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Ajaccio sits on the west coast of Corsica, about halfway between 
the top and bottom of the island. It’s a gritty-ish minor Mediterranean 
port city of a few more than 70,000 people on a rugged land mass 
with roughly 330,000 souls (and easily as many olive trees). There’s 
an “international” airport a few minutes for the center, reminiscent of 
the ones you find in the Caribbean. The floors are worn and dirty, and 
passengers board and disembark using rolling staircases. The customs 
window looks like it hasn’t been opened since the Reagan years. 

As my girls sat on a bench outside the front door, sandwiched be-
tween committed smokers, I walked the single corridor inside, end-
to-end and back, again and again, looking for signs of the group of 
20 we were soon to join. With a looming 10:30 assembly time at an 
unnamed point, at 10:25 and no indication of any of the other 17, 
I began to second-guess myself. Did I have the right day? I’m pretty 
sure 10:30 is the same as 1030, no matter where in the world you 
are. There can only be ONE Ajaccio Airport, right? It can’t be like a 
Laguardia-Kennedy-Newark situation, can it? 

I emailed the trip leader, an Italian named Massimiliano, whom I 
had never met and learned how to contact only the day before. But 
if he were searching for us, he probably wouldn’t be looking at his 
phone. More worried than I reasonably should have been, I suddenly 
stumbled upon a woman in a Backroads t-shirt. “Excuse me, ma’am, 
are you looking for the trip?”

She was, of course, and soon we were running into others who had 
temporarily been similarly out-of-sorts. The young guy – it’s relative 
– with the curly dark hair, deep tan, bright smile, and recognizably 
Italian accent – Massimiliano, or Max, handed out luggage tags, basic 
instructions, and a list of names. 

A name doesn’t tell you much, unless you’re unfashionably judg-
mental, but place is a useful tool. So I scanned the list, expecting 
that our three Savannah, Georgias, would seem quaintly out of place 
among a collection of New York and San Francisco suburbs and may-
be a Toronto, or two. Alas, Max must have been careless with his cut-
and-paste, as the first name on the list had a Savannah next to it, and 
it wasn’t one of ours. Reading down, there were several more, along 
with a pair of Atlantas, and a Los Angeles with the same surname as 
the Savannahians, altogether, an impossible cluster of seven, somehow 
mistakenly attributed to my hometown. 

But it wasn’t a mistake. A woman at the front of the bus looked 
familiar to me, the matriarch of a family that has lived on Skidaway 
Island since 1981. The couple’s three young-adult daughters, it turns 
out, went to the same Savannah school as my girls, and here we all 
were, about to hike together up and down Corsican dirt trails connect-
ing mountaintops to the sea. Three days hence, we would all board a 
ferry, bound for Sardinia, and hike some more, stopping at middays to 
gorge on same-day-fresh fish.

It’s a running joke in my family: I always claim I recognize someone 
wherever we are. The girls don’t believe me. The world is small, but 
this defies the odds. Exactly half of our group of assumed strangers has 
lived long stretches of their lives concurrently in 31411, but we had 
to travel to an island that is officially French, which feels Italian, and 
claims to be neither, to meet. 

In case you’re wondering about the other nine – two Aussies (both 
traveling solo, unknown to one another, a Melbourner and a Sydney-
ite, something like Louisiana is to Seattle, it seems), a couple who 
moved to Greenwich Village from Westchester when their nest emp-
tied, a sunny-dispositioned husband and wife from Stuart, Florida, by 
way of upstate New York, and four more Californians, two north and 
two south. 

I’m shy, though most people don’t believe me when I claim it. Sofia 
is, too, while Gabby could charm a wall. So group trips aren’t my nat-
ural thing. I don’t choose to travel with neighbors whom I know, let 
alone ones I don’t, but here we are. 

And it was great. An unspoken familiarity, yet the freedom to do 
our own thing. The girls shared stories about teachers and common 
acquaintances and what it’s like to grow up Savannahians and then 
move away and struggle with the pull to someday come back, or not.

I’m amazed by our city. It’s sometimes provincial but often punch-
es above its weight. Tell people you’re from here and, usually, they 
comment on its beauty, even if they’ve never been. On this trip, we 
didn’t have to explain it to half of our party. They know exactly what 
it means to be from here, even if we were thousands of miles away.  

To contact The Skinnie with your ideas, responses, letters and more, email us at mail@theskinnie.com
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