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Chapter One
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It Can’t Be

Mario Tuzzini had gone down to get a special news­paper edition wondering at the reason for the extra paper. That December 8, 1941, would change their lives forever and he was to soon find out why. His soft blue eyes were glued to the front page of the Kirkwood Gazette article. He hurried up the stairs two at the time, his hand combing his dark hair, to find his wife Bethany Howards to show her the headline.

“Beth..., listen to this. The Japanese have attacked Pearl Harbor from the air. All naval and military bases on the island of Oahu, thousands of people are dead. I read it and I can’t believe it, sweetheart..., we are at war.”

“It can’t be!” She took the newspaper in her hands and read. “Isn’t that the principal American base on the Hawaiian Islands? I don’t think I care for such an idea.” Beth stopped reading and gave him the newspaper back. She continued combing her long golden hair and turned her blue gaze to her husband.

“It’s in the paper in black and white, sweetheart, and I don’t care for it either. Come, let’s call our family and see what they make of it.”

Mario and Beth had twins, a boy Edoardo and a girl, Bella, of six years of age. The children usually got ready first and then, after breakfast, went to the playroom with their nanny, Rhoda Fontaine, while the parents took their turns in the shower.

“Daddy, Daddy, are you up?” from halfway down the stairs, Angie’s voice came from the front door of the couple’s house.

“My guess is that Angie already knows,” Beth followed her husband down the stairs. “We are coming, Angie.”

Angie Tuzzini and Scott Rigden, her husband, made their home next door to Mario and Beth, her adopted father and his wife of nine years. Angie’s family consisted of Scott and their two boys, David, four, and Ruben, two.

“Did you read the paper too, sweetie?”

“I discovered it and showed it to Angie, Mario.” Scott, with one of his boys in each arm entered to be greeted by Beth, the usual calm gone from his honey-colored eyes.

“Hello Scott. How are my darlings? Did you come to visit Grandma and Grandpa?”

Angie and Scott’s two little ones smiled at their grand­ma’s kisses and Grandpa Mario’s hugs.

“I should have made sure our little ones weren’t here before I charged in calling so loudly, Daddy. I’m beside myself; I’m afraid.” She hung onto her father for dear life.

“Ours are in the nursery with Rhoda, Angie. They are playing before school. Do you want yours to join them?”

“May we, Mom, please?”

“That’s a good idea, Beth. Sure.”

David ran to the steps leading to the nursery, while Scott took Ruben in his arms to give a kiss and a hug to his mom before he put the toddler down. Mattie, Angie’s nanny, followed them upstairs after a nod from him.

“If you two behave we’ll have treats after naps,” Angie called but the little ones just kept going.

Angie truly was out of sorts since it was morning and naps wouldn’t happen until afternoon. Mario had not seen her thus in more than twenty years together. He sent a glance at his wife and she winked that she had also no­ticed it.

They moved into Mario’s bright parlor and plopped rather than sat on the floral cushions that surrounded the lace curtains of the bay window. This was the house that Mario had built for his wife so as to leave the other one for Angie and her family. The first house had many me­mories for the two of them, but he wanted to make new memories with Beth in their own house.

“What does it all mean, Daddy? I’m afraid to ask.”

“War means a dark day for all. Why don’t we invite your mother and my father to come for lunch, Scott. We need to talk as a family, since the future will change drama­tically for all of us.”

After lunch, with Angie’s children down for their naps and her siblings in the playroom, the Tuzzini clan, plus Nadine and Rose, met at Mario’s home. They sat once more to enjoy the cold though bright, autumn day in the parlor. Their servants timidly stood by the wall, waiting for the changes that would affect them.

“What could the Japanese be thinking of to attack us, son?” Agnolo Tuzzini Sr. had joined the Santa clan after he moved from Manhattan to Kirkwood to be close to his son.

“That is most disconcerting, Father. I got ahold of my friend in The Pentagon earlier and he said the announce­ment of declaration of war called for by President Franklin D. Roosevelt will be voted on soon.”

“How will it affect all of us, Mario? I mean as in you, Beth, Scott, Rose, even Angie? War means hurt people. They will need nurses and even doctors. You four are the best I know.” Nadine, a slender gentle woman, was Scott’s mom. Rosenda, his cousin, lived with her as her parents were deceased. She had graduated as a plastic surgeon just a couple of years before.

“You are too kind, Nadine, and yes, they definitely could use our help. My friend in The Pentagon will let me know when he has more information about different hos­pitals’ needs. For now, we need to be prepared for any­thing.” Mario and Angie were certified nurses while Beth had gone on to become a surgeon after she married Mario. 

“I bet they will need me, Aunt Nadine. There is a lot to do with wounded soldiers and reconstructive surgery. We had a whole semester at the university on this topic. Also, I’m young and single, that would work for any hos­pital.”

“Now we know why you were to study that profession, Rose. I’m glad that you had at least a couple of years of practicing before the war started.”

“Me too, Scott. Aunt Nadine..., are you going to be all right if I go serve our soldiers?”

“Yes of course, Rose. I’ll have you in my prayers every day. This isn’t the time to be selfish, is it?”

“War has a way of bringing the best out of people to­wards our soldiers, and the personnel involved, Nadine. Many prayers will be said on their behalf. We’ll add ours to them,” said Mario.

“It’s a relief to know, that I won’t be the only one praying.”

“Still, it is dangerous no matter where they serve, Mom.” Nadine blanched a little and Mario hurried to reassure her.

“The Medical Corps or Corpsmen will tend the sol­diers in the battlefield, but women don’t do that job. The medics in the battle field do and send them to hospitals close by. Rose and Angie could serve in either them or stateside.”

“Daddy, do you have an idea of what should we ex­pect?”

“Not for sure Angie, but a hospital will be set up close to where the fighting will take place..., that means Europe. Hospital personnel will be moved there as we speak, so probably neither of you will be called to duty just yet.”

“When will Rose and Angie be called, Mario?” asked Scott

“It depends on when they go sign up with one of the armed forces. Then, they’ll assign them where and when they’ll serve.”

“Will they be sent far from home? I don’t mean to sound desperate, but it’s war, clan. People die in wars, and I want to grow old at your side, Angie.”

“I know, and so do I..., but this ... I have to help, Scott, I must.”

“I understand, Angie, I really do, but that doesn’t mean I’ll worry less for you.”

“Scott, in times of war lawyers are also needed. I wouldn’t be surprised if a substantial segment of the bar will be serving in the armed forces. In every community they are called upon to help explain the many govern­mental regulations which become a painful necessity in wartime.”

“Then, you and I could serve in the same branch of the armed forces, Scott.”

“I doubt they’ll have us in the same place at the same time.”

Mario’s heart took a twist at the truth of Scott’s words. His little girl had grown, yet he couldn’t help being protec­tive of her and her family. Life would be hard for her family to have her gone and so much more for him. Angie had been at his side since the day she was five and he adop­ted her after her mother died. He also wanted to grow old at her side.

“Let’s wait and see what my friend tells us and make decisions then. If you want to help, Scott, I can ask my friend to see that you both or you three go to the same place at the same time. He told me that assignments for the medical personnel would be for two years in the field and then you would be back on U.S. soil for two years and so on until the war ends.”

“I would feel better if Rose is with you and Angie, son.”

“War is overwhelming in and of itself, Uncle Mario, and being alone can make it that much worse. I would love to be with my cousins, at least the first two years.”

“Mr. Rigden ... Miss, does this mean my Flora and I will be alone in the mansion again?”

“Maybe, Drake. The three of us are eligible to serve in the war because of our age. Daddy, Beth, Nadine, and grandparents are not.”

“Then I won’t be alone?”

“You won’t be, Nadine. My wife and I will keep you company.”

“Thank you, Mr. Tuzzini, Sr.”

“Mario and I will serve here and be with the rest of you too, Nadine. I may be asked to help in another hospi­tal on an exchange from time to time, but my home will be here.”

“Besides, if the need arises for us to help more in the hospital, we’ll need assistance with our little ones,” Mario patted Nadine’s hand. “We’ll appreciate all the help you can give us.”

“What about our children, Mario? How will we take care of them if we are both gone?” asked Scott.

“We don’t know that you will be, so don’t get your brain in a twist. Let’s see what happens. Then, we’ll figure out what to do and how to do it.”

“Mrs. Fontane, what about your family?” The Fontane family consisted of: Richard the oldest, Robert in the mid­dle, and Rhoda the youngest in the family. They served Mario and Beth as house keepers, ground care, gover­ness, and drivers.

“It is too early to know what will happen to my child­ren, Mr. Tuzzini, Jr. All three of them are eligible for ser­vice. War is a terrible affair and I want to protect them as any mother would...”

“But they have minds of their own, Mrs. Fontane, and they will do what their hearts dictate.”

“That is pretty much it, Mrs. Tuzzini,” she hugged herself, no doubt to dispel her fears.

“Mr. Tuzzini, Jr., I know you have your little ones to think about. Although, I wonder how you will help at home, sir?”

“Mattie, what has gotten into you?” Drake and his wife Flora were Angie and Mario’s housekeepers since the two built the first mansion. When they left for their Santa projects, they kept their home as if they were still there. Matti was their only child and took care of Angie’s children.

“It’s perfectly all right, Drake, we all have many ques­tions in these uncertain times. Mattie, it’s too early in the war for us to make definitive goals. We can join the armed forces to help. If I haven’t voiced my role in the war, it’s because I have a family and a wife. I need to council with them before I commit myself to anything.”

“I apologize if I sounded judgmental, sir. It wasn’t my intention. I just noticed that you helped the others to fit somewhere, yet you didn’t offer anything about your plans.”

“Mattie, just rest assured that I will help in any way I can.”

“May I know what you can do at home, sir? I want to know of options in case Rick asks for my opinion.”

Mattie and Richard Fontane had been husband and wife for almost five years. They lived in Angie’s home where he continued working for her father.

“Your husband is young and proud, Mattie. I can see why you would want to have other suggestions, instead of just the armed forces.”

“It isn’t only that, Miss Angie.” She sniffled and dried a tear, scraping her rosy checks. “I’m..., the truth is that I’m expecting a baby. I want it to have a daddy when it arrives.”

“Oh, Mattie, this isn’t the best timing, is it? But don’t worry, my son will do what is right and take care of you, both. I’ll help in all I can.”

“Thank you, Ma Fontane.”

“It may be the worst time ever, Mattie, but that baby will be a blessing to you and those close to you. We’ll all help if we can.”

“Thank you, Miss Nadine.”

“Does Rich know, Mattie? That may be the way to help him think of other ways to serve?”

“He doesn’t know, Mr. Tuzzini, Jr., I was going to tell him today. Though now...,” she sniffed again. “I really don’t know why I’m so emotional.”
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Chapter Two
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Assignments in the Armed Forces 

It had been two weeks since that meeting and today the Tuzzini clan was together in Mario’s home once again. They waited until after the little ones were in bed for the night to start their discussion. Many hugs and kisses were given and received in that uncertain time. Family had become everything to the very close group.

“As predicted, son, the council received a letter from the hospital director. They never have had enough person­nel serving there. Now, half of them are expecting calls from the armed forces they signed with. Not many will be left when that happens.”

“Yes, the hospital director told us so last week when he pled for our help. I have taken the position of head nurse in the hospital. It will be full time. I also talked with the nursing school’s director to get us new nurses to hire as soon as possible.”

“I took the job as head of the surgery department. We start on Monday, Dad Tuzzini. Our children will be in school during the day and Rhoda will take care of them when we aren’t home as she has this past school year.”

“Beth and I will work the same schedules. That way we will be with our children when evening comes.”

“That is quite doable, Mario. I’ll be here if she needs my help.”

“Much appreciated, Nadine.”

“Hold on to that thought, Mom.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nadine, Daddy..., we received a letter saying that we will serve for two years in ​Stark General Hospital in Charleston, South Carolina.”

“Uncle Mario..., I also received one to serve in the same hospital.”

All eyes went to Mario.

“Yes, I mentioned your individual situations to my friend in The Pentagon and left it in his hands. He made the call on his own.”

“Thank you, Daddy. That will give us two years to get the experience we need to serve in any other position later on,” said Angie.

“It will certainly help us to be together.”

She smiled at her husband in answer.

“And I’ll have family with me to see me through every­thing for those two years. Angie is right, it will help us to not get so nervous at the beginning of the war.”

“Agreed, Rose. The only problem we have is who will take care of our children while there?”

At that moment, Mrs. Fontane finished organizing the silverware in the dining room and came closer.

“Miss Angie, Rhoda has set her mind on going some­where to live for a while, as she put it. I’m afraid that she won’t be here to care for your little ones, Mrs. Tuzzini. I told her to let you know with time, so you can make arrangements.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Our children really enjoy her.”

“She figures that you need a teacher for the twins, not a nanny. She wants to move to another state to find a job as a nanny. That way she gets to work and see other places.”

“Do you wish me to talk with her, Mrs. Fontane?”

“I don’t think it would help, Mr. Tuzzini, Jr...., not this time.”

“Why don’t I talk with her instead? Our children are familiar with her. Maybe she would consider going with us and being our nanny in South Carolinas.”

“She will see through it, Miss Angie, and believe I put you up to it.”

“She is in that age, isn’t she?”

“Yes, Mrs. Beth. She is old enough to make up her own mind; yet too inexperienced to know better. I worry for her.” She let a chair hold her heavy body for a silent moment.

“However, if I were to tell her that I don’t know what to do since Mattie is expecting a baby and she prefers to stay here, instead of going with us. We need someone we trust to care for our little ones. I can ask her to help me find someone who will work for us.”

“If she thinks she made the decision on her own, she will stick by it, Miss Angie. Please, if you can help her make a good decision, I will be in your debt.”

“Leave to me, Mrs. Fontane..., I already have a plan in my head.”

“We wish you luck, sweetie.”

“I’m missing you already. What will I do with myself now?”

“Mom, Angie and I thought that since Rose will be with us in South Carolina, you would like to come too?”

“Oh, son, Angie, you are so wonderful. I bless the day you came into our lives. Yes, I would love to come with all of you, but to be with all of you, not just Rose.”

“We understand, Nadine, and have never felt less loved by you than her, I assure you.”

“Still, you will be my mom, not a nanny. You are wel­come to supervise the nanny and the cook, and you can play with the kids anytime you want. Is that something you can do for us, Mom?” said Scott.

“Yes, thank you for thinking of me. I’ll miss you all.” She pointed at the rest of the clan. “You all are my family.”

“We understand, Nadine, and wish you the best,” Beth patted her hand.

“Don’t worry, Nadine, we’ll come and visit you all in South Carolina.”

“Thank you, Aileen. I will do likewise, when I can.”

“You didn’t think I would let you leave me behind, my friend?”

“War makes me worry, Aileen, especially when my loved one will be in harm’s way.”

“We all feel the same, Nadine.” Senior brought his second wife, Aileen, closer for comfort. They had met some years before when the clan did a project for an or­phanage in Ophelia.

“Mario, we thought of buying a home big enough for our entire family and mom, with a nanny who could share the room with a cook.”

“Don’t forget two guest rooms, my husband.”

“Two more rooms?”

“For when you and your family come for visits, Daddy. Grandad, I’m afraid that you and Aileen are on your own for holidays up there.”

Senior laughed. “Don’t worry, Angie. We’ll stay in a hotel.”

“But you will spend days and dinners with us ... pro­mise us, Aileen. We don’t want our children to forget who their great-grandparents are.”

“I find no problem in that request,” the vivacious Aileen chanted.

“Sweetie..., when will you be leaving?”

“In two weeks, Daddy. We have tickets for Nadine, Rose, and Rhoda They’ll get there first.”

“Then Rhoda is going with you, Angie?” asked Beth.

“Yes. She was quite excited to see a new place, espe­cially with a secure job. She said her mom would approve and won’t worry about her.”

“Wonderful, Angie. I talked with Mattie. She will be happy to take over the care of our children.”

“May we know what you will do to get there, Scott?” asked Mario.

“We’ll drive our family, three days before Mom and the girls leave. That way we’ll have our car with us.”

“Good thinking. Do you have a place to stay, mean­while?”

“We’ll stay in the Frances Marion Hotel in Charleston until we find a home close to the hospital, Daddy. We made reservations for all of us. And since this isn’t a Santa project, we wanted to be comfortable until we move into our own home.”

“Let us know how your stay in the hotel is for when we come visiting, Nadine,” said Aileen.

“Sure thing. We’ll discover everything there is to see about Charleston by the time you come.”

“By the way, you three, take a normal suitcase with you on the plane. We’ll take the rest in our car.”

They dipped their heads in unison.

“Well, Mario, we haven’t worked apart often, but it seems we’ll start now.”

“It will be different for sure, Scott. But that is what war does to people.... It takes them from their comfort zone and stretches them.”

“I’m going to miss our Sunday meals together and church, clan. Still, I’m so happy that we won’t be alone there. Scott, do you think there is a branch of the church close to our new home?”
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Chapter Three
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Christmas Back at Home

As predicted, Scott and Angie did find a home and settled into it. The couple and family also found a branch of the church to attend on Sundays and developed a rou­tine for their new lives.

Nadine made sure the housework was done promptly and that Rhoda had help, when she needed it, in the nur­sery. This had kept her busy and so she didn’t have time to worry too much about the war.

Angie settled into work as head nurse and worked ro­tating hours, which made it easy for one of them to be with their children every day. Scott worked in the office of the hospital and the couple tried to eat lunch together when they could.

In December 1942, the Ridgen family with their nanny spent Christmas with the rest of the Tuzzini clan in St. Louis.

“Welcome home, Miss.... It’s so good to see you again,” Drake addressed Angie.

“It’s good to be home, even if it is only for a week. We miss you all.”

“Sweetie, you are finally home.”

“Yes, Daddy.” She swiftly moved to his arms for a long hug. “It has been too long.” She moved to let him greet her family, while she embraced her twin siblings and Beth.

“Angie, you came,” her siblings cried.

“Hello, how are you?”

“We’re fine.”

“Look, Mommy, the Christmas tree is up,” Angie’s two boys called from the parlor where they had gone ex­ploring before seeing their aunt and uncle.

“Hi, Uncle Edoardo and Aunt Bella. Come, let’s go play.”

The children went on their way to their old nursery and the toys they hadn’t seen for some months.

“Thank you, Drake. Those are presents for your fam­ily, as for the rest, leave them here and we’ll set them under the tree. You are very thoughtful to set up a beautiful tree for us. Thank your family as well.”

“You are most welcome, miss.”

It was a joyous occasion for the Tuzzinis. Rose and Nadine had been able to join them, which added to their happiness. Stories of the tragedies of war were exchanged and also of the miracles granted to those left behind.

“Angie, we are on our way to visit Tom and his family if you want to come. We found out that one of the young men in Tom’s ward lost a leg in the war. He’s back home recovering.”

“Beth and I want to make sure that they know we’ll help him medically and otherwise, to ensure a good fu­ture for him. We thought we could see the extent of his injury, physically and mentally, keep up with his medical exercises and anything else he might need.”

“That is sad for sure and I’m afraid he won’t be the last one, Daddy?”

Christmas came and went. Soon, summer came and colorful gardens were planted. The clan made new friends in Charleston, South Carolina, which made life more bear­able being far from the rest of their family in St. Louis. Grandad and Aileen managed to have a few Santa projects with kids in Kirkwood who had lost their fathers to the war. Also, they helped Mattie with her summer school for many of said children.

At the end of summer, on a new Sunday during Sep­tember of 1943, Angie’s family had taken turns talking with their grandparents and Mario and Beth on the wire. Right now, it was Angie’s turn with her father. She had all the time she wanted, as Scott would care for the child­ren. Many prayers had been offered by Scott to beg for a stateside assignment for them so Angie wouldn’t be taken away from their family to serve in a separate place. The answer had come the day before and Angie was going to tell Mario all about it.

“Daddy, our hospital will be turned into a POW hospi­tal. They are assigning German doctors and nurses as we speak. They will take care of the wounded POW’s that will be sent our way.”

“Then you’ll stay there for the next two years, I pre­sume? And will you be in charge of the nurses?”

“That is the plan for the next two years.”

“May I caution you about your role in the new changes, sweetie?”

“Sure, what is it?”

“I know your heart, Angie. You love everyone and there is nothing wrong with that. However, they are our enemies; make sure you don’t expose your back to them. Not all of them will love you. They could harm you, if they can use you.”

“Scott already lectured me. I will be cautious. Don’t worry, the personnel at the hospital were all required to attend a lecture about the risk and problems that could arise from the situation. It’s been two years since the war started. I believe I have learned many things. I trust I’m ready to take this new assignment.”

“We’ll pray for your protection. We love you.”

“And we love you all back, Daddy.”

“That reminds me. It’s our turn to come visit for Christmas this year. Can you make reservations for Father and let him know about it? I’m not sure how long they want to stay, but we only have a week.”

“That is better than nothing, Daddy. We’ll treasure any time you can be with us.”

“We’ll have to see when we can get off too. With this new assignment, we have no idea how it will all work out. We’ll talk to Grandad tonight and see what he wants to do. By the way, we called earlier so you could talk with our kids, they miss you.”

“And we do too, sweetie. Our twins keep asking about your boys, saying how they haven’t seen them for ages. Having Mattie’s little girl helps them to forget a little, but your boys are their favorites.”

“They have grown so much; we can’t believe it. They are doing very well in school for eight-year-olds and they even found a Santa project to work on this Christmas.”

“Yes, they told me all about it. They are quite excited. I think is wonderful they are engaged in projects so young, Daddy. By the way, Rhoda got her driver’s license and is very proud of it. She is volunteering at the hospital a couple of days. The only sad thing is that Rose was called to use her craniofacial plastic surgery in the European hospital. She is excited to go in two weeks, though Nadine is a bit scared.”

“It makes sense. She will help more soldiers where she is needed most, although it is closer to the war. Nadine loves that girl. No matter where she goes, if it is away from her, she will be devastated and I can’t blame her. I would feel the same if it were you.”

“I know. Nadine is putting on a good show of support for her. She’ll remain with us until Rose comes back to the states and knows where she will be going next.”

“We’ll keep Rose in our prayers.”

“Daddy, something else I wanted to mention to you. ... Did you know that the Surgeon General opposes integrating colored doctors with white doctors to serve in the same hospitals?”

“Yes, he is most wrong about that, but I have no auth­ority to tell him so.”

“I also agree with you. However, do you remember Rayleen, the colored girl you sent to England to become a doctor? She has been assigned to North Carolina in an all-colored hospital. And will be working at Camp Living­ston, Louisiana, starting in a month.”

“That is excellent news, sweetie. I’m glad she will have the chance to use her knowledge there. Now, tell me, how is Scott with all these changes and lack of changes?”

“He welcomes the idea of staying here for two more years. The most surprising thing is that he is all right with Rose leaving us and testing life on her own. I was sure he would never let that girl have a life of her own.”

“He has been most protective of her since we found her. I understand why. He has been the man of the family for some years now, and she is under that mantel.”

“All I can say is that I’m so glad Rose didn’t turn out to be a crazy girl and feels safe with Scott fathering her. She is quite patient with him.”

“She knows his heart is in the right place and she is thankful he would want her in Nadine’s life, especially at her age.”

“I agree. Another thing I wanted to pass by you is that I’ve heard of many soldiers coming back home and finding their lives torn apart in many ways. It hurts my heart to not be able to help them. But how, Daddy? There are so many.”

“And many more will be added every day, until this horror ends. Tell me, what have you learned?”

“The veterans need to relearn to live again, outside of killing and getting hurt. But, Daddy, many are missing body parts and have to relearn what they used to do auto­matically before the war. Others have been disfigured and are found grotesque and denied employment because of it. Their families are being broken apart, in ways similar to how they were by the injuries they suffered, and it hurts me so deeply.”

“I agree, Sweetie. Let me get Raymond and Taylor Reid to investigate more about their individual situations.”

The two men were Mario’s private investigators and friends. They had taken care of many situations where their expertise was needed. Raymond had brought to light that Rose was indeed Nadine’s lost niece after they found her in an orphanage. Taylor had helped Mario convict a per­petrator who accused a black woman of stealing in his home to hide that he had tried to attack her. And both had helped them when a town turned against the Mormon branch because they had a chickenpox outbreak. The two had been set to guard the sick people’s properties while Mario and his clan help them regain their health.

“Daddy, you are right, by the time the war ends there could be thousands.... Still, we can’t repay them for their services by letting their families and lives be devastated like this.”

“Most definitely. Which brings a memory back of that day we talked about our own clinic?”

“Oh, Daddy, maybe now is the time for it. Perhaps we could help them through our own clinic?”

“I’ll put a lot of thought into it. I’ll get Beth on it too. Depending on what we come up with, we can all fast and see if God wants it and when?”

“I’m getting excited. We know many people who can help make a clinic a reality. Though it will have to be the right people. We can’t have just nurses.”

“You are correct, sweetie. I’ll let you know soon what we come up with.”
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Chapter Four
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The Wounded Warrior Project

“Four years ago, we celebrated Christmas with heavy hearts. Now in 1944, I raise my glass to wish for a peaceful time when we can be together again.” Grandad was offer­ing a toast at Angie’s annual Christmas dinner for which her family had come back home to St. Louis. Mario with his family, Angie and hers, Grandad and Aileen, and Na­dine were there. Rose was still away in Europe. The child­ren had been allowed to eat earlier so they could have more time to play together before the big day.

“Cheers, Grandad.”

The snowy evening greeted them with the warmth of their chimney and their love for each other.

“Father..., your toast reminds me of something I heard this week. I can’t say much at this point, because I don’t know more. But..., my friend in The Pentagon told me to not make any changes in our life for at least one year.”

“What does he mean, son?”

“He didn’t explain it and I know when not to ask. He probably shouldn’t have said that much to me, that is why he didn’t expand on it.”

“That is most interesting, Daddy. You all know we are supposed to get new assignments this month.... They told us to change nothing until further notice.”

“That gives a lot of reason to speculate..., but some­thing tells me, we should not,” said Scott.

“And you’d be right. Let’s put it this way, I don’t think it is a coincidence that Rose isn’t back from Europe, since she should be back in the country, at least, and we would have known if she was.”

“Do you think she won’t come yet, Mario? When I talked with her last week, she didn’t know why she hadn’t received her new assignment.”

“I believe..., but this is just my assumption, that we are ready to do something that will change the outcome of the war, Nadine. Clan, please don’t pass it on until we know for sure.”

“That said, some months ago, Angie had the intuition to help the servicemen who come home missing limbs or impaired in other ways.”

“In our ward alone, we have eleven young men who came back with amputations and disfigurations, with one blind in one eye, Mario. They are having a hard time ad­justing to their future without help or jobs. One of them is Tom’s own son, Mark. As members, we try to be atten­tive and support them in their efforts. but they still struggle, emotionally more than physically.”

“Thank you, for your report, Aileen. I also discovered the same, since I make it a point to be involved in their lives. I had my two detectives on the case to find out more. Their reports are alarming.” He handed them copies of the find­ings from each detective. “I asked them to keep at it until this past November, when I compiled everything, they had.”

“It says here that more than half won’t go back home for fear that they’ll become a burden on their families, or be rejected by them because of their handicaps.”

“How do we think we can help them, Mario?”

“I thought we could all come up with ideas, since Beth and I have given a lot of thought and prayers to this dilem­ma, Father.”

“As Mario said, we had decided that this is the right time to set up our own clinic, family, and we want to know if we have your support on this?”

“Beth and I believe our good God has our next Santa assignment moving already.”

“A Santa project for our returned servicemen?” Scott asked.

“Yes. All of them, if possible,” Beth answered.

“Except that this one may take the rest of our lives, or at least many years,” Mario added.

“That would be different, son. Where do you see us older folks fitting into this new project?”

“As always, Father, we can use charm for permits and favors. We could also have Aileen train secretaries and as­sistants for us, or find employment for them. She would be the head of the department, so to speak. Aileen, your or­ganizational skills would help us a lot, if we put you in charge of all their everyday necessities. Keeping us on task and reminding us of what we forgot. You can hire all the help you may need from among those whom we will serve.”

“You mean all the employees will be servicemen, Beth?”

“Not necessarily. We’ll try to get their families to move close to the servicemen while they receive treatment, so we could use them too. By training them or just sharpen­ing skills they already have, we could find sitting jobs for those who are missing their legs.”

“I know you and I talked about financing this project before, but this sounds quite big, Mario..., What is it that you envision, son?”

“Daddy, may I? 

“Sure, sweetie, what is on your mind?”

“I see it as more than a clinic, Grandad. My mind shows me a small town. The clinic will be the beginning, but we can do more after we assess every client and figure out a way to make them better.”

“I also like that thought. Scott, permits will be your task. Make sure that what we are planning is inside the required guidelines,” said Mario.

“That will be simple enough. The location will be my concern, to confirm laws particular to the place. Where are we thinking of building this town?”

“I had my detectives find a location for the clinic. They discovered an abandoned asylum on the outskirts of a town located two hours from here. It has some five thousand acres of land about it. It’s for sale, and the price is a steal.”

“Are you sure it’s a steal? How much is a steal?” Scott moved forward on his chair to make eye contact with his father-in-law.

“Five hundred dollars.”

Scott whistled and moved back in the chair. “Have you seen this place? It sounds as if it is too good to be true. Something could be wrong with it.”

“I haven’t been there, neither have my detectives. A visit is on our schedule this weekend. In the meantime, you make our buy legal. No surprises.”

“Sure thing, I’ll get to it before we leave on Sunday.”

“Mario, a small town sounds huge for our clan. Are you sure we have what it takes to make it happen, mone­tarily and otherwise?”

“Yes, Nadine. Father and I have doubled our earnings in our metal mines because of war needs. We, as in the two of us and our wives, have agreed to use all the money from the metal mines for this project. We’ll use it to give back to the wounded warriors the best future they can have. We’ll touch any of our other assets as necessary. Our money is sound, and we believe it wrong to expect our servicemen to pay for all our medical personnel and their services. They will be expected to help build the town, since they will appreciate it better that way. But they won’t be required to spend any of their money on the clinic’s ser­vices.”

“Most generous and unselfish, Tuzzini family. To help our wounded warriors will be my honor. Put me on the list and I’ll do what you see fit.”

“Most grateful, Nadine.”

Aileen glanced at Senior. He smiled his answer. “We also want to help, Mario and Angie.”

“Thank you, you two, we appreciate all the help.”

“Anything to keep us young, sweet girl.” They all laughed at his jest, though they did see a sparkle reborn in his old eyes.

“Mario, you know that when I worked for the mayor of Ophelia, I learned some things about emotions and the way people react to them. I had been curious about it and Senior found a psychologist that has taken me on as a sounding board, shall we call it?” Aileen said. 

“That sounds interesting. Tell us more.”

“Well, he does research and studies about the mind and its problems. And I help him by typing and asking a lot of questions about his findings. Then he has to view his thinking from another point of view. He has found some very good results to help people. In the emotional part of the warrior’s situation...I mean. I also believe a psycholo­gist is a must, for this project.... More than one if we can afford it.”

“Would your tutor be interested in taking the job, Aileen, if we were to have our own clinic?”

“Johnson is more of a secluded researcher, Mario. Al­though, he would share his research with other psychia­trists and be thrilled to see it used. Which reminds me, the man I learned some of these mind things from still lives in Ophelia. Newel Lee was in his late twenties, and he was one sharp cookie from what I saw.”

“Could you find him, Aileen?”

“We have exchanged Christmas cards since I married Senior. We could go for a few days and interview him to see if he would be interested in our project.”

“We are due for a visit to your sister, sweetheart. We can stop in Ophelia to see him, son.”

“Clan, what do you think...? Are we ready to take on the Wounded Warrior Project?” Mario asked.

They all agreed with the new clinic idea and to let the older couple handle the interview.

“I hope we can visit this asylum during your stay if that sounds good to all of you?”

“Before you respond..., Angie, our children want to teach yours how to make cookies. And they want us par­ents out of the way, so to speak. They also asked to go see their friends down the lane and take yours with. The par­ents are having a small party to celebrate one of their boys’ birthdays. That should keep them busy for the time we’ll be gone.”

With the children taken care off, they all agreed to visit the asylum.

“Perfect. I’m very curious to know what makes this place so cheap.”
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Chapter Five
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The Asylum

On Christmas day, the phone rang at Angie’s and she answered. “Rose..., Merry Christmas to you too. Yes, Nadine is opening presents with us. Here she is.”

Nadine must have heard Angie’s cry and peeked into the phone station to be handed the receiver.

“Rose, Merry Christmas, sweetheart. How are you?”

“Yes, with Scott’s family. Although, I do miss you not being here.”

Angie and Scott embraced each other. Now Christmas was complete for Nadine. She would never say it, but hear­ing Rose’s voice over the wire would be the best present for her. They were going to watch their children playing with their new toys when in came Angie’s siblings and their parents.

“We hope it’s all right that we drop in on you this fine morning, sweetie. Your phone was busy and the twins couldn’t wait to come and see what the boys got, and to show them their gifts.”

“No problem, Daddy and Beth. You are all most wel­come.”

She kissed Bella and Edoardo on their way to the par­lor, where her boys started talking non-stop with them.

“We better go to the living room for quietness, Dad­dy,” said Angie.

“A hello to everyone and a Merry Christmas from Rose,” Nadine greeted the visitors. “She had to hang up so her colleagues can call their families too.”

“How are things for her there, Mom?”

​“She was moved to the Marianas right after she talked with me last. She has been working twelve-hour days, seven days a week.”

“That is not the best situation for medical personnel. The need must be overwhelming.”

“She said that many patients arrive in severe shock and others hemorrhaging. Some have sustained multiple wounds, and many require traumatic amputations. I don’t know how she handles all that, clan.... I know I couldn’t do it.”

Scott embraced his mother and helped her to a chair.

“That has to be hard for any young lady, Mom, nurse or not.”

“Let me ask my friend in The Pentagon if there is anything we can help with to make their job a bit easier, Na­dine,” Mario said.

“Thank you, that will help me feel better.”

“Perhaps they need more nurses, Daddy?”

“My thoughts too. I’ll talk with the nursing school di­rector and offer a bonus for each nurse that just gradua­ted..., if they volunteer to serve in the Marianas.”

The next day, Scott started his morning by reading the report Mario had given them. The boys were playing and keeping busy on their own now at eight and six years res­pectively.

“Angie, did you know the mental hospital was esta­blished in 1909? I mean the asylum your dad is interested in.”

“I had no idea we had an asylum at the north of St. Louis. We never had anything to do with that side of life before leaving for our Santa projects as a young girl,” said Angie.

“Why would you ... it makes sense, sweetheart. Listen to this, the hospital was a self-sufficient facility with a num­ber of production buildings, including a five-thousand-acre farm and two tanks of water. It has ceiling-mounted lights in the surgery ward, where trans-orbital lobotomies were performed. What is a trans-orbital lobotomy?”

“Those were done to reduce tension or agitation in patients. Many early patients did exhibit those changes. However, many showed effects such as apathy, passivity, lack of initiative, poor ability to concentrate, and a gener­ally decreased depth and intensity of their emotional res­ponses to life. It wasn’t the best thing ever, and they aren’t done in the regular hospitals of our day.”

“That sounds horrific. Anyway, it says that Northern State was known for attempting these experimental brain operations in hopes of ‘curing mental illness’.” 

Scott stopped reading and stared at the ceiling while pulling at his left ear. His eyes came back to the papers in his hands. “It also contained a lab room located inside the main facility. Wouldn’t that mean it has more than one building? The report mentions a farm and some equip­ment too and that would be outside.”

“I supposed it does. Does it say why they closed it?”

“Wow, yes it does.... I wonder if your father read the detectives’ reports. It says here that the place is haunted by multiple entities and no one ever goes there.”

******
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“No wonder it’s so cheap,” said Scott.

“Haunted?” Angie’s finger tapped on her lips in deep concentration. “I have never given any thought to ghosts before. I don’t know what Daddy thinks about them.”

“It says here that people reported hearing whistling and whisperings. Lights flickered in rooms that had been empty for years and without electricity. Frigid corridors and gusts of cold breeze, balls of light, and a strange voice calling out people's names. It mentions that people heard laughing coming from nowhere.”

“Let’s ask Father in private. He may want to have an­other meeting with the clan about this report, Scott. How­ever, let’s see the place first, and see how we feel in it before we take any position about ghosts. That said, I don’t think it closed because of ghosts, did it? There has to be a more tangible reason, shall we call it?”

He fingered some other papers on his desk and found one that he started to read. “Yes, it’s in the other report. The asylums were created to isolate and punish people with mental illnesses. Word of the horrors within spread, and the public turned against the institutions. Rather than fix the problem, the asylum was abandoned altogether.”

“I can see why. Punishment wouldn’t have set well with Daddy or me either. Now, if I were one of those mental patients and had died in one of the experiments or mal­treatments..., I would have come back and haunted the place to make them pay for what they had done to me.”

“I wonder what Tom and the church’s take is on all of this?”

“Our bishop? I don’t really know. The more I think about it, the more I believe we should have another meet­ing after we go to the asylum to talk about all this.”

“I concur, sweetheart.”

After lunch, two cars took the Tuzzini clan to the town next to the asylum. They arrived in the small town of Clan­ton, with a population of two hundred. Mario asked for directions from a man in the street.

“I’ll tell ye neighbor..., ye don’t want to go to that place.” The man shook his head often and his eyes darted all about, as if someone could be watching him and he would get in trouble for talking about this.

“May we know why not, neighbor?”

“It isn’t fit for people, blood and skin people, if ye know what I mean.”

The more the man spoke, the more neighbors gathered about their car. Scott turned to Angie and she squeezed his hand that she too had noticed. However, Mario’s detec­tives’ reports had said the town was friendly.

“Not really, do you care to explain?”

“If I, were ye, mister, I would turn ‘bout and stay far away from that place.”

Scott found it interesting that Mario showed little reac­tion to what the man said.
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