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Italy 1928. After a lusty affair shatters the marriage of Pietro and Isabella Rocco, he builds a new life in America, one based on lies and coercion. Meanwhile in Italy, Isabella struggles to raise their twins and later to aid WWII partisans who eventually regard the son a hero and the daughter a Nazi collaborator. Thirty years will pass before Pietro returns to Italy as a wealthy man with an American son, but will he redeem himself to those he betrayed?
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FAMILY DECEPTIONS

Book One—Chapter 1

Faiallo, Italy—1928
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Pietro Rocca treasured those quiet moments on the alpine slope when he answered to no one but himself, a morning such as this that spread a blanket of solitude over the rugged terrain. He swept his long forked stick through decayed leaves, lifting and parting the undergrowth of early spring until he exposed a clump of mushrooms clinging to the base of a chestnut tree. Two more swipes uncovered the rest of the patch, sending up an earthy scent. He opened his knife and knelt to harvest the coveted delicacies when Tobi’s distant barking interrupted his task. Pietro cocked his head toward the dense growth of trees and underbrush where Ugo had been kicking up rocks. “Merda,” he muttered, getting to his feet. Tobi didn’t need to exert such effort on a fox or weasel since neither would’ve been foolish enough to attack the frolicking goat on his watch.

Pietro whistled; Tobi kept barking. Pietro whistled again and started walking uphill. Through the early morning haze he saw Tobi: feet grounded, body rigid, and head poised to attack. “Dammit, now what.” Pietro grabbed a fallen limb and hurried toward the ruckus. 

Tobi’s hackles stood erect; his tail, unyielding. With lips curled and teeth bared, he was primed to defend his territory against any enemy: in this case a wild boar, the size of a young bull but with short, sturdy legs hugging the ground. As soon as the beast lowered its powerful head, Tobi lunged for the back feet. Swerving with an awkward grace, the porcine challenger raked Tobi with the curved tip of a long yellow tusk. Blood poured from Tobi’s shoulder. 

“Sonofabitch!” Pietro’s financial investment in Tobi overruled his common sense. He jumped into the melee, delivering a solid whack to the boar’s long snout. With a toss of its head, the boar sliced into Pietro’s thigh, inflicting a gouge deeper than Tobi’s. Pietro struck again before he fell back, reeling from the gushing wound. The boar staggered, blinked its beady eyes, and sensed fresh blood. Pietro scrambled to his feet and barely escaped the charging beast. Then Tobi leapt forward and sunk his teeth into its right ear, yanking sideways until the boar lost its footing and crashed to the earth.

As Pietro bounced away from the battle, his foot slid into a stony rut. His leg twisted with a loud snap. Pain shot from ankle to hip, so agonizing he nearly blacked out when it started back down his leg. He couldn’t remember falling but felt the rocky soil cutting into his face. He heard snorting and yelping, smelled blood, and tasted the earth. Not even panic could help him up, but he did manage to roll a few meters away. For a brief moment he journeyed into the solace he treasured and when he returned, it was to the slurp, slurp of Tobi licking his face. The dog moved his velvet tongue down to the gash of warm blood on Pietro’s thigh.

The leg was broken, that Pietro knew for sure. “Merda!” What stupidity, inexcusable for a farmer who’d spent his entire life mastering the foothills of the Alps. Biting his lip, he leaned on one elbow and blurted out a simple command. “Tobi, go home.” The dog paused in its licking, gazed into Pietro’s eyes, and then raced with the wind downhill toward a distant cluster of stone houses. The oldest had sheltered Rocca families for over three hundred years. Pietro knew Isabella would be churning butter. She seldom interrupted any chore, especially those involving her dairy products. 

He sank back to the jagged earth, exhausted and cringing in pain. To his right lay the bristly-haired beast, its throat and belly ripped open to a swarm of buzzing flies. Beyond the steaming carcass, Ugo was shaking but still kicking up rocks while Vita and Fauna chewed on a patch of sparse greenery. For now the animals seemed content, but only time would tell. He sighed, uttering Isabella’s name. If she even suspected his search for greener pastures and bigger mushrooms had led to the damn boar, and if all the commotion that followed had disturbed the precious milk of her livestock, there’d be hell to pay. Pietro’s hell.

Meeting Isabella halfway might induce her sympathy. Pietro inched down a slope of rocky terrain that teased his aching ribs and dug into the exposed flesh of his thigh. He stopped to reconsider his strategy. Part way, he’d meet her part way instead. When the next unforgiving stone drew fresh blood, he rolled over and closed his eyes to the warm sun and chirping birds. His parents would’ve accepted Isabella, if only they had lived long enough to meet her. Damn the influenza for taking them in their prime. Damn the influenza for denying them the pleasure of grandchildren. Damn the influenza ...

Pietro awoke to Tobi’s happy barking, and his five-year old twins calling for their papa. He didn’t open his eyes right away, even though he could sense Isabella’s eyes boring through his. The hard ground barely acknowledged his wife of six years when she dropped to her knees. Her breath warmed his face as she issued her first order of the day. “Pietro, open your eyes.” 

He looked through heavy lids at the only woman he’d ever held or kissed. A triangle of paisley cloth tied behind her neck protected her dark, unruly hair from the sun. Her eyes, the color and shape of shelled almonds, registered no concern but he did catch the trace of a smile pass over her lips. 

“Papa!” Riccardo and Gina shouted in unison. They knelt down, jockeying to plant wet kisses on his smooth-shaven face and to pat his stiff shoulder with their dimpled hands. What more could any man want: the unconditional love of adoring children. 

Isabella sat back on her heels, waiting for an explanation before she started poking him. Pietro flipped his hand to the porcine carcass, its cavities inviting flies to deposit their eggs. “That damn cinghiale ...” 

“Could have made me a widow,” Isabella said. “Bravo for Tobi, at last he proved his worth.” 

The cost of the pure bred had tested their willingness to compromise, one of the few times Pietro stood his ground. 

“Nothing will go to waste,” she said. “I’ll do the butchering myself.” 

“Oh no, Mama,” cried Gina. “Not Papa’s leg.”

“Silly,” Riccardo said, pushing his sister aside. “Mama meant the damn cinghiale.” He put his hand on Isabella’s. “Don’t worry, Mama. I’ll be your helper.”

“And I’ll take care of Papa,” the little girl said.

After a quick examination of Pietro’s injuries, Isabella got up. “I need to go back for Aldo and the cart.” She leveled her forefinger at the twins. “Stay here with Papa and don’t leave his side. Understand?”

Two heads of black, curly ringlets nodded. The twins snuggled next to Pietro and watched their mama grow smaller as she distanced herself from them. She’d not yet disappeared when Gina began to wiggle and squirm, then she dug her wooden shoes into the dirt.

“You need to tinkle?” Pietro asked.

“No, Papa. I need to play.” 

Riccardo jutted out his lower lip. “But Mama said—” 

“Go on, both of you. Take Tobi and don’t wander beyond those trees.” Pietro scooted his back against a small boulder and reveled in the sight of his children at play. Either the pain had subsided or the joy of his twins had muffled it. In any case he willed himself not to dwell on the impending remedy.

An hour passed before he heard Riccardo call out to his mama. Pietro leaned across one elbow and squinted into the sun, trying to make out his rescue unit. In the cart next to Isabella sat his neighbor and self-proclaimed mentor, Giovanni Martino. Aldo was fighting a valiant uphill battle, straining over the additional burden of Giovanni’s weight, most of which centered on his massive belly. After a few meters the mule refused to go any further. Isabella slid off the cart and walked ramrod straight, her back refusing to bend with the incline. Aldo pulled a few more meters. He stopped again, this time not continuing until Giovanni climbed down and followed Isabella. Pietro couldn’t help but chuckle, an indulgence his tender ribs quickly resisted. 

Giovanni’s six-foot frame stooped to accommodate his fifty-three years. He took off his cap and wiped a red kerchief over his brow. Wisps of graying strands crisscrossed a bullet-shaped head, flanked by elongated ears sprouting patches of wiry hair. As he approached Pietro, his face softened to display a hodgepodge of crooked, stained teeth worn with age. “Ah, Pietro, Pietro,” he said, shaking his head. “For one so agile, today you moved with the grace of an old woman.” 

“Old woman, hell, I backed into a damn rut.”

“You fell into a load of cacca. You’re a farmer, not a goat.” Giovanni used the back of his hand to clear a droplet of clear mucus hanging from his bulbous nose. Grunting, he pushed his knees to the ground, and then tore the seam of Pietro’s shredded trousers. “Next time—” 

“Dammit, watch the leg.” Pietro sucked in warm air, released it with a moan through his clenched teeth. He closed his eyes to stifle another moan. “Mi dispiace,” he apologized. “Because of me Isabella took you away from your work.”

“Giovanni insisted,” Isabella called out from the cart as she wrapped a roll of muslin strips around two lengths of tree bark padded with hay. Holding up her sturdy hands, she wiggled long, bony fingers. “These are gifted, as were my nonna’s—God rest her soul. Of course, I could work alone; but with help from Giovanni ...”

“Just get the bones straight.”

“Don’t blame me for Mondo’s limp,” she said, referring to a neighbor whose leg she once set. “He got up when he should’ve stayed in bed.”

“Basta, basta,” Giovanni said. “Who better to trust than your wife and me, your godfather?” 

“And the godfather of our children,” Isabella said. 

Giovanni blew her a kiss. “Remember when you were a little rigazzo, Pietro, that day your nonno broke his leg?”

Pietro winced at the memory. Papa had ordered him outside, but he still heard all the yelling when the doctor arrived and yanked the old man’s brittle bones back where they belonged. 

Giovanni must’ve remembered too. He propped a kidney-shaped vessel to Pietro’s shoulder and ordered him to drink with gusto. “To lessen the pain, my friend.”

Pietro turned his head and let the wine trickle down his parched throat to warm and relax the blood sending sporadic chills through his body. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and gulped until the pouch went dry.

Isabella called for the twins and they came running. “See those flowers, way up there.” She pointed to a sweep of yellow and blue. “Take Tobi and go pick some for your papa. And don’t come back until I call you.”

Riccardo headed uphill toward the meadow, stopping along the way to encircle his chubby fingers around a few stray plants while Gina skipped off in pursuit of tantalizing butterflies. When they’d gone far enough not to hear Pietro’s pain but still within Isabella’s sight, she nodded to Giovanni.

Standing behind Pietro, he eased down, straddling his bowed legs into a vise around Pietro’s upper arms. “Chomp down,” Giovanni said, shoving a length of chestnut over the patient’s tongue. 

Pietro sunk his teeth into the wood, releasing a bitter taste that masked the lingering warmth of wine. He forced his mind to concentrate on an overhead leaf where a motionless praying mantis stalked an unsuspecting grasshopper. Isabella’s hands—gifted she called them, he had his doubts—were cradling the two sections of his leg. Overhead the mantis struck, immobilizing the grasshopper. Closer to earth, gently, ever so gently, Isabella lifted and extended, lifted and extended. As she maneuvered the bones into position, the mantis slowly devoured its prey. Pietro lost interest in the mysteries of nature and squeezed his eyes shut. Blessed Mother, how much time do those gifted hands need to remarry my separated bones. Bravo! The marriage was blessed when Giovanni loosened his grip. Only then did Pietro sail his mouthpiece into the air and let out a pent-up A-I-E-E! 

“Louder, Pietro, maybe you’ll bring rain,” Giovanni said, wiping his brow again. He moved to help Isabella support the leg with a padded splint. “Relax, my friend. We’re almost done.”

“I’ll never forget this, Giovanni.” 

“Nor will I, but it is your wife who deserves most of the credit. Treat her like the queen she is. Kiss the hem of her skirt and from there, work your way up.”

Pietro waited for his queen to look up before he offered an impromptu comment, one bound to bring regret. “Isabella knows how I feel.” 

With the last muslin strip tucked in place, she leaned over to brush her lips across his cheek. “You were brave,” she whispered, “but the pain from a leg getting set in no way compares to that of a woman giving birth.”

***
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Two days later and at Isabella’s request Dottore Ernesto Zucca made the one-hour automobile trek from Pont Canavese to the Rocca home. “Your wife’s skills match that of any trained nurse I’ve encountered,” he declared after a thorough examination of Pietro’s injuries. “But the extent of this ligament damage still concerns me.”

“Feeding my family concerns me,” Pietro replied to Ernesto Zucca’s backside. 

The doctor and Isabella had their heads together and were discussing Pietro’s therapy as though he were in a coma. In spite of his protests Pietro wound up encased in plaster from upper thigh to lower ankle. 

“Stay off that leg for at least two months,” Dr. Zucca said while drying his hands with one of Isabella’s immaculate linen towels. 

“Easy enough for you to say,” muttered Pietro from the bed he and Isabella had shared since their marriage. “My living depends on the produce markets in Pont Canavese and Cuorgnè.”

“Only an idiot chooses his living over his limb, or his life.” The doctor’s tone softened when he turned to Isabella. “An injury such as this could still get infected. If gangrene sets in—

“It won’t, Dottore. My husband will stay in bed.”

“Merda,” Pietro later grumbled when he and Isabella were alone. “What the hell does Ernesto Zucca know, him with his fancy suit and that Fiat 501.”

“That Fiat enables him to see more patients in less time, some with broken legs and ungrateful tongues.”

“You paid him?”

“With our best tomino.”

All of Isabella’s cheeses were the best. She babied the cows and goats more than their twins. Pietro turned his face to the wall. A man laid up was no better than a lame horse.

“I’ll go to market,” Isabella said. 

“Women don’t go to market alone.”

“This one will.”

“With everything else you have to do?”

“For now the weather is good, the roads are safe, it’s only two days a week.”

“We could send the twins to your sister.”

“Assurdità! With four children my sister’s hands are full.”

“I thought she had three.”

“You forget that no-good caccata she married.”

“The twins can stay home with me.”

“The twins will go to market.”

“At four in the morning?”

“They’ll sleep in the cart.” 

***
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On Monday the cock had not yet crowed when Isabella sat at the table, dunking the dry heel of Saturday’s bread into fresh coffee. In that same all-purpose room Pietro stirred from the narrow bed Giovanni had set up, so the invalid wouldn’t suffer the indignity of being confined to his bedroom.

Isabella had already loaded the cart with fresh milk and sweet butter, goat and cow cheeses, and dozens of large brown eggs. She prepared a soft pallet of warm blankets for the children still sleeping in their beds.

“Wait another thirty minutes,” Pietro said. “By then Giovanni will pass by.” 

“Giovanni? Humph, as if I need that old goat showing me the way to Pont.”

“I thought you liked him.”

“I do, but not with his nose in our business. Besides, I want to be among the first to arrive.” She leaned over and kissed his cheeks. “Serina offered to look in on you.”

“Then leave the twins. She can help with them.”

“Foist our little demons on Serina, her with a nursing baby?”

Pietro pressed her hands to his lips. “Mi dispiace, you work too hard and now this.” 

“And you worry too much. Now go back to sleep.”

She carried the sleeping twins out the door, first Riccardo, and then Gina. The rooster—Isabella’s, as were the hens since she ran the chicken house—began a cockle-doodle-do destined to continue past sunrise. Pietro didn’t have to check his pocket watch to confirm the time; the damn rooster always crowed at four. Still, he stretched one arm to the bed stand and his papa’s prized possession. Damn the influenza for making him an orphan before he became a man. And thank God for Giovanni who eased his pain then and ever since. 

Pietro’s godfather lived in the largest of eight houses sharing the same hillside with his. The Martino house, as it was now called, originated from the family of Giovanni’s first wife. While Giovanni had been away fighting the Austrians, she died giving birth to their only child, a stillborn son. Had the boy lived, he would’ve been a few years older than Pietro’s twenty-six. 

Morning light filled the room while Pietro struggled with a dream about wild boars and deep ruts. He stumbled, lost his balance trying to bottom out. His leg jerked, as did his entire body, sending a surge of wake-up pain from ears to toes. He checked his watch, eight o’clock. Not that time mattered. For now, time would be measured by when Isabella left and when she returned. After relieving himself, Pietro slid the chamber pot under the bed. One hand over his rough face reminded him of the need to shave, a daily habit he seldom neglected. 

“Buongiorno,” a voice sang out with the opening door. In walked Serina Martino, with Baby Maria in her arms.

“You shouldn’t have come,” he said. “I don’t need a nursemaid.”

“Ah, but I promised Isabella.” Serina set Maria down on the floor to play with her rattle. “So sorry I’m late but a hungry baby must be nourished.” 

She laughed, cradling her hands under heavy breasts. Serina’s apron matched her eyes, the bluest Pietro had ever seen. No woman should have eyes as blue as a mountain lake washed with sun. The baby’s eyes matched her mama’s; the little head balder than Giovanni’s.

“The bambina, who does she look like?”

Serina lifted her shoulders. “Who can say? At seven months I had but a single strand of hair.” She laughed again and twisted one finger into the sienna curls piled on top of her head. 

“How do you like your coffee?” She sniffed the enamel pot, shrugged, and put it on the stove to reheat. “With milk?” 

“Si, but you don’t have to ...”

“Ah, but I must. Not a day passes without Giovanni talking about his beloved Pietro. You’re the son he should’ve had. Does that make you my beloved stepson?”

“It makes you the wife of my good friend and godfather.” He traded silly barbs with her until a whiff of foul air assaulted his nose. “What’s that I smell?”

“It’s your fault,” she said.

After one sip of steaming milk and burnt coffee, Pietro screwed up his face. Isabella would’ve made a fresh brew. With food and drink Isabella never skimped. 

“Too hot for your blood?” Serina asked.

“Too bitter.” 

He clanked the double-eared cup onto its saucer, making Baby Maria jump. She puckered her face and unleashed a splash of tears. 

“Naptime,” Serina sang out. She scooped up the wailer and headed to the twins’ bedroom. 

“You should go home. The bambina needs the comfort of her bed.”

“This little angel sleeps wherever I put her.” 

Serina’s soft lullaby grew softer until she backed out of the bedroom and closed the curtain. With a wink she circled her thumb and forefinger, then hurried to the sink and started priming the pump handle. Water gushed into the teakettle.

“What are you doing?” he asked when she put the kettle on the stove.

“Your face is growing whiskers.”

He shook his head. “No, no. It can wait until Isabella returns.”

“At three in the afternoon, don’t be ridiculous. By then you’ll have a beard and Isabella will still have her work and yours.” 

Pietro turned to the wall. He must’ve dozed off because when he shifted again, Serina was pouring hot water into an earthenware bowl. She set it on the bed stand along with his toiletries. 

“Shall I hold or shave?” she asked, balancing a small mirror between her hands.

Scanning his reflected image, Pietro lowered his heavy eyebrows into a frown. Three days without sun had brought pallor to his olive complexion and emphasized an already prominent nose. 

“Do not despair, Pietro,” she said. “You’re still the handsomest man in all of Faiallo.”

Her patronizing words he didn’t need. 

“Maybe in the entire Canavese district,” she went on. “But this I cannot say for certain since Giovanni never takes me anywhere.”

Was it any wonder, Serina turned heads wherever they went. He lathered up and wielded the straightedge from side to side before finishing with the indentation in his chin. Quickly, he rinsed the remaining lather, dried his face, and ran a comb through his dark, obedient hair.

Serina’s next move unnerved him as much as the perfume of her mother’s milk. Until that moment only Isabella and his mama had touched the threadlike scar over his upper lip. 

“The nature of man,” she said, “is to inflict at least one flaw on an otherwise perfect canvas.” 

Pietro flinched, and lowered her hand with his.

***
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Three o’clock marked the return of Isabella and the twins. While Riccardo helped unload empty containers, Gina ran to Pietro’s bedside. “Papa, Papa, everybody asked about you.”

“Be careful,” Isabella cautioned. “Remember Papa’s leg.”

“I won’t let her forget it.” Pietro removed Gina’s elbow from his ribs as he eased over to make room for her.

“She held out a little sack of lemon drops. “Take one.” 

He asked for a kiss instead, and she obliged.

Riccardo pushed her aside to plant his own kiss. “We sold everything. Mama’s cheese went first.”

Isabella wiped her hands on her apron, leaned over, and exchanged kisses with Pietro. “Hmm, you already shaved?”

“Serina heated up some water.”

“Good. She gave you something to eat?”

He shrugged. “A little cheese, a little salami.”

“A little nothing, I’ll make polenta and sausage for supper.”

“I don’t need any more aggravation. Giovanni’s bambino belongs at home, so does his wife.”

“It’s only for a while. Don’t be such a testa dura.”

“You’re calling me a hard head,” he said with a laugh that coaxed a smile from her. “The day, it went well?” 

“A little trouble early this morning, Flavio tried to squeeze me out.”

“Sonofabitch. Did Giovanni set him straight?”

“No, I did, before Giovanni got there.”

***
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On Thursday Pietro’s erratic breathing vibrated through the room while Isabella finished her market preparations. He didn’t hear her load the cart or add extra wood to the stove or tiptoe out with the twins. Today they headed south, to the village of Cuorgnè in the valley below. By the time Aldo had pulled the creaking load around the first hairpin curve, Isabella’s rooster welcomed the new dawn and a sluggish Pietro. 

He flicked his thumb to a wooden match and lit the thin, Turkish cigarette gripped between his teeth. Cranking the window over his bed, he exhaled into the crisp, mountain air. He smoked until nothing but a paper fold of tobacco remained between his thumb and forefinger. After flipping the sliver outside, he closed his eyes and drifted off. When he awoke, it was to the milky scent of Serina. She towered over him, Baby Maria in her arms.

“You shaved,” she said, feigning a pout.

“Last night, before I went to bed—I mean to sleep.”

Her next words spilled in lyrical syllables, each beat matching the bouncing of Maria. “Poor Pietro, destined for a long, boring spring, cooped up like a rooster tied to its perch and with no reason to crow. You need a few distractions.” Maria let out an impatient whine and started rooting at her mother’s breast. “All right, my little one,” Serina said, unbuttoning her blouse as she walked to his children’s room. “I won’t be long, Pietro. A full belly helps Maria sleep.”

“Feed your baby at home,” he called out. “I don’t need you.”

Her laugh grated on his nerves. “Oh, Pietro, of course you need me.”

He enjoyed fifteen minutes of peace before she hovered over him, rubbing her hands like a sly purveyor. “Now, Pietro, what would you like?”

He rolled his eyes.

“I meant to drink, silly. Those sorry bones won’t mend unless they’re properly nourished.”

No coffee, not after Monday’s. “Perhaps a little wine.”

She cracked two eggs into a goblet, beating them with a fork while adding wine from the jug. Handing him the thick potion, she said, “To your health and better times.”

With four gulps he emptied the contents, ran his tongue over his lip, and returned the glass. “Grazie, you can leave now. I’m ready for a nap.” He’d not lied; the wine made him groggy.

“No, no. Sleep now and you won’t tonight.” She feigned another pout. “And what about Maria? She’ll turn into a little demon if I wake her.” Serina pulled a chair beside his bed and sat. “Please indulge me. I have a favor to ask.”

“For the wife of Giovanni—”

“Not for Giovanni’s wife.” She made a fist and tapped her breast. “For me, Serina.” Her fingers slipped between the buttons of her bodice and produced a small package wrapped with string. “Friend to friend, Pietro, a safe place to keep this?”

He hesitated, thinking of Giovanni.

“Please, don’t make me beg,” she said. “Giovanni is generous but every woman needs her private nest egg.”

Not Isabella. She held the purse strings tight enough for both of them. He motioned to their bedroom. “Tall chest, bottom drawer, metal box.”

“This must be our secret, Pietro.”

“Isabella respects what belonged to my parents.”

He expected Serina to leave after disposing of her package. Instead she sat again. 

“I won’t forget your kindness, Pietro. If ever I can repay you—” 

“Mi dispiace,” he said, his voice less irritable. “But I don’t want to keep you any longer. You have your own work at home.”

“Life holds more than work. A man like you—”

Maria’s crying interrupted her mama’s next words, and relieved Pietro from having to hear them. Serina got up, stretched her arms to accent an hourglass figure. “Until next time, Pietro, pleasant dreams.” 

***
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The next time his family went to market Pietro didn’t fall back to sleep. He figured this day would be Serina’s last. He’d tell her after she fixed his eggs and wine, before she made a show of feeding her baby from those breasts that bounced with her every move. Two firm raps hit the door earlier than he expected; a third pushed it open. Pietro closed his eyes and faked deep sleep through a slack mouth. He heard petticoats rustle back and forth between the pump and stove, coffee grounds hit the bottom of the kettle, crusty bread snap as it separated.

“Pietro,” a voice called out. “Wake up.”

He opened his eyes to a tiny woman, her back arched into a shepherd’s hook. Theresa Gotti balanced a tray of coffee and bread between her spindly arms. She wore widows black, her skirt skimming the tops of clunky black oxfords. Eyes set deep in their sockets empowered a face lined with the history of eighty years. 

“Zia Theresa, I did not expect you.” Pietro said, according the honorary title of aunt to his beloved mama’s godmother and confidante. 

“Serina could not come today. She asked me to stop by.” 

The old woman lived two houses away, and Pietro used to play with her grandchildren when they visited from Rivarola.

“You shouldn’t have—”

“For the son of Madelena Rocca—God rest her soul—I would do anything.” She bent over to put the tray down. With the measured effort of a mechanical toy, she straightened up, lifted her narrow shoulders, and squeezed until her face registered the pleasure of pain. “These aching bones cry out with each task I perform, even those in the name of love. Remember when I broke my collarbone?” Raising her left arm to shoulder height, she winced. “Growing old is God’s revenge.” 

“Hmm, the coffee is good, Zia.”

“I added a little Frangelico—you look so pale. Dear Pietro, with that gammy leg prepare for the worse. No longer will you need a sniff of air to predict damp weather.” She shook her head to the beat of a clicking tongue. “I pray your leg will walk straighter than my poor Mondo’s. Not that I blame Isabella, you understand.” 

Mondo was her eldest, unmarried and with no prospects given his slow nature. Pietro patted her hand. “You are an angel, Zia.”

“God chose not to bless my shriveled womb with daughters of my own. And those lazy wives of my sons ...” She rolled her eyes. “At least your Isabella respects me.” She dug into her apron pocket and pulled out a dainty jewelry case. “I always meant this for your mama.” 

Pietro caressed the lid before he opened it. Inside, red velvet cushioned the drop earrings and matching brooch, a gold filigree of emeralds and tiny diamonds. “Mama would’ve cried tears of joy.”

“Don’t expect such emotion from Isabella. But trust my words; these jewels will make her your queen. What’s more, she will regard you as her king.” Zia touched her skeletal finger to his forearm. “Learn from the mistakes of others, Pietro. Pleasure delayed is pleasure denied.”

***
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On Thursday Serina went straight to the bedroom with her sleeping baby. “Poor Maria, she’s teething so I gave her a touch of paregoric,” she said, closing in on Pietro with that damnable scent. She asked if he missed her.

He shrugged. “Zia Theresa gave me fresh coffee.”

“And what else?”

“A litany of complaints,” he said with a grin.

“Ah-ha, you did miss me. Shall I fix the eggs and wine?”

“You should take your baby and go home.” He waited for a snappy retort. Instead, she sniffled and rummaged in her pocket for a handkerchief. Serina pulled out the baby’s bib and could’ve used it. But no, she grabbed the nearest kitchen towel and wiped her nose. Disrespecting Isabella’s linens was akin to sneezing on an altar cloth.

“You listened to your Zia’s problems. Can’t you make room in that cold heart for mine?”

General aches and pains Pietro could abide, but miseries that brought women to tears embarrassed him. If Isabella experienced such miseries, which he doubted, she kept them to herself. He cleared his throat. “Perhaps you should talk with my wife.”

Serina dropped to her knees, bent her head to the crook of his arm. “Forgive me for burdening you but I trust no one else. I’ve made certain mistakes, more than once.”

“We all have, Giovanni too. But he is a forgiving man.”

“He won’t be after next week.” She looked up, her face wet and blotched and begging for compassion. “When Giovanni returns from market, Maria and I will be gone, forever.” Again she wiped her nose, this time on the bed sheet. “Please, you must help me.”

“Don’t talk like that. Giovanni loves you and the baby.”

Sticking out her tongue, she blew a raspberry fart. “He’s old and ugly and slobbers all over me until I want to throw up. Being with him feels like fornicating with my papa.” 

“Don’t talk like that. Giovanni’s your husband.”

“And I am his whore. Did he tell you? I make him pay—before he touches me with those grubby paws that grope and fumble and rub me raw.” She clutched Pietro’s hand to her cheek. “I’m young. I need someone young, someone like you.” 

“But not me.” 

“Think of Giovanni. He lives each day for Maria and me. If we leave, he will surely die of a broken heart.” 

Pietro pulled his hand away. “Take your baby home.”

“She’ll sleep for hours.” 

He searched his mind for the right words. Those he pushed out sounded hollow. “I have a good marriage, one with no complications.”

“And no excitement.” 

“Isabella would know.”

“Not unless you tell her.” She slipped her hand under the covers, trailing a warm finger across his rib cage and down his ribbon of hair. “I could teach you things.”

Like what he wanted to ask, but that would seem like he condoned what she was about to do. “For god’s sake, Serina, I can barely move.”

“Pietro, Pietro. With me you won’t have to move.”
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Chapter 2
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Giovanni’s wife engaged Pietro in an hour of lovemaking unlike any he’d known with Isabella. When Serina’s primitive cry caused Baby Maria to let out one too, the bed quit shaking and Serina stretched to disengage herself from him. Preening naked on the rug Isabella had braided with care, Serina lifted her arms to receive the first of two petticoats. 

“When you look at me, what do you see?” she asked. 

“The body of Venus but much warmer, in fact, it simmers.” She deserved the compliment but Pietro regretted the speed of his reply. He’d experienced a similar reaction to Isabella on their wedding night, one he’d reluctantly shared with her.

“Ah-h, a lover of fine art.” Serina bent over to wet his face with her lips. “You’ve seen the museums of Firenze?”

“Only those in Torino. Your baby, she’s crying again.” 

“Someday, you will take me to Firenze, si?”

He shook his head. “Impossible.” 

“Before today, I might have agreed.” She hummed a lilting tune that didn’t stop until she picked up Maria. “Shall I come back on Thursday?”

“No, I don’t need you.” 

“Pietro, Pietro. First you cheat, now you lie. Whatever would Isabella think?"

***
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That evening Isabella prepared a supper consisting of creamy risotto, a dandelion and onion salad, and fresh bread she’d purchased from a panetteria in Pont. 

“Can Papa eat with us?” asked Gina.

“Dr. Zucca said he must stay in bed so his leg will heal.”

“We could eat with him,” Riccardo said.

“No, no. Then he’d have to sleep in a pile of annoying crumbs.”

Gina’s eyes opened wide. “Papa?” 

“Do as your mama says. Besides, I’m not hungry.”

“Not hungry for risotto?” Isabella held her hand to his forehead.

“Must I be sick not to be hungry?”

“Perhaps a little wine?”

“No wine, dammit, just leave me alone.” 

Supper progressed as usual. First Gina spilled her milk, then Riccardo. Twice, Riccardo slid off his chair and helped their mama clean up the puddles. After restoring order, Isabella took them to the stable under their house, where they bounced a rubber ball against the stone foundation while she squeezed milk from Fauna and Vita. 

Pietro was left to record market sales into the ledger, a duty he’d taken over from Isabella after the accident. He tried concentrating on the family finances. He tried listening to the music of his children. Their laughter resounded through a hole in the floor, one an ancestor had cut to capture heat generated by the livestock. Not that his bed required any additional warmth. Not after Serina. 

“Bed rest becomes you,” a voice roared to startle him. 

Pietro’s leg jerked and he yelled, “Sonofabitch!” 

“Whoa, Pietro, it’s me, Giovanni.” A broad smile raised the older man’s cheeks and stretched the peppered stubble across his lower face. 

“I must have dozed off,” said Pietro, trying to ignore the ricocheting pain. 

“I knocked twice. Even went downstairs to visit Isabella. I told her ‘Pietro cannot be sleeping. He does nothing all day,’ She tells me, ‘His leg heals while he sleeps.’ Is this true, my friend?”

“Pardone?”

“Never mind, I can see you have other concerns to ponder. Look, if money’s a problem, I can lend you some. No interest, of course. What’s mine is yours.” 

Another jerk of his leg forced Pietro to hold his breath until the pain passed. “You’re a good man, a good friend.”

“More than a friend, Pietro. Had I not found Serina—”

“But you did.”

Giovanni closed his eyes and smiled. “From out of nowhere a bolt of lightning struck. The damn thing pierced my heart, rendering me incapable of her charms. And when our baby survived her early birth, I found God again.”

“What more could any man want.”

“A second family, Pietro. You are the son I never held. You breathe the air he should’ve breathed. Now God has made up for my lonely years by blessing me with two families. Someday my Maria and your Riccardo—”

“You and Serina can still have sons.

“Perhaps, but my soldier no longer stands at attention without a helping hand. And that Serina provides. I am the capitano she must salute, every day.”

Pietro shifted his weight, kicked the blanket with his good leg. The entire bed bounced as Giovanni slapped the corn shuck mattress with his dry, calloused hand. 

“Mi dispiace, Pietro. Here I am, bragging; and there you are, disabled. Patience. Soon, you’ll be dipping your stick into life’s honey pot again. Unlike this old soldier, you have time on your side.”

***
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On Saturday streaks of purple and orange had cast their spell over the mountains when neighbors arrived to encourage Pietro’s recovery. After several rounds of wine, Isabella cradled a worn album of faded photographs and escorted their guests to the lower level, away from the livestock. The adults gathered at a long table flanked by wooden benches, consuming more wine and roasted chestnuts while the children played tag on the stone floor and drank tamarind syrup diluted with water.

Upstairs, Leo Arnetti propped his tooled leather boots on Pietro’s bed and offered a cigarette from his tin. It would be Pietro’s second that day, his own rationed at Isabella’s suggestion to stay within their budget. His words accompanied the exhaled smoke of his first drag. “So, Leo, how long have you been gone?”

“Ever since you gave up your freedom.” Leo grinned, his hooked nose hiding a short upper lip. “Ah-h, Pietro, America is not what we dreamed as rigazzi, not one street paved with gold. Still, I make good money.” 

“Farming?”

“Hell no.” Leo pushed one hand through the persistent black hair parting on his low forehead. ”I mine for copper, out West, in a wild place called Montana.”

“Where cowboys and Indians fight, si?” 

“Only in the moving pictures.” Leo’s grin revealed a gold tooth that once housed a wormhole cavity. “Sure, there are mountains, but none as high as the glorious Alps.” He stretched his arms to their full span. “And ranches with cattle by the thousands, land almost as pure as the Blessed Virgin.” 

“Then you’re going back.”

“Can’t afford not to ... besides, after six years on my own I feel more American than Italian, more Montanan than Piemontese. If only you had come with me way back when.”

Pietro shredded the remnants of his cigarette into the ashtray. “That damn influenza nearly destroyed me, and the farm. If it wasn’t for Giovanni—” 

“That old fart, he sucked the sweet life from you. He even picked Isabella for your wife.”

“Everything happened so fast.”

“In America everything happens fast. Men no smarter or braver than you and me are not afraid to take chances.” 

“Why gamble when I got everything here.”

“What have you got? Your father’s house, your father’s life. In America you make your own world, the one you dreamed about.”

Pietro shook his head. “Easy words coming from a bachelor.”

“Look, I’m not suggesting you desert Isabella and the bambini. Send for them after you get settled.” With the finesse of a magician, he produced a picture postcard and wrote on the back. “Here, in case you make it to America, my address and a telephone number.”

“You have your own telephone?”

“Where I board, but I’m thinking about buying the place when I go back. Buy now, invest in the future: that’s my motto.” He glanced at the gold timepiece pulled from the pocket of his leather-fringed vest. “Sorry, Pietro, I promised Licia I’d stop by.”

“After all these years, it’s still Leo and his vestal virgin.”

“More like the lion and his chiavata. If not for me, Licia would’ve died intact.”

“Show some respect. Licia will make a good wife.”

“Not mine. She’ll never leave the mama, the papa, the four fratelli. The whole family’s got her by the tette.” 

“Come on, what do you expect? Licia is the only daughter.”

“For that distinction she owes the family her life? Eternal smothering may be their way but not mine. I had to find my own way, and without the promise of an inheritance. After all, how many times can tired land be divided?” With opened palms Leo balanced two imaginary weights. “My brother or me? Me or my brother?” He shrugged. “Giorgio was firstborn.”

“Me, I was fortunate to be an only child.”

Leo swung his boots to the floor. “Don’t be so sure, my friend. And don’t forget what I said about America. Partner with me there and in a few years you’ll return a rich man.” 

After the door closed, Pietro lit a cigarette from the tin Leo left behind. Pietro turned Leo’s sepia-toned postcard over and examined a herd of majestic buffalo, another reminder of his curtailed youth, of a time when he and Leo practiced the language of America and planned their great adventure. Beyond the watchful eye of Pietro’s mama, they’d lounged in the stable on piles of hay, and rolled loose tobacco into transparent paper. They smoked and talked and passed the jug. Papa knew, but let them dream. Even then, Leo had a knack for embellishing the truth. 

At the party below, Pietro’s neighbors were calling for more wine and trying to outdo each other with stories heard before. He pictured the scene: Isabella filling empty glasses, reveling in her guests while the album of sweeter times circles the table. Rounds of spirited laughter swell before the emotional cleansing. After a respectful mourning, Alberto Rossini brings out his concertina. One of the men starts to clap, slow at first, and then to the beat of Alberto’s lively invitation for young and old to dance. Most likely, Zia Theresa will surrender to the moment, lifting her skirts to expose the little twigs supporting her elfin frame. 

Pietro left the imagined party when the outer door rattled as it pushed open with the nudge of a familiar hip. “Shh, little one,” Serina cooed, gently rocking to close Maria’s eyes while she carried her into the twins’ room. For a few blessed hours, Pietro had shoved aside thoughts of Giovanni’s wife to accommodate Leo’s cacca.

Serina returned, swinging her arms to free them of responsibility. “Your friend from America left?” 

He directed his answer to the wall. “You should leave too.”

“Poor Pietro—all alone up here with everyone down there celebrating your misery, it isn’t fair. You need a party too.” She lifted the covers and snuggled beside him. 

“Are you crazy?” he whispered, “with Isabella and Giovanni right below us?”

“Shh,” Serina cautioned with a finger to her pursed lips. Her pink tongue rolled out to the finger, depositing a dollop of saliva she trailed across his scar. “Listen, my darling, Giovanni is telling that pathetic war story, the one where he saves the bumbling lieutenant and two underlings, who in turn reward him by swearing their eternal loyalty. What a pile of cacca. When Giovanni runs out of wind, which won’t be for another ten minutes, everyone must hear Bruno’s tale: how Bruno, and only Bruno, captured two enemy foot soldiers. After that, Vittorio will drop his pants to show off those scrawny cheeks dotted with shrapnel. Ugh! And they haven’t even gotten to the loose photographs—the ones in the box I slipped under the table to buy us more time together.” 

“But Isabella—”

“Works too hard, and this evening she deserves some pleasure,” Serina murmured in his ear while reaching under his nightshirt. “Tsk, tsk, Pietro. Must you be so selfish?”

***
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Three weeks passed before Dr. Zucca made another house call, at which time he declared Pietro ready for crutches.

“I wanted the damn plaster off today,” Pietro later told Isabella. “What the hell does Ernesto Zucca know.”

“More than Pietro Rocca ... of course, you could always disregard the doctor’s wisdom. Get up now and you’ll spend the rest of your days straddling the road and the hillside.

“What?”

“You know, to accommodate the permanent limp you will have created. Now quit complaining. Giovanni said he’d make a pair of strong crutches.” 

“Giovanni, Giovanni. Him with his nose in every piss I take.”

“You should thank God for such a friend, and for Serina too.”

***
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That afternoon brought Serina carrying the baby, and Giovanni, the crutches. While the twins entertained Maria, Isabella and Serina eased Pietro from the bed, their shoulders supporting his sluggish weight. Pietro stood in a knee-length nightshirt, the leg thick with hair wobbling and the plastered one jutting forward to defy gravity.

“You’re as pale as a baby’s bottom, my friend,” Giovanni said as he maneuvered a smooth chestnut limb under Pietro’s arm. “You should sit in the sun, nature’s great healer.”

Pietro grunted. Talking took more effort than he felt like expending.

“I know,” Giovanni said with a wink. “What you need the sun cannot provide. Right, Isabella?”

Pietro felt the pressure of Serina’s palm against his back. “Don’t be such a tease, Giovanni,” she said. “Right now, Isabella has mountains of work and only two hands.”

“He’s right, Pietro,” Isabella said. “I mean about the sun.” 

***
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During the next month Pietro mastered his crutches and performed simple chores outside. On market days he made coffee while Isabella loaded the wagon. “Leave the twins with me,” he said one morning.

“Those little rascals make too much mischief.”

“For me they’ll behave.”

“Si, when you can run on two good legs.” She reached over to exchange kisses, her fingertips touching his cheek. At the door she paused, motioning to where he slept alone. “That bed needs to come down. It crowds the room.”

Pietro felt crowded too. “Next week,” he replied, ignoring Isabella’s way of saying she missed their intimacy. He’d not been inside her since the accident. Juggling two women was riskier than juggling two swords. What if Isabella noticed a change? Serina had, crediting herself with improving his lovemaking techniques. He gave himself one more week before letting her go.

After he was alone, Pietro waited another forty minutes before going outside. Gripping the padded supports of his crutches, he swung his weight forward into the dark, avoiding familiar obstacles along a route he’d been navigating alone for several weeks. Giovanni’s mule and cart were gone, the door to his house ajar. Pietro steadied himself and with his right crutch pushed on the door. 

Wrapped in a blanket, Serina shuddered from the blast of morning air. “What took you so long?” she asked, her bare feet dancing on the stone floor. 

“I can’t stay.”

“Then why did you come?”

“To tell you what’s between us must stop.”

“Someday, yes, but not this day.” She opened the blanket to engulf him. Strands of her hair tickled his nose until he blew them away. If only he could blow Serina away. He closed his eyes and took in her sweetness. 

“Ah-h, Pietro, your compassion feeds my heart and soul. And that shriveled up soldier’s too. What more can I say? Because of you Giovanni and I have never been happier.”

***
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That afternoon Dr. Zucca made an unexpected stop and removed Pietro’s cast. He was clearing away the plaster when Isabella walked in with the twins. Gina ran to the bed, put her hand to her mouth, and gasped. “Papa, your leg, it looks like a prune.” 

Riccardo shoved her aside. He opened his mouth, but only stared. 

Pietro sat up, groaned when he saw the atrophied leg. God is punishing me, he thought. “So, Isabella, ask Ernesto Zucca how he’s going to fix this.” 

“Exercise and daily massages,” the doctor replied from over his shoulder. He scribbled some instructions, handed them to Isabella. “Next week throw away the crutches.”

“What about riding in the cart?” she asked. 

“Of course, if you can tolerate his complaining.”

After supper when Isabella was ready to milk the cows, Gina and Riccardo begged to stay upstairs. Pietro sat at the table, his leg propped on a chair and head nodding as he fought to stay awake. He dozed until he heard the teakettle rattle and felt the hot water. His stinging leg jerked to the table, and he yelled a string of profanities that sent the twins scrambling. 

“Gina made me,” Riccardo told Isabella when she came running.

“We tried to fix Papa’s leg,” Gina explained with opened palms. 

Isabella carted them off, one squealer under each arm. By the time she returned from their bedtime prayers, Pietro had changed into his nightshirt and sat warming the edge of his bed. 

“You can’t go to sleep yet,” she said. “We must exercise your leg.”

Merda. He lay back and endured the agonizing routine of Isabella working his leg from hip to knee and ankle while he silently cursed her gifted hands. She massaged olive oil into his muscles, applying pressure to intensify each stroke, her way of punishing him. “Dammit, woman, not so hard.” 

She responded with unrelenting thumbs.

Pietro screwed up his face and gave in to her. He always did. As her fingertips slowed to a light tread, he brushed a wisp of hair from her forehead. The massage ended. 

“I’m tired of sleeping alone, Pietro.”

So was he. With Serina, he never fell asleep. 

Later, he limped into their bedroom and found Isabella primping at the dressing table, plaiting her hair into a single braid that fell in front of her shoulder. Their eyes met in the mirror, forcing both of them to look away. After he eased into bed, she turned down the kerosene lamp, slipped under the covers, and soon rolled to his side. He was ready for her but didn’t want to appear too eager. Or too polished. 

“My leg aches from the damn workout.”

“You want to sleep?”

“No, I want you to make me feel better.”

***
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That night a loud thud disturbed Pietro’s sleep. Isabella moved from his arms and lit the lamp. Their room came aglow to shadows and forms and one blank wall with a rectangle of clean plaster. Pietro leaned over the side of the bed and brought up a framed, black and white photograph. Lines of broken glass cut through two somber faces. The bride wearing a proper dress and ankle-high boots, beside her stood the groom, looking smart in the suit his godfather had insisted on buying. 

“Don’t get excited,” Pietro said. “It’s only our wedding picture.”

She tore the treasure from his hands, blessed it with the sign of the cross. “If I believed those silly tales Zia Theresa weaves, this accidental occurrence would foreshadow a terrible omen.”

“But you’re not superstitious.” Pietro waved his hand to the wall. “See for yourself. The nail came loose.” He shifted under the covers and closed his eyes. “Now turn down the light and go back to sleep.”

Later he awoke to a stream of daylight and Isabella nudging his ribs. “Get up,” she said. “We must talk.”

“After I wash and shave.”

“Then hurry. The coffee’s already done.”

They sat down to their usual steaming latté, fresh cheese, and hard bread. Pietro thought the food tasted better, the coffee too. Perhaps the lingering sweetness of Isabella’s touch had softened his edge, improved his disposition, as Ernesto Zucca liked to pontificate. Last night should’ve put a smile on Isabella’s face. Instead she wore a thoughtful frown.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said, stirring sugar into her coffee. “Perhaps we should consider making a new photograph.”

“Maybe this fall, after the harvest.”

“This Thursday would be better.”

“On my first week back to market?”

“Gina and Riccardo haven’t sat for a studio portrait since they were infants.”

“Only because they can’t sit still.” When Isabella made up her mind, he usually backed down, more so since the accident. Today he felt like arguing. “Aha, this is about last night, isn’t it? You’ve turned into another Zia Theresa.”

“Assurdità! I’ve already put the money aside.”

“For this I cut down on cigarettes?”

“What are a few smokes compared to a cherished memory.” 

“So make the appointment.”

“If you insist. Of course, we’ll go to Tommaso Mino.”

“For him, we will wait a month.”

“For me, Maso will do it on Thursday.”

“For you?”

“Si, for him I always save a round of cheese.”
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Chapter 3
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At dawn on Thursday Aldo pulled the Rocca cart into the main piazza in Cuorgnè, and Pietro secured a prime station on farmers’ row. The area soon displayed an abundance of dairy products, fruits, vegetables, nuts, and small livestock. Stalls offering house wares, dry goods, and groceries completed the remaining rows to cover the entire square. By seven o’clock customers who crowded the narrow aisles held their money tight and gave their children free reign. Competition was spirited but cordial as vendors held up their products to entice the more discriminating. 

Throughout the morning shoppers, and later vendors, stopped at the Rocca cart to welcome Pietro’s return with handshakes and shoulder pats or cheek-to-cheek kisses. None left without imparting praise for Isabella’s ability to take over in her husband’s absence. More than once Pietro closed his eyes and thanked God for the warmth of family and friendship. He gave thanks again after he and Isabella sold all of their dairy products and most of the spring vegetables and bartered for items they didn’t produce. 

For the twins market day meant weaving through the rows with children no better controlled than they were. But when Isabella issued her final call, Riccardo and Gina obeyed. They stood near the cart, bouncing a red ball across the aisle until an old woman, laden with shopping bags and three caged chickens, hobbled into their game. A flash of red rolled across her path. She stumbled, her belongings scattered. The cage door flew open and amidst a flurry of feathers the squawking hens escaped. Pietro cursed himself for not moving faster than Isabella. She scooped up two hens in quick succession and returned them to their cage. Gina and Riccardo cornered the third.

“Mama, Mama!” Riccardo yelled. “We got it.”

“Ouch, the damn thing bit me!” 

“Watch your mouth.” 

“Grab the tail. Ouch, ouch.”

“Quit shoving. 

“Don’t let it get away.”

“Watch out.”

“Oops.”

When the owner grabbed her bird from Gina, it promptly keeled over in her hands. “Morto, morto,” the old woman wailed through a smattering of broken teeth. 

Isabella remained calm, and with the tip of her middle finger, she revived the hen with a gentle massage to its fluttering breast. 

After caging the sedated chicken, the old woman opened her arms to the heavens. “Mother of Jesus, shower your many blessings on this mother of little demons. She heals with the touch of an angel.”

“It’s only a chicken,” Gina whispered to Riccardo.

“Sh! The vecchia might hear you and cast an evil eye.”

***
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While church bells pealed the noonday Angelus, Pietro piled empty containers into the cart and Isabella carried a round of cheese across the piazza to a shop bearing the bold lettering: Tommaso Mino, Fotografia. 

“Maso can take us at twelve-thirty, before he sits down to eat,” she said on her return. “What’s more, he has a room where we can change.” 

In less than thirty minutes the Rocca family underwent a striking transformation: Pietro in his three-year-old suit, tailor-made but inexpensive; Isabella in pale green georgette with contrasting embroidered collar; Riccardo, a belted jacket with dark socks stretching to his knickers; and Gina, rose taffeta and patent leather buckle shoes. Surrounded by a setting of velvet backdrops and ivy-covered pedestals, they allowed themselves to be readied for posterity as Tommaso Mino tilted heads, positioned hands and pinched cheeks. 

At last he stepped back and surveyed the Rocca mannequins. With cupped fingers to his lips, he smacked approval, and then centered his head under the camera cloth. Clutching the shutter bulb in one hand, he spoke with reverence. “Perfetto. Nobody move. Nobody move. Nobody—”

Gina giggled. 

“All right, everybody, again.” 

Riccardo turned to chastise his sister. 

“Once more.” 

Pietro delayed another three minutes while he walked off a debilitating cramp. Then Riccardo put one finger up his nose. Gina giggled again. Pietro coughed. Gina shoved Riccardo. Riccardo shoved Gina.

The fifteen minutes Tommaso had allotted as a favor to Isabella extended to thirty. Then, forty-five. Through the curtained doorway of his living quarters drifted the aroma of garlic and anchovies simmering in olive oil. Twice, his wife called out that dinner was almost ready.

“Everybody, look at the camera.”

“Wait,” Pietro said, reaching in his pocket. “I almost forgot.” He leaned over Isabella and pinned Zia Theresa’s brooch to her shoulder. He’d brought the earrings too but decided they could wait for another occasion. The children gave up their poses to ooh and aah over the new treasure. As for Isabella, she snatched a glimpse that produced a smile worthy of the Blessed Virgin.

Using the rumpled camera cloth, Tommaso gathered mounting perspiration from his forehead. “For the last time, p-lease,” he implored through a mouth no longer smiling. “I am running out of film.”

“And patience,” Pietro mumbled. 

Isabella, regal and unflinching, raised her voice for the first time. “Nobody move. My stomach’s growling louder than Maso’s.”

Her words restored order. The mannequins froze, and the photographer squeezed his shutter control.

“Bella, bella,” he whispered.

Seconds later the Rocca family gathered their possessions and hurried to the anteroom where Tommaso waited, his sweaty hand clasping the doorknob. 

“I do not waste time or money developing inferior negatives,” he said, motioning the Roccas onto the cobblestone walkway. “Experience tells me that only the last shot will meet the high standards I set.” He bowed as Isabella passed by. “Signora Rocca, I will have your order ready next week.”

***
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The following Thursday Pietro traveled to Cuorgnè alone; and after the market closed, he walked over to the photography studio. Tommaso brought out the wrapped order: one reframed wedding, one large framed family, six medium-sized in gray folders—one for each twin, Isabella’s parents, her two siblings, and the family album. 

“I give you Tommaso Mino’s best work,” he said, presenting the bill. “If my work pleases you, I trust you will pay me next week.”

“I’ll pay you now.” Pietro counted out his lire into the photographer’s palm. “If your work doesn’t please me, I’ll return with my family next week.”

A pleasing portrait, was this too much to expect? Pietro had done his part. He’d patched the wall plaster, installed a stronger hook, and tolerated the arrogant Tommaso.

As soon as Pietro walked into the house, Isabella wiped her hands and relieved him of the packages. First, she undid the wedding picture, ran her fingers over the glass, and inspected the wire holder. Her simple nod relieved his initial anxiety. Then she opened the second package, turned the frame face side up. Pietro held his breath. Please God, not another visit to the photographer. No man should have to endure such hell again. 

“Maso did not fail me,” Isabella said with a smile. “He has accorded us a place in history.”

Indeed, Tommaso Mino had captured the pleasing image of a proud father, dignified mother, and adorable cherubs. Pietro Rocca’s family had been ensured its place in history, at least on paper.
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Chapter 4
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The following week Giovanni received a letter from his sister that their mother had taken to her bed with a stomach ailment. He soon wrapped his arms around Serena and Baby Maria, kissed them goodbye, and took the next bus to Ivrea. His long weekend away from home provided Pietro a valid excuse to repay his neighbors by doing some of their chores. Isabella offered to help too, but Pietro insisted she’d already done more than her share. Besides, he needed clean underwear. So when she balanced a basket of laundry on her head and left with the twins for an uphill trek to the clear, spring water and sun-warmed rocks, Pietro trekked over to the Martino house.

After cleaning out Giovanni’s stable, he selected a small scythe from a wall of well-honed tools and whacked a few weeds infringing on the grassy area near the house. He worked his way around to the front where Serina invited him in for coffee. He washed up at the kitchen pump, and then made love to her on the table while Baby Maria nibbled on the scattering of breadcrumbs that rained from above. Afterwards, they were still laughing when they brushed away the crumbs sprinkling their hair. Maria’s too.

Pietro was buttoning his fly when Serina handed him another package. “For the metal box Isabella never looks in,” she said, “my dowry contrario.”

He hesitated before slipping the package inside his vest. “How can you even think about taking Maria away from her papa?”

“Perhaps her papa is not Giovanni.”

He grabbed her wrist. “What are you saying?”

“That Maria was already in my belly when I met Giovanni.”

“He knew this?”

She cocked her head. “Pietro, any fool can count to nine and Giovanni sees only what he wants to see. Besides, Maria popped out of me like a jack-in-the-box, so tiny even the village crones thought she came early. Remember how she fit in Giovanni’s cupped hands, how he paraded her around the room?”

“Your leaving would kill him.”

“Si, Pietro, his mother too. Poor woman, Giovanni is her only son.”

***

[image: image]


The next time Giovanni went to Ivrea, Pietro told Isabella he wanted to spend Saturday evening at Il Sole è la Luna, The Sun and The Moon. “A chance to recall old times before Leo returns to America,” he said, knowing Leo would be around for several more weeks. Isabella didn’t object, not even when Riccardo throw up his supper and Gina whined that she’d be next. 

A full moon guided Pietro’s footsteps on the short mile from his house to Faiallo’s only bar and refuge. For a reasonable price Il Sole è la Luna provided wine, espresso, grappa, and liqueur. The village men provided camaraderie and competition. During the day their women and children waited beside the road or perused the attached shop that served as the post office, sold notions and snacks, and shared a common wall with two cows. The proprietor Arturo Gallini lived upstairs with his wife and young son. While Arturo took care of the two businesses, Silvia served as postmistress, tended the house, garden, and cows. She also kept the bar and shop supplied with a mouth-watering array of panini: crusty breads filled with soft cheeses, thinly sliced meats, or marinated vegetables. 

As Pietro walked into the bar he could hear Leo giving his version of America’s Prohibition.

“How can this be?” asked one man. “It’s against the law to sell wine?” 

“And you want to go back to such a primitive land?” another asked.

Leo flipped his fingertips under his chin. “And why not? America is not so different from Italy. You give a little, you take a little, and nobody pays attention to the greedy government.” 

His words prompted a wave of discussion, with one table touting socialism and another, the merits of a rising politician named Benito Mussolini. Then Lucca Sasso, a carefree bachelor who couldn’t abide either group, put an ocarina to his lips and blew a familiar folk tune. When Leo’s companions went outside to wet the ground, he waved Pietro over. Arturo brought out more wine and glasses, which prompted Pietro to dig into his pocket. 

“No, no,” Leo said. “Tonight, I pay.” 

Together they raised their glasses. “Salute!”

“Come back with me,” Leo told Pietro. “If not to stay, then just to see. America was your dream too.”

Pietro shook his head. “Even the best of dreams don’t always come true. You understand, I have a family now.”

He sat through a second bottle of wine before claiming an upset stomach. Something he caught from Riccardo was the story he gave Leo. 

“Upset stomach, my ass,” Leo said. “No respectable man leaves his friends unless he has a lover waiting.”

Everyone laughed, including Pietro. 

Outside, Pietro leaned over a ground cover of urine, and brought up the warm wine churning his stomach acids. “For Giovanni,” he said aloud, offering up his discomfort as token retribution. He heaved again, this time for Isabella. It was after ten before he arrived at Serina’s, and for the first time she invited him into the bed she and Giovanni shared. 

“This morning I awoke with a song in my heart,” she said, her long hair dangling over his face. “Twice I changed my mutandine; I made them damp just thinking about tonight. For you I even changed the bed linens. I want nothing of Giovanni to witness our love.”

Love. Inwardly, Pietro cringed when she spoke of love. Love belonged to the memory of his parents, to his children, to his wife. Isabella had not questioned, in fact she seemed to enjoy, the subtle changes in their own intimacies. After Pietro dressed, Serina handed him another package. He told her he wouldn’t come back, a statement he repeated after each transgression. 

***
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At the end of June Giovanni kissed Serina’s turned cheek and promised this trip would be the last since his mama started eating again. After stopping to give Pietro the same news, Giovanni checked his pocket watch—enough time for a stop at Il Sole è la Luna. 

“A glass of wine before the bus,” he told Arturo, “to hold me until Ivrea.” 

Nearby, Leo Arnetti sat at a table of young bucks and empty bottles. 

“So, Leo, you’re really going back on Tuesday,” said Lucca Sasso. “Leaving all this, your friends and family.”

“I can’t afford to stay, not with my big promotion coming up. Better pay for easier work.” Leo leaned his head back and tossed a cordial of grappa. “You’re a smart man, Lucca. You could make it in America.”

“Me, I got my paradise right here.”

“So does Pietro. Or so he says.”

Lucca winked. “You think perhaps Pietro enjoys the pleasures of more than one paradise?” 

“I make no accusations, you understand,” Leo said, raising his voice. “But like I said before and more than once: no man leaves his drinking friends, unless he’s getting some extra honey. Maybe another man’s patacca.”

“If such an unsuspecting cornuto exists,” said one man, “he must be blind.”

“And have his head up his ass,” said another.

Their cuckold remarks generated a round of laughs, from everyone except Giovanni. And when he plopped his cap over a head of throbbing veins before stomping out the door, no one noticed except the amused Leo.

***
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On Saturday Pietro awoke to a blanket of fog and a pounding headache. He let the day pass without Serina and by evening he resolved to no longer be responsible for Giovanni’s happiness. And if Serina left, which Pietro hoped she would, he would comfort Giovanni, and later confess his sins. Not to the priest in Faiallo or Pont Canavese or Cuorgnè. In Rivarola, where nobody knew him and the priest supposedly had a lady friend. 

By Sunday morning heavy fog hanging over the foothills played havoc with Pietro’s head, swelling his sinuses and puffing his eyes and tickling his tonsils. Damp air crept into his bones and made his leg throb, just as Zia had predicted. He finished his morning chores and limped into the house. Isabella and the twins were already dressed in their studio-photograph clothes.

“Hurry, Pietro, or we’ll be late for Mass.”

“Go without me. This damn leg ...” he grumbled, affecting a shuffle that exceeded the intensity of his discomfort.

Isabella wet her thumb with saliva, and cleaned a smudge from Riccardo’s face while trying to persuade Pietro that the long walk would do him good.

“I can walk around here and lay down when I get tired,” he said. “Go without me or stay home and pray your rosary. Just give me some peace.” He did not look up when she passed by, the twins trailing behind. Pietro waited for them to disappear into the fog before he went outside. Isabella was right: the more he walked, the better he felt. And when the fog lifted, so did his limp. By then he had rounded the corner of Serina’s house and before he even knocked, her door swung open.

“I knew you would come,” she said, showing off her annoying smile. “If not for me, then for Giovanni.”

“No, this time for me—Pietro.” He crushed her body to his, dug his face in the hollow of her neck. She let out a soft moan. 

“Not here, Pietro.” She led him to the bedroom. 

“The bambina?”

“Will sleep for an hour if we’re quiet.”

It took ten minutes to soil the linens. As Pietro rolled off Serina, he glimpsed at the Blessed Virgin sheltered in a wall niche. He lay back and redirected his gaze to the ceiling where little strings of dust webs had multiplied with each romp in Giovanni’s bed.

“I gave Giovanni the antipasto,” Serina said. “You and I shared the main course. And if Maria cooperates, I’ll reward you some dolce.”

“After I leave, will you change the sheets?” 

“Change the sheets? Tonight, while Giovanni is grunting and puffing, I will roll in the juice you spilled this morning. I want to taste and smell you forever.”

“Won’t Giovanni suspect?”

“Only a woman would notice such details.”

Pietro leaned over his elbow. “What about those times in my bed, do you think Isabella ever suspected?”

“Pietro. If she did, you would not be here now. Nor would I be having so much fun.” 

She pushed Pietro back and straddled him. He grabbed a handful of hair and pulled her down, burying his face in her luscious breasts.
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