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  CHAPTER 1: Peter: Friday, July 21, 1922

 

 

My beloved Petru,

          I must begin this letter with sad news. Patri Messina went to be with the Lord yesterday. These past two years, he has been all but bedridden, cared for by myself and other women in the village. He was a pious man until the end, a good priest and a good friend to me especially. I already miss him.

          Last month, when I received your letter about Sarah, I took it straight to him for counsel. Please understand that, at the time, your news of your wedding upset me terribly. “She’s a heathen!” I said to him. “And they won’t be married in a proper church!” But he patted my hand and said these words to me. “Carmela, the world is so much larger than Caltanissetta, so much larger than even Sicily. You wouldn’t know this, being a good and simple woman living a good and simple life. But your sons have learned it in America, Juvanni through war and Petru through love. And here is that lesson: Not all that’s good is Catholic, and not all that’s evil is otherwise. How easy life would be if a line could be drawn between the Church and the world and say, ‘This is good, and this is evil.’ But such is not the case and never will be.

          “Trust your son, Carmela. If Petru Donatello says this Sarah he has found has a good and pious heart, then I believe him, regardless of her upbringing. And if the Church, even in America, will not see fit to marry them, then let them marry in the eyes of God in some other place of worship. As long as they’re among good Christians, all will be well.”

          These were wise words, Petru, and some of the last the dear man ever spoke. I’ve taken them to heart. And so, with all of that heart, I give you my blessing. I hope you and your Sarah, my soon-to-be daughter, share a long and contented life with one another, and may it not be so short as mine was with your father.

          But, my dear son, I’m sorry to say that I can’t be there to celebrate with you. I know how much you want me to come to America, if not forever then at least for a time, so that I can once again see my beautiful boys and meet Sarah and her family. And, over the past weeks, I’ve prayed on it every night. But now I’ve finally accepted that I can’t do it.

          Please understand that it isn’t leaving poor Ciro that troubles me, though I admit I still sit by the fire on cold nights, missing him and missing all of you and feeling sorry for myself. It isn’t even my health, though my eyes have grown poor and I’m often out of breath, having to rest a while even during short walks to the market or the church. My mother, as you know, was taken young. I think perhaps it’ll be the same with me. But even this wouldn’t stop me coming.

          No, my son. My reason for staying is simpler than that. I’m afraid. The stories you tell of Philadelphia, and of America, they amaze me. But they frighten me, too. Father Messina was right. I’m a simple woman and I live a simple life. I’ve never so much as set foot outside our village. I’ve never even gone as far as the orchard you used to work for Don Foresta when you were still a boy. And America is so big and so far away, that the very thought of leaving my home and going there makes my heart pound and my hands shake. I’m a coward, Petru. Forgive me, but your mother is a coward and so I have to stay.

          Please know that I’m not alone. I have friends and family here, and they care for me. Carlo is gone, yes. But Claru Milo and his son Marcu have been helping out around the house, and Valentina next door sometimes cooks for me. I will be fine.

          But now that there are no more secrets between us, please write more often. Angelu’s letters to me come once a week, as regular as Sunday. But in them he tells me little, only that he still feels useless in the business you boys started last year. He knows you don’t blame him for this but worries that Juvanni does. Juvanni was always impatient with him. He’s never understood that Angelu’s great heart was God’s way of making up for his rather smaller brain. Yet, though your littlest brother never says so in his letters, something troubles him. A mother knows. I hope you find out soon what it is and then do your best to ease whatever burden he carries. I’ve always trusted you with his care.

          As for Juvanni, who never writes but only sends money, please beg him to tell his mother a word or two of his life. I know he’s busy, as are you, but any short note would be a blessing. I’m sure he hasn’t forgotten me, but I worry that he may have forgotten himself. Does he have a Sarah of his own? That would please me.

          Petru, it has taken me all day to write this. My eyes grow tired. I look forward to your next letter, which I trust will include details of the wedding that I will sadly miss. But please give my love to your sweet Sarah and tell her Mamma Carmela wishes her many strong children and a long life with my eldest boy.

          Bless you, son.

          Mamma

* * *

            Peter lowered the missive and wiped his eyes.

            So, Mamma approved. That, by itself, seemed a minor miracle. But her blessing was somewhat spoiled by her other news. She wouldn’t come. Perhaps, in truth, she couldn’t come, but the result was the same. Angelu, when Peter told him, would bemoan the fact that they’d been away from home for too long. John would shrug it off without making eye contact. Sarah would take his hand and kiss him and tell him how sorry she was. Then she’d insist that he postpone the wedding so he and his brothers could cross the ocean to visit their mother.

            John, of course, would refuse to make such a trip, citing their business. Angelu would be only too eager. But there was Foresta to consider. Surely the don still held in his heart the grudge of his son’s death. Then again, was the old man still living? Mamma rarely mentioned him in her letters, though Father Messina often did, or had.

            Father Messina.

            Peter sat alone in his bedroom and cried for his lost friend and mentor. At one point, he went to his desk and took out his Bible, the same one that Father Messina had gifted him on the day of Papá’s funeral. He held it in his hands, running his fingers over its worn cover and heavily annotated pages.

            He would tell his brothers the news, though neither of them knew the old priest well enough to grieve as Peter did. Even so, Peter would insist that their company make a donation to the church in Messina’s name. He’d been a friend to them all.

            Sitting back down in his armchair by the window, he sorted through the rest of the day’s mail. It had become his habit to empty the box first thing when he arrived home from work in the morning and review its contents over coffee in his bedroom. The ritual offered him a welcome respite from Carlo, who these days spent most of his time with Angelu, either in their kitchen or out touring the neighborhood, buying things.

            Amongst the usual bills and notices, Peter came across a simple brown envelope bearing his name and address in a hand he didn’t recognize. The return was Caltanissetta, Sicily. Frowning, he carefully opened the letter. The hand was the same as that on the envelope—large letters, tight script, very masculine.

* * *

          Signore Donatello,

          I trust this finds you in good health and in the good graces of our Lord, Jesus Christ. My name is Father Ruffino, lately of Siracusa, now sent to Caltanissetta to assume the duties of Father Messina, whose health fails him. I’m writing you today, however, not for his sake or for the sake of any member of the Donatello family, but instead for the parents of Stefania Greco.

          It has been brought to my attention that your cousin, Carlo Macaluso became involved in a sinful union with Stefania, one which has resulted in her being with child out of wedlock. Stefania’s father, the good Signore Greco, confronted Carlo with this news and demanded, as any father would, that his daughter’s state be made virtuous and his grandchild legitimate through the sacrament of marriage.

          Carlo, I am told, not only refused but laughed in Signore Greco’s face. He didn’t deny the paternity of Stefania’s child, but firmly refused any responsibility for it. Signora Greco went to Don Foresta to ask for his help, but Carlo fled Sicily before the matter could be addressed. After some considerable effort, Don Foresta has learned that Carlo has gone to America. To you. After speaking with Father Messina about it, I was informed that Carlo financed his flight using monies stolen from your own widowed mother. Just one more egregious sin to add to his growing list.

          Signore Donatello, I’ve come to understand that your name is not unknown in this village. Don Foresta insists that you or one of your brothers murdered his son. If this is true, I can only pray you’ve found some way in America to atone for such a terrible sin. In any case, I implore you to consider a more honorable course where your cousin is concerned. Signore Greco assures me that if the young man will return and do what he should for Stefania, all can and will be forgiven. I can personally attest to his sincerity. Signore Greco is a farmer and a peaceful and pious man. Your cousin would be safe. Even Don Foresta has vowed to take no action against him.

          I ask that you send the boy home to become a man, Signore.

          I pray that our Lord, Jesus Christ, will grant you wisdom in this difficult family matter.

          Your friend in Christ,

          Father Vito Ruffino

* * *

            Peter read the letter twice. Then he sat back and closed his eyes, weighing whether he needed to deal with this now—or later, after a meal and some sleep. Now, he decided. Based on when Carlo arrived in Philadelphia, this Greco girl was at least heavy with child and quite possibly a new mother. She’d waited long enough.

            Letter in hand, Peter went downstairs. Angelu and Carlo were right where they had been, chatting in Sicilianu over coffee at the kitchen table. Angelu was dressed in laborer’s clothes; much to John’s chagrin, Angelu now refused to wear the suits that John felt sent “the right message” to the people of Little Italy. In contrast, Carlo wore a fine linen suit that Angelu had bought for him last month. He called it his “job catching” suit, though Peter had yet to see it catch anything of the sort.

            As he entered the kitchen, they both looked up at him. Reading something on his face, Angelu asked, “What’s wrong, frati?”

            Peter dropped into a third chair and looked hard at Carlo. Carlo looked back at him wearing his usual smirk. “Ciao, cucinu.”

            “Stefania Greco,” Peter said.

            Carlo’s face fell, but only for a moment. Then he recovered and slouched in the chair, feigning nonchalance. “What about her? She’s a puttanu.”

            “No, she’s a girl from a good family. And she’s pregnant with your child.”

            Across the table from Carlo, Angelu blanched. “What?”

            Carlo replied, “Maybe it isn’t even mine.” But from the way he looked askance as he said this, Peter knew he was lying.

            Interestingly enough, so did Angelu, who exclaimed, “You’re lying!”

            Carlo shrugged.

            Peter said, “You stole money from our mother and ran here when you found out Stefania’s father went to Don Foresta for help.”

            “I didn’t steal anything. I asked her and she gave it to me.”

            “Se? Odd how she’s never mentioned that in her letters, only that you disappeared one day after a visit with her.”

            Carlo said nothing, at least not until he saw Peter’s hands close into fists. Then, fidgeting, he replied, “I borrowed it. I’ll pay her back. I swear it.”

            “And Stefania?” Peter demanded. “Did you swear to her, too? Promise her your undying love?”

            “I did what I had to do… and I ran the same way you all ran. Only I did it to escape a cloying girl, not a vengeful don. I’m just like you.”

            “No,” Peter said. “You ran to escape responsibility for a girl you dishonored. John killed Luciu Foresta to protect our mother.”

            Again, Carlo shrugged. “I don’t see any difference.”

            Angelu leapt to his feet so quickly he nearly knocked the table over. “You don’t see a difference? This girl’s going to have a child with no father, no name!”

            “Won’t be the first bastard born in Sicily,” Carlo replied with a grin.

            “The child won’t be a bastard,” Peter said flatly. “Because you’re going to go home and marry her.”

            Carlo cursed and spit on the floor.

            He started to rise, as Angelu had, but Peter put a hand on his shoulder and shoved him, none too gently, back onto the chair. “You’re family,” he said darkly. “That means your dishonor is our dishonor, and I won’t have that.”

            “Dishonor means nothing in America!” Carlo protested. “Here, nobody cares about such things.”

            “I do,” Peter replied.

            “Me, too!” exclaimed Angelu.

            Red-faced, Carlo tried to push Peter’s hand away. When he found he couldn’t, he insisted petulantly, “You can throw me out on the street if you want, but I’m not going back there!”

            “You are,” Peter said, keeping the younger man in place with very little effort. “Otherwise, I’m going to tell John what you did.”

            Carlo’s red face suddenly drained of all color. “You won’t!”

            “He’s a Donatello. That would make this his dishonor as well. He has a right to know.”

            Angelu, Peter noticed, had stopped talking. He now stood, still as a statue, his face nearly as pale as Carlo’s.

            Honestly, their reaction surprised Peter. He knew John cultivated a fearful reputation in Little Italy. Peter had never been comfortable with it, but John assured him such bluster was necessary to keep their business dealings secure. But he’d never imagined that fear extended to their own family. Carlo, he could understand. Being by nature a snake, their cousin could easily imagine someone else behaving in a snake-like fashion. But Angelu—

            Angelu had gone positively white.

            Still, that was a worry for another time. “You’re going back, Carlo,” he said, locking his gaze on his cousin.

            Carlo’s eyes darted around the room as if searching for rescue. Finally, he said bitterly, “You’re right about this much. I didn’t come here the same as you. I came illegally. I can’t board a boat in America bound for anywhere. I’ve no papers. I’d be arrested, thrown in jail, and then the bastard will be a bastard anyway!”

             Peter didn’t know if that was true, but it seemed a point worth considering.

            “I’ll get you a lawyer,” Peter said. “Someone who can smooth the way. But you need to make peace with the fact that you’re going back to Sicily.”

            “That’ll cost a lot of money,” Carlo said.

            “I have the money.”

            “It’ll take time,” Carlo added with a sly grin. “Weeks. Months, maybe.”

            “It’ll take what it takes,” Peter told him, squeezing his cousin’s shoulder tight enough to make the younger man wince.

            “Se, San Petru,” Carlo said, resentment dripping from his every word. “Whatever you say. Thy will be done.”

            Peter’s temper boiled over. In a single moment, he threw his weight into Carlo, tipping his chair over. With a cry, Carlo toppled backward, landing on his back on the floor with Peter atop him, pinning him down and grabbing his chin in one crushing hand. “Listen to me carefully,” Peter said, bringing his face so close to Carlo’s that his words sprayed spittle onto the younger man’s cheeks. “If you even think of running, of disappearing in the night and trying to lose yourself in the city or some such thing, keep this in mind. I will find you. You’ll spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder, wondering how close I am, wondering when I’ll eventually catch up with you. And when I do, Carlo. When I do… you’ll wish to God you’d never left Caltanissetta. Do you believe me, cucinu?”

            Carlo gasped but said nothing.

            Peter slapped his face, hard.

            “Frati!” Angelu exclaimed.

            But Peter ignored him. The fire in his belly was blazing more hotly than it had since the Verona, since Severi. Clutching Carlo’s face in both his hands, he forced the young man to look him in the eye. “Do you believe me?”

            “I… believe you,” Carlo stammered, blood on his lips.

            “Bravu.” Peter shoved him down one last time before rising and, with some effort, checking his rage. Angelu, still standing on the far side of the table looked at him with frightened eyes.

            “Scusi, fratuzzu,” Peter said as he stalked out of the room. He was tired and hungry, but right now couldn’t stay in this house another moment. He’d go to Uncle Jack’s, maybe have a beer or two, despite the early hour, and try to settle down.

            “Peter.”

            He turned to find that Angelu had followed him into the living room. Facing his little brother, seeing the shock and confusion on his face, was like a knife to the heart.

            Peter said, “I lost my temper, luminu. Carlo’s… a selfish boy.”

            “Capiscu,” Angelu said, his eyes wet. “But he’s all I have of our old life.”

            “Do you really need it?” Peter asked him. “Our old life?”

            “So far, nothing in this one has made sense to me. I’ve no place here.”

            “Come back to the warehouse, Angelu,” Peter said. “That’s your place.”

            “No, it isn’t.”

            “Why not?”

            But Angelu only shook his head, either unwilling or unable to answer.

            So, Peter asked, “What’s going on with you, luminu?”

            Again, Angelu didn’t answer. He just lowered his head, as if ashamed of something. Or afraid.

            Peter felt himself soften. “Well… will you tell me when you’re ready?” he asked gently.

            Angelu replied, still not making eye contact. “Se. No. I don’t know. But, isn’t it the same with you? Doesn’t Sarah want you to leave the business… to stop being a bootlegger?”

            “Se,” admitted Peter. After everything that happened in North Jersey during that fateful Sunday last winter, Sarah had made it very clear that she wanted Peter in a more legitimate—and less dangerous—line of work. He’d asked her for time to find out what that might mean and she’d agreed, on the condition that he promised his liquor driving days were over.

            John, who had been wanting Peter to stop driving, if only for appearance’s sake, had laughed when Peter had told him this. Then he’d said, “I think maybe you’re on your way to becoming an American after all, vossia. Most American men I’ve met are dominated by their wives.”

            “It’s a partnership,” Peter had insisted. “Not a domination.”

            But that had only made John laugh harder.

            In the here and now, Peter approached his youngest brother, his luminu, reached up, and ruffled his hair. “This isn’t about you or me, Angelu. It’s about Carlo. He did a shameful thing back in Sicily and ran to us to hide from it. He needs to go back and face what he’s done.”

            Angelu nodded, though he didn’t look happy about it. After a long moment, he asked, “Peter?”

            “Se, frati?”

            “Are you… an American?”

            “Not yet,” Peter replied. “But I’m working on it.”

            “Will you ever go home?”

            “For a visit maybe… when it’s safe. But my life’s here, with Sarah.”

            Angelu nodded again, looking even less happy than before. Then, without a word, he turned and went upstairs, leaving Peter standing in the living room, looking after him with some dismay.

            “He wants to go back to Sicily,” Carlo said from the kitchen doorway.

            Peter eyed his cousin with disdain. “Remember what I told you about running,” he said. Then he turned and left the house without another word.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER 2: Angelu: Friday, July 21, 1922

 

 

            Five hundred and fifty-three seconds.

            That was how long Angelu sat on his bed alone in his room before Carlo left the house, slamming the door as he did. Hearing it, Angelu jumped a little and uttered a cry that wasn’t quite a sob.

            He was alone in the house now. He didn’t like being alone.

            But “alone” was America, at least to him. Peter had Sarah, and Angelu didn’t begrudge that. John had the business, and Angelu didn’t begrudge that either. But he had no one and nothing. Just money he didn’t care about, some suits he didn’t like, and—lately—a terrible secret to keep.

            He’d sworn never to tell Peter what John had done, what John was doing. But the secret weighed heavily. It felt like a stone on his chest, all the time, but especially at night when he tried and failed to find restful sleep in this very room. His room. In his house.

            Alone.

            Angelu rubbed his face with his hands. He refused to cry. Men didn’t cry. John always said so. Peter didn’t, but Angelu suspected that he thought it. Yet tears, like laughter, had always come easily to Angelu Donatello. Sarah once told him over ice cream that he radiated joy the way the sun radiates heat. At the time, he hadn’t really understood the compliment, but he did now—sort of. It was nice to think he could warm people with a smile.

            Except he hadn’t smiled in some time.

            John, being John, never commented on it. Peter, being Peter, did, asking more than once what was wrong. But, of course, Angelu hadn’t told him. He couldn’t.

            He had sworn.

            And now this situation with Carlo, his cousin and only friend, had added more weight onto his chest. Angelu knew full well that Carlo took advantage of him, making him pay for everything from a pushcart apple to a fancy suit from Market Street. But Angelu didn’t mind, or hadn’t minded, before he found out about this girl that Carlo had hurt. He didn’t know this Stefania Greco, but it seemed a terrible thing to put your baby inside someone and then not be there when it came out. Not that Angelu really understood what Peter called “relations” and John called “fucking.” He only knew what Mamma had told him after Ciro was born, when Angelu had watched his ill-fated little brother slide out of their screaming mother like a fat squalling worm.

            “God makes women suffer when they give life, little one,” she’d said when he’d gone to her after the baby had been cleaned, fed, and put down to sleep. “It’s our punishment for Eve’s sin. But that doesn’t take the joy out of it. Giving life is giving life, and your new baby fratuzzu is a blessing from the Holy Spirit.”

            Angelu had only nodded, but remembered thinking at the time that the Holy Spirit might have considered making its blessing less noisy—and less messy.

            Now, fourteen minutes later, with nothing to listen to but his own hitched breathing, Angelu abandoned the house as well, donning his cappeddu despite the summer’s heat. He wandered the streets of Little Italy for more than an hour, doing his best to ignore the calls of “Buongiorno, Signor Donatello,” that he received from more than a few shop owners and vendors. Finally, and not entirely consciously, his feet carried him to Uncle Jack’s speakeasy, where he rapped on the door and did his best to smile when one of the men looked out at him. “Benvenuto, Angelu,” he said in way of a greeting, though at the moment Angelu couldn’t recall the man’s name.

            “Grazie,” Angelu replied, speaking Italian. He hardly ever spoke Sicilianu anymore, except in the house with Peter and John. He missed it.

            He missed—well, a lot of things.

            The place wasn’t crowded; it was too early for that. Most days, the speakeasy didn’t open until well after noon. But Thursdays, Fridays, and Saturdays were different. Angelu had never understood why.

            He counted six men, two at the bar, the rest at the tables. That included the one who’d let him in, and who then relocked the door and returned to his small cadre of friends. Everybody seemed sullen, the mood very different than it was most evenings, when
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