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  Opening of "Romeo and Juliet"

by William Shakespeare


"Two households, both alike in dignity, 
In fair Verona, where we lay our scene,
From ancient grudge break to new mutiny,
Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean.

"From forth the fatal loins of these two foes
A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life;
Whose misadventured piteous overthrows
Do with their death bury their parents’ strife.

"The fearful passage of their death-mark’d love,
And the continuance of their parents’ rage,
Which, but their children’s end, nought could remove,
Is now the two hours traffic of our stage;

"The which if you with patient ears attend,
What here shall miss, our toil strive to mend."







  
  Prologue


"Church bells would chime their nuptial anthem, 
Till came the 'Manifesto Verona,'
That mandate spawning mischief and mayhem,
Provoking a battle for Ortona.

"They’d be safe by shunning lesser voices,
Ignoring the needy along their path,
Choosing only cold and callous choices.
But that they would not do, not they, not that.

"An engagement like none before nor since,
Tender and timeless, innocent and sweet,
Forever love  – their eternal imprint.
Death does not part for beyond they shall meet.

"Their love reigns still amid sorrow and loss, 
A girl with a star, a boy and the cross."


      [image: image-placeholder]This is a love story,  as you may have gathered by the foregoing sonnet—what’s romance without poetry? You’ll learn hardships plagued our two young lovers beyond belief. Tragedy befell them in so many ways, some too horrific to describe, not here, not now. Though their torment was shocking and profound, their love was so much more, and so this story—their story—demands to be told. A warning: there is grief in the telling, it’s unavoidable given the truth of what happened. But because they loved with such joy, their story is one that will be told throughout the ages.
They suffered trauma, agony, and unspeakable evil, yet they persevered and abide as two become one. Their love transcended the vengeance, the betrayals, the deceit, and every instance of ugliness that dominated their world. Even in death, their love endured, and with it, life. You see, this story is about love, yes, but also about life. For their love transcended all, and in the end, life prevailed. Even still, life prevails.
And it began with a kiss.






  
  Chapter One


Recalling a familiar verse, she improvised a melody and sang: 
“Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth,

For your love is more delightful than wine.

Pleasing is the fragrance of your perfumes,

Your name is like …”

Abruptly, she stopped singing when she heard a bird flying away from its nest joining a pair of pigeons also making an escape. In the woods just ahead, there was a rustling noise and the sound of approaching footsteps. Moments later, two men stepped out from the leafy trees. Now visible under the light of the full moon, she recognized their uniforms. She took a deep breath, pulled her shawl around her, dropped her head and started walking head down towards the path leading into town.
One man grabbed her arm. He glared at her as if to warn her. The other man looked around to see if anyone had seen them come to this place, had seen them with this girl. Not that it mattered, they could do whatever they wanted. He unclasped his belt and let it fall to the ground. He reached for her other arm.
She was a healthy girl, even athletic, some would say. But she was petite and would be no match for these two men. Somehow, though, she freed herself from their grasps. Cut off from the path home, she turned and headed in the opposite direction. She halted as she gazed down a steep rock formation leading to the water below. The two men laughed, knowing the girl was trapped between the hill and the sea. They started towards her.
A loud voice from off in the clearing said, “There you are, my love.”
The girl and the two uniformed men swung their heads towards the sound. One man yanked his rifle from his shoulder.
Cheerily, the voice said, “I thought I’d lost you.”
A young man came up to the girl, sliding an arm around her narrow waist. He pulled her into his chest and leaned forward to kiss her. She leaned back and then leaned back some more. When she could go no further back, their lips met. He held the kiss for a while, a long while. Then their lips parted, and he lifted the girl up, keeping his arm snugly around her waist. He turned to the two men.
“Thank you for keeping my lady company. You never know what can happen to a pretty girl alone late at night. I went searching for a hooting owl and before I knew it, I had lost my way. It took me a while to get back here.” He turned to the girl wearing an earnest expression. “Can you ever forgive me for abandoning you?
She offered neither a comment nor an approving nod. The two uniformed men reconsidered their original plan and decided it was time to move on. With stern demeanors they walked away.
“Ciao!“ the young man yelled with a vigorous wave.
When the two men had gone, he turned to the girl and gave a comforting smile. She looked up at his youthful face, noticing his blonde hair, an uncommon hair color in this region. Then she forcibly removed his arm from her waist and slapped him across the face.
“Ow!” he said, rubbing his now rosy cheek. “Why did you slap me?”
“I’m not accustomed to kissing strange men,” she said curtly. “And especially not one so insolent as you,” she added.
“What did you prefer, that I leave you alone with those thugs or that I pretend to be your boyfriend?”
“I preferred neither,” the girl replied as she straightened her disheveled dress. “But I suppose your way was the better of two bad choices. So I guess I can at least thank you for that.”
“You guess you can thank me? Please don’t do me any favors. I was fine minding my own business before you came around. Anyway, did it occur to you the song you were singing about being kissed is what provoked them?”
Her mouth fell open in shock at the insinuation of her being unchaste. She raised her arm in anger, but let it fall to her side after a moment. “I’ll have you know that is a verse from the Bible, the Song of Solomon. I merely added a melody to it,” she explained to justify her actions.
“That’s not a verse from the Bible I’m familiar with,” he replied.
She noticed the gold cross hanging on a chain around his neck. She checked to make sure her shawl was wrapped around her torso.
“So tell me,” she said as she changed the subject, “do you make a habit of waiting in the woods on summer nights to see who may appear?”
The young man rubbed his cheek one last time before saying, “You’d be surprised.”
She gaged her rescuer with suspicion and said, “I’ll be going.”
“Would you like me to walk you back to town?”
“I can walk home myself without any trouble.”
“Like you were able to walk here without getting into trouble, right?”
She tilted her nose up, took one last glance at her anonymous savior, and began her trek down the path.
“Buona Notte!“ the young man shouted, thinking it would elicit a response. It did not. He shook his head, bewildered by her rejection of him. He wondered about this girl he had met this night on a hilltop overlooking the sea. Her wavy brown hair, how the light from the full moon glistened on her eyes, amber eyes, the color of honey. And freckles dappled across her cheek. But mostly, he thought of the kiss. He thought about that a lot. He scanned the woods to see if he could spot her, but she had vanished among the trees.
“Back to work,” he muttered to himself. He reached behind and withdrew his Beretta from his belt. He loaded a new magazine and racked the slide to chamber a round. After the slide clicked into place, he stashed the handgun back inside the belt. He returned to his hiding place in the woods. The night was young and he had a rendezvous with the Colonel.

      [image: image-placeholder]“No!” she cried as she swatted his hand away. 
“Ow!”
“It’s not time.”
He made another attempt, which she again swatted at, but he was able to secure his objective.
“I told you, wait until everything is ready.”
“But Mama, you know I can’t resist your fresh bread.”
“Bread, pasta, polenta, fruit, salami. You can’t resist anything.”
“It’s not my fault you’re such an excellent cook.” He came up to her and gave her a warm embrace.
“Ah, you’re my baby boy,” she said, returning the hug. “I love to cook for you.”
“I know you do, Mama.” While he was hugging her, he picked up a fork, reached over the graying head of the much shorter woman, and speared a meatball soaking in a pot of tomato sauce on the stove.
“Dante! Not the meatballs. I only have enough meat for a few, and those are Sergio’s favorites.”
“Sergio has to learn to share.”
He scooted out of the kitchen chewing on the bread and meatball and walked out to their backyard.
Ortona was located on the east coast of Italy, along the Adriatic Sea, in the province of Abruzzo. The town of less than 10,000 inhabitants consisted of stone homes connected side-by-side that opened to brick paved streets. They usually had cellars where the patriarchs of the family proudly made their own wines. In some cases, the cellars had passageways to the adjacent homes. The only green spaces were in the backyards, which were quite small. But there was enough greenery to grow a garden, which they used for tomatoes and zucchini along with a few spices. They had a chicken coop, as well, which provided them with a basket of eggs most days and made for a fine soup broth when the chicken’s time was up.
“Silvia, how many eggs did we get today?” he asked his sister, who was tending to the garden and the coop.
“Not so many,” Silvia said as she balanced three baskets in her arms. She noticed her youngest brother chewing on some food. “Even if we had dozens, I don’t think it would be enough for you.”
“You’re probably right.” He laid down on a patch of grass and gazed wistfully at the blue sky above. “When I get rich, I’m going to have bountiful feasts every day. Lamb, steak, lasagna, all flavors of gelato and giant, creamy chocolate cannolis. It’s going to be so good.”
“And how are you going to get rich? Is someone going to give you millions of lira?”
“I don’t need gifts from anyone. I’ll make it on my own. I have big dreams.”
“Dreams? Dreams of what? You don’t have a job and you don’t even go to school anymore. In your dreams, does money get printed whenever you want? Because that’s the only way you’re going to get rich.”
Dante got up from the ground. “Good pep talk, Sis.”
Silvia giggled and pinched Dante’s cheek. She couldn’t stay mad at Dante. He was slender and handsome, with shoulder-length blonde hair, while she was somewhat portly with dark black hair in a bob cut. They were separated by several years and quite different in personality. Yet, facially they resembled each other and people could tell they were related. “Dante, you’re a good boy. I just don’t want you to be disappointed. Life is hard. Especially now.”
Their mother called the family to dinner. Dante headed immediately to the kitchen. “Right now, life is good because I’m going to get more meatballs.”
He was the first to sit down at the round wooden table. Silvia came next after putting away the eggs she had collected.
Sergio entered the kitchen. He was three inches shorter than Dante, but thicker and more muscular. “I smell my favorite—meatballs!”
Mama Sabbato put a plate of spaghetti and two meatballs in front of her older son.
“Grazie, Mama,“ Sergio said as he dug into the food.
She handed Silvia a plate of the pasta and gave Dante a plate with a single meatball.
“What’s this?” he asked.
“You already had one, Dante. And I need to save one for Papa.” The woman turned away and hung her head. She didn’t make a plate for herself.
Silvia shook her head discreetly at Dante. Food was scarce everywhere, and the stock of beef in town was very low.
“That’s okay, Mama. This is perfect for me,” Dante said, understanding his mother’s regret at not being able to make extravagant dinners like she had in the past.
The front door opened and in walked Emilio Sabbato. The short man with his thinning gray hair combed over to one side sat down in a huff.
“Stupido,“ he said without elaboration.
“Who’s stupid, Papa?” Sergio asked between bites of food.
“Everyone,” he answered, throwing his hands up in the air in disgust while his wife set down a plate of spaghetti with the one remaining meatball. He ate his food while explaining his frustration. “We need to build train service from Rome to Ortona, but now they say there’s no money.” He pounded his fist on the table.
“Emilio!” his wife scolded her husband.
“Rosa, we need the train station. If not, Ortona will always be a small fishing village people pass by on their way to Venice.”
“How much money do they need, Papa?” Sergio asked.
“It doesn’t make a difference. The government can just print it. Who cares how much? It’s only paper.”
Dante turned to Silvia, “See, Papa says we can get print as much money as we need.” Then he asked his father, “Papa, wouldn’t it be easier if the government forgets about the train and prints money for the people?”
“Dante, you’re just a boy,” his father replied. “You don’t understand how these things work.”
Sergio turned to his younger brother. “You’re just a boy,” he chided, giving him a slight tap to the chin.
Dante shoved Sergio’s fist away.
“Boys!” Mama yelled. “No more fighting. Mangia.”
Silvia looked around the table with some trepidation. “Papa,” she began softly, “do you think a train will go from Ortona to Milan?”
Emilio dropped his fork on his plate. “Not this again,” he said. “Silvia, how many times have I told you? You are not going to Milan to chase after somebody who is too old for you, too poor, and lives too far away. Find someone nice in Ortona. It’s not too late. You’re not so old.”
“I’m almost 30 and there’s no one in Ortona I want to marry. I want to marry Paolo!”
“Paolo, sweet Paolo,” Sergio said sarcastically as he mimicked a kissing sound. “Where for art thou, Paolo? Show us again the picture of you and Paolo, the only proof we have he really exists.”
Silvia jumped up from the table. “Stop it!” she shouted and ran to her bedroom with tears welling in her eyes.
Rosa threw out her arms in exasperation. “Why do you tease her? You know Paolo is all she thinks about.”
“Mama,” Sergio said, “we’ve never met this guy. We’ve never talked to him. All we know is she spent a week with him when she went on holiday to Milan in the spring and he works for a small travel company giving tours around Milan. But Silvia thinks she knows him well enough to marry him. Who is his family? She says he’s 40 years old. Maybe he was married before. We don’t even know if he’s Catholic.”
Mama Sabbato made the sign of the cross as she considered that possibility with a worried expression.
“It would be great if Paolo turns out to be a good guy, but how can we be sure?” Sergio asked. “It takes time to figure these things out. Love is not that easy.”
Dante turned to his brawny older brother. “It’s not?”
“No, it’s not,” Sergio said as he mussed Dante’s blonde hair. “You’ll learn one day.”
“Never mind. Silvia will get over it,” Emilio said to end the discussion. “Rosa, where are the rest of the meatballs?”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Nonno! Dinner is ready,” she called across the room. 
Heeding her call, the elder Mondella pushed himself up from the couch with a groan and limped slowly to the dining room. “Coming, Miriam. Give me a minute.”
Miriam pulled the chair out from the table to help her grandfather be seated with the rest of the family, her father, Michael, her mother, Ruth, and her little sister, Rachel. This was the only family Nonno had left now and these summer visits to his farmhouse on the outskirts of Ortona brought him great joy, especially now as time was clearly taking its toll on him. It brought joy to all the Mondellas.
“Thank you, Miriam,” Nonno said. He looked around the table with a wide smile. He raised his glass. “You make me so happy. L’Chayim.”
The others raised their own drinks and repeated in unison, “To life.”
Ruth passed the matzah bread to her husband, who passed a bowl of farfel soup to his father.
“Ruth, the soup smells wonderful,” Nonno said, breathing in the scent over his thick, gray mustache. “Michael, I made a barrel of wine in the cellar. You and I can have a glass after dinner.” He turned his attention to his granddaughters. “Rachel and Miriam, I didn’t get a chance to talk to you yesterday after you arrived. What are your plans for this summer?”
“I want to go to the beach and swim in the sea,” Rachel said.
“And so we will. We will have many days at the beach. We’ll see if you’ve become a better swimmer since last summer.”
“Oh, I have. You wait and see. I’ll show you.”
“But remember, Rachel,” Ruth said, “the sea can have very rough waves, so always make sure you’re with one of us when you go in the water.”
“But I’m 11 now. I can go there on my own.”
Michael reached for his youngest daughter’s arm. Sternly, he said, “Listen to your mother. We need to be careful. Things are different now.”
Miriam hadn’t told her parents of the threatening incident on the hill because she didn’t want to frighten them. But she understood what her father meant when he said, ‘things are different now.’ Nor had she told them of the handsome boy who had come to her rescue. And, for the moment, she did not intend to.
“How about you, Miriam?” Nonno asked.
“I’ll go with Rachel to the beach, of course. But what I really want to do is help you with the farm.”
“What fun is that for a girl your age? Which is how old?”
“17 and a half.”
“17 years old! And still with those cute freckles. You must want to do more than help your old grandfather in the fields all summer.”
“But I do want to help you so I can learn about growing and harvesting olives.” Pausing for effect, she issued a proclamation. “I’ve decided I want to become a horticulturist.”
“What’s that?” Rachel asked.
“It’s someone who is an expert in growing plants and vegetables so people can eat,” Michael answered. “Isn’t that right, Miriam?”
“Not only so people can eat, but grow things that can be used to make products. In fact, I’m reading an article that claims dandelions can be used to make rubber. I’m going to experiment with it to see if it works.”
“Is that so?” Nonno asked. “A flower can be turned into rubber? I never knew that. My small olive farm is used only for making olive oil. I’ve never considered if there are other uses for it. Well, if you really want to, June and July are prime months for caring for the olive trees. And there is a field full of dandelions on the northern end of the property you can use for your experiments.” Nonno leaned over and kissed Miriam on her forehead. “My pretty young scientist.”
“Ruth and I thought we’d help with repairs,” Michael interjected. “We know you haven’t been able to keep up with everything since you had your heart trouble.”
“I don’t want you and Ruth to spend all summer working. Enjoy the sea, read some books.”
“You know Michael always brings books with him,” Ruth said. “I have a couple I want to read, too. But we can help fix up the house and restore the barn. It will be good exercise.”
“Yes, Nonno, it will be good.” Miriam said. “We’ll all help.”
“Even me,” Rachel said. “I can paint now!”
Nonno laughed and nodded his head. “I guess I can’t argue with all of you. It’s just so wonderful to be together again. I feel so blessed.”
Miriam raised her glass towards her grandfather. “And we are blessed to be with you, Nonno.”






  
  Chapter Two


It was sunny and hot, but not so hot that the neighborhood boys couldn’t get up a game of soccer. 
Dante and Sergio left the house and picked up Donato DiFrancesca, Dante’s tall and skinny friend. They continued like pied pipers walking down the street to the playing field recruiting players as they went. They rounded up a total of eleven boys, including Enzo and Aldo, twin 16-year-olds who were well known in Ortona for their skill and speed. Rumors were that the Italian National Team had them on their list of prospective future players on the squad. There were many things Italians were proud of, and they would let you know that, but few were more impactful than a player becoming a member of the Azzurri. As a result, the twins were very popular in Ortona.
They kicked the ball around to warm up, then divvied up the teams. The one thing everyone knew was that Enzo and Aldo had to be on opposing teams or else the game would be completely one-sided. The twins didn’t mind—and they wouldn’t hold back when playing the other. They never did.
Sergio played in the goal for Dante’s and Donato’s team. Now 25 years of age, Sergio was a decent player, but was no longer in the same shape as the younger players. As the game was about to start, three more neighborhood boys joined in, though none of whom were particularly good, making the game 7-on-7.
Aldo’s team took the kickoff. After a couple of short passes, the ball rolled to Aldo’s right foot. He veered left, right, took another touch to set the ball, and in one smooth motion, drove the ball from forty yards out, skimming over Sergio’s extended arm.
“Goal!”
“No goal,” Sergio disputed. “It would have been too high,” he said, pointing out that the ‘net’ was two broken tree branches a few feet apart, but with nothing to mark the height.
“1-nil,” Aldo clapped, unconvinced.
“Sergio, let it go,” Donato said. “You can barely jump anymore. It would have gone in the net.”
“Maybe I can’t jump anymore, but I can still kick your butt, you skinny bastardo.”
“Yea, well, I may not know who my father is,” Donato responded, “but at least I don’t have a father who licks the boots of a fascist dictator.”
Sergio took an ominous step toward Donato, but Dante grabbed him by the shoulders. “Boys, we just started the game and already we’re losing and fighting each other. Let’s try to take our anger out on the other team, capisci?
“Understood,” Sergio said as he grudgingly headed back to the net.
“Your brother has real anger management issues,” Donato said to Dante while returning to his position.
The game continued, with Dante tapping the ensuing kickoff to Enzo. He dribbled through three defenders, including his brother, and lofted a soft ball across the field perfectly aimed at Donato’s head. Donato didn’t have to do much, merely stiffen his neck. The ball hit off Donato’s forehead, redirecting it on one bounce past the opposing goalkeeper.
“Goal!” Donato yelled as he leaped in the air. “Woo-hoo!”
The game swung back and forth, with each team scoring several goals. There were frequent arguments and another instance of near fisticuffs. But after an hour, the heat finally took its toll and they called the game with Aldo’s side ahead by two goals. They shook hands and went their separate ways.
“Hey, Enzo,” Dante called from over fifty yards away, “that’s my ball. Send it here.”
Enzo nodded and powerfully kicked the ball to him. It sailed well past Dante and kept on rolling.
“Sorry!” Enzo yelled as he and Aldo headed home. Donato left the field with Sergio, placing his arm around Sergio’s shoulder consoling him on their team’s defeat.
Dante went to retrieve his soccer ball. It had landed in an adjoining field full of yellow flowers, crushing several before coming to a stop.
“You’re ruining my dandelions!”
Dante looked up and saw her rushing to him. She was wearing a wide floppy hat to keep the sun off her face, but when she got closer he saw the freckles and the amber eyes. It was the girl on the hill.
“Your ball is crushing the dandelions I’m trying to harvest,” she said, pointing to the damaged area.
Dante didn’t know how to respond, only saying, “Hello.”
She lifted her face and looked at Dante. “Did you hear what I said?” she asked before recognizing the blonde hair. “Oh, it’s you.”
Dante smiled. “Yes.”
They stood there for several seconds, with neither one speaking. “Well,” she said.
“Well, what?” Dante asked timidly.
“Are you going to get your soccer ball off my dandelions?”
“Yes, of course.” He took two steps to the ball and scooped it up.
“I’ve been working all day in the field to collect enough dandelions for an experiment I’m working on.”
“Ah, so these are dandelions.”
“What did you think they were?”
“I didn’t think about them at all. Just that they were yellow flowers.”
“That you crushed with your soccer ball.”
“Just a few.”
“Just a few could make the difference between my experiment working or not.”
Dante nodded his head. “I guess that answers that.”
“What answers what?”
“You’re still mad at me.”
Her mouth fell open, and she was about to reply, but instead burst out laughing.
“Very nice,” Dante said.
“What is?” she asked as she got her laughter under control.
“Your smile. That’s the first time I’ve seen it.”
“That’s because you gave me something to laugh about.”
“I’ll remember that the next time.”
“So you think there is going to be a next time?”
“I hope so.”
Seconds of silence ensued. Dante asked, “Can I help you collect your dandelions for your experiment?”
“That would be nice,” she handed him a wicker basket. “You pull those and I’ll work over here.”
“Is there a certain way to pull them out?”
She knelt down and took a dandelion at its base, and lifted it from the ground. “Just like that.”
Dante bent down next to her. He reached for a dandelion and snapped it separating the yellow flower from its stem, but leaving the root in the ground.
“No, not like that,” she said. She gently took his hand and guided it to a dandelion. With her hand on top, she pushed his fingers deep into the moist soil. She wrapped both their hands around the long stem and gripped it firmly. Slowly, they tugged and tugged again and on the third attempt withdrew the intact dandelion from the ground, revealing a long, thin root. She wiped away the excess dirt and blew some debris off the yellow flower. “Like that,” she said. “But faster, or we will be here all day.”
“I wouldn’t mind that,” Dante said.
“You wouldn’t mind being out in the sun all day picking weeds?”
“I thought this was a flower?”
“Yes, a dandelion is a flower, but it’s also a weed.”
“Well, in any case, I wouldn’t mind picking weeds with you if it weren’t for one thing.”
“Which is?”
“What’s your name?”
She laughed again.
“That’s two times I made you laugh.”
She nodded. “Miriam.”
“Dante.”
“Like the author.”
“That’s what I’ve been told, but I never read the ‘Divine Comedy.’”
“You haven’t?”
“We studied it in school. Every Italian kid does. But it was too long for me to read and the parts I read, I didn’t get.”
“I thought it was wonderful. Such grand poetry and the allegories were amazing.”
“You read it in school?”
“No, my father is a college professor and he makes me and my sister read all the time. Actually, though, I love reading. I read the ‘Divine Comedy’ twice.”
“You read the whole thing twice from beginning to end?”
“Of course. I finish what I start. Just like picking these dandelions. Which I need to finish before dinner time.”
They returned to picking the dandelions, filling up the wicker baskets Miriam had brought. Dante helped carry the baskets to the barn, where they placed the dandelions in large bins together with her previous harvests.
“I have to go inside now. But thank you,” Miriam said as they left the barn.
“You’re welcome.” He started to walk home.
“Dante,” she said.
He turned to her.
“You were wrong.”
Dante furrowed his brow. “About?”
“About me being still mad at you,” she said. “I was never mad at you. Not now, not then.” 
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So he did what he was told and asked few questions. There wasn’t any in-depth training, and he wasn’t given any special tools, except for an old map and a monocular that he could slip into his pocket. He was told to patrol along the coast and take notes of what he saw, mark on the map where he saw forces being deployed, and report his observations. Act casually, he was told, and don’t get noticed. A simple duty, but a necessary one.
This night he saw supply trucks driving south along the coast, which was more noteworthy than usual. Excited to have meaningful information to convey, he looked forward to his meeting with his liaison.
They had originally met in town when he was at a tavern drinking late into the night and they ended up having a long discussion. Of what, Dante couldn’t remember, given how much wine he had drunk. Shortly after that, they met as Dante was leaving Sunday Mass. He reminded Dante of their prior visit and formally introduced himself as ‘the Colonel.’ The Colonel was secretive, talking in a whisper even though they were outdoors with no one else around. He had a slim, wiry frame with eyes that bulged out of the sockets. He gave the aura that whatever he was doing was extremely important.
And so when the Colonel told him what he was working on and asked Dante if would work on his team, Dante accepted on the spot because it seemed to be, well, important.
Tonight, as usual, they met on the hilltop. The Colonel said it was good to see ‘Blondie’ again. Everyone in the brigade had a nickname and Dante’s was self-evident. The Colonel asked how an Italian got to have such blonde hair. Dante explained it came from his mother’s side of the family, who were from northern Italy.
The Colonel said his nickname was a pseudonym, too, but he didn’t say for what.
Dante enthusiastically reviewed the movement of the supply trucks in meticulous detail. The Colonel complimented Dante on the good work and thanked him for the significant information. He then told Dante he wouldn’t be in contact for a while. He had to travel across the country to present the reports he had received from Dante and the other agents and summarize the findings to higher-ups. Dante asked who the higher-ups were, but the Colonel wouldn’t say exactly because it was classified. He alluded to the ‘land of maple syrup’ and assured Dante it was mission-critical.
The last thing he told Dante was that future communications would be restricted for security reasons. Rather than deliver his surveillance reports personally, the Colonel handed Dante a metal box. He took out his knife and carved an ‘X’ on the massive oak tree they were standing next to. Put your reports in this metal box, he directed, and bury it below the mark. He would send another agent to discreetly pick-up the report from Dante and the others working for the Colonel. As long as the box was empty when Dante unburied it, he could be certain that his reports were being transferred to the Colonel.
If the Colonel needed to transmit a message to Dante, he would send a letter with no return address. He told Dante the message would be in code, but he’d be able to decipher the message, whatever it was. Standard spy craft, the Colonel asserted. For now, he concluded, continue with the nightly observations.
It was extremely important.
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“Why can’t I stay?” a voice cried out in despair.
He rubbed his eyes and turned his sight to the sound. It was Miriam.
She was talking to an older man and then ran into the house, very upset. The man followed her inside. Dante wanted to see her and walked up to the door and knocked.
“Yes,” said a little girl with long braids.
“Hello,” Dante said. “Can I speak to Miriam, please?
The girl scrunched her nose and mouth as she evaluated the person at the door. She turned away loudly and said, “Miriam, there’s a cute boy here to see you.” There was no response and so the girl opened the door and said, “Come in. Things are crazy right now.”
A woman was gathering clothes and putting them into a suitcase. The man who had been talking to Miriam was loading books into a duffel bag. A sad looking elderly man was packing food items in the kitchen.
“Miriam!” the little girl shouted.
Miriam peaked out from a bedroom. She saw Dante, wiped some tears from her eye, and came out. “Hi,” she said with a forced smile.
“Hi,” Dante said. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. Is this your sister?”
“I’m Rachel.”
“Hello, Rachel. I’m Dante.”
“Dante, like from the big book?”
“Don’t tell me you read it, too?
Rachel nodded her head vigorously. “Daddy made me. But I didn’t get it.” She lowered her voice. “But don’t tell Daddy that.”
Dante bent down and in a similarly soft voice said, “I won’t because I didn’t get it, either.”
Rachel giggled. She turned to Miriam. “I like him.”
“She likes me,” Dante said with a grin.
“That makes two of us,” Miriam replied. “Let’s go outside and talk.” She took Dante’s hand and she lead them into the middle of her dandelion field.
“My experiment has been going so well. And now it’ll end.”
“What happened?”
“My father was notified by his university they have a position for him.”
Dante’s heart sunk at the thought of losing Miriam. “I thought you were going to be here all summer.”
“We were. But my father had lost the courses he was teaching because there were fewer students enrolling this semester due to the war. He’s been trying to find another university to teach at, but no one will give him a position. Today he received a telegram that a professor at his school came down with a serious illness and will be unable to teach for several months. My father can teach his courses until the other professor recovers. Except classes start tomorrow and so we have to leave.” She leaned into Dante’s chest. “I wanted to finish my dandelion experiment.” She lifted her head and looked into his eyes. “And I wanted to spend more time with you.”
The door to the house slammed. “Miriam!”
It was the older man, her father. She took Dante’s hand and walked to the house. “Daddy, this is Dante. Dante, this is my father.”
Dante lowered his head in a half bow. “Hello, sir.”
Miriam’s father didn’t reply. He turned to his daughter and, in a soothing voice, said, “Miriam, you need to finish packing. We’ll leave as soon as I can find a bus to take us back to Rome. ”
“Well, sir, that won’t be today,” Dante said. “The buses to Rome only leave twice a week and one left yesterday.”
“You mean it will be two more days until the next one departs? That won’t work. I’ll lose the class.” Mr. Mondella was troubled by the possibility of losing the income his family desperately needed. “We must get to Rome tonight. I have to teach that class.”
Dante looked towards the barn and saw a truck parked alongside.
“How about that truck?” Dante asked.
Miriam’s father turned and his eyes widened. Then, after a moment’s reflection, he shook his head. “No, my father needs that for the farm. He has workers scheduled this week, and they need the truck for hauling supplies and equipment. If he was healthy, he could drive us to Rome and be back tomorrow, but he can’t drive anymore.”
“I can drive.”
“You know how to drive? You look like a young boy.”
“I’m 18 and I learned how to drive three years ago.”
“You’ve been driving since you were 15?” Mr. Mondella raised an eyebrow. But after considering the available options, or lack thereof, he acquiesced. “If I drive us all to Rome, you’re sure you can drive the truck back here by yourself tomorrow?”
“I’m more than capable.”
“This isn’t something I would usually approve of this, but it’s critical to get to Rome today.”
“Sir, I’ll tell my mother about the trip and I’ll be back here in an hour.”
Miriam smiled widely at her father and took his hand. She whispered something in his ear.
“Dante,” Mr. Mondella added, “tell your mother you’ll be staying with us tonight before returning home tomorrow.”
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“I miss you already, my pretty scientist” Nonno said as he and Miriam hugged each other.
Ruth gave her father-in-law a kiss on the cheek and Michael followed by giving his father a long handshake.
“Shalom, my son,” Nonno Mondella said as the handshake turned into an embrace.
“Shalom.”
Mr. Mondella drove with his wife and Rachel in the front seat next to him. Miriam and Dante sat behind the cab in opposite corners of the cargo bed on a plaid woolen blanket. They waved goodbye to Nonno as the truck pulled out of Ortona.
The four-hour ride traversed around and through the Apennine Mountains range, cutting through the Italian peninsula. Sitting in the back of the rickety old truck driving on mountain roads was extremely bumpy. But Dante didn’t mind. He and Miriam talked most of the time. She explained her dandelion experiment to Dante, which he didn’t really understand, but he listened attentively nevertheless.
“You’ve met my family,” Miriam said after finishing her mini-dissertation on dandelions. “Tell me about yours.”
“It’s Mama, Papa, my sister, Silvia, and my brother, Sergio. Silvia and Sergio are older than me and were born in northern Italy when my parents were first married. My Papa got a job with the local government in Ortona and they moved here when I was born. We’ve been here ever since.”
“So you’re the baby of the family,” Miriam said teasingly.
“And they let me know it. Sergio is always pinching me on the cheek like I’m a little kid and Silvia protects me like I’m her own child.”
“That’s sweet. Do you look alike?”
“How many Italians do you know with blonde hair like this?” Dante asked as he swiped his hand through his golden locks. “I’m the tallest one in the family,” he continued, “but Sergio is real muscular. Silvia has black hair, but people say we look alike.”
“And your parents?”
“My Mama is awesome. Never complains, never stops working for the family. I don’t know what we’d do without her.”
“She must love you a lot.”
“She does, except when I steal food from the kitchen.”
“Oh, stop. A mother always likes to see their children eating well.”
“I know. And I’m definitely the best one in the family for eating. Even better than Sergio.”
“And?”
“And what?”
“What about your father?”
Dante bit his lip. “My father works hard. He always likes to keep busy. And he has big plans.”
“Plans for what?”
Dante shook his head. “I don’t know exactly. Things I don’t understand.”
Miriam saw that Dante didn’t want to talk more about his father and changed the topic. “I think it’s going to rain,” she said, tilting her head towards the sky. “Look at those clouds.”
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