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  Il Far Ouest


​​Il Far Ouest,

The Far West



Che lascia la via vecchia per la nuova, sa quel che perde e non sa quel che trova. 

Whoever forsakes the old way for the new knows what he is losing, but not what he will find. 
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Casa quantu stai e tirrinu quantu viri.

Home for as long as you need to be, and land as far as the eye can see.












  
  Author's Note


Dear Reader, 

If you’ve come this far with Maria and Baldassare, you already know the foundation this book stands on. It draws from real lives, real archives, and a family history I spent years piecing together from birth certificates, immigration papers, and old newspaper clippings.
What you’re about to read covers the years I found hardest to write. Cheyenne held more loss for my family than any other period of this journey, and I’ve tried to give that loss the weight it deserves without letting it eclipse the resilience that carried my grandparents through it.
The bones remain real. The rest—the conversations, the grief, the small mercies between them—is still my best and most loving speculation.
With love and gratitude,

Anne Licata-Solaas


      [image: image-placeholder]Part Two: The Far West 
Four years had passed since Maria Liotta and Baldassare Licata left Williamsburg, Brooklyn, for Cheyenne, Wyoming. Part One told the story that came before: the leaving of Sicily, the arrival in Brooklyn, and the conditions that would not let them stay.
Now, in 1914, the railroad has given Baldassare steady work, and Maria has begun to build something that might, in time, become a home.
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  one
The Promise of Cheyenne  

Cheyenne, Wyoming, 1914  


Three years now, and the lemon tree by the door had outgrown anything Maria expected from it, though lately, she’d stopped trusting things that grew easily. She crossed the porch toward it, basket in hand, and let her fingers find a ripe one before she’d decided to pick it. 
The lemon tree had been there waiting when they arrived, already established, taller than Maria herself. A gift from neighbors who’d somehow understood what a Sicilian woman would need to feel at home. She remembered, still, lying awake that first night beside Baldassare, staring at an unfamiliar ceiling in an unfamiliar town, trying to remember why she’d thought this was brave rather than foolish. Three years later, she still didn’t have an actual answer. But she had this: a house with a yard, three healthy children, a husband beside her, neighbors who brought food before you thought to ask, and a baptism to get to before the morning got away from her.
No knock to fear today. No Black Hand letter waiting in the mail. Just sun, and birdsong, and lemons enough for the whole table.
Out behind the house, in a sunnier corner of the yard, a second tree was only now reaching her knee, a tree grown from the very seeds her own father had pressed into her palm at the Brooklyn station, the last thing his hands ever gave hers. That one was hers entirely. That one she’d watched grow from nothing, the way she was watching everything else here grow from nothing too. Maria pressed her hand against her belly, where the slight swell of yet another child stirred beneath her apron. Four pregnancies now, and she still said a private prayer every time, the same one her mother had taught her, not for an easy birth, just a living one. 
“Maria! Where are those lemons?” Baldassare called from inside, his words sharpened with the good-natured impatience he reserved for days when company was coming.
“Coming, coming.” She selected two perfect fruits and tucked them into her apron pocket.
Inside, Baldassare was attempting to wrangle their oldest boy, Charlie, into a clean shirt. Five-year-old Tony watched with amusement while baby Johnny napped in the corner cradle. At seven, Charlie had developed his father’s stubborn streak and his mother’s powerful will, a combination that often left Baldassare throwing his hands up in surrender.
“For the baptism, Charlie. Just for a few hours,” Baldassare pleaded, counting on Maria for reinforcement as she entered.
Maria took over, her hands gentle but firm as she helped Charlie with his buttons. “Remember what we talked about? This is a special day for baby Graziano. And what does it mean that we’re his cumpari?”
Charlie’s resistance softened. “It means we’re his second family. We have to care for him.”
“That’s right,” Maria nodded, smoothing his dark hair. “And does a second family show up like they’ve been wrestling in the dirt?”
The boy grinned sheepishly and cooperated, allowing Maria to finish buttoning his shirt.
Baldassare patted his own rounded belly and peered into the icebox. Once gaunt in Camporeale, he now carried the paunch many Sicilian immigrants developed, a testament to the abundance they found in America. Even with modest means, they ate like royalty compared to how they’d eaten in the old country.
“Baldassare, take the children out back while I finish preparing the pranzo.” She thrust an overflowing platter of antipasti into his hands and nudged him toward the back door.
“What time will everyone arrive?” Baldassare called over his shoulder, already sampling a marinated olive.
“Any moment!” Maria called after him.
As she turned back to the kitchen, her gaze fell upon the letter propped against the flour canister. The one from Baldassare’s brother Nicolò. The elegant handwriting, the New York postmark, the expensive stationery she knew Baldassare could never afford on a railroad man’s wages. She frowned, thinking of the rumors that followed Nicolò from Sicily. The Abruzzis, those men her husband had once fled, now had their hooks in his youngest brother, and the proof of it sat there in fine cream paper, smelling faintly of cigars even through the envelope. She’d seen enough of the envelope’s edge to know it wasn’t thin. Whatever Nicolò wanted from his brother this time, he’d needed more than one page to ask for it.
Maria pushed the thought away. Today was for celebration. Lucia and Mario Della Chiesa had preceded them to Cheyenne, drawn by the promise of railroad work and clean, open spaces. Today, they celebrated the baptism of the Della Chiesas’ third child, Graziano, named after Father Graziano Benedetto, who had accompanied them to America those many years ago.
Maria moved to the stove where the sauce was simmering. The modest home smelled of basil, garlic, and tomatoes ripened under Wyoming sun, seasoned, as always, by Sicilian hands.
She stirred the sauce, reflecting on how quickly their lives had changed. Three years ago, they’d abandoned the cramped tenements of Brooklyn. Here in Cheyenne, they’d found space to breathe. Baldassare had secured steady work with the Pacific Railroad. Not the skilled boilermaker position they’d promised him. His limited English and inability to read the blueprints had kept him from that, but honest work that put food on their table and allowed them to save for their children’s future.
A knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts. 
“They’re here!” Baldassare announced, straightening his collar before opening the door.
Lucia Gasparini stepped in first, her face lighting up at the sight of Maria. The two women embraced like sisters, which, in many ways, they were. They’d met on the ship from Sicily in 1897, two frightened girls clinging to each other amid the chaos and sickness of steerage. Now they stood in Maria’s kitchen in Wyoming, both mothers, both with the quiet pride of survivors.
“Let me try your sauce.” Lucia laughed, already moving toward the stove. “I bet you’ve let it get too thick.”
Behind her, Mario Della Chiesa entered, carrying their newborn against his shoulder with the serene confidence of a man on his third child.
“And there’s our little figlioccio,” Maria cooed, reaching for baby Graziano. The infant was wrapped in the white baptismal gown she had sewn herself.
As cumpari, she and Baldassare hadn’t only provided the baptismal clothing. They’d promised, before God and everyone gathered today, that if anything ever happened to Mario and Lucia, this child would not grow up without hands to comb his hair or a voice to teach him his prayers. Her hands. Baldassare’s voice. It was the oldest promise Sicilians knew how to make, older than any document, and Maria took it as seriously as she’d take her own children’s lives.
She thought, unbidden, of Nicolò’s  letter still waiting on the flour canister. Whatever promises he’d made to the men he worked for now, she doubted they looked anything like this one.
As they eased into conversation, peace came over Maria, unhurried, the kind she’d stopped expecting to trust. This small gathering represented everything they’d hoped to find in America: community, opportunity, children growing strong under wide-open skies. The future stretched before them like the endless Wyoming plains, vast with possibility.
Later, as more guests arrived and laughter filled their home, Maria caught Baldassare’s eye across the room. He held her gaze for just a moment longer than necessary. Not smiling exactly, but something in him quieted, the way it only did when everything he’d built was in one place and accounted for. She understood. She always did. Tomorrow would bring its own challenges. It always did. But today, in this moment, the promise of Cheyenne felt real and within reach.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lucia had nestled baby Graziano in a small crib outdoors, next to Mario. Now baptized, he no longer needed the protective light they’d burned by his crib every night since his birth, but they tucked Saint Anthony’s picture into his swaddling bands all the same. 
“Hello!” Father Duffy, their pastor from St. Mary’s parish, arrived, his clerical collar stark against his sunburned neck. 
Maria greeted him with a warm smile. “Good afternoon, Father! The men are in the backyard with the antipasti. Everyone else should arrive shortly.”
Since moving to Cheyenne, they’d attended St. Mary’s, where Father Duffy had welcomed them from the start. He had been an orphan himself once, with a soft spot for struggling families and a dream of a parochial school filled with immigrant children. Lucia placed a glass of lemonade before him once he’d settled with the men in the yard.
“Baldassare, would you like some?” Lucia offered.
Baldassare took it and stared into his lemonade, the citrus scent unlocking memories he’d tried to bury. In Sicily, his father Calogero had staked everything on their lemon groves. When the Risorgimento brought crushing taxes, they’d hoped rising citrus prices would save them. Then came the morning Calogero found their orchard stripped bare, every fruit stolen in the night. They mortgaged the land, lost it to wealthy speculators, and eventually sailed for America, driven by hunger and desperation.  
Cu’ havi terra, havi tuttu, his father always said. He who has land, has everything. Now, even his modest Cheyenne plot of land felt like a miracle. He didn’t let himself finish the thought that came after it. Miracles, in his experience, were things men with more power than you could always take away.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lucia returned to the kitchen and tore lettuce leaves for the salad. “Do you realize we’ve been friends for nearly twenty years?” 
Maria stirred the bubbling sauce. “Twenty years.” She shook her head slowly. “We were so frightened on that ship, Lucia. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”
“I hope we always have each other.” Lucia squeezed Maria’s flour-dusted hand.
The Milazzo and Rizzuto families bustled through the front door, bringing a chorus of greetings and the scent of anise cookies. In 1911, these families had welcomed them to Cheyenne with open arms. They too lived in the small Sicilian community west of the train station, all working for the railroad in some capacity.
Maria kissed them in greeting, directing them through the house. “The men are in the backyard.”
Paul Milazzo lingered a moment in the doorway, hat in hand, asking after the children in his careful, schoolbook English before switching back to dialect for Maria’s benefit. He always held two languages at once, easy as breathing, the way Baldassare suspected he’d never manage himself, no matter how many citizenship papers he filed.
Maria wiped her brow with her forearm and slid another dish into the oven. A locomotive thundered past, sending plumes of steam and coal smoke above the rooftops. The house trembled suddenly, cutlery rattling against plates.
Lucia caught a glass before it tumbled from the counter. “Remember how I used to clutch your arm every time a train passed?”
“I’ll never get used to those trains.” Maria spoke louder as the train’s whistle faded. “At least in Brooklyn, we expected the noise.”
“But now that noise puts food on our table,” Lucia reminded her.
Maria nodded, arranging basil leaves atop a steaming platter. “True. And there are consolations.” She moved to the window, pushing it wider. “Do you hear the meadowlarks singing? In Brooklyn, I’d forgotten birds existed.”
“Or stars,” Lucia joined her at the window. “Do you remember your first night here? I’d never seen so many stars in my life.”
“When they connected our street to the Lincoln Highway last year, I was certain we’d lose all this peace.” Maria looked out at the quiet yard, the children chasing each other through the grass. “And here we still are.” She watched the children a moment longer, grateful in a way she couldn’t quite say out loud.
Lucia leaned out the window, breathing deeply. “And this air! So clean it almost hurts your lungs.” She pointed toward the west. “On clear days, those snow-capped mountains make me believe anything is possible in America.”

      [image: image-placeholder]After all the guests arrived, the men pushed tables together and spread blankets across the lawn for the children. Women arranged steaming platters on the tables while Baldassare poured drinks. Father Duffy blessed both the food and the newborn Graziano. 
Baldassare rose from his chair, wine glass held aloft, cheeks flushed with pride and perhaps a touch too much homemade vino. He cleared his throat until the conversations hushed. “Three years ago, we stepped off the train right over there,” he gestured toward the tracks beyond the yard. “People said we were fools to leave New York. ‘Too far,’ they said. ‘Too wild!’” He shook his head, chuckling. “But here we are now! Homes of our own, children playing in grass instead of gutters, food on our tables, and most importantly, family and friends to share it with! Cent’anni! “
“Cent’anni!” the guests echoed, glasses rising and clinking.
Maria caught Lucia’s eye across the table, then Mario’s, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. She bit her lip to keep from laughing outright. It seemed like only yesterday that Baldassare paced the Brooklyn apartment, listing a dozen reasons they shouldn’t leave, as if she hadn’t already decided the morning she’d lifted Charlie’s shirt and seen the shrapnel wound across his belly. She had said nothing then either. Just held him until he stopped crying, then gone back to the kitchen and started making a list of what they could pack. It had taken months of her quiet suggestions, planted like seeds, that Baldassare eventually claimed as his own ideas. Her mother’s wisdom echoed in her mind: Let your husband believe the big decisions are his, and you’ll have the marriage you want. She sipped her wine, savoring both its sweetness and her unspoken victory.
Mario stood next. “To our gracious hosts!” He raised his glass toward Baldassare and Maria. “And to this magnificent feast! You know, my friends, the Licatas come from Agrigento.” He leaned forward, eyes twinkling. “Plato himself said people from Agrigento build their houses as if they’ll live forever and they eat as if they’ll die tomorrow!”
Laughter erupted around the table.
Mario sat and nudged Baldassare. “How’s the railroad treating you?”
Baldassare glanced up briefly before returning to his meal. “The work is backbreaking. Twelve-hour shifts in the rail yard, six days a week.”
“That’s tough,” Mario said sympathetically.
“But I’m not complaining,” Baldassare continued. “It puts food on the table and keeps a roof over our heads. It’s an honest living. The other workers have become like family.”
“Vero,” Mario agreed, refilling their glasses. “We left the old country for something better, not something perfect.”
“I received a letter from Domenico last week,” Baldassare paused, staring into his wine. “Things in Brooklyn are getting worse. More crime, less work. He’s worried about his children growing up there. But he’s afraid of starting over again.” 
Domenico’s letter had also mentioned, almost as an aside, that Papà had taken to resting between courses at Sunday dinner now, something he’d never done in his life. Since Baldassare couldn’t read, he’d asked Mario to read that one line back to him three times before he let himself fold the letter away. A man rested when his body told him to. Calogero had never once in Baldassare’s memory let his body tell him anything.
“He’s got a good heart, your brother,” Mario said. “He just needs courage.”
“Domenico needs more than that. He needs to know what’s possible here.” Baldassare met Mario’s gaze. “Why don’t you write to him? Explain the opportunities? My words are just a brother’s boasting. But you, with your position, your English, he’ll listen to you.”
The request hung between them, Baldassare’s pride laid bare. Asking for help with something as simple as a letter never got easier.
“Certo,” Mario nodded without hesitation. “I’ll write tomorrow. Domenico deserves the same chance we had.”
“What about the postal work?” Baldassare cut himself another slice of bread. “Better than laying track, I imagine.”
“Pay’s decent,” Mario said. 
“Decent.” Paul snorted. “He means it pays better than what I make managing the freight office and we’ve both got the English to thank for that.” He reached for more bread without looking up. “Funny thing, isn’t it? We left Sicily so our children wouldn’t have to depend on which language they were born speaking, and here we are, the two of us, depending on it every single day.”
A moment of quiet fell over the table, the kind that follows something true. Then Baldassare turned back to Mario.
“How does it work exactly? The mail delivery?”
“We don’t stop. All day long, I snag incoming bags with a hook and toss outgoing mail all while the train’s moving. Towns fly by in seconds.” Mario demonstrated with his hands. 
Baldassare winced. “Sounds risky.”
“We had four derailments last year alone.” Mario tapped the small scar above his eye. “And the mail car’s right behind the engine. It’s the first to go when trouble hits. But it beats begging at the port of Napoli, no?”
After dinner, the men retreated to the card table in the corner of the yard, sheltered by grapevines. Coins clinked as Mario dealt the cards for their Sunday poker ritual.
“What’s the news from Europe?” Vincenzo Milazzo asked, arranging his hand. His fingers bore the permanent stain of leather dye at the creases, the mark of a shoemaker that no Sunday scrubbing could fully remove.
“Bah,” Baldassare waved dismissively. “A prince shot in some place called Sarajevo? What does that matter to us in Wyoming?”
“Wilson says we’ll stay out of it,” Mario slid his chips to the center. “But the papers say otherwise. Americans are already sending supplies to England.”
Nunzio Rizzuto, who received Italian newspapers from a cousin in New York, leaned forward. “The Kaiser won’t tolerate American ships carrying goods to his enemies. German U-boats are already hunting in the Atlantic.”
“They wouldn’t dare attack American vessels.” Baldassare discarded two cards.
Nunzio stroked his salt-and-pepper mustache. “Germans will sink any ship helping their enemies. They’ve made that clear.”
A silence fell as each man contemplated what war might mean for their adopted country and for the families they’d left behind. The cards seemed suddenly less important.
“Italy hasn’t chosen sides yet,” Mario said finally. “If they join with Germany—“
“Then what will happen to our relatives still trying to come over?” Baldassare finished the thought.
Paul Milazzo, who’d remained quiet, spoke up. “The recruiting officers were at the rail yard yesterday searching for young men. Didn’t care if they spoke English.”
“They’ll take anyone between thirteen and thirty-one,” Nunzio added. “My nephew just registered.”
“One-third of the recruits can’t understand commands,” Mario said. “Half can’t read. The army’s desperate.”
Baldassare studied his cards, then laid them down: a flush. As he collected his winnings, he mumbled, “I went to the courthouse yesterday. Started my citizenship papers.”
The men nodded in understanding. Too old to fight, Baldassare still sought to prove where his loyalty lay.
“Italy gave us hunger,” Nunzio said firmly. “But America gave us bread. Two million Italians have registered to fight for this country.”
“And they’ll fight well,” Baldassare added. “Twelve percent of the army. That’s what the recruitment officer said. We Italians are already a force in the American military.”
Mario crossed himself. “This war is pazzo. Madness. But I’d rather fight for America than starve in Italy.”
They shuffled the cards for another hand. No one suggested quitting the game. No one wanted to be the first to say what they were all thinking. They had already crossed an ocean once, and they might have to cross another one in uniform for a country that wasn’t entirely sure they belonged to it.
Baldassare thought of his own boys. Charlie already seven, Tony five, Johnny still in his cradle. Too young now. Not too young forever. Wars had a way of lasting exactly as long as it took a boy to grow into one.
He thought of Nicolò’s  letter, still propped against the flour canister inside. Whatever his brother was tangled up in back east, at least no one was asking him to die for it. He almost laughed at the thought, and then didn’t, because it wasn’t entirely a joke.

      [image: image-placeholder]She didn’t know yet that this day would be the one she’d reach for later, when things got hard. That she’d try to bring it back whole, the smell of lemons and roasting peppers, Lucia’s anise cookies, the children’s voices in the yard, and find she could only ever get pieces of it. 
But that was later. For now, there was only this: the Wyoming sun on her face, and the people she loved, and the life they were still building.






  
  two
Shadows from Sicily 

Williamsburg, Brooklyn, New York, 1913-14


On the other side of the country, at the corner table of Umberto’s Caffetteria in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, Calogero Labruzzo sat smoking a cigar and sipping a tiny cup of espresso. His tall, commanding presence filled the small café, drawing furtive glances from those who knew better than to make direct eye contact with the successful businessman. 
Nicolò Licata, Baldassare’s brother, paused outside the café window, inspecting his reflection before smoothing back his hair. At sixteen, he cut a striking figure, charming, attractive, and dressed in slick clothing that belied the seven thousand kilometers he’d traveled from his hometown in Sicily to meet this very man.
When Nicolò entered and approached the table, Labruzzo’s eyes narrowed, assessing the young man with the shrewd gaze that had intimidated countless others over the years, the same piercing stare that had once made his wife, his twelve children, and his employees cower before his tempestuous moods.
“Sì?” Labruzzo asked, exhaling smoke that hung in the air between them.
“Signore, I’m Nicolò Licata from Camporeale. I believe Don Osvaldo Abruzzi told you I was coming.” Nicolò stood patiently, hands clasped before him, waiting for acknowledgment.
Labruzzo’s eyes flickered with recognition at the mention of Camporeale, not his own village, but close enough to Castellammare, the place he’d fled in panic seventeen years earlier after striking his uncle dead in a fit of rage. The memory of standing over that felled body still haunted him.
“Coming for what?” he tapped his cigar against a small brass ashtray.
Nicolò smiled, a disarming expression that softened the tension. “Coming to work.”
Labruzzo nodded to the chair across from him. “Have a seat.”
As Nicolò settled in, he took the measure of the man whose reputation had reached even Sicily: the cut of his suit, the rings on his fingers, the calm authority of someone who’d built all of this from nothing. Rumor said he’d been a blacksmith once, then a butcher in North Africa of all places, before whatever path led a man from Castellammare to owning half of Williamsburg.  
What he would learn over the following months was that in his brief time in Brooklyn, Labruzzo had seized every opportunity: the Italian lottery, managing cheap labor through his padroni, selling protection services. He had even tried extortion early on, but found the risk too high and the payoff too low. That was Mano Nera territory: angry young men on street corners, rookies dealing in hot goods, sloppy knifings and petty robberies. Labruzzo had left all that behind. What he’d built instead was harder to knock down and quieter to run.
Nicolò didn’t know which parts of the story were true. He suspected by the end of the night it wouldn’t matter. What mattered was what Labruzzo could do for him, and what he’d get in return.
“I lease commercial buildings to clothing manufacturers and let rooms in tenements. Is that the work you’re looking for?” Labruzzo gestured with his cigar, the smoke briefly obscuring him from view. He deliberately omitted mention of his more lucrative ventures that had made him truly wealthy.
Nicolò nodded, “Signore, I do whatever you ask. With discretion.”
Labruzzo studied him a moment longer before he spoke again, almost to himself. “You know why men like me came to this city, instead of staying in New Orleans, where there was already good money to be made?”
Nicolò shook his head.
“1891. They strung up eleven of our paesani in the street down there. No trial, no judge. Just a mob and a rope.” Labruzzo tapped ash from his cigar. “After that, you’d have to be a fool to stay. You don’t build a life in a place that’ll kill you for your name.” He leaned back. “New York was different. So many of us came at once that the Americans couldn’t keep track. The Neapolitans set up on Mulberry Street. We took Brooklyn. And we built something here that’s harder to tear down than a man hanging from a tree.” He gestured toward the street with his cigar. “That’s what I intend to keep doing. Build something they can’t reach. You follow me?”
“Sì, signore,” Nicolò said. “I understand completely.”
“You worked for the Abruzzis?” Labruzzo took another puff.
“Sì, signore. They said New York City is the land of opportunity.”
“For some of us, anyway.” Labruzzo set down his cigar. “More so than New Orleans ever was. I’ll see what I can do. Come by tonight at 8:00, and I’ll introduce you around.”
Over the following months, Nicolò would discover what made Labruzzo both feared and respected. Despite Labruzzo’s touchy temper, Nicolò’s  calm demeanor won him over, the same way it had with the Abruzzis back in Sicily. Don Osvaldo once joked that Nicolò had a gift. He could walk into a room where a man was ready to put his fist through a wall and leave with that same man laughing, relaxed, eating out of his palm. Nicolò had heard enough of Father Benedetto’s Bible stories as a boy to know the comparison everyone eventually made: David, playing his harp for Saul, soothing whatever dark spirit had its claws in the old king that day. Nicolò had never thought of himself as righteous. But he understood, better than most men twice his age, the particular power of making yourself useful to someone else’s worst moods.  
By winter, Nicolò, with his smooth way, dressed like any self-respecting New York gentleman and became an essential part of Labruzzo’s outfit. The boy from Camporeale had found his place in America, at the right hand of a man who had once fled another Sicilian village under a cloud of violence and fear.

      [image: image-placeholder]In a cramped Williamsburg tenement not far from where Nicolò met with Labruzzo, the rest of the Licata siblings had carved out their own corner of America. Vincenzo and his young bride, also named Maria, a coincidence the family had given up commenting on years ago and now simply called her Mariuccia, little Maria, to keep the household straight, shared their small apartment with his fourteen-year-old sister Vincenza, while brothers Domenico, Calò, Antonio, and Leonardo lived nearby. 
Vincenzo’s wife Mariuccia sat at her kitchen table, her nimble fingers attaching collars to dresses as she hummed softly. Her rounded belly pressed against the edge of the table. Though the piecework left her fingers raw and her back aching, she cherished this life away from Camporeale’s crushing poverty. Each stitch brought her deeper into the American dream she’d crossed an ocean to find.
The apartment door creaked open as Vincenzo shuffled in, carrying the sour-sweet smell of fermenting grapes that clung to his clothes.
“Any luck today?” Mariuccia said without looking up from her work.
Vincenzo waved dismissively. “Almost perfected my Nero d’Avola. Old man Genovese said it reminds him of home.”
“Reminds him of home won’t pay our rent,” Mariuccia set down her needle. “The baby comes in two months. I’m talking about regular work, not wine.”
Vincenzo brightened with the peculiar animation that always accompanied his grand schemes. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you! This Prohibition talk is getting serious. Americans want to ban alcohol!” He leaned in, conspiratorial. “When that happens, men will pay triple, quadruple for good Sicilian wine. My little brother Nicolò has connections. We’ll have more money than we can spend!”
Mariuccia’s throat tightened. “Nicolò has connections because of the Abruzzis.” She leaned forward, voice barely audible. “They are amici. Didn’t you try to keep him away from the Abruzzis back home?”
“Don’t be pazza,” Vincenzo scoffed. “I won’t get involved with the amici. They’ll just send customers my way.”
“Until then, find a job,” Mariuccia pressed her hand against her swollen abdomen. “Children cost money.”
The door swung open again, bringing with it a gust of cold air and Vincenza’s noise, laughter, and stamping boots. Her cheeks flushed with winter color, and dark curls escaped from under her woolen hat.
“How was school?” Mariuccia asked, glancing at the darkening window.
“Good.” Vincenza dropped her books on the table and reached for an apple. “We read about Columbus today. Did you know he was Italian?”
Mariuccia pushed herself up from the chair with effort. “Start your homework while I prepare dinner.”
“I don’t have any.” The words came out clipped, almost before the question finished.
“No homework? Again?” Mariuccia’s brow furrowed. “The Calabrese children downstairs work for hours every night.”
“I finish everything during school.” Vincenza shrugged, a nonchalance she’d clearly practiced. “I’m smart! Test me. I can say anything in English.”
“Then help me with supper and teach me these English words,” Mariuccia countered, handing her an apron.  
Mariuccia had worried about Vincenza since her arrival in America. Vincenza had come to live with Vincenzo and Mariuccia, the one couple among the siblings with room enough, no children yet crowding their table. For a while, school had suited her. She’d flourished. Yet lately, something had changed. Her enthusiasm seemed forced and her stories of school too rehearsed.
“Put the pasta to boil and slice these tomatoes,” Mariuccia instructed. “I’ll buy more basil and onions from Claro’s.”
The narrow staircase creaked beneath Mariuccia’s careful steps as she descended to the basement store. Signore Claro greeted her with his customary warmth.
“Mariuccia! How are you feeling? And how is Vincenza doing with her studies?”
“Everyone is well, grazie a Dio,” she replied, selecting an onion.
“That Statue of Liberty project. How late was your Vincenza up writing?” Claro weighed her purchases.
Mariuccia’s hand stilled. “Project? Vincenza didn’t mention any project.”
“Begonia worked on it for weeks! Still stayed up until midnight. These teachers give too much work. Good thing they have a holiday tomorrow.”
When Mariuccia returned to the apartment, she relayed her concerns to Vincenzo.
“You always look for problems,” he dismissed. “The teacher said she’s brilliant.”
“That was months ago,” she countered.
She said nothing more that night, but she didn’t sleep easily either, turning the conversation over and over. The holiday Vincenza hadn’t mentioned, the project Vincenza hadn’t started. 
Mariuccia watched Vincenza prepare for school the next morning, her movements deliberate and rehearsed.
“Isn’t today a holiday?” She asked casually.
“The teacher didn’t mention it,” Vincenza replied, not meeting her eyes.
“And the Statue of Liberty project? Signore Claro’s daughter Begonia is in your class. She worked on it for weeks.”
Vincenza swallowed hard. “Begonia must go to another school.”
Her visit to the store confirmed her suspicions. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The following afternoon, Mariuccia made her way to the school, her heavy body protesting with each step. 
Mrs. Kelly registered surprise when she mentioned Vincenza. “She hasn’t been here in months! Not since she left to work. Such a shame. She was such a promising student.”
Left to work! The words echoed in Mariuccia’s mind as she returned home, her heart pounding against her ribs as she completed her piecework. When Vincenza arrived, she forced her trembling hands still.
Vincenza dropped her schoolbag on the table. “Need help with dinner?” 
“We know you’re not going to school,” Mariuccia said, steady despite her anger.
“What are you talking about?” Vincenza’s defiance faltered under Mariuccia’s unwavering gaze.
“I spoke with Mrs. Kelly today.”
Vincenza’s shoulders slumped as her brother Vincenzo rose from his chair.
“Let me handle this,” he said. “Vincenza, you’ve always been a good girl. America makes it easy to find trouble. Mamma and Papà trusted us to care for you until they arrive. Don’t make this difficult for us.”
Vincenza rolled her eyes. “I already know English. I’m done with school. I’m nearly fifteen.”
“Stay until Mamma and Papà come. Then talk to them,” Vincenzo insisted. “Please.”
“Okay, then,” Vincenza murmured. “I’ll go back tomorrow.”
For weeks, they monitored her closely. She brought home assignments and spoke of teachers. But one morning, as Mariuccia waddled through the market, she spotted Vincenza across the street, arm-in-arm with a young man.
“Vincenza!” She called out, breathless from the effort.
Hesitation flickered through Vincenza before she lifted her chin with sudden resolve. 
“Mariuccia, this is Antonio.” Too fast, the words already out before she’d decided to say them. “I’m not going back. And you can’t make me.”
“Come home now. We need to talk.”
But Vincenza grabbed the young man’s arm and hurried away, leaving Mariuccia standing alone in the crowded street.

      [image: image-placeholder]Back in Sicily, Calogero and Vita Licata had sold their home in Camporeale in 1911, but their journey to America had encountered unexpected obstacles. Their children had sent hopeful letters with each planned departure, only to receive apologetic replies explaining the latest delay. After nearly three years of setbacks and increasing unrest in Europe, the elderly couple at last packed their meager belongings and purchased second-class tickets aboard the  S.S. Kaiser Franz Joseph, due to arrive January 20, 1914. Now, in Brooklyn, their scattered children counted the days with cautious optimism, planning a feast to welcome their parents to the New World.
When the flow of passengers dwindled to third-class steerage, Domenico’s eyes moved faster, checking and rechecking faces he’d already passed over. He waited until the officials closed the gangplanks. His parents were nowhere to be found.
Domenico didn’t know who to ask or what to say in English. He went home empty-handed. “They weren’t there!” he announced to Gaetana and his siblings, who had gathered around tables laden with cooling food.
“What do you mean, not there?” Gaetana demanded, pragmatic as always.
“I waited until they locked the doors.” Domenico’s stomach churned. He imagined papà’s slow shuffle, Mamma’s bad hip, the two of them somewhere in that building, unable to read a single form or understand a single question, and no one who spoke their dialect to help them.
“Go back tomorrow,” Gaetana ordered. “They would have sent word if they missed the boat. The authorities will know if they boarded.”
The next day, Domenico ventured inside the immigration building, peering into rooms until he heard a blessed sound: an attendant speaking Sicilian. Relief flooded through him as he inquired about his parents.
When the attendant returned, his news was both reassuring and alarming: Calogero and Vita were indeed at Ellis Island but were held for special inquiry. Following the attendant down a long corridor, Domenico found himself before an official whose stern expression matched his tone.
“Your parents have a connection to a criminal named Nicolò Licata.”
Domenico’s heart sank. “A criminal? Licata?” He forced a nervous laugh. “It must be another Licata. We are honest working men.” 
Sweat beaded on his forehead as he wondered what mysterious activities his youngest brother had entangled himself in. Domenico painted a convincing portrait of their simple life as laborers. Finally, the officials relented.
“We must be careful these days,” one remarked, stamping their papers. “Sicily sends many criminals to America to take advantage of honest folks like you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]When Calogero and Vita finally emerged, bewildered and anxious, they rushed to their son with tears of relief. 
“It was a mix-up,” Domenico said, smiling in a way he hoped looked convincing. “Everything is fine now.”
Vita cupped his face in her weathered hands. “Figlio! You’re so handsome and strong!”
Calogero patted his son’s stomach appreciatively. “So fat and healthy! Gaetana must feed you well!”
Domenico secured a coach for home, but his mind stayed back at Ellis Island, circling the same handful of facts. His little brother dressed well. Knew important people. Traveled extensively, for a boy who’d left Camporeale with nothing but a borrowed coat. He’d always been close to the Abruzzis, in Sicily, and now, somehow, in New York too, as if the family had crossed an ocean and found the same shadow waiting on the other side.
What had Nicolò done to earn a federal man’s suspicion? What had he done that reached far enough to touch their own parents, fresh off the boat, before they’d even cleared customs?
The questions sat on Domenico’s chest the entire ride home, heavier than anything in the cart behind them. Heavier, even, than the two trunks his parents had somehow packed an entire life into.
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Westward Bound

Williamsburg, Brooklyn, New York, 1915


Calogero’s fingers drummed an impatient rhythm on his chair’s worn armrest as he stared through the window at a miserly patch of winter sky. The walls of the tenement seemed to inch closer with each passing hour, his world shrinking to this stifling room on Marcy Avenue. 
“America!” he spat the word like a bitter seed. “This is the promised land of gold? I waste away in this box, with no company but my own thoughts. I can’t go outside—too dangerous, too wet, too cold! What kind of life is this, where a man counts cracks in the ceiling to pass the time?”
It was 1915. At seventy-one, Calogero Licata found himself stranded in a foreign landscape, sharing a cramped Williamsburg apartment with Vitina and their youngest daughter Vincenza, sixteen, while their daughter Antonia managed the household around them all.
In Camporeale, not working had meant freedom to Calogero: mornings tending his sun-drenched garden, afternoons playing domino or Scopa with friends in the piazza, evenings debating politics over a glass of homemade wine. In America, unemployment transformed him into a prisoner. Confined to these narrow rooms, watching women scrub and cook, he was a stranger to the city beyond the window. The fierce patriarch who had commanded respect in Sicily had somehow diminished into a timid old man who startled at the clanging of passing trolleys.
Vita, by contrast, had found her footing. Every Friday she cleaned Father Benedetto’s church altars, arranged fresh flowers, and replaced the candles. The marketing trips helped too. She found neighbors to talk to, gossip to collect. She had made herself useful, which was all she knew how to do.
“There’s no shortage of ways to fill your days,” she chided him, wiping flour-covered hands on her apron. “Grow tomatoes and basil on the balcony. Help Vincenzo perfect his wine. You always claimed to have the best taste in Camporeale. Find other paesani playing cards in the park. Just stop your endless complaining!”
Calogero turned away, his gaze returning to that insufficient square of sky, too proud to admit that what truly crippled him was not boredom but fear. Fear of this incomprehensible city where his lifetime of accumulated wisdom suddenly meant nothing at all.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sunday was the one day Calogero recognized himself. The extended family gathered, the table filled, and for a few hours he was patriarch again, presiding over the ritual spaghetti and meatballs, the espresso, the cassata from the bakery down the street that they could never have afforded in Camporeale. 
On one such Sunday, an unexpected knock at the door shattered their familiar rhythm. Calogero and Vitina exchanged puzzled glances. Family never knocked; they simply called out and entered. All their relatives were already present. Visitors were rare in their isolated immigrant existence. Hitching up his loose-fitting pants, Calogero shuffled to the door and cracked it open with wary suspicion.
“I’m here! Your long-lost son!” Nicolò’s words burst through the opening before the door swung wide, revealing him in his full splendor. He swept into the apartment and embraced his father with performed affection.
Vita rushed toward him, enveloping her youngest son in an embrace that contained years of worry. “Figlio!” Vita’s words broke apart. “I’ve been so worried about you.”
“Mamma!” From behind his back, Nicolò produced an extravagant bouquet and an elaborately wrapped package and extended them toward his mother. “These are for you!”
Calogero embraced him. “Let me look at you.” He stepped back to survey this stranger wearing his son’s features, his eyes betraying the anger that still simmered beneath his forced smile.
At just eighteen, Nicolò cut an imposing figure in his custom-tailored suit with knife-edge creases, a bowler hat perched on his head, and a polished cane gripped in his manicured hand. His expertly shaven face bore a broad smile that couldn’t fully mask his nervous excitement at the family reunion. Every detail, the silk underclothes, the diamond stickpin, the custom shoes, was proof to the folks from home that he’d made it. 
“Where have you been, fratello?” Domenico’s voice carried an accusatory edge. “When did you arrive? You come halfway around the world and don’t visit your family?”
Nicolò deflected with practiced ease, offering a conspiratorial wink. “I travel for business.”
“What does that mean?” Vincenzo’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “You’re just a kid, and you’re traveling for business?”
“I’m eighteen years old,” Nicolò replied with casual authority. “The Abruzzis have business interests throughout the country that keep me occupied.”
His brothers exchanged glances. Despite their union involvement, steady work eluded them. The construction boom that had kept them employed working on construction in New York since their arrival a decade ago had slowed dramatically, leaving them scrambling for jobs. New technologies, electricity, motorized transportation, mass production, had reduced the demand for manual labor, even with Europe at war. How had their youngest brother achieved such prosperity when they struggled to feed their families?
Nicolò pivoted, his attention darting to the infant in Mariuccia’s arms. “Is this your baby, Vincenzo? You two didn’t waste any time!”
Mariuccia flushed with maternal pride as she lifted little Vitina toward her uncle. Nicolò swept in and kissed the baby’s cheek with a flourish. “I love children! And who are these little ones? How many children do you have?” He laughed, surveying the small faces regarding him with silent fascination. “I’m your Zio Nicolò!”
“We have five children.” Gaetana softened. “Well, four now. We just lost one-year-old Giovanni to typhoid.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. Four children still needed her—Vita, eight; Charlie, seven; Antonio, five, and Willie, three. There was no time to mourn.  
He watched his brothers watch him. He couldn’t quite decide whether he felt pride or something closer to shame. Nicolò made the appropriate sounds of sympathy, said the right things, and noted he had no idea the child had even existed. Three years away and a nephew had been born and buried. He kept smiling, because he didn’t know what else to do with it right now.
Vincenzo’s gaze fixed on Nicolò’s shining watch. With calculated generosity, he extended his arm. “Try it on!”
He slipped it on with undisguised admiration before pointing to Nicolò’s immaculate footwear. “Where did you get those shoes?”
“Il calzolaio around the corner,” Nicolò replied. “Giuseppe makes the finest custom shoes in Brooklyn.”
The door opened again, admitting sixteen-year-old Vincenza. Her face lit up at the sight of her brother. “Nicolò! Fratello! I’ve missed you!” She embraced him. “My friend Antonio mentioned seeing you at Umberto’s with the Abruzzis.”
Vita crossed herself reflexively, reaching for her rosary. The rumors about that establishment had reached even her sheltered ears.
“No one makes coffee like Umberto’s,” Nicolò declared with another wink. “Except you, Mamma, of course.”
“They make lots of things there,” Domenico interjected. “None of it coffee.”
A mischievous gleam appeared in Nicolò’s eyes. “We broker some very lucrative deals at Umberto’s. Business is flourishing. Let me know if any of you need employment. I’ll be leaving soon to travel and won’t see you for some time.”
Vincenza’s eyes shone with admiration. New York hummed with far too much excitement to waste her precious time in a classroom. “Papà, I have a friend outside who wishes to meet you.”
“Oh ho,” Nicolò laughed knowingly. “Who might this friend be?”
“Bring him in.” Calogero pushed himself up from his chair with a grunt. “Better I see his face than wonder about it.”
When she opened the door, a nervous young man entered, clutching his hat. “This is my friend, Antonio Procella.”
“Piacere,” Antonio nodded.
“Who are you, and what are your intentions toward my daughter?”
Vincenza went scarlet.
“Signore.” Antonio straightened. “I request permission to court your daughter.”
“With a chaperone present,” Calogero said. “She’s sixteen.” He said nothing more.
Nicolò raised his eyebrows in surprise, having fully expected his father to chase away the suitor. How America had changed the old man! “Mamma, open your gift,” he urged, gesturing to the wrapped box.
“You shouldn’t have bought me anything,” Vita said, a small smile betraying her pleasure. She carefully untied the ribbon, folding it neatly before extracting a shimmering red beaded dress from the tissue paper. Confusion crossed her face as she laughed softly. “Where would I wear such a thing?”
“Parties, Mamma! You’ll adore New York!”
Calogero’s mouth compressed into a tight line. “Parties,” he muttered under his breath. “Bah!”
Nicolò nudged his father playfully. “Live a little, Papà! You’ve earned your retirement—time to enjoy life!” He thought of threadbare clothes and pitiful wages and a lifetime of backbreaking work.  
Nicolò glanced at his watch, then looked up with his eyebrows raised. “I have to go. I have an appointment.”
Vita’s gaze fell to the floor. “You won’t stay to eat?”
“Next time,” he promised breezily. “Wonderful seeing you all!”
The apartment felt emptier after he left than it had before he’d arrived. Vita cleared the espresso cups. Calogero returned to his chair by the window. The square of sky was no larger than it had been that morning.

      [image: image-placeholder]Weeks later, as the family lingered over Sunday dinner, Vincenza read aloud her brother Baldassare’s latest letter. His words painted a seductive portrait of Wyoming. Plentiful work, pristine air, and vast stretches of fertile land awaiting cultivation. Before Vincenza had finished reading, Calogero stood up. 
“That’s it!” His fist struck the table with such force that dishes rattled. “We’re moving to Cheyenne with Baldassare.”
“What?” Vincenza pushed back from the table.
Calogero’s eyes gleamed with newfound purpose. “We’re suffocating in these wretched tenements. New York is cold and soulless. We need sunshine! We need to feel the soil! We need qualità della vita! We’ll never find it in this wasteland.”
Vita nodded her silent agreement. Though she would miss her extended family and the fragile network of acquaintances she’d cultivated, contentment eluded her in this anonymous metropolis. Her daughter Vincenza was becoming a stranger to her, transformed by the city into something wild and unfamiliar. The girl had embraced American fashions with alarming enthusiasm, styling her hair in Marcel waves, begging for those ridiculously oversized hats, and now openly consorting with a young man. What had become of the obedient child who had left Sicily?
Vita smoothed her apron. “It’s settled, then. We’re going to Cheyenne!”
Antonia and Vincenzo, along with their families, declared they would join. The others said nothing.
Vincenza’s foot stamped against the floor. “My life is here in New York. I won’t leave. Besides, I don’t want to move even farther from the Old Country. I might want to go back there someday.”
Calogero dismissed her protest with a contemptuous wave. “Bah! You barely remember Camporeale. This is about that boy Antonio!”
“No, it’s not!” she flared. “I’m not going.”
“I’m not asking you.” Calogero’s voice hardened. “I’m telling you. You’re moving with your family.”
“No! I refuse!” The words tumbled from Vincenza’s lips.
Calogero’s expression softened slightly. “Figlia, you’ll find a better life in a smaller community. Like our village. There’s no sense of belonging here, no air fit to breathe. We see nothing but walls. Endless, suffocating walls. This isn’t living; it’s a slow death.”
“Mamma, my life is here,” Vincenza insisted. “I have friends, connections!”
Vita massaged the base of her neck. “Vincenza, cara, don’t burden your aging parents with more troubles. In Wyoming we’ll breathe again. And we’ll do it together. That’s enough reason.”
Tears welled in Vincenza’s dark eyes. “Mamma, listen to me! Everything I care about is here! I can’t start again! Do you understand how hard I’ve worked to build a life of my own?”
Calò, now thirty-seven with a family, intervened. “I agree. Poor Vincenza has endured enough without you. We can’t leave either. My wife’s family is here, and we’ve established ourselves. Vincenza can stay with us.”
Leonardo added his voice to the growing opposition. “We’ve invested a decade in this city. We can’t abandon everything for clean air and provincial life. This is our home now. The union needs us.”
“Don’t either of you start with me!” Calogero growled. “This union means more than blood? All you do is work yourselves to the bone! Is this why we left Camporeale? We can’t walk the streets without fear. We’re constantly watching for the Mano Nera or the Abruzzis or some other predator! Our children aren’t safe. If this is New York, I want no part of it!”
“Oh, Papà,” Vincenza pleaded, “you need time to adjust. Once you find your cumpari, you’ll embrace New York! We never go hungry here. We have a community.”
Calogero’s mouth compressed into a taut line as he averted his gaze, the unmistakable signal that discussion had ended. He couldn’t force his adult children, but his wife and younger offspring would follow him to Cheyenne. He was adrift here. He deplored how quickly his paesani adopted American appetites, suddenly “needing” beer, steak, theater tickets, and gambling, luxuries they had never craved in Sicily. They had lost the dignity of honest toil, some even refusing manual labor as beneath them. He particularly worried for Nicolò, who had acquired too much, too quickly, without struggle.
Vincenza met her father’s unyielding stare, her mind already formulating escape. She would never follow them to some desolate frontier town. Later that afternoon, she and Antonio whispered conspiracies on the tenement stoop, their plans taking shape in the fading light.

      [image: image-placeholder]Calogero and Vita purchased their train tickets and devoted the following week to packing their modest possessions, acquiring provisions, and bidding farewell to their limited circle of friends. Vincenza never again expressed opposition. She attended school with newfound diligence and quietly assisted Vita with preparations. 
Vita sighed with relief, believing her daughter had simply needed time to accept the inevitable. But some nights, watching Vincenza fold her clothes with too much care, placing each thing in the trunk with the deliberateness of a girl who knew exactly what she was doing, a small cold thought flickered through Vita’s mind. She was imagining things. Vincenza was a good girl. She would come.
Saturday, their day of departure, arrived. Vita rose before dawn to prepare breakfast, and noticed Vincenza’s bed already empty and neatly made. She assumed her daughter had slipped out to bid friends goodbye. The girl had always been restless in the mornings. She prepared the eggs and coffee, set Vincenza’s place at the table, and waited.
She waited through breakfast. Through the clearing of plates. Through Calogero’s first cup of coffee and his second. Through the sound of Domenico arriving downstairs with the cart.
“She’ll be here any moment,” Vita told Calogero. She told herself the same thing.
It was when she went to add Vincenza’s folded nightgown to the top of the trunk, a mother’s last small act of packing for her child, that her hands found the empty space where the travel bag had been. She stood very still. She counted back through the week, through every careful fold, every too-cheerful goodnight. She thought of the nightgown still in her hands, not packed, not needed.
“Bedda Matri.” The words came out barely above a breath. “Domenico, where is your sister?”
“I don’t know.” Domenico’s eyes met his mother’s briefly, then looked away. “I’ll send Charlie to her boyfriend’s house.”
Seven-year-old Charlie ran the three blocks at a dead sprint, his good shoes slapping the wet pavement, proud to have been given an important errand. He came back walking slowly, which told them everything before he’d opened his mouth.
“Antonio’s mamma said he didn’t come home last night,” Charlie reported, slightly breathless, looking between the adults with the expression of a child who understands something is wrong but not yet what. “She was crying.”
No one spoke for a moment. Vita pressed her handkerchief to her mouth.
Domenico tried the girls Vincenza had mentioned, knocking on two doors, three, getting shrugs from mothers who averted their eyes and clearly knew more than they said. Vita stood on the pavement with the nightgown still in her hands and said nothing at all.
America had emasculated Calogero, strip by strip, and this was the final indignity. “A sixteen-year-old girl who compromises her virtue and our family name is old enough to face the consequences of her actions. I wash my hands of her. We’re leaving.”
“Calò, we can’t abandon her!” Vita pleaded. “Let’s postpone until we find her.” She couldn’t bear the thought of deserting her youngest daughter.
“No.” Calogero picked up the nearest bag. “We leave as planned. A girl who runs away in the night has made her decision.” He carried the bag to the carriage without looking back.
Domenico embraced his mother, offering what comfort he could. “Don’t worry, Mamma. I’ll watch over her. I’ll send word as soon as I learn anything.”
Vita gripped his arms and didn’t let go right away. “Caro, per favore.” Her voice dropped to almost nothing, the way it did when she was past arguing and down to something rawer. “We can’t leave her.”
He covered her hands with his and gently loosened her grip, finger by finger. “I know, Mamma. Go.”
He didn’t know where Vincenza was. He didn’t know where to look, or who to ask, or whether the neighbors who’d averted their eyes this morning would tell him anything more tonight. His mother was climbing into a carriage, and once that carriage moved, Vincenza became his problem to solve alone. He straightened his collar, the way he always did when he needed to look steadier than he was, and watched them go.
Calogero climbed into the carriage, deliberately facing forward, a muscle twitching in his jaw. At the station, they boarded their second-class car, Vita twisting her handkerchief in anguish while Calogero maintained his rigid posture, both their hearts heavy with grief and uncertainty. They had never imagined that America would fracture the very family they had crossed an ocean to unite.

      [image: image-placeholder]Domenico knocked on the Procella door three more times that week. The third time, Antonio’s mother answered with red eyes and told him that Antonio had written from Detroit. Just one line.  We are well. Don’t worry. She showed him the postmark. She didn’t show him the rest.
He sent a telegram to his parents in Cheyenne the same day. He kept it simple: She is alive. She is with Antonio. We don’t know more yet. He didn’t write the rest, that he’d walked past Umberto’s twice hoping to catch a glimpse of Nicolò, thinking his brother might know something, only to find the corner table empty both times. That the neighborhood already seemed to have absorbed Vincenza’s absence the way it absorbed everything else.
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