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  For GianCarlo Manara




   




  Through your friendship and your films, you were the first to open my eyes to the magic of Italy!
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   The Road Back




  





  1




  The Aeolian Islands, off the coast of Italy, 1906




  THE OCEAN UNFURLED IN a glassy curve as the boy leaned over the side of the boat, seeking his reflection in the mirrored surface of the wave’s

  underbelly. For an instant Giuseppe d’Aquino thought he saw the face of an old man staring directly at him. It was somehow familiar with its popping pale blue eyes, fat lips and bulging

  cheeks; the expression was questioning, with a slight air of disappointment.




  With a sudden surge, the foaming wave doubled in size and slammed against the wooden barca, pushing the little fishing boat sideways. The face disappeared into the splintering water and

  a hand quickly grabbed the boy by the back of his shirt.




  ‘Giuseppe! You must be careful.’ His father’s admonishment was nearly ripped away in the mounting wind as he pushed the boy under the small shelter in the bow of the boat. The

  covered space had just enough room to stow some food and water, as well as a lantern.




  ‘Lie down. The rain is coming, but it will soon pass.’




  Despite the sea swell and the pelting sheets of grey rain that blotted the sky, the small boat ploughed on. It rode to the crest of a wave before crashing down into a trough, then climbing

  another wall of water rising ahead of them.




  The boy lay curled, his face buried in his arms, breathing in the salty fishy smell he knew so well. He imagined he could see through the hull of his father’s boat, down through the

  churning ocean, down to the sea floor where the deep-ocean creatures lived. He knew about many of the fish that swam beneath them. His father had taught him about those that skimmed just below the

  surface, moving fast and furiously; and the fish that liked to cruise midway between the surface and the bottom, greedily eyeing the bouncing fishing lures; and those fish that lay in wait –

  camouflaged in crevices, weeds and sand – on the sea bed.




  He heard his father curse as the small craft, after being momentarily airborne, slammed into a wave, its wooden hull shuddering. Giuseppe remembered the time when the men had returned to the

  dock swearing and shouting. The villagers had waited in fear on the seafront as news of an accident at sea, the loss of a man overboard, spread among them. Uncle Salvatore had drowned during a

  storm, swept overboard too swiftly for any rescue.




  In spite of the dangers of the sea and the men of the village who had been lost to it, Giuseppe knew that the sea was his present and his future, as it had been for his father and his

  grandfather and his great-grandfather. The people of their island village lived with and for and by the sea. No one asked for, or expected, more than what had gone before and what had always

  been.




  Lying in the bottom of the fishing boat, waiting for the scudding rain to clear and the sea to calm, Giuseppe felt grown up. He was ten years old and at last his father had brought him out to

  hunt the bluefin tuna. He lay still and quiet as the storm blew itself out and the clouds rolled away to reveal the twilight sky, studded with glowing evening stars. His father nodded towards him,

  and Giuseppe sat quietly as the other fishermen, his two older brothers and his Uncle Rocco, continued to row further out into the Mediterranean Sea. Their island, just one of the scattering of

  Aeolian Islands off Sicily, receded from sight as darkness fell.




  Giuseppe could no longer see any of the other boats that had set out with them, but he could hear the men who manned them shout to each other across the water, their voices tinged with eagerness

  and excitement. No matter how many times they had already faced the challenge of catching one of the great kings of the sea, the thrill as well as the danger of the hunt was always there.




  His father said to him, ‘Now we must find our bait so that we can lure a tonno.’




  Giuseppe knew that the bait his father was after were small silvery fish, which were attracted to the boat when the fishermen shone their lanterns on the surface of the ocean. He had no idea how

  his father knew where to find them, but he did, and the nets were quickly lowered over the side to catch the tiny fish.




  ‘Careful, careful,’ shouted his father as the fishermen began to raise their nets. But the men didn’t need to be told. They knew that if the delicate fish were not netted

  gently, they would panic and try to escape through the net and quickly die in a shower of sparkling scales. So the small fish were carefully placed into specially made baskets that were tied to the

  side of the boat, just below the water line.




  After the fish were settled, the men tried to grab a few hours sleep curled in the bottom of the boat. They’d need all their strength for the morning, when they would travel west in search

  of the powerful bluefin tuna. Uncomfortable as they were, they slept well, dreaming of the fight ahead.




  Before daylight, Giuseppe’s father woke them and they all shared a meagre breakfast of bread and cheese. As the first streaks of light glowed across the sky, they began to row.




  ‘Keep your eyes peeled, my son,’ Giuseppe’s father said. ‘Watch for sea birds. In the mornings the big tonno likes to laze in the water near the surface, so that

  he can bake in the sun after a night catching fish. The sea birds will see his fin and go to investigate. When we see those birds, we will investigate too.’




  Giuseppe’s eyes scanned the horizon until they hurt, but he could see nothing. Suddenly one of his brothers shouted, ‘Look, over there,’ and pointed to the north.




  Giuseppe still could see nothing. The oarsmen began rowing hard in the direction his brother had pointed and at last Giuseppe saw several sea birds diving into the water.




  ‘I can see the birds,’ he cried excitedly.




  ‘Quiet,’ his father hissed. ‘If there are tonno there, we don’t want to startle them.’




  As their little boat drew closer to the diving sea birds the men saw that there was indeed a school of tuna. A boat could take only one fish, which could weigh up to five hundred kilos. The

  fishermen needed to select a suitable catch and detach it quietly from the school before the rest of the tuna were startled and dived deep into the sea, beyond their reach.




  As the men pulled the heavy wooden boat towards a huge fish, one of Giuseppe’s brothers took up a position beside one of the baskets of bait fish. Everything now depended on his precision

  and accuracy. His task was to attract the tuna to the boat by throwing some of the little fish into the water. Judging just how many little fish were needed to make the tuna interested in coming

  close enough to the boat so that the harpooner could strike was a skill. There would be only one chance.




  The little silvery fish flashed in the sunlight as they were released. When a tuna saw them darting free it rushed and grabbed them. A few more fish were thrown to the tuna, bringing it closer

  to the boat. Then Giuseppe’s brother took one of the bait fish out of the basket and squeezed out its eyes before throwing it into the sea. As the sightless little fish hit the water, it was

  confused and, rather than swimming away, it began to swim in circles beside the boat. Quietly the rowers brought their oars into the boat. Full of confidence and lured by the bait, the tuna lunged

  towards the blinded fish, almost bumping the boat in its eagerness. Holding his breath in excitement, Giuseppe realised that this was the moment they could catch the tonno.




  He watched as his eldest brother stood in the bow of the boat holding a harpoon, which they called a traffena. It was a fearsome weapon, somewhat like a farming fork except that it had

  seven prongs, each with a barb at the end. With the confidence and skill gained through years of practice, the young fisherman braced his legs and then hurled the harpoon at the tuna, aiming at the

  vulnerable spot at the back of its head where the spinal cord met the brain. Hitting anywhere else on the fish was useless, for the tuna was well protected and the harpoon would not be effective.

  Giuseppe’s brother had told him this many times for he was proud of his ability as a harpooner; their father had trained him well.




  The aim was true. Giuseppe found it hard not to shout with excitement. Although everyone else was elated, they remained tense and watchful as the fish still had to be landed.




  The wounded tuna dived deep, desperately trying to escape its attackers, and the attached harpoon line raced through the water. Because the fishermen knew that a tuna could dive to great depths,

  the line attached to the traffena, made of the finest Italian hemp, was three hundred metres long. But this tuna did not dive very deep at all, perhaps only half that distance.

  Giuseppe’s brother placed his hand on the line to judge how much weight would have to be applied in order to bring the fish to the surface and gradually he began to haul it towards the boat.

  He pulled slowly, working out how much fight was left in the big fish. Sometimes a tuna tested and tricked the man with the line, swimming slowly upwards, before spinning and turning to dive

  deeper, catching the fisherman unawares. They all knew there was no point in hurrying. Time was on their side and they didn’t want to lose the catch now.




  After a while, Giuseppe’s brother spoke to his father. ‘He is getting tired. It won’t be long.’




  But the great fish was not yet ready to give up. It made one last desperate lunge and, as it neared the fishing boat, Giuseppe glimpsed its flashing, distressed eyes.




  ‘It is nearly finished,’ said his brother. ‘He is weakening.’




  The sun was high now and as Giuseppe peered over the side of the boat, he could see the tonno’s glittering silver-blue skin, small golden pectoral fins along its spine shining in

  the sunlight.




  As they hauled the huge fish in closer to the boat, Uncle Carlo made a final coppo – death strike – spearing the fish with a second traffena to ensure that the

  magnificent fighter was truly dead. Only then was the tuna carefully brought to their boat and tied alongside.




  Now it was time to celebrate. Giuseppe’s father shouted across to another boat in the distance to tell them of their good fortune. Someone from that boat shouted back that they, too, had

  had good luck.




  When they returned to the village with their catch there would be celebrations to acknowledge the prowess of the fishermen. Giuseppe was proud he had been part of the hunt. He longed for the day

  when he would be the one standing in the bow, traffena poised, ready to strike, pitting his skill against the sleek, powerful kings of the sea.




   




  *




  Giuseppe was a shy teenager, brown skinned, barefoot, with laughing eyes and a mischievous grin that showed his neat white teeth. On market day the village girls clustered

  around the stalls, flirting with him behind their mothers’ backs. He was strong and looked older than his fifteen years. Older girls teased him and watched him as he sat on his father’s

  boat mending nets, or moved nimbly around the dock where fish and shellfish were laid out for sale on wet wooden tables and in cane baskets. But his father kept a wary eye on him and warned

  Giuseppe about straying into the alleys and lanes tucked between the little stone houses where young women called cheekily to him from windows and doorways, some threatening to empty their chamber

  pots into the alley.




  Giuseppe had felt very proud when he began to work with his father. Not only was he doing a man’s job, he was contributing to the livelihood of his family. In a very poor region of Italy,

  their island was one of the poorest, not that Giuseppe was aware of how deprived his family was. Their small home sheltered them, and his mother and grandmother always had food on the table even

  if, at times, it was very simple fare. Everyone was expected to pull their weight.




  Their island was dry and rocky. It was set among a group of active volcanic islands off the coast, which included Mt Stromboli. It had no natural water source so could not produce much food. The

  villagers relied on the treasures from the sea. They collected water from the roofs when it rained and stored it in barrels but there was not enough water to grow much in the way of crops. They

  grew tomatoes and eggplants in tubs and hand watered them. Fig and olive trees survived in the hills. Wheat could not be grown on the island, so it was infrequently imported from the mainland, and

  bread was baked only once a month. At the end of four weeks it was dry and hard. Giuseppe’s grandmother was often heard to mutter, ‘No water, but plenty of earthquakes. What was God

  thinking when he made this island?’




  Like the other young boys on the island, Giuseppe had received very little schooling. The nuns had taught him his letters and his numbers, but since he had become a productive family member

  there was no more time for such luxuries. Still, he was pleased that he had received even this rudimentary schooling. His parents had not bothered sending his sisters to school at all. They thought

  it was better for them to stay at home to help their mother, and get married as soon as possible, then start their own families. Giuseppe had only two sisters, and he was quite fond of them. He

  sometimes thought of his other three sisters and one brother who had failed to survive childhood. All the families he knew had lost young children to disease or malnutrition and this seemed to

  Giuseppe to be the normal state of things.




  One morning Giuseppe was helping his father salt some fish, ignoring the teasing calls of the village girls, when he noticed Alfonso the shepherd, who lived in the hills, leading his donkey cart

  onto the dock. On the cart sat his daughter, her eyes averted and her face screened by a curtain of curls.




  Giuseppe was surprised to see the shepherd speaking with his father.




  ‘Son, put those salted fish into Alfonso’s cart,’ his father directed. ‘I need to discuss a matter of business.’




  Giuseppe moved slowly, taking his time to settle the fish into the back of the cart, while trying to see the young girl’s face. But the girl didn’t speak to, or look at him. He

  walked to the donkey and fondled its ears as the two men talked seriously. Eventually his father went to his boat and took out an old anchor, which he then put in the back of Alfonso’s cart

  with the fish.




  ‘I am sure that I will be able to do something with the anchor. I understand your idea,’ said Alfonso. Then, pushing his woollen hat back on his head, he spoke to the girl. She

  leaned down and lifted a cloth bag from beneath her feet and held it out for Giuseppe. For a moment he felt the touch of her fingers and caught a swift glimpse of her eyes, which reminded him of

  the blue-black waters of the sea before a storm. He clutched the soft bag, recognising the lanoline smell of freshly shorn wool, and tried to think of something to say to her. But before a word

  could come out, Alfonso had climbed onto the seat beside his daughter and the cart moved away, clanking over the cobblestones. As the donkey trotted away, Giuseppe watched the breeze lift the long

  dark curls that spilled over the shawl around the girl’s shoulders.




  ‘Take the wool to your mother,’ directed his father. ‘She is expecting it.’




  It was many months before Giuseppe saw the girl again. Then it was winter and crystals of ice glittered on the stony ground as Giuseppe and his father climbed slowly up the rugged hill path

  leading to the small farm where Alfonso lived. One of Giuseppe’s sisters was to be married and a wedding feast was planned, so his father had come to buy a small goat for the celebrations.

  The villagers could rarely afford to purchase meat, so buying a goat to eat was a special occasion.




  Giuseppe was grateful for the thick sweater he wore, spun and knitted by his mother from the wool his father had bought from Alfonso. As they reached the shepherd’s small home, they were

  greeted by Alfonso standing by a low stone wall. Giuseppe’s father explained what he wanted and the three of them walked into a field where the goats and sheep grazed on winter stubble.




  Alfonso turned towards his hut and called, ‘Angelica, bring me a rope.’




  Almost at once the young girl, who had so captivated Giuseppe with her curls, came hurrying out of the hut carrying a short rope, which she gave to her father. He selected one of the goats and

  tied the rope around its neck.




  Giuseppe felt overwhelmed by her proximity but could think of nothing clever to say. He only asked, ‘Are you sad that this goat is going to be killed?’




  She shrugged. ‘My father chose it for you. Do you care about the fish you catch and kill?’




  Giuseppe answered, ‘Sometimes, yes. The big fish are very beautiful. Strong fighters. Have you ever been on a boat?’




  She shook her head. ‘No. I like the hills. And the company of sheep, not fish.’ She paused then added, ‘The wool, it looks nice. Your mother is very clever.’ She hurried

  away, her curls bouncing, feet flying.




  Before Giuseppe and his father left, the two men went to the back of Alfonso’s hut. Giuseppe followed them and, to his surprise, he saw that Alfonso had constructed a simple

  blacksmith’s forge there. From the back of the forge, the shepherd brought out a small anchor to show Giuseppe’s father.




  ‘It is not finished. It still needs adjusting,’ explained Alfonso. ‘But the swivel head, designed to release if the anchor snags, works.’ His normally dour expression

  creased into a smile. ‘I followed your instructions.’




  After his father had examined the anchor, Giuseppe looked at it. He could see how the release bar would stop the anchor from being lost on the sea floor or on the reefs. Giuseppe was proud of

  the way his father was always thinking of ideas to improve his equipment to make it more efficient and reliable.




  ‘This is a great invention. You must come out on our boat to see it working,’ suggested Giuseppe’s father.




  ‘We are not sea people,’ said the shepherd.




  Giuseppe glanced around the barren karsts rising from the steep hills and thought how desolate the windswept landscape looked; he guessed that Angelica and her father would feel as uncomfortable

  at sea as he did here.




  Giuseppe and his father walked back home, leading the goat. When they came to the ridge that stood above the village Giuseppe looked down at the familiar sights of the little port below. He

  could see the narrow alleyways and steep steps where houses, festooned with poles of washing, stood cheek by jowl, so close that one could almost reach across to rap on the window of the house

  opposite. He could see his own small house where his family lived in two rooms and where the ceiling was always hung with fishing nets. A broader cobbled street circled the village. It ran along

  the harbour front, where crab pots were piled high and men squatted to gossip as they mended their nets. Small fishing boats were tied to the iron bollards along the stone sea wall. At one end of

  the wall on the steps worn down by centuries of seamen’s feet, young boys sat and fished. It was from these steps that each year the priest would bless the fishing fleet. Past the sea wall

  lay a pebbled beach, where upturned dinghies and small wooden boats were tied above the high-water mark. Near them a deep-water channel ran into the open sea beyond the arms of the cove. This small

  village was his home and as he walked with his father towards his family’s house, he felt happy with his little world.




   




  *




  The wedding of Giuseppe’s sister was an occasion for much festivity. The young girl was marrying a village boy, whom she had known all her life. Families on the island

  always intermarried. It was expected; the island was their world, where else was there to go? Giuseppe’s father was pleased with the alliance, for his daughter’s future husband came

  from another prominent fishing family. Everyone on the island believed that the only defence against poverty was family, so he had ensured that his daughter married into a hardworking and respected

  one.




  The couple walked to the church in their best clothes. The priest stood among the incense and statues and blessed their marriage. Afterwards was the great feast. The goat had been slaughtered

  and was roasting on a spit over the coals, basted frequently with olive oil and rosemary. All the guests were waiting eagerly for it to be ready.




  Giuseppe’s mother, Emilia, and her daughters had spent days preparing food, which was amazingly inventive considering the small variety of ingredients available on the island. There was

  sardine pasta with raisins and pine nuts; pasta with eggplant; couscous and pasta with swordfish, which was especially appreciated, for although the fishermen might catch swordfish, the fish was

  far too valuable for the families on the island to eat and were always sold. The feast would end with cannoli, fried pastry stuffed with ricotta cheese and honeyed figs. Giuseppe’s father had

  imported wine in a hog’s head for the event since the island could not produce grapes in any quantity. Although the wedding was extravagant by the standards of the village, it was always the

  custom for the father of the bride to put on such a feast for it showed not just the standing of the family in the little port, but also the importance of its patriarch, and Giuseppe’s father

  was determined to show that he was a noteworthy man.




   




  *




  One Sunday, several months after the wedding, Giuseppe’s mother asked him to take some salted fish to Alfonso in the hills to exchange for some wool and some goats’

  cheese.




  Giuseppe felt shy approaching the farm where Alfonso lived with his daughter. But when Alfonso saw him trudging up the hill he greeted Giuseppe cheerfully and led him into the kitchen, calling

  to his daughter to bring him some water.




  The stone cottage was small, but dark and cool. A large fuel stove that provided heat in winter sat in one corner. Giuseppe had noticed a mud-brick oven outside the cottage where Alfonso cooked

  in summer. A wooden table and chairs sat in the middle of the room and a spinning wheel stood in a corner. But what really caught Giuseppe’s attention was a shelf on one of the walls, stacked

  high with books. There looked to be about twenty and he stared at them in astonishment.




  Alfonso caught his expression and reached for a book that had an illustration of a pirate glued onto its cover. ‘Can you read, boy?’




  Giuseppe nodded. ‘I know my letters and I can read numbers.’




  ‘That’s not reading. Have you read a book?’




  ‘No,’ Giuseppe said quietly.




  ‘Would you like to?’ asked Alfonso.




  Giuseppe wasn’t sure. His parents respected those few people on the island who were fully literate, but the d’Aquinos thought that there was little need for their family to acquire

  the same skills. What use would they be for fishermen?




  Slowly Giuseppe nodded.




  Angelica, who had returned with the water, gave him an encouraging smile. ‘My father thinks that everyone should read books,’ she said.




  ‘Can you read those books?’ asked Giuseppe with a faint challenge in his voice.




  ‘Of course. I have read all of them,’ said Angelica.




  Giuseppe was taken aback but Alfonso laughed.




  ‘That is not quite true, Angelica, but if you like, Giuseppe, you may come here and read any of my books. I could help you.’




  So once a week, on Sundays after church, Giuseppe made the journey into the hills to read with Alfonso.




  ‘What do you want to read books for? We own no books, you will never be able to afford to buy books,’ said one of his brothers.




  Giuseppe shrugged. ‘It might be useful one day.’




  ‘You just want to hang around his daughter,’ said another brother.




  Giuseppe glared and stomped away. But the remark was partly true.




  Angelica intrigued him. Giuseppe knew that she roamed with the sheep and goats and seemed as much a creature of the hills as they. Occasionally he came across her perched on an ancient stone

  wall watching the animals. He was self-conscious, afraid to speak to her for any length of time, aware that he might displease her father while she, who had seemed so shy the first time he met her

  at the dock, appeared at ease and chatted to him freely about his life on the fishing boats and in the village. Giuseppe realised that, although they were about the same age, her knowledge about

  most things, except fishing, made her seem much older than he was. He knew that his mother would never speak to his father with the same confidence and composure as she did with him.




  Eventually one day he asked her, ‘Why are you able to talk like this? You seem to know so much about everything.’




  She gave a short laugh. ‘I might live a quiet life away from the town, but I read books and I speak with my father. He is a clever man and tells me many stories.’




  Giuseppe couldn’t imagine having long conversations with his own father. His father made pronouncements and all the family agreed with him. Giuseppe said defensively, ‘My father

  teaches me to fish. It takes many years to learn. You don’t need books to learn how to read the wind and clouds, to understand what the colours of the sea mean, to watch the birds to see the

  movement of the schools of fish, or to notice the clues that show where the big fish are feeding.’




  Angelica jumped down from the wall. ‘That may be true, but my father can teach you many other things. I will come and listen to you read some time.’




  And so, occasionally, Angelica would appear at her father’s door and listen to Giuseppe as he read, trying not to stumble over the words.




  Within a year Giuseppe’s reading skills had vastly improved and Alfonso decided that it was time for him to borrow books rather than continuing to read aloud. Giuseppe’s visits to

  the farm became less frequent, but he still found time to climb into the hills to talk to Alfonso. Alfonso had lived away from the island. He had travelled, and was better educated than almost

  anyone else in the village. Giuseppe had no idea why Alfonso had left the island but he knew that he had returned when Angelica’s mother had died. Giuseppe loved to hear the stories of the

  time that the shepherd had spent in the north of Italy. Alfonso talked about Italy’s history and politics, and the country’s future, and Giuseppe concentrated as he listened to the

  shepherd.




  Giuseppe tried to imagine the scenes of cities with streets crowded with people, shops filled with clothes and exotic food and furniture that was shining and new. Alfonso loved to speak of the

  theatres, music halls, opera houses and cinema houses showing silent films. He even tried to explain to Giuseppe about the motor cars he had seen, but Giuseppe found it hard to grasp such a

  concept. It was a world that Giuseppe could hardly believe, it was so far removed from the simple village where he’d been born and had always lived. Now Giuseppe even started to wonder about

  the authority of the elderly priest, who was considered to be the wisest and best educated man on the island, but whose horizons and experiences seemed severely limited when compared to those of

  Alfonso. Not that Giuseppe voiced these thoughts aloud. Nevertheless, talking with Alfonso, Giuseppe found himself increasingly curious about life beyond the confines of his village. If he

  couldn’t visit the places Alfonso had been to, he could at least read about them, and dream.




  ‘Giuseppe,’ said Alfonso one day as the two sat at the shepherd’s table, ‘you know that Italy is quite a new country, only about fifty years old?’ Alfonso often

  liked to raise subjects that he suspected Giuseppe knew little about and Giuseppe liked to listen and learn.




  ‘But that can’t be true,’ replied Giuseppe. ‘I know that it must be old because there are lots of ruins on our island. Some of them must be older than fifty

  years.’




  Alfonso smiled. ‘Of course they are. For centuries many different people have lived on this island – Greeks, Romans, Moors and Christians – and they all left a legacy of their

  time here through the buildings they made. No, what I am saying is that before 1861 Italy was made up of a lot of independent states – Sicily, Piedmont, Naples, Calabria and so on – but

  they became united as one country under Victor Emmanuel II.’




  ‘But Father, you have told me that the country is not united,’ said Angelica as she joined them at the table. ‘You said that the people don’t feel like Italians at

  all.’




  ‘You are right. I have travelled throughout this land and I have found that it is full of divisions. People are loyal first to their village, then to their region and finally, if they

  think of it at all, they are loyal to Italy.’




  ‘My father says that when he travelled to the north of Italy, the people there could barely understand him.’




  ‘Why was that?’ asked Giuseppe, who thought that it would be impossible not to understand the clear-speaking Alfonso. ‘I never have any trouble understanding what you

  say.’




  ‘Thank you, Giuseppe. No, what Angelica means is that our dialect here in the south is so different from the way they speak in the north that we are virtually speaking a different

  language.’




  ‘So the north is really different from here?’




  ‘Places like Turin have very modern ideas. There is even a factory there that makes Fiat motor cars. Some in the north look down on people from the south and think that they are

  ill-educated peasants.’




  Giuseppe looked embarrassed because he knew that this was true of his family.




  ‘Cheer up, Giuseppe, not all the people of the north are as advanced as the people of Turin. I worked for a while in Venice. It is a mighty sea port, but it struggles with modernity, just

  as we do in the south. Ten-year-old children work such long hours in the glass factories that they fall asleep beside the ovens. Venice is a very unhealthy city and many people there die from

  tuberculosis and malaria.’




  ‘But the people in the north don’t suffer the hardships that we do here. Tell us again about the earthquake in Messina,’ said Angelica.




  ‘I’ve told you that story many times over, though I suppose I can tell it once more – but only quickly. We have work to do and Giuseppe must get home before it is dark,’

  said Alfonso as he settled back into his chair.




  ‘I was not in Messina when the earthquake occurred, Giuseppe, but I went there only a few weeks later and I saw the terrible destruction. Before the earthquake, Messina was a thriving port

  city, then disaster struck one morning in December 1908. In thirty seconds, one hundred thousand people perished and all the buildings in the city were destroyed. At first the government did not

  believe what had happened and they did very little to help, although the king visited the site. Now the government is supposed to be rebuilding the city, but everyone knows that such reconstruction

  just presents an opportunity for some people to make a lot of money through graft, fraud and embezzlement.’




  ‘That is terrible,’ said Giuseppe. ‘Why don’t the people do something?’




  ‘When Sicily first became part of a united Italy, Sicilians were very excited. They thought that the government would help them rise out of poverty, but instead they were burdened with

  heavy taxes and conscripted into the army. Because of the mountainous terrain in Sicily and lack of government interest, policing was poor and violent gangs developed.’




  ‘Mafiosi,’ said Giuseppe, for everyone knew of these gang members’ stranglehold on power in Sicily and on the nearby islands.




  ‘Most Sicilians are very accepting of the natural disasters that occur in this region. They think that there is nothing that can be done about them. But they are very disillusioned by the

  government in Rome and don’t like the unrestrained violence at home, so many of them emigrate.’




  ‘They go to America, don’t they, Father?’




  ‘Yes, thousands of Sicilians leave every year, knowing that they will make a better life for themselves there.’




  ‘A cousin of my brother-in-law’s went and wrote back to say that he owns two suits,’ said Giuseppe, looking down at his ill-fitting trousers that had already been worn by two

  of his brothers. ‘I think he is lying as I don’t see how that is possible.’




  ‘It might be,’ said Angelica. ‘I would like to go and find out.’ She looked at Giuseppe. ‘What about you?’




  ‘Me?’ He shook his head. ‘I will never have the chance.’




  ‘Don’t be so sure, Giuseppe,’ said Alfonso. ‘Life can be unpredictable.’




  The Italian Front, 1917




  The small army tents were barely discernible as they clung to the rocks that gave little protection against the sleeting rain. Inside their miserably cold dugouts and dripping

  canvas caves, the men hunched over damp cigarettes, dissecting the rumours and speculating about what could be happening on the front.




  Italy had entered the Great War in May 1915, joining the Allies. Austria, to Italy’s north-east, was convinced that if it attacked Italy along the Alps that divided the two countries, it

  would overthrow the Italian army. The Italians knew that if the Austrians were allowed to move down from their high vantage point in the mountains and spill out onto the plains below, the Italian

  army would not be able to contain them. So far eleven battles had been fought between the two armies, but although the Italians had contained the Austrians the enemy remained in the high mountains,

  an ever-present threat.




  The weather closed in over the Julian Alps where the Isonzo River cut through the steep, rocky valley and swept southwards. Giuseppe d’Aquino huddled into his worn army great coat as the

  shower turned to a downpour. From the chill in the wind he knew snow was falling on the upper peaks. Although he was only twenty-one years old, after months of fighting he felt like a seasoned

  veteran. Around him were soldiers of many ages, drawn from the countryside, their faces and hands weathered from farming. Initially they were united in their efforts to attack the Austrians, but

  now they were increasingly discontented. The men felt abandoned in their alpine hellhole near the small town of Caporetto, pawns in a game that, for many, had sapped their respect and will to fight

  for their country.




  He listened quietly, for perhaps the hundredth time, to the endless complaints of his fellow soldiers.




  ‘General Cadorna, what does he know?’ asked a corporal. ‘He is forever getting rid of officers.’




  ‘Everyone knows that if they do not immediately succeed in battle, then he fires them. We’ve had five battalion commanders in the last few months, not that the last three were any

  good,’ responded his friend.




  ‘Hah,’ said the corporal. ‘Would you want to lead men into battle if you knew that failure meant dismissal? Better to be cautious than sorry.’




  ‘Well, if you don’t fight properly, you don’t win.’




  Giuseppe had heard this argument before. The first time he was shocked. He had assumed that the educated officers would know what they were doing, but now as the fighting wore on it was clear

  that this was not the case. I’ve changed, he thought to himself. Once I would never have questioned a man so clearly superior to myself, but now I cannot accept that such people know

  everything.




  ‘Of course, General Capello is different,’ continued the corporal. Everyone nodded, for they all had great confidence in their area commander who always favoured offensive action.

  ‘But I heard a rumour that he is ill and has been sent to Padua to recover.’




  The other soldiers looked horrified by this information. They were to go into battle the next day.




  ‘It might not be true,’ said the corporal. ‘Anyway, even if he is well, how can he fight properly with this equipment? It’s rubbish.’




  No one argued with this. Italy simply did not have the industrial capability to switch quickly to war-time production and so what weapons the soldiers had were inadequate.




  ‘It’s the fault of those socialists in Turin. I heard from my brother that they are deliberately sabotaging the factories because they don’t want to be in this war. Well, what

  about us? We’re in the thick of it and there’s never enough ammunition,’ said another soldier, whose speech clearly identified him as a northerner.




  ‘And we don’t have enough artillery,’ said the corporal’s friend.




  ‘I have also heard,’ said the corporal, who seemed to have an unlimited source of gossip, ‘that those socialists have now been sent up here to help with the

  fighting.’




  There was immediate outrage.




  ‘What good will they be?’




  ‘Are they being punished, or are we?’




  ‘We won’t be able to trust those socialists. They won’t fight.’




  Although all these complaints were very real and easily justified, Giuseppe knew that the biggest sense of injustice among the soldiers stemmed from the army command’s total neglect of

  them. No one was interested in their welfare or morale. Between battles there was no attempt to provide the men with any leisure activities, let alone allow them home on furlough, so they had

  nothing to do but play cards and worry about their families. Who would protect them and make sure that they had enough to eat?




  As the men continued to complain, the unit sergeant rose to his feet. He was a small, wiry man, well respected by his men.




  ‘Best you all get a good night’s sleep now. We’ll be attacking in the morning, but those Austrians won’t worry us, will they?’




  ‘No, Sergeant Tommasi,’ said the men as they settled themselves into their cold, damp dugouts. As far as they were concerned, the Austrians were inferior soldiers. Giuseppe always

  felt safe near the sergeant, who was a good leader in battle and knew what to do to stop his men from being killed.




  The enemy bombardment started early the next morning and lasted for two hours, but the Italians were used to enemy fire and they stayed safe in their dugouts. But then, everything changed. The

  bombardment was fiercer than anything they had experienced before and their meagre shelters were quickly destroyed. Suddenly, Giuseppe found that he couldn’t breathe. He clutched at his

  throat.




  ‘Mustard gas,’ yelled Sergeant Tommasi to his men, and put his gas mask over his face.




  Giuseppe felt paralysed, but the sergeant thrust a gas mask into his hands and did the same with many of the other men. But for some it was too late and they fell, writhing on the ground in

  agony, the poisonous gas damaging their lungs. Grabbing his rifle Giuseppe followed Tommasi. It was obvious that all their defences were broken; the enemy army came pouring towards them but they

  were ready to take them on. Then suddenly the Italians realised that these men charging towards them were not Austrian soldiers at all. They were wearing German uniforms!




  Everyone believed the Germans were vastly superior fighters to the Austrians and now their belief was proved true. The Germans moved rapidly down towards the valley, opening up the Italian line.

  Italian morale plummeted. They could fight the Austrians, but against the Germans they felt powerless. By nightfall thousands of Italians had given themselves up as prisoners. Their war was

  over.




  Tommasi, however, was prepared to take on the Germans. He and his unit fought hard all the next day, but it was clear that they were no match for the superior German tactics and equipment.




  As darkness fell, the corporal finally said what they had all been thinking. ‘Should we surrender to the Germans? We can’t beat them.’




  ‘Do you want to spend the rest of the war as a prisoner or do you want to go home?’ Tommasi asked what remained of his unit. Many of the men were wounded. They were tired and

  demoralised.




  ‘Home,’ whispered Giuseppe. The other men silently nodded their heads in agreement.




  ‘All right, then,’ said Tommasi. ‘Home it is.’




  Led by Sergeant Tommasi, Giuseppe and the remains of the unit picked their way along a narrow path. At times Giuseppe struggled to keep up, for the soles of his boots had now given way and sharp

  stones jabbed his feet. He gave a cry of pain and stopped, leaning on his rifle. The other men sat at the side of the path, sheltered by tall trees, and watched Sergeant Tommasi pull off

  Giuseppe’s boot to examine his bloodied foot. The combination of a rag, some dry grass and a tattered sock was the best repair Sergeant Tommasi could manage before he told them all to move

  forward.




  Suddenly the corporal grabbed Giuseppe’s rifle and flung it into the trees, and then did the same with his own.




  ‘Phhht!’ He pursed his lips. ‘We don’t need these anymore.’




  He gestured to the other men to do the same. After their initial surprise, they quickly followed suit.




  Ignoring the pain in his foot and with the aid of a stick, Giuseppe plodded down the valley road, joining an increasing flow of other soldiers who had also decided that war was no longer for

  them.




  Civilians, fleeing the advancing enemy with their possessions in carts and barrows, competed for road space with the retreating soldiers. Italian reinforcements, sent forward in an attempt to

  retrieve the situation, found it impossible to get through. But the retreat remained leisurely and orderly, as though the troops had all the time in the world to reclaim their own piece of sanity

  and peace by the fireside of home. The men helped themselves to food and drink as they passed through deserted villages. When they passed an officer, Sergeant Tommasi insisted that the men salute,

  which they did. Some officers, though surprised, returned the salute, others shouted at them, ordering them to return to the battle. But the men just kept marching south. At one stage, a staff car

  drove towards them and the men drew to the side of the road to let it pass. They recognised the hated General Cadorna in the back seat and, unbidden, they drew themselves up to attention and

  saluted as the car went by.




  Giuseppe marched on, listening to Tommasi insist that what they were doing was no disgrace. How much better would it be for their families that they should return to them, rather than be

  prisoners of the Germans?




  ‘After all, it has been the simple soldiers who have been let down by the army command, not the other way around,’ said Sergeant Tommasi.




  And this is the same government that let down the people of Messina, thought Giuseppe to himself. It does not care for ordinary people at all. And what will happen to them now? Then he

  remembered what Alfonso had said about America. Maybe he should go there, too, away from this country with so little to offer. Perhaps he could talk Angelica into going with him. The idea put a

  spring into his step. He could not wait to get back to his island so that he could talk to them both.




   




  *




  But when Giuseppe eventually returned to the island, tragedy awaited him. His father had terrible news. In Giuseppe’s absence, Angelica had died.




  ‘How? What happened?’ he asked, distraught.




  His father shook his head. ‘It was sudden. There was no treatment. It was God’s will. Will you go and see Alfonso?’




  Giuseppe walked the familiar track across the hillside and a fierce wind slowed his steps and echoed the cries in his heart. The stone cottage seemed to crouch low against the wind and for the

  first time he was not impatient to reach it. Alfonso saw him coming and stood waiting for him outside the hut, a lone figure silhouetted against the grey sky.




  Alfonso remained still, waiting until Giuseppe reached him before moving, lifting his shoulders in a gesture of helpless bewilderment. The younger man ached as he saw the deep pain etched on

  Alfonso’s face and swiftly embraced him.




  ‘My daughter is gone. She was the light of my life,’ said Alfonso, his voice choking in grief.




  Giuseppe nodded mutely, too sad to speak.




  ‘Angelica, my angel . . .’ Tears formed in Alfonso’s eyes. ‘She was a wild, free bird. Few could have tamed her.’ He paused. ‘She called your name . . . at

  the end.’ He couldn’t speak further and turned away.




  Together they walked to the cottage, the haven Giuseppe had often thought about often during the cold, harsh and dangerous times at the front. How he had longed for the wise companionship of

  Alfonso, the joy of discovering a world through the pages of books, and, always, the presence of Angelica. And he had allowed himself to dream, to plan, to think that one day he would make a new

  and different life with her in America.




  Giuseppe and Alfonso sat in their usual places. Giuseppe’s eyes were inevitably drawn to the little window where, so often, he had glimpsed Angelica, curls bouncing as she ran, hurrying

  the goats and sheep down from the high ground to the cottage so that she could spend time with him.




  Alfonso now seemed a man drained of energy and enthusiasm. It was as though his very essence had evaporated. He told Giuseppe that Angelica had cut her leg and it had become infected; no one

  knew how to stop the infection and in the end it had killed her.




  Giuseppe knew that for Alfonso, no one could replace Angelica’s company, with her keen intelligence and teasing sense of humour, but just the same, he offered to visit Alfonso regularly.

  To his surprise, Alfonso rejected his offer.




  ‘No! You must make a new life for yourself. I have nothing more to give you.’ Then the shepherd turned and walked away, back into his hut.




   




  *




  Even when the war came to an end, life on the island remained hard. Some of the fishermen who had served in the army returned to the sea. Others lay buried on the battlefields.

  Poverty on the island was worse than before, as some of the boats that had been requisitioned for the war effort were never returned. The islanders wondered what the whole point of the war had

  been. They had certainly got nothing from it.




  But discontent was not confined to the island. It had spread throughout the country. In spite of the subsequent resounding victory at Vittorio Veneto, the humiliation of Caporetto continued to

  bring shame on the men who’d been there. The crumbs given to Italy at the Versailles peace settlement were regarded as insulting. Half a million Italians dead, a ravaged countryside, a poor

  economy, high unemployment and inflation, and the disrespect of their allies were all there was to show for Italy’s war efforts. Moreover, increasing disillusionment with the weak government

  had led to growing unrest across the country with strikes and clashes between different political factions. Politically motivated street fights, even murders, were becoming common events in the

  cities.




  Giuseppe felt restless and wished Angelica was there to discuss these matters with him. Nor did he have Alfonso to talk to because, since her death, the shepherd had retreated from all society,

  drinking grappa and disappearing for long solitary walks in the hills, and refusing to speak to anyone.




  One evening at the kitchen table, after his mother and grandmother had dished up potatoes roasted with garlic and olives and tomato passata made from the few tomatoes they had grown, Giuseppe

  put down his fork and said quietly, ‘There is no future here for me. I want to leave. There is a big world beyond this island and I want to try my luck. I have been thinking about this for

  some time now.’




  ‘You have listened to Alfonso too much,’ said his father.




  ‘No one is making a decent living here,’ insisted Giuseppe.




  ‘Our great-grandfather, our grandfather and our father have managed here on this island,’ said his oldest brother as he dipped his spoon into his dish. ‘Our family is strong.

  We will survive.’ The other men around the table nodded their heads in furious agreement.




  Then, to everyone’s surprise, Giuseppe’s grandmother, Celestina, spoke up for him. ‘The people who have gone away from here are doing better than us,’ she said.

  ‘This island, it’s drier than a stone. We can hardly grow our own vegetables. Soon we will be eating rocks. We buy water when our tanks run dry. Fancy buying water! What a way to live!

  We have nothing. One day I asked the butcher for some old bones for soup and he laughed at me and told me to go to the cemetery for them!’ She shook her head. ‘And as for that

  shrivelled prune of a milk man!’ Celestina made a rude gesture with her hand and Giuseppe tried not to laugh. His father and brothers kept their heads down, as his mother joined the old woman

  in speaking her mind.




  ‘Yes, he is watering down the goats’ milk!’ she agreed. ‘Sometimes I think that things will never get better.’




  ‘Will you go to America?’ asked grandmother Celestina. She pursed her lips. ‘That is where everyone goes.’




  ‘But what would you do in America? You only know how to fish,’ asked one of his brothers.




  ‘Your brother-in-law’s relatives work in factories in America. They make good money. Where would his family be without the money they send back home?’ said Celestina before she

  added pointedly, ‘We could do with some of that.’




  ‘How can we afford to send Giuseppe to America?’ demanded his father.




  ‘You don’t even have a pair of shoes,’ scoffed one of his brothers.




  ‘He has his old army boots,’ said his mother. ‘They can be repaired.’




  Grandmother Celestina spoke again. ‘We all need to put everything we have kept under the bed towards his fare. Giuseppe has broad shoulders. He will go to America and work hard and make

  good money. He will send back his money to repay us, and then he will come back and choose a wife.’ She scraped the last of the potato onto Giuseppe’s plate and they all turned to look

  at Giuseppe’s father, who slowly nodded his head in agreement, and so the matter was decided.




  





  2




  IT TOOK MANY MONTHS before the d’Aquino family raised enough money to purchase Giuseppe’s boat fare to America but in the meantime he was

  the centre of attention wherever he went in the village. He was envied, encouraged and sometimes made to feel that he was carrying the dreams and aspirations of all the other families in the little

  port as well as his own.




  It seemed to him that in one way or another all the villagers had contributed to making his trip possible, whether by giving a small donation, or a gift of clothing or practical items, or by

  entrusting him with the addresses of relatives. Their contributions ensured they all had a vested interest in Giuseppe’s journey. Everyone also anticipated that it wouldn’t be too long

  before Giuseppe set himself up and started sending money back to his family from America – which would then be shared in various ways throughout the village.




  Grandmother Celestina was proud of Giuseppe and boasted that he would make a big success of himself in America. Nonetheless, she fretted that she would not live long enough to see him return to

  the island and choose a wife.




  Her friends were quick to tease her. ‘He might choose an American wife,’ they commented. Whereupon Celestina sniffed that he would always choose a village girl, as they were much

  better cooks than American girls.




  Like most of the villagers, Giuseppe and his family had only a hazy idea of what America might be like. His brother-in-law told him of the letters he had received from his cousin, which

  described buildings as high as a hill, streets as wide as four barcas, shops and places to eat with an abundance of all kinds of food, including their own Sicilian dishes and even

  Neapolitan pizzas and a description of the busy factory in which he worked. Giuseppe was impressed, but hoped he would find work as a fisherman rather than working in a factory as he had no real

  idea what a factory was.




  As his departure drew closer the weight of leaving felt heavy on his shoulders. He knew that he needed to make good, not just for himself, but for all the family and friends on his island who

  had given him whatever they could manage from their meagre savings to pay for his passage.




  One day, Giuseppe was surprised when he was given a good second-hand suitcase by his father.




  ‘Where did this come from?’ he asked.




  ‘Alfonso,’ his father replied. ‘He came into the village quietly yesterday afternoon and said that he had heard that you wanted to go to America. He said that he had no further

  use for his suitcase, so here it is.’




  Giuseppe was grateful that he would no longer have to carry his clothes in a bundle. Later when he opened the case he found, tucked into an envelope, some money and a note wishing him all the

  best for his new life. Eventually he had just enough money to pay for a third-class ticket to America. It was arranged that someone from his brother-in-law’s family, who lived in New Jersey,

  would meet him in New York.




  ‘You stay with his family,’ said his mother firmly. ‘Until you make money, and come back home and choose your wife.’




  As the day of his departure approached, Giuseppe imprinted the scenes of the island in his head and on heart. His old clothes were darned, cleaned and folded but before they were placed in his

  suitcase his father told him that he had something else to pack.




  ‘I have made you this traffena,’ he said. ‘I hope that you will have the chance to hunt a great fish when you are in America.’




  Giuseppe looked at the familiar, fearsome weapon with its seven prongs and sighed. ‘Thank you, Father, it is wonderful.’




  Celestina also had a gift for him. She took him aside and pressed a yellowed envelope into his hand. ‘When you need to, sell this – but don’t let them cheat you.’




  Giuseppe was shocked when he unfolded the small square of paper and saw a gold ring set with a red stone. ‘I can’t take this!’ The last time he had seen his grandmother wear

  this ring she had been dressed in her best black dress and her fine lace collar, celebrating her wedding anniversary. Since Grandfather Bruno died, she’d never worn it again.




  ‘This ring belonged to my grandmother so it is very old. I hoped that I might be able to give it to your wife one day but it is more important for you now as you start your new life in

  America. Sell it when you need the money,’ she insisted.




  ‘Nonna, I don’t know what to say. I hope I never have to sell it and I will bring it back for you to wear on my wedding day,’ said Giuseppe.




  She gave him a wistful look and said, ‘I’ll be waiting for that day.’




  As the news soon spread around the village that Giuseppe was leaving the island on the inter-island ferry that day, emotions ran high. Some of his friends teased him. Some commiserated with him

  about how much he would miss his home and family. Others said they wished they had the same opportunity. Everyone agreed that leaving was a large and possibly irrevocable step in his life.




  His mother could not stop crying as she walked with him to the harbour where all the villagers were lined up along the sea wall to watch him clamber into the little boat that would take him to

  Messina. From there he would take the ferry to the mainland and then a train to Naples. For many of the islanders, the idea of travelling to the mainland and then on to the large port of Naples to

  board a liner for America was an adventure in itself.




  Giuseppe, his dark hair plastered in place, felt as uncomfortable as he looked, dressed in dark serge pants and a shirt with a tie. Along with a slightly too large jacket, his clothes had been

  gathered from boxes and cupboards where they had waited for special occasions. He was wearing shoes for the first time, rather than his mended army boots which were packed in his suitcase. The

  shoes had belonged to the baker’s brother who’d been killed in the war. They were too small for the baker but now they were polished and threaded with new twine shoelaces and fitted

  Giuseppe well enough.




  As his suitcase, labelled with ‘G. d’Aquino’ painted in white letters on it, was loaded onto the boat, his friends called out to him, wishing him luck and good fortune in

  America. Giuseppe farewelled his family and the islanders, wondering how long it would be before he saw them again.




  ‘You work hard,’ said his father as he hugged his son, a tear forming in the corner of his eye. ‘And God go with you.’




  The small wooden vessel moved out of the bay and Giuseppe watched the familiar shape of his rocky island home fade into the distance. He hoped that, from a hillside, Alfonso was watching as the

  boat carried him to a new adventure. He knew that he owed a debt to Alfonso and Angelica, for it had been they who had first sowed the idea that it was possible to make a new life in a different

  world where the horizon was not limited by poverty.




  Hours later he arrived at Messina, where he had to wait until the next day for a ferry to take him to the mainland.




  The trip to the Italian mainland in the overcrowded ferry did not take long and he made his way to the train station easily. He found, however, that there was not a train to Naples until the

  following morning, so he made himself comfortable on the platform and, after eating a couple of eggs, some cheese and some hard bread, which his mother had packed for him, he settled down for the

  night.




  At about six o’clock in the morning the train pulled into the station and Giuseppe realised that he had not yet bought a ticket. He raced to the ticket office, where there was quite a long

  queue.




  I should have bought the ticket last night, he thought to himself. Now I could miss the train.




  He almost did, for the queue moved very slowly, but at last he had the ticket in his hand and he ran for the train. By the time he had stowed his bag and taken his seat on the packed train, it

  had started to move, belching black smoke from its engine.




  Italian trains were in a parlous state after the war, and Giuseppe found the third-class carriage very dirty and crammed with people. He managed to squeeze onto the corner of a seat and he

  watched through a grimy window as the train chugged slowly through the countryside, passing towns and villages.




  Night fell and he ate only a little more of his mother’s food, deciding to save as much as he could because the trip was taking a lot longer than he had thought it would. For a while he

  was able to doze, but he awoke with a start to the clatter of complaining steel wheels as the wheezing engine pulled into a siding. Then the lights in the train went out.




  At first the passengers ignored this unscheduled stop but after an hour or so some got down and walked along the track to the conductor’s carriage demanding to know what was happening.

  Eventually the dim lights came on again. Through the window Giuseppe could see the swaying lanterns of the conductor and engine driver as they walked along the railway embankment, calling replies

  to questions from irate passengers.




  The water jugs in the carriage were soon emptied and what little food people still had was shared or eaten surreptitiously in the dark. Giuseppe shared the last of his food with an elderly

  woman. Then those people who had wandered along the tracks boarded the train again as whispers circulated about the possibility of attacks by the bandits who roamed the countryside in this

  region.




  It was daylight before there was a lurch and a grinding of wheels then, with a blast of steam and a mournful toot of its whistle, the train rolled forward. As it gathered momentum and turned

  back onto the main track, the click-clack of its wheels picked up speed, trying to make up for lost time.




  But Giuseppe was worried that he might not get to his ship in time. He’d lost too much time on his journey.




  As soon as he arrived in Naples, he asked for directions to the port. Twice he got lost and had to be redirected. When he finally arrived at the wharf he discovered that the SS

  Providence had sailed for New York earlier that morning. He stood staring at the empty pier, bewildered and disbelieving that the steamship that was to have taken him to his new life in

  America had left without him.




  ‘No, no, no!’ he cried.




  He ran from one end of the port to the other, desperately hoping that there had been some mistake, that the ship was tied up somewhere else, waiting for him. But the whole place was

  deserted.




  He slumped onto a crate and put his face in his hands. How was he going to explain what had happened to his family? He felt so foolish. He should have allowed more time to get to Naples, he told

  himself. There had been so many delays he hadn’t foreseen.




  Then his embarrassment was quickly replaced by fear. What was he going to do now? How long would he have to wait for the next ship? How much would it cost him to stay in Naples to wait for

  another boat? He might once have been a brave soldier, but now he felt like a little boy. He wished he could conjure up Alfonso or his father and ask them for advice. He thought of Angelica and

  wondered if she would be sympathetic or whether she would just laugh at him, sitting so dejectedly on the empty dockside. That thought galvanised Giuseppe into action. He stood up and headed for

  the shipping office, which he had seen at the entrance to the port, to find out if there was something he could do.




  When he got there, he blurted out his story to the shipping clerk who seemed totally disinterested and shrugged his shoulders at the naive young man who was so obviously a peasant. But an older

  woman, overhearing the conversation, took pity on Giuseppe. She came forward, smiling. Giuseppe was grateful for her sympathy and poured out his story to her. But when she told him there was not

  another ship sailing to New York for two weeks, Giuseppe’s face fell. He explained that he didn’t have enough money to be able to afford to stay in Naples for two weeks as well as

  buying a boat ticket.




  She understood his dilemma. ‘You could buy a ticket on the Ricconigi. It’s a cargo ship that takes some passengers and it’s due to sail at noon tomorrow.’




  ‘For America?’ asked Giuseppe, his eyes lighting up.




  ‘No. Australia. It’s all I can suggest. Because it’s a cargo ship, it will only cost you the same as the ticket to America.’




  ‘Australia.’ Giuseppe stared at her. He tried to recall what he’d heard about it. ‘It is so far from here, the bottom of the world. I don’t think that I know anyone

  who has been to Australia.’




  The woman laughed. ‘Many young men from the south of Italy have gone there, Sicilians, Calabrians. I am told that they work in the sugar cane fields. Hard work, but they make

  money.’




  ‘I’m a fisherman,’ said Giuseppe proudly.




  ‘Then maybe you’ll have the opportunity to fish in Australia,’ said the woman. ‘It’s up to you, of course.’




  Giuseppe thought for a moment, but it seemed he had few options and he couldn’t disappoint his family by returning home. Maybe he would make enough money in Australia to travel on to

  America.




  ‘I will go,’ he said.




  He paid for his passage and left his luggage with the kind woman at the ticket office.




  With twenty-four hours before the ship sailed, Giuseppe set off to explore the historic city of Naples. He was overwhelmed by the grandeur of the buildings, fountains, statues and ancient ruins

  and for the first time he became aware of the rich cultural heritage of his country. He realised how little he knew about its history other than what he’d learned from Alfonso. Later in the

  day he sat at a table in the Piazza Dante sipping a cold drink. He was shocked at the price of the food at the cafe, so he decided that he would wait until he was on the ship before he ate

  again.




  He watched the people hurrying across the square and wondered what they all did and where they were going in such haste. Here everyone was on the move. Even when they were seated at tables they

  seemed to be busy, engaged in energetic conversations, so different from home where the men idled away the day, quietly chatting and smoking as they mended nets or contemplated the fishing

  conditions. Here in the city there was urgency in the air and music everywhere.




  Tears came to Giuseppe’s eyes as he listened to a man with a fine tenor voice on the other side of the square sing with all his heart, as passers-by dropped coins into the hat at his feet.

  But before the tenor had finished the song, a group of youths, wearing black shirts and shouting slogans, stormed around a corner, knocked him over and took his money.




  Seeing Giuseppe frown, the waiter leaned across to Giuseppe and said, ‘These are the thugs of Mussolini who are against the socialists and communists. The authorities let them get away

  with too much, even murder! These fascists assault anyone opposed to their own views. I do not think this is what we fought for.’




  Giuseppe nodded, although he was hazy about politics.




  ‘It is a disease, all this political unrest,’ added the waiter. ‘And we Italians will suffer because of it.’




  ‘I am leaving Italy,’ blurted out Giuseppe. ‘I am sailing to Australia.’




  The waiter wiped Giuseppe’s table with a wet rag. ‘Who do you know in Australia?’ he asked.




  ‘I don’t know anyone there. I was on my way to America and I missed the boat. My train was late.’




  The waiter shrugged. ‘Maybe it is fate that you will now go to Australia. Good luck, eh? Ciao.’




  ‘I hope so,’ muttered Giuseppe as he left the table and hurried across the square, avoiding the chanting youths who were shaking their fists outside a small shop. The shopkeeper had

  fled, leaving them to help themselves to his fruit.




  Giuseppe returned to the wharf that evening to sleep for the night while he waited for the Ricconigi to dock. As he walked across the pier, he saw another young man. He asked him if he

  was going to Australia, too.




  ‘Yes, I am. I am here early because I know that if you’re travelling on a cargo ship you want to board quickly to grab the best bunk. Six and more to a cabin gets pretty

  cosy.’




  ‘You’ve travelled before?’ asked Giuseppe.




  The other man shook his head. ‘My brother went out to Australia last year on a cargo ship and he warned me. He also told me to get to the meals early, too.’ He winked. ‘Stick

  with me, I know my way around a ship and I’ve never even been to sea!’ He laughed and stuck out his hand. ‘Antonio.’




  ‘Giuseppe. Giuseppe d’Aquino.’




  ‘You from Sicily?’ asked Antonio, recognising Giuseppe’s accent. ‘Where are you headed?’




  ‘I was planning to go to America but I missed the boat. Now I have decided to go to Australia. I don’t know what I’ll do when I arrive. I’m a fisherman.’




  ‘I’m headed to Queensland to join my brother in the sugar cane fields. But I don’t plan on staying there,’ said Antonio. ‘I’ve heard there are plenty of other

  opportunities. Even looking for gold!’




  ‘I only know about fishing.’




  Antonio shrugged. ‘Well, you’re on your own there.’ He pulled out a cigarette and lit it. ‘You want to eat a pizza? I know a cheap place,’ he added.




  Giuseppe was hungry and it seemed Antonio knew his way around Naples. ‘Okay. But I don’t have much to spend. Have you been in Naples long?’




  ‘A few weeks. I stayed with a friend from my town. He showed me around.’ He looked seriously at Giuseppe. ‘Where I am taking you, you won’t need much money, but be

  careful with what you’ve got. The pickpockets are good here.’




  Giuseppe was about to say that he kept his money in his shoe, but felt a little foolish, so he patted his jacket and said, ‘My grandmother sewed a special flap in the pocket for

  me.’




  ‘Yeah. Men like us get marked as country boys and easy targets. Where’s home?’




  As they walked back along the harbour front, Giuseppe told Antonio about his island, fishing with his father and brothers, and what a struggle life had been for them all.




  Antonio nodded. ‘Yeah, lots of people think the same. It’s no wonder people are leaving Italy by the thousands. There are only old people left in my village in Sardinia. Most of my

  friends have gone to America.’




  The pizzeria was as Antonio had described: a hole in the wall with a wood-fired oven, a small cart to carry the ingredients and a couple of wooden tables and chairs. One man was expertly

  punching and flipping balls of dough, stretching them to a circle, smearing on tomato paste, a handful of cheese, some onion and olives and then sliding them on his wooden paddle into the mouth of

  the oven in front of the burning bits of wood. In a few moments the pizzas were cooked and after a toss of basil leaves on top, they were served to the customers.




  Giuseppe handed over a few coins and bit into the thin crunchy crust. He closed his eyes in ecstasy. ‘You are right. This is good, very good indeed.’




  Antonio smiled. ‘I can show you more of Naples if you like.’




  When they had finished their pizzas, Antonio took him down a street where voluptuous girls in daring clothes leaned against doorways, and taunted and teased the two good-looking young men as

  they walked past.




  ‘They charge too much. Sailors have spoiled them,’ muttered Antonio, trying to sound very much a man of the world. ‘You had a girl yet?’




  Giuseppe shook his head. He knew what Antonio meant, but said, ‘I’d rather save my money. Maybe the girls in Australia will be happy to go with a nice Sicilian boy, eh?’




  Antonio gave a quick grin. ‘Maybe you could come to Queensland with me. We could team up together.’




  ‘Maybe,’ said Giuseppe, glad he’d found a friend.




  Antonio chuckled. ‘We might get lucky at sea, eh? While the mammas are sick in their bunks!’




  They made their way back to the wharf and settled down for the night. Sometime in the small hours of the morning, the Ricconigi docked. Giuseppe raced to the ticket office to retrieve

  his suitcase and as soon as they were allowed, he and Antonio hurried on board to find their cabins, which were down a dim passageway but close to each other.




  ‘Take that top bunk, next to that porthole. Stash your gear under the bottom bunk and don’t trust your cabin mates. Always keep your money on you,’ Antonio advised

  Giuseppe.




  But even the ebullient Antonio had fallen silent when they’d seen the tiny and dingy space the bunks occupied. The narrow cabin smelt stale. The thin coir mattresses were covered with grey

  bedding that looked as though it hadn’t been washed for many journeys. The toilet and bathing facilities were rudimentary. Later they were told that if clothes needed to be washed, water had

  to be drawn from over the side of the vessel.
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