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Prologue
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One might be hard-pressed to find an American unwilling to travel to or live in Italy. Our obsession with the cuisine, the culture, or the fact that half of us appear to have Italian blood or know someone who does makes it that much more appealing. Granted, our perspective on what real Italian life is like is skewed, constrained by Hollywood movies, Olive Garden, and our relatives who went on a week-long trip to Tuscany or Rome.  

There is this love affair, one that I will admit I did not feel before being offered a teaching position on the heel of the boot. I remember asking my future employer whether they thought it would be a good fit. I was pushing for any place in the former Soviet Union, and instead, I’m going Under the Tuscan Sun, which is significantly farther south, but still the same sun. To say I was surprised that I would be undertaking a two-year teaching assignment in southern Italy would be an understatement. 

I will be the first to admit that I wasn’t a timid traveler either, having studied abroad on two previous occasions and traveled to multiple countries outside the United States. Knowing that I had lived up and down the Atlantic seaboard and in the central US made me feel confident that anything Italy would throw my way would be easy to manage. In some ways, that couldn’t be farther from the truth.  

Even though the United States would be vital to helping Italy rebuild after World War II, something got lost in translation. Between American soldiers “rescuing,” I mean falling in love with, Sicilian and Italian women whom they would quickly bring back to the United States to create a nuclear family with, any money sent back to help rebuild didn’t find a direct path to the impoverished southern part of the country. 

I’m confident you could look up Garibaldi’s unification of Italy. Still, the short version is that on paper, the long one-legged land mass with a few islands to spare is one country, but in truth, you have Rome and all that it represents as well as Milan, Florence, and the rest of the north to Venice, as one “cultured” state. That’s where the financial districts are located, where most Italians who remained in the country after the war work and make a life for themselves. 

Travel south of Rome, and things get shady — shifty is a better word. Yes, we can whisper things like the mafia if you want to, but it might not be necessary. It’s not so much that, but more like how the southern United States was treated after the Civil War. Industry versus agriculture is the bottom line. I’m sure some money has been sent to the lower part of the country. Still, my goodness, if you talk to any northern Italians, they are quick to point out the money disappeared or was wasted because of those “barbarians, pirates, anarchists, and thieves,” their beloved kin to the south.  

Knowing there is an undertone within the country and, in some circles, outspoken critics ready to cut off Puglia, Calabria, and the other southern regions, I find the irony in where the northerners flock when summer comes. Initially, during the COVID-19 pandemic, many northerners drove and flew to the southern part they had criticized so much, hoping to get a reprieve from the virus.  

The country is mind-boggling and the average American wouldn’t know this especially since so many hit Rome, Naples, and Florence, but very few head to the heel, to where you can look out at the bluish-green water and know that across the narrow sea is Albania and Greece — only a reasonable ferry ride away. 

I didn’t know what I was getting myself into. I should have had an idea when a colleague sent me a book by Chris Harrison titled Head over Heel: Seduced by Southern Italy. He said I needed to read the book before my flight to prepare myself. Southern Italy is not a Diane Lane movie or George Clooney’s villa life. I wasn’t going on some Roman holiday but to physically live there.  

I think that’s vital to understand. Before we get into the grit of this memoir, let’s be clear that being a tourist and an actual resident are different things. Tourists are treated as cash cows, and residents are expected to align with the locals and embrace the mores and the accepted values of those around them.  

In most of Italy, the tourists are at least entertained and tolerated, knowing how vital they are to local businesses, but not in Brindisi. There’s a reason why my Italian home only allowed the cruise ships in port one day a week. Sure, they liked the money from the tourists traveling in town to see the old Roman pillar, the trullo homes, and shopping in their various places of business, but they also weren’t going to change simply for a few extra euros. 

The cruise ships were only allowed one day a week because the locals didn’t want to adapt to the changing times. Whether that’s changed or not, I’m not sure, but in the late teens, they agreed the tourists could help the economy, but by the same token, their shops remained closed in the afternoon because of the siesta. Those wealthy, fat Americans on vacation, my kinfolk, had nowhere to spend their money. Instead, the agenda was simply: let’s take this duck tour ride around the city, look at the old ruins of the Air Force base, the palm trees, the locals going about their busy days, and boom, back to the ship. 

I’m aware that during and after the COVID pandemic, some things changed. Then again, as I reflect on my time in Puglia, I wonder what that means.

​Change is not a part of the regional dialect. At least I don’t think it is. That’s where this book focuses. You either embrace the Puglia lifestyle or leave. There is no halfway. For Americans, especially if you are there for a short trip, you don’t see these nuances. You know these people's passion and zest for life, and you fall deeper in love with the food and energy around you. What you miss is a community focused on finding ways to live by working less and resting more.  

That sounds ideal. Get a little closer to how that happens, and you see a hodgepodge, a harmonious dysfunction for those who reside here. That’s what I want to talk about and share. By the time we’re done, you’ll find that the pull is too great even in this chaos to leave truly. Even now, six years since my departure, I can say that part of me remains in Puglia, along the rocky shores of Brindisi and at the masseria.  

I see the stray dog gangs lurking along the roadside, the piles of trash waiting to be picked up for the two months of summer tourism, and the speeding cars passing one another on single-lane roads. I feel the warmth of the sun and the soft breeze blowing sand from Africa along my path. I hear the laughter of two old men catching up and taking a cigarette break, as they wait to drive a school bus full of kids, while a shopkeeper blares his television set to hear the football results he already knows by heart.  

In the early morning hours, before the sun begins to rise, and only after most residents have gone to bed, I find a piece of me I had never known in this silence with the melody of the crashing water. Then it goes away just as quickly from the sound of a bottle crashing on the floor in the apartment above, followed by a fury of yelling and a creaking bed to serenade those desiring sleep. Oh, how I miss you, dear Italy, how I miss you.
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Chapter 1 - Getting Ready for Brindisi
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A month or two before I was to depart for the boot, an online bulletin board was set up so that departing teachers and the replacement staff could exchange information. I felt I was asking the right questions. Still, once on Italian soil, it was clear to me that getting a list of contemporary movies that showed Italian life or some music to introduce me to the culture was not as practical as day-to-day living essentials.  

They say hindsight is always twenty-twenty, but seriously, I guess as an egotistical American, raised middle class in Boston’s greater suburbia, where one oozes American culture, I made so many assumptions that it’s ridiculous to even think about them. Truly, “What the hell was I thinking?” 

Case in point, just because Italy’s part of the European Union and one of the twelve most significant economies in the world, doesn’t mean they have the same medicines, say Benadryl. Vitamins are not necessarily available in the same quantity, and soaps, shampoos, and simple daily living essentials are not the same.  

Have you used scented toilet paper? Do you know if you have an allergy to that unique blend? You can’t say it because we only have regular TP back home. How was I to know the generic brand in Brindisi has a lavender scent, flowers, or camel breath? I’m kidding about the last one, although I think that is a choice in Kazakhstan. But seriously, you don’t know what you don’t know until you get there. 

Having traveled to Russia twice for study abroad programs, I developed a false narrative. I remembered packing my clothes, a five-pound bag of gummy bears, and one five-hundred pill container of Advil. That was what I thought I needed, and I didn’t forget gifts for my host family. One would think I might have gone a bit deeper on this move. Even in Yalta, I couldn’t find my Advil at first and was forced to deal with local back treatment remedies. Let’s just say the raspberry jam spread on my lower back did wonders. 

Now, in this case, I wasn’t packing for five weeks, but for an actual school year to start. The likelihood of it being longer for a second year was all but inevitable, and then who knows, a third remained a possibility. Knowing the parameters, I had to bring more than a change of clothes. Nevertheless, I didn’t want to carry boxes and bags of stuff for one person when I knew a furnished apartment waited patiently for my arrival. 

Efficiently packing, I decided to take my computer, some favorite books and pictures, and a stuffed friend or two, going on blind trust from the other departing teachers that this would be enough. I distinctly remember asking the local Italian staff if I needed to bring anything special. Honestly, I don’t think this was the smartest thing to ask, as they had resided in this area their entire lives and wouldn’t know what they were missing.  

Thinking back on this time, the bulletin board was quiet. Perhaps the departing teachers were excited to transition home or onto their next international teaching destination. Two years later, I knew the shoes they were in. “Consumed” is my guess, consumed by finishing the school year, getting grades done, and lining up whether you were shipping everything home or taking it in suitcases on the plane. That’s where their focus remained. This mentality also explains why only cars were posted for sale.  

I wonder if it was the narcissistic side of the American staff that let the incomers learn the hard way, or just a blasé attitude, assuming that, as seasoned travelers, we would be more prepared than typical tourists making the move to Italy. Either way, several countries later, I continue to pack poorly, so maybe it’s just me assuming every place has what Americans need and want for daily living.

Based on my desire to save money and fear of driving in Italy, I knew enough not to contemplate getting a car. I hate aggressive drivers as it is, so going to a country where little children learn to sit on their mommy and daddy’s laps when passing cars before the oncoming car hits them was not my idea of fun. I imagine my time in Italy would have been far different had I gotten some wheels. There are always future trips to experience that side of life, although I will stick to trains and buses for now. 

As “Tu sei lei” by Ligabue blared in my head, I left home confident I had what I needed. Now, I had listened to hours of Italian music, contemplated watching Life is Beautiful, but watched Under the Tuscan Sun instead, three times no less, and spent over an hour a day for six months using Rosetta Stone to prepare. My Rick Steves pocket guide to Italy and a cram course, featuring his PBS videos and YouTube channel, were also there. Shouldn’t that have been enough?  

***
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BOARDING THE FIRST flight from Baltimore to Atlanta felt like any other I had been on. Why wouldn’t it be, as I was still in the good ole USA? Landing in Georgia, I had flashbacks of catching a transfer flight to Chicago for the United States Navy boot camp as I rushed across the terminal, jumping on the train to reach my international gate.  

This was the misleading part. Here I was, mid-thirties, ready for an overnight flight,  surrounded not by Italians but by my estimate, over a hundred teenagers and college students. Lucky me, I got on the semester abroad flight. I immediately had a false sense of security being around familiar accents and dialects; for that matter, the t-shirt, shorts, and yoga pants crowd. I looked out of sorts, wearing my khakis and a collared shirt. I looked like a middle-aged man going on his first trip out of the country. Where was my USA hat and large belt buckle to show off in this fluorescent lighting? 

The flight was a joke. All the passengers were thrilled about their upcoming Italian adventures. Even I was giddy. A new undertaking, yet with a familiarity of home. That’s what my Italian American friends told me. I mean, come on, I was going to the origins of Western Civilization, the home of Christianity, and where spaghetti and meatballs first found their foothold, well, not together. The Delta flight attendants put my guard down the most. In our overabundant American fashion, the attendants brought me an entire one-liter bottle of water. Initially, they gave me two, and then halfway through the flight, I was given a third for safekeeping. As you know, Americans love our water.

I could drink water, eat decent food, and watch a movie. Then came the deep slumber, dreaming of what was to come, how everything would be the same, with different accents and more hand motions.  

As the plane landed, I was ready to get going. Exiting the gate, everything slowed, and those American voices who had surrounded me earlier were now scattered about, drowned out entirely by the international chorus stepping off their flights and filling the terminal.  

I heard some Italian words that should have been familiar to me from my Rosetta Stone training. They were utter gibberish. My saving grace was that I could read the arrival and departure signs. A flash of Cyrillic filled the screen, and my pulse settled enough to gather my senses.  

Thirsty, I realized I had already chugged the bottle of water I had taken off the plane, leaving me with an empty container and an urge to find a drinking fountain. Now was the time for the first of many culture shocks, and to this day, the one that upset me most.

While I focused on navigating the large shopping mall, specifically from the international terminal to the domestic side of the airport, I found myself stuck in this oversized, expensive, high-end shopping mall. Get your Haribo products here! Yes, the bags of gummy creations caught my eye, as did Dolce and Gabbana, Ferrari products, fine clothes, jewelry, and full pig legs hanging from the store windows, but I had other places to be. 

All I wanted was a water fountain. Did they not have these magical devices in Italy? I found the smoking areas that looked more like little glass houses where people packed in like sardines to get their fix. The lingering scent of tobacco corrupted the immediate area so much that I gave up my search. Combined with being stuck on Rodeo Drive, I decided that the water would have to wait. 

My eyes were fixated on the glowing destination board. Brindisi, the final stop, was listed at the far end of the airport, and with the little customs official image to boot, it was a recommended twenty-minute walk, not counting the stamping process. 

I’ll say that when I returned to this airport, each time it became easier. I knew what to expect especially in the international area so there was never again the shock of  “Am I walking in the right direction,” or “Oh crap, I’m stuck in a mall,” and “You gotta be kidding me, that’s the customs line.” 

That was the most trying part for me, even though it should have been low-key. I had a multi-visit visa in my passport, valid for my arrival in the country, but in the back of my mind, I still wondered if it would be sufficient to get through. The customs line formed shortly after I broke through the last vestiges of shopping.  

There was no line for European Union members, unlike the ever-growing line for everyone else. Standing forty people deep, I felt a slight tinge of relief knowing that there were a ton more people lining up behind me. They figured out the mall was a trap, and if you didn’t go sooner rather than later, you would miss your flight.  

I stood there and counted the number of Americans in line. That’s right, I had lost most of them after the deplaning, but now I could spot my brethren in the expansive crowd. Between the baseball hats, the southern accents, and, of course, the fact that they all looked like fashion rejects compared to the Asians and Europeans who were standing in line wearing their 400-euro t-shirts and torn skinny jeans, made them easy pickings.  

I saw the subtle nod of the customs official, one of many, who beckoned me forward. I half expected a conversation asking me why I had come to the land of Mario and Luigi. Unsure of what I needed, I had my ticket, letter of invitation, and passport ready to go. He didn’t ask for anything. He took the passport, opened the booklet, and swiped, conversing with the Ray-Ban-wearing officer beside his little kiosk.  

I wasn’t even there, as far as he was concerned. He handed me the passport. I mumbled a “Grazie." The guy turned 180 degrees to his partner, ignoring the line of eager tourists ready to break through.  

I felt a touch of concern when I spotted a growing line up ahead. I didn’t recognize this “VAT Refund” sign and wondered if I had to stop there next. The Chinese tourist group was my flag that it was a no-go. Something out of the 1980s, I noticed several older men with their Nikon cameras and connected straps strung around their necks. I even laughed until I got bumped by a trio of passengers. 

This wasn’t the area for gawking. 

Far from it, I had to become a Formula One race car driver. Thankfully, I’m not the tallest or largest person in the world. Aside from my backpack, I comfortably zoomed around the crowd of people. Like our malls in the States, well, how our malls used to be twenty-plus years ago, there were no rules. People walked in opposite directions in no specific order or reason. I thought I was going with the flow, only to be blocked by a group of college girls posing for their habitual preflight selfies. I would run into them again while boarding the next flight, walking up the plane's steps, and then to their seats. I missed the memo on the obligatory selfie sticks. If you sense a bit of irritability, you might be onto something. I’m all for photos, but it's a cluster when you are already in a congested area, overwhelmed with stores and seating for the cafes. I expected to run into another smoking section. Still, my attention was on surviving this onslaught of bodies and trying to figure out if there was any free water in proximity.  

I was a crazy person. In my wallet, I had gotten scammed back in Baltimore when exchanging some dollars for euros. I couldn’t fathom how I was giving them one hundred dollars only to get sixty euros back. Even in January 2025, the exchange rate is one hundred to ninety-six. You must understand that the vendor wants their cut of the action, which quickly cuts into your rate, so I was essentially robbed.

I didn’t catch on to this fully until my ATM in Brindisi stopped working. I did the math and realized that, despite my new home being a cash-only area, I was getting a better exchange rate by using my credit card and then transferring the money from my checking account afterward. Keep in mind, travelers, that cash is not necessarily king. I don’t have to remind you that it is undoubtedly true at any airport. Alternatively, you could consider a multi-currency card, which can also make life easier. 

Back at the airport terminal, I had my money and couldn’t help but have a bitter taste at the sight of the currency exchange. More numbers flashed, and when I was ready to feel down about being bamboozled, a beautiful woman with long black, flowing hair and a figure that matched a Dior ad stepped out from her booth and directly into the man in front of me. I was mesmerized by the woman. I’m a hot-blooded man, so it would be hard not to be. But when I saw the clipboard and the Alitalia credit card banner in her hands, I made a beeline to the bathroom. (Full disclosure, Alitalia is no longer, but there is a new Italian national airline to take its place.)

That was a close call. I could always say “No, no capito” or “I’m American.” That usually did the trick, although the few Italian words ensured that I was left alone for more than thirty seconds. Otherwise, the follow-up questions always fell into whether I was from California or Florida, or if I knew anyone famous. The best question was whether I knew Donald Trump.

I’m not sure whether the bathroom was a place of sanctuary or not. I watched some sucker, who had an empty plastic bottle doing his best to fill up in the sink with the automatic water faucet that shut off every few seconds. I don’t know how he managed between the stench of flatulence and the cologne that permeated the air. To this day, it’s a debate as to what was worse: the ass or the air. 

The bathroom was surreal. There was a stupid machine next to the door that rated your happiness level with the lavatory. I was thinking more on the lines of, “Where's the button to get me out of here?” or “I’m feeling uncomfortable because I need to use the bathroom, but I feel rushed and unsafe.” 

Seriously, the place was weird. Unlike in the States, these stalls went from the floor to the ceiling. I recall that fact from my time in Germany years ago. The toilets themselves were electronic nightmares. You stepped forward, and the thing flushed, shooting water out of the bowl and onto your clothes and face. 

Don’t laugh at me — I was looking down to see what I was working with. I didn’t expect to get a mouthful of commode. It was downright scary. At this point, I wanted to retreat from the bathroom and find some fresh water to quench my thirst while avoiding the model selling airline credit cards. 

I exited the stall and was almost rushed over by someone in more need than I had ever been. I pressed the button for the uncomfortable face and rushed out of the bathroom, back to the crowd. 

I noticed the Italian beauty and her partner in crime were getting their latest prey to fill out an application. Thirty steps or so down was a bookstore, and then the hallway expanded with other options, including ice cream, cars, cell phone dealers, and larger cafes. I wanted some water, but I equally wanted to find a deal. 

Trust me when I say that was a waste of time. When is something affordable at an airport, let alone an Italian airport? If they were selling air, I would have bought some after the bathroom incident. Bottle that stuff and sign me up. 

Everything was so clean. I walked and looked around. I noticed the arrows for the lower gates, where my final flight would be. 

The Italian I studied left me almost immediately. I had a man bump into me, and I blurted out “Простите меня пожалуйста.” Clearly, he didn’t understand the phrase 'excuse me' in Russian. Then someone else came by and I thought I was Spanish. With that typical American need to greet everyone, I’m saying “Hola” to any good-looking woman I exchange eyes with. Granted, I don’t know how loud I was, but I got a few puzzled looks and the occasional smile.  

I debated getting some food and water at the Mercedes Café. I don’t need to tell you that the Mercedes Café screams expensive. When is anything with Mercedes not attributed to high-end cost? I assure you, the water they were pawning off wasn’t anything more special than the other shops. Wanting to embrace the lifestyle, I knew I should buy something and take a selfie for my followers.  

While I should have taken a photo to show my disbelief, I simply sat in the vast row of chairs a few seconds away from the trendy eatery. The need for water was too great. My pride wouldn’t allow me to walk back to the bookstore. Instead, I relented and grabbed three bottles of water. 

Fifteen euros! That’s sixteen dollars for three waters.  We’re not talking the American-size half-a-gallon jugs, but sixteen-ounce bottles. I didn’t even care at that point. Disgusted, I flung the money, or imagined I did, before I politely handed it to the attendant and took my three coins' worth of change.  

Retreating to the open seating area, I collected myself and wondered if this would be a microcosm for the rest of my time in Italy.
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Chapter 2 - Still Living the Airport Dream


[image: ]




The three bottles of water were gone within minutes. There I sat with my empties like a drunk man who needed another nip. I did my best to ignore the urge to buy more water, at least at the Mercedes Café. On a side note, they do make a great sandwich. I should know, as I watched countless people approach the counter and order a panini or Piada Romagnola. 

By this point, I remembered it was time to call my mom to let her know I had arrived. Truth be told, I don’t recall clearly if I even reached her. While my phone had a signal, I did not have an international plan. I felt like a real champ. Make a note to have sufficient forethought when traveling to ensure you have a means to reach your family and friends. At this stage of my traveling game, I use Saily to set up the eSIM before I even travel. It’s reasonable and certainly more functional than my plan was in 2016 when I first arrived in Rome.

The lack of a signal was one thing, but my data didn’t mesh up either, so it was this perfect storm of me being unable to connect back home. There were iPad tablets in the center area of this departure gate. I spotted a dynamic duo of Russian children playing on one of them and took the cue that I could send an email.  

I don’t know if it’s because I looked like a traveling businessman peddling infomercial products or the fact that I was alone, but when I got to the tablets, the father of the two kids called them back over. I was going to respond in Russian, as it was the only language I seemed to comprehend in this Italian menagerie. Still, instead, I listened to the father tell his children to play nicely and not upset the man who was working. 

The two kids scurried back over with large smiles on their faces. What I thought was a proud father moment, being pleased that his kids were behaving, turned out to be a ploy for him to take out his phone and get into a heated conversation. He gave his children a quick look and then walked away.  

I managed to log in, but wondered whether it was a clever idea to log into my email on a foreign public media device. No matter, my focus shifted to the kids fighting over their tablets. Thinking it better not to go into my email, I checked the weather, so it didn’t seem like I was just hanging with my peeps. There’s the teacher's lingo right there.  

In a rare moment of sanity, I recalled that my phone had Wi-Fi capabilities, which meant I could check the weather and the news from the comfort of one of the seats. As the brother and sister were ready to duke it out, I pointed at the open tablet and prevented bloodshed. I’m confident on that account. The boy had already stomped several times and jumped up on the chair to see what his sister had been doing.  

He took over my device as I nonchalantly sat down on the other side of the seating area, adjacent to the windows, but with a side view of this Nanny 911 scene before me. Glancing down at my phone, I was relieved to connect to the airport Wi-Fi. I wondered why I was so dense and didn’t try this option earlier.  

Then again, I would have missed the boy jumping in delight from his victory and propelling himself onto the table. This was as cool as when the mother appeared with food in hand, and the same kid leaped onto the chairs and ran across them to meet her. His sister was slower in her approach. The scent of fries was not as appealing. Eventually, the dad would return only to the disapproving face of his leggy wife.  

Don’t judge me for people-watching. While I had gotten close to five hours of sleep on the plane, it was still the middle of the night back in Washington, DC, and I was checking to see the baseball scores from the night before. Truth be told, I don’t even know why I was looking at the results. It wasn’t like I would be watching a game anytime soon. I was stuck in soccer hell. 

Yes, I went there. Don’t worry; we’ll rehash that aspect of life later. On my walk around the international terminal, the number of jerseys for sale and shops on Italy’s pastime was thought-provoking. Let’s just say the sport appears to be quite popular to anyone who has a pulse. The light blue Messi jersey on the Russian boy reminded me that I wouldn’t see Tom Brady and his number twelve anytime soon. If I did, it was on an American. 

I don’t know how long I stayed in my designated chair until I realized I needed to walk and stretch. I had around ninety minutes until my plane departed. But lo and behold, I didn’t know that ninety minutes in Italy meant immediately. Granted, I also had no idea what that entailed until I reached the gate.  

Like everything else in Italy, a journey is involved — there is never a direct path. Between the Ferrari next to the Mercedes Café, where two well-dressed vendors were handing out brochures as though we were all prospective buyers looking to put down $75,000 for an automobile, I found my eyes wandering again. Whether I intended to or not, my pace diminished.  

I decided to smell the air around me, wondering what scents were coming from the perfume depository that was quite close to the lone smoking area in this part of the terminal. On future trips, I would discover the other smoking area near the food court with McDonald’s and a pizza place. I never remembered the name of the pizza place, but I always bought a few slices on my way to my next flight.  

For this first trip, I ignored the escalators and the duty-free stores that made me yearn to buy stock in Haribo. The same could not be said about the piano placed between two gates. If not for that instrument, I might have paid closer attention to the long lines of passengers waiting to get on their flights. You must understand that the pianists who sat down to play were not some hacks or kids, just wanting to play their version of Jaws.  

After you hear one person play “Moonlight Sonata,” you can’t follow that up with “Three Blind Mice,” unless, of course, you were a four-legged beast, and even then, you better be immaculately dressed. This beautiful piano playing was a godsend. It took my mind off the hundreds of people going to their gates and the rush of people buying gelato for eight dollars a scoop. That’s right, one small scoop, and no, I didn’t bother.  

The familiar cackles and laughs of the traveling college abroad crowd brought me out of my piano trance. I was drawn so much to the piano playing that I moved down a gate away to enjoy more of the music, even though I had a direct line of sight of my saleswoman working her credit card magic on single men who walked by. Not once did she stop a woman with her shtick. If she saw a group of women, she stepped back to her kiosk and waited for them to pass, only to latch onto any unsuspecting men returning from the bathroom or the currency exchange.  

When the music stopped, I again saw the rash of college sweatshirts. I can’t tell you why, but it bothered me. I hadn’t even been out of the United States for twelve hours, and now I was annoyed that this group of twenty or so students had decided to settle down in my new domain. They didn’t help the cause by being loud and boisterous. It was like, “Hey, look at us, we are from America.” Some had baseball caps or sunglasses, while others had mini speakers out to share their latest song list. It was obnoxious. I imagine that’s why the saleswoman avoided the kids and why I finally left. Not to mention their antics drown out my beloved Chopin.  

Now seventy-five minutes until my departure, I meandered down the escalator to the lower level. It was busy up top, but this was up another notch. No seats were available, save some in the far end, away from the gates, next to a lone café. I don’t remember how many gates were downstairs, but it was a chaotic scene. Packs of people were sitting on the floor while others were sitting on top of each other in this glorified holding pen.  

Aside from the two-stall bathroom for all these people, what struck me as odd was that a line of fifty people deep had formed in front of the gate for Brindisi. I looked at the ticket again to see if I had gotten the time wrong. Were they boarding for another flight? Nope — the only flight to depart in the next ninety minutes was Brindisi. 

The line continued to grow. We still had more than an hour until departure, but with the people lining up, you would swear it was leaving momentarily. Upon re-examining my ticket, I did have a seat number. This wasn’t some Southwest fun where you had to wait to stand with your boarding group. We had assigned seats, but they were still packed tightly on top of each other. I didn’t know what to do, and I still don’t, for that matter. 

I’m kidding. Several flights later, I learned to wait till the end, especially if I didn’t have a bag. If you can avoid it altogether, there’s no reason to deal with this madness. On this first connection flight to the southern part of Italy, I wasn’t sure whether to get in line or not. Part of me looked for a seat to wait longer until I would line up in the queue. That took me to the far end away from this mess. 

Then the loudspeaker played. I heard “Brindisi,” and more people stood. A quick time check revealed that we were still an hour out. It was mind-boggling to see that the line of fifty people was now at least seventy. I kid you not, it continued to grow. No one was even at the gate, but here was a line of anxious flyers waiting to board. 

What made it worse was the knowledge that we weren’t standing in line to board the plane. I was neck deep in a horde of bodies, fifty-five minutes before departure, to catch a bus. That’s what this line was for. Our plane was on the other side of the airport in a field. I caught sight of the large passenger buses that kept winding their way around to pick up the idle passengers and take them to an entirely different loading area. 

So, yeah, we were lining up to board a bus to get to our plane. It was crazy. What made it worse was that people started shouting at each other, and what originally was one line had now turned into two because some alleged line cutters decided to form a second line near the front, where the chairs had partitioned the room. This wasn’t even the priority line; it was just people being jerks. 

Imagine a gate with a small metal bar. Then follow the line of twenty people deep, with an offshoot to the left that snakes down one end of the chairs and an offshoot down the other. That was the setup. 

One glance and you would catch all hand signals and sounds of shouting, or maybe that was just talking — I can’t tell the difference, amplified the entire area. Then, I realized there was a third line, which wasn’t a line but a group of stragglers who were the business and first-class people. They were deemed special and could circumvent this controlled chaos.  

I’m confident flights in and out of Italy within the European Union will continue this way. I returned from Vienna during my tenure in Italy, and our flight was delayed by thirty minutes because of this routine. The Italians lined up forty-five minutes early, and once boarding started, they refused to get out of the way for the actual boarding groups. The attendants kept stopping the passengers who were cutting and pushing. A standoff ensued between the rule followers — the Austrians — and the freewheeling Italian passengers. Eventually, the Italians won, but it was at the expense of every other passenger, as they delayed our departure. In most of the flights that head south, at least in my experience, this is the norm.

Dazed and tired from my travels, waiting in that first line felt like an eternity. As more locals crashed the scene, I drifted farther back, as though my place was no longer assured. I didn’t realize the guy in front of me had been standing in place for his girlfriend, her children, parents, and friends. This scenario played out throughout the line. This was just my line, not including the other two lines converging on the gate. 

I don’t know when I decided to step out, but eventually, I stepped aside. I am not an extrovert, and this was not my first choice. None of it made sense to me, and with a few seats on the other side of this lower terminal, I figured I would watch the show and jump in when they started the real boarding process. The lack of personal space made me snap and decide I couldn’t play this game. There was too much pushing, neck breathing, and encroaching.  

Finally, when the award winner for best-dressed grounds crew arrived, it took another thirty minutes to determine how many people could be processed at once and then given the go-ahead to board the buses.  

This was my first experience riding the buses to the distant fields where our plane waited for the fifty-minute jaunt to the southeastern tip of the country. It was more waiting. People ignored the directions for where to board, the front or the back, based on their seat. I won’t even get into the cluster of photos that had to be recorded for posterity’s sake. I might have been the only person on the plane who didn’t tag the location and send out a snap or two of this glorious process. 

After finding my seat, which was empty and not used for continuing conversations between new friends or family members, I sat back. I watched as one couple got into a heated exchange with a gentleman who was too busy watching the latest football game on his kid’s iPad. I wanted to close my eyes, but the couple next to me decided their tablet movie was best shown without headphones and loud enough for the entire row to hear.  

My facial expression failed to cue them to at least lower the volume; instead, it did the opposite. Closing my eyes, I wondered if I would ever get to Brindisi. 
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Chapter 3 - I Finally Arrived
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Despite my best intentions to get some sleep, it was all for not on that final flight. I don’t think anyone on the plane knew what it meant to have an inside voice. For those that weren’t talking, between the music, the video games, soccer games, crying, whining, and everything else one can experience, the noise would have woken a dead person. 

Doing my best to focus on the positives, I smiled when a cross breeze cut across the plane as we descended into Brindisi. We were like a wet dog drying off after a long swim. The aircraft shook itself into a frenzy. I saw the vast water from the mighty Adriatic Sea, and while mesmerized by the hues of blue and green, I was more concerned about the approaching rock walls the plane seemed destined to hit. But alas, the plane’s front wheel slammed onto the asphalt surface, and shortly thereafter, the hind wheels did the same. A Formula One driver at heart, there was little restraint from our pilot. We zoomed down the mile-long track with our pilot only waiting until the end to downshift to a slower speed.

The passengers erupted into a chorus of clapping and cheers, which would’ve been more appropriate for one of their beloved soccer games. Lo and behold, they were clapping because traveling to this haven wasn’t as safe as one would think. I gave myself a sign of the cross, wondering how long it would take to disembark and retrieve my belongings. 

In complete contrast to boarding, we had another show. The rush to the front and back of the plane doors was ridiculous. I hadn’t even a moment to unbuckle my seatbelt and look in both directions before the aisle was completely congested. I wasn’t going anywhere fast in the middle of the plane and remained seated. 

The ironic aspect of getting off the plane was its slowness. One would think that people would rush to get out of the airport terminal, but instead, families, grandparents, couples, and everyone else were posing for pictures on the steps leading off the airplane. There was a collection of small suitcases and carry-on baggage that people were rummaging through, but for the most part, the delay in getting off the plane was due to everyone wanting their perfect photo moment.

Eventually, I descended the steps and zigzagged around several couples to escape into the terminal. Never had I had the luxury to walk on the tarmac. There was no clear direction to go, save following the crowd. They parked the plane what seemed like a quarter of a mile away from the actual baggage claim doors, and it was funny because they had signs that said not to walk in this direction and not to go in this way, but no one seemed to care. They had cones, yet people would simply walk around them. Some locals took out their vape pens or cigarettes, eager to get in a few puffs before we entered the baggage claim area. 

The efficiency in removing our belongings was lacking. With a quick head turn, the luggage cart was nowhere to be seen, and who knew where it was in this boondock airport. Before I could turn back, nature called, and I looked around for a bathroom. At first, I couldn’t figure out where the men’s room was located. It took a few moments to ascertain the door and the ever-growing line of men. Six guys were already waiting for their chance to enter. 

This was a bit unusual to experience, as the women’s bathroom usually has a long line. But not today, and not here. Stepping into the bathroom, I saw two sinks and only one working stall. Feel free to explain that one to me. It became clear this was a primping area. Two of the guys broke forward and stormed the mirrors to slick back their raven black hair, while a leather jacket-wearing mid-thirties chap was busy looking at his teeth and running his fingers through them before applying some water to his face and locks.

I heard the toilet flush. While I presumed that person would head for the sink, he raced out the door with those two beauty queens who had worked over the mirrors and sinks. When it was my turn to use the commode, it was clear that this was a compartment meant more for a five-year-old. I remember shutting the door and getting a quick glimpse at the guy behind me, unzipping his pants and heading directly to the sink. I can’t deny nor confirm what happened, but that was a first in an airport.

By the time I was done and had made my way to the sink, the line had only grown, and it was funny because there was no one in the adjacent women’s room. What was going on? 

At this point, the conveyor belt had started up with the most obnoxious loud noise to let everyone know that something was coming. About thirty seconds later, one suitcase circled on the conveyor belt. Then nothing — absolutely nothing. Another minute or two, and three bags appeared. I had to laugh because I thought to myself, at this pace, I’ll be lucky to get my bag in three hours.

The plane crew walked through the baggage claim and out the door while the remaining minions waited for our bags to appear. On the other side of the windows, I saw the little luggage truck and two gentlemen who were supposed to be unloading it, but were clearly in the middle of a cigarette break. I wish I could make this up, but it’s true. 

Since there was only one plane in the actual terminal, you would’ve thought that unloading the luggage would be more pressing and customer-centered, but far from it. These gentlemen were too consumed by making sure they got in their break. I understand it was siesta time, and how rude of the airlines to have a plane land during the afternoon break.  

I inched towards the belt, knowing that I would have to lug both of my pieces of luggage off the thing. Each bag weighed sixty to seventy pounds, so that would require some negotiation. True to my introduction to the area, I got pushed out of the way even though I was standing a foot or two max from the line. I was invisible due to my lack of fashion forwardness and the use of hair gel. While a load of bags began to circulate, everyone deemed the only place to stand was this corner along the baggage belt. There was plenty of space everywhere else, but no one wanted to be different, let alone breathe. 

Annoyed that I had to keep taking another step back, I relented, cut across to the far side of the belt, and waited. It didn’t make sense to fight off grandma and the three sons, or the tourists who overpacked for a weekend trip. I was too damn tired and it wasn’t worth the effort. 

With the luggage holder in tow, the trunk was the first to arrive. This was a cue for other people behind me. Oh, look, he grabbed one bag, so let’s shove forward and disregard the cart and the fact that he’s still there. I almost elbowed an old woman and her fashion-forward son, who grabbed my second and final bag. The bright colors and the stickers all over it were something a European would want for travel, and screamed Italian — give me a break.  Placing the heavy bag on top of the trunk, I couldn’t help but notice the German Shepherd and the two customs officers deep in conversation directly in front of the access doors.

I wasn’t sure what I had to do next. Did this mean I had to get my passport out for a second round if I wasn’t declaring anything? With a glance, it was clear customs didn’t care that I was even a few feet from them. I walked out, hoping they weren’t going to stop me. 

Now, I’m sure you've all flown before; otherwise, I’d question why you might be considering visiting Italy or anywhere overseas. You’ve gone through the baggage claim, and when you walked out those sliding doors, you were expecting a loved one with open arms ready to greet you. I had no clue who was coming to get me on this arrival. For that matter, I hadn’t even given them a physical description. Perhaps, being American was enough to tell me from the other passengers. 
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