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Bitter Harvest 

By Kimberly Sullivan 

 

Allison sat at the desk, staring at the number scrawled in familiar handwriting. He’d 

always favored his expensive fountain pens. The thick, black ink looked so bold and 

authoritative against the white page. 

“Twenty-one?” she said, shaking her head. She was helpless to stop the flow of tears that 

cascaded down her cheeks once again. 

* 

The priest’s baritone voice could not fill the cavernous cathedral, but that did not stop 

him from trying. At first, Allison tried to listen to his comforting words, but her mind quickly 

drifted.  

She concentrated instead on Giuliana’s warmth beside her. Allison’s arm rested on her 

shoulders and she felt each distinct tremor of her body as she sobbed through the mass. At least 

the Italians did not have open-caskets at their funerals, a tradition she’d always despised. She 

was relieved a corpse in a coffin would not be the last image her daughter had of her father. 

Allison pulled Giuliana closer. If only she could absorb the pain for both of them, and 

leave her daughter lighter. Giuliana’s shoulders slumped. Tears flowed from beneath her closed 

lids. Allison had to get Giuliana back to Milan as soon as possible. The distraction of classes and 

exams would help. Staying home would suck the life from her. 



2 

 

Allison tried to focus once more on the priest’s comforting words, but her brain was 

unwilling to concentrate. Instead, her gaze wandered to the chapel’s Signorelli frescoes. 

Terrifying blue and purple devils beat and strangled the damned, their naked bodies contorted in 

pain. One winged devil carried a woman on his back, his ugly, horned head turned to gaze on her, 

her hands clutched firmly in his own. Pain and confusion marred her face, the golden locks of 

her hair fluttered in the wind as the devil transported her to the underworld and the angels looked 

on. Just beside her, another winged devil dropped his naked charge through the air, plummeting 

head-first down to the writhing mass of human misery. The Last Judgment.  

For over five hundred years, generations of Orvieto residents had gazed on this fresco -

and thought what, exactly? That they would be far away from this misery in the company of the 

angels? Or did something in their lives lead them to suspect those winged devils might be 

transporting them below?  

It was in this chapel, before this very fresco, that a young Allison – in Orvieto on a study 

abroad program - first met Federico. In a burst of optimism, Allison had purchased a sketching 

pad and pencils. She sat in the silence of the Chapel of the Madonna di San Brizio on a sunny 

October morning, attempting to sketch the horror of the scene before her. But a semester in Italy 

could not work miracles, and Alison had never been talented in art. Yet she attempted, again and 

again, to capture the scene before her. 

Two young men interrupted her solitude. The taller one, with thick brown hair and green 

eyes, described the fresco to the other. He gestured grandly to the figures, speaking in an Italian 

too rapid for her to understand, save a word here and there. When he turned to her and smiled, 

she felt her cheeks flush. She quickly returned to her sketching. 
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Footsteps approached. When she looked up, he loomed before her. The white teeth of his 

smile appeared so bright against his tanned complexion.  

“May I see?”  

He hadn’t even attempted Italian with her, she noted with disappointment. Her Italian 

was atrocious back then, but she always appreciated the chance to at least try. 

Allison nodded and the young man leaned closer, studying her sketching, examining the 

writhing damned she’d tried to capture. Finally, he looked up and met her gaze. Allison felt the 

inexplicable need for his approval. His lips twitched upwards and she felt her heart soar for a 

brief moment, before he opened his mouth and issued a full-throated laugh that echoed 

throughout the chapel. 

Her daughter’s frail body trembled beside her, and Allison’s thoughts returned to the 

funeral. She squeezed her close, just as she had when Giuliana was a girl and needed comforting. 

If only things were so easy now. 

* 

The cornflower blue sky and bright sunlight were at odds with the crisp chill in the April 

air. Allison worried about the effects of the sudden cold snap, but the vineyards were far from 

her mind as she made her way to the various tables to speak with her guests. 

Giuliana was surrounded by friends and aunts. Allison felt less guilty about leaving her 

alone, and could concentrate her attention on all those who returned home with them after the 

funeral service. 
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Half of Orvieto seemed to be wandering the grounds of the old stone house and sharing 

memories of growing up with Federico. Allison listened to tale after heartfelt tale, nodding in all 

the right places, but her emotions were still so raw. Ever since the day the officers showed up on 

her doorstep to tell her about the traffic accident on the A1, just a few kilometers away, Allison 

moved through her days in a fog.  

She thought about the doorbell ringing back on that evening, how certain she was it was 

Federico surprising her with a bouquet of roses before taking her to dinner. She tucked a stray 

lock into her upswept hair and checked herself one last time in the mirror, smoothing her dress. It 

had been expensive, but the soft fabric clung to every curve perfectly, and she’d wanted to look 

stunning on her twenty-first wedding anniversary. She leapt to the door and opened it wide, her 

smile quickly fading when she saw the highway patrolmen. The expressions on their faces said 

everything their lips had not yet uttered. 

Allison shook her head, attempting to banish the memory. She looked out over the 

vineyards glowing under the bright afternoon sunlight. Soon enough, she’d be consumed by 

work among the vines as the late spring and summer sun ripened the grapes.  

Federico had been returning from Vinitaly, the annual wine fair, where he’d reached 

agreements with foreign distributors. He’d sounded so excited about it over the phone. Now 

Allison knew she would soon be working to meet those demands.  

She twisted her wedding band nervously. You’ll have to handle it all alone for the first 

time. How will you manage? She heard footsteps, and quickly hid her fear to turn with a smile 

and welcome another neighbor’s reminiscences about her deceased husband. 
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* 

Later that evening, after the last guests had taken their leave and the sun set beyond the 

rolling hills of the vineyards, Allison and Giuliana sat together on the couch. The television was 

switched on, but Allison hadn’t processed any of the news. She kept thinking about how she 

would retire to her room, all alone. For the first time since the accident, things seemed final. 

Federico was buried in the Orvieto soil, and life would simply continue, whether she was ready 

or not. 

“Mom, I don’t have to go back, you know.” Her daughter’s voice was soft, uncertain. It 

was the voice Allison remembered from Giuliana’s childhood, not the confident tone of the 

strong, young woman who’d emerged just a few short years ago. “I can arrange with the school, 

defer a year. I could stay and help you with the harvest.” 

Allison turned to face her daughter, brushing a long, blonde lock off her forehead. 

Giuliana had inherited her own fair coloring, but for all the rest she was her father’s daughter. 

Her confidence, her knack for figures, even her expressions were all Federico. 

Allison attempted a smile. “No, honey. I can’t let you do that. You worked so hard to get 

there, and I want you to get back up to Milan by the end of the week. It will do you good to be 

back in classes.” 

“But will you let me know if you change your mind, Mom?” 

Allison kissed her daughter’s forehead and pulled her in tight. “I can manage alone, 

amore. Your papà was so proud of you getting into Bocconi. He would have been the first to 

want you to return.” 
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She caressed her daughter’s back as the sobs intensified. They remained that way for a 

long time, Giuliana’s crying drowning out the sounds of annoying television game show 

applause. 

* 

Temperatures dropped. Allison couldn’t remember a September so cold since she’d 

moved to Italy, and she worried the cold snap would anticipate the harvest. She wrapped her 

wool sweater tighter around her shoulders as she spoke on the phone to Federico’s tax advisor. 

“I’m sorry, Allison, but I need all the information about the equipment Federico bought 

six months ago. How strange of him not to have sent it to me. Sorry to put more on your plate, 

but I really need you to find those documents.” 

Allison groaned inwardly. In the five months since Federico’s death, she’d been buried in 

work, and in handling the financial side of the business, something she’d always been pleased to 

pass off to Federico. Italian taxes and regulations intimidated her. Now she had no choice but to 

learn this aspect of the business, too. She took a deep breath. “I’ll look for them, Alberto, and let 

you know as soon as I find them.” 

Allison hung up the phone and ran her hand across the top drawer of Federico’s desk. 

The only drawer for which she hadn’t found the key. She’d been avoiding it, foolishly thinking 

Federico would be back to open it.  

She knew it wasn’t true. Of course, she knew it. Yet something in her still resisted 

tampering with his things. Forcing the drawer somehow felt so final. 
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Sighing, she went to fetch the toolbox. 

* 

“Ciao, amore. Luana’s in for a bit of fun. What about you? Leave your contacts and 

when you want to meet, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can…” 

Allison ended the call before the voice mail could beep. She stared back at Luana’s name 

and number in Federico’s agenda.  

Thick black letters announced 7 April 2012. The day before their twenty-first wedding 

anniversary. 

The agenda was filled with a long list of women’s names and numbers stretching from 

the eve of their first wedding anniversary in 1991 to 7 April 2012, the day before their twenty-

first. One day before his death.  

A different woman every year, their names and phone numbers meticulously recorded by 

her ever-meticulous husband. All in Verona, apparently. Vinitaly often fell around those dates, 

but not always. Yet he always seemed to have an excuse – meetings with possible clients before 

or after the wine fair. How had she never suspected anything? 

“Twenty-one?” She shook her head and the tears streamed down her cheeks once more. 

* 

The lights flickered over the Navigli, points of yellow reflecting on the canal’s night 

black waters. Giuliana sat at the outdoor table across from her mother. Her after-dinner espresso 

cup clattered to its saucer. 
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“So you’re just abandoning the vineyard?” 

Allison sensed the accusation in her daughter’s words. 

“Not abandoning it. Marco will be the managing director. He was always papà’s right-

hand man.” 

“You were always papà’s right-hand woman.” 

Allison nodded and sighed as she watched all the young people walking along Milan’s 

canals.  

“So you just wake up one day and decide to move to Rome and manage Meaghan’s wine 

bar? This all seems so sudden. Can’t you just give me a reason?” 

 “Honey, I could give you twenty-one reasons, but I really don’t want to go into that. 

You’ll just have to trust me. I need to do this.” 

The confusion on Giuliana’s face was evident, but Allison could tell she wouldn’t argue 

anymore. 

“I want you to be happy, Mom. I thought you would be back home. I appreciate that at 

least you won’t do anything drastic until I decide if I want to take over things at the vineyard.” 

They walked back to Giuliana’s flat in silence. Allison noted the coolness of the kisses 

her daughter placed on her cheeks.  

“Coming up?” 
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“No, amore. Not this time. I need to catch a train.” Allison shifted her overnight bag to 

her other shoulder. “Next time, okay?” 

Giuliana nodded, and Allison stroked her cheek. She’d let her daughter get used to the 

idea. 

Allison reached the metro stop that would take her to the train station, where she’d board 

Freccia rossa to Rome.  

As she descended to the metro, she tapped Federico’s agenda, nestled in her coat’s breast 

pocket, and smiled. In the end, you made things easy for me. Some women mourn for years, but 

you’ve given me twenty-one reasons to start my new life.  

 

 

 

 


