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[image: ]




Jersey City could have laid claim to the name ‘The Windy City,’ but that moniker was unfortunately already taken by a little-known town in the mid-west. The winds are extraordinarily strong. Even though on the other side of the Hudson, in lower Manhattan, there may only be a mild breeze. The strength behind the winds in Jersey City can easily overwhelm you. 

Tom’s barber shop was on Grove Street. It was a single store front business inconspicuously placed in a row of eight other store fronts. Four of which were no longer occupied. The windows were large and elevated off the ground by about two feet. When the wind blew, they would rattle, and sometimes it seemed like they might come crashing in. Most were confident that would not happen based on how old the glass in the windows appeared to be. Over the years, the many layers of paint on the wood frames had become a structure unto themselves holding the glass firmly in place. 

The shop used to be a haberdashery in the eighteen hundreds and was also a bakery until the twenties when Tom opened his shop. Barber shops do not really need a display window in the front like the haberdashers or bakeries do. So, Tom placed some bottles of men’s hair products and photographs of different hair styles, just to fill it in. Most had been there and untouched for at least ten years. Even with all the spare time Tom had on his hands, dusting off the display products did not happen very often. None of his regulars seemed to mind. 

The front steps were still made of wood, and some claimed they were likely the original steps from the previous century. That was probably true. Facing the chairs was a row of mirrors and a narrow shelf the barbers would use to place the tools they were not using at the moment. Items such as the extra combs, the neck duster brush, and the various other types of shears they would switch to as the need arose. Also, the latest electric clippers, which would hang on a hook just below the shelf.

Directly above the mirrors, was another shelf that held more items similar to what were found in the front window. In the center of the shelf was a case left open for display. It was a wooden case with a clasp on the front and the letters ‘GS’ on it. It held the old set of professional barber’s tools Tom used when he first opened his shop. Everyone knew this case was special to him. But no one knew why for certain. Rumor was, it was a gift from some old friends.

The windows of the barber shop would let a lot of cold in. The single pane would transfer the cold and make the front of the shop too frigid to work in. During the winter months Tom would use the chair farthest away from the door to help keep warm. There were three chairs in the shop. Back in the days when things were busiest, all three would be filled. Two other barbers worked for Tom on Saturdays but only one during the week. There simply was not enough business for that now. Tom worked alone. 

Some would say this city had seen its best days back when the docks were in full operation. By nineteen-fifty-eight though, things were in a sharp decline. Many of the wealthy residents had moved further west into the suburbs of New Jersey. The remaining neighborhoods were filled with people that would hold to the belief the city was better off when Frank Hague was mayor. Those were the boom years. 

The Santorinis had lived in Jersey City since nineteen-oh-five when they first came over from Italy. Tom’s Mamma and Papà came over first. Initially, Tom stayed with his grandparents in their hometown of Montoro Superiore in the Province of Avellino. He would come later in nineteen-oh-nine to join them once they could afford to bring him. 

Back when the docks were active, Tom was able to save enough to put his two children through school, but never had time or money to take a real vacation. There were some short stays on the Jersey shore each summer. They would go to the cottage of the owner of DiDonato’s Pizza where Tom worked in the evenings to help make ends meet. 

Tony DiDonato was a very generous man and a close friend. He would help his friends any way he could, especially Tom. He practically gave them the cottage for free one week each year. All the Santorinis had to do was cover the agent commission and the cottage was theirs for a few days.

Retirement was coming quickly for Tom. But being self-employed all his life, he would only be looking forward to a modest income on Social Security with a small amount in savings. Tom figured he could still cut hair part time in someone else’s barber shop for a bit of extra income. He was certain though he did not want to keep his shop open.

There was some talk of moving somewhere warm to get away from the cold and the wind. One of Tom’s former employees, Nick, had retired to Vallejo California and would tell him in letters he thought he had moved to get away from the winters but soon realized he had also escaped the summers. It is very dry in southern California and those hazy hot and humid summer days of the northeast had become a thing of the past for him as well. That sounded very appealing to Tom and Maria, his wife of thirty-seven years.

As business slowly diminished, Tom took up hobbies to pass the time between customers. During the week he would sometimes have several hours at a time on his hands. When his son Richard was little, Tom had taught him to make model airplanes and paint them himself. 

As the years went on Tom continued doing models. He eventually worked his way up to tall ships with all the sails and rigging. He would work on them in the back room of the shop when no one was there. One Friday morning in the early spring of nineteen-fifty-nine Tom heard the front doorbell jingle from the back room. His customers knew even if he was not in the shop, he was likely out back. 

Tony from the pizza shop came in with a newspaper. “Morning Tom,” Tony called from the front door, “you gotta see this ad in the Times.”

“What’s it for?” Tom called back.

“You have to see it for yourself,” Tony replied, “I’m not sure if it means anything. It says something about a veteran’s pension in Italy. For guys over here who were in the Italian Army over there. I remember you were there during World War One, right?”

Most men from that war would rarely talk about their experiences during those times. It was just not to be discussed. It was a time from long ago in the past and was not to be relived if possible. 

“Yeah,” Tom replied, “what’s it about?” 

“Here read it for yourself,” Tony replied, “I have to go start the gravy for this weekend.” 

“Okay,” Tom replied, “when I can get to it.”

Tony dropped the paper face down on the empty barber chair closest to the door. “See ya tonight,” he said as he gave him a wave and left.

Tom worked two jobs for a long time. For years he had been with Tony flipping pizzas and preparing meals in the evening and occasionally on some weekends. Before that, he had worked with Tony’s father at his restaurant. Tom glanced over at the front chair occasionally throughout the day. He was not anxious to pick up the paper since he would usually shy away from any memory of his days in the Italian Army. The paper sat there through six haircuts and two shaves. It had been an unusually busy Friday morning at the shop, but things slowed down after lunch. Later in the afternoon Tom had some time on his hands. It was about three o’clock when he finally reached for the paper. 

It was chilled from the draft coming in the door, so Tom took it to the back chair and sat down to browse through the classifieds. He read other parts of the paper before going to the article Tony had mentioned. The page was folded over to mark the spot. 

Finally, he turned to the page with the article and read: ‘Notice to Men from Italy Who Fought in World War One.’ This was not the kind of headline that would make Tom want to read on, but since Tony had brought it to him, he decided to keep going. 

‘If you were in the Italian Army in World War One and fought in the at least three Battles of the Insonso River and the Battle of Vittorio Veneto in the north mountain country from the Lower Piave to Tagliamento, the Italian government has set aside funds for a pension in honor of your service.’  That got his attention. But like most things there had to be a catch. He read a bit further and found it. ‘You must apply in person at the Office for Army Affairs located in Rome within one year.’ Tom chuckled. “Right,” he said under his breath. It also gave the address of the office he was to report to so he could apply.

Tom stopped for a moment and looked at himself in the mirror. “How ‘bout that?” Tom said aloud “that would have been nice.......... Ah it ain’t gonna happen.” A trip to Italy was out of the question. He was not the type of man to let things like that bother him. 

‘Why couldn’t we just go to the embassy here?’ he thought to himself. “Huh, that would make too much sense............... All the way to Italy?” he said as he got up to greet the next customer who came in. Tom threw the paper to the floor mixed in with the hair clippings and did not pick it up again for the rest of the day.

* * *
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FIVE O’CLOCK ROLLED around and Tom closed up the shop, so he could head over to DiDonato’s for the evening. Fridays were the busiest evening for the pizzeria. It was when the young people would get their paychecks and want a night out. DiDonato’s served the usual items including pizza, pasta dishes, subs, and salads. 

The two went straight at it with the help of Tony’s daughter Deborah who would wait on tables for whatever tips she could get. It did not pay well enough to make it worth doing all the time. But on Fridays, she knew her dad needed some help. It was an especially busy night. Probably due to the slight warming of spring, winds notwithstanding. All the tables were full by six thirty so Deborah would take the orders, and Tom would take the plates out when they were ready. Tony made the pizza up front and handled the cash register. 

After the crowd left and only three tables were active, Tony finally decided to ask Tom what he thought of the advertisement. “So,” Tony asked. “What did you think?”

“About what?” Tom asked, knowing full well what he meant.

“The paper Tom, the paper,” he said sensing Tom was playing with him, “Did you read the ad?”

“Like most things,” Tom quipped, “out of touch for most of us.” 

“What does that mean.............out of touch,” Tony asked sounding confused.

“I can’t go all the way to Italy,” Tom said with a tone of pessimism, “There’s no money for that. Let’s face it. If it cost ten cents to go clear around the world, I’d have a hard time getting out of sight.”

“Tom?” Tony said sounding the way he would when orders were coming out late, “You can’t do that. This could be a good thing for you.” Tony knew just how long to pause. Tom shook his head and grunted.

“Look,” Tony continued, “go home, tell Maria about it.” He figured that might work. Maria could always help him see things differently. “Go now, I’ll close up here.” 

“You sure?” Tom asked, “It was a tough night, and Deborah shouldn’t stay late either.”

“I’m sure,” Tony said, “I’ll send her home too. Talk about a long day, you’re the ones that work two jobs. I can close up.”

Tom agreed and took off his apron then washed his hands. As he was walking out the door, he thought about having thrown the paper on the floor. ‘Good thing it will still be there in the morning,’ he muttered to himself. Maria was sure to want to see it.

* * *
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THE WALK HOME WAS STILL safe if he stayed on Montgomery Street where the lights were bright and there was traffic. The side streets, not so much. Tom would stay on the main streets mostly for his wife’s sake, even if it took a bit longer to get home. She wanted him to be safe. These settings never frightened him though. If something came up, Tom could always handle himself. Even nearing retirement, he would walk with a sense of confidence which would make the troublemakers in the area think twice about messing with him. 

Tom arrived home at about nine o’clock and walked up the front steps. He opened the door with his key and stepped in as usual. “Hi, you’re home early, things slow tonight at Tony’s?” Maria said as he walked into the living room. She was busy straightening up after Richard’s family had left for home. “Everything all right?”

“Nothing to worry about,” Tom replied, “Tony sent me home early and insisted I tell you about this ad thing he brought in this morning.”

“What ad?” she asked, “somebody selling something?”

Tom chuckled, “you must have read it. Selling... sounds about right....selling something.”

“Tony usually doesn’t get excited about things. What was it?” she persisted.

Tom took his coat off and hung it up in the hall closet. “Something about a pension fund for vets from Italy,” he said hoping she would drop it there.

“Army?” she asked, “you weren’t in the Army.” Then she thought for a moment, “oh right, the Italy Army. Is that what it was talking about? The Italian Army?” Maria sounded confused.

“Yeah, yeah that’s it............. for the Italian Army,” he said reassuring her, “you know, World War One.”

“Oh, sore subject huh?” she said knowing some of the history. Or so she thought.

“Eh, that’s all right,” Tom continued, “I haven’t really thought about it too much for years now.”

Maria was not totally convinced of that. But she could tell it was a bit better for him. Usually, he would not say a word when the subject of the Great War came up. Even at family events, he tended to avoid the subject.

“Where is this ad you’re talking about?” she asked.

“Left it at work in the pile of hair,” Tom said sheepishly.

Maria paused and looked at Tom. This sounded just like him. “Now that makes for an interesting image in my mind,” she said followed by her adorable giggle that she never lost from when she was a girl, “A pile of hair you didn’t sweep up before going home. When has that ever happened?”

“I had to work tonight, remember?” Tom said.

“Slow afternoon no doubt?” she teased, “hair from the morning still on the floor?”

Tom shrugged his shoulders and grunted. 

Maria could tell he did not really care. “I have to run errands near the shop tomorrow,” she continued, “I’ll come by and check out this ad Tony was talking about.”

“Okie Dokie.” he said with an expected sigh. “So, Richard and Beth came by?” Tom added desperately trying to change the subject.

“Just for a bit,” she answered. “He had to go early. He has to work tomorrow.”

Tom sat in his favorite chair and looked for someplace to put his feet up. “Since you’re home early,” Maria asked, “you want to play some cribbage?” 

“Always want to play cribbage,” he replied reaching for the drawer in the end table to get the cards and the old board. They sat for about an hour and ran through only one board. Tom was tired and knew he had to work in the morning. But even one run through was worth the effort.

* * *
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BY MORNING, THE WINDS had died down some and it was a bit warmer than the day before. It was a wonderful day for running errands. It gave the feeling that everything was coming back to life after a hard winter.

While cleaning up in the morning, Tom shook off the paper and put it back on the front chair so as not to lose it for when Maria came by. He still was not convinced there was anything to all of it. They decided she would stop after her errands so she could leave some of what she bought with Tom to carry home for her. Rather than go after and have to carry things home herself. 

Tom did not work for Tony most Saturday evenings unless he really had to. That had always been family time. He would work two or three evenings per week and occasionally on Sunday afternoons. But usually not on Saturday night. They continued the practice after the kids were grown.

Three doors down worked an old friend and one of his regular customers. George came mid-morning for his monthly haircut. “That today’s paper?” he said as he reached for the one on the chair.

“No, yesterday’s,” Tom said.

“Oh, I already read that one.” George said as he walked back to get into Tom’s chair at the end, “Hey did you see the ad? You know that one about the Italian Army?”

“You’re kidding,” Tom said as he was putting the sheet over him, “It sounds like everyone saw it. So, you saw it too?”

“Yeah, thought of you when I read it,” George continued, “kinda thought I might see you come in yesterday.” He was a travel agent who specialized in European vacations. His business was on the same row of store fronts as the barber shop. One of the only ones left. “I could set you up.”

“I know George,” Tom said sadly, “It all seems simple to you. You do this all the time. But I can’t go all the way to Italy. I don’t want to waste the little savings I have. I have to look at retirement and all. Who knows, maybe if I retire, we can move to a warmer climate? Well, once I sell this place that is................ Hey, you wanna become a barber?”

George shook his head, “Same old Tom. There are deals out there you know,” George persisted.

“Yeah, ten percent off, I’ve seen those in the paper too,” Tom moaned, “If you go when no one else wants to go.”

“No, I mean real deals,” he said unwilling to let it go, “Hey, think about it. I’d love to see you enjoy yourself for a change.”

“Now you’re sounding like Maria,” Tom said with a chuckle. They chatted a bit while Tom cut George’s hair. It did not take too long, there was not much on top for George, he usually wore a hat to protect his head from the sun.

As George was leaving, Maria walked in. “Maria, talk some sense into this man,” George said pointing at Tom.

“Oh, he has plenty of sense,” Maria responded, “Never lacking in that. How’s Angie?”

“Doing good,” he said, willing to get off the subject, “She misses the boy. First one off to college and all.”

“Tell her I said hi,” Maria added.

“Will do, got it,” he said and then with a slight humorous sneer looked at Tom and added, “Bye Tom.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Tom answered grumbling.

No one else was in the shop at that time. The radio on the upper shelf was playing big band music. Very softly though, Tom did not really like things to be too loud.

“Find everything you were looking for?” he said trying to avoid the obvious subject. She was in no rush, so she began to show him a few things she had bought. Like most husbands, he pretended to be interested as he looked on. 

Maria really could not play the game any longer. “Is that it?” she said pointing to the paper on the front chair.

Tom realized it was inevitable at this point. “Page is folded where the ad is,” he said then walked to the back almost trying to run away. Maria found the ad and started to read.

“I think I remember you told me about that Battle of Vittorio Veneto,” she said, “it sounds familiar. Near the end of the war, right?”

“That’s what they say,” he said almost in a whisper.

“You haven’t been to Italy in almost forty years. Don’t you want to see it again?” she said hoping he would consider it, “Besides, you probably still have some relatives you haven’t seen in forever.”

“Not really,” Tom said, “After two wars most are gone or spread out to who knows where.”

“Well, you need to think it over. Don’t give it up just yet,” she said knowing where to stop, then changed the subject. “Slow afternoon?”

Tom sighed “Hmm, they’re getting to be that way more and more this year. Glad I’m thinking of retiring.”

Unexpectedly, Tony walked in, “Well you guys talk about this?” he asked.

Maria gave him the look that said, ‘not now.’ Tony tilted his head back to acknowledge but decided to keep going anyway. There was an awkward silence for a moment. “Look,” Tony said not wanting to give it up, “I’ve been thinking and......if you go...... I’ll cover your hotel while you’re there. Up to two weeks. That should be enough time to have some fun and look into this pension thing. Besides, the rest of the time would be on the ocean liner. That’s even more time to enjoy yourselves. Can’t pass that up now, can you?” Tony paused for a moment to see how Tom would react. “That could help you get out of sight, right Tom?”

“Between you and Maria, you already have me on some ocean liner,” Tom said shaking his head.

“Hey,” Tony laughed, “you’d love it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Tom moaned again.

“Hard to pass up an offer like that Tom,” Maria jumped in seeing Tony was making some headway in getting to him.

Tony knew to leave while he was ahead. “Go talk to George and see what he’s got for deals, then decide,” Tony said quickly, “See ya Monday. Bye Maria, love you guys.”

“Bye-bye,” she replied, “Love you too.”

‘How did he know George was just here?’ Tom thought to himself as the door closed, ‘maybe they’re in cahoots.’ He shook his head and looked at Maria, “They’re all working against me,” he said.

The silent look with her head tilting just to the left spoke directly to Tom with the inescapable, ‘Well?’

A short pause led him to realize the it was time to give up. “All right, probably no one’s coming the rest of the afternoon anyway,” he said reaching for his coat, “I’ll close up.”

He turned the open sign around and put the key in the lock starting to close the door, “Just leave the things you bought here, we’ll get them on the way back.” 

* * *
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GEORGE’S SATURDAY AFTERNOONS were the same as Tom’s. There was no one in his office when they came in. That was why George went to get his hair cut earlier.

“Boy, you’re good,” George said to Maria, “Twenty-five minutes? That’s got to be some sort of record.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Tom grumbled.

“Tony had something to do with it too,” Maria said, “he’s offering to cover our hotel while we’re there.”

“Wow.” George exclaimed, “That’s a deal.”

“What is it with you two and deals,” Tom jabbed, “it’s still a lot of money.”

“Well, speaking of deals. I barely had time to look it up,” George said reaching for the binder he had just put on his desk, “There is an Ocean Liner that leaves New York every six weeks for Italy. If money is the issue, I can get you a decent price in Tourist class. Not much luxury. But it’ll get you there.”

“You mean steerage?” Tom grumbled.

George paused, trying to grasp what Tom had said. “I haven’t heard that term in a long time Tom,” he replied, “they don’t call it steerage anymore. It’s called Tourist class.”

“Same thing,” Tom said, “Same cabins as before, just a new name. Still steerage.”

“Ah,” George moaned looking at Maria, “Work on him? Please.” She just shook her head.

Tom did not want to show it, but he was starting to like the idea. As they were talking, he began to reminisce about his youth in Italy. Summers there are beautiful, especially if you could go out to vineyard country. The warm breezes though the hillsides, the sound of the farm animals as you walk down the country road. These were some very fond memories of childhood that started to sparkle in his mind. One summer, in particular when his father took him to a horse farm. That was where he learned to ride. He always wanted to do that again someday, but never did.

Then there were the four years he stayed in Italy with his grandparents when his Mamma and Papà moved to America. That was filled with a mix of emotions. Some being when he had fun with his friends and some missing his parents.

‘Back to the now,’ Tom thought. “How much?” he asked.

“That’s what I’ve always like about you Tom,” George said with his famous smile “right to the point.......... Ah, let’s see here.......... tourist class? Okay, here,” George slid the book over to Tom and Maria to show them the figures.

“Yeah?” Tom said with reservation. Even with a good deal like the one George was showing him, he was not used to spending money on himself.

George gave it a little time to settle in. “Didn’t the ad say something about a pension fund?” he asked, “hey if it’s a decent amount of money each month, the trip could pay for itself in a couple of years. I remember it said something like thirty thousand Lira or something, what per month?”

“Sounds right,” Maria jumped in.

“So, per month?” George responded. “In dollars that’s............hmmm............. hey, adds up fast, put that together with your Social Security and you could do Okay. Makes it sound worth it right?”

Tom looked at him without saying a word. However, Maria knew what was going through his mind. He was close, really close.
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Chapter 2
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We all have our special memories. Some are our favorites we hope we will never lose. Those moments when you wish you could stop time and live it forever. It seems that any day’s experience pales in comparison. And then there are the memories that we would not even want others to have.‏

< < <

Gaetano had not seen his parents in nearly four years when his grandmother got word they were sending for him. His grandfather had passed away two years earlier in nineteen-oh-seven from a heart attack. His grandmother was doing well but was slowing down some. Gaetano had grown close to his grandmother during that time, and it helped him to learn to take responsibility for himself and care for others who depended on him. 

He worked in a small vineyard just outside of their town after school cleaning up and doing light field work as needed. He even learned a bit about how wine is made. The owner of the vineyard Santino Rizzi taught him some important things. They would prove helpful throughout his life.

His hometown was very traditional. Most families had been living there for generations. Some had migrated there from Spain during the Spanish Inquisition and now were considered natives of the region. 

Gaetano had a few friends. They were good kids from good homes. He would spend most of his time with them. There were also a couple of troublemakers around. He was able to avoid them, and they knew Gaetano well enough not to cross him. 

Young Gaetano was not very tall and expectedly thin at this age. He tended to be quiet around people he did not know very well. Looking for problems was the last thing he would do. But he would face them head on whenever they came his way. There was a good school in their town as well. When his grandfather died, Gaetano had to stop going since his grandmother needed him around the house. Then, before he knew it, the time came for him to go to America. 

In mid-November of nineteen-oh-nine, his grandmother and Signor Rizzi took him to Napoli to see him off. He was to board a ship for America at only fifteen years old. Gaetano and his grandmother had made this trip just four years earlier when his parents Filippo and Fabiana had departed for their chance at the American dream. 

Gaetano’s father was a determined man. He was committed to working as many jobs as it took to get his family established and then bring his son to be with them. Once they had landed in New York Harbor, Filippo took the first job that he could find. He was able to get a job working on the docks in Jersey City. The hours were long and strenuous. He was on the crew that loaded the ships bound for Europe. They transferred lumber and grain from the trains which came from west of New York. 

The ships which would dock across the harbor in New York City would usually be loaded with textiles and other products that were manufactured in the city. Hoboken and Jersey City would see all the other things shipped to the area by train from points west.

As the ships arrived, they unloaded the stones from the decks below. At that time there were more exports from America to Europe than imports. The ships would be loaded with cobble stones in Europe as ballast to keep them from capsizing. This had been done for over one hundred years. Rather than dispose of the cobble stones, they were used to pave the streets throughout New York City and the surrounding areas. 

His favorite task on the docks was to work the cranes which would unload the ships. The control compartment was at the top of the crane. From there he could see the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island where he and his wife had first landed. Each and every time he would see them, he would think of Gaetano and how he missed him. His wife would later say that Filippo worked harder in those years than any other time in his life. He loved his family, and it broke his heart to be separated from any of them for even the shortest time. The harder he worked, the sooner he would see his son again.

* * *
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THE HARBOR IN NAPOLI was the busiest place Gaetano had ever seen. It was also a rather dangerous place. That became very evident shortly after he and his grandmother arrived early that morning. 

“Stay close to us,” Signor Rizzi said as they got out of the train car.

“So many people,” Gaetano said with a gasp.

“Not our kind of people Gaetano,” his grandmother said, “you have to be careful when you are around strangers in a place like this.”

“I’ll be careful Nonna,” he replied. 

As they were getting off the train and gathering their things, a boy around nineteen and quite a bit larger than Gaetano snatched a bag from one of the ladies nearby and started to run. She was holding it close to her and very tightly. The thief had to pull it so hard she almost fell to the ground. It was obvious from the terror in her eyes that all of what she had was in the bag he took. The tickets for her voyage, the papers she would need to enter America and all her money, as little as it may be. Gaetano was only around ten yards from them when it happened. The kid made one grave miscalculation. He ran in Gaetano’s direction. 

He was in full stride when he passed Gaetano. At first it would seem to anyone watching Gaetano had not noticed what just happened. However, as the kid was about to pass him, Gaetano turned and grabbed his shirt just inside of his left shoulder. With the momentum he had been running at full speed, Gaetano simply leaned back and spun him around. To make it more effective, Gaetano also put his right foot out which tripped him and caused him to lose his balance even more. 

By the time, the kid realized that he was not running straight anymore, he was aiming right for the side of the train, headfirst. He struck the metal side of the train with his forehead at full speed. This quickly put him into a daze. Then Gaetano hit him four times before he realized he had been hit once.

Everyone watching must have wondered what went through his mind as he hit the ground face first. He landed so hard, he did not move muscle until the police arrived. Gaetano, Signor Rizzi, and his grandmother were long gone by then and the lady had her bag returned to her. 

* * *
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THE SHIP HE WAS GOING to travel on was named The Saint Paul, an American ship. She was first launched in eighteen-ninety-five from Philadelphia to South Hampton. The capacity for passengers was three hundred and fifty first class passengers, two hundred and twenty second class passengers and eight hundred steerage passengers. It was not the largest ship to bring immigrants to their new lives. But it certainly would do for Gaetano who of course would travel in steerage. 

The Santorinis understood their place and did not hold any jealousy for those who were better off. But human nature always would have one wish that someday, maybe someone in the family would get to travel first class. Gaetano realized too much thinking about things like that would ruin the trip. So, he put the thought aside for the time being. After all, getting to his parents was the only thing that really mattered.

The only thing he regretted about this trip was leaving his grandmother behind. If only she could go with him, then the whole family would be together again. He was glad though that Signor Rizzi had come with them, and he would see her home. His grandmother would not have been able to make the trip back alone. 

When they had come before, back in nineteen-oh-five to bring his parents, his grandfather was still alive. Gaetano was with them then as well. For his grandmother, the trip home back then was easier. This would be harder for her especially since the last of her family was going away. It would now be just her. Signor Rizzi promised he would check in on her from time to time once they got back.

“You be a good boy on the boat,” Signor Rizzi told him, “remember what I taught you.”

“I will,” Gaetano replied, “I’m going to tell my Papà all of the things you showed me since he left.”

Signor Rizzi looked up at his grandmother and grinned, “Well,” he said, “maybe not everything.” These years had been very formidable for Gaetano and the things he should have learned from his father needed to come from somewhere. Signor Rizzi filled in nicely.

“You be sure to write,” his grandmother said.

“Every month Nonna. Just like Mamma does,” he said. But deep down hoped he actually would. He had never really had to write to anyone before on a regular basis. His grandmother did all the writing to his parents and would ask Gaetano what he wanted to say to them. He would not actually do the writing himself. This just helped to speed it along. Sometimes young boys put things off too much. His grandmother wanted to get the mail sent before Gaetano started to shave. So, as a result, he never really picked up writing letters on his own. Besides, his mother would probably take over writing things for him when sending letters home.

* * *
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THE SCENE AT THE DEPARTURE of The Saint Paul was typical with the passengers standing along the deck railings and the loved ones left behind waving with the cheers and tears. Gaetano called out to his grandmother and Signor Rizzi even though he figured they could not hear him. He was fairly sure he could see them in the crowd, but it was hard to pick out just two people from over a thousand. He waved and waved.

“Good-bye Nonna, good-bye Nonna, I love you Nonna,” he kept shouting. He did not stop until the ship had pulled away from the dock and his voice was hoarse.

The process of leaving the harbor seemed long, but only took about thirty minutes. It was midday when they hit the sea. Gaetano noticed he continued to see land to the east off the starboard side. The ship did not go straight out into the Mediterranean as he would have imagined but stayed within view of Italy and France. The ship needed to go to Marseille to make another pick up of passengers that were also going to America. They passed between the mainland of Italy and the Islands of Sardegna and Corsica. Signor Rizzi had shown him on a map what it all looked like before they left.

Gaetano thought they would not see any land after an hour or so from what friends of his had told him when he talked about leaving. He just watched the coastline as the ship seemed closer at times and farther away at times. The land almost went out of sight at one point only to return a few minutes later. But the open sea was indeed ahead. 

It was getting late, and Gaetano was tired from the train ride and the day’s activities including his confrontation with the kid that snatched the bag, brief as it happened to be. It shook him up more than he let on. He went down the three levels to one of the decks below the water line where his cabin was located. They had allowed the third-class passengers to be on the upper decks as the ship left port but once he went down those stairs, they would not let him back up. So, he stayed up as long as he could, looking at the land going by.

He had been shown where his cabin was before he went up to wave goodbye. He shared it with five other young men. Four were heading for America like him and one was going to South Hampton, England returning from visiting the wine country of Italy on business. 

This young man would make this trip three or four times a year to arrange for imports of wine to London. He worked for a distributor there. His name was Niles. The owner of the wine distributor had somewhat adopted Niles at a young age and trained him in his field. Niles was wandering the streets when he was fifteen and was nearly picked up by the police on several occasions. He would have been placed in an orphanage if caught but managed to avoid them by hiding in a tool shed behind the home of the owner of the wine company each night. One night the owner discovered him and soon took a liking to him. 

At first though, the owner was going to have him hauled off for trespassing, but the young man managed to talk his way out of it. He was very clever and there was something spunky about him that this man just did not see in boys this age. He gave him a chance if he promised to work for his board. 

From there, he started to teach him about the wine business. The particulars of how the wine needed to be made and what brought about a successful vintage. Niles learned these things early on. 

He knew what he was to watch out for in choosing good wines. The owner of the distributorship used to make this trip himself and then started to bring Niles with him. But between aging and failing health, he needed to have someone take his place. Niles was in the right place at the right time and had no problem taking over this part of the operation.

He would make the trip to see how the crops were that year and arrange shipments that would follow on cargo ships. Niles was only twenty-four years old but acted like an old pro when it came to travel. 

He spoke Italian very well but Gaetano only new a few words in English. Signor Rizzi was able to speak a little English and while working would try to help Gaetano to learn some basics. Once they knew he was going to America, Gaetano started to listen because now it mattered. 

“Why do you travel third class when you’re here to make money?” Gaetano asked Niles in Italian.

“Well,” he started to say in English then switched to Italian, “It’s not what you make it’s what you keep as the saying goes. I would rather spend it at home than on a boat ride.” Then he looked at the others knowing they only spoke Italian and said in English with as much cockney as he could insert, “Ain’t that royt ya blokes?” They just looked at him and shrugged. Niles and Gaetano both broke into a long laugh. 

“Oi let’s get outta here,” he said to Gaetano in English, “Come on, got some of me mates to introduce you to.” He could tell Gaetano did not totally understand so he waved to follow him and then gave a slight translation in Italian, minus the slangs.

“I’m gonna help ya with your English I will,” he said. Gaetano did not really understand but Niles knew it by the look on his face, “Awe, we’ll work on it.”

Niles knew several members of the crew due to his regular travel. He wanted to introduce Gaetano to some of them. They were mostly third-class stewards. There also was a man who worked in the dining room on their level. He was a bit older than the rest.

“Billy my boy,” Niles called out to one of them as they were walking down the hallway, “Want you to meet one of me bunk mates.” Gaetano did not understand a word but knew what was going on, so he put his hand out. “Billy, meet Gaetano, Gaetano, meet Billy.” They shook hands and made noises that sounded like greetings but neither of them could tell. They both thought it must be in the other’s language, so they smiled and nodded. 

“Gaetano,” Niles said faking a pondering moment, “what kind of name is that, is that Italian or something?” Niles’ bantering caused Billy to bust up laughing. Gaetano did not know what they were joking about but figured it must be good. 

Billy Fitzgerald was an Irish kid. He was twenty-two years old and came from New York. Billy had been working on the ship for a year and a half. They chatted with him for a few minutes and then moved on.

As they approached the stairs, they ran into one of the other stewards. “Claude, Hey Claude,” Niles called out, “Bon Jour ya nubbie.”

Claude turned around. “Oh no, not you again. They’ll let anybody on this ship,” he quipped with a thick Canadian accent.

“What’s the matter Frenchie, still mad at me for dumping your sister?” Niles said with a sinister smile.

“I wouldn’t let you anywhere near my sister you limey,” Claude said giving Niles a punch in the arm.

“Awe now, thems fightin woyds mate. Put ‘em up,” Niles responded and then they started to spar. But it looked more like dancing. Gaetano was smiling and laughing. He was definitely enjoying the show. 

“Hey, stop your foolin’ ‘round,” Niles said trying to stand straight up, “This here is Gaetano. From Italy, you know......the big boot.”

“I’ll give you the big boot,” Claude bounced back to Niles as he reached out to shake Gaetano’s hand and greeted him with the four of five Italian words he knew with a little French mixed in.

Claude was twenty-four and originally from Montreal before he moved to New York. He landed the job on the steamship because he could speak fluent French. This would be his third year on the crew.

Next, they passed by one of the service rooms and Niles looked in. He saw Benjamin sitting at a table and pulled Gaetano into the room. “This one is very quiet. Got to watch out for the quiet ones,” he said to Gaetano in Italian, “Benny, meet Gaetano, one of me bunk mates.” He went back to English because Benny could not speak Italian. Benny nodded and shook his hand.

“So, start that family yet?” Niles said to tease him.

“Yeah, you’re funny, but looks ain’t everything,” Benny jabbed, “Time for more wine? Bring some for me this time?”

“You ain’t old enough ya bloke,” Niles sneered with his characteristic smile.

“I am now,” Benny replied, “Just turned twenty-one last month.”

Benjamin was the youngest crewman. He was from New York. His father worked in the textile industry there. He did not approve of Benjamin working on the steamship. That was no way to start a family and a waste of his time in his father’s mind. The whole idea of starting a family was something Benny was preoccupied with and would talk about constantly. Mostly because it was so important to his father. 

After meeting the stewards Niles took Gaetano to the dining hall. “Now this is the guy you really want to know,” Niles said, “he’ll take right good care of ya where it matters.” pointing to Gaetano’s stomach.

This was the older man. He was about thirty-five. His name was Rocco DiDonato. “He speaks your Italian too,” Niles said, “Hey Rocco, meet young Gaetano here. He’s one of me bunk mates this trip. Say something to him in Italian. I think the boy’s homesick already.”

Gaetano’s eyes lit up. They chatted a bit in Italian and exchanged the obvious ‘What town are you from’ questions. Niles was able to chime in from time to time, but it was like these two had always known each other. After a while, Niles gave them the high sign stating it was time to get going.

“Gaetano,” Rocco said, “you make sure you come see me when you’re hungry, I’ll take good care of you.” Gaetano nodded with a big smile. They left and went back to the cabin. 

That night Gaetano had a tough time falling asleep. He had never been on a ship before. Sleeping on something that moved was a bit unnerving for him. Add that to the noise of the other five in the cabin with all the snoring and grunting. It was not a very good night’s sleep. Finally, around three o’clock, he dozed off with the pillow over his head.

* * *
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BY DINNER TIME ON THE second day, they were coming up on Spain and Gaetano hoped he would see the Rock of Gibraltar. His mother had written of her amazement at the sight in her first letter back home. She wrote it while on their voyage just four years before but did not mail until almost a month later. 

She wrote five letters while on board The Republic, the ship they had sailed on, describing all the joys and wonders of the trip. She mailed them all in the same envelope to save on the cost of postage. Many of these things led Gaetano to anticipate what his next two weeks would be like. He went at it with an excitement he had never feasted on before.

Being it was mid-November, the days were shorter than when his mother had passed through the Straits of Gibraltar. She had gone in May. So, his view of the great rock was limited to moonlight and only being able to look through a port hole at that. It was still quite an incredible sight to bear though. The mountains around Montoro seemed like mounds of dirt compared. It was just as his mother had said. He would have liked to see it from the upper deck, but the restrictions on the third-class passengers were enforced now. It still impressed him, nonetheless. He realized his view was likely the same as what his mother had seen. They were booked in steerage too.

* * *
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THE ARRIVAL IN SOUTH Hampton came quickly. England was chilly and damp at that time of year, so Gaetano stayed below most of the time they were in port. He was used to the Mediterranean weather and did not do well with the cold. He met Niles at the bottom of the stairs which led to the gangway.

“Niles!” Gaetano called out to him.

“Thought I was going to leave without sayin’ good-bye?” Niles said, smiling back at him.

“Look me up if you make it to New York,” Gaetano said in English. The short time working on his English with Niles had paid off. He was catching on fast.

“Wut? Of course, I will, you’re me mate,” Niles replied with a jab to the side. Gaetano knew what that meant in English. They embraced and he was off. Niles had been around long enough to know they would never see each other again. 

The change in climate was causing Gaetano to feel a bit ill with a stuffy head and sore throat. The ship was not going to leave harbor for another eight hours. He decided to go below and get some sleep. He was much more tired than he thought at first and slept though dinner. Rocco saved him some food because one of his roommates told him Gaetano was not feeling very well when he asked about him. When Gaetano woke up, he was a bit disoriented. The roommate who had told Rocco about him sleeping was there. 

“What time is it?” Gaetano asked.

“Late,” he replied.

“Awe, I missed.......” Gaetano started to say.

“Don’t worry,” he interrupted, “the guy in the dining room said to go see him.”

The dining hall was closed with most of the lights out. Gaetano walked in anyway and went towards the swinging doors which led to the kitchen. The lights were still on. As he poked his head in Rocco saw him. “Pensavo di vederti,” Rocco said with a smile.

That evening Gaetano and Rocco spent quite a while talking about all types of things. Even though Rocco was twenty years older, he took a liking to this young man from Italy who was going to America just as he had with his parents twenty-five years earlier. Rocco saw many young men on their way to New York. Many just like Gaetano. But this one seemed different.

They spoke mostly in Italian but sometimes Rocco would switch to English. “You’re going to have to learn,” Rocco said, “you can talk in Italian around your family, but out there, you need to know English. That’s how you make it in America.”

Gaetano already knew that by what Signor Rizzi had taught him. It was commonly understood in his family as well. He remembered his Papà and Mamma practicing their English before they left some years before.

After they had been talking for about an hour, Rocco told him this was to be his last trip. “I’ve been doing this for over ten years,” he said, “I finally saved up enough money to open my own restaurant.” 

“Tired of being seasick and going to all of those different countries?” Gaetano asked.

“Not so much that,” Rocco replied, “My wife is going to have our first baby in six months. That will give me enough time to get things started. I have family who can help me get things going.”

“That’s great, a Papà? I’ve got a long way to go before that,” Gaetano chuckled hoping it was indeed true, “Where are you thinking of having your place, your restaurant?”

“Well, you haven’t been there yet so you wouldn’t know what it meant if I told you,” Rocco said with some hesitation.

“No, no, my Mamma has been writing letters,” Gaetano jumped in, “she tells me all about it. I feel as if I already know the place.”

“Okay, maybe,” Rocco conceded, “I’m thinking New Jersey. It probably costs less to get started there. I want to have something I can leave to my family when I’m gone.”

“See I told you I knew,” Gaetano exclaimed, “My Mamma and Papà live in New Jersey.”

“That’s right, you did tell me,” Rocco replied.

“Do you want a boy or a girl?” Gaetano asked.

Rocco didn’t hesitate, “Either will be fine with me. But a boy would be my first choice. Then he can take care of his little sisters when they come along. You know from all the other boys.”

“What will you name it?” Gaetano said a bit confused, “I mean him...............or her.”

Rocco chuckled because he had said the same thing when his wife told him she was pregnant, “My wife says she picked out names already.”

“Really?” Gaetano said, “My Mamma told me she didn’t name me until the day I was born. What names did she pick?”

“She told me if it’s a girl, her name would be Delanna,” he said as if he hoped it would not be, “and if a boy, Anthony.” That came out with much more confidence, which was about all the two of them could handle talking about babies. So, the subject was quickly changed.

Rocco paused for a moment. “That’s enough for one night,” he said, “we both need to get some sleep.”

Gaetano agreed and they said their good nights, and each went their way.

* * *
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ON THE FIFTH DAY OF the trip, Gaetano was walking to the dining hall when he heard someone call him.

“Gitano, hey,” Billy had not pronounced his name right, but Gaetano did not really mind.

“Hi Billy,” he responded best he could. His English was getting much better.

“You gotta come see something,” Billy said but Gaetano did not really understand him very well. “I got something I want you to see after dinner. We’ll meet right here, all right?” Billy managed to communicate the point he was trying to make. Gaetano nodded to show he understood.

After dinner they met right outside of the dining hall and Billy took him upstairs to the deck where he had been on to watch the Rock of Gibraltar. They went to the port side close to the bow this time rather than the Starboard where he had been to see the Rock. 

“Wait ‘til you see this,” Billy said. He wanted Gaetano to see the sun set over the water. They were still on a level where they had to look through portholes. They watched for about twenty minutes and then the moment was just perfect. The sun was right at the point where it was touching the water.

“Sembra che si aprano le porte del paradiso,” Gaetano said in Italian and gasped. 

Billy did not understand him but figured he must really like it. 

Gaetano gazed more and let out a few sounds which do not need translation. “è dove il paradiso incontra la terra,” he said adding even more emotion. He could tell Billy did not understand. “It is where heaven meets earth,” he said in English the best he could.

Billy nodded. He had never thought of it that way before. But could see what he meant.

Gaetano stood there in awe wondering if there was anything more beautiful. The red sky above and the seemingly still water made this a sight he would remember and treasure his whole life.

* * *

[image: ]


THE SAINT PAUL WAS scheduled to arrive late on the twenty-sixth of November. It was delayed slightly and did not pull into New York harbor until early morning on the twenty-seventh. They allowed the third-class passengers to come up to the main deck but not the upper decks. Gaetano watched with the same amazement as most of the other passengers at the sight of New York before them. Rocco told him about the Statue of Liberty and to make sure he did not miss it. Gaetano was already aware of it from his mother’s letters. But still, it was a spectacular sight to see.

Seeing the New York skyline from the river was equally amazing. However, his primary desire was to see his parents. The ship docked in New York across from the Statue. Being that he was in steerage, the time for processing for him would take longer. 

The first and second-class passengers only had to go through some routine questions on board by the officials and a quick medical exam. Then they would be allowed to leave the ship. All the steerage passengers would then be loaded onto ferry boats and brought to Ellis Island for further examination. They were told to go back to their rooms and stay there. It was not so simple a task considering all the languages which were being spoken. 

After quite some time Gaetano could hear activity around the corner and figured something was starting to move along. A couple minutes later, Benny and Claude came through with a list and a bag. Benny had the list and Claude had the bag. 

Benny would look at the list and ask each person in the room his name. After they said their name, Claude would take out a tag, write a number on it, and pin it on him. This was for identification so the officials could track the steerage passengers when they got to Ellis Island. The tag would reference the line number on the ship’s manifest for each person. It was so they could be processed faster.

As they were being led to the ferry boats, one passenger jumped off the dock into the water and began to swim away. It only took a minute for a small patrol boat to pull up. He soon realized he had nowhere to go and gave up. They fished him out and were not very gentle with him. 

“Probably a criminal,” he heard a man behind him say in Italian. Gaetano turned and looked at the man. “They would have figured out he was a criminal once they got him over there anyway. He probably thought it was his only chance at getting into America.”

Several ferries were carrying the steerage passengers. They could see others coming from a couple of docks upriver. Gaetano knew that meant things would take a long time. Once they reached Ellis Island, they had them form a line. It was a very, very long line which stretched from the dock, through the baggage room in the main building and up a very steep flight of stairs. 

The passengers probably did not realize it, but they had purposely had them climb the stairs to see how many of them would be out of breath or start wheezing or coughing. This was the first phase of the health inspection. There were over sixty different symptoms they would scan for. 

When they came to where the doctors were, they were instructed by finger signs to stand three across. The doctors would examine them three at a time. The one thing Gaetano disliked the most was the test for trachoma, an eye disease which would cause blindness and sometimes death. This was very contagious and one of the primary reasons people would get rejected. They reached for his eyes, and he winced. They gave him a sharp rebuke and went at it again, turning back his eyelids to see if there was any trace of the infection. His eyes were clear, so they moved him on quickly.

Fortunately, even though they were busy that day, the official who did the eye exam on Gaetano was a doctor. Some of the other people were inspected by what was known as the buttonhook men. They would use instruments like hairpins or buttonhooks to conduct the exam. This doctor was considerably more gentle with Gaetano. He saw the exam being done on others and was very thankful that a real doctor had examined him.

He noticed about two out of every ten immigrants would have either a blue or white chalk mark placed on their number tag. The blue tag stood for some type of disease and the white marks stood for a mental disorder. The blue tags also had a letter abbreviation code that the inspectors came up with. For example, Ft meant they had a problem with their feet and Pg meant the woman was pregnant.

Those with diseases were sent to the Ellis Island infirmary for further treatment and possible quarantine. If anyone was deemed not curable, they were rejected and sent back.

In order to dissuade the ocean liner companies from bringing people with real medical or mental problems, there was a law passed in nineteen-oh-three that required the liner company to return the rejected immigrant to their port of origin at the liners’ expense. Plus, there was a one hundred dollar fine per rejected passenger. This deterred most, but there were still many who would be sent back.

Then came the difficult part. They entered the legal hall where they would verify identification and basic abilities. Gaetano saw a variety of tests being done to different people, sometimes based on the nationality. For example, they were testing people who were Afghanistan to see if they could even hold a pencil. Serbians would be asked to read a passage from the Bible.

Gaetano had some schooling which, compared with many others, made him appear well educated. He could read and write and solve basic arithmetic problems. They even gave him a geometric puzzle to complete, and he put it together quickly. One inspector looked to another and nodded this one could go. 

There was one last stop. He walked up to the documentation desk and showed them his papers. “Gitano Santorini?” the voice called out.

“That’s royt,” Gaetano said trying to imply he could speak a bit of English. He thought he would impress them with the little he had learned from Niles, cockney accent, and all. These inspectors were not prone to laughter, but the sight of a fifteen-year-old Italian trying to sound like a British street kid was too much for them. Several of them broke into a hearty laugh and other inspectors who were too far to hear wondered what it was all about. As they would pass the story down the line each one would try to imitate the cockney accent Italian style, more joined the laughter. It was the high point of their day.

It did not help though. The inspector could not pronounce his first name, so he looked in a translation booklet they had handy to see which name to assign him. There was a booklet for each nationality. 

“Gitano, that’s too hard. From now on it will be............” he said looking through but not finding it right away, “That’s it. From now on.............it will be Thomas. Next!” he shouted. In an instant they made him someone else. Gaetano, or Tom was finally finished with the examinations. They stamped his documents and wrote ‘Thomas’ on his papers. He looked at the papers not sure what to make of it all. 

“What’s the matter?” the inspector asked.

“What is this word here?” he pointed to the name Thomas.

“If you don’t like that,” the inspector replied, “you can go by Tom. That’s your name here. It’s English for what your name is............or was.” The inspector looked at the papers again. “Yeah, Gaetano, that’s too hard............. Better if you go by Tom.”

Gaetano................ or Tom just gazed and started to walk. All he knew was he wanted to see his parents. They would explain it to him. Things on Ellis Island could have taken a week, and it would not have mattered all that much because he was finally here. Here in America, where his mother and father were. When they had approached the island from the across the river, Gaetano did not have any way to know his parents lived less than five miles from where he was standing. 

There were sporadic ferry boat rides back to New York and New Jersey. His Mamma had given instructions in the letter she sent to his grandmother as to where he should go after he left Ellis Island. He showed the letter to man at the dock who had a uniform on. He pointed to one of the smaller boats at the end of the dock. 

Fewer people went to New Jersey than New York, so he jumped on the one the officer pointed to and waited for about a half hour for the ferry to set out. Family members could not go out to Ellis Island to meet their loved ones, so he hoped he had the right information. 

The ride was quick since Ellis Island is on the New Jersey side of the Hudson. They approached a dock just as it was getting to be sunset. He figured that was where he would finally see his Mamma and Papà. As his ferry was approaching, he saw two people who stood out to him. This was the last ferry to leave Ellis Island for the evening. They had been waiting for him all day.
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Chapter 3

[image: ]




> > >

Sunday afternoon on the Fourth of July weekend was the best time available for the going away party. Tony knew things would be slow at the pizzeria, so he closed off the back room and invited thirty-five friends and family to wish Tom and Maria a great vacation. He did all the cooking in advance late Saturday rather than go with his family to watch fireworks in the park. Nothing was too good for Tom and Maria, and he wanted them to have a good send-off.

Tony stood up and got everyone’s attention. “Hey, everybody know why we should remember this day?” he called out, “This is the day that we say, ‘Bon Voyage’ to two special people, who should have done this years ago I might add.” 

All of Tom’s family and friends knew he would never put himself ahead of his family. But now that he was about to retire, they all felt it was high time. “Pop, when was the last time you took a trip? I mean a real trip,” His daughter Linda asked already knowing the answer.

“I haven’t left the country since I returned in nineteen-nineteen from the war,” Tom replied. It did not take much to get him to say it, which surprised Maria. Ordinarily Tom would change the subject when any talk of his time in the Great War came up. This trip must have opened up something in him that he had stifled for most of his life.

“Forty years?” Linda said, “I don’t even know what forty years is like. I wonder if I’ll get to go to Italy when I’m ready to retire.” She had her hands full with her three children and knew full well mothers never retire.

“Why wait?” Maria asked, “Come with us.”

“Oh no,” Linda responded, “this is your time. You don’t need your kids tagging along.”

Richard was also excited to see his Mom and Pop enjoy something just for themselves for a change. Like most children, Richard and Linda did not fully appreciate what their folks had done for them growing up until they had children of their own. Everyone sat around eating and making small talk. 

* * *

[image: ]


WEDNESDAY MORNING WAS the scheduled departure, and Tom was trying to get all his things in order at the shop the day before. It was not out of the ordinary for the Barber shop to be closed for a week at a time, but this time, they would be gone for more than four weeks. There were not any other barbers working with him, so they just decided to close up and place a sign which read ‘Gone on Vacation to Italy’ but everyone in the area already knew that. 

Tom had told everyone who had come into the barber shop for the past three months. The other merchants in the area would keep an eye on the place. Most of them had been there for over ten years and they were all friends. It was not like anyone would steal his barber’s chair anyway. Just to be safe, Tom took the case with the old tools home to keep them there. Maria never really knew the story behind them and chose not to ask. She knew it had something to do with his time in the war. The way she figured, if Tom wanted to tell her the story, he would when he was ready. The night before the trip, he sat and stared at them for over twenty minutes before putting them in the attic.

* * *
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THE ONLY CONCERN THEY had was getting their passports. They had never needed them in the past. You do not need a passport to go to the Jersey Shore. Though some might argue the point. It usually took some time to get a passport, but since they already had tickets to go out of the country, it was a bit easier. George helped by pulling some strings with his friends in the business. He would have to help his customers get their passports from time to time, so he knew just who to talk to.

Richard and Linda were able to make it on Wednesday morning to go with Tony and his wife Dotty. They all squeezed into Tony’s station wagon with the suitcases in the back. It was not far to Pier Eighty-four in New York, just past the Lincoln Tunnel. The arrival time was late in the morning, so the traffic was not too bad. 

Parking was a challenge though. Tony dropped everyone off at the terminal and then drove five blocks to a parking lot. 

“How long you gonna be?” The attendant asked.

“Two hours max,” Tony replied, “I’m dropping off my friends at the pier for a trip to Italy.” This immediately got the attendant’s attention.

“Ah, Italy, I went four years ago,” The attendant said with a huge smile, “Saw family who I hadn’t seen since childhood. What’s their name?”

“Santorini,” Tony replied.

“And yours?” The attendant continued.

“DiDonato,” Tony said proudly, “Tony DiDonato.”

“Ah, DiDonato,” The attendant said as if they had been lifelong friends, “I’ll put your car right here in front of my shack where I can watch it for you. You come back whenever you need. Walk around for a while after, take your time.” 

“What’s your name?” Tony asked.

“Carbone,” he replied.

“Ah, Carbone,” Tony smiled.

They exchanged a few more pleasantries in Italian and Tony was off. 

Walking in New York on the west side near the docks was not very safe in nineteen-fifty-nine. Someone even wrote a musical about it. It was about ten o’clock in the morning though, so it was not a problem at that hour. Tony knew how to carry himself to appear confident and not be a target. That is the key to walking in a tough area. They can tell a victim from down the street just by the way they carry themselves.

“Hard time finding a spot?” Dotty asked.

“No, just got to talking with the attendant a bit,” Tony replied. It did not surprise Dotty. She knew how talkative Tony could get when he wanted to.

“I think I left my passport in the car,” Tom said looking frazzled.

“Got them both here Hun,” Maria said with a calming voice. Tom was not usually this nervous. But she could easily understand why.

“Send us a Telegram when you arrive and let us know how the cruise went and that you’re Okay,” Linda jumped in. 

They had some time to kill so they went to a restaurant which was near the docks and had some late breakfast. Tom did not feel like eating. It must have been his nerves. Everyone was talking and laughing except for Tom. He just stared out the window. From there they could see the ship. The others did not really notice him, except for Maria. She knew this man inside and out. She knew it was best to leave him to his thoughts.

It was getting time for them to board, so they all gave their hugs and kisses. Linda was already crying. So was Tony, but he did not want anyone to see. Emotions were running high. What should have been just a sendoff for a vacation seemed to be much more.

The gangway was much fancier than Tom had remembered from back in the teens. A red carpet ran the entire length with brass railings. In the old days, they were lucky to have railings at all, and the gangway was bare wood. Things had certainly changed over the years.

The Christoforo Columbo, commissioned by the Italian Line, was their only ship in operation for this run to Europe. Her sister ship, the Andrea Doria, had been lost in nineteen-fifty-six when she sank after a collision with SS Stockholm off the coast of Nantucket, Massachusetts in dense fog. The Christoforo Columbo was launched in nineteen-fifty-four with its maiden voyage in nineteen-fifty-five. She was built in Genoa Italy and had a capacity of two-hundred and twenty-nine first class passengers, two-hundred and twenty-two cabin class passengers, and six-hundred and four tourist class passengers. These were fancy names for second and third class. 

There were three stewards at the top of the gangway. Everyone went on board by the same entry rather than separated by class. They would direct them based on their tickets once on the ship. One other difference from years before was that people would no longer line the sides of the ship to wave as the ship departed. It was something which seemed to have lost its appeal.

The steward met Tom and Maria at the end of the gangway and directed them to where they could find their cabin. “Well at least we don’t have to share the cabin with anyone else,” Tom said. They were in an interior cabin two levels below the water line. It was like the type of cabin which Tom was in when he traveled as a young man. They had done a much better job of making things look nice though. It was small but clean and decorated some. When he was young, these accommodations were barely tolerable. Of course, sharing a small cabin with four or five other young men for two weeks at a time did not lend itself to comfort.

Maria did not do too well in small spaces, but they had things laid out in such a way to seem too cramped. She figured out where to put the suitcases so they would be out of the way. These ships could go much faster across the Atlantic than the ships of forty years prior. The entire trip to Italy with stops in Boston, Halifax, Lisbon, Gibraltar, and the Santorini’s final stop in Naples would take just over one week. From there, the ship would go on to Cannes, Genoa and finally Trieste. 

They were told the return trip would take around six hours longer to get them back to New York. It was due to winds and currents. That seemed like years away and they did not want to think about going back just yet. But it was on their tickets, so the subject was discussed briefly. 

Seeing the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island from the harbor brought back many memories for Tom. He had been to the Statue a couple of times, but it was on a small ferry boat from Jersey City. This was more reminiscent of his arrival on the first and second ocean liners. 

The times he had gone to the statue, it saddened him to see Ellis Island in its current state. It had been shut down for over five years by then and was beginning to show signs of significant decay. 

“Shame what happened to that place,” Tom said in almost a whisper. Maria heard him though. “So many people came through there.”

“Including you and your family,” Maria said.

“A lot of our friends and neighbors too,” Tom added, “Shame.”

* * *
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DINNER WAS SERVED WHILE they were going by Long Island on route to Boston. The ship would arrive in Boston during the late evening and leave in the morning for Halifax. They spent the first night in Boston Harbor. The noises of the ship were different than Maria was used to, so she did not sleep too well that night. Tom slept like a baby. By ten o’clock in the morning the ship had left port and spent the day heading for Halifax. 

Each evening thus far on the trip had them either in or approaching harbor. On the evening of the third day, Tom seemed excited for some reason. Maria could not really figure out why until after dinner. “There’s something you’ve just got to see,” he said finally opening up, “Let’s go up to the deck where we can see out.”

They headed up the stairs to the first available deck with portholes. Tom led them to the stern so they could see west. It was within minutes of sunset and Tom was like a kid. So excited to have Maria see this sight that he had remembered from so long ago. The sky was red, and the sea was calm just as he had seen it the first time. “I’d rather be up on deck, but this will have to do,” Tom said apologetically. Tom looked through one porthole and Maria through the next one which was about six feet away. He wished that they could see it standing together rather than apart. This was important to him.

Maria switched back and forth looking at the sunset and looking at Tom’s face. She could not tell which was more exciting. To see this man who she had loved for so many years finally enjoying something this much brought a smile to her. Then she remembered he had told her of this sight when they were still engaged but had forgotten all about it. The subject never really came up again until this evening. 

“See?” Tom said, “It’s where Heaven meets Earth.” He pointed and stared out of the porthole until there was not a bit of sun left then turned to Maria. “Told you.” 

She looked at him and smiled. This was a side of him that she did not see very often. It was when he would let his guard down. It reminded her of what he was like when they first met. For the rest of the trip, they would return each evening of the voyage to see the sunset and each time Tom was just as excited.
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Chapter 4
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Naples had changed much more than Tom would have imagined. Like most American cities. There were modern buildings mixed in with the old and new docks just like New York with lights everywhere. It was amazing that things had been frozen in his memory. Deep down he assumed everything would be as he had remembered it. The train station had changed as well. It was much different than he remembered. A new station was nearly completed after nearly five years of rebuilding.

They stayed in Naples the first night and then took the train to Rome the next day. Tom had figured they should take care of the pension business right away because if the Italian bureaucracy were anything like their American counterparts, they would need to give it enough time to work out the details. That way they could see things in Rome and maybe have time to rent a car and visit his hometown of Montoro.

The hotel they chose was a short way from the train station to make it easier to get there in the morning. Maria went down to the front desk to send a Telegram back home, just to let everybody know they had arrived safely. They planned to visit more in Naples for a couple of days on the way back before they returned home.

The next morning Tom took the article Tony had given him out of his suitcase. It had the information they needed for where to apply for the pension fund. They had spent the previous three months planning this all out and making reservations through George’s travel agency. George had contacts in Italy and was able to get things arranged by mail. If Tom and Maria had waited any longer to decide to go, they may not have had enough time to make all the arrangements. In nineteen-fifty-nine international telephone was very costly so, most of these types of plans were still done by mail and telegraph.

It would only take about two hours to get to Rome, so they were planning to check out of the hotel late in the morning and take the train right after they ate breakfast. In doing so they were able to check into their hotel in Rome shortly after arriving. It was too late to go to the government office once they got settled in, so they decided to catch some of the sights of Rome. 

They stayed relatively close to the hotel so they would not need to take a cab everywhere. For two Italian Americans in Rome, it was not as easy to decide what they wanted to eat. What they would call Italian food back home was what the food was like when their families left Italy. The food being served in Rome was a bit different than they had expected. The dishes were pretty much called the same things but the style of fixing them, and their presentation was as modern as the cities themselves. The dinner was still wonderful but not exactly what they had in mind. They were eating rather late and noticed many other people were still in the restaurant.

“I may need to show Tony some of these dishes and try them out at home,” Tom joked, “think our friends would actually like the change?”

“Based on how they felt when you guys changed the recipe for his gravy last year,” Maria replied with a giggle, “I would say not a chance.” Her giggle was as sweet as the day they met. 

Rome was very noisy. In some ways more so than New York, as hard as that was to believe for them. There were far more car horns going off because the city did not have as many traffic lights as in America. Drivers would race though the intersections and just blow their horns. Crossing the street was out of the question where it was busy. They would plan on crossing wherever there was a traffic cop. Still though, the splendor of Rome was a joy at every turn.

The excitement of being in this glorious city was so enveloping that Tom and Maria did not get back to their room until after midnight. “It’s like being a kid again,” Maria giggled, “Where did all that energy come from.” 

Tom was definitely feeling the walking even with all he did at home each day going to the shop and to Tony’s. This was a lot. They would go in short spurts to a place and then find somewhere to sit for a while. Breaking it up helped to make it easier. They had been out from four in the afternoon. 

“We’ll feel it tomorrow,” Tom moaned. They went to bed and fell asleep very quickly.

The next morning came and by the time they opened their eyes for the first time it was ten o’clock. Tom was always up early to be at the shop by nine. Even on days off they would never stay in bed past eight. The bed they were in was the most comfortable they could ever remember sleeping in. That probably contributed to them waking up so late.

“Uh.......” Tom grunted, “told you we’d feel it in the morning.”

“Whoa.... you’re not kidding,” Maria replied. This time it was her turn to moan.

“So, what do you want to do, it’s too late for breakfast.......do they have brunch in Italy?” Tom said back.

“I just want to go back to sleep,” Maria continued to groan.

“Great idea,” Tom said, and he closed his eyes thinking it would be for just a few minutes.

Maria’s eyes opened suddenly, and she jumped up. “Eleven thirty? What are we doing? We’re on vacation. We need to be out and about. The maid will be knocking on the door soon.”

Tom pulled the pillow over his head, “I put the do not disturb sign out. They won’t knock.”

“Oh. Sorry, didn’t mean to jump up like that,” Maria sighed, “I don’t think I’ve slept that long since I was a teenager.” And at that moment she felt like one. “You can stay in bed if you want, I’ll take a shower, and did you see the shower?”

There is a good reason so many people design their bathrooms with Italian tile. They know how to do bathrooms right in Italy. This hotel was a perfect example of it. She had never seen a shower with three shower heads before and one on a hose. Their modest home in Jersey City had a claw foot tub and a shower curtain hung by rods from the ceiling in a circle because they did not have a full shower with tiles up the wall. The walls were painted and needed to be repainted almost annually. Not only was this shower exquisite, but it was separate from the tub that had water jets in it. 

‘I could get used to this,’ Maria thought to herself while she was enjoying the steamy shower.

Tom was up when she got out....... half an hour later. “Looks like this is going to be another great day in Rome,” she said with the biggest grin he had ever seen. 

“Yeah, too bad I have some business to attend to,” Tom grunted referring to the pension fund. 

“That’s Okay, we’re on vacation,” Maria said, “We’ll just stay out until midnight again.” Her grin filled her face by now.

Tom did not take nearly as long to shower and shave, so they were out looking for lunch by twelve thirty. After lunch they took a cab to the government building which the article mentioned. The driver knew exactly where it was. “You’re not the first people from out of the country to come in for that,” he said, “They talked about it on the news and put out ads in every major city where they thought the veterans may have moved to over the years. New York being the first, you know? We take a lot of pride in our veterans here.” 

“When did this all start?” Maria asked.

“Around the first of the year,” he responded, “By the way, I have relatives in New York too. In Brooklyn, do you know the Santelli’s? They live pretty close to Borough Park?” 

“No, sorry we live in Jersey City, two rivers between us,” Maria answered, “I know what you mean though. Our area has a lot of Italian pride. Have you ever been...?”

“Wish I could,” he interrupted, “not on a cab driver’s income,” Tom figured he was bucking for a big tip.

Tom was enjoying the sights as they passed by and making a mental note of where they may want to visit beyond what George had laid out for them. He figured it was time to save Maria from the cab driver as well. “George didn’t tell us about some of these. We should look around a bit more, later when I’m done,” Tom said pulling her out of the conversation.

Finally, they arrived at the government building. Tom gave the driver a good tip even though he was dropping hints and did not deserve anything but the standard. He walked in behind Maria with the ad in his hands as if he were walking into a drug store to get his prescription filled. There was a reception desk by the main entrance, so they walked up to ask where to go. 

“Excuse me, we came over from America when we saw this ad,” Tom said to her in Italian, “Something about a pension fund for veterans.” Tom almost sounded like a kid going to the principal’s office.

The young lady behind the counter reminded them a bit of Deborah back home. She knew exactly what they were referring to and directed them to the elevator across the lobby and told them to take it to the fifth floor and turn right. “Look for the sign which says ‘Pensione’,” she said. They saw the elevator right away and went up to the fifth floor. The room was easy to find just as the receptionist had said.

“Excuse me,” Tom repeated as he did downstairs as he walked up to what appeared to be another receptionist, “I came because of this ad in the paper earlier this year. Is this the right place?”

The receptionist was an older lady in her fifties and equally as pleasant as the young lady downstairs. She looked at the ad and said, “Most certainly, you came all the way from New York?” She saw the name of the paper and could obviously read English.

“It didn’t say that I could go to the embassy or the consulate in America,” Tom said trying not to sound as he though was complaining “it said I had to appear in person, so my wife and I decided on taking a vacation to Italy. I haven’t been back here since the war.”

“We welcome you back,” The receptionist said, “especially if you are one of our courageous veterans from the Great War. I was just a baby when that all happened. My father was in the war and so were his three brothers. Only one besides my father survived. He’s passed on now.” Tom felt like they were old friends. “What is your name Signor?”

“Gaetano Santorini,” he replied, “they call me Tom in America.” This was the first time Tom had referred to himself as Gaetano since he finally settled in Jersey City. His mother always called him Gaetano. She did for the rest of her life, even when he was older.

“Signor Santorini?... Gaetano Santorini?... all right,” she said as if she seemed familiar with the name. Then she went back into business mode. “As you would imagine, there are forms to fill out.”

“Can my wife help,” Tom interrupted, “she has better handwriting than I do and...”

“Of course,” she replied, “but you will have to be the one to sign the forms.”

“Thank you so much, this is my wife Maria,” Tom replied as he gently pulled Maria’s left arm forward, “Don’t know what I’d do without her.” Tom was now visibly nervous.

Everyone was genuinely nice to them as they asked where, when, what and how. As expected, the forms were many and hard to fill out. Once completed, Tom and Maria went back up to the desk and the receptionist reviewed them while they sat in front of her. She had a few questions about their children in America, and she seemed especially interested in his hometown. Which seemed odd to them.

“It says here you are originally from Montoro Superiore in the Province of Avellino......is that right?” she asked almost in disbelief.

“Yes,” Tom replied with a little confusion, “yes for over five generations until my parents moved to America in nineteen-oh-five. And then I moved a few years later.” 

“Tell me a bit about your town,” she continued seeming to be cautious about asking “What is the name of the church in the center of town?”

“Hmm, haven’t thought of that in years. Umm, Saint Pietro a Resicco.......... fairly sure.........I think so,” Tom replied almost with apology looking back and forth between the receptionist and Maria. “Took classes there as a boy.” he added, “The priest there was nice if I recall, an older man who had spent time in the Vatican in his early years. I remember my father telling me that.” He could have gone on and on.

Maria was a bit troubled by the types of questions but figured whenever money was involved, they would have to be certain of the identity of the person getting the funds. Especially if they were from out of the country as they were. Italian by heritage is one thing, living there is yet another. They were still from another country as far as the Italian government was concerned.

The receptionist’s demeanor settled in some once she felt she had what she was looking for. “Thank you, Signor Santorini. I think we have enough to look up your military records,” she said with a sigh of relief, “As you can imagine, you will need to come back in a couple of days. Day after tomorrow should be good. There are a lot of records to go through. Fortunately, they have been filed in such a way which helps us to find people based on their hometown. Montoro Superiore is a small town and how many Santorini’s can there be?” Tom laughed thinking probably none at this point. But at one time dozens.

Tom now realized why they needed to come to Rome to apply for the pension. It seemed by what she had said the records were nearby and made it manageable to verify the identities of the soldiers. It would reduce the risk of someone making a false claim. Now he did not mind as much that the Italian embassy in America was not taken into consideration. All of those records would be difficult to keep track of.

With all the forms they had to fill out, it was approaching dinnertime, so Maria asked the lady if she could recommend a restaurant. There was one just two blocks to the north. It was still light out with a couple of daylight left. 

As they were leaving, she noticed the receptionist go over to one of the offices and knock on the door. She said something to the man inside and he stepped out so he could see Tom and Maria. They both looked at them as they left, almost staring. Maria could see them speaking softly to one another and almost pointing to them. It looked a bit awkward, but she brushed it off figuring they did not receive applicants for this pension fund every day. Especially not from out of the country.

* * *
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THIS RESTAURANT SERVED northern Italian food. Maria ordered the House Veal as recommended by their waiter and Tom stayed with a pasta dish with sausage which the chef handmade himself. Tom looked to see if he recognized any of the vineyards on the wine list, hoping to see if the name of the Rizzi vineyard where he worked as a boy was on it. There were none that he knew or remembered.

It was a quiet restaurant, and they welcomed the peace and solitude of their table in the back. It was a Tuesday evening. They had been in Italy since Sunday and were enjoying every moment. Even the government office visit was pleasant despite all the forms. 

“Thanks for coming with me and helping with the papers,” Tom said with a sigh of relief now the hard part was over, “Hope she finds everything okay.” 

They stayed at the restaurant for about two hours and noticed things started to pick up. They remembered they had eaten rather late the night before and the restaurant was full. 

Tom asked the waiter, “we couldn’t help but notice how late people eat here.”

“All of the American tourists ask the same question,” the waiter replied, “People here usually eat later than in your country. Especially if they eat out, sometimes things don’t pick up until after ten o’clock.” 

“What time do they usually go to bed?” Maria asked with a sort of confused look on her face.

“Whatever time seems right,” he said, “usually much past midnight.”

“So based on last night, Maria, we fit right in here,” Tom laughed, “I could get used to this.” 

Maria thought ‘that’s what I said this morning.’ If only the kids could see how much their Pop was enjoying himself, they would be thrilled. He never put his fun ahead of theirs, even when they would vacation on the Jersey shore. He made sure they did the things the kids enjoyed.

They did not have as much energy as the night before, so they took a cab back to their hotel and settled in for the night. Maria took a bubble bath, and Tom read a local newspaper which was left at their door, happy to be able to read it in Italian. They both wished they could call home to talk to everybody. But that would be too expensive. They got wonderfully comfortable in their bed and had another good night’s sleep.
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Chapter 5
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Wake up time on Wednesday morning came a bit earlier than the day before. They were up and about by nine o’clock. Tom preferred the early rise as pleasant as the morning before was. The restaurant at the hotel did not appeal to them so they hit the streets to see what they might find. It was a day made in heaven, a slight warm breeze, and the smell of flowers in the pots along the sidewalk made this little café the perfect spot for a leisurely breakfast outdoors. 

“Wonder if Tony should have some tables on the sidewalk?” Tom joked.

“In Jersey City?” Maria chuckled, “I don’t think anybody would sit out there. I don’t know anyone who would want to eat outside with cars driving by.” 

They had prepared a list of sights to see that day and decided if they saw everything, it would be great. They did not want to bite off too much though. It would be more enjoyable if they took their time. Saint Peter’s Basilica at the Vatican was high on the list as well as the Colosseum. After that, it did not really matter. There were some fountains and monuments on the list. Those were not as important. Maria definitely wanted to see Michelangelo’s Pieta. That would be the first stop. 

They walked by a bookstore after leaving the café and noticed there were several books on display about soldiers and the wars. “I guess the driver was right yesterday, they do care a lot about their veterans here,” Tom observed out loud, “quite a few about the first war, guess that’s because we were on the winning side that time.”

Saint Peter’s was the largest cathedral they had ever seen. “Saint Patrick’s in New York is a sight to see but nothing compared to this,” Maria said. Being there in Rome, in Saint Peter’s Basilica, made them feel like they were in the middle of history rather than just reading about it. Maria was surprised the Pieta here was quite a bit smaller than the stature which was at Saint Patrick’s in New York. But the fact it was Michelangelo himself who sculpted this made it fascinating.

Maria found a plaque which talked about Pieta. “Tom,” she said calling him over “it says that in the eighteenth century, the Madonna’s left hand was broken and repaired. It doesn’t say who the sculptor was. Can you imagine being the person asked to repair a Michelangelo sculpture, even more something as important as Pieta?” 

“Does it say how it was broken?” Tom asked.

“No,” Maria said as she hesitated while reading further, “Wonder if anybody knows?” She spent another couple of minutes reading the plaque before they moved on. They were limited on how long they could see Pieta since so many were in line and many people would spend limitless hours staring at it if they let them. That would not allow as many people to see the sculpture.

They had a brochure which showed many things to see at the Basilica as well as a booklet that gave a brief history of the current cathedral. There had been another structure there before the sixteenth century and it took several Popes and even more architects before they finally came up with a plan for this building. And of course, Michelangelo’s design was key. Others would contribute, but his was the main design.

“I heard Saint Peter himself was buried here,” Maria said reading the booklet, “No one really knows for certain where. It says he was crucified here as well while Nero was Emperor. I remember being taught about that when I was in grade school. The sister said he insisted on being crucified upside down because he didn’t feel worthy to die in the same manner as Jesus.” Tom was not talking much at this point. His eyes were taking in everything around him and speaking would interrupt his observations.

Before they realized, it was after three o’clock and they had not eaten anything since breakfast. It did not seem obvious since they had eaten such a large breakfast. It was out of the ordinary for them. “Do you want to get a bite to eat?” Maria asked. 

“Maybe a snack,” Tom replied, “I’m not really hungry................ you?”

“Well, something small,” Maria said, “and then we should head over to the Colosseum.” Neither of them wanted to stop for anything as simple as eating. This was so much to absorb, and they did not want to miss a thing.

There was a small place just outside of the Basilica which obviously was there to cater to tourists from Saint Peter’s. They also had a gift shop attached where you could buy posters of significant sights within and even miniature versions of Pieta so you could take it home with you. They thought for a moment about getting one, but both shook their heads at the same time...... “No.”

After a quick snack they took a cab to the Colosseum. The cab had to cross the Tiber River and past the Piazza Venezia, which was one of the stops on their list. They figured if they had enough time after the Colosseum, they would go back and see it. 

Once they arrived at the Colosseum, they noticed there were restrictions as to where they could go. Due to safety and preservation concerns, they were kept on strict paths. They were able to go inside to see it from the center of the arena. Walkways had been installed for tourists. Overall, this was not as impressive to them as Saint Peter’s. Probably because of the history of the Colosseum as it was used in the killing of Christians and also the time of the Gladiators. It did not have the romance that Saint Peter’s had. They did not stay as long as they thought they would. Both wished they had stayed at Saint Peter’s longer instead. It could have filled the day. Maybe they could go back next the week if they had some time left.

The Piazza Venezia had several interesting sights surrounding it. Primarily it is the location for the National Monument to Victor Emmanuel II who was the first king of United Italy. The area also is home to the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier from World War 1 with an eternal flame. 

“Boy this really is a country filled with honor for its veterans,” Tom said, “It seems to be everywhere you turn.”

After climbing up all the stairs on the monument, they realized they probably did not have the energy to stay out much longer. They decided to head back to the hotel and maybe watch a movie at a nearby cinema. “I guess we can’t call it a foreign film now can we,” Maria chuckled at the thought, “Hope it’s not in French or something else.” They looked forward to just sitting for a couple of hours.

In keeping with the culture ‘When in Rome......’ would enter the conversation on a regular basis. They decided to stop in at their room and freshen up a bit before the movie then go out for dinner after like the locals would. As they entered their room, they noticed a note under the door. The front desk had taken a message from the pension office. ‘Your records have been found, please come to the office at ten o’clock in the morning’ the note read. 

“Oh, that was fast,” Tom said with some surprise. 

“That’s not too early and we know where it is, so let’s stay with our plans tonight,” Maria replied not wanting to be distracted by the note.

“Yeah, you’re right. That’s not ‘til morning, the evening is young as the saying goes.............. wish I was,” Tom was feeling all of the walking from the day.

Tom fell asleep in the movie theatre towards the middle of the film. Maria watched the entire movie.

He woke up and asked, “Did I miss anything good?” 

“Sort of,” Maria said, “it was pretty good, but you looked so tired when we came in, I didn’t have the heart to wake you.”

“Just as well,” Tom sighed, “I was tired, wasn’t I? But I am hungry now, how ‘bout you?”

“Definitely,” Maria perked up, “Do we want to go back where we ate the first night here or try something new?”

“I know I’m a creature of habit,” Tom said rolling his eyes, “but let’s not get carried away, something new.”

This was more dining out than they had ever done before. They were trying to keep an eye on the cost of things. Most of what they were spending money on was eating out. It was sort of a once in a lifetime experience, so they did not want to cut it too short. They had enough money with them, but it was not like them to spend it on luxuries like fancy restaurants in Rome. Maybe this pension fund would be more than they thought. That would take some of the sting out of the cost of the trip.

It was another night on the town for the Santorini’s. They found a nice restaurant which was recommended to them by the front desk. You can usually count on those being good because you will be coming back afterwards and letting them know if you liked it.

They were back to their room by eleven o’clock and went right to bed. Maria called the front desk to ask for a seven thirty wake up call. This would give them enough time in the morning to get ready and make it on time for the ten o’clock appointment. 

The phone rang as planned and neither of them wanted to hear it. “I think we should come back after and take a nap, what do you think?” Tom said after he thanked the wake-up caller.

“You’re right,” Maria groaned, “we’re not used to all of this activity.”

They almost called for room service but that would be too much. There were plenty of cafés in the area and they could get something fast at one of them. A light breakfast seemed to be in order to save time. Once done they caught a cab and headed to the government office. It was just after nine and they were sure they would have enough time.

Neither of them talked much in the cab, mostly because they were still tired from the day before. It took a bit longer to get to the government building than it had two days before. This driver took a different route. The day looked as if it was becoming a bit overcast. The driver said it was not supposed to rain, but you could never really tell. The clouds just made it look a bit dreary. 

Tom seemed anxious to get this over with and held open the door for Maria somewhat rushing her along without realizing it. “I don’t think they’re going anywhere,” she said trying to slow him down some.

“I guess not,” he mumbled.

They knew where to go so they went straight to the elevator and took it up to the fifth floor. As they got off the elevator Maria noticed two policemen staring at them. “I think they’re looking at us,” she said awkwardly.

“They know a beautiful woman when they see one,” Tom quipped.

“Oh, you,” she said with a slap to his right arm. That got Tom to lighten up a bit too.

“Hello, we were here on Tuesday,” Tom said as he approached the lady whom he had spoken with before.

She looked at them for a moment, “You’re Signor Santorini......right? We’ve been expecting you.”

“Really?” Tom said, looking at Maria a bit surprised.

“Come with me Signor,” she said, and they followed her to a small conference room in the corner. “Let me be certain................ You told us that you were Signor Gaetano Santorini from Montoro Superiore in the Province of Avellino. Is that right?”
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