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  Epigraph





Ma tutto sarà bene, e tutto sarà bene, ed ogni sorta di cosa sarà bene.

But ALL shall be well, and ALL shall be well and ALL manner of thing shall be well.
—Julian of Norwich








  
  Each in His Own Tongue






Like tides on a crescent sea beach

When the moon is new and thin,

Into our hearts high yearnings,

Come welling and surging in—

Come from the mystic ocean,

Whose rim no foot has trod—

Some of us call it longing,

And others call it God.



William Herbert Carruth 

Each in His Own Tongue (1902)








  
  A Letter from the Author 


Dear Reader, 

Between 1880 and 1920, over four million Italians immigrated to the United States. My grandparents were two of them.
They crossed an ocean and a continent. Sicily to Brooklyn to Cheyenne to Los Angeles, one generation’s endurance becoming the next generation’s inheritance. Because both of my grandparents passed away before I was born, I grew up with a deep, aching desire to know their story and to understand the family I came from.
What I discovered, however, was a history far more complex, dramatic, and haunting than I ever could have anticipated.
In my quest to piece their lives together, I became an archival detective. I spent countless hours combing through birth certificates, immigration papers, marriage documents, and old city directories. I owe an enormous debt to the LDS libraries, whose resources helped me unlock doors that had been shut for decades.
The archives didn’t just give me dates; they revealed a gripping, sometimes dark reality. I found a trail of family deaths, particularly during their time in Cheyenne, and a flood of old newspaper articles detailing crimes and secrets long buried. Among those secrets was my Uncle Nick, a man who rose to become a head mafioso in Los Angeles. He was a shadow over our family, someone my parents fiercely protected us from. If Uncle Nick were attending a family event, we simply would not go.
I wrote The Scent of Lemons series because I wanted to confront that shadow and explore the brilliant light of my grandparents’ resilience.
The bones of these books are real. The flesh is my best and most loving speculation: the conversations, the pivotal choices, the complex interior lives of two people navigating a world that didn’t always want them.
Please read it with the generosity you would offer any family story told from memory.

With love and gratitude,
Anne Licata-Solaas
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  one
The Big Move

Williamsburg, Brooklyn, New York, 1911


New York was built by Sicilians. It was not built for Sicilians. 
Maria Liotta had learned that the hard way. It wasn’t only the schools, the landlords, the bosses. It was every person who saw wrong done and stayed quiet. She thought of it again that morning as she listened to Father Benedetto address his Anti-Mafia Society of Sant’Antonio.
“Whoever knows the right thing and fails to do it sins,” he said. He let the words settle over the room. The men and women knew exactly who he meant and exactly why none of them said so out loud. Maria half listened, half watched her boys, Charlie and Tony, fidget in the pew.
Then the explosion came.
She dug her fingers into her children’s shoulders as sharp pops of gunfire gave way to a deafening blast. Smoke poured through the doorway. Parishioners scattered, some into the street, others pressing deeper into the church.
“Find Father Benedetto!” Maria shouted to her husband, Baldassare.
Charlie wailed. Only then did Maria see the blood. She lifted his shirt. Shrapnel had torn across his small belly, a surface wound, but the crimson spread across his torso, stopping her breath.
Nearby, a young mother knelt, clutching her limp toddler, her sobs rising above the chaos. Baldassare had found Father Benedetto in the crush of the crowd and pulled him toward her. Now the priest knelt too, pressing his ear against the child’s chest. Something in his stillness told the story before he made the sign of the cross.
Maria found her husband’s gaze across the chaos. Something closed within her. Not grief, not yet. Something older and more stubborn than grief. Her fingers found the back of Charlie’s neck and held on.
No more.
Not one more day.

      [image: image-placeholder]They buried the toddler the following Tuesday, the little girl whose mother’s sobs Maria could still hear. The message arrived for Father Benedetto that same week. The Abruzzis had established themselves in New York and would not tolerate his interference. No one had believed the Mano Nera, the Black Hand, would dare strike a church, yet blood stained the sanctuary floor. 
That night, after they put the children to bed, Baldassare turned to Maria.
“All this violence has me thinking,” he whispered. “If we want a future for our children, we must leave. Let’s go to Wyoming. If it doesn’t work, we can always come back. If it does, maybe the rest of the family will follow.”
Maria let out a breath in the dark. “Caro. If you say Wyoming, then Wyoming.”
She meant it, and to prove it to herself as much as to him, she reached for her rosary, fingers finding the familiar beads she had clutched long before Mario, their oldest friend, ever mentioned Wyoming. This time her prayers carried gratitude rather than uncertainty.
Gratitude, she’d learned, made room for wanting again. She had always meant to learn to read. Then the children came, and there was no room left for anything but them. Now she longed only for their safety, for clean air and good schools, and the small white house with a fence she had dreamed of back in Camporeale. Perhaps Wyoming held that dream.
For the first time in years, she let herself picture it. The white house, the scent of lemons.

      [image: image-placeholder]Days later, Baldassare stepped into the Union Pacific office, hat in hand, bracing for the kind of runaround he’d grown used to from men who held the jobs. 
“Welcome! Right this way!”
He hadn’t expected that. Not from a man who held the job he wanted. After years of answering to demanding capi, the eager reception left him both pleased and suspicious. 
“You’ll go to boilermaker training,” the man said, shaking his hand. “In four weeks, Cheyenne. Then you’ll join the union. You’ll learn a trade no one can take from you.”
Boilermaker. Baldassare didn’t know the word yet. He would.
When he shared the news at home, his brother Domenico shook his head. “Our parents are due from Sicily any time now. I can’t be off learning a trade in Wyoming.”
“I know.” He turned his hat over in his hands. “I just didn’t think you’d want to stay here, with all the violence.”
“Someone has to be here when they arrive.” Domenico held steady, but he didn’t quite meet his brother’s eyes. “You understand.”
“I understand.” Baldassare didn’t move to embrace him, though he wanted to. They had crossed one ocean already. He hadn’t dreamed there would be a second leaving, not from his own brothers, not so soon after burying a child from their own parish.
When he told Maria that night, she said nothing for a long moment either. They had only just created a life together in Brooklyn, all of them together, and now she and Baldassare would be the ones to break it apart, the first to go so far a Sunday visit wouldn’t bring them back.

      [image: image-placeholder]Gaetana never came around. But Maria had already begun to pack. 
A week later, in June 1911, Maria stood in her empty tenement apartment. The silence sat strange after years of constant noise and children and neighbors through the thin walls. Now she heard nothing but her own breathing.
At twenty-six, with two children and a third on the way, she was about to pack up everything she owned and leave for the second time. Their friends Lucia and Mario would meet them in Wyoming.
But leaving her parents would hurt. Separation from her sister Gaetana and her siblings would be unbearable. Her children had grown up alongside their cugini doppi, double cousins, since Gaetana was married to Baldassare’s brother Domenico. The thought settled in her chest like a stone.
In Wyoming, her children would never struggle with school as she had. They would speak perfect English and use their minds instead of their hands.
Baldassare appeared in the doorway. “Cara, we leave in ten minutes. Your parents have the children downstairs.”
“I’m coming.” She ran a hand along the bare wall. “We have so many memories here. Our children were born here.” She stroked her pregnant belly. “And this one. It will be strange not having Mamma or Gaetana for the delivery. Are we making the right decision?”
“You convinced me this was the right decision.” His voice was patient, certain. “There’s a home waiting for us in Cheyenne. We are going. I’ll meet you downstairs.”
She took a last look around. She’d moved like this before, fourteen years ago, over the Atlantic, not knowing what would receive her. She had survived the Mano Nera, the mafiusu, everything this life had tried to make of her family. She thought of the name in Father Benedetto’s letter. The Abruzzis. She hoped Wyoming would be far enough.
She closed her eyes. For a moment she was twelve years old again. Camporeale, before sunrise, alone in the dark, her family asleep.
Now she was doing it again. A different ocean. The same not knowing.
She had not understood, at twelve, that it was only the beginning.






  
  two
Maria Liotta’s Family 

Camporeale, Sicily, 1897


Fourteen Years Earlier 
Maria had been awake before sunrise, alone in the dark, her family still asleep. There was no one to tell her what to do. There never was. She splashed tepid water from the dented enamel bowl onto her neck and cheeks. A shard of mirror reflected a girl too old for her age, dulled brown eyes and hollow cheeks. She turned away, forced herself to look again, then turned away for good. At twelve, she already resembled an old woman.
She swept the corner where the goat slept, then called to her brother without turning around. “Giovanni. Take the goat out. Empty the night pot first.”
The boy rubbed the sleep away and obeyed without complaint. She watched him go, then allowed herself one small nod. Someone, at least, did as she asked.
She scraped the last coffee grounds into a watery brew and heated stale bread for herself and Giovanni. This was breakfast. This was life.
Hands on her bony hips, she glanced between her bedridden mother, Francesca, and her grandfather, who lay just as still. For days, neither had woken.
She didn’t want to bother her thirteen-year-old sister, Gaetana, who worked in service, the very fate their father had sworn they would never know. Service meant surrendering yourself to another family, burying your own wishes. But Gaetana had no choice once Papà left.
Nonno’s breath rasped through cracked lips, his forehead scorched with fever. Beside him, Francesca lay unmoving. She hadn’t been much of a mother for years. Maria had lost her childhood by inches. She hadn’t chosen it, but hadn’t refused it.
Antonio had sailed for America six years earlier, meaning to buy back the land the mafiusu had seized and pay for Francesca’s care. Francesca had seemed to leave with him in everything but body ever since, sunk in a grief her daughter couldn’t name. Things had gotten better for a while when Nonno Giovanni moved in after his own wife died. He cooked, told stories, coaxed Francesca out of bed. Then, two years ago, the fever had taken hold of him too, and the household had been sliding since. No word had come from Antonio in all that time.
Alone. Always alone.
Maria straightened her tattered shift, the same one that doubled as an apron, and tied her kerchief over her dark hair. Her mind considered possible help: the doctor, the neighbors, the saints and their curative coins.
Nothing had worked. Nothing would.
Her grandparents in Castelvetrano knew nothing of their daughter Francesca’s decline, too busy with other relatives. Her old teacher wouldn’t remember her. Only one person remained. Father Benedetto. He always cared, even when he couldn’t help.
The single room that held their entire lives closed in around her. The Virgin’s chipped statue watched from the shelf. How many prayers have you ignored? Maria crossed herself in apology, then pushed past the curtain that split the room, where Nonno now lay on her parents’ bed among unwashed sheets. Francesca and the children slept above, on a mattress stuffed with hay.
She picked up the empty slit-mouthed bank, the one Francesca had once meant to fill with money from America. Papà. The name ached. Once he had made everything possible.
“Things will be better for you. I’ll make sure of it,” he’d promised years ago, already reaching for his hat, his conviction bright as a coin. “You’ll have the schooling I never had. You’ll read like Mamma. Hold your head high. No grocer’s going to cheat you, no tax man either, not like they cheated me. And you’ll never go into service. Never.”
Her first day of school remained crystallized in memory: Francesca scrubbing and starching their best clothes, braiding their hair until it shone, the new undergarments the older women scoffed at as scandalous for schoolgirls. She and Gaetana had watched the world crack open as they learned their letters.
“All I wanted was school,” she murmured to the emptiness. “To read. Like Papà said I would.”
Storie dei Paladini di Francia, the Sicilian folktales collection, sat gathering dust by Francesca’s bed. Months, maybe years had passed since her mother had opened it. Maria knew a few of the words but still couldn’t read them. She knew the stories anyway. Mamma used to read the tales at night before bed.
Maria brushed the dust from her clothes and squared her thin shoulders. She had waited long enough, for Papà, for Mamma, for someone older and wiser to help. No more. She would speak to Father Benedetto today.
She stepped outside, the scent of lemons trailing her down the dirt road past neighbors emptying chamber pots through windows, old men bent over dominoes, women gossiping at the fountain with jugs balanced on their heads. She crossed the plaza and climbed the church steps into the cool dark.

      [image: image-placeholder]Inside Sant’Antonio, Father Benedetto limped to the pulpit and adjusted his glasses, preparing to read the gospel. Maria crossed herself with holy water, genuflected, and slipped into a pew, her black braids neat against her threadbare pinafore, her composure a mask over everything underneath. Father Benedetto caught her eye and gave the smallest nod. 
The congregation split cleanly by class, as it always did. In back, the contadini sat in bright kerchiefs and worn coats. Up front sat the wealthy, the Abruzzis in the foremost pew presenting their bella figura to the town. The Licatas sat further back among the contadini, that household of so many brothers, their father still absent. Maria kept her attention forward, chin level, the way Papà had taught her.
The church had once held Camporeale together. Now half its priests served the wealthy and called it service, or bent their loyalty toward the mafiusu. Father Benedetto was neither. He kept his vows and tended the poor of the parish, like the Liottas. It didn’t always come easily, but he kept them. Maria remembered when he and Antonio had been close, when her father was still here, when Father Benedetto came for simple meals and sat at their table like family. That had stopped long before Antonio left for America. She wondered, not for the first time, if he even knew Mamma was sick.
He read from Matthew 25, about Christ’s presence in the suffering. “When one oppresses the poor, he oppresses Jesus. When one serves the poor, he serves Jesus.” He slowed, quieter now. “God closely identifies his heart with those who suffer. Any action against the poor and the lonely is an action against him.”
She’d heard the words before, but today they cut straight through her. Tears spilled before she could stop them, and she wiped them away with her sleeve.
After Mass, she waited while Father greeted his parishioners at the back door. When he was finally alone, she approached.
“Buon giorno, Maria.” He set a hand on her shoulder. “What brings you here?”
“Father, I don’t know what to do.” Her hands shook as she stared at the ground. “Mamma and Nonno won’t wake up. Nonno’s had a fever for days and we’ve no money for a doctor.” Something in her chest cracked. “Gaetana’s away. I don’t know what to do.”
“Maria, I thought your mamma was getting better.” He was already moving. “Come. Let’s go.” He vanished into the rectory and came back a moment later with a basket of sandwiches.
She hadn’t realized how tightly she’d been holding herself until he took her hand.
Shame met her at the door instead. Yesterday’s laundry flapping in the breeze, the stoop filthy. Giovanni was out playing calcio with the neighborhood boys, kicking a ball of rags, his torn clothes hanging off his thin frame, dirt and sweat streaked down his cheeks.
“Giovanni, did you finish your chores?” She squinted against the sun.
He wiped his forehead on his sleeve. “Yes. Mamma made me go outside.”
“Mamma’s up?”
Hope flared and died in the same breath, the moment they crossed the threshold. The room sat in darkness. Francesca knelt, weeping, cradling Nonno’s head in her arms, his mouth slack, his hair matted, his skin gone the color of ash. Maria stopped at the foot of the bed and couldn’t make herself turn away.
“He’s gone.” Francesca’s words came out flat, used up.
Maria squeezed her eyes shut.
“Let me.” He was already easing Nonno from Francesca’s arms. He gave the final conditional anointing and closed Nonno’s eyes himself.
“Tutto sarà bene. All shall be well,” he murmured.
When Francesca pulled her close, Maria went rigid. Her mother’s lament rose, loud and unrestrained, filling the small room. Maria already dreaded what came next: the women descending on Nonno’s body to strip it, wash it, dress it in his marriage suit before rigor mortis set in.
She stared at him instead. A lock of hair had fallen across his pale forehead. Her only clear thought was to brush it back, back from the vacant eyes that could no longer see.






  
  three
Calogero Licata's Journey

Camporeale, Sicily, 1897


From dawn to dusk on the docks of Palermo, Calogero Licata unloaded and reloaded cargo, crate after crate, until his arms shook. Six years he’d worked as a longshoreman, six years away from his family. His sons had grown into men while he aged past his years. He tied his shoes with tattered string to make the long walk home to Camporeale. 
He scanned the dock for his friend Luciano.
“Luciano! You coming?”
“No, I have to work. My wife’s expecting our twelfth child. My sons left for America and promised to send money. Nothing yet.”
“Where are they?”
“Somewhere in New York. Might as well be dead to me.”
“At least they’re in America. They make five times the wages we earn here. Or so they say.”
“Sì, sì. Five times nothing is still nothing. Go, enjoy your family.”
Calogero set out alone for Camporeale. He passed the fountain at Quattro Canti, crossed Piazza della Vittoria, kissed his fingers to the Virgin, and walked under the arcade of saints. He glanced at Monte San Calogero, his namesake mountain, and crossed himself. As he set out, the scent of lemon and orange trees followed him down the road. His shoe gave out again, and he wrapped it with a string from his pack.

      [image: image-placeholder]A few hours later, rounding a bend, he found a broken carriage blocking the road. A woman in black silk mourning stood with her arms crossed, shouting at her driver, whose arm hung swollen at his side. She held a parasol against the sun. 
Calogero tried to pass without being noticed.
“Ragazzo!” she called.
He gritted his teeth. He was a grown man with a wife and children. What grown man likes being called a boy? But he couldn’t ignore a signora, not without risking his job.
“Sì, signora.”
“Fix this wheel. My driver’s hurt his arm.”
The driver explained, “The bolt fell out. The carriage came down on my arm.”
Calogero knelt and fixed the bolt. When he stood, she asked his name.
“Licata. From Camporeale? I know the name.”
He doubted it. His family had always worked their own small farm. They had no connections to people like her. She opened her purse and tossed him a lira, more than he made in a day. He thanked her, startled.
As he walked off, she called again, softer this time. “Licata! Are you heading to Camporeale?” She pointed to the back of her carriage. “Get in. I’ll take you as far as we share the road.”
He hoisted himself up.
She turned again. “Licata. You have a brother? Leonardo?”
“Sì, signora.”
“He works for my husband.” She paused. “I am Donna Luciana Abruzzi.” The name explained itself. In western Sicily, it always did. “Your brother is a fine worker. Very discreet.”
Calogero rarely saw Leonardo, who lived apart and kept to himself. He knew his brother as a simple farmer, nothing more, but he wouldn’t correct her.
“Why were you in Palermo?” she asked.
“I work the docks to feed my family, signora. They took our land.”
He didn’t explain how the government had let him rent back what was once his, or how the local families were already circling it. He never understood how Leonardo had kept his.
She studied him, then shifted toward him. “You have sons?”
“Seven sons, signora. Two daughters.”
She went quiet and said nothing more for the rest of the ride. Calogero nearly fell asleep, grateful just to be off his feet.
At the crossroads into town, she stopped the carriage. “Get off here.” She handed him an orange. “For your children.”
“Grazie, Signora Abruzzi.”
He climbed down. He didn’t look back until the carriage had gone. Walking the last stretch into Camporeale, past the lemon orchard at the town’s edge, he breathed easier, knowing home was close.

      [image: image-placeholder]He reached Via Pollari, pushed open the door to the dark lower room, and scratched the goat behind the ears without breaking his stride. Light showed under the door above. She was always busy, always moving when he arrived. She never rested. He went up to the second story. 
Upstairs, Vita left the stove mid-stir, took his bundle, and kissed both his cheeks. “Sit,” she said and poured him wine.
His sons came in from the fields and the day’s work, one after another, until the table was full. Baldassare, twenty, kissed his mother and sat without a word. Calò, nineteen, dropped onto the bench beside him. Vita set the ten-pound loaf on the table, black and dense, made from Camporeale’s hard wheat. Baldassare braced it against himself and cut toward his chest, careful of his chin. The younger three, Domenico, Vincenzo, and Leonardo, made their way up to the second story last, still dusty from a game in the field, arguing about a disputed goal.
“What have you been doing with your time, figli?” Calogero asked.
Domenico answered first. “Papà, I try. A day here, a day there. No one will hire me.”
Vincenzo shrugged. “There’s no work.” He stared at the ground.
“And you two? Running around a field kicking a ball while your papà works to put food in your mouths?”
“How can we work? The wealthy have everything,” Leonardo said, flat, like a debate he’d stopped arguing. “They won’t even hire us.”
“The rich have what they have because they work hard!” Calogero said.
Vita shooed the boys off to wash for supper before it went further. She refilled Calogero’s cup without being asked, the way she always did. Eight-year-old Antonina shifted baby Nicolò from her hip onto her father’s lap and followed her brothers out.
“And you two, where are you working these days?” Calogero asked Baldassare and Calò.
“Today, the Cuffaro farm,” Calò said. “Harvesting citrus. Day labor. Nothing steady.”
“The Cuffaros still in Palermo?”
“Yes, like most of the landholders. I rarely see the signore himself.”
Baldassare spotted the orange on the table. “Where’d that come from?”
“A signora I’ve never met gave me a ride home. Gave me this too.”
Baldassare held it in his hand. Oranges were expensive. “Besides the Cuffaros, only the Abruzzis grow citrus around here.”

      [image: image-placeholder]That night they ate outside in the cortile, small braziers warming their feet, the lemon tree filling the courtyard with its scent. After dinner, Vita cleared the plates and set out the orange and a pear. 
“An orange!” Antonina said, rubbing her hands together.
Calogero peeled it and tossed the rind into the brazier. He gave each child a slice, then sat back, hands on his knees, content.
Later, Vita took the little ones to bed. Through the thin wall, Calogero could hear her saying the same prayer she said every night, same words, same order. He’d fallen asleep to that sound for twenty years.
He faced his older sons. “Find a woman like your mamma. From Camporeale. One who works hard and never complains.” He shook his head. “Look what she put on this table tonight, with what we gave her.”
“Any chance you can get us work on the docks?” Baldassare asked.
“No, figlio. Men fight for my job as it is. I can barely keep up with the younger ones.”
“Give me your job. I’ll take it gladly,” Calò said.
“If I leave, ten men are waiting to take my place. Until you find steady work, I’ll keep working in Palermo. Besides, the city has too many temptations for young men. The amici search for boys like you, roaming the countryside for work. Palermo isn’t safe.”
“Plenty of our friends went to America,” Baldassare said. “They come back with money to buy back what their families lost.”
“Those young men forget their customs. They marry women who don’t speak Sicilian, who can’t cook a proper pasta. They lose themselves over there.”
Calò raised his palms. “Won’t happen to us.”
Baldassare leaned in. “Who was the signora that took you home?”
Calogero yawned. “I’ve told you everything I know. The journey home is long. But when I come home and Nicolò reaches for me with those chubby hands and knocks his brother off my lap—” Something loosened in him, and he almost smiled. “A man can walk a long way for that.”
Baldassare stood. “Papà, let’s get to bed.”
“Sì, figlio.”
They shook out the bedding and unrolled it across the floor. Calogero kissed the little ones on their straw mattress, then climbed to the loft, where baby Nicolò swayed above them in a basket hung from the ceiling, close enough for Vita to reach in the night.
Calogero folded his hands over his chest and let out a breath. Abruzzi. He turned the name over in the dark, just as he’d turned the lira in his palm on the road home.
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Hope for Maria 

Camporeale, Sicily, 1897


Across town, Nonno was barely cold when the neighbors arrived. Father Benedetto left to post the death notice. The neighbors told the exhausted girl not to dishonor Nonno by lighting the stove, cooking, or eating meat. Within hours, they filled the Liotta home with  u conzu, prepared meals for the nine days of mourning. They watched Francesca turn in her bed, some judging, some sympathetic, while Maria ran the house and managed the mourning preparations. Every time Giovanni heard footsteps, he ran to the door, craning to see what the neighbors had brought. Pastas, vegetables, casseroles, breads, cakes. He barely hid his smile as he ate more than he’d eaten in years.
Worn down by visitors, Maria dozed in a chair by the front door. A hand shook her awake.
“Maria?” Gaetana stood in the doorway, pulling at her cuff. “The signora let me come back for the funeral. How is Mamma?”
“Still in bed.” Maria held her a moment longer before pulling back. “Your signora let you leave? You look tired.”
“I can’t complain.” Gaetana smoothed her apron twice with the flat of her hand, the same gesture she made when choosing her words with care.
“Gaetana.”
Maria knew that dodge. She’d heard enough about the signora already.
Gaetana let out a breath. “Father Benedetto made her send me home. Don’t say anything, but it’s dreadful. She has me working from first light past midnight. She watches me do everything. Cleaning, washing, minding her children.”
“That bad?”
“She’s a mean strega. I hate calling her a witch, but nothing satisfies her. I hang the wash and she tears it down, screaming about dirt that isn’t there. If her children misbehave, I take the blame. Sometimes she wakes me in the night to clean. It never ends.”
Maria studied her sister’s cracked hands, the hollows beneath her eyes. Gaetana was always cheerful, easy, never one to speak ill of anyone. But something in the way she went distant when she thought no one watched told Maria there was more she wasn’t saying.
“Come home. It’s not worth it. You can find other work.”
“Maria, there is no other work. Without this, we’d have no money for food.” She forced a smile. Gaetana had always talked with her hands. Now they stayed folded in her lap. “Something better will come. For now, I manage.”
They turned to Nonno, laid out on the table. His spotted hands crossed over his chest, the worn rosary beads through his gnarled fingers. His long yellowed nails showed the calluses and scars of decades of hard labor. Seeing him stretched across the small table, still as carved stone, Maria could not turn away.
Gaetana’s chin trembled. “I already miss Nonno.”
Maria and Gaetana kept vigil with the body, made coffee, and received mourners and their offerings, grateful for the help. Candles from visitors lit the home, replacing their small gas lamp as tradition required. Neighbors had washed and dressed Nonno’s body, hung black bunting on the house that would stay until the wind carried it off. They left the door open day and night for condolences, and told Maria to leave the windows open so Nonno’s soul could depart.
Knowing the Liottas couldn’t afford professional mourners, neighbors refused to let the family grieve alone. Each visitor paid respects with grief on full display. Wailing echoed through the street as they threw themselves to the ground, banged their heads against the walls, tore their clothes, and howled, frightening the children. The old men sat in silence. 
Then Francesca rose from behind the curtain, one hand on the wall, and steadied herself against Nonno’s bier before sinking into the chair beside her father-in-law’s body. Maria watched, wondering if her mother would make it through the whole rosary. When the prayers ended, the neighbors said their goodbyes, each kissing Nonno’s forehead. 
Maria was grateful, but she wanted quiet. To grieve without the pitying stares, without having to hold herself together for anyone. She could do that later. First she had to get through what came next.

      [image: image-placeholder]After the funeral Mass, Father Benedetto led the procession from the altar. Francesca followed, more alert than she’d been in months, then Maria, Gaetana, and Giovanni. The neighbors, deliberately unwashed out of respect for Nonno, came behind. Father gave a final blessing outside the church and bowed toward the coffin.  
Maria had only visited during I Morti each November, a day for sweets and sugar dolls. Passing the family chapels now, she saw how these families stacked their dead, generation on generation, each tomb marked with artificial flowers and a photograph from their prime.
At the Liotta tomb, the family said their goodbyes before Nonno’s plain pine coffin. Each child threw a yellow chrysanthemum onto the casket, gold against black clothes and gray sky. Maria noticed the color. Gold against black. She fixed her gaze on them. Neighbors wailed and threw earth mixed with fiori di morti, crushed geranium leaves. When Father finished his prayers, the mourners lingered, knowing that leaving would close the last chapter of Nonno’s life.
Back home, Francesca turned Nonno’s photograph toward the wall, next to her mother-in-law’s portrait. They sat. The room held nothing but the sound of the street outside.
Father cleared his throat. “Signora Cannova. Let’s talk about what comes next for your family.”
Maria waited for her mother’s answer. She knew that once the funeral ended, the burden of feeding the family would come back to her. Antonio was gone. Now Nonno too. Despite his sickness, Nonno had given them some stability. What would happen now?
Francesca hesitated. “I’ll need to dye the rest of our clothes black.”
Maria had watched her mother rise to help with the funeral and wondered how long it would hold. Their small wardrobe would stay black until it wore out or they outgrew it.
“Signora Cannova,” Father pressed, “I’m not asking about tonight. I’m asking how you’ll support this family.”
Francesca shrugged, tears rising. “Non lo so.” They spilled down her cheeks as she twisted her handkerchief in her hands. “Since Antonio left, life ended for me. I’ve failed these children. I couldn’t get out of bed.”
“Signora Cannova, grief is a luxury you cannot afford yet. You have three children who need you.”
“Losing my father-in-law terrifies me. I hoped we’d hear from Antonio and our troubles would end. But Antonio might be gone too.” She glanced at the children. “I have to learn to manage alone.”
“Yes, you must. We can’t know what’s coming. But you might hear from Antonio any day,” Father said.
“Sì, but we’re hungry now, and my children need care.”
Father Benedetto set his proposal plainly. “Gaetana’s wages can’t support four people. A parish family needs laundry help during harvest, and their household is large enough to send work out. Maria could do it here, at home, and still keep up with her chores. Together the girls could earn enough.”
Maria’s cheeks burned. She stared at her hands. Domestic service. Not that she thought herself above it, but she’d hoped Gaetana’s situation was temporary. Now she’d join her. Not the future Papà had promised. Not school, not reading, not a life of her own. But her family needed to eat.
“Of course I will.” Maria crossed her arms.
Francesca shook her head. “Absolutely not.”
Father addressed her. “Antonio is in America and may send money soon. Maria is smart. After laundry she could move to mending, turning collars, work that pays well and stays at home. Right now you need income to feed your children.”
“Padre, I’ve heard nothing from Antonio in six years. I wore white waiting for him faithfully. Now I wear black, mourning my father-in-law and maybe my husband both. Life didn’t come out the way I planned. I’ve already lost Gaetana to service. But Maria will never wash another family’s dirty clothes. You know how they treat servants. Especially the young men.”
Maria went still. It had been years since she’d heard her mother sound like someone who cared what happened to them. Faint memories stirred: Mamma singing while she braided Maria’s hair, pointing out words in their book of stories, teaching her to make bread. Distant, almost make-believe, but they gave her hope.
“Signora, there are many reasons Antonio might be silent. Postal problems, work, maybe he can’t write. People take advantage of immigrants like him. What choice do you have? Three children need food and clothes. You can’t rely only on your daughters. This family will treat Maria well. She’ll work here, not there, away from men. Giovanni will carry the laundry. She’ll never set foot in their house.”
Francesca broke into tears. “What life have I given my children? We had such hopes. We wanted to send our daughters to school. Antonio swore they’d never go into service. How did we end up here?”
Father’s jaw tightened. “When you’re well and hear from Antonio, those dreams may come back. For now your family needs food.”
“We’ll try. One week.” She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “If it fails, it fails.”
“Tutto sarà bene. All shall be well. This will pass.”
Father took his hat and closed the door behind him.
Maria had heard the women at the fountain talk. Father Salvatore taught Latin to the Abruzzi sons and dined with the family on Sundays. Father Benedetto buried the poor and sat with the sick. She had never heard him complain about it. She wasn’t sure she could have said the same for herself.

      [image: image-placeholder]The following Monday at daybreak, Francesca sent Giovanni to collect the laundry. He came back with a basket overflowing with soiled linens, soap, and an old washboard. A second load followed soon after. Maria noticed his smile, the first in months. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to tempt fate. 
She set to work heating water, thinking about her mother’s improved health since the funeral. Francesca was cooking again, mending the children’s clothes, patching holes with careful stitches. Why the sudden change? What had really been wrong with her? An odd relief settled over her. She could focus on one task instead of worrying constantly about her family, and the weight no longer rested only on her. Fragile as it was, she now counted Francesca as an ally. If her mother’s health held, maybe Maria could even go back to school.
Maria and her family stayed after Mass the following Sunday.
“Father, thank you for the work.” 
Father Benedetto smiled. “They’re pleased with you.”
“It’s good to be useful and earn something. Hanging the wash reminds me I’m helping feed my family.”
Francesca added, “We’re proud of her. She’s a hard worker.”
“In that case,” Father said, “I know a laundress who married and moved to Catania. Her old employers heard about you and asked if you’d take more work.”
“Mamma?” Maria waited on her answer.
“They don’t send it out, though. You’d work at their house. One day a week.”
Francesca frowned.
Father cut in. “She’d work alongside other girls from town.”
Francesca bit her lip. “The money would help. We’ll try it for a week.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Days later, Maria climbed the hill to her new employer’s house, glad for the walk alone, listening to the sparrows chirping. She tilted her chin to the sun and let it warm her headscarf, and for a few minutes thought of nothing at all. The path rose past vineyards until she reached the Abruzzi estate. Her breath caught at the facade of the mansion, the trimmed shrubs, the rows of bright flowers. She could hardly imagine a life wealthy enough for a place like this. 
A gardener directed her to the rear entrance. As she came around the side of the house, a thin woman carrying linens burst through the back door. Dressed in a severe black uniform, she took in Maria from head to foot. “Maria? Here for laundry?”
“Sì, signora.”
“I am Signora Grimaldi, head housekeeper. Seguimi. Follow me.”
The signora led her through the house, pointing out which rooms were hers to work in. The marble floors and heavy drapes, the shelves crowded with more books than Maria had known existed, the lemon and orange trees hanging heavy with fruit past the glass, all of it belonged to a world she’d never once imagined this close to her own.
“Come along! We haven’t all day!” the signora snapped.
After the tour, Signora Grimaldi took her to the kitchen garden behind the house. Three stone pile del lavatoio, washboard sinks built into an old rock wall, lined one shaded corner of the yard, one empty basin waiting for her. Two young women scrubbed clothes at the other sinks, working behind baskets piled high with soiled linens and towels. One glanced at Maria and wiped sweat from her forehead. The signora pointed to an apron and told Maria to put it on.
“This is your uniform. Wear it here at all times. You get a short dinner break at two. I expect these baskets finished. We will see how you do.” She nodded toward the girls. “Ragazze, show Maria how proper work gets done.”
Maria tied the apron over her black clothes without meeting anyone’s eye.
The two girls worked hard until Signora Grimaldi disappeared.
A curly-haired girl a few years older than Maria held out her hand, her expression open and easy. “She’s not as scary as she seems. You’re Maria? I’m Concetta.”
Maria took her hand, grateful.
“I’m Provvidenza. The Abruzzis are particular about their laundry, but you’ll catch on,” added a small, dark-skinned girl about Maria’s age.
Maria warmed to their kindness. She wasn’t used to friends her own age. She nodded along at their instructions while her mind wandered. She watched people move through the kitchen door in clean uniforms and small white caps, hair pinned into low buns. No one glanced her way, no one acknowledged the new girl. Men delivered goods, women carried baskets of produce and pressed linens, and everyone was busy with their own task. The motion of it all left Maria dizzy.

      [image: image-placeholder]Maria dragged herself home after her first day and dropped onto her bed, her mind still turning over everything she’d seen, a world this close to Camporeale she’d never known existed. 
“How did it go, figlia mia?” Francesca was at the door before Maria had her shoes off, one question already becoming the next, her hands moving as she talked.
Maria struggled to find the words. How did you describe a world you had no language for yet? Her life until now had been the cramped shadows of their small home, the same neighbors, the worn steps of the church. The Abruzzi estate had opened before her like another country. The wealth of it left her small and awake at the same time.
What stayed with her most was the library. Shelf after shelf of books, more than she could count. She fell asleep still seeing their spines.
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The Abruzzi Offer


The knock came the morning after Calogero left. Sharp. Unhurried. The kind that expected an answer. 
“Licata!” The tone was deep and rough.
Baldassare and Calò, who had been talking about their father’s departure, rushed to the door. An elegant young stranger stood in the doorway, one hand resting on a slender cane, a cigar unlit between his teeth.
Vita reached the door first, baby Nicolò balanced on her hip. She pulled it open before her sons could. Nicolò reached toward the visitor with both hands. Don Romano studied him a moment, then pressed the last piece of orange into his palm. Nicolò clapped at the sudden sweetness.
“How may I help you, Voscenza?” Baldassare stepped forward.
“My name is Don Romano Abruzzi. I’m searching for Calogero Licata.”
“I am Calogero!” Calò pushed toward him.
Don Romano studied him, plainly confused. “I was expecting someone more mature.”
Baldassare slid his brother aside. “You must want our father. He’s already on the road back to Palermo.”
The visitor took in the crumbling house, then fixed his attention to Baldassare. “I am the son of Luciana Abruzzi. She met your father last Friday on the road from Palermo and sent me with a work proposal.”
“My father employs your uncle Leonardo. He speaks well of him. My mother saw the same in your father and has a proposal for him. To work on our estate.”
“Of course he’ll accept!” Calò said. “When would he start?”
“Wait,” Baldassare said, raising a hand. “What kind of work? What’s the pay?”
“Che vergogna, figlio!” Vita hissed, her cheeks going red as she pulled her shawl tight. “Don’t speak of money like that! Madonna mia, where are your manners?” She bowed her head to the visitor. “Scusate, signore. My son forgets himself.”
Baldassare squared his shoulders. “Mamma, I’ll handle this.”
Don Romano took an unlit cigar from his mouth. “I need to discuss the details with Calogero privately. When will he return?”
“Not until the end of the month,” Baldassare said.
“I’ll take the position!” Calò said. “I’m smart and I learn fast.”
“Three of us are free to work,” Domenico added, not wanting to be left out.
Don Romano studied the brothers, then pointed at Baldassare. “You. Come to the Abruzzi estate first thing tomorrow. Just outside town. Be on time. If there’s one thing she can’t stand, it’s waiting.”
He left without waiting for an answer.
As Don Romano walked away, Leonardo came around the corner from the direction of the market, slowing when he saw the retreating figure.
“What was he doing here?” Leonardo asked once the visitor was gone.
“He offered us work,” Calò said.
“You cannot work for them.” Leonardo kept his voice low. “They are amici, Baldassare. You don’t know what that means yet.”
Baldassare didn’t step back. “Or they bring Papà home. That’s worth the risk.”
Vincenzo had been leaning in the doorway the whole time. “Nothing is worth that risk. Amici, famiglia, mafiusu, call them what you want. The Abruzzis cannot be trusted.”
Leonardo held Baldassare’s gaze a moment too long, then walked off without another word.
Baldassare watched him go. Leonardo did not warn people without reason. 
Calò shrugged. “Let’s at least find out what they’re offering.”
“Let’s?” Baldassare said. “He asked for me. I’ll take Domenico. He’ll stay quiet.”
“And me?” Calò said.
“You talk too much. This needs care.”
Calò said nothing, which was the most unsettling answer he could have given. He crossed his arms. Baldassare knew that posture. Not anger. 
Domenico would stay quiet and let Baldassare talk. If anything seemed wrong, Baldassare would refuse the job. If both of them found steady, honest work, maybe Calogero could finally leave Palermo’s docks.

      [image: image-placeholder]The hill outside town was steeper than Baldassare remembered. The sun cut through their thin shirts despite the early hour. At the ridge, they stopped to gaze on Camporeale. 
The Abruzzi estate sat on a hillside above the Mandranova Plain. Vineyards and orange groves stretched out as far as they could see. The air was cooler here, and a breeze cut the heat.
Baldassare glanced back once at the Sant’Antonio cross catching the light. He searched for his own street, but the winding roads hid it. Ahead of them the Abruzzi house rose into view.
“Do we knock?” Baldassare asked.
“Don Romano said to ask for his mother,” Domenico reminded him.
They struck the brass knocker, hearts pounding, palms damp. The butler answered with a frown, scrutinizing the young men with open distaste. “The servants’ entrance is that way.” He pointed toward the back of the house.
Baldassare and Domenico tugged at their threadbare sleeves. A footman strode past and they flinched, then shuffled toward the service door, where servants crossed in all directions with trays and baskets, nobody slowing for them.
“Scusate.” Baldassare stopped a young blond man checking his livery. “I have an appointment with Donna Luciana Abruzzi.”
The man scoffed. “No one who comes to this door speaks to Donna Luciana directly. I’ll tell Signora Grimaldi, the housekeeper, you’re here. Your name?”
Baldassare straightened. “Baldassare Licata.”
The service yard behind the mansion felt familiar, busy the same way their own courtyard was busy, the same shouted orders, the same smell of wood smoke and wet linen.
Carriages stood waiting. Servants crossed back and forth with baskets and trays. Fresh sheets swayed on lines strung between the trees, and beyond a small kitchen garden, lemon and orange trees grew heavy with fruit.
While Baldassare took in the garden, Domenico had already drifted toward the three young women scrubbing laundry in the corner. One of them glanced up and caught him gawking.
Baldassare grabbed his brother’s arm before he could step toward her. “Domenico. We’re here to interview for work. Don’t ruin this.”
The housekeeper burst through the service door with a
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