The final Instalment
Day 14 continued
Amazing Venice greeted us with a sensational sunset and people everywhere.  We caught the bus into Piazza Roma then a ferry down to San Marco to drink in the sights, sounds and romance. Carly lost it for the first time overwhelmed by the beauty of the place, the music and wishing Rob was here. Sentimentalist! Dinner in a small restaurant then a wander round, a shop and a check out of all the sights. We finally decided to leave at about 10.30pm. It was then I realised the ferries stop running soon. OK lets go – that’s where we need to be – steps.  OK back we go around San Marco piazza, through some back streets - 2 minutes to go - down the next street, back to the water front, 1 minute to the last ferry ... made it! Tickets? No time just push through the barriers and on the ferry – waves, dodgy ramp ...made it! Fare evaders in Venice! 
Day 15
Some were up early to join the throngs in Venice. Others backed in a sleep in and a chilled morning of relaxation and shopping in Mestre. Our accommodation was split across 2 hotels - not our choice but one was accessible and the other not. We decided that all should have breakfast together...the poor man at the gate to the breakfast bar couldn’t cope with all these people coming to have breakfast at the wrong hotel. I said he can just sort it out but we are all having breakfast together.
One of the more challenging things about this trip was the transport between cities. The trains in Italy said they could not accommodate Noah’s wheelchair on their lifts or in the space reserved for wheelchairs. The ‘Rolls Royce’ chairs were too big and heavy for the Italian train network???? OK plan B. Hire vehicles ... not 1 available and one way rental impossible.  Plan C find someone who can fix this mess.  I found a website and this guy called Maximo who runs a company called ‘Mondo Possibile’ (Everything is possible). This sounded perfect so I contacted him and began this online relationship that went back to trains, on to hire cars, through to freight transport. Finally he said – look how about I get an accessible bus and a driver big enough for your group ... yikes sounds expensive ...  so he did some work around the group going by train (using manual chairs and freighting the wheelchairs separately and the cost of the driver and bus. It was not much different and he said “trust me” get the bus and driver and enjoy the holiday without the hassle.
So this bloke Maximo from ‘Mondo Possibile’ booked the bus and I am sitting in Mestre wondering what sort of bus will turn up for the group at 2pm. This was the most nerve wracking time. Maybe 18 seats and no luggage space?  When the bus turned up it was like Christmas ... It was a beautiful coach, with a hoist, lots of space for luggage, room to spread out, and a driver named Davide who was accommodating and very pleasant.
So onto the bus and the battle of the back seat was on. I said the back seat is for the fast bowlers and the tough guys ... therefore mine!  and adopted a threatening pose. Claudia just belted me, I sat on her but she has really pointy elbows and supported by ‘Looks like Tarzan, plays like Jane’ Marcel they controlled the access to the back seat.  So first test of our relationship with our bus driver as we asked if we can make a detour on the way to the Ferrari museum.  Its OK, so off to Ferrari where we wandered around and checked out the cool cars and displays. We got Noah into a F1 car, I went in one with Lana and Nadia & Monica hopped in to have a pretend drive. 
Off to Firenze via dinner at a diner and major roadworks in Firenza – very frustrating for our driver!! It seemed to be that sort of evening. We turned up at the hotel to find the ‘accessible hotel’  to have 1 step in to the foyer, 5 steps to the landing, a lift built in the 1900s into which only Jenna could fit or 2 flights of stairs to reception. Accessible rooms – nice, big, shower is a box up a step. OK we need a new place to stay. Did I say it was 12.30am? The ‘concierge’ suggested we carry the wheelchairs up ... be my guest at 150kgs each you are more than welcome. Rang the agent – find something else, NOW. At 1.30am we made the call to stay here the night. Had to leave the power chairs just in the door and managed with a great team effort to get everything and everybody up and into their rooms by 2am. ‘Messi’s’ towing service (Marcel) Claudia & Tessa basically worked brilliantly to get things up and down the lift. Most into bed by 2am. I asked the ‘concierge’ what time breakfast was – “Breakfast is from 7.30am – 9.30am”.  Not now we said we will have breakfast when people wake. “OK?” “OK”
Bed 2.30am – woken by travel agent we have a hotel for tomorrow night that they say is accessible can you go and check out!! Tomorrow ... good night!
Day 16
Firenze greeted us with a cool morning but plenty of promise to warm up. Breakfast went until 11am!! We checked out the other hotel -this will work. So we moved 2 rooms to the new hotel which is about 1km from our hotel. Pushing a commode / shower chair through the streets of Florence does get some interesting looks! Once we had Karin, Noah and co settled we set our sights on the town
We all took off in different directions with the idea of meeting at the Bobilo Gardens at 4pm. Duomo, Ponte Vecchia, Ufitzzi gallery, leather markets. Two groups sort of met for lunch and then back to the streets. Dylan and I headed off to Fiorentina Point to see if we could get tickets for the soccer match tomorrow night – Fiorentina v AC Milan. Yes ticket available, yes wheelchair spots available. Great 8 tickets please – OK official documents for all people...passports / license of all people were required to buy tickets, it is the law in Italy. Perche??? No real reason it’s just the law. Now I didn’t have all the passports, I had no idea where people were ... options. We could go to the stadium tomorrow and hope tickets were available. Ticket office closes at 6pm. It seems the gods are conspiring to prevent us going to a soccer match. 
From the ticket office Dylan and I zigged when we should have zagged and ended up touring parts of Florence that nobody else has. The road sign pointing to Rome was a worry. Eventually we hit the river and walked back into the city centre. On the way we received a distress call from Carly – wheelchair going flat can you meet us to get the chair back. After about 45 minutes we arrived expecting to see a scene of exhaustion and Carly struggling along. No they were sitting in the Piazza Del’Republic outside the Savoy hotel having ‘high tea’ in exceptional spirits. “You did well to get here!” It turns out that the power lasted to here and no pushing was required – they just wanted us to turn up just in case. 
Those that made the Bobili gardens returned seeming to enjoy the experience, a few more examination of the markets then back to one of our 2 hotels to recharge before dinner. But before that, the Acedemia was still open and no queues, 1 euro entry, so let’s check out David. Turns out they refused to let us pay to go in and around a corner and there was Michaelangelo’s David. Karin didn’t like it. But everyone else was a little in awe...
Dinner was in the Piazza Duomo just outside the front of the magnificent Florence cathedral ... magic. Till tomorrow ...

Day 17
Up and off to the bus again as we were keen to see the sights of Tuscany. First stop Sienna and the magnificent old town with the piazza of the horse race. Lunch overlooking the square then off for an explore. The Sienna Cathedral is a Collingwood supporters dream – all black and white marble. Back to the bus by 3.30pm... well only for some. The attraction of the Duomo proved too strong for some and they ran a little late. Hurrying back we received an SOS...we are lost! Bronwyn and Claudia had run off course through the narrow street and allyways. OK walk with the sun on your left hand side... now this was probably the worst piece of advice I have ever given out! We get back to the bus and Bronwyn decides to catch a cab back to the bus stop - best decision ever made!!
Off to Montrigione , this little beautiful fortified hilltop town in Tuscany...bella!!! The bonus was having ‘Messi’s towing service’ (Marcel) delivering Karin to the top, although he faded badly at the end. A magnificent sunset then back to Florence via the David view across Florence at night.
On the way back there was a traffic jam with some roadworks on the Autostrada. There was an ‘on’ ramp and a car came up, saw the traffic and just reversed back down the ramp! Then a bus pulled up beside us and both buses drove along side by side. Now our bus was wonderful with a coffee machine on board. The drivers from the other bus ordered 2 expressos and they were served with a smile by the hostess with the moistest ...me. After the coffee one of the guys from the other bus needed a smoke so he jumped out of the bus and trotted alongside having a puff. We started moving a little quicker so this guy was jogging along the freeway having a smoke and then had to jump on as the roads cleared.
Day 18
On the road again to Roma, the eternal city. First though Ovietto and a clifftop town in Umbria for lunch and a look around. Another Duomo – this one in mosaics – and a great little town. Then off to Roma to meet Karin’s dad.
We arrived at our hotel in Roma and Karins dad was waiting for us.  Karin burned across the parking lot. He went down on one knee, arms out for an embrace and Karin went right through him and knocked him over.
Once we fixed him up we settled into the hotel. Now our hotel bookings had been somewhat stuffed and Rome was no exception. Turns out one room was at another hotel 1km away! I got the short straw and headed off with Dylan to our hotel. Turns out the hotel had me booked in with Claudia... assuming we were a couple they gave us a king size bed, even though we booked separate beds everywhere. We were able to arrange another bed and finally we settled in. Dylan and I had to walk the 1km across the golf course to join the others but that was somewhat pleasant. Dinner was in the common hotel and Jurgen (Karin’s dad) and Heidi-Rose (Karin’s step mum) joined us.
Day 19
Dylan and I were up early and headed off across the golf course to join the others for breakfast and to meet Jurgen and Heidi-Rose. Then into Rome to take on the sights. Heidi-Rose has a hip problem and was concerned that we were planning to go from 10am to 10pm and walk across the city. No problems we have spare wheelchairs!
First stop the Vatican. Jumped the queues (that’s what 3 wheelchairs will do) and into St Peters. Jenna and Marcel climbed up the cupola for a great view of Rome – 800 steps. Went looking for George Pell, worked out how many ‘torps’ of Noah’s  Sherrin it would take to go the distance down the basilica, talked to Jurgen about the politics of the catholic church and basically marvelled at the building. I told Julie that the Vatican doesn’t have a soccer pitch attached to it (2 pillars of Italian culture) they don’t need it! They just set up the cones and play indoors!
Outside to meet up with everyone and a phone call to join in the Board meeting ... isn’t work hard! Never have I seen Rome as crowded – there were people everywhere. Off to St Angelo’s Castela, Piaza Navona the Pantheon, Fontana di Trevi and the Colosseo - missed by that much -30 minutes late for the Colosseo. 
Rome is not the most accessible city but Karin’s and Noah’s chairs were handling the curbs, the scooters parked across pavements, having to go on the road and the cobblestones. I was pushing Heidi-Rose and with the warm Roman sunshine it was somewhat challenging. Be grateful for what we have. Karin’s wheelchair powered down. Run out of battery and pushing that #$X^&^% thing is not easy. We had some up hill areas later on so with a prayer in my head (given my cynicism in St Peters earlier – not sure how effective it would be) we went manual. Pushing Heidi-Rose was a dream! By the time we reached the Colosseum I was a little stuffed. OK you guys stay here and I’ll find a place to eat. Found a restaurant and went back to the group. OK lets go the restaurant is on the other side of the Colosseum up the hill, everyone ready?? No a few are missing. Muttering how if I could get Nadia to stand still I would nail her feet to the ground, we scouted around for where they had gone. Of course into the forum where Nadia was showing people all the sights they can possibly fit in. Thankfully the batteries in Karin’s wheelchair found a little charge and we got up most of the hill. Messi’s towing service was on strike but Rob came to the rescue and helped get Karin up and over the hill into the restaurant. 
This was our last night all together, dinner in Rome overlooking the Colosseum with a cool breeze and a cold beer. A speech “ The breaking of the fellowship” and the walk back to meet the bus, then back to the hotel.
Day 20
The end of the fellowship was nigh. Bronwyn and Claudia headed off to their new accommodation and the Nemec’s and the rest of us packed their hire car - and I do mean packed – and we waved farewell as they headed off down south. We had learned a lot about each other and having Noah on the trip was great...so good he wants to go without mum or dad next time! It was also time to farewell Jurgen and Heidi-Rose – very sad.
OK now we head off into Rome again, some for sights the others to shop. Carly conquered the metro system in Rome (only 2 lines) and took a group to the Colosseum, the Spanish Steps and this church made of skulls that Lana (of course) had found out about. The rest went shopping for gifts for the folks back home and then had lunch and then to the Spanish Steps and more Gelato. Dinner in the centre of Rome then back to the hotel for a pack and a final gathering. Carly leaves at 4am to continue her travels to Scotland and London (I’ll say goodbye now – Jenna got up!) Tomorrow we fly home!
Day 21 & 22 & 23
Its a bloody long way! 4 hours stopover in Hong Kong, then another hour on the plane that was pretending to be a building! Delays at the airport and we sat there for an extra hour...not happy!!!
Before that we made it to the airport in plenty of time, said a fond farewell to our driver Davide, I played wheelchair mechanic and dismantled the electric wheelchair and answered all the questions about it...again. Seems they cannot read emails. 
Made it back into Melbourne a little late, tired but all happy to see our families and friends. OK only 2 hours and I’ll be home and sleep!. Home at 1.30am...wide awake...walk,  shower, walk...asleep by 3.30am...awake 7am – bugger!
So we made it and had a great time. I think Julie took nearly 7,000 photos and most of the others probably a thousand or so. My thanks to all our fellow travellers and especially to Carly and Jenna who made the trip smooth and relaxed and helped keep me on track, organised and semi responsible...or as responsible as possible...OK they were responsible!  – except for enjoying the wine, beer and how many strawberry Gelato’s can one person eat?
Cheers
Fred

OUTTAKES
Robbie not falling asleep
Robert Woodham can fall asleep at any time any where. He has falled asleep in planes, automobiles, trains, buses and at the dinner table. On the bus ride from Bellagio to Como the road twist and turns along the cliff. Rob was sound asleep on either the guy next to him or the lady on the other side depending upon the way the bend was moving. The best thing is you can talk to him. “Hey Rob are you asleep?” ... “no – just resting”
Traffic, Roundabouts & Running red lights
Traffic is interesting... roundabouts crazy... 2 lane roundabouts, wow! – if you want to go left or right across to an exit you just go for it – there are cars going diagonally, straight and sometimes to add to the fun there is this guy on a bicycle with his dog on a lead just meandering through with all the cars!! So I was required to drive one day and I was following Gemma and accidentally ran a red light. It was a light that controlled traffic through a tight one lane area between buildings. I went through and was confronted with a bus who was not giving way!! Had to reverse about 200m to let them through. Such pressure!
The snoring murder
So one of our staff members (female one!) is a little sonorous whilst asleep. Sharing a room with one of our more auditorily gifted young people – say Lana – was a little amusing. Lana was plotting a murder of our sonorous staff member, figuring that at least she would get a good sleep prior to being found out. There was some actual fear and trepidation as Lana can be quite convincing. To date they remain alive!! Stay tuned.
Interesting phrase and pig sounds
One of our group has a distinct turn of phrase when they want to express their feelings. Suspect she has learnt this from her mum ... it’s not cold its #%$#@# freezing, it’s not whoops it’s *&^&^% hell! Also when they laugh we get this great pig snort, which we all copy leading to more pig snorts and leaving us all rolling in laughter. 
The bogan Southerner
Definition of the most scary thing in the world is a bogan Australian with a Calabrese Italian accent and an amazing laugh. If you ever want someone’s attention Maria is the ‘go to’. Nearly caused heart attacks from people on the bus when suddenly laughing, if you want to find someone Maria’s the ‘go to’. Maria has been copping it about her Italian. Even her cousin, who we met at Como, said she doesn’t speak Italian but Calabrese. Loud, proud, bogan Australian Calabrese accent ... wouldn’t want it any other way
Monica Louise
‘Dove Monica” is our big saying – even when we have not lost her we still call it out. Nadia has only had a couple of panics but it’s OK. Monica’s aim in life is to fill the world with joy and she is the most painfully pleasant person in the world! She is blowing bubbles in the bus right now! When she is in trouble Nadia calls her Monica Louise ... from now on it’s Monica Louise!
The Tour Guide
Nadia ‘the tour guide’ just wants people to see as much as possible and have a great time ... that’s where Mon gets it from. Nadia has a lot of knowledge and was keen to share everything. We got to see things we wouldn’t have without Nadia on the trip. Her language skills were invaluable and her ability to negotiate prices and free entry and skipping queues was much appreciated. In the car one day she did get a bit confused as to why the GPS in the car was talking about Hawthorn and Carlton football clubs ... until it was pointed out that was Noah talking!
Marriage Counselling
[bookmark: _GoBack]For the first time we had a married couple on one of our trips ...interesting. We were wondering about free counselling vouchers at some stage. When you have a loud Calabrese Aussie and a quiet man of steady German / Hungarian descent well you have to expect the ying and the yang to be a little unbalanced at times. We eventually just told them to hug it out and all was fixed ... easy!

