
  Preface  

It was a beautiful morning in Rome. I had just had coffee at the 

Piazza Navona and had spent hours reading the paper in the shadow of 

one of the most beautiful fountains in Europe.  As I perused the Herald 

Tribune, which kept me in touch with the States, I was entranced by the 

beauty of the Fountain of the Four Great Rivers.  The magical sound of 

the water and the beauty of the statues gave life to the fountain. How 

lucky I was to be here in this magnificent city as a student priest and to 

have the opportunity to roam through the annals of history. Rome has so 

many treasures that I had to resist the temptation to see it as a tourist.  It 

is a city of living moments that leap out from doorways, fountains, and 

cobblestone streets.  The voices of the Forum can still be imagined as the 

sun glances off the Palatine Hill.  Rome does things to your heart and 

soul and there are moments when you believe that you have lived here 

before.  With all these poetic ruminations rushing through my veins, I 

finished my last drop of coffee.  I still could not summon up the desire to 

leave this wonderful Piazza, so I ordered another cup.   

There was no immediate need for me to race back to the Graduate House 

of Theological Studies, so I went for a promenade toward St. Peter’s 

Square.  Along the way I met a group of American tourists and offered 

my services as a tour guide who would escort them through St. 

Peter’s.  It was fun hearing the familiar accents of New York, New 

Jersey, and the east coast, which immediately brought me back to the 

land of my birth.  

After an hour of pointing out what I knew, I bade them farewell 

and made my way back to the college.  I was in my room for about ten 

minutes when the switchboard rang and told me that I had a call from the 

States.  I was pleasantly surprised, but couldn’t imagine who it 

was.  Once connected by the operator the voice at the other end said, “Is 

that you, Sal?”  “Yes,” I replied. “Who is it?”  “It’s Tom Daly.”  “Tom, 



it’s great to hear from you.”  But I could tell from the sound of his voice 

that something was wrong.  I immediately thought that there was 

something wrong with one of my parents, but why wasn’t my brother or 

sister calling?  “Sal,” he said, “I have terrible news.  Jack Murphy was 

killed in an accident last night.”  I blanked out on the rest of the 

conversation and merely muttered that I would take the next plane 

home.  Jack was a fellow priest.  I was stationed with in Westfield ,New 

Jersey for the last three years and my best friend.  I could not imagine his 

being dead at the age of twenty-nine. 

The plane ride was interminable, as were the memories of 

Jack.  I remembered his innocent face that could charm the devil out of 

his socks—this choir boy who always had the twinkle of mayhem in his 

Irish smile.  I remembered the time he and I were in New York wearing 

lay clothing so that we would be able to blend into the crowd.  He took 

me to Asti’s Restaurant where they sang Italian opera because he knew 

how much I loved opera. Arriving at the restaurant we saw a long line of 

people waiting to get in.  Jack told me to wait and then disappeared into 

the restaurant.  In the blink of an eye, he returned and informed me that I 

was now Dr. Tagliareni, the great Italian heart surgeon from Rome.  We 

were  led to the head of the line by Mr. Asti and escorted to Ringside 

table. Stunned by Jack’s crazy behavior I whispered to him, “What the 

hell do I do if somewhat has a heart problem here?”   He smiled and said, 

“Just start banging on their chest.”  That was Jack, a life force that 

captivated everyone who was privileged to know him, and now he was 

dead.  

I had stopped smoking but I resumed the habit and chained 

smoked the entire flight. Arriving at KennedyAirport I was greeted by 

close friends. That’s when the pain began to intensify.  Jack had visited 

my mother the evening he died  because he was coming to see me 

in Rome two weeks later and my mother had given him a package to 

deliver.  She had asked him to stay for dinner, but he had plans to dine 



with a colleague, Bill Kelly, and told her that he would take a rain 

check.  After dinner, Jack and Bill left the restaurant in a blinding storm. 

Jack missed a turn and wound up in the wrong lane.  A mile down the 

road, at the peak of an incline, he hit a car head on. He and the driver of 

the other car were killed instantly.  Bill had fallen asleep and was only 

slightly injured. 

Listening to the details made it even more real and as we 

approached the rectory where Jack’s body was to be viewed, I felt sick. I 

stumbled into the parlor and knelt by his casket. That’s when the river of 

tears flowed. This wonderful man who had brought so much light to 

others was now gone from our midst and the pain was beyond 

belief.  His wonderful family was there to comfort, as Jack would have 

done. It was easy to understand the source of his kindness and love. 

The next three days I preached sermons about my friend. Little 

did I know that though I was in agony, this would be the easy part.  The 

real anguish would come with the loneliness that gripped me when I 

returned to Europe. The loss was so final. It remains with me to this day 

because of who he was and the joy and meaning his friendship had for 

me. 

Jack’s death shook the roots of all my beliefs of immortality that 

are the province of the young.  We are on a road that isn’t supposed to 

turn toward death and illness, at least until we pass the demarcation of 

middle age.  It was intensely difficult to comprehend that Jack, a person 

so alive with all of the energy and dynamism of youth, had ceased to 

be. The pain was searing and kept floating to the surface through a 

familiar song, a favorite place, or the mention of his name.  There were 

no insulated places where the pain did not seep. 

When I returned to Rome, I was immersed in overwhelming 

sadness. How could such a vital life be obliterated?  Depressed and 

feeling alone, I  reread Man’s Search for Meaning,, the account of the 

Holocaust through the eyes of Dr. Viktor Frankl, the Jewish 



psychiatrist.  Each page seemed directed to my feelings and somehow I 

knew that this book would be the beginning of my healing.  At the time, I 

had no idea that Dr. Frankl would radically change my life but in a few 

short weeks I would actually meet him in Vienna.  I knew that he was 

teaching at the University of Vienna and decided that I would try to 

make the opportunity to study with him. 

I called the University and asked to be connected with Dr. 

Frankl’s office. To my amazement Dr. Frankl answered the phone.  After 

a few moments of conversation he invited me to visit him at the 

University.  Situated inRome, I found it easy to fly to Vienna on the 

following Tuesday.  The plane ride was smooth but my stomach was in 

knots at the thought of being in the presence of someone whose work and 

life I had come to admire so greatly.  I practiced my responses to the 

questions that I thought he would ask but they seemed stilted and 

plastic.  No amount of practice was going to make me comfortable with 

the actual meeting.  The cab ride to the University seemed too brief and 

as I exited the cab the perspiration dam opened. By the time I ascended 

the steps of the University I was soaked. My rational side asked, “Why 

are you letting this get to you?  You’ve met dozens of renowned people 

before.  This is not your first excursion into the world of the 

famous.”  This momentary respite was drowned in my gastric juices and 

the urge to bolt and run.  My brain attempted to halt the panic with the 

plausible question, “What’s the worst thing that can happen?”  Instead of 

creating calm this pushed my anxiety into high gear.  

The nurse ushered me into a small waiting room. After a short 

time, she summoned me to the desk and asked me to walk up a flight of 

stairs where Dr. Frankl would meet me.  I had passed the panic stage and 

had somehow attained a state of assurance that all this was going to be 

fine.  As I reached the top of the stairwell, there stood a short man with a 

gleaming head of snow white hair.  He seemed engrossed in what he was 

reading and for a moment did not notice me standing there.  I stood 



silently and waited to be recognized.  When he turned I was struck by his 

chiseled features and electric blue eyes.  He reached out his hand and 

warmly shook mine as he welcomed me to Vienna. Bolting at a pace I 

could hardly keep up with, he had me follow him to a small lecture room 

where we chatted for the next two hours.  I did not know it then but my 

life would never be the same. 

            The Holocaust, which I had always regarded as a tragic episode, 

transformed into a personal reality in my many conversations with 

Viktor.  Never preaching or ranting with the righteous vengeance of one 

who had lost so much, he would often stop in the middle of a 

conversation that had no connection to his incarceration and tell a story 

as though it had happened yesterday.  The horrible but distant statistics, 

categorized in columns of numbers, became people with names, faces 

and stories.  These were sisters, mothers, fathers, friends, old and young. 

No longer were they strange equations in history class or newsreel 

moments that flash on the screen and then fade away.  The horror 

became more intense when it had reference points to my life, and though 

no one can ever fully understand the Holocaust, I began to see it in the 

light of my own human experience.  These moments at dinner, during 

class, or while walking through the city with Viktor or speaking with 

other Holocaust victims, opened a wellspring of insight that was 

powerful and clear, even  without smooth edges and final conclusions. 

            Through his eyes and the experiences of other victims, I 

witnessed the stories of the atrocities. For the first time they were more 

than historical. I understood that it could have happened to me and my 

loved ones.  I imagined holding the hands of my infant children, waiting 

to be slaughtered or watching my parents be herded into a cattle car 

bound for the crematoria.    Through his words and the stories of so many 

of the survivors who contacted him daily, I began to feel the enormity of 

the atrocities or explain the evil that they had experienced 

firsthand   Their accounts had a lasting impact on my consciousness and 



spirit. Their stories made the events tangible and were bridges to those 

horrendous times. No one could ever understand or explain the evil that 

they had experienced firsthand but their pain had a lasting impact on my 

consciousness and spirit. 

Time does not diminish the acts of cruelty that are the hallmarks 

of the Holocaust and it is not the passage of time that heals the wounds 

of these horrors. To continuously honor the victims and recount the 

stories is not the maudlin search for vengeance. It is the obligation to 

keep alive that portion of those that suffered by personalizing their lives. 

These were not merely numbers that we can aggregate into collective 

tragedy. These were singular persons with all the human needs and 

drives that we possess. Not merely caricatures of beings that existed in 

the period of tragedy; they were others that had relationships and were 

part of families; neighbors, friends, members of their communities, 

parents, children, elders. Life was part of their regimen and without 

recourse or choice it was stripped away without cause. 

I live with Viktor’s stories in my mind and soul and they are the 

source of this attempt to create reference points about those who died, 

and those who at great risk stood for the Jews. Also it hopes to raise the 

reality that there were people all along the spectrum of this enormous 

atrocity. There were those who became beasts that relished in the 

horrors, and those who courageously overtly and covertly opposed the 

policies of their governments. And there was the silent majority around 

the world that stood in silence and washed their hands of culpability. 

This story, though largely fictional, has its roots in two families that lived 

through this period. It is my feeble attempt to keep vigil against the 

forces of evil that created the Holocaust. I will always be grateful to 

those who shared their pain and memories with me. 

 


