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Follow the Americanization of an immigrant family through sixty years of romance, deception, crime, and redemption. From petty bootleggers and weary coalminers to proud winemakers and ambitious priests, only a few family members will encounter the chameleon-like Black Angel who shows up when least expected to offer advice or merely observe. After all, there's only so much one family angel can do to save those troubled few from themselves.
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BOOK ONE


1

Chicago 1925
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“Another day, another dollar,” the young Italian with precision sideburns mumbled to himself. “Another day ... another lesson.” Or not, depending on his mood and if he felt like going to Night School after supper. 

What Carlo Baggio needed now was a drink—his kind, not the illegal beer he’d been loading into crates all day at Becker’s Brewery. Or the near beer the brewery produced as a front for its more lucrative ventures. After flipping the last of his cigarillo into the gutter, Carlo ran one hand through his dark, slicked-back hair and stepped into a Southside saloon geared to immigrants and native Chicagoans who came for the cheap liquor and decent food. He exchanged nods with two regulars, slid onto a barstool, and raised his forefinger to Vincenzo Valenza, a man cursed with a large hooked nose and the scars of adolescent acne.

“Ah-h, paesano, uno momento!” the bartender and co-proprietor of Fabiola’s called out. While Vincenzo drew five beers and poured as many grappas, Carlo drummed his fingers and sucked in the hazy air thick with tobacco smoke married to the aromas of beer, wine, tomato sauce, salami, garlic, and cheeses. When Vincenzo finally got around to Carlo, he wiped a wet ring from the golden oak bar, filled a teacup with wine, and served it with an unctuous smile. “Vino rosa, paesano, from my private stock.”

Carlo laid down thirty-five cents. Holding the cup to his nose, he took in the full-bodied bouquet to conjure up memories of Pont Canavese, his village in the foothills of the Italian Alps. Only after this savoring ritual did he allow himself to pleasure the wine, even before water his drink of choice. He spoke in halting English that had improved considerably since his two years in America. “So, about this sister you got back in Locana.”

“Ah-h, you mean bella Luigia.” Vincenzo cupped a handful of fingertips to his puckered lips and smacked a kiss. “As God is my witness, she has the temperament of an angel.” 

Carlo took more wine and waited for the next words to roll from Vincenzo’s tongue.

“Look, Carlo, you want an Italian bride, a quiet one who will give you many sons? This, I can do for you.”

“But can she cook?”

“Wait ‘til you taste her rabbit and polenta,” Vincenzo said as he started back down the bar.

Polenta, sweet Mother of Jesus. Carlo salivated at the mention of peasant food fit for kings. In Carlo’s Italy, life had moved slower, on less money. But after his parents died, Carlo and his younger brother wanted a different life, one that didn’t require never-ending work just to survive. While still in their teens they sold the family home to finance a new beginning in America. 

Vincenzo had only covered half the bar length before he came back to Carlo. He leaned across the glistening wood and spoke through breath reeking of garlic. “Listen, paesano, with my sister the Baggio name will live on, long after you have turned to dust. Our ma bore seven sons, four who lived and three under the ground, and only one girl, the lastborn. Louisa took care of Ma ‘til the day she died.”

“A nursemaid I don’t need.”

“Maybe not today but think about domani.”

Carlo checked his pocket watch. He drained the last of the wine from his cup. 

Vincenzo poured more and held up his palm when Carlo attempted to pay. “You know, Carlo, bringing relation over ain’t so easy. Not like before the Great War.”

“Me and Giacomo made it here.”

“Consider yourselves lucky. They say America has too many Italians.”

“So who’s counting?”

“Immigration.” Vincenzo smiled like a dog with a fresh bone. “All you have to pay is my sister’s passage plus a little extra.” He rolled his eyes, opened his palms to the ceiling. “Paesano, for our trouble, be reasonable. Massimo and me, we make all the arrangements.” 

Inwardly, Carlo bristled at Vincenzo’s reference to Massimo, the older brother and saloon partner, a hard-nosed padrone known for exploiting Italian immigrants in need of employment and housing. 

Carlo felt a pointy elbow jabbing his ribcage. Without looking to his right, he returned the gesture.

“Ah-h, another Baggio blesses our humble saloon with his presence,” Vincenzo said, pouring a second teacup, also his best, for Carlo’s brother, Giacomo.

Both young men were slight in stature, with chiseled profiles and dark hair; but Carlo’s was poker straight, his eyes as round as chocolate malt balls. Cowlicks ruled Giacomo’s wavy hair; amber drops floated in slate eyes too vain for glasses. The brothers wore their clothes with the confidence of window mannequins although a trained eye could distinguish the hand tailoring of Carlo’s suit from Giacomo’s off-the-rack. 

Giacomo waited until the bartender left before he said, “Vincenzo still pushing to bring the sister over?”

Carlo shrugged. “I hear she cooks pretty good.”

Giacomo shifted his eyes in Vincenzo’s direction. “But does she take after the two brutes?”

“Only if God played a cruel joke on their mama.” 

“Just remember: with the Valenzas you pay and then you pay some more, whether the deal works out or gets flushed down the drain. Same goes for a wife, so pick one who’s already here. In the long run she’ll be a helluva lot cheaper. And if you’re lucky, less trouble.” 

“Shh,” Carlo mumbled, “not so loud.”

“People are gonna find out—from the Valenzas ’cause that’s the way they are. Let the ugly bastards pay to bring their own sister over, just like everybody else. Knowing them, they’ll probably want you to kick in extra just for marrying into their family.”

Carlo’s discussion with Giacomo came to a quick end with the arrival of Hildie Kramer. The brewmeister’s daughter slipped her arm through Giacomo’s in a way that Giacomo ignored and Carlo resented. 

“You know I can’t sit here, Honey Bun, not on a stool like some common barfly.” Hildie pursed her lips into a pout. “Besides, I am positively starving.”

“You two go ahead and eat,” Carlo said. “I’m not that hungry.”

Hildie exchanged the pout for a smile. “Well, if you insist—”

“No way,” his brother said. “We’ll eat together, just like we do every night.”

After getting their teacups refilled, and a root beer for Hildie, the threesome decided on a table near the blackboard menu and sat down. Giacomo moved his chair closer to Hildie’s. He rubbed his leg against hers and squeezed her plump thigh. Hildie’s blonde bob bounced with the lift of her head. She bunny wiggled her nose and cut through the air with the wave of her pudgy hand. 

“Goodness gracious,” she said, “how can you tolerate this putrid smell?” 

“It sure as hell beats that of cabbage,” Carlo said.

She shifted her round face to Giacomo. “Chicago has plenty of good eating establishments. Decent ones, if you know what I mean. Even better, how about some old-fashioned home cooking for a change? I could fix you some wonderful potato pancakes and sausages, just like my mutter taught me.” 

Carlo’s nostrils flared. He kicked Giacomo under the table. Hildie’s previous cooking efforts had produced gaseous eruptions and heartburn that kept both of them awake all night. 

This time Giacomo squared his shoulders but avoided Hildie’s eyes when he said, “We’re staying here.”

“Whatever you say, Sweetie.” She kissed his cheek and pushed her chair back. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to dust my knees.” 

“Now, when we’re just about ready to order?”

“As if I didn’t already know what you like. I’ll have the same.” 

While Hildie sashayed to the powder room, Carlo reviewed the evening fare with Giacomo. They vetoed meatballs and spaghetti as only fit for the Southern Italians their papa called Mezzogiorno, as in hot sun and hot tempers. Chicken and risotto tempted the brothers but the rice often came undercooked or too dry, either way, unacceptable. Beef could be tough unless simmered slowly in its juices. Veal spelled disaster if overcooked. In the end they ordered the usual Wednesday special—ravioli with a side of the insalata mista. 

Two tables over a skinny flapper decked out in a burgundy chemise twirled a half-eaten grissini between her teeth, and exchanged sultry expressions with Giacomo. 

“Better not let Miss Hoity-toity catch you,” Carlo said.

“Looking ain’t a crime and Hildie ain’t my keeper.” 

“Neither is Papa Gus but we still salute him every time he signs our payroll sheets.”

“Basta, enough, okay? Here she comes.” 

Hildie cozied up to Giacomo. She slipped her hand into the front pocket of his trousers. And to the burgundy flapper, she puckered her lips. Hildie’s competition responded with a flash of pink tongue and returned to the conversation at her own table.

“You know, Sweetie, I’ve been thinking,” Hildie said, directing her words to Giacomo but her eyes to Carlo. “Maybe you should change your name to something not so foreign. According to Papa, all the Southern Italians at the brewery are switching to names that sound more ... well, American.”

“As if me and Giacomo care what those damn Terroni are doing.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” She lifted her chin, lowered her lashes. “You and Giacomo are Piemontese Italians. Papa says the Terroni call your kind Mangiapolenta.” 

“Better to be called polenta eaters than clumsy yokels. At least, we keep ain’t ashamed of our own names.”

Giacomo leaned over the table. “Hold on, Carlo. Maybe Hildie’s right, I mean about the name ’cause I been thinking the same thing.” 

Hildie rubbed her leg against Giacomo’s. “Yeah, Honey. You could switch from Giacomo to Jake. Hmm, maybe something like Jake Rhodes.” 

“Jake ... yeah, I like Jake. Reminds me of Big Jake Garrity from the Fourth Ward. ‘Course, in America Giacomo means Jim,” he mused. “But, I ain’t going with Rhodes.” He nudged Carlo. “So, what do you think, brother? What about Jake?” 

Carlo didn’t answer.

“Come on, say something.”

“Just like that,” Carlo said with a snap of his fingers, “You wanna go from Giacomo to Jake?”

“To fit in, be more American. What the hell.”

“Like those damn Terroni?”

“They ain’t the only ones, Carlo. Some things should stay in the Old Country.”

“Jake—Jim—Giacomo.” Carlo shrugged. “Take your pick. Just don’t turn your back on Baggio. Without the family name, we are ...” He blew his next word away from the fingertips of one hand. “... niente.”

“Then Jake Baggio it is.” Giacomo held up his cup to Hildie’s root beer. 

Carlo followed with an unenthusiastic toast. “To Giacomo’s new name.”

“Salute!” the trio said with a click of their vessels. 

Hildie sniffed a few times to show her soft side. 

While she searched her cluttered pocketbook for a hankie, Carlo leaned over to his brother and whispered in Piemontese. “Tonight she got you to change your first name. Tomorrow, she’ll get you to change her last name.” 

“Do I look like I just got off of the boat? I’m—”

“Hey, you two, that’s not fair,” Hildie said. “When you’re with me, either talk like Americans or keep quiet.”

“Well I ain’t about to keep quiet.” The immigrant with a new name stood. He stepped from his chair to the top of the table and spread his arms like a Chicago politician. “Listen up, everybody!” 

Hildie clattered a spoon against her glass and the room went quiet. 

Giacomo tapped his fingertips to his chest. “You all know me as Giacomo Baggio. Well, tonight you’re looking at a new man. From this day on I am Jake ... Jake Baggio.” 

The patrons of Fabio’s applauded as Jake lifted his arms and moved to the Old Country music of a nearby ocarina. And in an uncharacteristic display of generosity, Vincenzo Valenza banged the side of his fist on the bar before yelling out, “A round of drinks, in honor of Giacomo’s rebirth as Jake.”

Carlo did the right thing. He bought the next round and his brother the one after that. After the hoopla died down, he watched Jake shake every extended hand and then leave with Hildie, just as he did every Wednesday evening. 

***
[image: image]


After a twenty-minute stroll through sidewalks crowded with pedestrians, Jake and Hildie entered a brick tenement on Taylor Street. As they climbed the open well of creaking stairs, Hildie was giddy with excitement, all the while oblivious to air thick with the stench of fermenting mash and bootleg brew seeping through the apartment walls. When they reached the second level, Jake slid his hand down Hildie’s back and stopped at the crease of her round buttocks, prompting a seesaw of giggles and protests from her. On the third level they stopped at the door of a furnished studio Jake shared with Carlo. While Jake fumbled with the key, Hildie unbuttoned the fly of his trousers. Clinging to each other, they moved inside and Jake kicked the door shut. Neither spoke as they flung off their clothes and tumbled onto the lumpy horsehair mattress. 

“Oh Jake, do what you did to me the last time.”

What? He tried a couple places before finding one that made her purr like a kitten. 

“Jake, Jake. I just love the sound of your new name. See, I have good ideas every so often, don’t I?” 

Jake didn’t answer. He was concentrating on the small of her back. 

“Wherever did you learn all those wonderful moves? Ooh-h, Jake, you and me are so good for each other. Jake and Hildie, Hildie and Jake. Such sweet music to my ears.”

Within minutes a simpler melody played havoc with the worn spiral bedsprings. In the next apartment their aged Russian neighbor took her cue and joined in the mating ritual, using her cane to bang out a rhythmic accompaniment on the thin wall separating her bed from theirs. Jake pictured a gummy grin erupting to expose the lone eyetooth left in the woman’s mouth. Her own sexual escapades, some sixty years earlier, were legendary and usually involved more than two people. At least, that’s what she’d told him more than once.

Jake waited for Miss Clarissa Spencer, one floor below. She worked in the notions department at Woolworth’s Five and Dime, and was always complaining to him about her overhead light rattling and loose plaster spraying her face. A broom handle to the ceiling usually got his attention and tonight was no exception.

“Quiet!” he heard Miss Spencer scream. 

More plaster fell.

“Filthy, disgusting Eye-talian!” This time her voice cracked. 

Maybe if she gargled with salt water....

Jake forged ahead with a swell of perspiration and did the right thing, making Hildie squeal before he yelled. Afterwards they lay side-by-side, half-listening to the Chicago night, its screeching taxis and irritating police sirens competing with wailing infants and drunken revelers. 

Hildie cleared her throat. “Not that I’m in any hurry, you understand, but I have been giving serious thought to my ... our future, you and me in a long-term arrangement. You know, as in marriage.”

He shifted, causing the bed to let out a groan. As did Jake, but his didn’t reach Hildie’s ears. “Uh, right now I can’t afford marriage.” 

“I’ll talk to Papa about promoting you. That is, as soon as something comes up.”

He pushed her determined hand away. “Not yet, I need time to recoup.” After stretching his arms to the headboard, he folded them to cushion the back of his head. “It’s different with Carlo. He’s a year older than me and still thinks in Italian.” 

“Well, don’t you be thinking about buying yourself an Italian bride, Jake Baggio. ’cause if you do, you’d better leave Chicago before I find out. Why, if it wasn’t for Papa hiring you and Carlo, you couldn’t even afford this dump.” Hildie screwed up her face, tried to squeeze tears from her dry eyes. Having failed, she heaved a few deep sighs instead. 

Jake knew what was expected of him; he reached for her snatch. “Yeah, Hildie, we owe all our success to the Kramer family.” 

This time she pushed him away. “Well, you can forget about that special dessert I promised. It’s reserved for engaged couples.” 

With that, their evening ended. Hildie wiggled into her wrinkled clothes and slammed the door on her way out. She stomped down the stairs, and before her patent leather pumps hit the honeycombed tiles of the entryway, Jake was already sawing logs.
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Night School
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After assuring Vincenzo he would consider the arranged courtship, Carlo moved on to Pané, a twenty-four-hour bakery that catered to a steady stream of customers. Flipping a quarter on the linoleum countertop, he requested the specialty. 

“Foccacio,” Patsy replied. But instead of a round flatbread, the clerk selected a five-cent loaf of crusty bread from the case and did not return any change. “So Carlo, you want I should keep the pané ‘til later?” 

“Grazie, Patsy. Me and Giacomo will eat it for breakfast.” Giacomo. Would Carlo ever get used to him as Jake.

“Your brother still dating that little Kraut?” Patsy asked.

“For now but not forever.”

“Si, better he should stick with his own kind.”

Carlo circled his thumb and forefinger. He went outside, to the side entrance of the three-story brick building where he knocked twice. A little door within the larger one slid open. “Foccacio,” he said, the password gaining him access to an inner sanctum. 

Two well-heeled couples staggered through a set of swinging doors that led to The Playground, Chicago’s most glamorous speakeasy. For the right price flowed the best liquors: Canadian whiskey, French and Italian wines, imported and real domestic beers. Direct from New Orleans a quartet of black musicians played sweet jazz on piano, drums, trumpet, and clarinet. Revolving lights created a hyperkinetic distortion of tuxedos and flappers, their fingers splayed across knees scissoring in and out, in and out. Arms went up, heels jutted outward as they gave their all to the Charleston, a dance Carlo had never attempted. 

He stayed long enough to acknowledge one of the bartenders and two waiters from Italy’s Piemonte region before returning to the stairs, taking two at a time to the next level. On the landing stood a somber man whose bulging eyes lacked any visible lashes.

“Buona sera, Frog,” Carlo said. “She’s expecting me?”

Ugo Sapone responded with a single nod from a thick neck partially retracted into his round stooped body. With some men words weren’t necessary, just mutual respect.

Carlo strode down the hall to a door marked private. One knock clicked it open to the office of Night School’s headmistress, sitting behind a gold-inlaid desk cluttered with stacks of paperwork. Giulietta Bracca looked up with a smile. She positioned a cigarette into her rhinestone holder and slipped it between ruby lips that sang to Carlo. After giving her a light, he sank into the plush sofa, crossed an ankle over his knee, and let his eyes caress her fine features. Henna spit curls circled her rouge-painted face, and pencil-thin eyebrows arched over thick false lashes framed her emerald eyes in perpetual wonderment.

“Why so quiet, my pet?” Giulietta asked. 

“It’s my brother, again.”

“Sweet Giacomo?” She closed her eyes for a moment and blew out more smoke. “How I miss our weekly sessions. What has he done this time?”

“Changed his name, just like that.” Carlo snapped his fingers. “From Giacomo to Jake.”

“To please the little Kraut, no doubt.”

“Not according to him.”

“Don’t be so hard on ... Jake, is it? He’s all you have besides me.”

“Maybe that’s not enough. I’m thinking about getting married.” 

“At twenty-one? You’re barely out of knickers.”

“I was man enough for you.”

Giulietta cocked her head to study him through half-lowered lashes. “Surely you’re not considering one of my teachers.”

“Chicago’s best don’t make the best wives.”

“Ah-h, my very words. I taught you well.” Dragging from a rhinestone cigarette holder, she deliberated before speaking through puffs of exhaled smoke. “So who’s the lucky girl?”

“Someone from the Old Country, someone like my mama.” 

“How quaint. In other words, someone you have yet to meet.” 

She walked over to the sofa and sat beside him. He leaned over to nestle his head against her breast, felt it rise and fall with a gentle rhythm. 

“Of course I wish you well, my pet,” she said, playing with his hair. “But this bride, must she come from the mountains?”

“More like the foothills.”

“Oh, you Piemontesi and your Alps.”

“And you Genovesi and your Ligurian Sea.”

“Piss on Genoa and the childhood I never had. This idyllic life you imagine may not survive the reality of Chicago.”  

“I’ll take my chances,” he murmured, his forefinger tracing the outline of her slender hip. “I want a woman who thinks like me. One who cooks good food and will give me a houseful of bambini. 

She lifted his head, pressed her lips to his, and opened his mouth, her tongue making its familiar journey before gently exiting. Soft laughter bespoke their former intimacy. “Feels like old times, doesn’t it?”

“Did you have to graduate me?”

“You left me no choice.”

“Says you, I had no say-so in the matter.”

“And now you talk of food and babies. First, look for a woman who will share your passions. The rest will either happen or no longer be important.” She left the plump cushion and returned to the chair behind her desk. With a wave of enameled nails, she dismissed him. “Now go. You know how my teachers abhor tardiness.”

***
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Down another hallway and in the doorway of the Anatomy Classroom waited the honey blond Miss Molly, her arms folded and foot tapping. She wore a pink and white gingham pinafore with ruffles circling her shoulders and knee-length skirt baring her backside. “Naughty boy, you’re late again. Whatever shall I do with you?” 

Carlo hung his head, held back the smile he could barely contain. “I’m sorry, Teacher.”

“Apology accepted. Just don’t let it happen again. Now let’s put our heads together and decide on an appropriate lesson for this evening.”

Miss Molly often said her classroom was designed to fulfill a schoolboy’s fantasy, but none Carlo could’ve imagined in Italy. Erotic chalk drawings, those artistic expressions by the more talented students, decorated three blackboard walls. On the fourth wall, green shades covered tall windows. An imposing well-padded desk occupied the center area, along with an upholstered chair. Big enough for two, it swiveled and rolled on heavy casters suitable for navigating the length of the room, or to a low stool and wooden paddle in the corner designated Playful Punishments.

“I just love our sessions,” Miss Molly said, “but already you know so much. Perhaps we should concentrate on honing some of your basic skills.”

“Honing?”

“As in practice makes perfect.”

Carlo rested his chin on his knuckles, as if to consider her suggestion. “Maybe this time I could examine you.”

“Oh-h! Playing doctor sounds like the perfect test.” She turned around and looked over her shoulder. “Could you help me untie this silly bow?”

Fifteen minutes later they were conjoined on the desk, oblivious to a hallway commotion until two uniforms and a vice squad detective barged into their room. 

“Enough with the copulating, this teacher’s heading for the pokey,” snorted a pudgy cop while jabbing his nightstick in Carlo’s ribs. “Extinguish the smoking pecker, dago boy. Night School’s no place for the likes of a greaser such as yourself.” 

The insult brought a rush of blood to Carlo’s face but he knew better than to trade insults with Chicago’s finest. Instead, he rolled off Miss Molly and picked up his trail of scattered clothes. 

“Oh, dear,” Miss Molly said, transforming her lips into a soulful pout. She covered her luscious breasts with one hand, her manicured fluff with the other. “I’ve never been arrested before. Whatever will my friends think?”

“If your friends work here, they oughta be thinking about a good lawyer,” replied the detective. “Come on, Leroy,” he said to the older cop. “Connor can handle this.”

Carlo recognized the rookie patrolman whose freckles were competing with his blush but said nothing when Connor handed the naked teacher her costume, and said, “Here, ma’am, you’d better put this on.” 

“Thank you, Johnny-Boy,” Miss Molly replied with a wink and a curtsy before tossing aside the pinafore he’d handed her. “I’ve missed our corner chats.” She twisted her hair into a schoolmarm knot, turned her backside to Connor, and bent over to retrieve her lace panties.

Carlo was already wearing his street clothes when he walked into the hallway that formed a square around Night School. It was there he witnessed the scene of naked or nearly naked men of all ages, shapes, and sizes scramble from classrooms labeled Literature, Music, Mythology, Painting, and Sculpture. Slowest to vacate was Physical Education since its extensive workouts accommodated groups instead of individuals. Unlike Giulietta’s teachers, her students were considered victims of enticement. The police ordered them to dress and get the hell out. 

Carlo left first but after crossing the street he stopped to linger in the shadows. He lit a cigarillo, leaned against the wall, and watched the mucky mucks of Chicago politics, business, and high society exit the brick building. They disappeared into the night. But what about the hoodlums, those high rollers who wore spats and bowlers, and weren’t afraid to flash their money rolls around Night School. Not one of them in sight. They must’ve got wind of the raid and went elsewhere. Next came the vice squad, herding Giulietta’s teachers. Carlo knew them all, especially Bonnie Bodacious, Fanny Bright, Medusa, Twins 1 and 2, Sister Mary Agatha, and, of course, Miss Molly. One by one the teachers lifted their skirts and climbed into the waiting paddy wagons. Last to board was Night School’s headmistress. Not wanting Giulietta to see him, Carlo moved further into the shadows and waited until the wagons turned the corner before he left. The evening was still young, but with any luck, by the time he made it home, the sheets on his side of the bed would’ve cooled off.

***
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At the police station Giulietta and her teachers were booked and moved to a holding cell. Within the hour her lawyer Bernie Shoeman arranged bail for everyone and a fleet of cabs for transportation back to Night School. Leading the caravan was a green Pierce Arrow, Giulietta’s prized vehicle. Ugo Sapone had positioned his bulky body behind the wheel; Giulietta and Bernie sat like Chicago royalty in the back seat.

Bernie held his gold lighter to her cigarette, and then lit his own. He cracked the window before he spoke. “Giuli, Giuli, talk to me. I’ve represented you in civil matters for the past seventeen years. Advanced you the money to buy your own building. Watched you grow Night School into Chicago’s most innovative venture. Advised you on collecting a share of profits from the bakery and speakeasy, even though you’re no more than their landlady. But until tonight, I have never crawled out of my bed to bail you out of jail.”

“Would you believe, the precinct captain and I go back a long way,” Giulietta said. “Last year he brought his son to me, a delightful young man I taught with the utmost sensitivity. At a fifty percent discount, I might add. Good will creates more business and I’m all about business.”

“Just give it to me straight, Giuli. What the hell is going on?” 

She leaned back, peeled off her false eyelashes, and after cracking the window, sent them into the night. “I suspect a payback from Mr. Capone.”

“The Big Fellow? Hells fire, I don’t have to tell you how brutal the man can be. Johnny Torrio he most definitely is not.”

“There was a time when Johnny had a thing for me.”

“Well, that time has passed. Johnny’s out of the picture and Capone only thinks of Capone.”

“His bagman accused me of skimming the gross profits.”

“Holy shit, you mean Fingers Bellini? Fingers who once blinded a poor schmuck he accused of cheating?”

“Please, don’t remind me. He came in on Monday, flipped through the c-notes in Capone’s envelope, and claimed the take was short. I told him business was slow, that I personally recorded every transaction.” 

“Giuli, Giuli.” 

“You know my word’s good as gold, Bernie. For that, I sacrificed tonight’s profits. Capone has put a stain on my reputation.”

“Will you please heed my advice one more time: do not mess with The Big Fellow. Call me a self-serving bastard but I’d rather represent the flesh-and-blood Giulietta Bracca than whatever’s left of her estate.”
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Night Run
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Monday on Becker’s docks started out as grueling as every other summer day with Carlo alongside Jake, both stripped down to their undershirts and trousers while unloading crates. Then the crew chief showed up, which could’ve meant anything from a lay-off to unexpected overtime. This day it was, “Gus wants to see you boys in his office.”

“Now?” Carlo said, wiping sweat from his brow. 

“You got it. Right away, pronto. Or whatever ‘hurry up’ means in your lingo.”

“What’d we do wrong?” Jake asked, stretching his arms overhead.

“As far as I know, not a damn thing,” the crew chief said. “But I ain’t the brewmeister.”

“And we don’t mix the beer,” Carlo muttered as the boss walked away. 

“I guess we oughta put on our shirts,” Jake said, tossing Carlo his.

“Yeah, show Heidi’s papa some respect.”

After making themselves presentable, they took the freight elevator up one floor and circled through a maze of bubbling vats before reaching Gus Kramer’s office. He met them in the doorway, this stocky man with a pipe clenched between clunky false teeth and pale hair receding from a pink forehead. He pointed to two chairs but Carlo and Jake didn’t sit until Gus had settled into his behind the desk.

“So, boys, for you Chicago’s finest brewery is going well?”

Jake looked at Carlo, as if waiting for his okay before they both nodded.

“Good, good.” Gus sucked on the pipe, sending a sliver of spit out the corner of his mouth. “My Hildie this morning got up early and made coffee.” He cleared his throat. “Better she should leave that to her mother. With me she wanted to talk about the name change.”

Jake gulped, Carlo figured to calm the bobbing Adam’s apple so he nudged him with his foot. 

The old man spoke between puffs. “Jake she said I should now call you, right?”

Jake nodded. With Gus, the less said the better.

“Maybe a new last name you’d like. Something easy, as in B-r-o-w-n—Jake Brown.”

“No,” Carlo answered for his brother. “A man without—”

“Thanks, Gus, but I’m sticking with Baggio. Just like Carlo.”

For a long moment beady eyes flickered behind Gus’s bifocals. “To me it makes no never mind,” he said, “but for my Hildie ... well, another story that is, for another time. Anyways, that’s not why I invited you boys into my office. Can you handle an outside job? It pays good.”

Carlo leaned forward. “How good?”

“One night, just one.” Gus held up a stubby finger, as if they couldn’t count. “Twenty-five bucks each.”

Lifting his brow, Carlo turned to Jake. Jake blinked once. “That depends,” Carlo said. “We ain’t into killing or beatings.” 

“And no setting fires, scaring old ladies or little kids,” Jake added. 

“Don’t forget, you’re talking to Gustav Kramer. A man of violence I’m not.” He stood, went into the hall, and bellowed, “Harold! Come!”

Merda! Carlo slumped in his chair. Not Hildie’s brother, anybody but that stupido. He whispered to Jake. “It’s not too late to back out.”

“Like hell. Gus will say, ‘no problem.’ For him, that is, to lay us off. I’m talking forever.” 

They stood up when he came back with Harold. The son could’ve passed for a young Gus, but with more hair covering a thicker head and duller brain.

“Harold, meet your Friday night team.” Gus moved back to his chair, but was the only one who sat down. “Hildie’s beau you already know but now he goes by Jake.”

“Yeah, so I hear.” Harold cocked his head toward Carlo. “I know the brother too. So, here’s the deal, I’m in charge. Either one of you drive? I didn’t think so.”

“This I already explained, Harold. Another driver the man don’t need.”

The man, did Gus mean Capone? Damn, another Siciliano he and Jake could do without.

“Now out of my office with the details,” Gus said. “Five minutes I give. Then back to work, all of you.”

Harold went first, stumbling across the threshold as he spoke from over his shoulder. “You two’re still grunting on the dock, right. That’s what I figured. Well, I need privacy to conduct business.”

They followed Harold into the toilet facility where he checked the stalls to make sure no one else was there. At the long urinal Carlo stood to one side of him and Jake, the other. An unspoken pissing contest began, with Harold no match for brothers who’d been out-pissing each other for years.

Harold stepped back and made a show of tucking in his balls before buttoning his fly. “Friday night, ten o’clock, meet at the dock to quick load some beer. We’ll be running the barrels to Michigan in exchange for some prime Canadian liquor.”

“I don’t know,” Carlo said, crossing streams with Jake. “Loading illegal beer from a dock is one thing, but rumrunners we ain’t.”

“Me either.” Harold wiped his hands on the seat of his trousers. “I’m doing somebody a favor. Just like Pop did Hildie a favor by giving you dagos this chance.”

Dagos, some nerve coming from a clumsy Kraut, even if he was Hildie’s brother. Carlo wanted to bust him. Instead he tried easing out. “Maybe you should get somebody else.”

“And disappoint Pop and Hildie—no way. So what’s it gonna take to please them?”

Before Carlo could answer, Jake jumped in with, “Fifty bucks for me and fifty for my brother. Okay, Carlo?” 

***
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The next day after putting in ten hours on Becker’s dock, Carlo returned with Jake to load more beer for the night run. While they moved barrel after barrel into one panel truck and then another, Harold and a burly man called Otis watched from the comfort of folding chairs, all the while sipping beer and growing a pile of cigarette butts around their feet. 

At midnight two groaning trucks rumbled onto the street, with Harold taking the lead and Jake at his side. Otis followed with Carlo riding shotgun, not that he carried one but that’s what Otis had called the passenger side. At least Carlo didn’t have to put up with Harold. Poor Jake, that’s what he got for putting up with Hildie. 

Otis didn’t have much to say but he knew how to belt a song. His robust baritone voice kept both of them awake, along with endless miles of streetlights and sporadic strings of neon signs illuminating their way. As they drove further east, the lights grew dimmer and eventually faded into night along with the city boundaries. Carlo felt his eyelids dropping, only to snap them open whenever the truck rolled over a bump or deep rut. At some point he realized the singing had stopped. Then Otis yawned. Once, twice, three times.

“You all right, Otis?”

“Sure, but if you’re chomping to take the wheel, I might consider it.” He spoke his next words through another yawn. “You do drive, don’t you?”

“Not so good.”

“Hey, I was just kidding.” Otis took a deep breath. “We got a long ways to go before Michigan and it’s all about making time ’cause making time is making money. Hold on, I feel another song about to spring from my throat.” 

He belted out an aria from a familiar Italian opera, which prompted Carlo to sit back and relax the muscles tightening across his shoulders. Soon the taillights from Harold’s truck started bouncing and weaving from side to side. Were they supposed to do that? Day or night, this over- the-road-trip was a first for Carlo. Jake too, since whatever they did, they did together. Except for the women ... and even that when the occasion demanded. Their jobs at Becker’s may’ve been on the shady side but the brothers earned every dime, alongside other immigrants struggling for a fresh start, young and old men trying to feed their families, here or in the Old Country. This one-time job from Gus paid better but came with a greater risk. Rumrunners, that’s what they were tonight, regardless of the cargo—beer, whiskey, or rum. 

Somewhere along the deserted Indiana route, the baritone serenading stopped again and Harold’s taillights grew bigger as Otis moved their truck closer. Carlo looked over to see the driver’s head bobbing on his chest. 

“Dammit, Otis, wake up!” Carlo jabbed his finger into the man’s meaty ribs.

Otis snorted, rustled his head like a staggering bull. But when the truck up ahead swerved to the left, Otis forged theirs straight ahead. Carlo yelled for him to slow down. Too late, they rolled into a gaping hole. Merda! The only word Carlo could manage when the nose of the truck plunged forward, throwing him and Otis against the windshield. From behind came the sound of clashing barrels, followed by an expected sloshing of the best illegal beer money could buy. At least that’s what Harold had called the cargo as he tugged open the driver’s door. Carlo looked through blurred eyes, expecting to see Harold yank Otis out. Instead, the singer rammed his fist into Harold’s face. Otis’s next words were music to Carlo’s ears.

“Shut your trap, cabbage head.” 

Harold reeled, fell to the ground, and let out a groan. Otis stepped out of the truck, reached down for Harold’s hand, and pulled him upright. “This here’s your fault, Harold. Blinding me with them damn taillights just ’cause you couldn’t drive a straight line.”

“But you wrecked the truck, not me.”

“Tell that to The Man and I’ll make sure you never drive so much as a tricycle.”

They were still exchanging words when Carlo heard tapping on the passenger window. He pushed open the door, climbed out, and stumbled into Jake’s open arms.

“You two, over here,” Otis yelled. “There’s a mess that needs cleaning up.”

“You think he means Harold too?” Jake asked.

“Nah, no such luck. Besides we’re better off without that turd.”

A bent axle and steam hissing from the radiator had crippled the truck but some of the barrels had managed to survive. This time Otis sat alone on a tree stump, surprising Carlo when he sent Harold to grunt alongside him and Jake as they transferred salvaged beer into the other truck. 

“Not one word of this to my pop or Hildie. Understand, dagos?”

“Sure thing, Harold. Me and Carlo ain’t telling a soul.”

Carlo poked Jake to keep him from snickering. Under the light of a quarter-moon the three men worked in silence, finishing thirty minutes later with a slam of the panel doors. The brothers leaned against the truck, waiting for Harold to catch his breath.

“Hey, you rummies, rest on your own time,” Otis said. “I want that bum truck pushed to the side of the road. Nosy cops asking questions we don’t need.”

At that moment Harold developed a convenient coughing spell, so jarring it doubled him over, which left Otis to take over the wheel. 

“Damn, this better not give me a hernia,” Carlo grumbled to Jake as they pushed from behind. 

After they moved the truck off the road, Otis hopped out and slipped Carlo two twenties. “For you and Jake, my friend,” Otis said. “In case anybody should ask, it was an unavoidable accident.”

“You bet. That’s the way we saw it,” Carlo said. “Now, about the broken truck....”

“Damn.” Otis peeled five more twenties from his money roll. “You, I’m leaving here to take care of the damn thing, but don’t spend all of this unless you have to.” He pointed to an open field stretching into the black of night. “About a quarter mile off this road, there’s a farmer with a team of horses.”

“You know this for sure?”

“The yokel helped me out before. What’s more, his son’s a decent mechanic. I swear, between the two of them, they must be digging these potholes in the road.”

“We better get a move on,” Harold said, tapping his pocket watch.

“Yeah, but with me doing the driving,” Otis said. “Jake, you climb in the cab with us. We’ll stop for your brother on our way back.”

“You gonna be okay,” Jake asked with a look that told Carlo he didn’t want to leave without him.

“Yeah, sure. Now get out of here.” 

Carlo watched the swaying taillights disappear before he started up the lonely dirt road. The quarter mile Otis had described soon quadrupled into a twenty-minute walk, complemented by a serenade of hooting owls and chirping crickets that reminded him of nightly strolls over the foothills of his youth. Three mutts came from nowhere, barking and baring their teeth as they escorted him to their master’s domain. A light flickered outside the house. 

As he approached the porch, a silhouetted man held up his kerosene lamp and called out, “Who goes there?”

“Carlo’s my name. My truck broke down on the hard road. I was hoping to get it towed.”

“Before dawn, no doubt, I ain’t no mule. You from Chicago?” The voice teemed with suspicion. The man still hadn’t shown himself.

“Just passing through. I’ll help with the horses, whatever it takes.”

“Damn right you will. But it’s still going to cost you. I suppose you’ll need a mechanic too.”

“He’s good and fast?”

“Amen, but he don’t come cheap.”

“I’ll need a place to lay my head too. Forty bucks, that’s all I have so don’t make me beg, okay?”

Twelve hours later Carlo marked time on the farmhouse porch as his stomach wrestled the ham hocks and beans he’d eaten at noon to please the farmer’s wife. And to fill his empty stomach since he had no other choice. Living in Chicago had blurred his vision for the country life, an America not unlike rural Italy and one he could adjust to again. If he had to, that is. He’d been watching the distant hard road, at last felt relief on spotting a cloud of dust building in the wake of the rumrunner’s truck that eventually barreled into the dirt yard. A flurry of chickens scattered in all directions. With the mutts yipping at his heels, he strolled out to meet his cohorts, not expecting to find Otis and Harold as passengers and behind the wheel Jake, a grin crossing his whiskered face that reminded Carlo of his own stubble.

After Jake climbed down from the cab, Carlo traded punches with him instead of their usual hugs. Looking over Jake’s shoulder, Carlo saw Harold, frowning as he slid over to the window seat Otis had been warming before he stepped out.

“Otis thought I needed some practice driving,” Jake said, “just in case the other truck ain’t fixed yet.”

“According to the farmer, it won’t be ready ‘til dark.”

“That’s what I figured,” Otis said. “What about the money?”

“I didn’t have much choice. The man drove a hard bargain.” 

Otis curled his lip and spit a wad into the ground. He lifted his thick body into the driver’s seat. “I’m leaving Jake behind with you. We still have to deliver our pricey return load, which will arrive in St. Louis on time I might add, thanks to you boys.” He shifted into first gear and rattled off, sending the chickens into another uproar.

“How’d it go?” Carlo asked.

“Couldn’t have been better, even with Harold pouting, which me and Otis ignored. He said I should let you drive part way back. You know, just in case he needs us again.”
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Negotiating
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On Tuesday evening the overhead lights at Fabiola’s had already dimmed, urging the last of their customers to leave with no hard feelings. Outside, Carlo leaned against the building with Jake at his sid-e, both smoking cigarillos that exceeded their daily allotment.

“You really want to go through with this?” Jake asked. 

“I’m here, ain’t I?”

“That’s what scares me. A Chicago bride would be a helluva lot cheaper.”

“And a know-it-all, need I say more?”

“If you mean Hildie, we ain’t tying the knot.”

“Says you, she has other ideas.”

“Look, this ain’t about me. You got hit with a bad week. First the Night School raid, then our trip into the countryside.”

“For which Harold reneged on the fifty bucks Gus promised. What a bastardo, giving us each a lousy twenty-five.”

“Otis pitched in some extra, even though he didn’t know it.”

“That extra shrunk when the farmer’s wife took her share.”

“Yeah, thanks for covering my supper. There’s only so much liquor one man can put in an empty stomach.”

Carlo peered through the window. The saloon appeared empty so he opened the door and motioned Jake inside. 

Jake moved but stopped short of stepping over the threshold. “Did I tell you there ain’t enough reasons in hell for marrying some stranger?”

“So we get acquainted first,” Carlo said. “Right now, I just need to know you’re with me.”

“All the way, brother.” He put his hand on Carlo’s shoulder. “Just go slow with these Valenza bastards. I keep thinking how we paid Massimo for those apprentice jobs.”

“Come on, Jake. Was it Massimo’s fault the bricklayers went on strike a week later.”

“What about the job with Sieben’s. We paid Massimo for that one too. Then a midnight raid closed the brewery.”

Carlo shook himself loose and pulled Jake inside with him. “Just for tonight, forget Johnny Torrio and all that shit.”

“Basta, basta, I’ve said enough. Look at Massimo, waving us over like—” 

“Remember, Jake, no wine tonight.”

“Right, to keep our heads clear.”

Carlo watched Massimo tug at a waistcoat challenging his expanding girth. He had three years on Vincenzo’s thirty-seven, and an extra thirty pounds. Still, the Valenza brothers couldn’t deny their resemblance: same hooked beak, same pitted skin, same unctuous smile. 

“Ah, paesani,” Massimo called out. “Come, we sit.” 

While Vincenzo locked the door and pulled the shades, Massimo offered wine from a carafe. Carlo and Jake said no with their fingers. Sitting around a table, the four men exchanged pleasantries in their Piemontese dialect before Massimo eased into the negotiations. 

“So Carlo, Vincenzo tells me you desire to meet our Louisa, a woman whose beauty erupts from the very depths of her soul.”

“You have a photograph?” Jake asked.

Vincenzo shrugged. “Only as a child.”

“Let me assure you, she takes after our ma’s side,” Massimo said. “Now about the arrangements—”

“Perhaps we should wait,” Carlo said in response to Jake’s nudge.

“For what, another year to pass?” Vincenzo asked. “As we speak our sister grows older.”

“How old?” Jake asked. A question Carlo hadn’t thought to bring up.

“Paesani ... please.” Massimo tapped two hands of fingers to his chest. “What my brother meant was time lost, pleasure lost.” 

“Maybe we should come back later.”

“Of course, but I must caution you: waiting could result in disappointment,” Vincenzo said. “A widower from our village is pursuing Louisa. He possesses land, a big empty house.” 

“And no children to carry his name.” Massimo leaned forward. “Perhaps Louisa should stay put. Italy needs more sons; so many perished in The War to End All Wars. The Old Country, it’s not like America with its damn immigration quotas.” 

Carlo leaned even closer. He knew what he wanted and had played the game long enough. “How much did you say?” 

“One hundred dollars for Louisa’s travel expenses, another hundred for me and Vincenzo.”

Jake snorted. He pushed his chair back.

“That’s pretty steep,” Carlo said.

Massimo shrugged. “It depends on how long you want to wait. We’re not just talking the cost of boat and train fares. There’s paper work, the usual greasing of palms. It’s the Italian way, in case you’ve forgotten.”

Carlo could never forget.

“New clothes for our sister,” Vincenzo added. “Naturally, you’ll want to show her off for the courtship.”

“So what if she and Carlo don’t connect?” Jake asked. “Who pays her return passage?”

“Carlo, of course,” Massimo replied.

“And if she refuses to go back?” Carlo asked, although he couldn’t imagine this happening.

Evidently, neither could Massimo. “Paesani ... please, an unlikely situation such if ever there was.” Narrowing his beady eyes, he stuck his nose inches from Carlo’s, and spoke with a breath of wine and garlic. “But should this happen, trust my words: it would be a matter for Vincenzo and me to resolve. After all, we Valenzas are men of honor.”
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Monte Piano, Italy
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Louisa Valenza had read Massimo’s words so many times she knew them by heart. After shoving his letter into her apron pocket, she threw a shawl over her shoulders and went outside, closing the door on the home of her birth, a small apartment squeezed between those of her brothers, Aldo and Matteo. They were already working in the field, along with their wives, each with a baby strapped to her back and two more in school. Louisa hurried along the outer balcony, down the open stairs, and away from the stone building her Valenza ancestors had erected during the fifteenth century, four hundred years before Vittorio Emanuele would unite the disgruntled provinces of Italy into the country it now was. She walked with her head lifted to the alpine clouds and light steps to navigate a rocky road that would carry her to the valley three miles below. A forest of chestnuts lined the winding route, with crests and curves providing a distant view of red tiled-roof villages and an abandoned castle basking under the protection of its ancient stonewall.

Forty-five minutes later and with her arms laden with wildflowers she’d picked along the way, Louisa arrived at the cemetery in Locana. She strolled through rows of concrete walls holding the bones of earlier generations, those precious remains that had been moved from the ground to make room for the newly deceased. At the end of one wall, she stopped and arranged a handful of flowers in an attached vase. She made the sign of the cross, kissed the fingertips of both hands, and held them to marble-encased photographs of the white-haired Fabiola and Massimo Valenza. 

“Buongiorno, Mamma ... buongiorno, Pappa,” Louisa said to the photographs. “This is not my weekly visit but I could not pass by without stopping to say hello.”

But this morning belonged to Anna Valenza, at peace in the ground next to her husband Vincenzo. New grass sprouted from the adjoining plot of dirt disturbed six weeks before. Louisa honored the graves with her remaining flowers. She crossed herself again, and applied finger kisses to images of a man and woman in their prime, before the ravages of old age and illness had changed their appearance. 

Louisa stepped back and took a deep breath.

“Yesterday this letter came, Ma.” She waved the single page at her parents’ stone. “Massimo wrote it but he speaks for Vincenzo too. They want me in America, after all these years and all their promises. Of course, I never would have left you, even if you had insisted, which you never did nor did I expect you to, although it would’ve made my staying easier. Anyway, it seems a paesano has fallen in love with my picture—that horrible photograph I begged you not to send. I’m thinking maybe I should go. Matteo and Aldo, they have their own lives. They need the extra space your apartment would provide more than a sister who may never find a worthy husband. It’s not that I’m complaining, you understand. But the best ones got away while I was ... never mind.

“This paesano—his name is Carlo Baggio—comes from Pont Canavese. He has money, how much I don’t know, but enough to pay my passage and court me in a proper manner. If we do marry, I might give him one baby ... maybe two, just in case the evil eye decides to put a curse on our meager family. About America, they say it’s the land of opportunity. I’m thinking about starting a business there—that is, if I go. Maybe a nice trattoria, because in America anything is possible, isn’t that what has kept Massimo and Vincenzo there?

“So, I’m here for your approval, a sign telling me to accept this offer for a new life. It’s not that I expect the earth to shake, or lightening to split a chestnut tree down the middle. I just need to know I’m making the right decision. Amen.”

Louisa closed her eyes and waited. And waited some more. 

When nothing happened, she trudged back to the stone house in Monte Piano, a ninety-minute upward trek requiring twice the effort of her downward walk. During the next week she returned to the cemetery every other day, each time leaving without satisfaction. At the end of her fourth visit, she was closing the cemetery gate when a middle-aged woman came by in a mule-drawn cart and stopped across the road. 

“Louisa Valenza,” the woman called out, waving a crumpled letter similar to the way Massimo’s now looked. She climbed down from her cart and hobbled over, her face gripped with pain. “My daughter writes that you might go to America.”

Louisa answered with a crooked smile.

“Don’t you remember me, Vita Grasso from Salle? Your mama—God rest her soul, the woman was a saint—I will never forget her kindness.” Signora Grasso grabbed Louisa’s hand, covered it with kisses. She looked up, teary-eyed and lip quivering. “Ten years ago my daughter got herself in the worse kind of trouble. Surely, you remember ... the shame Tillie and that simpering padre brought our family.”

“Yes ... of course,” Louisa said, unable to recall the incident or either woman.

“It was your mama who contacted her sons in America. They arranged for Tillie’s passage, helped her find a job, but not a husband ... scandalous news travels the world, not that I blame your brothers. To this day she rents a nice apartment from them.”

“Bene, bene, Ma would’ve expected no less from Massimo and Vincenzo.”

“My Tillie works in a factory and sends me what little she can.”

“So everything worked out for the best.”

“At first, but now I am growing old.” She lifted her skirt to reveal thick legs, bruised and ulcerated. “When you get to America, tell my daughter I need her back home. You’ll do that, won’t you? To honor the memory of Anna Valenza, grazie, I can see the answer in your eyes.”

Thank you, Ma. Louisa went straight to the post office, and mailed the letter she’d written to Massimo the week before.

***
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Bring only what you need, Massimo wrote back when he sent the money and instructions for Louisa’s journey. She packed her clothes and personal items in a tapestry valise. The storage area behind the kitchen produced two trunks suitable for traveling. Louisa had already filled one trunk with what every respectable Italian bride brings to marriage, her linens. Dodici di tutto, twelve of everything carefully preserved in tissue paper: white sheets and embroidered pillowcases of the finest Belgium linen, damask napkins and table clothes in assorted sizes, the largest accommodating a table for twelve. Embroidered and lace trimmed linen nightgowns, exquisite in their simplicity. 

From the time she turned eleven, Louisa had spent her leisure hours preparing the trousseau with her ma. And when Anna could no longer hold a needle, Louisa finished what her ma had started. The linens represented Louisa’s worth as a wife and homemaker. More importantly, they held the memories of those years when mother and daughter had sewed together. 

For the second trunk, Louisa decided on a more practical approach. She walked around la cucina Anna, her ma’s kitchen, caressing items that stirred fond memories, choking back tears over others. Twice she went out to the balcony. With hands on the rail, she burned into her brain an outdoor scene of livestock and jutting rocks scattered over the rolling green meadow. When she returned to her mother’s kitchen, the choice still proved too difficult. She settled for the essentials of every Italian cook: large and small sauté pans, stock pot, polenta pot, enamel roaster, cast iron skillet, food mill, cheese grater, wooden spoons, slotted spoons, carbon steel knives and mezzaluna, sharpener, ravioli cutter, rolling pin, coffee grinder, espresso pot, mortar and pestle. 

***
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Five days later aboard the Dante Alighieri, Louisa stood on deck while the ship sailed away from Genoa’s bustling harbor. When the ship moved into open seas, Louisa went below and partook of her first meal, a miserable experience of food rendered indigestible when combined with the Dante’s relentless swaying. That night she woke up suffering from sickness of the water, and for the next week saw little more than her cabin and the nearest toilet. But when the ship docked in New York, Louisa somehow managed to join the first wave of disembarking passengers. 

After clearing customs, she noticed her name displayed on a sign held up by a massive woman dressed in black. Nina, the escort Massimo hired to meet her. She greeted Louisa with hugs and spoke in formal Italian. “First we transfer your trunks to the railroad station; then we go shopping.”

“Shopping?” For what, Louis had everything.

“For a New York hat,” Nina said, “to impress your betrothed.”

They walked for blocks to a millinery shop where all the clerks acknowledged Nina as their best customer. Sitting before a mirror and with stomach rumbling and eyes begging for closure, Louisa allowed Nina control of the selection, a lengthy process that resulted in a black straw creation, its large brim drenched in an abundance of flowers and feathers. The perfect mask to hide behind, Louisa thought, dropping her old hat in a wastebasket as they walked out the door.

“What a shame,” Nina said, clucking her tongue. “If only you had arrived earlier, we could’ve had more time to make you look American.”

Louisa didn’t care. Given her short time in New York, she’d already singled out the American women. Their short hair, their knees shamelessly exposed. 

***
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After two days traveling on the New York Central, Louisa was slumped in her seat, staring out the window and fidgeting with an embroidered handkerchief. Somewhere in Ohio her excitement had worn off and now the fertile farmlands were dissolving into the gray shadows of factories and mile after mile of soot-covered buildings. As for the train conductor, she’d grown to despise him. That horrible man with white hair and a pink face, strutting down the aisle like a proud rooster. 

“Give him a uniform and he becomes a pompous dictator,” a passenger grumbled. 

“How much further to Chicago?” another one asked.

Whatever answer the rooster blurted out, Louisa couldn’t understand. Neither could anyone else. This time some of the Americans took turns asking him questions, just to get his dander up and turn his face from pink to red. After the rooster sauntered away, Louisa tried concentrating on the new life awaiting her, anything to block out the nearby racket of weary mothers soothing colicky babies and whiny toddlers demanding their fair share of attention. Had Louisa felt better, she might’ve offered to hold a crying baby or entertain a restless child. Nurturing was what she did best, but not this day. Not with a mouth still dry from her earlier fever. Not with lips cracked and parched, eyelids fighting to stay open. She still couldn’t hold food, not that she cared about eating. Not after tasting what the Americans gobbled down like half-starved animals.

Anna’s last breath had breathed new life into Louisa, and now her first sip of freedom would surpass that of a fine Barolo. She’d put her destiny in the hands of others, crossed an entire ocean and half a country on faith alone. Surely, this Carlo Baggio would present himself as a man of honor, one who appreciated the qualities of Piemontese women who carried themselves so proud and graceful. Thank God she’d bought the New York hat, even though it rode too heavy on her head.
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The Arrival
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That same day found Carlo before the bureau mirror in his bedroom. He slipped into a silk shirt and adjusted a blue striped tie, both recent purchases from Marshall Field’s Department Store. His hand-tailored suit with waistcoat, a gift from Giulietta the previous year, had earned Carlo the nickname of Dapper Dago, a dubious title depending on who said it and the manner in which it was said. 

“Ah, Louisa, welcome to America,” he said to his reflected image with a smile forced and unsure, as was his heart. No matter how much he practiced, Carlo could not make the words sound natural. Maybe Jake and Giulietta had been right: a bride from Italy with so many beautiful women in Chicago, and at his age—he must be out of his mind. What the hell, he grabbed his fedora, locked the door, and saluted his landlady while hurrying down the stairs. 

Five minutes later at Amerigo’s Barbershop Carlo leaned back in his customary swivel chair, welcomed the hot towels Amerigo applied to his face, and soon dozed off. 

“Bravo,” was the next word he heard when Amerigo ripped off the towels. “I commend you for honoring a fading tradition.”

Carlo cringed. If Amerigo knew, so did everyone else.

“Hey, no jerking like that when my razor’s so near to the throat,” Amerigo said. “Now where was I?”

“Something about the Cubs.”

“Quit kidding, this is your big day. How well I remember mine, bringing Rosa over from Orvieto. Good thing I did. These American women, they want to be like men.” Amerigo deftly moved his razor over Carlo’s heavy beard, pausing only to clean shaving cream from the blade. After viewing his work with the eye of an artist, the barber exchanged his razor for scissors and proceeded to clip half an inch from Carlo’s hair. “My Rosa, she don’t run around, not with six bambini to keep her home. Two hot meals a day she cooks, just as her mama did. And mine.”

On a bench outside the barbershop sat a row of seven mustachios, carbon copies of the Italy’s old men with drooping mustaches. The American mustachios needed neither shaves nor trims, but like their counterparts they congregated to read the Italian newspapers, argue politics, and reminisce about their inflated sexual exploits. When Carlo came out, to a man they stood and tipped their hats. 

As he approached the Dearborn Station, Carlo stopped to buy sweetheart roses from a street vendor. Bending over to select the flowers from her tin bucket, she subjected him to a view of dingy underwear and rag garters holding up her cotton stockings. One of the barbershop mustachios whistled as he passed by and relayed the news of Carlo’s intended so the vendor tucked a red carnation in her customer’s lapel and patted his cheek. “With my compliments,” she said, the good will earning her an extra quarter. 

At Clark and Polk, Carlo went into Blackie’s Restaurant, sat at the counter, and ordered coffee. “Cream, three sugars,” he said as an afterthought. Stirring, blowing, and sipping whiled away another ten minutes before he swiveled off the stool and left. He crossed the street to the railroad station, its stone exterior recalling the sienna-colored structures in Italy. With another hour to kill before the New York Central’s scheduled arrival, Carlo decided on a proper buffing for his twenty-five-dollar dress shoes. 

Roscoe Johnson introduced himself as a Dearborn resident bootblack going back to the turn of the century. “I’m an immigrant, same as you,” he said, applying spit to Carlo’s patent high tops. “But I came up from Miss’ippi.” He worked with practiced ease, bringing a high gloss to the leather. “You know Mister, I seen thousands of folks pass through this place. Course, since the war, the station ain’t been nearly so busy. It’s good seeing someone like you again, all jumpy ‘bout meeting his woman.”

“You know about her?”

“Only from the look on your face. Take it from me, you treat this lady right and she never leave your bed. Respect—that what every woman needs.” He finished with a final snap of the rag and opened his palm to the six bits Carlo tossed in the air.

Carlo walked away with a spring in his step but still couldn’t shake his private limbo, clinging to the past yet scrambling for the American dream. He
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