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            La Stella di Natale: ...Across the Ocean, a Christmas of Hope

This novel (La Stella di Natale), begins in the picturesque Caserta countryside, a family stands on the verge of transformation, their stone casale looming behind them as a sentinel of cherished memories. 
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Leaving Caserta Behind
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1.1 Farewell Moments: A Family’s Final Embrace

The casale stood in stillness during the pale morning, its stones echoing the quietude of centuries. Sunlight filtered through broken shutters, stirring dust like forgotten memories, each beam a tender reminder of winters spent huddled by the hearth and summers alive with song. The family moved as if navigating through a tapestry of memories, fingers brushing against the cool edge of the fireplace, the groove in the doorframe where Antonio’s height had been recorded five years prior, the step by the kitchen that had creaked long before their father took his first breath. Silence enveloped them; words felt too fragile, too intrusive for the atmosphere that clung to them like fabric soaked in rain.

Maria held a bundle of dried rosmarino bound with twine, its scent sharp and vibrant despite its desiccation. She pressed it against her chest as if the aroma could transcend time, as if the fragrance alone could prevent the house from fading away. Giovanni possessed the mandolin, its neck split like an aged rib, the wood smoothed by years of tenderness, by evenings when music flowed from it like wine from a shattered vessel. He refrained from playing now, holding it close as if the wood still recalled the rhythm of his hands and could convey that warmth to him. In that moment, he could almost hear the laughter that once filled the atmosphere, a melody intertwined with their lives.

Lucia grasped a singular terracotta tile from the hearth, still warm from the previous night’s embers. She had removed it with a butter knife, her fingers trembling not from fear but from the weight of its significance—the warmth of Sunday meals, the glow of stories wrapped in wool, the assurance that no storm could disrupt them while the fire burned. Her gaze never wavered. She did not cry. Tears felt unnecessary. The clay held them all, encapsulated within its hardened exterior. As she traced her fingers over its surface, she sensed a promise of resilience, a reminder that their roots delved deep into the very earth beneath the house they were about to leave behind.

Antonio moved with the urgency of a creature longing for escape, his eyes scanning the surroundings for any final detail to grasp. He had retrieved what he sought—a small wooden box concealed beneath the floorboards behind the back door. Inside rested the cheese, a flawless wheel of caciocavallo, firm and golden, enveloped in linen that still emanated hints of salt and smoke. He had invested weeks gathering crusts of bread, exchanging them incrementally for additional rind, surreptitiously tucking each piece into his pocket as if they were treasured secrets. Now, in a last act of defiance against the weight of departure, he secured it in his sack. It was unwise. Bulky. Unneeded. Yet it was theirs. Not merely sustenance. A fragment of home to be carried beyond mountains and sea.

As they crossed the threshold, the dog yipped and spun exuberantly, tail raised high, oblivious to the silence that enveloped them. Antonio turned toward the hill descending to the cart, his sack draped over one shoulder. He stumbled—and erupted into laughter as the cheese rolled loose, cascading down the slope like a sunlit moon. The dog darted after it, barking with unrestrained delight. The family paused, caught in a moment between grief and awe. Then Maria emitted a sound—not quite a cry, nor merely a chuckle—and Giovanni followed with a rumble resonating from his chest. Lucia smiled for the first time that day.

The cheese came to rest at the base of the hill, partly buried in the earth. The dog sat beside it, panting with satisfaction. No one moved to reclaim it. There was no necessity. The land had accepted it back, as though bidding farewell in its own discourse. As they climbed into the cart, Antonio glanced back one last time. The cheese shimmered softly in the light, a quiet offering left behind by a boy whose love ran too deep to relinquish.

They did not look back again after that. Yet none of them would forget.

1.2 Memories Packed: Laughter and Heartstrings

THE HEARTH TILE RETAINED the lingering warmth of the fire as Maria placed it into the sack, her fingers trembling not from the cold but from the pain of departure. Outside, the sun hung low over the courtyard, casting a golden hue upon the faded blue tiles, each crack a trace of forgotten afternoons, each chip a name partially recalled. The air was infused with the scent of rosmarino, dried and bound with twine, clutched by Lucia, who held her silence for fear that her tears might spill like wine from a fractured jug.

Giovanni moved deliberately, lifting the mandolin from its place above the door, its neck fractured like an ancient bone, the wood smoothed by decades of Sunday evenings when music and laughter intertwined in the haze of smoke. He refrained from strumming it, holding it instead as if his palms could summon the melodies back into his chest. Antonio crouched next to the last crate, his small fingers stuffing in whatever he could find—a wooden spoon, a chipped cup, a rusted button from his father's coat. Then he retrieved the cheese. Round as a full moon and heavy with regret, the caciocavallo had been his secret treasure, intended to slip quietly onto the ship. However, as he lifted it, the sack tore open and the cheese rolled down the stone steps, bouncing past the dog who yelped and bolted after it, barking as though the earth itself were amused by their awkward farewells.

All fell silent. Even Maria turned. For a moment, there was a stillness thick and sweet as honey crystallizing in a jar. Then Giovanni emitted a sound—part groan, part chuckle—and Maria responded with a laugh so rare it startled them both. Lucia joined in, her laughter high and sudden like a bird startled from its perch. It was not derision but a release—a final expression of kinship before the world beyond engulfed them.

“That cheese has deeper roots than we do,” Giovanni remarked, wiping his hands on his trousers. “Perhaps it belongs here more than we ever did.”

“It will be consumed by dogs,” Lucia whispered, still smiling.

“Then let them dream of Caserta,” Maria replied, drawing the herbs closer to her chest.

Inside, they packed with rhythms memorized over time, each item chosen not for its usefulness but for its memories. A knife engraved with initials now indecipherable. A photograph faded to the point where faces became mere shadows of smiles. A child's shoe, too small now, placed beside the tile because someone once said you must never leave home without something that once held your imprint. Antonio watched his mother drape a shawl over the mandolin as if swaddling a newborn. He pondered whether she realized how much she was entombing beneath layers of cloth and silence.

Outside, dusk descended like wet clay. The wind stirred, carrying the scent of soil and salt from Naples in the distance. The dog sat on the step, head tilted, observing them as if anticipating one of them to turn back. Giovanni did not glance back. He carried the final crate to the cart, shoulders bowed under its weight, saying nothing about how much lighter he felt internally even as his arms ached.

Lucia trailed closely behind, clutching her bundle of herbs, the subtle aroma rising into the cool air. She restrained herself from shedding more tears, recognizing that some grief does not necessitate tears to be genuinely acknowledged. As she took a final glance back at the casale, she perceived not just stone, wood, or cracked tiles, but laughter suspended in the dust, songs silenced by stillness, and love so profound it was burdensome yet eternally memorable.

The cart creaked as it made its way down the hill toward Naples, while behind them, the last light faded away like a gentle sigh. They remained oblivious to the fact that names would be miswritten on documents, that hands would bleed on the frostbitten earth, and that silence would become their new language. For the moment, as they moved into this twilight phase, they carried what they could—not only belongings but echoes, not merely memories but proof that certain things cannot be easily tucked away.

1.3 Setting Sail: Hope on the SS Providence

AT FIRST, THE SEA DID not roar. It murmured softly, restlessly, as if sensing the weight of dreams pressed into its depths. The SS Providence rocked gently beneath them, a wooden cradle navigating a sky that had forgotten its azure brilliance. Maria grasped the rosary beads, their cool, smooth surface resting in her palm, each bead a testament to her quiet fortitude while the ship creaked like an elderly man roused from slumber. Giovanni leaned against the railing, his hands still bearing the marks of Naples’ docks, his gaze fixed on the horizon where water met sky—there was no promise, only the faintest whisper of potential.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image003.png





