who hoped to have someone waiting for them only to find themselves alone at the baggage carousel, feeling as lonely as the unclaimed suitcases. 

				High on adrenalin, Iboard my flight and plonk myself in my aisle seat. Reality check. Why do I always romanticise air travel? The only time I have ever slept on a long-haul flight was when I flew First Class for a work conference to Taipei. Ifelt like a queen as I quaffed champagne while watching movies on a personal TV screen. Reclining my throne to a bed, Ikipped for a record five hours. Once you’ve flown at the top of the plane, going back to economy is like being told Santa doesn’t exist.

				As the plane starts to roll onto the runway tiny shockwaves zap through me and questions start spinning around in my head. Itake a few deep breaths and let my hopes lift with the plane. I’m going to be fine. Rueing my inability to nap sitting up, Ireach into my daypack and grab my secret weapon for surviving long-haul economy flights – sleeping tablets. 

				Shuffling off the plane just after midnight in Singapore, Iwander around like a zombie for two hours until I return to the boarding gate to meet Jo, a friend of a friend from Sydney.

				A slight woman with big blue, startled eyes and her hair whimsically styled like Diana Spencer in her kindy-minding days, Jo not only happened to book her flight to Italy on the same day as me but, by sheer coincidence, is also on her way to Perugia, where I am enrolled in a three-month beginner’s Italian course at the Università per Stranieri – University for Foreigners. 

				Years earlier, Jo did the same course and continued her Italian studies in Australia. Now fairly fluent, she’s heading to Perugia to see Maria, the elderly Italian woman she boarded with during her stay. We met in Sydney a week ago and discovered our flights to Rome connected in Singapore, where we agreed to meet.

				 ‘I’ve booked a hotel for our first night in Rome, and Maria said you can stay with her until you sort out your accommodation,’ says Jo, looking as haggard as I feel, as we reboard.

				Relieved at not having to worry about finding digs upon landing, Ithank her gratefully and find my seat. Ipop another sleeping pill and pass out.

				The cabin lights flicker on at 6am and less than an hour later the plane bumps gently onto the tarmac at Leonardo da Vinci – Fiumicino, Rome’s main airport. Following signs to the baggage carousel, Itake in the scene around me as I wait for Jo. 

				Invariably petite and lean, young Italian women must all shop in the same department store: most wear tight jeans with heels and long black or white bomber jackets, and accessorise with designer handbags and buff boyfriends. Older women wrap themselves in a taxidermist’s dream range of furs while their male sidekicks sport shiny leather shoes, belts and dapper suits.

				Clutching minuscule mobiles, which beep or ring every two seconds, families, friends and lovers try to organise themselves with as much noise as possible.

				‘Dai amore, su! Siamo in ritardo!’

				‘Ci vediamo presto piccolina. Stammi bene okay?’

				‘Aooooooo. Ti sto aspettando. Dove sei?’

				I feel like I am at the opera. The dialogue sounds so melodic. 

				Jo and I catch a train to Termini station, Rome’s main transport hub. Stepping onto the platform, memories of my 1997 trip flood back as my eardrums fill with the sound of rolling luggage trolleys, grinding coffee machines, electronic announcements and even louder Italians who apparently all buy the same denim body-spray-paint. Looking at their jeans and jackets, I’m surprised they can even walk. Jets of exhaled cigarette smoke mingle with the waft of sweet pastries, coffee, perfume, aftershave and the stale body odour of the homeless camped in or wandering the station.

				Ignoring men dressed in badly cut suits spruiking cheap hotel accommodation, we hop on the Metro and alight at Piazza di Spagna, home to the Spanish Steps. Standing at the base, then, Iremember how disappointed I was when I set eyes upon them for the first time. The mere name had me imagining the ridiculous: Spaniards dressed in bright Picasso-coloured costumes, leaping up and down. Instead I found a steep set of steps looking nothing like their postcard image which is covered in vibrant pink flowers.Today the steps are devoid of human life, except for a policeman with a whistle shooing away two Japanese tourists. Their crime appears to have been eating on the steps, but I notice thecop light up a cigarette within seconds of his scary policemanact. 

				I follow Jo up and we catch our breath at the summit before turning right down via Sistina. Old Vespas and modern motorbikes of every colour hurtle past us, brightening the dusty streetscape of crumbling facades and scaffolding. 

				Once checked into our hotel – a convent accommodating women or married couples only – by a moustached nun, we catch a tiny, Get Smart-style elevator to a spartan but squeaky clean room on the third piano, or floor. 

				Showering quickly, Jo and I head to the nearest bar, a word I remember refers to a place where one orders coffee more often than alcohol. Jo disappears into the peak-hour jam, telling me she has to pay first at the cash register then present the receipt at the counter for service. Nodding absently, Iwatch the squat barista in fascination. About fifty with stylish grey sideburns and a jovial demeanour, he handles the eight-cup coffee machine like a long-time lover, cranking it up and pushing all the right buttons without exerting himself. Occasionally he stops to inhale a cigarette that burns in an ashtray nearby.

				Orders flood in as locals smack their receipts on the counter and wait for their coffees, which they drink standing at the bar. There are no tables in sight.

				‘Grab a cornetto,’ says Jo, taking a serviette and mimicking the locals to open a container full of pastries nearby. She chooses a croissant with a telltale chocolate blob on top. Ifollow suit and grab a pastry splotched with orange.

				I almost never eat pastries, because it flies in the face of the Healthy Food Pyramid I memorised in Three Unit Home Economics and I am fearful of the fat content. But today, drum roll, is the first day of the rest of my new life. And they look damn tasty.

				Filled with apricot jam, my cornetto is more doughy than buttery. Convincing myself it’s almost like eating toast and jam, Ileave my guilt trip behind.

				‘Ohmygoddd,’ says Jo, sounding like Meg Ryan in When Harry Met Sally. ‘Mine has Nutella inside ... it’s amazing.’

				The barista slides cappuccinos before us with an exaggerated gesture of achievement. Ilook down and see a gigantic heart shaped in cocoa atop the froth of my cappuccino. Jo has the same, yet a podgy local woman standing next to us hasn’t attracted the same slick service. We stick out like tourists – and we are being treated accordingly. 

				I blush self-consciously and absorb the theatre going on around me. Two men talk heatedly about something, gesticulating excessively. Just as they appear to be on the verge of coming to blows, one gives the other a big backslap and they leave the bar laughing.

				We walk back down to Piazza di Spagna, decorated with palm trees that seem out of place, and roam the grid of streets that run off the piazza, lined with the likes of Fendi, Dolce & Gabbana and Gucci. Perfumed shop assistants teetering on toothpick-thin heels unabashedly admire their reflections in wall-length mirrors. Fashion and beauty are as omnipresent as the shrieking of mobile phones and the American and English accents suspended in the air. 

				Within half an hour I feel frustrated by the attention I am receiving. On a fresh blue April day, I’m wearing a Chinese-style top with a slit down one side. It’s a bit sexy, but by no means astonishingly revealing. As Jo and I enjoy a stroll, passing Italian men with bedroom eyes whistle and hiss their approval.

				‘Buongiorno, signorina. Bellissima. Ciao, bella!’

				At first it’s flattering, but soon I am annoyed. Who are these horny critters? Do they have girlfriends, partners, or wives? How can they possibly think any woman with all her marbles might fall for such platitudes?

				‘I know Italian men can be lecherous but this is getting ridiculous!’ giggles Jo, confirming that I am not imagining things.

				Looking at the women around me, dressed in winter wear despite the mild spring weather, Idrape my jumper over my shoulders and adopt a don’t-mess-with-me veneer.

				The soft strain of nuns singing hymns in the chapel below our room stirs us well before my alarm clock sounds. Our morning train grunts through ugly suburbia – endless rows of concrete apartment buildings with little vegetation – then hurtles through lush countryside scattered with sunflower fields before pulling into Perugia three hours later.

				Walking out of the station, Isee an elderly, curvaceous woman wearing a stylish black dress, green cashmere shawl, bright red lipstick and orange Jackie O sunglasses. Her silver hair is pulled elegantly back in a bun and her smile is warm and wide. 

				‘Maria!’ Jo embraces her short frame and immediately starts to blubber like an infant. 

				Finally releasing Jo, Maria embraces me like a long-lost daughter, and I inhale the faint musty perfume that lingers in her scarf. There are only three perfumes I know by scent: Chanel No.5, because I wear it; Issy Miyake, because an old boyfriend wore it, along with half of Sydney’s gay population; and Anaïs Anaïs, worn by my beloved late grandmother. 

				Maria wears the latter and smelling her scarf immediately transports me back to childhood, sitting in my grandparents’ kitchen and dunking Arnott’s Milk Arrowroot biscuits into a cup of tea, making adult talk with my grandmother, Oriel. I’m overwhelmed by nostalgia. 

				Winding up a steep, long road lined with trees, our taxi flashes past a pretty piazza, where people sit on the steps of a massive church enjoying the sunshine, then pulls up abruptly on the slope of a narrow, cobbled street.

				Using half my body weight to help Maria open two enormous wooden doors, we scale two flights of concrete stairs and pass through another set of big heavy timber doors into a small entrance hall. Full of a hotch-potch mix of furniture and miscellaneous bits and bobs, Maria’s home is like her – worn but grandma chic. Explaining that she will share Maria’s bed, Jo dumps her bags in the clean yet musty room nearest the front door. The imposing, sombre oil of Jesus Christ hanging on the wall opposite the bed is enough to make me pray I’ll be camping in another room.

				Maria ushers me along a corridor and past a formal dining room, and a kitchen full of heavenly scents, then opens a door leading to a big, bright room with sun filtering through a large window in an angled wall. There are two single beds with thick doonas on top – Perugia is at least ten degrees cooler than Rome – plus a wardrobe, a study desk and chair. Walking to the window, Ilook out to see a beautiful belltower and red-tiled rooftops petering out to make way for the green and gold Umbrian fields which roll into the horizon. 

				Jo tells me that an Australian girl, Olivia, currently rents one of the beds for 200 euros a month. In a few days her mother will arrive to take the second bed, but until then I can crash there. 

				We head into the kitchen, where Maria stands at the stove, stirring sizzling cubes of bacon and garlic in a large fry pan. At the round table, covered with a beautiful white embroidered tablecloth, sits a balding man with large black eyes and hound-dog jowls. 

				‘Penny, this is Luca,’ says Jo, giving me an ‘I’ll tell you all about HIM later’ look. 

				‘Buongiorno!’ barks Luca gruffly in my direction. 

				I smile at him and nod politely. 

				‘Pronta!’ says Maria, motioning to us to sit down at the table. Iwatch as she drains water from a big pot of spaghetti, which she throws into the fry pan with the bacon and garlic.

				She cracks three eggs into the pasta, mixing it swiftly before transferring it onto a large serving plate, which she places next to a breadboard loaded with a crusty loaf and a large chunk of parmesan cheese. 

				The only carbonara sauce I have seen in Australia has been enough to turn my stomach, a soupy mix of cream, greasy bacon bits and excess oil. Maria’s version has no cream, but the eggs, oil and fresh parmesan add ample richness. Iwolf it down quickly.

				Through Jo’s generous translation, Ilearn that Maria was born in a small town on Perugia’s outskirts. She remembers the day the Nazis swept through the village, killing adults and children in their path. Her father hid her beneath the kitchen floorboards. Her family were among the lucky. 

				For forty years she has rented rooms to foreign and Italian students. She has hugged kids who have arrived home bawling their eyes out in frustration, struggling to learn the Italian language, seen a black shiny pistol in the suitcase of a shy young Russian woman who was a KGB operative, booted out heroin addicts, and protected her female tenants from the slimey advances of male students. 

				Luca, who has been silently chewing and drinking and refilling his glass of vino rosso with admirable speed, abruptly pushes back his chair and leaves the room. Iraise my eyebrows at Jo, who explains that several times during past decades Maria has left Luca but never managed to get a divorce, due to complications linked to finances and the Roman Catholic Church. For better but more often worse, the cardigan-wearing pensioners have somehow remained together – although, says Jo, Maria had a long-running affair with a doctor she met when she was nursing her mother, who died of cancer. 

				‘I don’t understand,’ I tell Jo, ‘why she doesn’t just leave...’

				Jo translates as Maria rolls her eyes and answers in sentences punctuated with sighs. ‘She says that sometimes it’s easier to stay with someone than abandon them.’

				‘I disagree – life is short!’ I retort, fuelled by the red wine and a sudden urge to be heard. Maria doesn’t need Jo’s translation to understand the gist of my outburst. When she drops her gaze, Ifear I have offended her – until she cocks her head and looks at me cheekily. Her hazel eyes hint of adventures I crave to hear about.

				‘Boh!’ she says with an exaggerated shrug of her shoulders. 

				Jo and I burst out laughing at Maria’s turn of phrase, which sounds like a cross between a soft belch and a grunt, and can mean anything from ‘I don’t know’ to a much ruder ‘No idea – don’t ask me!’

				It soon becomes my favourite Italian expression.

				With a week before I have to enrol and begin my language course, Idecide to visit my Uncle Geoffrey, who lives with his wife and their daughter in San Gimignano, a small town overrun by tourists in Tuscany. 

				‘Buongiorno!’

				Heading out the door, Iam intercepted by Maria as I walk past the kitchen. Dressed in a fluffy pink nightgown and slippers, her cheeks are as rosy as the kid in that Vegemite ad.

				‘I ... go ... San Gimignano now.’

				Why is it that when I’m trying to communicate in another language I just bastardise my own? Maria kisses me on both cheeks and shoos me out the door.

				Going to the tourist information centre in the pretty main piazza, Ifind the bus station and board the service to San Gimignano, sitting behind the driver’s seat. Ashort, swarthy man with a tanned, weathered face climbs on and cranks the engine.

				Before the bus has even edged out of the car park the driver whips a packet of Diana cigarettes out of his trouser pocket and lights up. Mounted to his right I note a large No Smoking sign. 

				‘Where you from?’ he asks in stilted English as the bus weaves out of the city.

				‘Australia.’ 

				‘Ah, sì? Canguri, canguri! Boing, boing, boing!’

				With child-like excitement, the driver lifts one hand off the steering wheel and moves it up and down in a bouncing motion, laughing at his own cleverness. 

				Before I have time to respond, a mobile phone rings with the tune of the Guns ’n’ Roses song ‘Sweet Child of Mine’. Memories of drunken karaoke sessions come flooding back and my legs move from side to side, involuntarily impersonating the swaying motion of Axl Rose. 

				I look at the other passengers. No one moves. 

				‘Porca miseria!’

				Muttering in annoyance, the driver switches his cigarette from his left hand to his right, which he uses to steer, then reaches into his other trouser pocket to produce the phone. 

				‘Pronto,’ he sings out above the drone of the engine and traffic. ‘Sì, sì –’

				Talk about multi-skilling. Lucky we’re on a straight highway. After watching the patchwork countryside flash by, Ichange buses at Siena before we finally pull up just outside an archway in the old town wall of San Gimignano.

				The last time I saw Geoffrey, one of my dad’s five younger brothers, was in 1997. Somewhat of a gypsy who has tried his hand at everything from grape-picking to shiatsu massage, he was roaming the world years earlier when he stopped in San Gimignano to inquire about seasonal work. 

				Charmed by Anna, the cheery woman behind the tourist information desk, he decided to stay. They married and have onedaughter, Bianca, who’s now in primary school. Geoffrey has oneother daughter, from a previous relationship, who lives in Australia.

				Establishing himself as an artist, Geoffrey exhibits in galleries in San Gimignano, Florence, Vienna and other European cities. Fluent in German, French and English, as well as her native Italian, Anna now works in a ceramics shop at the start of the tourist track through the old town. 

				Following Geoffrey’s instructions, Iwander through the historic arch into the old town centre and find the ceramics shop. Petite, with sparkling cornflower blue eyes and spectacles, Anna squeals when she sees me, enveloping me in a hug. Full of beans at any hour, she hasn’t changed since I saw her three years ago in Australia. Her generous affection and enthusiasm are contagious.

				At 1.30pm my timing is perfect – in Italy most shops, barring restaurants, close at this time and don’t re-open until 3pm at the earliest, and more likely four. Anna and I jump in her little Fiat Panda and vroom down-hill to park near a modern apartment building. 

				Entering the first-floor apartment, Iam greeted with a shriek from Bianca and another hug from Geoffrey, whose paintings line the walls of the living room. AWhiteley-esque abstract featuring Sydney Harbour makes me think of home for the first time since my arrival. 

				‘Salute,’ says Geoffrey, raising his glass of red wine in a toast as we sit down to eat roasted guinea fowl and fresh artichokes pan-fried with garlic and herbs. 

				‘So, Penny, you’re going to study Italian in Perugia, eh?’ he continues. ‘Why Italian? Why Italy?’

				‘The quality of life here just seems better, slower, more relaxed, healthier… you only have to look at the old men sitting around the piazzas for evidence,’ I say.

				‘They’re probably dirty old paedophiles!’ roars Geoffrey. 

				Gags, good food and conversation and sleep are the focus of my week in San Gimignano. Rising early most mornings, Igo for a walk around the walls of the old town, enjoying views of the much-photographed Tuscany, arriving home to have breakfast with Geoffrey, Bianca and Anna before Anna rushes off to work.

				During the day I play with Bianca and Geoffrey paints until the lunch hour nears, when he stops to prepare simple, healthy, but delicious dishes: pasta with fresh tomato and basil sauce, or garlic and olive oil; Tuscan soup chunky with vegetables, beans and bread; roast chicken and salads of fresh tomato and thin slices of fennel.

				When Anna arrives home, the table is already set with a colourful cotton cloth and napkins. Water and red wine, sourced from a local vineyard and stored in a jug covered with wicker, is always in the centre of the table. Used to stuffing a sandwich in my mouth for lunch on the go, Isavour the ritual of mealtimes and the hours Italians set aside to eat and catch up with loved ones. 

				This is what I came to Italy for, Ikeep telling myself with a rising sense of confidence. Mealtimes with Geoffrey, Anna and Bianca – who speak in English for my benefit – are never dull. It takes a while to adjust to the fact that when Geoffrey and Anna raise their voices at one another and seem to be on the brink of divorce they are, in fact, just having a good old-fashioned debate, Italian-style – like the two men I saw in the bar on my first day in Rome. Arms flail wildly and the conversation is liberally sprinkled with ‘Allora, Well, then,’ and ‘Boh’. And just when I think one of them is going to grab their pasta fork and stab the other, they start laughing like maniacs.

				Pretty soon I become adept at kipping for a good hour after lunch with the rest of the family.

				Just before 4pm Anna returns to work, leaving Geoffrey, Bianca and me to entertain ourselves until dinner time approaches, when the kitchen again echoes with the sound of knives on chopping boards, bubbling water and pans sizzling with garlic. Eating around 9pm, none of us is in bed before midnight.

				At the end of my stay, dosed up on food and love, Ikiss the San Gimignano crew goodbye and head back to Perugia, heartened that I have a family nest only three hours away. 

				On the bus, Itry to use my pidgin Italian with the driver, who doesn’t smoke or talk on his mobile phone but proudly shows me photos of a new-born baby I assume is his son, cradled in his wife’s arms or propped beside a teddy bear and the family labrador. Ilook at the big-bellied, smiling driver and feel strangely humbled, thinking of home. 

				Working crazy hours to get pay rises and kudos, Ihad turned into someone I didn’t like, never seeing enough of the people I cared about. This was not just because I didn’t have enough time, but because in Sydney it’s standard practice to not commit to anything until the last minute – just in case a better offer comes up. Raised to believe a handshake is a handshake, at first I was annoyed at the social game until I learnt how to play it.

				After my first week in Italy, Iam starting to think most locals – from the bow-tied baristas to the bus drivers – are more satisfied with their lot, working with a healthy amount of pride and pleasure, without killing themselves to scale the career ladder. Endearingly, they also make time to be with loved ones.

				‘Ciao, Penn-ee!’

				Sitting at the kitchen table with an evening television game show on low volume nearby, Maria greets me with two kisses before we both smile blankly at each other, lost for words. 

				I retreat to my room, where I see an attractive girl with long, straight, blonde hair sitting on the other bed. 

				‘Hi! I’m Olivia,’ she says with a broad Australian accent.

				Lissom with grey-blue, almond-shaped eyes, Iimagine Olivia has the locals in a lather every time she sashays out the door in her tight Lee jeans. She has done a month of the three-month course I am set to begin. At twenty-three, she’s having a break from her life in Sydney and her model boyfriend, whose bare ripple-chested torso adorns his agency call card, propped up near Olivia’s bed. 

				We strike up an easy rapport. Olivia already seems like a gal about town, so I accept her suggestion to have a late night aperitivo at the Rock Castle, a pub lurking down a dark lane not far away.

				At 10.30pm the cavernous space below the arched, medieval brick ceiling is almost empty. The DJ cranks up the music and my head is spinning with Shakira, vodka and Marlboro Lights when a group of three twenty-something Italians approach us.

				One of them has his heart and crotch set on Olivia, who flirts with the ease of someone young and beautiful. Ilook around and suddenly feel like a dinosaur in the Matrix. At midnight the nightclub is groaning with young students following a strict dress code: tight and tiny. 

				We eventually stumble home, Olivia’s sexy heels clicking on the stone pavement. It was too cold to wear the pair of summer slip-ons I brought, and the only covered shoes I have are chunky white running shoes. As a compromise, Ihad decided to make do with what I had, teaming a pair of black socks with my black Birkenstock sandals. Before I left the house I’d convinced myself it was cutting-edge and even if I wasn’t, what did it matter? The new and improved me follows instinct – not fashion trends. 

				Staring at my Birkies at evening’s end I rue my decision. Ilook like I just escaped from a beer hall in Munich. Isink into the overused mattress on my single bed and attempt to focus on the revolving ceiling. 

				What the hell am I doing here again?

				Olivia is stretched out on her bed like Barbie when I creep out of our room feeling decidedly dusty. Damn her. No matter how hung-over or tired, Ialways wake too early.

				I have become addicted to having a daily caffè in a bar because I love the way the baristas seem to be on familiar terms with their clientele.

				I want to find a local haunt where I’m greeted with a friendly ‘Ciao’ rather than the more courteous salve or buongiorno. Iwant to listen to the talk of the town. 

				I pass a few aesthetically unappealing bars before I walk down a steep side street off the main drag. The soft, cosy lighting behind a polished glass and timber facade catches my eye. Pushing open the door of Bar Papaia, Isee a curved timber counter and a wall of shelves, which are stacked to the ceiling with dusty bottles of wine. Acheery Italian pop song wafts from a radio sitting on a counter behind the bar, where a fit, Bruce Willis-bald man wearing a friendly smile and a plastic neck brace stands idly. He’s the first barman I’ve seen dressed in normal garb. With large, expressive eyes, wide shoulders and sculpted arms, he’s also my idea of a Sort. Beside him a sullen-faced weed of a girl is busy making panini, stuffing bread rolls with milky white buffalo mozzarella, prosciutto and sliced tomatoes as red as Coco Chanel’s lips.

				I order a cappuccino that arrives tepid. Going from being a skinny latte princess to a full-cream queen is one thing (Italian bars do not offer skim milk, unless they are located in a fine hotel), but I like the milk in my coffee so hot it almost burns the roof of my mouth. Drat. How am I going to explain myself? I know I am a tourist, but I don’t want to sound like one. Especially not in front of this rather cute barman with fetching biceps. Iflick through my mini-dictionary. Caldo means hot.

				‘Scusi,’ I raise my voice to get the barman’s attention. ‘But ... non caldo.’

				‘No problem, Imake it hot for you. You can speak English. Ispeak little,’ he says shyly.

				Engaging in small talk, Ilearn that Piero has been joint manager of Bar Papaia for ten years. He is studying English and has travelled extensively. Fantastico. Irecall Geoffrey’s words of warning that if I date a local he must have seen the big wide world outside Italy.

				‘Otherwise they think like this,’ Geoffrey said, his hands motioning in a straight line from his head. ‘Their mothers do everything for them: cooking, ironing, the lot. They are mammoni or mummy’s boys.’

				As I pay for my coffee and cornetto I wonder if Piero lives at home with his mamma, or if he is a liberated Italian who lives alone – or with a girlfriend? I leave the bar with a spring in my step. Ithink I’ve found my ‘Cheers’ in Perugia.

				•

				Back at Maria’s, Ifind Jo has returned from her trip to Torino. To my relief, she says she and Maria will accompany me to the university to help me enrol; find an apartment and get my Permesso di Soggiorno (Permit to stay), which all non-European Union residents visiting Italy must obtain within eight days of arrival.

				The Università per Stranieri is an apricoty-pink building with an impressive Renaissance facade. Students mill about outside smoking, gasbagging and handing out flyers. At the enrolment office, where I present my papers and receive a student card, Ilet Maria and Jo do all the talking. Ismile happily, still experiencing a child-like fascination with the sound of a new accent and all things foreign. We walk around the corner to the Polizia, where a man as camp as Liberace is processing the Permesso di Soggiorno applications of a queue of foreigners.

				Before I left Australia I got a study visa because the Italian embassy in Sydney stressed it was necessary as a part of my course enrolment. Obtaining the visa was a nightmare, because at the last minute I discovered I had to prove I had previously studied Italian. By chance, shortly before my 1997 trip to Italy, Idid a one-month, once-a-week TAFE beginners course, which empowered me to distinguish fish from meat on a dinner menu. The TAFE college had since closed and I only just managed to convince a faceless bureaucrat to fax me a document validating my course attendance. 

				Feeling super-prepared, Ihand over my passport and student card. 

				‘To yous thees visa you must leeve the country and reeturn on tha second of May,’ says the man behind the desk wearing a Marco nametag.

				‘What?’ I try not to let panic overcome me as Jo and Maria negotiate with him. Istare at his hands, slicing the air expressively like an orchestral conductor.

				Finally, a resolution to the visa problem caused by things I do not understand is found: Iwill renounce the study visa in writing and instead get my Permesso using a tourist visa for which I require none of the paperwork I collected in a mad panic in Sydney.

				Thanking Marco, we march to another office that handles student accommodation, where Maria talks to a lump of a woman who could have done stunts for Mrs Doubtfire. The woman, Anna, takes us to look at an apartment in a street near the university and Maria’s house. 

				Small, with terracotta floors, white walls and Spanish-style arches, the apartment has a functional kitchen and dining area, a tiny bathroom and a bedroom facing the street. The ceilings are so low even Bilbo Baggins would have to duck. With good natural light, the bedroom contains a single bed with some shelves above it and a tatty reclining armchair. Opening the French windows, Isee a flowerbox crowded with brilliant red geraniums. It ain’t the Ritz, but it’s sweet. 

				‘I’m keen,’ I tell Jo, ‘but how much is it?’

				Jo chats to Anna and tells me that the room costs 326 euros plus minimal expenses, about 200 dollars cheaper than the monthly rent and bills for my studio flat in Rushcutters Bay.

				I look at the narrow bed as I walk out of the room and think of the luxuriously big, firm new mattress I bought a few months before I decided to pack up and leave Australia. Sleeping – let alone anything else – is going to be a challenge in my new home.

				But there’s no time to dwell on such matters. Tomorrow, university begins.
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