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Southern Italy had always been on Frank’s mind, ever since he visited there with his family in the late-fifties, as a young boy. Somehow, the area had left a lasting impression on him. Perhaps he had grown fond of the local people, the architecture, the ambience, and possibly even the food. He loved the home-made spaghetti as well as the local pizzas, even though he preferred the latter in New York City, where he was born and raised, and where the local Italian community perfected the job, further still.

The fact that he had developed a crush on his older cousin’s friend Simonetta, randomly introduced to him while picking grapes in the small vineyard owned by his aunt, further cemented his fondness of Italy, and the image of her beautiful face became imprinted on his mind.

Little did he know that one day, sixty odd years later, he’d call that place home.

After a brief stint in the US Navy, several odd jobs, and numerous teaching positions, mostly in the Far East, Frank was slowly losing enthusiasm and energy for the endless hustle and bustle of travel, parties, and life in Southeast Asia in general, as exciting as it has been for him during the past 35 years.

And it was exciting. Beautiful girlfriends, tropical beaches, motorbike rides around the region, wild parties, delicious food, happiness, and lots of fun.

In recent years, however, he’s noticed that each new teaching position has begun to take a toll on him, despite the fact that he both loved the profession and was very good at it.

Not only was he getting older, but at the same time, the old haunts of Southeast Asia that he used to love so dearly were not the same anymore. Some were gone altogether, while others had changed beyond recognition, and not for the better. Recently, the staff at schools weren’t as friendly, polite, or helpful as they used to be either, and salaries were no longer adequate for maintaining the lifestyle Frank had grown to expect in previous years.

One quiet Sunday morning, while holidaying on the island of Penang in Malaysia, Frank was tossing and turning in bed, too lazy to hit the town, despite the fact Georgetown had always been one of his favorite places. Even during his last visit there, just a couple of years ago, he’d be up and about by this time of day.

It was almost noon by the time he finally crawled out of bed, took a shower, put on his casual clothes, and started slowly walking toward the ‘Eastern & Oriental’, a 140-year-old Hotel built during the British colonial period, for some coffee and breakfast. Yes, it was very expensive there, but it seemed to be one of the few places left where he could still find some solace and happiness.

Being older now, Frank began to feel affinity toward various relics from the past, and this very old, magnificent hotel ticked all the boxes for him.

After all, it was a place where the likes of Charlie Chaplin, Ava Gardner, Somerset Maugham, Karl May or Rudyard Kipling used to stay at, or socialize in.

No sooner had he sat down and ordered his Americano than he began to relax. The interior was soothing, with an aristocratic atmosphere, full of memorabilia, and the huge windows of the café lounge faced the seafront.

Yet, despite the tranquil scenery, history and grandeur of this hotel, he wasn’t able to completely fight off his inner yearning for a change.

He didn’t know when or where he actually wanted to go, but what he did know was that he could no longer truly afford to be where he was, or do what he was doing there.

Frank began to feel out of place, and out of time.

Just as the glorious images of Ava Gardner and Rudyard Kipling hanging on the hotel’s walls were now just relics from the past, Frank began to feel in a similar way about his own life in the Far East.

He simply did not have the disposable cash he once used to, all the while southeast Asia was no longer the inexpensive, freewheeling playground for western expats it had been decades ago. Gone were the days of wild partying and exciting romances.

This cold hard reality, waiting for him just outside the gates of the ‘Eastern & Oriental’, began to take a toll on him. Socializing had become a bore, not least because local ladies were no longer eager to date him, a situation felt by most other western expats, too. After all, what local woman in her right mind would be interested in dating an older, relatively poor foreigner, when plenty of young, cash-rich Asian guys were all around now?

Globalization had meant, as far as Frank was concerned, that the wealth of the West was being gradually transferred to the East. The signs of that were omnipresent everywhere he looked. Increasingly, young Asian men, along with their well-dressed girlfriends, were dining at expensive restaurants he could no longer afford, and were driving new, expensive cars he could only dream about.  

It was time to face the inevitable; it was the end of an era.

While teaching at his school in Melaka, Frank started planning his next move in life with increasing frequency, as well as urgency.

He didn’t wish to, or rather could not afford to, retire in New York City because his parents had passed away, and the few possessions they had were long gone. Furthermore, the cost of living had become sky-high. During the past few decades, the city had become completely different from the bustling, prosperous metropolis it once used to be.

A fifth grader could figure that his minimum social security income was not sufficient for life in NYC of the 21st century, not even with his additional USD 550 monthly disability check from The US Navy, from which he had been honorably discharged on medical grounds decades ago. Not when the average studio apartment cost between 1100 -2000 USD a month there, utilities excluded.

That’s when his thoughts started focusing on southern Italy, the place of his childhood dreams.

He fondly remembered his older cousin Georgia, and even began to visualize his beloved, late grandmother Octavia, upon whose insistence his parents named him ‘Francesco’, a typical Italian name, one he was basically forced to change to the more Americanized Frank.

Octavia had little idea how much inconvenience this would cause him growing up in America.  Regardless, she had done so with love, just as she had, unbeknownst to Frank, more than made up for that in her will.

In an era without mobile phones or the internet, Frank had completely lost contact with his relatives in Italy, including with his favorite cousin Georgia. Several decades had passed since he had last heard from them, and he wondered whether any of them were still alive at all.

With both of his parents dead, and virtually nothing to return to in America, it dawned on him to try to contact Georgia.

After an extensive online search, it became clear she did not have a Facebook, WhatsApp, nor any other social media accounts to her name.

Frank wasn’t exactly an IT expert himself, but he did have the minimum IT skills required for functioning in the modern world. As expected, Georgia, being from a small fishing village of Cetara on the Amalfi coast of Italy, most likely had not.

A couple of weeks after writing an email to the Cetara town hall, he did receive a reply, complete with Georgia’s address.

Having received that confirmation Georgia was still alive, Frankie was ecstatic!

Cetara was the place his maternal grandmother hailed from, and from where Frankie retained many wonderful childhood memories.

Wasting no time, he bought an envelope with a soft flower design, and with a small Chinese dragon in the upper corner, at a nearby stationery shop, and painstakingly hand-wrote Georgia a letter, complete with his email address, phone number, and a couple of the nicest photos of his younger self that he could find. He even slipped in an Italian translation print-out, courtesy of Google Translate, because he had only learned limited Italian in his youth, and had not used it at all since his parents passed away, years ago.

While his handwriting looked pretty awful by now, it would be more than made up for by the nice envelope, the writing paper, and the tidy printed translation, he hoped.

What frightened him most, however, was the fact he had no idea how Georgia might be doing now, whether she was married or divorced, sick or healthy, or whether she’d be even interested in communicating with him at all, after such a long time...

But at least he knew his closest living relative was still alive.

Once the letter had been posted by registered mail, he kept checking, on a regular basis, both his apartment mailbox, as well as his email and phone for the eagerly awaited reply.

After several weeks of impatient waiting, he was beginning to resign himself to the painful possibility that a reply might never come.

While he always knew it was going to be difficult to reconnect with his Italian family, he still harbored a glimmer of hope. With each passing week though, that hope gradually evaporated, and Frank kept slipping deeper and deeper into a melancholic state of blues.
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CHAPTER I.
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The letter

Like any other day, upon returning to his apartment in the afternoon, he sifted through the various envelopes left lying on a small counter inside the entrance of his older, lower-end apartment building, in the city of Melaka. Naturally, after such a long period of fruitless waiting, he kept checking the mail less and less carefully, with each passing week. Basically, he no longer believed the letter would ever come, and just kept tossing the envelopes around with a mechanical, robot-like indifference.

As usual, after looking, he just shoved them all back on the counter and was about to start walking upstairs, when he suddenly noticed a tiny Italian tri-color on the side of one envelope that was ever so slightly sticking out from the stack.

He immediately froze, took a step back, and carefully pulled the letter out. Upon closer scrutiny, it quickly became clear the letter was from none other than his cousin Georgia.

Frank was overjoyed!

He rushed up the two flights of stairs as if he were still in his teens, and upon reaching his modest apartment, which was not much more than an enlarged guesthouse room, immediately proceeded to open the letter.

On the one hand, he felt thrilled and hoped for positive news. On the other, he was afraid of receiving some kind of bad news that would only add to the many problems he already had.

He took a quick swig from the whiskey bottle, ever-present on his desk by the window, sat down, and started opening it. The fact that the letter was fairly thick somewhat frightened him. From experience he had learned that thick letters often meant bills to pay, subpoenas to attend to, or other unpleasant duties to take care of.

Upon opening it, he found a long note scribbled by Georgia, and a separate letter from the Italian authorities.

He had to use Google Translate to decipher both, and after reading them, he was absolutely overjoyed!

Not only did Georgia invite him to visit, but he had also inherited a quarter of a relatively large villa in Cetara from his late grandmother Octavia. That was a true game changer in Frankie’s life.

As if suddenly turbo-charged, Frankie enthusiastically stormed out of his apartment, hit a premium pub in his neighborhood that was popular with expats and internationally minded locals alike. He spared no expense to treat himself to a large seafood pizza, which he then washed down with several Heinekens.

Suddenly, once again, there was newfound hope and enthusiasm in his life.

After further discussions with Georgia, it turned out there was a room available for him at the villa, should he wish to visit, or even come and stay. Frank readily opted for the latter option, and started planning his trip.

It’s not that he had a bad life in Southeast Asia. Far from it. But ‘The Times They Are A-Changin’, as Bob Dylan wrote in his song. Frank had gotten older, Asia richer, and the West poorer. It was an entirely different equation now, one where there was nothing in it for him anymore, and he knew it. Considering this, the invitation to come and live in Italy in a house he partly owned was a Godsend. Within a couple of days after receiving the letter he quit his job, bought an air ticket, packed his most important belongings, and off he went. It was a bittersweet moment, the end of one era, and the beginning of another.

Once the plane touched down in Naples, Frank jumped on a bus to Amalfi, where Georgia was waiting for him at the bus terminal.

It took a while for the two to recognize each other, but once they did, teary-eyed Georgia seemed genuinely happy to see him again. “Frankie”! She exclaimed enthusiastically, extended her hands upwards in a typical Italian fashion, as if to thank The Lord, and walked towards him as briskly as a seventy-something, bulky older lady could. Frankie, too, struggled to hold back tears, and after a long warm embrace, Georgia treated him to a coffee and an anchovy sandwich at the station’s smallish, family-owned deli.

This was a craft coffee, made by a pair of old, experienced hands, and it was delicious, but unlike the coffee, the sandwich didn’t go down quite as well, even though Frankie tried his best not to show it. Anchovies are an acquired taste, one he’d have to get used to down in Cetara, a place known by seafood lovers in the area.

Once done with the sandwich, Georgia guided him toward her little FIAT CinqueCento, in which they drove down to Cetara, along the amazingly scenic Amalfi coastal road. She drove way too fast for Frankie’s comfort, as most Italians tend to do, and while at it, still managed to crack jokes about Frank’s visit more than 60 years ago. She even mentioned Simonetta, on whom Frankie had a crush all those years ago.

Both of them felt it was extraordinary that they were still alive and well, and that they were meeting again at all. By the time they reached Cetara Frankie was deeply asleep, with the jet-lag getting the better of him.

Georgia gently shook his arm, to awaken him, and with a broad smile, whispered sweetly in his ear, “Here’s your house Frankie.” Frankie opened his eyes, took a look through the car windows, and saw a beautifully maintained two-story villa, complete with four balconies upstairs, and two large rooms downstairs. The lemon-yellow color of the house contrasted beautifully with the long, wooden, dark green rectangular window shutters, mounted on all the windows, much like on all other houses in that town. The house’s front yard was lined with several smallish lemon trees, which also marked its boundaries, and was large enough to park a couple of small cars.

Not fully awake yet, Frankie was so impressed with what he had seen that he wasn’t able to muster a single word. He did manage a broad smile back at Georgia, however, and slowly got out of the tiny car. It would take him a while to come to grips with this new, fairytale-like environment.

After she had shown him around his new home, Georgia said lovingly, in Italian, “This is your room my dear.” Having planted a gentle kiss on her cheek, while clutching her hand, Frankie indicated he’d need a few hours of rest before he’d come downstairs to socialize.

His room was on the upper floor in the corner, offering views of Corso Garibaldi, the main street that runs through Cetara, from the inland hills, all the way to the beach. The villa was roughly halfway in between, among all sorts of shops and restaurants, on both sides of the street.

His room was furnished with long light-green curtains, a large wooden desk with two chairs, a comfortable king-sized bed, a couple of closets, and a balcony offering a full, panoramic view of the town.

Frankie could hardly believe his luck.

A long, hot shower, taken in a bathroom across from his room did him good, after which he took a ‘nap’, lasting all the way till the next morning, so exhausted was he from the travel, uncertainty, happiness, and all the changes having taken place in such a short period of time.

Chattering and children’s laughter down below awoke him, just as the sun’s rays started peeking through the partly opened balcony shutters. “What a wonderful world”, Frankie thought to himself as he prepared to wash up and go downstairs to meet Georgia.

The clock had already struck nine by the time he made it to the kitchen, where cheerful Georgia was waiting for him. “Brewed coffee? Eggs? Anchovies?” She asked with an impish smile, as if she knew that he hadn’t liked the previous day’s anchovy sandwich.

“Buongiorno” Georgi, Frankie replied in Italian, trying to show off the rather limited Italian skills he still possessed, to Georgia’s amusement.

“Coffee and eggs please,” he replied belatedly, switching randomly between English and Italian, as he was settling down around the large family table.

Once he finished eating, Georgia began to explain that she owned half the house, sharing it with a woman named Claudia, whom Frank had never heard of. Such was the will of grandma Octavia, to whom Frank felt eternal gratefulness, now that she had almost literally saved his life.

Fortunately, Claudia did not live in the house, even though she did have the keys to it, and she only visited rarely, Georgia explained.

“At one point, Claudia and I tried to sell the villa, but without your agreement dear Frankie, it was not possible,” explained Georgia. “Under Italian law, all inheritors need to sign a sale agreement, but because we could not locate you, we had to keep it”, smiled Georgia. “I am glad we did!” She added.

“We have two empty rooms upstairs, and I occasionally rent them out to tourists”, she continued. “We can always use the extra cash you know”, she added.

It was around eleven o’clock by the time Frankie was ready to look around town by himself.

As he was walking down towards the beach, he realized how very lucky he truly was. Grandma Octavia had never forgotten him, despite not having seen him in decades, and the same could be said about Georgia, Frankie thought to himself.

Cetara seemed to be the perfect fit for Frankie - small, picturesque, charming and enlightening.  The town had a history going back over 1000 years and there were many beautifully preserved historic buildings, among which Frankie felt right at home, much like he did at the Eastern & Oriental Hotel in Georgetown, Malaysia. Except here, he truly was at home.

Situated on the eastern end of the Amalfi coast, Cetara was a lovely old fishing town, whose name itself was derived from the Latin word cetaria, an age-old method for catching Bluefin tuna. With a reputation for having the most delicious seafood in the whole area, especially anchovies, it had been an important fishing center since the 15th century. When Frankie arrived there, its tuna fleet was one of Italy’s most important. Every night fishermen set out in small boats armed with powerful lamps to fish for anchovies. Local chefs had even resurrected the production of ‘Colatura di Alici’, a strong anchovy essence whose recipe was believed to hark all the way back to Roman times.

Cetara was far less known by foreign tourists than the larger Coastal towns of Amalfi and Positano. Thus, naturally, English wasn’t widely spoken there, prompting Frankie to redouble his efforts to brush up on his Italian.

While walking from his house down the main street of Corso Garibaldi toward the coast, he quickly realized that buying a scooter was an urgent priority. He enviously watched as locals, young and old, male and female, zipped by him on their Vespas up and down the street, their rear and front rack carriers loaded up with all sorts of merchandise and shopping bags.

As he was walking, he noticed a small motorcycle workshop in one of the side-streets, from which various banging sounds were emanating. It had a rusty sign on top of it, from which at least half a silhouette of a Vespa scooter could still be seen. It must have been there for ages, Frankie observed with a smile.

He walked to the shop. A smallish man in his 50s poked his head up from amongst the piles of motorbike parts, and from underneath the visor of his oil-stained cap he peeked at Frankie and said; “Come posso aiutarti”? - “May I help you”?  To which Frankie responded; “Sì, grazie”. - Yes, please”. - That much Italian he could easily muster.

“I’m Luigi Bonacina, the local mechanic. Who are you and what do you need”? Asked Luigi in a rather curious manner. “Frank Giuppa”, replied Frankie politely. “Actually, I am looking to buy a used, inexpensive Vespa scooter. Do you know of any for sale”? Frankie added. “Let me see what I can do”, replied Luigi. “Are you American”? Luigi asked directly, hearing Frankie’s not so Italian intonation, and the lack of mannerism of a typical Italian man, despite having heard his Italian name.

The two men agreed to meet the next day at the workshop. Frankie, totally used to riding motorbikes from decades of living in southeast Asia, could not function normally without having one. And it wasn’t just for the sake of convenience of moving around either. It meant nothing less than complete freedom and happiness to him.

That’s why he got up early the next morning, skipped the breakfast Georgia had prepared for him, quietly sneaked out of the house, and promptly walked directly to Luigi’s shop, before Luigi even managed to open up. However, Luigi soon arrived and told him he might have just the kind of scooter he was looking for, and that it would be brought to the shop in a couple of hours for Frankie to look at.

While waiting, Frankie took a slow, long walk along the beach and around the Port of Cetara, taking in the magnificent views of the town from there. He sat down for coffee in one of the numerous beach café-restaurants, biding his time, watching the local fishermen milling about the port or tending to their boats. Watching it all was so enjoyable that he almost forgot about time, and barely made it back to the shop on time. He was excited because he had always loved Vespas, but never could afford one, due to their relatively high prices in the Far East.

However, when he first spotted the scooter Luigi has procured for him, he wasn’t impressed. It was a Vespa all right, but it looked as if it had been put together from several different scooters. The engine cover was black, while most of the scooter was the color of vanilla ice cream, and the front mudguard appeared to be a faded orange. Upon Luigi’s urging though, he sat on it, cranked it up, and went on a small ride along the side street. The scooter may have been twelve years old, but it started on the first try, ran flawlessly, the gears shifted smoothly and the brakes were strong. All the lights worked properly too, and furthermore, it only had just over 39000 Km on the tachometer, which was not that much for a well-maintained Vespa LX 150cc. Frankie loved it, but tried not let it show, to strengthen his negotiating position. However, when Luigi asked for the ridiculously low price of 500 Euro, Frankie was sold. Without hesitation, he shook Luigi’s hand to seal the deal. It was clear to him that Luigi was an honorable man who had fixed the bike with passion and devotion. There was no doubt that the scooter was in a very good condition, regardless of its surface imperfections. He could always have it repainted cheaply later on anyway, he figured.

Immediately, he went outside in search of the nearest ATM. While he only had a couple of thousand Euros to his name, getting a scooter was top priority for him, especially now that he could get a well-functioning Vespa for just 500 Euros.

To Georgia’s surprise and amusement, after just a single day up and about in Cetara, Frankie came home on his new Scooter. Perhaps not surprisingly, Georgia told Frankie that she knew Luigi well, because he used to fix her bikes through the years, before she had finally bought her small car.

To celebrate the occasion, Frankie had bought a bottle of Chianti in a nearby tavern to share with her.

The only trouble was the bike could not be registered in Frankie’s name, as his status in Italy was that of a tourist, and not a resident, let alone a citizen.

Even though US citizens can easily stay in Italy for up to 3 months without a visa, they cannot register motor vehicles in their own names on a visitor’s visa. Because of his new Vespa, though, he spared no effort in getting his papers sorted as soon as possible.

Frankie was aware that due to his Italian heritage, namely his Italian-born grandmother, not only was he eligible to gain permanent residency, but could also gain full Italian citizenship, pending the submission of the application documents at the relevant government office.

The very next day, Georgia accompanied him to the Cetara administrative office in town, to do just that.

Once the papers had been submitted, the only thing he needed to do was to wait about a month for the relevant documents to arrive.

Gaining Italian citizenship had many more advantages than just registering his motorbike. He would automatically be entitled to EU-wide borderless travel and free medical care, along with the right of abode and employment.

For now, riding his unregistered scooter around Cetara was only minimally risky, from a legalistic standpoint. The local police were lenient, because most of the residents of this town knew each other, or at least one of their family members. Besides, he knew Georgia would always vouch for him, if need be.

Having successfully taken care of all the necessary matters after arriving, he decided to start enjoying everything the town had to offer. And after a month’s time, he’d explore the entire Amalfi coastal region. That was his game plan.

Georgia, or Georgi as everyone called her, had agreed to receive 400 Euro a month from him, as a contribution towards paying the house bills, cooking, cleaning, and even washing his clothes. He lived rent-free since he owned a quarter of the house, and the 400 Euro payment covered all of his living necessities. It was a very good arrangement for Frankie, because that still left him with some 650 euro a month for other expenses. Not that he planned on spending it all. Far from it. But it was enough for him to be able to occasionally visit the local taverns, the beach cafes, and even take longer rides around the Amalfi coast.

And thus, a new era in Frankie’s life had started, in a most fortunate way.
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Chapter II.  
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Friends

With each passing week, Frankie began to feel more at ease in his new, adopted home. He was no stranger at the local Taverna del Pescatore either, passing by it whenever venturing in and out of his house.

He befriended a few waitresses working at the beach cafes, with whom he flirted ever so inconspicuously, and was also introduced to a couple of local fishermen, Umberto and Luca, old acquaintances of Georgia.

Common recognition as the ‘Un Americano’ living in Georgia’s house by most people in the neighborhood enabled him to get to know people faster, and fit in the community more easily.

News and gossip spread like wildfire in close-knit communities such as Cetara’s, which resulted in a lot of relative strangers, in the streets and restaurants alike, beginning to say hello to Frankie, or the more familiar ciao, on a regular basis.

While still considered to be somewhat foreign, he was gradually being accepted by the local community due to his Italian ethnicity, friendly demeanor, and above all, his status as Georgia’s cousin, which ensured his acceptance by any remaining doubters, lest they faced her wrath.

Time flies when you’re having fun, and after only a month and a half had elapsed since Frankie’s arrival, an official notice was delivered to him, stating that his Italian citizenship certificate, along with his residency permit, were waiting for him at the town’s administrative office.

It had never been Frankie’s goal to gain Italian citizenship, but for the sake of convenience and ease of stay, it was the logical thing to do, considering he was eligible for it, upon application. As soon as the news broke locally that Frankie had ‘become Italian’, numerous congratulatory messages were sent, both to him and to Georgia, who promptly arranged for a small, celebratory get-together at the nearby Taverna del Pescatore.

It was a watershed moment for both Frankie and Georgia, after six long decades since their last meeting in the town. Neither one had ever imagined such an outcome, and both were equally touched by it.

The party took place the next day, in the late afternoon. Luigi, Umberto, Luca, Georgia’s housemaid Graziella, and a couple of their friends all turned up for the occasion.

The tavern was a typical, small town working-class establishment, serving mostly Italian wines produced in the area, and simple homemade dishes – mostly pasta, anchovies, and platters of olives and cheese. Decorated with old copper kitchenware on the walls, and a couple of old framed photos of local fishermen with their catch, it made for a suitable, low-key venue for the occasion, conjured up by Georgia.

Upon Frankie’s entrance, everyone stood up, clapped their hands, and offered him a toast with Chianti wine. In the background Frankie could hear a recording of "Sarà perché ti amo", a well-liked Italian oldie by Ricchi e Poveri. Many of the guests started singing along, and even a few unrelated people, who just happened to be at the tavern, joined in the celebration.

These were simple, small-town folks from humble backgrounds, and what they lacked in glamor or prestige, they more than made up for in friendliness, helpfulness, and sheer good will.

Frankie’s own family traced its roots right here, and perhaps that’s why he found these people a joy to be around. For the first time since his wild young days in the Far East, he felt happy again.

It wasn’t the same type of youthful happiness, for sure. But it was happiness nevertheless, the kind older people can feel, and one which Frankie instinctively felt.

The party was progressing well, and Frankie even received a few kisses on the cheek from the ladies. They danced with him to several Ricchi e Poveri’s songs, while the guys kept shaking his hands and tapping him on the shoulders, in genuine gestures of acceptance.

To Frankie, it all felt like a celebration for a long-lost Italian boy who had found his way back to where he belonged. There was definitely a bit of truth in that, Frankie thought.

One important fact Frankie hadn’t forgotten, however, was that all those amazing adventures in the Far East were made possible for him by being an American.

Knowing all too well that reliving them was no longer possible, he was grateful to have landed on his feet among these friendly people who had not only helped him, but had accepted him as one of their own. For the first time in his life, Frankie became aware of the value of his Italian background, which had made this soft landing possible.

At the end of the day, he was extremely lucky to be both American and Italian. He was grateful that the combination of these two nationalities had enabled him to live his life to the full, and to enjoy the journey all the way.

The party was nearing its end when aromatic homemade Penne with anchovy sauce, sprinkled with grated Parmesan cheese was served, along with more Chianti wine. It was almost ten at night when everyone decided to call it a day. Luigi could barely walk back to his place above the garage, while Frankie needed all the help he could get from Georgia and Graciela, getting up the stairs to his room.
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Chapter III.
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The Amalfi Coast

Being a full-fledged Italian citizen meant, among other things, that Frankie could now register his Vespa in his own name, and technically, ride it anywhere he wanted to, including across international borders. It also meant he could be fully insured in the event of an accident or sickness.

Armed with the twin comforts of security and belonging, both officially and socially, it was time to enjoy everything Italy had to offer, to the fullest. And where better to start than exploring the amazingly beautiful Amalfi Coast?

Early the next morning, Frankie asked Georgia to accompany him to the Cetara administrative offices to sort out his insurance, and to the Automobile Club d’Italia to register the bike.

Having accomplished both without hindrance, and with a temporary license plate in hand, Frankie began planning a scenic ride up the coast to Amalfi. Before he embarked, though, he wanted to install both the rear and front rack carriers on his scooter, to avoid having to carry a heavy load on his shoulders in a backpack. He had learned that in S.E. Asia, during his numerous rides there.

“Are you driving all the way up to Milano”? Joked Luigi, upon hearing Frankie’s request for two used carriers. Frankie was tight with money, a habit that had served him well during his later years in the Far East. “A penny saved is a penny earned”, murmured Frankie. Thrift was a trait the locals understood well, having lived through numerous hardships in their recent history.“I think I can find some. Just come back before five”, said Luigi with a grin, his cheek smeared with a thin black oil stain.

A couple of days later, with the carriers installed and fully loaded, he was on his way. While Amalfi was no more than 20 kilometers away, Frankie wasn’t in a hurry to get there. He planned to cruise along slowly and make a few stops during the trip, in order to enjoy the scenery.

He put on a light-weight, summer-type helmet that he had brought with him from Southeast Asia. Even though it was technically illegal in Italy, the police there were lenient and he knew they wouldn’t even notice it.

The ride was enjoyable, and even more so with his shoulders burden-free.

The picturesque, scenic road along the coastline reminded him so much of the motorbike rides he used to take along the coasts of Southeast Asia that he almost forgot, for a moment, that he was in Italy. Not that he didn’t like Italy. Far from it. He loved it and was grateful for being where he was.

The trouble was, riding around Italy, as great as it was, could never match the wild rides around the Far East he had done in his youth, usually accompanied by beautiful young Asian ladies who held him tight around his waist, and whispered words of love in his ears as they rode.  That was a time when he was slim and good looking, and when his purchasing power far outstripped that of the locals.

He wasn’t ugly these days, either. In fact, he was still a fairly good-looking man, for his age. Six feet tall, with a full head of dark blond hair, and an attractive face, he tried to convince himself that all he needed was to lose about ten pounds.

In reality though, he knew all too well that now, in his late sixties, he could not compare with his younger self, and that there was not a thing he could do to change that.

Nevertheless, he was thrilled to be riding again, and the purring sound of the 150cc engine under the black hood was soothing to his soul. He realized that riding a motorbike made him feel not only free, but younger as well.

––––––––
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The narrow, winding road was fun to ride on, offering ever-changing scenic views of the steep cliffs and the sea down below.

Yet, even when riding along this most scenic road, he couldn’t stop thinking about one such ride he had shared with a beautiful Japanese girl called Junko, around Japan’s southern Kyushu Island in the early 1980s.

It made him realize that amazing experiences of the kind he had lived through in the past could never truly be forgotten, no matter how satisfied he might be in the present.

After about 20 minutes of enjoyable riding, Frankie reached the nearby town of Maiori, where he decided to pull over for a quick break. Curious as ever, he wanted to see and learn a bit about its history, a practice he had developed when visiting various places around Asia.

Unsurprisingly, like most places in this area, this old hamlet had been a popular tourist resort ever since Roman times, as far back as the 3rd century BC. Having the longest stretch of beach on the entire Amalfi coastline, it made for an ideal stopover.

Frankie parked his beloved Vespa, to which he’d developed an almost emotional attachment by now, and tightened up a part of his front luggage which was beginning to come loose.

After taking a brief walk alongside the beach and looking around the town a bit, he pressed on.

Spending at least one night in the town of Amalfi was his plan, in order to savor the atmosphere of a place that was different from Cetara. He was going to be a tourist there, and like all the other ‘out-of-towners’, he intended to relax, have some coffee and ice cream, and explore the town in his own way.

On the way to Amalfi was the village of Atrani. Five minutes after passing through it, Frankie reached his destination.

Amalfi, while larger than Cetara, was still a small town, but it was new to him, and thus fit for exploring and relaxing in.

Although his gas tank was still over half full, he pulled into a gas station anyway, filled the tank up, checked the fluid levels, and made sure the bike had everything it needed, just as a good cowboy would, tending to his horse after a long run through the prairie. The Vespa was a lot more than just a bike to him...it was a companion, a soulmate, as well as a convenient mode of transport.
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