
  
  Praise for From Ashes to Song


"The souls of two main characters, their sufferings and yearnings, their reaching out and pulling away, and music’s ability to motivate, to heal are in full view. Highly recommended for anyone seeking an unconventional heart-tugging romance." 
—Historical Novel Society 



"Inspired by true events, From Ashes to Song is an extraordinary novel of unconventional love, hope, and the gifts brought to America by ordinary people in the great wave of immigration. Inherently entertaining and, against the current backdrop of controversies with respect to immigration quite timely."
—Midwest Book Review



"Helped along by exquisite poetic language, the story flows effortlessly through the pages until its heartbreaking yet happily ever after ending … a captivating novel that combines the beauty of the Italian countryside and the determination of immigrants to build a better life in a foreign land."
—Sandra Cruz, SA Examiner



"From Ashes to Song enticed me with its pleasurably beautiful prose. The love story of talented Pietro and honey voiced Assunta, inspired by true events, is a quintessential immigrant story. At the end the musical threads coalesced into one poignant and powerful scene like the crescendo of an unforgettable symphony." 
—Madhu Bazaz Wangu, author of The Immigrant Wife



"From the vineyards of Piedmont to the coal mines of southwestern Pennsylvania, From Ashes to Song poignantly captures the challenges and triumphs of the Italian immigrant experience at the turn of the century. Their story of resourcefulness, resilience and the power of music to inspire and to heal is one to savor. Like the long finish of a fine wine, From Ashes to Song will linger in the mind long after the last page has been turned."
—Meredith Mileti, author of Aftertaste, A Novel in Five Courses

 

"Hauck's exquisite prose calls on the beauty of music to illuminate the harsh, dark world of coal mines and company towns. The immigrant population fuels an industry but as individuals they wield little power over their daily obligations. Luckily, they carry with them dreams for better lives, affection for family, the seeds of good wine, and the strains of enchanting music—an invitation to share in the magic of love in all its forms." 
—Kathleen Shoop, author of The Donora Story Collection



"From Ashes to Song is an excellent read, a beautiful tribute to the early 20th century Italian immigrant experience into America. It’s peopled with richly developed characters and a complex storyline that will appeal to fans of historical fiction family sagas."
—Theresa Smith




"What was most vivid to me in this story is how Pietro finds music in everything: in the grapevines of his old-world home, in the voice of Assunta, in the ring of hammers and picks in the darkness of the mines. That music blossoms even amidst the coal dust of the mining towns, just as Pietro and Assunta’s love blossoms and comes to bear fruit in the fullness of time."
—Gemma L. Brook
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  For Irene and Susan 






  
  “When you’re young, you don’t care about your history, about where you came from, then all of a sudden fifty years have gone by and it’s too late to find out.” 
— John Smylnycky 








  
  One

The family vineyard, Italy. 1911


Pietro breathed lightly into his clarinet so his song would not travel the length of the grapevines that stretched like lines of music on either side of him. He didn’t want Nonno to hear it—not yet. On his oath, he’d make himself play it for him in the next week. 
The song was Pietro’s first composition—not that anyone could credit him, he had simply captured the sounds of harvest, of the annual tending of plants whose roots had burrowed into the soil long before he’d been born. 
Without a specific plan in mind, he had tucked away the beats and notes, adding new riffs each year until this summer, when it had all begun to spread out and rearrange in his mind. The paper-light tremble of leaves had given him the rhythm. It scampered so heartily it might have dissolved into chaos if it hadn’t been grounded by fruit held by the improbable strength of the vine. The grapes were a firm, reliable beat. 
The only thing that had eluded him had been the ending, but now he had found it, he couldn’t imagine it any other way. It brought the music together, so it no longer felt like a rough sketch of a song, not telling the whole story at once as it did now. 
He’d found the ending in the celebration that followed the harvest when family and friends gathered around the table heaped with a feast that had taken an entire week to prepare. The culmination of the long season that brought both relief and melancholy for the end of the summer days, even though Pietro could depend on the same cycle beginning all over again next year. 
At this year’s celebration, he’d wait until the food was gone and glasses filled with last year’s wine were raised to this year’s grapes, when he, Nonno, and the others gathered their instruments to shroud the night’s sky with song—that was when Pietro would play his music. 
First, though, he needed the courage to play it for Nonno. Only then would he know if his efforts were worthy.






  
  Two

San Damiano d'Asti, Italy


Pietro worked the latch on his clarinet case loose, then set the open case on his lap. He pulled the lower joint from its velvet slot, then twisted the bell gently onto it. The barrel came next, and lastly, he eased the mouthpiece firmly onto the barrel. He cradled his clarinet in his palm and the crook of his arm and sat back to wait. 
He’d gone through a dozen ways to tell Nonno about his composition as they’d walked the five miles back to town for the harvest mass to bless grapes, hazelnuts, and truffles. Part blessing, part spirit-raising before the hard work of the actual harvest, all the best musicians in the band played at the event, one of the most important of the year. 
It may, one day, be an event where people might come to hear his music. First, his harvest song, then all the other pieces that would surely follow. Unless, of course, Nonno called him a fool. 
Every family in town had a stake in the harvest being bountiful. They had turned out more devoutly ever since warnings had been posted on every bulletin board and read at every Cooperative meeting about a dreadful disease that was attacking vineyards in France. News that spurred a town-wide chorus of jangling rosaries and murmured prayers. 
That had been five years ago, just before Pietro’s seventeenth birthday. Since then, no disease had crossed the border, and people had begun to claim that they hadn’t truly believed it could attack superior Piedmont vines. Still, even now, the church pews continued to see more activity for the harvest mass. 
Soon, the church doors would open and release the congregation. People would speak in hush tones until they were out of earshot of the stone Saints, Cosimo and Damiano, who stood guard on either side of the church door. They would make their way to the piazza, where they would dance as though the most intense labor of the year did not still lie ahead. 
From the bandstand, Pietro listened for them. He watched Nonno, issuing animated directives to the servers who scuttled between tables in their black pants and starched white shirts, setting out glasses and straightening chairs. The sounds of their movements had a hollow quality to them, which would change once the piazza was carpeted by people, as though the crowd absorbed a bit of the music they had come to hear. 
Nonno hoisted himself back onto the bandstand; his leather-bound music book tucked under his left arm as it always was before a performance. “Hey, ragazzo. Are you set for tonight?” 
Nonno’s question was more of an instruction than something that warranted a direct answer. Instead, Pietro said, “I have something to tell you.” 
“Make it quick,” Nonno said. 
Pietro opened his mouth to tell his grandfather about how he’d composed a song, but words couldn’t match the way he felt inside. He needed to play the music, not describe it, and of course, there wasn’t time for that. 
“They’ll be here soon,” Nonno urged, his voice brisk. 
Pietro couldn’t hurry, and he couldn’t describe the song. He shook his head, no. 
“Well, I have something to tell you,” Nonno said. “Your cousin Giacomo is making his debut tonight. You’ll swap out with him.” 
Pietro nodded to let his grandfather know he’d heard the instruction. Nonno squeezed his shoulder, then moved on to check in with Alfredo, who was warming up by blowing a tempo onto the mouthpiece of his trumpet.

      [image: ]At the end of the colonnade, the wooden doors of the church rasped open. 
Nonno dropped back off the bandstand to direct a last-minute delivery of rabbit stew and to hurry the servers putting out jugs of water. He came back just as the tide of Sunday shoes seeped into the piazza and around the tables set for the communal meal. 
A drumbeat called the crowd to attention and, after the mayor’s animated promise that this year, the ample crops grown in the rich soil of the land around San Damiano d’Asti were blessed by the weather and the dedication of the people of this proud town, Nonno waved his hand for the music to begin. 
Pietro’s part on the clarinet was as natural as harvesting grapes from a vine. He listened for the band to settle into the opening notes and for the song to unite people under a singular purpose. The first couple got up to dance. The man held the woman’s hand too high and guided her, a wide grin fixed on his face. 
More joined in, and on the third song, Pietro’s cousin edged through the dancers and waited expectantly at the edge of the bandstand steps, ready for his first performance in front of the entire town. Pietro clung to his clarinet and briefly considered ignoring his cousin, pretending he didn’t see him there. Not only did he want to be worthy of a full evening of performance, he also did not want to walk past the gaggle of girls standing near the steps. Dash you, Giacomo. Knowing how important the night was to his cousin, Pietro set his instrument on a chair and felt his feet carry him past Nonno and down the steps.
He turned and listened for his cousin’s clarinet, keeping good time with the music, until one of the girls slid herself between him and the edge of the bandstand. 
“Want to dance?” He never danced—he played music. He wanted to tell the girl this, but he couldn’t think how to say it. At twenty-two, he supposed it was about time a girl presented herself to him. Many friends his age had started families. He’d like that—being a father to children, that is. He’d given little thought to a wife. 
“Come on!” Her words scampered above the hum of the piazza. 
Pietro felt her hand on his shoulder, another on his side. She squeezed, guiding his movements. His feet had grown to the size of cellos, but somehow he was following her lead. 
“I was afraid you’d play all night.” She smelled of Marseilles soap, and her words tickled his cheek then echoed inside of his chest. The world began to jumble into a blur of limbs and noises—laughter, percussion, glasses clinking, and trombones until her hands gripped tighter. He tried to move anyway, show her that he was getting the hang of it, but she held firm. 
“The song’s over,” she said, her voice breathy and smooth, reminding him of a honeybee. He turned left then right, trying to orient himself to the bandstand—he saw it, tall and important above the crowd, and he pushed his way through, forgetting to say anything to the girl. Not a goodbye, thank you for the dance, wait for me later, nothing. He almost fell up the stairs; it took him two tries to pick up his clarinet, then Nonno called the polka. Pietro lifted his clarinet to his lips. He missed an E flat and hoped Nonno didn’t notice. He played the next few notes too quickly, then overshot as he slowed down. Eyes clamped against the chance of seeing the girl, which would distract him further, he tried to feel for the music to steady himself. He gave it one more try to find the pace, but it was as though he had never spent those hours and days and weeks practicing. His mouthpiece still firm between his lips and his eyes still closed against the crowd’s reaction to the incomplete song, he stopped playing altogether. 

      [image: ]She dissipated like a shooting star after their dance. Pietro didn’t know whether she had witnessed his broken polka. She was the first thing he thought of when he woke the next morning, her honeybee voice playing in his head as he made his way downstairs. 
“Sit. The milk is on.” Nonna greeted him in the kitchen. Pietro knew better—before he sat, he dipped his hands in the wash bucket and splashed his face. His grandmother whipped crumbs from a towel and handed it to him to dry. He sat next to his niece, Ida, at the long table that took up most of the room.
Ida had recently turned two and never hid her adoration for her zio. She stood up on the bench and handed him a half loaf of fresh bread. Pietro held it to his ear and tore off a chunk, a bliss of slight crackles, air pockets bursting, faint, but audible. He dipped it, squishing and swirling into the bowl of milk and coffee Nonna set in front of him. 
Nonno sat at the head of the table, staring straight at Pietro. Hat pushed back, fingers crossed, his thumbs bristled his generous mustache. Stern was not a mood that often afflicted Nonno. 
Auff! Nonno could douse his happiness later. Yes, Pietro had made a mess of the polka, but everything had sounded more melodious since he’d danced with the girl, and he was not ready to give it up. He tore off another piece of bread and swooped it into the bowl, recreating the dance. Another few twists, then he put it in his mouth and smiled at Nonno. 
Nonno didn’t smile back. Instead, he tapped his finger on the cover of his leather-bound music book. “Because sometimes things are etched so clearly as part of our lives, we forget younger people don’t know how things are. We presume they’ll find their path to what matters in life,” he said. 
The honeybee. She was the problem. She was the reason Pietro had messed up the song. 
His finger no longer tapping, Nonno spread his hand flat on the book like he was about to swear on a bible in court. No doubt to declare that Pietro would not have music and the distraction of a girl. 
Nonno probably had Pietro’s destiny written in that book. Instead of music, it probably had pages and pages of plans—what Pietro should and should not do because ever since the day he’d declared Pietro would study music, Nonno had had a plan, turn for turn, and he’d never once mentioned a girl. 
Pa walked in and sat without washing his hands. He launched into an assessment of what they still needed to do before returning to the vineyard in the morning. Nonno gave Pietro one last glare, then withdrew his hand from his book and turned his attention to Pa. 
Pietro dipped his bread again, this time without rhythm. His grandmother grated the iron pan against the stove. Voices echoed, separate in tone and word, then merged in a distorted mess. Caterina began to drone on about the imminent arrival of her next child. 
Pietro scraped a solid note on the tile floor with his boots. A moment ago, determined not to let his joy be shaken, now he wished Nonno would just get it over and done with and say what he was thinking. He stood, rustled his niece’s hair, and left the room. 

      [image: ]The entire family would spend the coming week in the brick house that housed just three or four of them in the growing season. They had begun early to pile the cart with the extra belongings, pots, and tools, leaving little room for Nonna and Caterina to sit for the five-kilometer exodus to the family vineyard. Pietro eagerly took the lead rope attached to the donkey’s harness. It would distance him and Nonno, who would walk behind the cart with the rest of the family. Nonno had still said nothing to Pietro about his polka disaster. 
When they arrived, tired but eager to prepare for the work ahead, Pietro helped unload, fed, and watered the donkey, then he collected his clarinet from the cart and walked back to where he’d left the upturned basket, the place where he’d found the ending to his song a week earlier. He wasn’t so much avoiding Nonno as being diligent with his practice. Besides, if anything could deflect Nonno’s sternness, it was Pietro’s first-ever composition. 
Like before, he played softly so the sound wouldn’t carry. His thoughts began to sink away to let the music take their place when somewhere off to his right, the screech of an overworked engine interrupted his flow. If Pietro hadn’t been up here on the hill, he’d have said the noise came from the engine of an automobile, but an automobile had no reason to come this way. 
Last spring, a man from Asti had driven one of them to San Damiano. Pietro had turned out with the rest of them to gape at the new machine, but he hadn’t shared in the communal awe for long. The way it suggested a dependable tempo then sputtered and whined in a mechanical frenzy disturbed him. When the thing made an almighty bang that sent people scuttling, Pietro made up his mind—it was certain not to travel far. 
All that was up here were more vineyards like Pietro’s and the occasional hazelnut farm. People relied on carts and donkeys to get here—a donkey was strong enough to cope with the constant slope, up or down, of the Piedmont hills, versatile enough to get around impossible corners. 
Whatever the noise came from, the screech settled into a tense hum. It faded to the edge of earshot, allowing the chatters of swallows swooping in the sapphire sky to come back into focus and the sounds of unhurried preparations to tumble down from the courtyard. 
Pietro picked the song back up from where he’d left off. If Nonno liked it, he might not only forget about Pietro’s polka, he might even walk differently, the way he did after a particularly good performance. Not his normal steady pace that would not be rushed by anyone, but lighter, excited, and anticipatory. 
He might skip routine, leave baskets unmended, stomping vats unscrubbed. He might summon the rest of the family, tell them not to rally the neighbors for the grape stomp, call Ma and Nonna from the kitchen where they were preparing the evening feast. He might sit them down and have them listen to Pietro’s music, his hand outstretched in front of them so they’d know not to make a sound but to listen only to the song about the chores they should have been doing. 
Pietro kept his eyes closed after the last note hung on the warmth of the late summer air, but instead of the peaceful thrill of his music, he heard the whine and sputter of that darn engine again. There was no doubt now. It was an automobile, and it had rounded the hill and was coming up the road. It was sure to pass his family’s house, and from the hollering and excitement happening up there, people were abandoning work to run to the road to see it. 
Why such a fuss? Didn’t they hear how it struggled? Pietro lay his clarinet across his knees and waited for it to go by. But it didn’t go by. It stopped and idled, right outside the gate if he had to guess. He heard creaking, then footsteps—someone had got out. 

      [image: ]Pietro kept still so he could listen. He heard another set of footsteps, then voices in halting conversation that quickly rose to dispute—his father’s voice angry—then the footsteps resumed, another creak as the people got back into the vehicle, and the thing choked on its way. 
Pietro left the basket in the middle of the row. He hugged the instrument to his side and walked up the hill. Whatever the visitors had come for, they’d caused a commotion. Pa was shouting, Nonno too—Nonno never shouted. Pietro started to run, trying to hear the turmoil in the courtyard over the dash of his own footsteps. 
He stopped at the top, waiting for his lungs to loosen their grip and stop whistling so he could make sense of the words his father was throwing at his grandfather—can’t—must—money. 
“Basta! Enough!” Nonno’s voice was deeper when he shouted, powerful. Like a singer’s, only Pietro had never heard him sing. 
“Give us a day and a half. We can harvest by Wednesday.” Pa held his palms out to emphasize his words, which didn’t make sense because the harvest didn’t start until Friday. 
“We’ve seen the warnings. We knew this day might come,” Nonno said. 
Pa threw his hands up above his head. “Not right before harvest, we didn’t.” 
“The disease stops here.” Nonno’s voice was adamant. 
The disease? The one they’d read about in the newspapers, and the one they’d talked about at Cooperative meetings? The one that came on the backs of lice so tiny you could barely see them, yet they were big enough to devour the roots of vineyard after vineyard in France? 
The experts from the government ministry had long warned that Piedmont could be the entry point to Italy. The local growers had vowed it would be the endpoint, too. In their endless meetings and over countless glasses of Barbera and Amaro at the bar, they had decided they would pull all vines at the first sign of disease, choke it before it had a chance to march on to Lombardy or Liguria. 
They had discussed it, clinked glasses over it, but none had never believed it’d happen. It was just theoretical, like planning to cope with a flood when you live on top of the hill or having a backup song to get people dancing if they didn’t dance to the polka, but hilltops couldn’t flood, and people couldn’t not dance to the polka. 
“We can’t do without the income,” Pa should not be pleading. Nonno was right if it was the disease they were talking about. They had no choice. 
“What if the grapes are diseased?” Nonno stood firm. “What if the delay gives it time to spread to the next hill and the next? No. However, as much as this pains us, we must do what is right. We must burn the vines. Cleanse and begin again.” There was no doubt in Nonno’s tone. He always stood on the side of what was right; Pa had no business questioning him. “We’ll round up all the hands we can find and begin pulling right away.” 

      [image: ]Pietro took his clarinet apart and wiped each piece with the grey cloth he kept in the case before setting the pieces in their slots. He put the lid down and slid the stiff latch closed, knowing it would be harder to open than it ever was to close. Then he joined the group forming by the old pear tree, making sure he kept his back to the vines because, for the time being, he didn’t want to see them. 
His brother Nunzio and Pa were already stacking shovels, pitchforks, a hoe, and pickax—any tool they could muster against the old tree where Pietro might have played his music, right after the harvest. 
The Sacco family from the hazelnut farm across the lane joined the group, answering Nonno’s summons for help. Their son’s name was also Pietro. He was the same age, taller than Pietro—though most people were, with darker hair, also like most people. At primary school, they’d called him by his last name, Sacco, and the name had stuck. 
Nonno set his boot on the wooden bench and nodded in approval at the group that had gathered. 
“The disease is coming. Phylloxera, they call it,” he explained, as though they hadn’t heard the term a thousand times. There’d be no grapes this year. No stomp, no reason to scrub the vats. 
Nonno pushed his hat back on his head and outlined his plan. Most of the men were to dig the plants; runners would drag them up the hill to the fire— Nonno spoke in the same calm way he did if he was talking to the band before a performance, running through the order of scores, a waltz before a mazurka. The same warmth he’d exude to encourage tubas to bellow, trumpets to care. 
As he spoke about the fire that would mark the end of the disease, he pointed to the open area between the vats and the courtyard entrance, as far away from trees as possible. Pa was already there, layering kindling and straw in the shape of a giant bird’s nest. As angry as he had seemed, he was building a fire too big to fathom. 

      [image: ]From the vantage point of the courtyard, the hills rolled like the rise and fall of a tempo, but the rows of vines didn’t look quite straight like they had minutes ago when Pietro had sat on the basket. 
Two songs, one jolly, one ominous, jarred in his head. One led back to the moment before the automobile strained up the hill when the harvest was certain to happen, and Pietro would play his song, the other to a place where it was all a big mistake. They’d got it wrong. Nothing felt right. Pietro tried to quell one of the tunes or at least pull their discordance together, but they didn’t fit. 
Nunzio dashed a shovel against the hard-packed ground. Figures, he’d chosen the strongest shovel. He turned it up and over, inspecting it, then walked away, humming a tune so off-key Pietro neither knew what it was intended to be nor did he want to listen long enough to find out. 
“Pietro,” Nonno said. “Were you listening? Pick a row, start from the bottom, and work your way up.” 
Nonno held a fork out to him. 
“But are we sure?” Pietro asked before he realized he intended to ask. 
“Sure of what? To start from the bottom? Yes. By the time we’re tired, we’ll already be at the top of the hill,” Nonno said. 
“I mean, who were those men? How can we be sure they spoke the truth?” 
“They were from the Ministry, Pietro. They brought a letter with an official seal.” 
“What if they weren’t from the Ministry at all?” 
Nonno shook his head. “Doing the right thing isn’t always the same as doing what we want. That’s the way it is.” He said it as a statement, allowing no room for further discussion. 
Pietro took the fork and walked down the row where he’d been sitting on his basket. He passed Nunzio straining in the next row over. “Graaaagh!” His brother had hold of a vine and was shaking it furiously. 
“We’re supposed to start at the bottom,” Pietro said. 
“What difference does it make? You think this plant wouldn’t get pulled in the end?” 
Nunzio jumped onto the back of the shovel, trying to drive it into the earth. All he managed was another gash in the ground, then another, flicking the dirt like dust that mattered to nobody. After a few gouges, he grabbed the vine again with both hands, mid-stem, and yanked. The leaves and grapes shook in a rift more frenzied than Pietro had ever heard, even in the fiercest winds. Not a sound vines were supposed to make.
Next, he tried digging and pulling at the same time, limbs uncoordinated but determined in his attack, yet still, the vine remained upright, its arms stretched and holding fast to its neighbor. 
“Trim the branches first,” Pietro said. 
“I’ll get the bugger out,” his brother stated. 
From the courtyard, Pietro heard a match being struck. He wasn’t near enough to hear the flare as it devoured its sulfur head, but he did hear a hum as the straw breathed in the heat, then the first crackles as the new fire began to feast on the kindling. 
“He can’t be lighting a fire already!” It just wasn’t right. 
“It’ll take a strong one to burn fresh vines,” Nunzio said, his tone smug. He seemed to be enjoying himself. 
Despite the fact he was now building a fire, Pa didn’t want to be doing this. Yet Nonno said it was right to do it. Pietro couldn’t think of another time he’d known Nonno to be wrong. But whatever the decision or who wanted what, nobody was starting in the right place. 
Pietro walked to where he’d played his song not an hour ago, leaving his brother to fight the ill-fated vine. The basket was still there. He ought to move it in case anyone else came down this way to rip the plants from the soil. Since before Pietro was born, their roots swathed by the same substance in the summer heat and winter chill year after year after year. Pietro sat down. 
He’d left his clarinet in its case on the bench in the courtyard. He held his fingers in the air where the keys should be and pretended to play a silent run- through of his song, and of the harvest it should be singing. He got to the part where the grapes dripped from baskets, where the women plucked fruit nimbly from stems and rained them into the stomping vats, a circle of mothers and grandmothers around them, urging the children on their laps—poorly, weakened by ailments of the chest—to inhale the once-a-year chance for the healing grape-must release into the air and into their lungs to heal all. 
But today was not a day of healing. 
Pietro wanted to stop the song that played only in his head—what was the point now? But this part of the score might bring him solace, inspired as it was by his niece, Ida, as the first child lifted into a vat. He would lift her himself— swing her in the air, and she’d chuckle in excitement and a little fear, then he’d lean his ear to the rim of the vat and listen as her tiny feet popped the fruit. This part of the song signified hope, it was about handing the torch forward, and that hope carried him through to the grand finale. 
The end. 
The bit where people were supposed to clap—nobody clapped. Of course, they didn’t. He had played the music in his head, not out loud for anyone to hear. It hadn’t made him feel any better about what was going on. Whether he liked it or not, he needed to do what Nonno had told him to do. He always did what Nonno told him to do, maledizione.
At least before he began digging, he would separate the plants from each other, cut through their firm grip. 
He left his fork there and went up to look for some shears. He found Nonno talking to Sacco’s father. 
“But what’s going to happen next? No grapes, no harvest?” Pietro interrupted. 
“We plant over,” Nonno said as though it were obvious. 
“In the same place? The plants will get sick again.” 
“Yes, the same place. Only this time, we graft. The sickness came from America, yet the cure is to graft new plants onto American roots. They gave us the disease, then they sold us a cure. It might sound like a bad business deal, ragazzo, but if you think about the science, it’s quite something.” 
Sure, what Nonno said would be impressive, if only it didn’t apply to their vines. 
“There’ll be no vendemmia, no celebration either.” 
“There’s always something to celebrate in this life.” 
Nonno would not change his mind. Pietro took the shears Nonno had wiped clean and set out on the table earlier when everyone was preparing for the harvest, not destruction. He headed back down the hill.

      [image: ]Nunzio had managed to pull the vine over, but not entirely out. It lay at an awkward angle, a shoot hanging down to the ground, partly held by its neighbors on either side. 
“I got it,” he announced, as though Pietro hadn’t noticed. 
Pietro said nothing and carried on walking. 
“Start at the bottom, then, shall we, no?” Nunzio left the defeated vine and trailed after Pietro. 
As if this wasn’t hard enough, Pietro would have to work where he could see and hear his brother’s every huff and strain as he laid claim to the plants’ demise. 
He picked up the fork he’d left near the basket and carried on to the end. He began on the right side, so, at least, his back was to Nunzio. He opened the shears and set them so a shoot fitted snuggly in the V of the blades. The grapes hung there trustingly. 
A row over, Nunzio launched a new attack, making guttural noises as he thrust the shovel against the hard soil. 
Pietro closed the shears' blades, and the shoot fell, the grapes hitting the ground with a soft thud. 
Pietro could hear the ferocity of the new fire. A satisfied whistle and cackle as it bit into a chunk of fresh wood. The sound did not merit applause.
A bell tolled. For death, Pietro thought, even though he knew it signified lunchtime. The women would carry baskets of bread, cheese, and salami, jugs of last year’s wine to the workers, even though they were destroying instead of gathering. 
He could not do this. He dropped the shears on the ground and jumped over the fence at the end of the vineyard, into next door’s hazelnut grove. 
As kids, he and Sacco had a favorite spot where, because of the curve of the hill, they could hear sounds from opposite hillsides, but not from Pietro’s family’s vineyard. They’d meet there to escape when the chores were scarce, and big brothers found distraction by picking on smaller ones. 
Pietro found the spot and sat against the tree. Sounds began to reach him from across the valley, from other vineyards. Burning. Voices—not the satisfied banter he should be hearing of pickers and stompers, but the nervous, determined voices of people collectively facing an unprecedented, dreaded situation. The situation that was never supposed to actually happen, and Pietro could think of nothing he could do to stop it. 

      [image: ]He lay with arms around his head, muffling his ears. He’d been sitting here a different afternoon—the first time he remembered talk of America, the country that had now sent death. 
He’d been just a boy then, alone, conjuring happy make-believe of playing the clarinet to the grapes to make them grow, holding an invisible instrument to his mouth and nodding his head in time with the imaginary tune, years before he’d written a real one. 
He hadn’t heard Sacco coming until he was almost beside him. He hadn’t been sure right away that Sacco had noticed him pretending like he was still five years old because instead of poking fun at him, Sacco announced in an important tone that he had something to show. “It’s from the New World,” he said. 
Pietro fixated on the ground to see if it looked old, and Sacco sensed his confusion. “The New World is a place called America. It’s a massive country where everyone’s rich. Only fools don’t know that.” Pietro knew about America but remembered no word about it being new. 
Sacco then produced his prize—a letter from his big brother, who had left home almost a year earlier. He smoothed the crumpled sheet that had been torn from a book. 
“Dear Mamma and Pa,” he began, his tone mechanical, flattened by the strain of reading. “I am in good health. I work at the docks. I rent a bed from a family from Veneto, but the food is good enough. Not as good as yours, Ma. I hope you are all well. Your son, Alessandro.”
“That’s it?” Pietro asked. It didn’t seem like much of a letter. 
Sacco yanked the letter to his chest. “He sent a photograph, too. Ever seen one of those?” he asked. 
Pietro slapped a mosquito on his arm instead of answering. He made a big show of scraping up the squashed insect with a leaf and rubbing a dot of blood into his skin rather than admitting he’d never seen one. 
“I didn’t think so. You can have a quick look. Don’t look for too long, though. It fades if you do,” Sacco said. He crossed his legs in the dusty soil, set the envelope on his knee reverently. He pulled out the photograph like he was picking up a rare butterfly by its wing, turned it around, and gently set it on his other knee, leaning over so he could see it, too. 
Pietro stared, mouth agape, at the group of men perfectly reproduced in miniature grays and blacks. A perfect image, like real people, only on a tiny piece of paper. 
“It’s a band!” 
“Not just a band, it’s his band.” 
“In the letter—he didn’t say.” 
“That’s him. He plays the drum.” 
Pietro recognized Sacco’s brother standing to the right of what looked like the bandmaster, his rank suggested by his unbuttoned jacket. Each of the other men wore a uniform and flat hat with a short front rim topped by some kind of medallion. They had to be important. Sacco’s brother looked stern, his hands clasped behind his back, at attention, and his drum on the ground in front of him, its harness still over his jacket. He looked a lot younger than the others, perhaps because he didn’t have a mustache. 
“You’ve looked at it long enough. I’m going now.” Sacco put the photograph back into the envelope with the same amount of care he had used to take it out and scrambled to his feet. 
“What were you doing when I got here, anyway?” he asked. 
“Nothing!” 
“You were pretending to be a musician. Look at me! I’m pretending to fly!” Sacco flapped his arms and zig-zagged between the trees. As he turned, the photograph fell from the envelope. It fluttered down to land in the dirt. Pietro leaped to pick it up. 
“Sacco, come back!” he shouted. 
“I’m flying!” Sacco shouted back. 
He had not returned, and Pietro had not run after him. He’d sat there, looking at the photograph for a long time. He remembered Sacco’s brother as quite ordinary, but after he moved away, his father spoke of him as though he was some kind of hero, his mother lamented his absence to Ma and Nonna. 
Pietro had never given the photograph back, not even knowing the hours Sacco had spent looking for it. It was the only thing he’d ever taken; he’d soon learned better. His life of low morals had ended at age eight. Or perhaps it hadn’t. Right now, he was skipping out on helping, and that was far from admirable. 
So deep in the memory, it startled him when someone tugged at his arm. Of course, it was Sacco. 
“I knew I’d find you here. You need to come quick.” 
“What? Why?” Sacco’s clothes smelled of smoke. 
“Come! It’s your Nonno.” 
“Is he upset I’m not helping?” Even as he said the words, he knew from Sacco’s tone that it was more than this. 
“Just come.” 

      [image: ]Pietro followed Sacco through the hazelnut trees then across into the vineyard. 
When they reached the courtyard, nobody was working. They stood in a huddle outside the kitchen door to the family home. Pietro stopped to stand with them, but one of the men pushed him forward. 
“You need to go in.” 
He did as he was told. Inside, Nonno was lying on the bench beneath the kitchen window. Pa sat on a chair pulled up beside him, Nonna stood behind Pa chanting a prayer, Ma’s hand clasped in hers. Pietro’s sister Caterina noticed Pietro and pulled him forward. 
“Here he is,” she said, as though everyone had been waiting for him. 
They jostled Pietro through. Pa stood and shoved him into the chair. 
Nonno looked odd. One side of his face pulled down like wax too near the flame. 
“Tell your grandfather you’re here,” Pa said. 
Pietro didn’t tell him—he didn’t want to be here, but Nonno must have heard because he lifted his right hand. 
“Go on, take it,” Pa said. 
Pietro put his palm to Nonno’s palm, felt Nonno’s fingers curl around his. 
His mouth, lopsided, began to move. 
“Till the vines grow back, you travel. Find a new band, be an apprentice.” His voice stretched from its normal soft but staunch linen to a net of sorts that let tones slip through and disappear. His words sounded like a finale. 
“Where’s the doctor? Why isn’t the doctor here?” Pietro demanded. He could run for him—someone should—Nonno needed help now. 
“He’s on his way,” Pa said. 
‘On his way’ wasn’t good enough—they should have found him help sooner. They should have done something. “Why isn’t anyone helping him?” Pietro’s voice cracked.
“Travel, learn.” It took Nonno good effort to speak. “Heed the lessons I taught you, but I made a mistake, a lesson I failed to share.” A tremble in his voice, “You can …” 
Pietro waited for Nonno to finish saying his sentence. Nobody around them moved either. A full minute passed. A minute of willpower—you’ll sit up, Nonno. It’s just a turn. A migraine—Ma had one once. This is all it is. You’ll be fine. You have to be. 
Out loud, Pietro said, “I wrote a song.” 
There was a shuffling at the door. The doctor was here at last. 
Pietro stood up to make way and edged his way to the bottom of the bed. They should have called the doctor sooner. They shouldn’t have let this happen. 
He turned and pushed his way past his brother and out of the room. He ignored the people still lingering in the courtyard. 
The darn clarinet case wouldn’t open. He tried to force it, but his hands were shaking. He dropped the case, knelt on the ground, and tried to open it again, forcing his breath to calm. He had to play. Nonno had to hear it. 
At last, the latch clicked. Pietro dropped the lower joint twice and the mouthpiece once, then he had it together. He marched back to the kitchen. The doctor was talking. Something about it being too hard to get Nonno to town. Everyone in the room focused on the doctor. The only person who seemed to notice Pietro was Nonno. Over his breathing, which had changed, staccato almost, Pietro heard Nonno whisper the words, “Play it.” 
He lifted the clarinet to his mouth. Grains of dust picked up from where he dropped the clarinet scratched his lips. He rubbed them off, then prepared once more to play. 
“Listen! Everyone listen, Pietro’s going to play,” Ma shushed everyone. 
“But doctor, we can harness up the cart. We can make it.” 
“Shush.” Ma said again.
Murmurs, words, shuffling—Pietro couldn’t play. This wasn’t how he’d intended to do it. He’d meant to play it for Nonno alone before anyone else. He’d come back later when they stopped gawking and left poor Nonno alone, when he could pull himself together and stop his hands from shaking.

      [image: ]Someone had left a shovel on the ground. They had probably dropped it when Nonno collapsed. Pietro picked it up, went straight to the nearest vine, and thrust its blade into the ground. 
He did not count the vines he dug up. Soon Sacco and his father joined him and started to help without saying a word. Every so often, one of them set his shovel down to drag two plants at a time to the pyre.
Pietro didn’t acknowledge their presence, and he did not slow when Pa came up beside him.
“Figlio, stop digging.” Pietro carried on without pause. “He’s gone. Stop now.”
Pietro stopped, held his sleeve against his brow, then a moment later, he thrust the blade of the shovel harder still into the ground.
“It can wait, given what’s happened. Come inside.” Pietro paid no attention. Pa raised his voice, “Why are you doing this?”
Pietro pushed the handle hard until he was bent at the waist. “If I’d been doing it earlier, Nonno wouldn’t have had to. He could’ve rested. I could have done his share. He didn’t have to do it.”
“Your grandfather was a proud man. You think he’d have sat this one out?” 
“He might’ve.”
“It’s not your fault,” Pa said.
Pietro tugged at the plant. He snapped the limbs that clasped those of the next plant and ripped fresh leaves from their stalks.
Pa stood watching for a few moments, then he, too, picked up a shovel and began to dig.






  
  Three

Bussolengo, Italy


Assunta had reconciled her heart to the fact that Nandy had married another woman in America. Mary, her name was. She’d even borne his child—may they both rest in peace. She would not remain bitter about it. He’d been far from home, alone, and he’d already paid the worst price by losing them both. 
What she was having a harder time accepting was how he’d let Beatrice dig her seductive claws into him when he had returned to Italy. 
“I would have come straight to you,” he’d said. “But I was too embarrassed. I didn’t know how to tell you about Mary.” 
They could put this all behind them soon. By the end of the day, she and Nandy would be married as they’d intended eight years earlier, and they would travel a world away from the clutches of Beatrice. 
Assunta’s wedding dress was an elegant yellow, not bright like a sunflower, more like a rose that grew on a balcony overlooking the piazza in Verona. 
Mamma had surprised her with the fabric the same day Nandy had shown up to propose. “Pretty, isn’t it?” she’d asked. “I came across it at the market one time when your father was still alive. It’s been tucked hidden away all this time.” 
Mamma had spent the ensuing weeks industriously planning and incessantly cleaning, appearing wholly confident that Assunta’s life had always meant to take this direction, despite Papà’s decree. Mamma even had the style of Assunta’s dress decided, and being so sure of her plan, she had very nearly forgotten to take Assunta to the dressmakers with her. 
“You always look out for me,” Assunta had told her. “I don’t know what I’ll do without you.” 
“You’ll do just fine, that’s how you’ll do” Mamma had taken the fabric from the dressmaker’s hands and adjusted the folds. “Wider pleats, this wide, all the way down the front to the hem.” 
Assunta would be eternally grateful to her mother, but for all the love in the world—and she’d never break her mother’s heart by telling her this—it was high time she started to make decisions for herself. 
She planned to start small. She might decide to have morning coffee before making the beds and sweeping the floor. It’d be up to her whether they had pasta or rice or minestra on what day of the week. And to think, no more mornings spent kneading the dough to make gnocchi for her brother, Vito, to sell in his shop. Perhaps she’d make them to sell elsewhere, and if she did, it would not be when and how her brother decided. She’d make sure her gnocchi looked as good as they tasted, and she wouldn’t use the plain tubs her brother used. She’d choose wooden or copper bowls, oval like the gnocchi themselves, and worthy in their own right of being on show. 
She’d sell her homemade tagliatelle, and once a week, she’d make pasta al forno and serve it hot mid-morning, none of which Vito had agreed to do. Then again, she barely made a lira on the work she did for him, so it was probably just as well. 
Yes, this marriage and the journey ahead of them was the launch of a new and everlasting chapter, one where she would run the home, care for her husband, for their children. The final piece of the puzzle that was this life. 
“Here, they’re real silk,” Mamma held up a garland of white flowers. “To pin to your veil. They can’t blemish. That’s my wish for you, a marriage with no blemish.” 
Mamma’s intention might have been to ward off troubles. Still, the only blemish—the enormous blemish that everyone had so far avoided talking about these past weeks would be the wife and the girlfriend Nandy had had since he’d first proposed to Assunta. 
“I couldn’t be happier.” Even to Assunta, her words sounded forced. “With the flowers, I mean, not—” Not what? His women? She wouldn’t say that out loud. 
“Crying shame, your father, not being here.” Mamma had either taken Assunta’s hesitation as a moment of sorrow or was deliberately redirecting the subject. 
Assunta resisted the urge to set her straight and point out that if Papà had been here, she wouldn’t be marrying Nandy at all, but there was little point opening that old wound today. 
Despite her intention, Assunta spent the entire walk to church thinking about how, if Papà had let them marry eight years ago, Nandy would never have ended up with another wife and girlfriend in the first place. And following on from that thought, she reminded herself that she had forgiven him, and therefore those two women had no business being on her mind today. And yet they were. 
Vito was waiting for them outside the church door, looking dashing though a little uncomfortable in a silk topper. 
“Papà would have been proud to walk you down the aisle,” Mamma said. 
“He wouldn’t be walking me to Nandy, though, would he?” Assunta said without thinking. There, she’d blown it. “Sorry,” she murmured. 
If Mamma reacted to the paltry apology, Assunta didn’t see because her brother pulled her in for a swift kiss on both cheeks. 
“You look beautiful.” Vito let go of Assunta just in time for her to glimpse Mamma pressing her handkerchief to her nose with uncharacteristic drama and disappear into the church. 
“She’s taking this hard,” Vito said, tilting his chin after Mamma. 
Assunta lifted her veil, careful not to dislodge the silk flowers. 
“Is Nandy here?” Assunta asked. 
“I can’t see around corners, but as he’s the groom, I would presume so. Another thing I can’t see around the corner is your future. It bothers me.” 
“I can tell you the future—we’re getting married, and we’re going to live happily ever after.” Vito had chosen a fine time to cast his doubts. Well, if everyone intended to focus on what would hinder rather than nurture this marriage, she might as well not hold back. “Did Beatrice show up? Is she in there?” 
“She wouldn’t dare, and you shouldn’t think of her. Not today, not ever again. As for your future, I have no doubt you’ll make a perfect home and a happy husband. It’s where you’re going that worries us all.” 
America had always been the worry. Papà hadn’t doubted Nandy’s character so much as his destination. “We’re not the first to go. Besides, Nandy can provide well for us in America.” 
“I’m sure he can. Thing’s will work out for you, I know it.” 
Far from helping, her brother’s sudden change in tone and certainty unsettled her. Now she felt uncertain again. She should send Vito inside the church, have him explain that she needed a bit more time to think about this marriage, not pulling out necessarily, just needing a bit of time alone. But knowing her brother, he would do it his way. He’d call out their other siblings, Mamma too, and make everyone else wait in the pews while they decided her fate as a family. 
No, she’d got herself into this. Nandy
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