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Dear County of Santa Clara/Province of Florence, Italy Sister County Commission

 

,  

 I want to thank you for all the late night conversations and debates I had with 

new friends over caffè and gelato; for the chance to be taught and awed by world-

renowned butcher Dario Cecchini (whom I now know to be so much more than a world-

renowned-butcher); for the rich, layered, fly-right-by hours I spent in front of the 

brushstrokes and imaginings that opened up my world (I didn’t think I could love 

Caravaggio any more than I already did. I was so wrong, and more than that, I found so 

many more new artists to love); for all the giddy I-cant-believe-I’m-here laughs; for all 

the weepy I-can’t-believe-I’m-here walks; for every rare, perfect, unspeakable 

moment—surrounded by people at Mercato Sant’Ambrogio or strolling by myself along 

the now murky, now crystal Arno—for all these uncountable moments that have made 

Florence my home. Were it not for your incredible generosity, these cherished 

memories would have been the stuff of dreams I couldn’t ever fully dream. 

 

 Since returning to California, I have already felt homesick for my Italian host-

mother’s cooking, for the word prego, and for the daily forty-five minute walks I took into 

the city center from my home stay. Being in Italy was just so beautiful, every day, and it 

was a beauty that was carried around in the hearts and smiles and welcoming hugs of 

its people, not just hung up in the walls of its galleries or showcased on a runway. It was 

a beauty that made my heart feel so incredibly full of something inexpressible every 

time a young woman stood up and allowed an older woman to sit down on the bus, 

every time I shared a deep belly laugh with my host family or with a complete stranger 

at the open-air market, and every time I went to my internship.  

 



I was incredibly blessed to have had the opportunity of spending a few afternoons a 

week interning at La Misericordia di Firenze, first with its famous ambulance services, 

and then, even more-life changingly, with its lesser-known facility in San Sebastiano, a 

center for the intellectually disabled. I could go on about this place for centuries, from 

the first moment I walked in to interview with a staff member there (I had no idea where 

her office was, and straight away an ear-to-ear grinning, cross-eyed gentle giant stood 

up from his lunch and led me right to the door of her office, even though I hadn’t said 

anything about where I needed to go. From this moment I knew the term “intellectually 

disabled” was a box, a miniscule one, and I felt my heart get so full of that inexpressible 

thing) to the day I left that center in San Sebastiano much too soon. That day, everyone 

was singing Under the Sea and playing their instruments and dancing around in 

preparation for their Christmas show of The Odyssey, which I was unfortunately to miss, 

as I’d be back in America by then. “Non mi lasciare!” (“Don’t leave me!”) was what 

Serena—so shy at first—exclaimed to me that last day, and it was what I said to the city 

of Florence as I left it. Non mi lasciare, let your memories stay with me, let your beauty 

fill me with hope, let your lessons continue to guide me.  

 

 I want to thank the County of Santa Clara/Province of Florence, Italy Sister 

County Commission from my still full (and more than a little homesick) heart for the 

three beautiful, beautiful, beautiful months I was gifted with in Florence.

 

 It was my first 

time out of the country, and what a world your generosity opened up for me! I truly wish 

I had more to express my gratitude, but I hope you’ll accept what I have: thank you, 

thank you, thank you. It means the world. 

Tanti cari saluti, 

Rebekah Oragwu 


