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THE PROMISE TOOK A SECOND to make but became the story of my young life.

I made the promise in Italy in 1905. Papa—his name was Flavio Alfonsi—had knelt on the ground, put his large, rough hands on my thin shoulders, looked into my eyes—I was small those days—and said, “Santo, your job is to keep our family safe until we are all together again. Will you promise me that?”

I gave a solemn nod. Of course I did. Then I asked, “Where are you going?”

“America.”

“Why?”

“I can work in America. Make money. We can live better there. It’s where promises come true. Once I’m there I’ll send for everybody.”

“Where is America?”

“On the other side of the ocean.”

“What’s an ocean?”

“A lot of water.”

Then Papa gave me two prickly kisses—he had a bristly gray mustache—on my cheeks. The next morning, at dawn, I watched him walk away with a bag of clothing slung over his shoulder, a flat cap on his head, and a wave back to me.

“Send for us soon!” I shouted after him.

He held up his hand until he was down the road and out of sight. I didn’t run after him because I didn’t want him to know that I was crying.

“When will we see Papa again?” I asked Mama.

“As soon as he sends for us.”

“His eyes were sad.”

“He doesn’t want to leave us.”

“He told me I must keep our family safe until we are together.”

“Then you must do that,” said Mama. Then she pulled me to her, hugged me tightly, and kissed my forehead, even as her eyes filled with tears. I could have no doubt; she, too, was depending on me.

Which meant that from then on I had to start keeping my promise: to keep our family safe.

Did I keep that promise?

That’s the story I’m about to tell.
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I WAS BORN IN 1896. Or maybe 1897. I’m not sure it matters. In any case, when I made that promise to Papa I was about eight years old. His words—Mama’s words—my words—made me feel older. Important. I’d been given a great responsibility.

Understand, like most people who lived in our small village of Baracca in the Campania area of Italy, we were poor. Extremely poor. That’s why Papa went to America. A fair number of Baracca men had already gone there for the same reasons he did.

My Baracca friends warned me that some men had disappeared in America and no one knew what happened to them. Their families? Abandoned.

Of course, I knew Papa would never abandon us. No more than I would fail to keep my word.
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SOME THINGS YOU NEED TO know.

I was born in the small stone house in which we lived. All I knew about it was that it was older than Nonno, my grandfather.

It had but one room with a wooden door, an open window, and cracked, ruddy-red clay tiles on the roof. The floor was smooth with hard dirt. There were two beds. Mama and Tullio slept in one. My sisters and I in another. The cooking fire was outside. So was our outhouse. For water, we carried a clay pot to the village center near the ancient fountain. Everyone used it.

That fountain was near our small church, whose white walls were stained with streaky gray mold. Villagers said the church wept for our many sorrows.

There were no pews. Behind the altar, on the apse wall, hung a large cross that bore a wooden figure of Jesus. The still air was sweetened by the smell of frankincense.

The nearby cemetery was large because so many died from cholera or malaria. That meant that village doorways were often draped in black to announce someone had passed away. It happened so often every house kept a strip of black cloth in readiness. The whole town went to the funerals because it didn’t matter if you were alive or dead; in Baracca everyone was related.

Now and again, there were earthquakes, which broke homes but not ours, not yet.

Skinny goats and donkeys wandered at will. Flies flitted freely. Lazy lizards lay on low stone walls. It was hot during the summer, chilly in winter. From a distance, I could see jagged mountains. I always wanted to visit them. I never did.

I was told our village was fifty miles from the city of Naples. I never went there either. We didn’t travel. Papa’s going to America was the exception. That meant I knew almost nothing about the world except Baracca. When you are poor, where you live is your whole world.

At the time of Papa’s leaving, my family consisted of Mama, two sisters, Camilla (older) and Francesca (one year younger), Grandpa (Nonno), and a brother, Tullio, new born. Plus me, Santo.

Of course, I had friends, but my sister Francesca was my best friend.

She was shorter than me, thin, with long, black, and somewhat curly hair that reached her shoulders. Her olive-complexioned face was small and round with dark eyes with a gaze that suggested she was looking in from someplace outside, but from where I never knew. That gaze made her look older than she was. Her smile was the brightest thing in my world.

“Francesca, let’s go walk in the hills.”

Hand in hand we would go wandering.

“Francesca, let’s go look for water in the old riverbed.”

While I walked in the middle of the old stream, she walked along the bank, warning me of the deep places.

Or we would sit side by side and talk about village people, the things they did or said, always finding something to laugh about. Since she mingled with the women she knew more gossip than I.

In short, Francesca and I played together, laughed together, and shared our secrets, big or small. Moreover, she had a smile that never failed to lighten me. Though I didn’t know the meaning of the word “love,” next to Mama and Papa, I loved Francesca best. I trusted her the most.

Camilla, older than me, was close to Mama.

Tullio was a baby.

As I said, Nonno, Papa’s father, was living with us. Old—as old as one could be—he was stooped, toothless, and frail. Each day he searched for a spot of sun and sat there. I loved to listen to the stories of his bandit past when he lived off the land and stole from rich people. I wanted to be bold and brave like him.

School? There was none. But our priest, Father Antonio—I believed he was as almost as old as Nonno—taught me to read numbers so I could tell time with his large pocket watch. That let me know when I had the honor to ring the church bell for mass. It was the loudest noise in Baracca. When someone died I rang that bell. Often.

The one rich person I knew about was the padrone who owned most of the land in our district. A gentleman, he lived in Naples, so I never saw him.

It was Signore Bambilla, his fat, sweaty manager, always dressed in a rumpled black suit, who, bellowing like a bull, demanded the monthly rent. He was driven to our village by a driver in a black automobile. As soon as the car showed up we kids stood about and stared at it. It was the only one we ever saw.

Bambilla brought uniformed guards with rifles to make sure those rents were paid. If you had no money you were immediately evicted. Those guards made sure of that. The evicted stood before their padlocked doors frightened and bewildered, not knowing where to go. No surprise: I feared men in uniforms.

With Papa gone I helped Mama in every way I could. I carried water. I lit and tended the cooking fire when there was something to cook. I swept the house. I washed our iron pot at the trickling stream. I hugged Francesca when she grew fearful. I looked after Tullio when he was stupid. I held Mama’s hand when she was sad. Sometimes I begged for food. All of which to say, I did anything and everything to keep my family safe and together. It’s what I had promised.

When we had something to eat, it was mostly beans. If fortunate, pasta, olives, and apples. The fruit was good when picked ripe from the padrone’s orchards. Now and again, I’d get some because I was hired to chase birds away from his trees. That earned me a few lire and some dropped fruit. The bit of money allowed Mama to buy those beans. Meat? We had it, maybe, once or twice a year. There were times we ate nothing except old bread rubbed with garlic.

That’s why—not long after Papa had gone—when we hadn’t eaten for two days and there was no money, I decided to go into the padrone’s orchard and steal some apples.

Like Nonno, I would be a bandit.
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ORCHARD APPLES WERE PICKED WHEN they were green, then put on the ground to turn rusty-red ripe. They tasted wonderful. If the breeze was right, as it was that day, their sweetness floated into our village and made my mouth dream.

I told myself that stealing a few apples was only doing what Papa asked of me—what Nonno had done—taking care of my family.

I knew there was a chance I’d fail because when the apples became ripe, Signore Bambilla had guards posted in the orchard to look out for thieves. Dressed in dark uniforms they carried hunting rifles. They would let people sneak in, trap them, and then drag the thieves to the district magistrate. He would fine you, keeping half for himself and half for those guards.

If you were unable to pay the magistrate he could put you in the army, where you’d stay for years. I knew village boys who had that happen to them. Once—I was told—someone came back after he had been gone for fifteen years.

That I would take such a chance to get some fruit will tell you two things: how hungry we were, and how determined I was to keep my promise. I was sure I’d be safe. Though skinny, I could run fast.

I told Nonno what I was going to do. “Tonight,” I said, “I’m going to steal some apples.”

He smiled his toothless smile, leaned close to me, and in his raspy voice whispered, “You’ll be like me.”

Full of myself, I told Francesca.

She said, “Don’t do it.”

“I promised Papa.”

“He doesn’t want you to be a thief.”

“We need food.”

“Santo, stealing is wrong. And what will happen if you are caught?”

“It won’t happen.”

I told Camilla as well. “That’s stupid,” my older sister said. “Papa would say no.”

Disappointed, I went to my Mama and told her what I was going to do.

She said, “No matter what, Santo, no stealing. We, Alfonsi, don’t steal. Ever.”

“Papa asked me to take care of the family.”

“Being a thief is not the way.”

“Nonno was a bandit. He stole from wealthy people.”

“I don’t care. Promise me you won’t steal.”

“But we have so little food.”

She sighed.

I went back to Nonno and told him. “Mama said I can’t be a bandit.”

He winked his wet eye and said, “Rules, like houses, have back doors.”

I decided I’d get the apples.
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THAT NIGHT, UNDER A BRIGHT moon, I crawled under the fence and went into the padrone’s orchard. I had barely gathered some apples when I heard guards moving toward me. Frightened, I did what I had never done before; I climbed a tree as high as I could and hid among the leaves.

Below, the guards walked right by me.

I was safe.

But when they were gone, and I had to climb down, something happened that took me completely by surprise: being so high terrified me. Never having been so fearful, I was afraid to climb down. Not knowing what to do, I stayed there, sitting on a branch, trying to find the courage to descend.

Of course, at some point, I had to do it.

I went down slowly, branch by branch, gripping them so tightly my fingers hurt, my heart thumping like a bad drum, eyes sometimes shut, jaws clamped, unnerved as never before. When I was something like five feet off the ground, I slipped and came down hard on my feet. On landing, I felt a sharp pain in my left foot. I staggered up and headed for safety, limping all the way. I also lost the apples. When I finally reached home I crept inside and was sure no one knew what happened.

But since the limp remained, Francesca noticed. “What happened to your foot?”

I told her, begging her to tell no one.

“I won’t tell if you agree never to climb so high again.”

I was happy to swear I never would.
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FIVE YEARS PASSED. THE ONLY thing that happened was I got older. By October of 1910, I was thirteen, perhaps fourteen. During all that time, we remained in Baracca waiting for Papa to send for us.

Not having seen him for five years my sole memory of him was his sad eyes and that gray mustache, which scratched me when he kissed my cheeks. I knew he was still in America because now and again he sent money by way of Father Antonio so we could buy some food and pay the rent. Though it kept us alive (and in Baracca) I was sure we would need a miracle to survive.

Though I was still small, skinny, and always hungry, I tried to be the man of the family, helping Mama in every way I could.

I also went to confession. “Father,” I said, “I keep asking for a miracle—that Papa send for us—but it doesn’t happen.”

“Saint Pellegrino,” he replied, “taught us that miracles come to those who don’t ask for them.”

I continued to wait. For Papa. For God. For anything. Nothing happened. It troubled me that, as time passed, I no longer knew what Papa looked like. The one photograph we had of him was an old, faded one of Mama and Papa’s wedding. They looked like children. (I think they were.) I fretted that if we ever got together again he would not recognize me because since he left I had grown taller, if not fatter.

Then our lives got worse.
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NONNO BECAME ILL WITH CHOLERA. Next, Camilla, my older sister, got sick with malaria. Papa’s bits of money went to get them better. But Nonno was old and weak, and the cholera was strong. As his face darkened, I stayed by his side, holding his birdlike hand. I listened as his breath rattled like dried beans in a tin cup.

He died.

Next, my sister Camilla became cold and hot with malaria. She whispered, “Santo, I’m going away.”

“Don’t. We must stay together,” I said. “I promised.”

But with her face as pale and thin as a midday moon, Camilla passed away. When we buried her, Francesca and I had our arms around one another.

“I promise in the name of God I’ll never leave you,” I said to Francesca.

“Nor I you,” she echoed.

Not having kept my family together, I was filled with grief and shame.
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CAMILLA’S AND NONNO’S DEATHS MEANT we had almost no money and less family. Desperate to do what I promised, I went to Father Antonio. “Since God won’t help,” I told him, “you, who are God’s servant, must write a letter to my Papa in America and tell him what’s happened. Tell him that if he doesn’t help, our family will disappear. Tell him Santo is saying that.”

The priest must have written. Perhaps he prayed. A few months later he came to our home in great excitement. “God has sent you a miracle!” he announced and held up a brown envelope. “Your husband has sent you tickets that will take you to America. Your ship leaves from Naples.”

Mama pressed a hand to her heart. “How many tickets?” she asked.

“Four.”

“Where to?”

“America! New York City!

Father Antonio read from the letter. “Your husband is in a place called Boston. I don’t know where that is, but he will come to that New York City to meet you when you arrive.”

I never told Mama that I had asked Father Antonio to write to Papa. It didn’t matter because I was sure everything would be fine since we were going to where Papa was. And it was me who made it happen. I did tell Francesca what I had done.

She gave me a great hug and said, “You are the best in the world! You do what you promise.”
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OUR VILLAGE, BARACCA, HAD A population of maybe three hundred and fifty. Someone told me that Naples, where I had never been, had many more people—thousands—but I didn’t know what that meant.

As for America, and New York City, I had absolutely no idea where those places were, what they were like, or who lived there. I simply reminded myself what Papa said: America was the land where promises come true. Once there, people assured me, you could even find gold on its streets. It had to be true. How else to explain Papa’s having one hundred American dollars to buy us four steamship tickets to join him. He even sent an extra fifty dollars for our trip. Riches!

Father Antonio, reading the tickets, told Mama that the ship was departing from Naples in two weeks. “You must leave Baracca as soon as possible.”

Mama, excited and smiling, not caring if, for once, she showed her missing teeth, agreed. It was wonderful—and rare—to see her so happy. It made me happy.

The priest gave us the name of the ship on the ticket: the Fulda. He had to tell us because none of us could read. In particular, he made me study the letters and memorize their shape like a picture, in my head.

F U L D A

“You must get on the right boat,” the priest warned, “so when you reach that New York City your Papa can meet you. He says he’ll be right there waiting for you.”

“Fulda, Fulda, Fulda.” I repeated the ship’s name many times, never getting tired of saying it. A magic charm.

I told Mama that I would get everyone to America until Papa could take charge again.

She kissed my cheeks and said what Francesca said, “Santo does what he promises.”

Our neighbors and relatives congratulated us, expressed friendly envy, and gave us advice.

“Take food for three weeks.”

“Take blankets.”

“Take every bit of money you have.”

“Keep us in your prayers.”

“Send us some of that gold you’ll find.” That was my friends who said that. Another friend said, “Look out for kidnappers and bandits.”

Someone said, “Cling to your rosary.”

I said “Yes” to everything.

Though eager, we didn’t leave right away. I had to help Mama gather such things as we owned, for the most part, clothing. Since there was not much to choose from I put them in two sacks. I would carry one, Mama, the other. Francesca would carry our best blanket. Tullio was too young to carry anything.

Because we would be walking to Naples, I also worked to fix our shoes. Mine were split, my filthy toes exposed, calloused where they touched the earth.

Mama gave our house to Papa’s brother—Tio Matteo—who, never having owned a house in all his fifty-two years, welcomed the gift with tears of joy.

The next five days took forever to pass. During those long days, Mama shared a favorite saying: “Patience is another way of praying.”
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THE DAY BEFORE WE LEFT Baracca we went to our little church and knelt before Father Antonio, who blessed us and said, “Never forget your religion, your home, or your family.”

Alone I went to Nonno’s grave. “I am going to America,” I told him. “But I’ll never forget you, and I’ll try to be as brave as you.” I kissed my fingers and touched the earth that covered him. Then I burst into tears.

We put Papa’s money in a pouch that Mama strung around her neck. During our last night in Baracca, I did not sleep much. Nor did Francesca. I kept thinking about the good things that would happen to us in America. Most of all, our family would be together again. With Papa!

In the middle of the night, as I lay awake, I worried: Would Papa recognize me? And I him?

I sat up and poked Francesca. She was not sleeping either.

“Francesca,” I whispered, “what does Papa look like?”

She did her best to describe him. But I couldn’t see him. Merely his sad eyes. His mustache. She told me that even if he didn’t know me, he would remember Mama.

“We’ll be fine,” she said.

“I have to ask one more thing.”

“What?”

“Do you think I’ll have to climb anything high to get to America?”

“I hope not.”

“Good.”

I got little sleep. But in the early morning of March 25, 1911, we began our journey.
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THE DAY WAS CHILLY, THE sky clear.

The entire village came to see us off and wish us well. Telling myself I must have the courage of a bandit, and knowing I still had a promise to keep, I led the way. Mama cried but I told myself I would never cry again.

I wore a patched gray shirt, broken shoes, and a green jacket with frayed sleeves that were not quite long enough so my arms seemed long. Tullio was dressed much the same. Francesca had a dress of faded brown cotton, a thin coat, and old shoes too big for her small feet. Mama—her long dark dress sweeping the road like a broom, a black shawl over her shoulders—carried her bundle on her head while steadying it with one hand.

We walked away from Baracca on the dirt road that, everybody assured us, led to Naples. All I knew was that the city was fifty miles away, farther than I had ever been from home.

I took the lead, my arms around my sack, my dirty fingers touching. Though it made my arms ache, limping as was my way, I didn’t complain. I also had the task of keeping my brother, Tullio, close. His curiosity caused him to constantly dart off to examine some rock, some shrub, anything and everything stupid. My job was forever hauling him back and scolding.

Francesca, clutching our blanket in both arms as if it were her soul, stayed by my side.

“I’m scared,” she whispered to me.

“Stay close to me,” I told her. “I’ll protect you.”





[image: image] 12 [image: image]

WE CROSSED MUDDY STREAMS AND dusty places where there was almost no road. We shared the way with others, as well as with loaded donkeys and wagons pulled by men and oxen. Once, a black automobile went by going toward Baracca, its angry horn blaring to force us out of the way. When I saw that Signore Bambilla was in it I cursed him and hoped he would crash.

“That’s a sin,” said Francesca, who heard me.

“There’s no shame in cursing evil,” I replied.

“You’ll be punished,” she warned.

At night we slept by the way, keeping close to one another for warmth and to protect our few things. Our food was bread and water, which Mama doled out with care.

As we went along we were joined by other people who were going to America. I asked them many questions. As always, I was told how rich America was, how easy it was to find work, and that it was a place of freedom, of promise, which made me happy because Papa had said those things. So they had to be true.

“When you get there,” someone told me, “the first thing you will see is the biggest statue in the world, ‘the American Goddess’ they call her. She’s green.”

“Why green?”

“Still young.”

“Seeing her means you will be free and soon be rich.”

“What is the best thing about America?”

“You can work and get paid.”

“Do they speak Italian in America?”

“With so many going from Italy, they must. Otherwise, they speak a language known as English.”

“Not American?”

“The same.”

“Can I learn it?”

“You must,” a man told me. This man, who walked with a limp like me, said, “But know that before you leave Naples, our government people will stick medicine into your arm and check to see that you’re not sick. Don’t refuse. And don’t lose the health card they give you. Another thing: say only good things to every question the government people will ask you. Still, I must warn you: when I went to America they sent me back.”

“Sent back? Why?”

“The American inspectors only accept perfect people. They turned me away because of my limp.”

“I have a limp!” I cried.

“Work to hide it. Also, make certain you show them your money. America has two requirements: health and wealth.”

“We have both.”

“Good! One more thing,” the man advised. “When you get near your ship, don’t buy anything from anyone. People will cheat you. Sometimes there are even kidnappings. Then you’ll go off and lose part of your family, forever.” He waved a finger at me. “Beware. It’s a dangerous journey.”

“I’m not worried,” I told him, even though he made me worry. “I’m taking care of my family.”

“You’re a good son.”

“I promised to be.”

I never thought my limp was important. That man’s saying that it was upset me. I found a sliver of wood and put it in my old shoe to practice hiding it.

I could only hope it would work.
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I ASKED ANOTHER MAN: “HOW MANY miles is it to America?”

“Thousands.”

Not wishing to say I didn’t know what “thousands” meant, I only asked, “How long will it take to get there?”

“A long time.”

It was only then that I grasped how dangerous our trip was going to be. Could we even go so far? Was not the moon closer? And you may be sure I constantly practiced my walk so I would not show my limp.

Another man, small and old with a shiny blue cape over his shoulders, must have heard me talking. He told me he was going to Naples and promised to guide us to where the big ships lay, ready to leave. I introduced him to my family and kept him close. Then I noticed the man kept glancing at the money pouch around Mama’s neck. That troubled me.

Sure enough, the next morning, when we woke, Mama cried, “Our money is gone!”

Right away I thought of that blue cape man. Furious, I ran down the road, overtook him, and accused him of being a thief. Even though he denied it, there was Mama’s pouch strung about his neck.

“That’s ours!” I cried. “Give it back!”

“Get away from me kid!”

Enraged, I leaped up and knocked him down, grabbed the pouch, ripped it free, and dashed away. He did not follow.

I gave the money back to Mama and told her what happened.

“You are truly our guardian,” she said.

I felt like a man. I was sure I could do anything.
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TWO MORE DAYS OF WALKING brought us to the heights that overlooked Naples. The vast size of the city that lay below astonished me. Equally overwhelming was what I saw beyond: unending water. Though Mama tried to hide it, I could see that she, too, was fearful. My sister, also showing anxiety, clung to me. Though I, too, was worried, I pretended I was brave and told them not to worry. “I’ll manage everything.” It was only my little brother who seemed not to care. He continued to pay attention to odd things he kept finding. Stupidity is a kind of courage.

We entered Naples by heading down steep, narrow, and twisty streets that were thick with dust, full of refuse, reeking of gross smells, and crowded with buildings. Washed clothing hung from windows and balconies. I saw rats with naked tails and pink eyes, which I found disturbing. Also, constant noise I couldn’t identify.

But then everything in the city was new to me. Buildings were taller than I had ever seen before: three, four stories high, all dirty, all squeezed together, like many people stuffed into a small room. The height of the buildings alarmed me. I hoped I wouldn’t have to climb up.

There were horse-drawn trolleys. Motorized trucks. Streets covered with large stone squares. Countless shops, as well as open stalls, carts, and baskets, with people selling mounds of food. We bought nothing because I kept reminding Mama we must hold on to our money. “America requires it,” I told her.

More than anything, the huge number of people I saw overwhelmed me, a vast city packed with talking, shouting, yelling, and even screaming citizens. I had no idea there were so many souls in the world. I realized how insignificant we were.

Nor could I believe the number of beggars I saw. Since we must have seemed no different, they didn’t bother us, but I was ashamed of how poor we must have looked.

And for the first time in my life, I saw great wealth: Gentlemen with suits, bowler hats, and ties. Ladies with long dresses, big hats with feathers, and umbrellas.

I also saw policemen and carabinieri. Their black uniforms, with strange hats and swords on their belts, frightened me. As I have said, I feared men in uniform, always anxious that they would arrest me.

Also, my nose itched. It was the smell of the sea, though I had to be told what it was. We were that close. It made my heart beat faster. We were truly going. A glorious adventure, I reminded myself. But at the same time the world seemed to grow bigger every hour even as I grew smaller.

America is richer than Naples, I told myself. It has gold everywhere. We’ll be better off there. It will be cleaner, quieter, and better, too. In America, I reminded myself, people become rich easily. I vowed that someday I’d get my share of the gold.

At last, one of the men with whom we had been walking halted, and said, “The ocean ships are docked at the Grand Port. You’ll find them by going straight along Via Roma.” He pointed and then went his own way.

We were on our own.

“Mama! Francesca! Tullio! This way!” I cried, and led them forward, proud that I was doing so.
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THE STRADA NUOVA WAS A gigantic plaza on the edge of a great bay. There, an immense crowd—with suitcases, bundles, and wicker baskets—had gathered. We quickly learned that most of the people were going to America, though a few were heading for a place called Argentina, not that I had any idea where that was. And some people were dressed in ways I had never seen before and spoke languages I didn’t understand.

Struggling to make sense of so many new things, I began to realize how ignorant I was. I must learn everything, I told myself. Most of all, I must learn how to become smart.

Then I saw the steamships. Tied up at the docks, they were hundreds of feet long, with two, three, or even four smokestacks. Never having seen ships of any kind I stood in awe, knowing that we would soon be on one. I felt compelled to find our ship, to make certain it was there.

I asked Mama to give me one of our tickets to the Fulda.

“Stay here,” I commanded. “I’m going to find our boat.”

I walked along the waterfront looking at the steamships, trying to match the word—“Fulda”—on the ticket to the words on the sterns of the ships, my head going up, down, up, down, ticket, ships, ticket, ships. It took a while, but I found her.

Rising high over my head, the Fulda was painted white, with two smokestacks and four tall masts from which many small flags of different colors hung.

I was alarmed by two things: how tall she was and that I saw no one on her. How were we to get up so high? Would I have to climb? Could I? And would this ship, I asked myself, be able to go those thousands of miles across an ocean? I knew nothing as to how it worked. Were we to sail it? All I could do was pray that she could get us to America.

I also feared that our ship wouldn’t be able to hold everybody. I asked someone standing there how many passengers could get on the Fulda. “More than a thousand,” I was told.

“How many is that?” I asked a man who was standing there.

He waved toward the crowd of people. “A thousand is all of these waiting here.”

Shocked, I hurried to bring my family as near to the ship as possible so we might, when allowed, get on her quickly. With that in mind, I found a tiny open space amidst the crowded plaza and told everyone to sit down close together. Tired from our long walk I did buy some bread because our food had given out.

Mama said, “Now we must wait. Remember what I told you,” she said. “Patience is another way of praying.”

We waited.
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