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PRAISE FOR ONE ITALIAN SUMMER
‘One Italian Summer is delightfully witty and honest. You can feel
the summer heat of Italy, not only in the scenes Pip describes, but in
the wholeheartedly warm tone she speaks to us with. She conjures
the warmth of Italy with great skill, and will leave you aching to
go wandering through Italy. There is a deep love of place and life in
this book, and above all, enduring love of family.’
Better Reading
‘A book as rich and wise and full of goodness as the Good Life it
seeks to define.’
Carol LeFevre, author of Nights in the Asylum
‘A delightful, insightful book charting the adventures of one family
whose quest for the good life in Italy brings with it the simple
pleasures of the table and the hard graft of growing that food; Pip’s
elegant prose transported me deep into the heart of Tuscany and is
the most eloquent advert for a working holiday I’ve ever read.’
Christine McCabe, author of A Garden in the Hills
‘Warm as a Tuscan evening, generous as broken bread and honest
enough to question whether happiness is really a hill of compost.’
Max Anderson, author of Digger
‘They’re dirty, they’re tired, they’re confused … it’s so real and she’s
such a good writer. It’s a pleasure to read.’
Sarah Tooth on The Book Club, ABC Radio Adelaide
‘A love story. A work story. A food story. A parenting story. A
travel adventure story. The writing is elegant and deft, sensual
and simple. As with all good memoirs, you will race through it then
stare into the middle distance to ponder its subterranean truths
and longings. You will think about your own life … perhaps make
plans of your own.’
Rebekah Clarkson, author of Barking Dogs
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Bread.
It was my undoing.
And my salvation.
If it hadn’t been for bread,
we might never have gone to Italy.
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Rome

(Six impossible things before breakfast)

In a few hours Rome will be teeming with people, but now, at
six in the morning, it’s all ours. Woken by jetlag, we’ve emerged
from our apartment on Via Boccaccio to search for breakfast,
but we don’t know which way to go. Shannon and the boys
look perturbed, but my nerve endings still tingle from those first
waking moments when Shannon’s arm on my belly kept me
from stirring. I lay listening in near darkness to the unfamiliar
sounds of the street below: the rumble of a delivery van over
cobblestone, the clatter of a security door, a shouted greeting
and a conversation I could only guess the meaning of. I felt like
a child eavesdropping on a secret.
It will take time for the city to wake, so we wander aimlessly,
taking it in turns to hold one another’s hands and squeezing
lightly to assure ourselves we’re really here. We favour the
narrow lanes, and each turn reveals a treasure: domed churches,
a covered archway with a frescoed ceiling, a wrought iron
balcony. Then we see the hint of a private courtyard – the bough
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of an orange tree, heavy with ripe fruit, reaching out over a high
stone wall. Aidan takes a running jump and tries to grab an
orange, and I’m flung back ten years, to the front yard of our
little house in Sydney.
‘Front yard’ might be an exaggeration; it was really just
two square metres of dirt separating our front door from the
footpath, but Shannon could see its potential. Like so many in
the suburbs, we yearned for a slice of ‘The Good Life’, the kind
of life where we could grow our own food and have a pet pig.
Even before the boys were born, Shannon had begun dreaming
of a honey-filled hive, a gaggle of geese and rows of lemon trees
and apple trees and trees with fruit that nobody had ever heard
of. As the house filled with toys and my days filled with mashed
pumpkin and spilt milk, I’d begun to dream of baking my own
bread and preserving home-grown pears.
But the dream was too big for our suburban box, so we
lopped it and pruned it until all we could imagine was one small
thing. That’s when we planted a lemon tree in the front yard.
A couple of years passed. The boys grew bigger, the house
grew smaller, our tree began to bear fruit. We were content.
And then our lemons started to go missing.
Allowing our lemon tree to overhang the footpath was a
community service that we were more than happy to perform.
If a neighbour sat down to grilled fish and realised they had no
lemon, they could nip out their front door and pull one from
our tree. No one should have to eat fish without lemon, and we
had more than enough to share. But one evening I served up
grilled salmon, and when we went to the tree, it was bare.
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After a while, fruit returned. We talked of lemonade and
lemon curd and lemon delicious pudding, and waited patiently
for the fruit to ripen. When green gave way to yellow we stood
on the doorstep of our little house, gazing like proud parents at
what we had grown. But our pride and culinary optimism were
short-lived. The next day, when we opened the front door, our
tree was once again stripped of colour. There’d been enough
lemons for everyone in the street to have fish that night, and
suddenly they were all gone.
A door creaked open in the back of Shannon’s mind and he
began to walk towards it.
‘Let’s move,’ he said.
‘We can’t afford to,’ I said.
‘We can if we leave Sydney.’
He was right. I liked the idea. We sold up and moved to the
Adelaide Hills.

~
More than a thousand kilometres from Sydney, our dreams
found expression in a two-bedroom stone cottage and five acres
of farmland.
Shannon had a shed – a coming-of-age moment for any
man who’s found himself lingering in the hardware shop long
after he’s located the duct tape. He also had a canvas for all the
ideas that had preoccupied him over the past few years, and a
part-time job as a gardener that left him just enough time to
implement some of them. He joined ‘Trees for Life’ and planted
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hundreds of native seedlings. He studied permaculture, built up
beds for a vegetable garden and began planting fruit trees. Some
I knew, others I’d never heard of. His eyes shone, and the skin
on his cheeks flushed as if he were in the grip of a new love.
Our two boys, not yet at school, ranged free within their
expanded borders. Aidan was finally able to kick a ball and
swing a bat with no restrictions. He soon became adept at both
– though the household budget now had a dedicated line for
all the balls that kept getting lost in the long grass. He pulled
carrots from the earth and ate them, soil and all. Riley didn’t
have the teeth for carrots, so he just ate the soil. I looked on,
thrilled.
But I was still an observer. I hadn’t so much down-shifted
as side-shifted. I was barely able to get my hands dirty before I
started to feel hampered by all the things I’d brought with me
from Sydney. A job in the city paid the bills, and an unfinished
degree demanded most of the attention I should have been
paying to my pre-school children – and to our new pets, a pair
of alpacas we’d bought in an effort to dress the boys in colourful
home-spun woollens.
We entered into animal husbandry with exactly the kind of
confidence you’d expect from well-educated city slickers with
no idea. They were the first mammals I’d owned since killing
my pet mouse, Millie, when I was eight (she overheated in the
doll’s clothes I dressed her in and died prematurely from eating
too much chocolate), but at least Shannon had owned a dog,
quite a large dog. Thanks to a few judicious suggestions from
neighbours who were clearly concerned about animal welfare,
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we soon found that, leaving aside the spitting, alpacas are easier
to care for than mice.
The alpacas gave up their fleece, and I found time to learn
how to manage a spinning wheel – but in the way a nine-yearold with no particular talent manages the violin. I could move
all the bits in the right way, but the final product could only be
appreciated by those who loved me – and even they struggled.
As for dressing my children in gorgeous hand-knitted garments,
by the time I’d finished the first beanie, their heads had grown
and they were old enough to insist they didn’t want to ‘look like
Steiner kids’. I passed my misshapen masterpiece on to a friend
with a child at the local Steiner school and bought the boys
polyester footy beanies.
The spinning wheel soon found a home in the garage, along
with the loom (what was I thinking?), the preserving kettle and
about a hundred empty jam jars donated by friends. More and
more artefacts of my dream started to pile up. Every time I
tripped over something in my hurry to get in the car and off to
work, I was reminded of how far from the idyll I actually was.
Then the life I sought finally found me. One glorious
December I finished my degree and two work contracts, and
my new job wouldn’t start until February. Time, usually twisted
and congested, became like an open road. There were hours,
even days, to do nothing in particular, so I began making bread.
Since my early twenties, every two years or so I’d rolled up
my sleeves and plunged my hands into a mound of flour in an
earnest effort to make bread from scratch. The resulting brick,
or sludge, would be nibbled politely by family and friends, but
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even their love didn’t extend to a second bite, and eventually the
loaf would be shot-put into the compost. Bread had become my
nemesis. After each defeat I’d retreat, wounded, into the bread
aisles of the local supermarkets.
It had been many years since I’d attempted to make bread,
but I felt ready to try again. This time I enlisted the help of a
good recipe book and I followed every step with meticulous
care.
I brought forth bread.
Shannon and the boys ate the lot before the sun went down.
I felt a warm stillness in my belly that could have been explained
by the thick slice I’d devoured when it was hot from the oven,
but which I knew was really pure, unadulterated happiness.
I began to bake regularly, always on a day when everyone
was out of the house, when the silence and the hours asked
nothing of me.
Those moments when the heel of my hand was stretching
out an elastic dough, and I was panting a little from the effort of
kneading, were some of my most euphoric. I’d feel like Nigella
Lawson. ‘You have to dominate the dough,’ I’d say to the empty
house in a posh English accent, and as soon as the dominating
was over, I’d pop on the kettle. I’d always thought of bread
making as time-consuming, but on those days time seemed
more available than ever. Once kneaded, the bread required
no more than my presence, and I was free to do nothing of
any consequence to anyone, except me. I’d scribble a few lines
in a beautiful notebook, bought soon after leaving Sydney but
barely touched until I’d begun to bake. A few lines would turn
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to pages, I’d knock the dough back, make another pot of tea
then read what I’d written. After a while the notebook was
half-full, its pages dusted with flour, its cover crusty with dried
dough. I felt like I’d planted something, and that with care it
might grow.
Finally, our tree change was fulfilling all its promises. The
chooks were laying, the fruit trees were fruiting and the alpacas
had given up another fleece so I could make a few more lopsided
beanies that no one would wear. Then summer ended and I
started my new job. Time contracted and I felt out of breath
(but not in a sexy Nigella way). I made bread on Thursdays.
Then I made bread every second week. Then I stopped making
bread.
For some people, a sign that things are out of control is
skipping the gym or their daily meditation, or getting home
from work after the kids have gone to bed. For me, it was Tip
Top in the bread bin. ‘Good on you, Mum,’ rang caustically
through my mind as I slapped cheese between two white slices
and screamed at the kids, again, to hurry up because I was going
to be late for work.
Our trees began to bend with the weight of fruit. Apples,
plums, nectarines and Shannon’s prized pluots ripened. But
when the fruit started to fall we were too busy for bottling
and we put it off, as if nature could be rescheduled. The apples
turned floury before they dropped, but the stone fruit didn’t
let go until they were at their tastiest – all we caught were the
pluots, the rest rotted and created a mess that we never had time
to clean up. Shannon’s cheeks lost their flush.
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A dream kept safely locked away can be easily ignored. But
when you release a dream you live with it, you go to sleep with
it, you wake up with it, and you must negotiate with it on a daily
basis. Our dream was holding us to account, and we felt the
weight of its expectations every time we made a compromise.
I began seeing a psychologist for work-related stress. It
seemed more acceptable to talk about work than bread. Could
I seriously complain that a lack of baking was sending me into
a dark hole? After six sessions I was still depressed, which is
perhaps understandable when all we talked about were ways to
‘reframe work priorities’ and tackle insomnia – bread was never
discussed. On the way home from the last session I stopped for
a two-litre cask of red wine and a loaf of sliced white – it was
my rock-bottom moment.
‘Do you remember that fancy dress party we went to when
we were first going out?’ I was on my third post-counselling
glass and we were watching Survivor.
Shannon struggled to put my question into context.
‘All our friends came as movie stars and rock legends,’ I
reminded him, ‘but you dressed as a hippy and I came as a
rainforest.’
‘I actually went as Neil from the Young Ones,’ he said, ‘and
I vaguely remember being accused of not dressing up.’
‘You chained yourself to my trunk and vowed to save me
from the wheels of industry.’
‘You’re lucky I was there, I don’t think the environment was
a high priority for some of our friends.’
‘We were both different in the same way.’
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‘Why are we talking about this?’ Shannon asked.
I considered my next words. For years we’d been trying to
live the good life, a slow and sustainable life, a life of meaningful
production. That was our thing, what set us apart and brought
us together. But so much of my time was spent in meetings
where everything was ‘moving forward’, and my desire to move
back seemed impossible. I was starting to feel endangered.
‘I don’t think we’re living this life the way it should be lived,’
I said.
‘No, I don’t think we are either,’ Shannon agreed. ‘It needs
more time than we’re giving it.’
That was the truth of it. Living simply couldn’t be rushed.
How could we grow food and preserve it, bake a good loaf and
break it with friends, without going bonkers or broke?
‘What if we made it pay?’ suggested Shannon.
‘How would we do that?’
‘Grow more, make more, sell it at the farmers’ market?’
Colour was rising in his cheeks, but draining from mine.
‘It would need both of us, Shan. I’m already exhausted.’
‘You could work less,’ he said.
‘I could work less.’ A small flicker of something stirred in
my chest. ‘Or, better still, I could leave work altogether.’ Saying
it out loud was more therapeutic than the past three months of
therapy. A cloud began to lift.
We looked around. We devoured television renditions of
sustainable living: River Cottage, Gourmet Farmer, Gardening
Australia. And when the remote control failed to find these
top-shelf versions of our ideal life we’d settle for five minutes
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of Backyard Blitz, like a drunk taking a swig of turps. These
programs made us want the good life more than ever, but they
didn’t really teach us anything about living it. Except for a
vicarious sense of satisfaction, nothing about our daily existence
really changed.
‘We need real-life role models,’ I said one night, after
bingeing on Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s River Cottage –
Spring. ‘Hugh has an army of experts helping him out. We need
to know how to do it ourselves.’
‘So what do you suggest?’ asked Shannon.
‘Work experience, Shan. Some good, old-fashioned work
experience.’
We decided to become

wwoofers

– Willing Workers on

Organic Farms. The deal was simple: we would work during
the day getting hands-on experience, and in return we’d receive
shelter, sustenance and cultural immersion.
We decided very quickly that Italy, home of the slow food
movement, was the place to go. It had a similar climate to ours,
pesto was Riley’s favourite food and gelato was Aidan’s. At the
back of my mind there was also a memory of Rome from when
I was eighteen and at the beginning of things. I’d been admired
by a young man with light-brown eyes and dark-brown skin
and a voice that felt like sun-warmed honey. He may have just
been asking for directions to the Colosseum (who knows, my
Italian was rubbish) but because it happened in that place and
at that time it’s lingered as one of those ‘what if’ moments.
It wasn’t love I was seeking anymore, it was life, but Italy
seemed the right place to go for a change of direction.
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So we quit our jobs, took the boys out of school, left the
house in the care of strangers, and flew to Rome.

~
I feel like Alice down the rabbit hole – fragments of life, past
and present, flashing by as I fall. The lemons are all gone but
these Roman oranges remain. They’re too high, and Aidan’s
efforts to pick one are fruitless. The owners, I think, will have
no need to flee their city life. I notice their heavy wooden door,
the brass knocker shaped like a hand. I imagine knocking, being
greeted by an old woman and led up a narrow staircase to an
attic room – mine for as long as I want it – with a view of
the city: a place to collect my thoughts and fill the notebook I
bought before getting on the plane. Or perhaps I’ve knocked a
hundred times before and the door will open on a familiar face,
the one I met twenty-five years ago on that first visit to Rome,
before Shannon, before Aidan, before Riley. His light-brown
eyes will welcome me in …
‘Muuum! Hurry up, we’re hungry.’
We all have a ‘before’ and a thousand ‘what ifs’. I catch up
to the boys and take each by the hand, so grateful for what
came after.
We’ve been walking for no more than fifteen minutes when
we notice the sound of a steady rush of water. We emerge into a
small but spectacular square – Piazza di Trevi. It’s just after six,
that time between night and day when dreams still dominate,
and the impossible is easier to believe. Easter is approaching,
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and Rome is bursting with tourists and pilgrims. Every one of
them will eventually make their way to this most famous of
fountains. Some will throw in a coin, some will find a place
to sit on the steps and write a postcard or, more likely, send a
tweet – Sitting on the steps of the Trevi Fountain. The crowds
are insane.
We stand alone, and in relative silence. It’s our first morning
in Rome and we have the Trevi Fountain all to ourselves.
Well, almost. A Roman wades in the freezing pool below
Neptune and his sea horses. He’s no Anita Ekberg (more like
George Costanza) but he draws the eye. With broom in hand
and nothing but a T-shirt and track pants to protect him from
the bite of the cold morning, he sweeps the floor of the fountain
to gather the treasure thrown in the previous day.
‘People throw in a coin then make a wish,’ I tell Riley.
‘Can I?’ he asks.
I give him some change and he walks to the edge of the pool.
Tears surprise me, slipping down my cheeks before I know
they’re there. I’m thinking about all the late nights on the
internet looking for our beautiful apartment, all the emails to
and from farms, the stress of finishing one last report, writing
handover notes, wondering if that last research paper will ever
get published and realising I no longer cared. Then the fiasco in
the carpark a week before the end. I’d been tired for months,
and in my daze I’d smashed into a bollard and mangled the side
of the car. It woke me up, and I’m sure it saved my life – better
a prang in an empty car park than on the freeway at a 110
kilometres per hour. It cleared away any doubts I had about
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whether we were doing the right thing, and I left the office on
the last day like a hostage released.
Then I remember sitting on our bed, piles of clothes ready
to be stuffed into backpacks. It was eight o’clock on a Friday
night, and the house-sitters would arrive from New South Wales
on Tuesday. On Wednesday we’d fly to Rome.
Riley’s respiratory specialist called.
‘I’ve been thinking about young Riley.’
‘Oh, yes?’ My armpits were prickling in the way armpits
do when your subconscious has registered the seriousness
of a situation, but your conscious mind is still blissfully
unburdened.
‘I don’t think he should fly.’
‘But we’ve had all the tests. You said he’d be fine.’
‘There’s a risk he’ll suffer a spontaneous pneumothorax.’
‘A what?’
‘It’s a collapsed lung, and the outcome could be dire.’
He really used that word. Suddenly my armpits and conscious
mind were on the same page.
‘But we leave in a few days.’
‘Oh, is it that soon?’
‘And we’ve organised house-sitters, they’ve rented out their
house and put their furniture in storage. We have to go.’
I remembered Aidan jumping in the deep end of a pool
before he could swim. I’d spent the first crucial seconds untying
the laces of my left shoe before realising that my son’s life was
more valuable than a pair of sneakers. The specialist told me
that if we put Riley on a plane bound for Europe, one of the
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many cysts that occupy what’s left of his right lung might burst,
his lung might collapse, and he might die.
‘So what should we do?’
‘Oh, that’s up to you, really. It will probably be fine, but you
just can’t be sure.’
Or words to that effect.
What do you do with words to that effect? You have a panic
attack. You hyperventilate. You say, ‘Oh my God’ over and over.
An hour later, after helping me regain control of my breathing
with the aid of a paper bag, Shannon called the specialist back
and insisted we have whatever tests were necessary to make an
informed decision.
Twenty hours before our flight, I was staring at Riley’s CT
scans on a light box. The surgeon was explaining that most of
his cysts were small, but there were a few considered medium
and therefore more of a risk – though, in his opinion, a very
small risk. Not big enough to change our plans. ‘You shouldn’t
stop him from living a good life based on the unlikely chance
that something might go wrong. He’d never do anything.’
After three days of holding my breath, I exhaled.

~
So here we are in Rome, without incident. Shannon has
wrapped his arms around me in quiet acknowledgement of
all that has led to this moment, Aidan is looking for a way to
climb up to one of the marble horses and Riley is watching a
portly Roman sweep up his wish from the bottom of Neptune’s
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pool. I’m well on my way to believing six impossible things
before breakfast.
What else can I say about Riley so that he might seem
familiar? Like most kids, Riley is almost normal. It’s true that
he has a chronic lung condition that could, theoretically, cause
all sorts of drama in his life, but so far it hasn’t. And in an effort
to keep up with his older brother, he’s managed to get to the age
of nine with the requisite number of skills.
Riley is sensitive and sometimes anxious, and considerable
courage was needed for him to learn to ride a bike and swim
across a pool. But in cricket he can knock the bails off with a
throw from near the boundary, and in soccer he’ll risk life and
limb to stop the best team in under tens from scoring another
goal. He can spell long words with tricky letter combinations,
and when I’ve had another hard day at work, and I’m so tired
and cranky that overcooking the pasta leads to an ugly rant,
Riley has a way of calming me down with a well-timed hug
and a reminder that it’ll be okay because he likes his pasta
mushy.
Right now, Riley has his back to me. His hands are deep in
the pockets of his fleece, and he’s still. Is he contemplating his
life, like I am, or is he just counting all the euros and trying to
work out how many chocolate-filled pastries they could buy?
He’s been awake for hours and still hasn’t eaten breakfast.
Our sweeper fills his second bucket with coins and we
wander off to continue our search for espresso and pastries.
That’s all we want, coffee and chocolate. But I’m forgetting
where we are. This is wonderland. It’s not until you look up

15

20210208_One Italian Summer_TXT.indd 15

8/2/21 5:50 pm

PIP WILLIAMS

from the map you’ve drawn for yourself that you realise you’re
not where you thought you would be.
A winged goddess has caught our eye. Riding high on her
chariot she presides over the Piazza Venezia. As we move forward,
we realise she has a twin. They are ostentatious flourishes on
a white marble monolith known locally as the ‘typewriter’
but referred to in guide books as the ‘National Monument to
Victor Emanuel II’. Victor was the first king of a unified Italy.
His monument is hideous, and if it was the only thing to see
from Piazza Venezia we’d follow our plan and turn back the way
we’ve come, but the boys have wandered towards a park.
They’re leading us away from coffee, and Shannon’s head
is splitting, so I call out to come back. They don’t come. Nor
do they come at the second call or the third. I consider raising
my voice and issuing a threat involving electronic games, but I
don’t feel like shouting. We follow in a lethargic way, intent on
grabbing a hand each and pulling them in the direction of food.
Then we see what they see. Shannon’s head clears, I clap like an
excited teenage girl, and all of a sudden no one is hungry.
Two thousand years of civilisation peels away from our view;
in front are flagstones once trod by Julius Caesar. All that’s left
of the temple he dedicated to Venus Genetrix is three columns
supporting an intricately carved marble top. Venus Genetrix is
the goddess of motherhood and domesticity. In the circumstances,
my decision not to shout at the boys is a good one.
Here we see the sun come up. Although it’s been light, the
city has hidden the sunrise. The first we see of it is an explosion
of brightness through the archways of the Imperial Fora – a
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daily miracle that’s been occurring for two thousand years and
marks the first morning of our journey. I hug each child in turn
and kiss Shannon on the mouth in a way that makes Aidan
feign illness and Riley giggle.
I’m reluctant to leave the temple of Venus but the boys have
lost interest, so we cross the road for a preview of the rest of the
Roman Forum.
‘I spy, with my little eye, something beginning with “C”,’
I say.
‘Colosseum!’ Riley shouts. Of course we go to it. We stroll
up the wide street taking photos. The boys run ahead, then
beckon us to hurry. The whole morning has been impossible,
yet here we are, and it’s good. Really good.
Commuters spilling from the nearby metro station are our
cue to leave. We try to retrace our steps but get lost. The upside
is that we find ourselves standing outside a bar, its warm interior
glow seducing us to move in close.
‘Due caffé, due cioccolate e quattro pasticcini, per favore.’
Riley’s been practising all morning.
We’re foot-weary, but we still stand at the counter instead of
sitting at one of the many empty tables. We learnt on our arrival
yesterday that a cafe is called a bar, and an espresso that costs
eighty cents if drunk standing may cost three euros to enjoy
sitting down. Our savings have to last another four months, so
we usher the children out of the seats they’ve sunk into and lean
heavily against the counter.
The barista is having none of it. Perhaps it’s Riley’s earnest
attempt to ask for a pastry in Italian. Maybe it’s Aidan’s voluble
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grumbling. I’d like to think it’s the way I look him in the eye,
beseeching him to be my rescuer, hinting that maybe we’ve met
before, a long time ago. Whatever it is, he points towards a table.
‘Sit, sit. Don’t worry, sit.’
In my imagination, I reach across the bar, hold his head in
my hands and kiss him full on the lips – his good looks make
this easy, but even if he’d been a fleshy signora with a prickly
moustache I’d have imagined the same.
I realise all of a sudden that I am smitten with Rome, with
its baristas and fountain sweepers, with its coffee and pastries,
with its layers and layers of history. Over the next week I
develop a serious crush.
And then it’s time to leave.
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