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  For my mother, Anna, and my three brothers.

We have been through so much together in life, and I am forever grateful to have had each of you by my side through it all. I hope you enjoy this tribute to our journey, our family, and the memories we share.

And for my beloved wife, Lori, and our three beautiful children, Nicholas, Matthew, and Rachel.

I love you all with all my heart.

Doriano
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  The Bombs of Youth

  
  




September 1943. Southern Italy. Mussolini had fallen, but the war was far from over.

Anna Scaramucci, a dark, skinny 10-year-old girl, was playing with her friends on the cobblestone streets of their small town as they laughed and ran. 

Anna heard a plane flying overhead and pointed at it. Moments later, there was a thunderous explosion in the distance, followed by a massive cloud of smoke. 

Anna stopped, frozen in fear, and turned to run back home. She kept looking over her shoulder as she ran until she ran into someone and fell to the ground.

She looked up and saw a German soldier looking down at her with a puzzled expression.

Anna gasped and scrambled away from the soldier who looked at his fellow soldiers, and they all laughed. 

Anna ran away as fast as she could until she was out of breath and reached her mother, who was outside their house and embraced her. 

“Anna,” said her mother, Filomena Scaramucci, who was wearing her usual black dress that she’s always worn in mourning since losing Anna’s older brother, Toto. 

Anna and her mother both looked at the German soldiers marching in their streets as other neighbors emerged from their homes only to slink back inside in fear.

The soldiers smirked and scowled as they marched through the village, and Anna cried while being hugged by her mother. 

“Don’t worry, precious one,” Anna’s mom whispered as she consoled and caressed her daughter’s long, dark hair.

“They will take care of Hitler and his men just like Mussolini and those filthy Fascists.”

Filomena and Anna went into the house. Anna’s father, Marco, walked over and hugged both of them. He was a short, stocky man who adored Anna so much. He wasn’t a handsome man by any means, but he was the kindest man around. 

“Are you okay?” Marco asked.  

Anna nodded yes as she hugged her father tighter. “Yes, Papà. I am now.”

Marco kissed the top of Anna’s head and let her go. He went to his usual spot on the sofa next to the radio, which he listened to all the time. 

Anna walked over to the fireplace and looked at the shrine on the mantle to her late brother Salvatore, who died at only 17. Her mother never fully recovered from the loss and wore black for the rest of her life. 

Filomena lit the candle in front of the portrait of her son, and she said a prayer and kissed the cross she always wore around her neck. She caressed the portrait as tears filled her eyes. 

Anna understood her mother’s pain and felt the same anguish over her brother’s death, but she didn’t comprehend how a mother could ignore the other five children she still had and who needed her. Anna wanted desperately to tell her mother that it was fine to mourn the loss, but she needed to remember the blessings in her life. 

Everyone knew to be careful not to bring up their late brother’s name, or else it would propel their mother into another series of prayers and tears. They got used to her always wearing black, which widows usually did in Italy. 

Before losing her son, Filomena was a much happier person who sang and laughed all the time. Since the tragedy, she just couldn’t recapture her old self and seemed only fixated on visiting his burial plot. 

Anna and her siblings became accustomed to raising one another. They learned to fill in the gaps whenever their mother was out of it. 




The Next Day. 




Anna and her friends were outside again in front of the damaged buildings from the bombing attack a day earlier.

Anna coughed from all the smoke that still hung in the air among the rubble. 

“Get out of here, Nasone!” said one boy to Anna, who looked down at the puddle of water to see the reflection of her face. She touched her nose and studied her reflection. She never liked her nose or that nickname the other kids gave her, which meant “Big Nose”.  

Anna was tall, slender, and pretty, but her nose was larger than most noses, so she was an easy target for other kids. 

“Anna, come on. Let’s go,” Johnny Scaramucci said, Anna’s older brother who was younger than their oldest brother, Michael. All the girls liked Johnny, who was such a looker.  

Anna turned and smiled when she realized it was her brother. 

“Johnny!” Anna said as she rushed to hug him.

Johnny laughed as they embraced. 

“When did you get home?” 

“Today. Let’s go home and eat,” Johnny said as he puffed his cigarette.

“Ugh. I thought you quit those things.” Anna said, while waving the smoke away from her face. 

“I did, and I will quit again when I run out,” Johnny said as they laughed.

Anna jumped on Johnny’s back as they headed home.

“How’s Mamma been lately?” 

“Same.” 

Johnny shook his head. “She’s still wearing her black dress, huh?”

“Yea. We still light the candles for Toto and go see him at the cemetery all the time.”

“Sorry, kid. She’s never been the same. I feel bad for Papà, mostly. He’s such a good man. She’s lucky to have him.” Johnny said.

“I know. Papà is the sweetest.” 

“Let’s race. Winner gets to eat the extra sausage,” Johnny said as Anna jumped off his back and they ran home for dinner. 
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  Anna & Mario

  
  




Eight years later. Salerno, Italy.




Anna looked at her reflection in the storefront window and smiled. She had grown into her once oversized nose and become an attractive young woman.

“Nasone!” Anna’s older sister, Julia, said. “Let’s go. Stop staring at yourself.”

Anna had grown used to the nickname despite blossoming into an attractive young woman. Her own friends and family members always resorted to the nickname so she accepted her fate like everyone else.

Anna and her sister headed to the town square in Salerno, overlooking the ocean. They went straight to the lemon ice stand run by their older brother Michael, who was a large, muscular man with dark skin from constant exposure to the sun.

“Michael!” Anna shouted and jumped onto her big brother’s broad back. They laughed as they hugged.

Julia gave her brother kisses on both sides of his face.

“I suppose you both want some?” Michael asked as he held up a big, giant scoop of his popular lemon ice.

The girls giggled and nodded enthusiastically.

Michael chuckled and made them both big, overflowing cups of lemon ice.

Anna grabbed her lemon ice and kissed her brother on the cheek and enjoyed the sweet but tangy frozen treat until she saw a handsome man in a soldier’s uniform. He was Mario Conti, who waited in line to order a lemon ice with his fellow soldier, John.

Michael saw the soldiers, “What will you boys have?”

Julia slid next to her sister and elbowed her.

Anna pushed her away and got embarrassed as Mario stared and smiled at her.

“Two lemon ices, please,” Mario said.

Michael handed the two men their lemon ice, and Mario offered to pay for it, but Michael refused to accept it.

“No, no. Please. On me,” Michael said.

“Please, we insist,” Mario replied.

“You’ll be here all day and miss the war. No sense arguing with my brother,” Anna said.

Mario laughed, “Thank you so much.”

Mario walked closer to Anna. “Is your brother always this generous?”

Anna started walking away from the lemon ice stand toward the water fountain. “No, he just has a soft spot for our boys in the military.”

Mario followed Anna closely as they both enjoyed their lemon ice.

“What about you?”

“What about me?” Anna asked.

“Do you have a soft spot for men in uniform?”

Mario smiled as Anna blushed.

“I respect those who serve,” Anna said.

They stopped to admire the beautiful sunset over the ocean. Mario kept looking at Anna, who glanced at him in between glimpses of the ocean.

“I don’t ship out again until next week,” Mario said. “I would like to see you again before I do, if it’s possible.”

Anna blushed. “Sure. OK.”

Anna saw Julia whispering in her brother’s ear, as they looked at Anna and Mario talking in the distance.

Anna was interested in getting to know her soldier more before he left to finish his service. He seemed just as interested in her and promised to stay in touch.

They wrote to each other constantly, and Anna couldn’t control her excitement whenever she received one of his letters. She would find a secluded spot and savor every word he wrote her. She would unfold the letter carefully and smile whenever she saw the familiar greeting, which became her favorite phrase. 
“Mia cara Anna” (My Dear Anna). 
 The days seem much longer when I cannot see you…


Anna could not wait for Mario’s return just to be in his company. She had never felt that way before, and it was intoxicating. Nothing else mattered. She just wanted to share the same space with him. 




Whenever he got back, she looked forward to seeing him as much as she could before he had to go away each time. She didn’t know how long this feeling would last because it was all new to her. She also never had someone so interested in her, which felt wonderful. 

Some of their dates were unconventional, to say the least. Occasionally, she and her sister would go see Mario box, which she never enjoyed because even when he won, he would emerge all battered and bloodied. Still, there was something thrilling about seeing him dominate another man in the ring.

Anna’s favorite moments were when they would return to where they first met, in the town square in Salerno by the ocean where they could walk and hold hands. They would talk about the future,over which for the first time made Anna feel hopeful and excited.

On one of these strolls, Mario shared a personal secret with Anna. They stopped at the same spot where they shared their first conversation while enjoying lemon ice.

“Anna, I want to tell you something I’ve told no one before.” 

“Oh? This sounds serious.”

“I’ll be finished with my military service soon, as you know, and I’ve been thinking about what I want to do next.”

“I hope it’s not more fighting, please,” Anna pleaded

Mario laughed. “No, no. I’m hanging up my gloves. I don’t like the taste of blood. Especially my own.”

Anna smiled and breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God.”

“I want to become a baker and a pastry chef.”

Anna giggled

“I’m not kidding. I’ve actually been working as an apprentice at a bakery here in Salerno.”

Anna looked surprised and intrigued. “Seriously?”

“Yes. Come. I’ll show you,” Mario took Anna’s hand and led her down the street to the bakery shop they passed many times on their strolls called “Il Forno” (The Oven) 

Anna couldn’t believe her eyes as they entered the bakery, which had rows of delicious cakes and pastries on display. 

“I made most of these,” Mario said with pride.

Anna’s mouth dropped open in surprise. “Really?”

“Yes. Hey Giuseppe, tell her,” Mario said to the big, burly, bearded man behind the counter.

“It’s true. Mario is a maestro with pastry,” Giuseppe said in a monotone bass.

Anna leaned over to look closely at all the beautiful treats.

“Come. Let me show you more,” Mario said as he took her hand and led her to the back of the bakery, into the kitchen.

Mario put on his white chef’s jacket and stood proudly as Anna gazed at him.

“You look fabulous,” Anna said.

“Thanks. I really love what I do. I enjoy being creative, and it gives me satisfaction seeing people enjoy what I make.” 

“I never would’ve guessed,” Anna said, still trying to let everything sink in.

“Here. Let me make you something,” Mario said as he put something together.

Anna sat down and watched Mario in his element, making her a treat.

Mario let Anna taste the whipped cream from the bowl

“Mmm,” said Anna. “It’s stupendous!” 

Mario finished preparing his special treat and served it to Anna.

“Guess what it is,” said Mario.

Anna took one of the little treats and bit into it, and closed her eyes to savor the flavor. 

“Oh my God. Profiterole!”

Mario laughed, “Correct!”

Anna devoured the cream puff. “They are marvelous. The best I’ve ever had.”

“I’m so glad you like it. I would feel awkward if you didn’t at this point.”

They both laughed and ate the cream puffs together.

“Someday, I want to own a bakery.”

“Yes! You must! My sister and I can help,” Anna said.

Mario kissed Anna and wiped some fudge off her face as they laughed.

“OK. But first things first. I will need to learn my craft some more and save up a ton of money,” Mario said.

“Show me more,” said Anna.

Mario took Anna by the hand and led her around the kitchen, explaining what everything was to her.
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  Falling in Love

  
  




Anna and Mario became inseparable over the next couple of years. They spent every day together. He learned everything he could about becoming a baker at a job he loved, and Anna worked as a seamstress and started feeling better about herself. She had never been happier.

She loved their romantic walks in Salerno and their lemon ice, of course. He loved showing her all the new pastry creations he made at work. She was always honest and truly enjoyed everything he made.




On a stormy night, Anna kept looking out the window as thunder rattled the house and rain pounded the roof.

“Anna, relax. He’ll be here. Sit down,” Filomena said as she continued to prepare dinner for everyone. 

“It’s terrible out there, Mamma,” Anna said.

“It’s OK, bambola,” said Marco, her father, as he hugged and kissed her on the forehead.

Anna’s sister and two brothers were arguing in the living room as Neapolitan music filled the house along with the loud voices of the Scaramucci family. 

There was a loud knock at the door, which made everyone stop talking. 

“He made it!” Anna said in a loud whisper.

Anna rushed to the door and tried to compose herself as she opened it.

It was Mario with a beat-up umbrella, and he was holding a bottle of wine and two loaves of bread. 

“Ciao bellissima,” Mario said as he kissed Anna.

“Hurry… come in,” Anna said as she pulled Mario into her house.

“Ciao Mario,” Anna’s father said as he shook Mario’s hand.

Mario kissed Filomena on both cheeks. “Ciao. I’m looking forward to your feast. Here. I made this bread. It has rosemary inside.” 

Mario gives the bottle of wine to Marco, “Here’s your favorite vintage.”

“Grazie,” Marco said as Michael took the bottle out of his hands and promptly opened it.

“Michael! Didn’t we raise you better than that?” 

“Nope,” Michael said as he poured the wine and guzzled it down in one gulp and belched.

Mario laughed at Michael’s antics and shook his head. 

Johnny shook hands with Mario and kissed him on both sides of his face. 

“Everyone sit. Dinner is getting cold,” Filomena said as she carried dishes to the table with Anna and Julia, as the men took their seats at the table.

They all enjoyed a delicious dinner while the music played. Anna and Mario kept locking eyes and smiling. They knew the road they were on. They imagined having their own family someday. Maybe not as loud, but a family of their very own. 

Mario leaned over to Marco and asked, “Can I have a moment with you outside?”

Marco nodded yes, and the two men went to the front porch

The rain had subsided by this time, as Mario summoned the courage to talk to Anna’s father about an important matter.

“I have something I need to ask you, Marco.” 

Marco sat down on the bench. “Sure. Sure. Sit down, son.”

Mario loosened his tie and gulped. “As you know, I’m very fond of your daughter and care deeply about Anna.”

“Yes. Yes. Her mother and I have never seen Anna so happy.” 

“Well, I love Anna and I would like your permission to ask her to marry me.”

Marco’s eyes teared up. “Of course. Son. You have our blessings. You’ve been an answer to our prayers for our beloved angel. She has blossomed like never before.”

Mario breathed a sigh of relief as the two men shook hands and kissed one another on both cheeks. 

“Thank you so much,” Mario said. “I promise to take good care of your girl.”

Marco stood up, “Come. Let’s go have some wine to celebrate, if Michael left us any.”

“Oh, Marco. Not a word about this to anyone until I promise. I hope to do so tomorrow at our favorite spot where we first met.”

“Of course.” Marco said as he motioned to zip his mouth shut.

The two men entered the house and poured some wine.

Anna and Mario’s eyes locked, and she knew what was going on but didn’t want to think about it too much because it was just too good to be true.

The house was louder than ever before with more music and the brothers and sisters arguing. 

Mario looked at everyone having a good time as Anna saw the image of her late brother on the mantel and stared at it. Her mother noticed and embraced her daughter.

“Your brother is so happy for you,” Filomena whispered to Anna. “Promise me you’ll name one of your sons after him, okay?”

Anna nodded yes and looked at the portrait of her brother and smiled through her tears.

“Grazie, Toto,” Anna whispered. “You’ve always been my guardian angel.”
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  The Dream Wedding

  
  




It was another beautiful sunset in Salerno as Anna and Mario were at their favorite spot in the entire world, enjoying Michael’s Lemon ice. 

They marveled at the gorgeous shimmering light across the water as they glanced at each other. Anna remembered the first day they met and couldn’t believe how fast everything progressed. She almost laughed, remembering how she’d once thought Mario wasn’t tall enough because she was nearly his height in heels. It was silly to her now.

Mario kept fidgeting as they hung out in silence, and he kept making sure the ring was still in his jacket pocket. He was nervous, but not because he had any doubts about the proposal or about her response—he just wanted to get it right and make it memorable. He believed Anna deserved the best. 

Mario took a deep breath and reached into his pocket to grab the small box. He knelt on one knee in front of Anna, who gasped.

“Oh, Mario,” Anna said as tears quickly formed in her eyes.

Mario opened the box and revealed a ring that glistened. “Anna, will you make me the happiest man alive and become my wife?”

Anna wiped tears from her eyes. “Yes. Yes, Mario.”

Mario put the ring on Anna’s finger and rose to kiss her. 

Anna and Mario embraced, and she kept looking at her beautiful ring.

Strangers stopped and applauded as Anna and Mario became self-conscious and a little embarrassed by all the attention.

They rushed to Michael’s lemon ice stand, and Anna showed her big brother the ring. He hugged his little sister with his gigantic bear-like arms and kissed her on both cheeks and did the same to Mario. 

Michael whispered in Mario’s ear, “You better make my baby sister happy. If you break her heart, I’m going to break your scrawny neck.” 

Michael and Mario stared at each other and laughed, Mario more in relief. 




Anna didn’t want to wait another year to get married, so they made the arrangements as quickly as possible. Mario liked the idea too because he was so busy with his job at the bakery,Italy, and he too wanted to marry Anna and begin the Conti family.

Mario’s family was mostly from Sardinia, the island off the west coast of Italy, and most of Anna’s family were from Naples and Annone Veneto, so they chose a church that would make things convenient for everyone. 

On the day of her wedding, Anna woke up before sunrise because she could barely sleep at all, as she was just too excited. Her sister helped her make sure everything was going as planned as her maid of honor. 

Mario and his brothers celebrated a little too much the night before, so he needed a ton of espresso to wake up for his big day. His big brother Tony got the honor as best man, which caused an argument among the Conti boys.

Anna looked at herself in the full-length mirror with her sister and had a flashback to that scared little girl when the Germans occupied Italy. She liked what she saw now as a grown woman, happy and in love.

“Not too bad for the Nasone,” Julia said as she kissed her little sister on the cheek.

Anna laughed and pushed her away. “You’ll ruin my makeup!”

The sisters embraced longer than they ever had before.




Mario stood at the front of the church in his black suit along with his five brothers: best man Tony, Joseph, Gino, Karl, and their baby brother Frank. 

“It’s not too late to make a run for it, brother,” Tony whispered, which annoyed Mario but made the other brothers laugh.

Mario adjusted his tie and kept looking for his beloved bride.

The organist played the Bridal march, and there she was.

Anna appeared in her brilliant white wedding dress with a veil. It was a strange feeling she had. She was nervous and excited, but also serenely calm inside all at the same time. She couldn’t explain it, but she knew she wanted to remember every moment of this day as much as possible. 

Anna saw her father, Marco, trying his best to wipe his flood of tears. She saw her mother and brothers were all emotional wrecks too, even her big brother,widened, Michael. The usually stoic one was obviously struggling to contain his emotions on this day.

Mario’s eyes widened, and he stood extra tall along with his brothers as Anna walked down the aisle with her dad. 

Filomena wiped her tears and clenched her husband’s hand for support as they watched their baby girl get married.

Anna wanted to rush to the front of the church, but knew she had to take her time and did her best to savor the moment. Before she knew it, Anna was standing in front of Mario. Her father kissed her cheeks and walked back to his place beside her mother. 

Mario did his best to maintain his composure. Anna could feel her heart pounding furiously in her chest. 

Everything seemed to fly by in a blur as the minister read from the bible and had Anna and Mario recite their wedding vows.

“I, Mario Conti, promise in the house of God, to love, honor, and cherish you for as long as I shall live,” Mario said, which echoed throughout the cavernous cathedral. 

“I, Anna Scaramucci, promise in the house of God, to love, honor, and cherish you for as long as I shall live,” Anna said while maintaining her composure somehow. 

Anna looked at Mario through her veil and could see he looked nervous, which made her feel better for feeling the same way. 

She looked at her brothers, who were beaming with pride. Johnny’s face glistened with tears, and Michael fidgeted in his suit that was a couple of sizes too small for his massive frame. She looked at her parents, and her father looked exhausted from crying, while her mother smiled through tears and clutched the rosary hanging from her neck.

Anna’s attention snapped back to the priest as she heard him say, “I now pronounce you husband and wife. Mario, you may kiss the bride.”

Mario didn’t even wait for the minister to finish and kissed Anna passionately as everyone stood and cheered. 

The organist played as they walked down the aisle. 

They would all celebrate together at the wedding reception where the Conti and Scaramucci families and friends melded together for the first time en masse. Anna worried about how the brothers would get along, but her concerns were unwarranted as everyone had a great time at the feast uniting their families.

They played all of Anna’s favorite music, which included a multitude of songs from Claudio Villa, her favorite singer. His songs and all Neapolitan music always made her cry instantly, which made Mario chuckle. 

“Here’s to us, Mrs. Conti,” Mario said as he lifted his glass of champagne.

Anna kissed Mario and lifted her glass, “Here’s to us!”

Anna looked at all the tables full of everyone she knew and loved. This was the happiest moment of her life, and she wished it could last forever.
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Anna and Mario relished their honeymoon in Greece, and she loved decorating their new home in Salerno, where they first met. It was exciting, but also awkward learning to live with someone new. She realized that there was going to be a certain period of change for both of them to get used to their new forever partner. 

One revelation Anna learned was how meticulous and organized Mario was about everything. While she wasn’t a messy person, she was far less obsessed with putting things back in their proper place than he seemed to be. She found it cute at first, of course. However, in time, their wildly different habits would become a bit of a problem, but nothing major.

They always talked about starting a big family but they had hoped to wait a few years first so they could enjoy themselves and their honeymoon period but that wasn’t in their cards as Anna became pregnant rather quickly with their first son who was born almost exactly nine months after their wedding. They considered naming him a Greek name because they knew when and where they conceived him, but they ultimately decided on the name Vito, a Latin word meaning “Life”.

Anna and Mario were nervous as first-time parents, but they enjoyed learning together. They also loved preparing their home for little Vito, who had thick black hair and resembled Mario so much. 

Mario continued to work hard at the bakery, mastering his craft, and Anna took
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