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Preface


This is the story of Mariastella Fortuna the Second, called Stella, formerly of Ievoli, a mountain village in Calabria, Italy, and lately of Connecticut, in the United States of America. Her life stretched over more than a century, and during that life she endured much bad luck and hardship. This is the story of how she never died.


Over the course of her hundred years, the second Stella Fortuna (I will tell you about the first in a little bit) would survive eight near-death experiences—or seven, depending on how you count them. She would be bludgeoned and concussed, she would asphyxiate, she would hemorrhage, and she would be lobotomized. She would be partially submerged in boiling oil, be split from belly to bowel on two unrelated occasions, and on a different day have her life saved only by a typo. Once she would almost accidentally commit suicide.


Was it fantastically bad luck that the second Stella encountered such danger or fantastically good luck she survived it? I can’t decide. In either case, it is rather a lot of adventure to pack into a single life story, but the Calabrese are a tough people. It is what we are known for, being stubborn beyond any reason and without any care for self or well-being. For so many centuries of our history we had so little we were able to fight for that this instinct is irrepressible: when we have set our mind on something, the force of our will is greater than the threat of disorder, disgrace, or death. What Stella Fortuna fought for so stubbornly was her life, seven (or eight) different times. I wish I could say no one ever faulted her for that.


 


Most of what I know about Stella’s extraordinary life story I learned from her little sister, Concettina, who is also still alive. She is in her late nineties now and goes by the name Tina Caramanico, “Tina” because “Concettina” was too old-fashioned for America, and “Caramanico” because here in the United States, she was told, a woman takes her husband’s surname instead of keeping her father’s.


Auntie Tina lives alone in the marshy lowlands of Dorchester, Connecticut, in a house her husband built for her in 1954. Her husband is dead, of course, so the only person she has to cook for is you when you come to her house. You probably don’t come to visit as often as you should, and when you do come to visit, it is offensive to Auntie Tina how little you’ll eat. All this seems like an Italian grandmother joke, but I assure you Tina Caramanico is quite serious. There are two ways to handle this overfeeding situation. You can yell at her to stop putting food on your plate, then feel guilty about yelling at an old woman. Or you can avoid the conflict, eat quietly, and suffer only physically afterward. The first time I brought my husband to meet her, Auntie Tina told me admiringly, “He eats so nicely.” This is a thing Italian grandmothers say about men who don’t yell at them during dinner.


It is hard to remember that Auntie Tina is in her upper nineties; she seems as pink and sweaty and vigorous as she was at sixty-five. Her brown eyes are milky but bright; her knuckles bulge with strength and the tendons of her hands stand out angry against the carpals, yearning for something to grip—a wooden spoon, a meat tenderizer, a great-nephew’s cheek. She shines with the perspiration of frantic activity at all times; she wears a mustache of sweat beads. She has shrunken with age—she is five two now, although she was once five seven, a tall woman in her day—but her arms are thick and muscular. She famously came over to “help clean” my cousin Lyndsay’s house when Lyndsay was pregnant and beat the braided kitchen rug so energetically that the rug uncoiled itself all over the back porch. At least, in the end, it was truly clean.


 


Family memory is a tricky thing; we repeat some stories to ourselves until we are bored of them, while others inexplicably fall away. Or maybe not inexplicably; maybe some stories, if remembered, would fit too uncomfortably into the present family narrative. One generation resists them, and then the generation that follows never knew them, and then they are gone, overwritten by the gentler sound bites.


I think this is why I was already grown up before I first heard the story of Stella Fortuna’s seven (or eight) almost-deaths. I was sitting at Auntie Tina’s table eating zucchini bread one afternoon when she first counted them out for me.


“Everyone knows about the Accident,” I remember her saying, “but do you know about the eggplant?”


“What eggplant?” I said, suspicious.


“The time Stella was almost killed by an eggplant.”


“By an eggplant?” I glanced out the window at the four-foot-long Sicilian zucchini hanging from the trellis in Auntie Tina’s backyard. I hadn’t heard of anyone’s life being imperiled by a vegetable before, but it didn’t seem out of the realm of possibility.


“Where you think she got those scars on her arms?”


And then there were six other times she almost died, too—six or maybe five. Auntie Tina ticked them off on her knobby beige fingers: the pigs; the schoolhouse; the boat, which was controversial; the rapist; the stupid doctor; the choking.


As Tina rattled through the litany of traumas, I was overcome by a warm nausea. How many times Stella had come so close—what surreal violence her body had endured. How statistically improbable that she should have survived. I listened to Tina’s list while the saliva dried from my mouth; the zucchini bread, which was quite dense to begin with, became difficult to swallow. I had that same helpless, dreadful feeling you have when you are sitting next to a coughing person on a bus and you know, you just know, you’ve caught whatever they’ve got. I had been infected by Tina’s story, the story of the life and deaths of Stella Fortuna.


“Auntie Tina,” I said when the list was concluded, “will you tell me again? So I can write it down?” I was already rummaging in her pencil-and-coupon drawer for an old phone bill envelope to take notes on.


She hesitated, looking at my poised pen. Later, when I knew the whole story, I would wonder what went through her head during that long moment. But the hesitation ended and she said, decisively, “I tell you again, and you write it down.”


“Yes, please,” I said. She was watching me out of her watery pink-rimmed eyes. I couldn’t tell if her expression was excited or doleful. “Tell me everything you remember.”


“Some parts of the story, they no nice,” she warned me, in all fairness.


But who ever understands or believes a warning like that?


 


Among my many sources, Tina Caramanico is the most important. I think finally, after all these years, she wanted to set the record straight. She knew better than anyone else, alive or dead, all of the details, because she had been there at Stella’s side the whole time. She has the most at stake—the most compelling reason to tell me the whole truth, but also the most compelling reason to hide it.


She is still there at Stella’s side now, although the sisters have not spoken to each other in thirty years.


 


Across the street from Tina’s little white ranch house, not forty yards away, Stella sits in an armchair by the picture window in her own little white ranch house. The arrangement is ideal for the estranged sisters to spy on each other, watching each other’s driveways to tally up which relative is coming to visit whom. Stella will sit in this window for most of the day, crocheting then taking apart the beginnings of blankets she’ll never finish. She is trapped in the prison of her mind, and so is the rest of her family, although no one but Stella knows exactly what the inside of that prison looks like.


Around 11 a.m., Stella will disappear from the picture window to go lie down for a while. At this time, Tina will fetch whatever food she has prepared for Stella’s lunch—a vegetable minestra or a plate of pork cutlets—hustle across the street, and let herself in through the back door. Tina will deposit the food on the stove and leave as quickly as she possibly can, what with being almost one hundred years old. Stella will only eat her sister’s cooking if they can all pretend she doesn’t know who made it. Later, Tina’s nephew Tommy will wash the pot or plate and walk it back across the street.


 


Stella Fortuna’s eighth almost-death, the one referred to as the Accident, occurred in December 1988, and resulted in a cerebral hemorrhage and a lifesaving lobotomy. This particular procedure was experimental at that time, and the surgeon said it was unlikely Stella would live; if she did, she would spend the rest of her life in a wheelchair with a feeding tube. The surgeon, as we know, was proven wrong; Stella, the survivor, survived yet again. But with thirty years of retrospective wisdom we can see that the Accident ruined lives—is still ruining them.


The hardest break—the most enigmatic—was between Stella and Tina. For sixty-seven years they’d been best friends, constant companions, but when Stella woke from her coma she refused to speak to her sister ever again, for reasons she hasn’t been able to explain. Or maybe it’s that no one has been willing to listen when she’s tried.


From the time they were children, Stella’s and Tina’s lives were stitched together, the warp and weft of the same fabric. For twenty-four years the sisters slept in the same bed, until marriage split them apart. After that, they lived in neighboring houses that overlooked the same swampy backyard, sharing meals and gossip every day for another forty years. What in Stella’s tampered-with mind made her turn on her sister? Tina, the sweet old woman who has cooked for Stella, cleaned up her messes, cried her tears for her for the ten long decades of their lives?


What could it be?


 


Auntie Tina’s lonely story—the selfless spurned sister, invisibly taking care of her lost best friend—has always drawn me to her. A human tragedy, I thought. As I have gotten older, though, I have realized there’s another tragedy, one in plain sight: Stella’s. The people who remember Stella Fortuna will remember the person she was for this last third of her life, demented and resented. I have seen how this thirty-year chore of looking after Stella has eroded her own family’s affections; when they tell stories about her, they remember the worst ones, although I don’t think they realize they are doing it. And I don’t blame them—it has not been an easy thirty years. Stella is not even dead—may never die at the rate she is going—but all the good she did in this world has already been forgotten and buried.


This is the reason I had to set my life aside to write this book. I hope the fruits of my obsession will be the disinterment of Stella Fortuna, an explication of her too-strange life and a restoration of her besmirched good name. I have tried to reconstruct here the pieces of her legacy that are missing from what is remembered by the living. What follows is my best effort, an effort that has relied heavily upon anecdotal recollections as well as my own research. To the family, friends, enemies, well-wishers, victims, neighbors, and other conoscenti of Mariastella Fortuna who have been so generous to me with their time and contributions, my most sincere gratitude. Any error in fact or judgment is entirely on the part of the author.


Brooklyn, New York, 2019
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I ligna cumu su fhanu e vrasce,


e l’agianti cumu su fhanu e cose.


A fire is as good as the wood being burned;


work is as good as the people who do it.


—calabrese proverb


 


Quandu u gattu un c’è i surici abbalanu.


When the cat’s not around the mice dance.


—calabrese proverb










Death 1


Burns (Cognitive Development)


The village of Ievoli, wedged into the cliff face on the highest plateau of a moderately sized mountain in central Calabria, was never very large. When Stella Fortuna was a little girl, in the days when Ievoli was at its most robust, there were only six hundred inhabitants crowded into the abutting stone cottages. But when I tell you Stella Fortuna was a special girl, I hope you aren’t thinking small-town special. Other people would underestimate Stella Fortuna during her long life, and not one of them didn’t end up regretting it.


First, there was her name, which no lesser woman could have stood up to. She’d been named after her grandmother, which was proper, but still; “Stella” and “Fortuna”—“star luck” or maybe even “lucky star”—what a terrifying thing to call a little girl. There’s no better way to bring down the Evil Eye than to brag about your good fortune; a name like Stella Fortuna was just asking for trouble. And whether or not you believe in the Evil Eye, you have to admit Stella had plenty of trouble.


“I’ve gotten out of plenty of trouble, too,” Stella would often remind her mother, Assunta. Assunta was a great worrywart, if not a great disciplinarian.


Yes, Stella Fortuna stuck out, and not only for her name. There were also her looks. At sixteen, when she left Ievoli to go to America, Stella Fortuna was the most beautiful girl in the village. She had grand breasts that trembled when she laughed and jounced hypnotically when she tramped down the steep mountain road that cut through the village center. Stella had inherited these breasts from her mother; her younger sister, Cettina, had been less successful in the heredity department and acquired only her mother’s derriere, which, it should be said, was nothing to sneeze at. Stella had clear, tanned cheeks as smooth as olives, and her pursed lips looked as pink and yielding as the fleshy insides of a ripe fig—essentially Stella was a fruit salad of Ievolitan male desires. She had her scars, it’s true, the crescent cut into her brow and the stitch marks up her arms, but scars become alluring when you know where they came from, and in a village the size of Ievoli everyone knows everything. Stella was effortlessly provocative and categorically unaccommodating. When she stepped into the street for the evening stroll, the chiazza fell silent, breathtaken, but Stella Fortuna didn’t notice or care. The soft curves of her figure distracted ambitious men and boys from the ruthlessness of her dark eyes, and she cut down and made fools out of the unwise.


Stella’s desirability mattered little to Stella herself. She’d already decided she would never marry and didn’t care to use her looks to attract suitors. She scandalized good, obedient Cettina with her rough treatment of the hopefuls. Later the sisters would spend thirty years locked in a blood feud, it’s true, but no one in the world saw that coming, and when they were girls they were the best of friends. Prospective suitors approached them together, because they were always together.


“You have to be nicer, Stella!” Cettina would tell her sister fearfully. She was the younger of the Fortuna girls, but she worried about Stella almost as much as Assunta did. What with Stella’s bad luck, it was no wonder. “They call you a bitch!”


“Whose problem is that?” Stella would reply. “Not mine.”


Stella wasn’t exactly vain about her appearance—she had never even seen her reflection in a mirror—but it did give her great satisfaction to know she was the prettiest. Stella liked power, and her charisma was one of the greatest powers available to her, one of the few powers a young woman in a southern Italian village could possibly wield in these years between the wars.


Third, she had natural smarts. Stella liked to be the best, and she was the best at most things. She was the best needlewoman in the village; her silkworms produced the most silk and she could shuck the most chestnuts during a harvest day’s piecework at Don Mancuso’s orchards. She was quick with numbers and could make combinations in her mind; her memory was keen and she never lost an argument because she could always quote back what her opponent said better than they could themselves. She was gentle with animals and even the damn hens laid more eggs when she was the one to feed them in the morning. She was not the best cook, so she did not cook at all—it was important to know your limitations and not waste time attempting to do poorly what you could have someone else do for you. Stella was quick-witted and self-sufficient, not to be trifled with or taken advantage of. She had inherited her mother’s discipline and her father’s pervasive distrust, which made her hardworking but wily. Stella Fortuna got things done. You hoped she was working with you, not against you.


Fourth—and this is what her Calabrese village respected most about her and the thing that got her in the most trouble when she left—Stella Fortuna was tough. Life had tried to take her down, and Stella Fortuna had resisted. Each bad thing that happened to her only made her more stubborn, more retaliatory, less compromising. Stella allowed for no weakness in herself and she had no tolerance for weakness in others. Except, of course, in her mother, who required special dispensations.


By the time she was sixteen, when she left Ievoli, Stella Fortuna had already almost died three times—hence all those great scars. I will tell you about the Ievolitan deaths now. They have been referred to affectionately by her family as “the eggplant attack,” “that time with the pigs,” and “the haunted door.” They’re the weirdest of Stella’s death stories, in my opinion, but of course they would be; everything was a little weirder in a remote mountain village a hundred years ago. Modernity has stripped some of the magic out of the ways we live and die.


[image: ]


Ievoli was a secret that had kept itself for two hundred years. Like most other Calabrian villages, Ievoli was poor and deliberately inaccessible, with no roads to connect it to any other village, only donkey paths cut into the mountains’ discreetly bushy mimosa and mistletoe. The Ievolitani didn’t have much, but they were safe from the barbarians, the invaders, the outside world—from everyone but one another. Well, and the brigands who lived in the forests, stole the occasional goat, and accosted travelers. Another reason not to leave the village.


The men of Ievoli were contadini, day laborers who followed the sun to whatever field was in harvest, whichever rich landowner was paying. They had no land of their own. The men earned just about enough to keep their families alive, as long as their wives provided all the food from their terraced mountain gardens and as long as their children went to work in the fields as soon as they were smart enough.


Calabria is a land of improbable mountaintop towns like Ievoli, their streets so steep that to walk up them is nearly to crawl on one’s hands and knees. The Calabresi built these inaccessible villages defensively. For two thousand years, Calabria was besieged—by Romans, who stripped away all her timber; Byzantines, who made the whole region Orthodox; North African Saracens, who made it Muslim; castle-building Normans, who made it Catholic; Bourbons, Angevins, Habsburgs; and, finally, Italians. Each wave of conquerors slaved, pillaged, feasted, and despoiled, thrashing their way through the lush olive and citrus groves with their swords out, splashing blood and DNA over the fertile hillsides. Our people fled the pirates and the rapists and the feudalists, taking refuge in the mountains. Now nesting in these absurdly steep villages is a way of life, although the threats of malaria and Saracens have abated somewhat these days, depending on whom you ask.


There is evidence of the conquerors’ passing in the faces of the Calabresi, a many-colored people, in their languages and their cuisine. The landscape is studded with Norman castles as well as the ruins of Greek temples built three centuries before the birth of Christ. The Calabresi carry on, unmoved, among these remnants of past conquerors, for they have never been masters of their own homeland.


 


Stella Fortuna is like most women in that you can’t understand her life story if you don’t understand her mother’s. Stella loved her mother more than anything in the world, tough Stella with her cold stony heart. But everyone loved Assunta. She was a saint, as every person who remembers her will tell you—and there are people who remember her still. In Italian mountain villages, hearts are strong, and those who survive life’s surprises live a very long time.


Assunta was born in Ievoli on the feast of the Assumption of the Most Blessed Virgin, Santissima Maria, Madre di Dio, August 15, 1899—hence her name, Assunta, from the word Assunzione. She was a devoutly religious woman, the kind who prayed extra to make up for the fact that her husband did not. There were lots of such women in Ievoli; I suspect there still are. Assunta was raised by her mother, Maria, to have pure, all-sustaining faith in Jesus Christ and in God’s heaven, where she would someday ascend after death if she did exactly what the priest told her to. Assunta was no casually obedient churchgoer; she believed. At mass, especially when she was in her early teens, in those hormonally violent years of incipient womanhood, she was often overcome with emotion when she contemplated the suffering heart of the Most Blessed Virgin and would begin to sob in her pew. Assunta had voluminous, spectacular emotions that only grew more impressive as she got older. Her weeping displays were one of two reasons her daughter Stella would vow never, ever to cry, and kept her vow for forty-eight years.


Now the reason Assunta married Antonio Fortuna when she was only fourteen years old—on the young side even back then—was because her father died suddenly, leaving his women in a tight spot. No matter how hard a contadino works the padrone’s land his whole life, he owns only his labor; when he dies he most likely has nothing to leave behind for his wife. Assunta had very little dowry, and the longer she lived with her widowed mother, the less they would both have. It would be better if Assunta were the responsibility of another household.


But it also seemed that she was ready for marriage. She had a matronly aspect about her, not least because of the aforementioned bosoms Stella would inherit from her. Assunta had a nurturing presence and an assuredness of carriage. She had a memorable face, with large dark eyes shaped like upside-down crescent moons that cupped her round cheeks. She was a striking womanly girl. When neighbor ladies came to visit they started thinking about which of the young men in the village she might marry, or maybe a young man from Galli or Polverini or Marcantoni, where so-and-so had an eligible cousin.


In the end Assunta married a young man from Tracci, an hour’s walk south. Antonio Fortuna was seventeen years old, a stone layer who came to Ievoli to build the new schoolhouse. Assunta saw him often, lunching with the men under the single fat, ancient tree in the church chiazza. Antonio followed Assunta with his lascivious eye when she came to the well to get water. She liked the look of him, broad-shouldered and strong, a meaty young man with a crazed cap of shiny black curls, and she liked that he expressed interest in her. She never gave him her handkerchief, however. Assunta was shy of boys and had been successfully trained to channel that groin-tightening teenage energy into concentrating on Mother Mary’s virginity while reciting the rosary. She was the kind of girl who liked love songs but never thought of herself when she sang them.


Assunta didn’t say anything about the handsome young stone layer to her mother, because what was there to say? But it all came out in the way things do: one of the Ievoli stone layers mentioned to his wife that Antonio Fortuna, son of Giuseppe Fortuna from Tracci, had been giving the eye to Assunta, poor dead Francescu Mascaro’s youngest daughter. Then the wife went over to pay a visit to Assunta’s mother, and mentioned the boy from Tracci—and then, well. When you talk about something enough, pretty soon it comes about. Even though Assunta and Antonio had never spoken to each other, everyone else had spoken to each of them about the other so much it seemed like they had already decided everything without saying anything at all.


That was the whole of the courtship. It doesn’t sound like much, but it was very exciting for Assunta, who spent that winter sewing her nervous energy into her rather rushed trousseau, warming up to her mental picture of herself standing in her own kitchen surrounded by babies, enduring the premature and stomach-curdling mourning of her soon-to-be-lost virginity. There wasn’t a long formal engagement because the young men had started to be called up for obligatory military service. It didn’t suit anyone for the couple to wait until whenever Antonio might be allowed to come home, so Assunta and Antonio were married in February 1914, three months after first speaking to each other.


 


On the day they were married, a rare snow came down from the Sila mountains. As Assunta climbed up the hill to the church for the ceremony, her sister Rosina used one of the table runners Assunta had embroidered for her trousseau to protect the bride’s black dress. Hailstones collected like salt in the baskets of mustazzoli cookies the flower girl, Assunta’s nine-year-old sister-in-law Mariangela, handed out to the mass-goers.


The couple’s wedding night was spent in their new home, a basement apartment of a stone house terraced into the mountainside on the third alley off via Fontana. The basement apartment faced the olive valley, and wooden boards had been jammed into the hillside to form a steep stair leading down from the street. Antonio had arranged to rent the basement from the owner, a widow named Marianina Fazio, for terms that included Assunta’s help with the cleaning and the garden. The apartment was difficult to fumigate because there was no chimney, only the wide windows, which, when thrown open, looked out directly onto the widow’s hens and two spotted goats.


The newlyweds’ first night in the basement apartment, the wet air was thick with the smell of chicken feathers. The exposed stone walls were damp to the touch, and Assunta lay awake for a long time, picking at the mortar with her fingernail and thinking about the strangeness of being so close to a snoring man, the strangeness of the night shadows in the unfamiliar corners, the strangeness of what hurt.


In the middle of the night, there was a screaming outside their window, a human but inhuman shriek that woke Antonio and Assunta from their awkward first shared sleep. Antonio pulled on his trousers and scrambled to light the lamp.


The awful scream sounded again before they had reached the door. It took Assunta precious heartbeats to understand what she saw through the gauze of falling snow: standing over the still-heaving carcass of one of the widow’s white goats, two gray, long-faced wolves. They must have come down from the Sila forest because of the snow—they were driven to these parts only when they were starving. Their mouths were red and their eyes small and black in their pointed faces. A gelatinous white fog filled the courtyard between them like a cloudy aspic and snowflakes caught in the wolves’ ruffs as the four of them stood looking at one another.


Antonio, man of the house, was frozen in fear or perhaps disorientation. Assunta, who was, rightly or wrongly, not afraid of wolves, grabbed the iron fire poker from the floor, ducked under Antonio’s arm, and ran outside barefoot. “Go away!” she cried, lunging at the closest beast, who crouched and growled but gave ground before she did. “Away!” It was just as well she didn’t stand by, because for the rest of their fifty-five-year marriage her husband would almost never be around to drive the wolves away.


Luckily for the newlyweds, the screams of the dying goat had woken the neighbors, and men rushed to the Fortunas’ aid with their own shovels and axes. By the time they had driven the wolves off, plenty of witnesses could tell the story: Assunta in her matrimonial nightgown and Antonio bare-chested in the snow, fighting off the wedding-night wolves. There might be other beasts about, so while Gino Fragale from two houses down helped Antonio gut and skin the goat carcass for the dismayed widow Marianina, Assunta brought the chickens inside and shut them in her kitchen. Then she tried to scrub away as much of the goat’s blood as she could with only snow and her broom; she didn’t want the scent luring the wolves back. Assunta and Antonio spent the rest of their wedding night listening to the flustered chickens scratching at the stone floor.


 


Eight months after the Fortunas married, Antonio left to join the army regiment in Catanzaro. An army enrollment officer had come through Ievoli in the summer to make sure all the eligible men had been registered for the draft. The young nation of Italy was building an army to reassume its rightful place as a world power—you remember, that rightful place it had relinquished sixteen hundred years earlier, back when those Visigoths sacked the great imperial city of Rome. Not that Assunta had any notion of Roman history or the cataclysm that was already tearing Europe apart.


When he left for the army, Antonio didn’t promise to send his wife letters. He could read and write but didn’t like to; Assunta could not read or write at all. She assumed he would come back to her if he lived, but only il Signore, God the Father, knew how long he’d be gone.


Assunta, who was six months pregnant, walked with Antonio down the mountain to the railroad station, which was in Feroleto, the largest town in their cluster of villages. Maria led the donkey with Antonio’s pack tied to its back. It was not a very romantic good-bye; when the train came, Antonio kissed his wife’s cheeks, hoisted his pack, and disappeared into one of the carriages. Assunta had learned during her young marriage that Antonio was not a romantic man, although he was certainly a sexual one.


The women stood on the platform until the train rumbled down the mountain toward far-off Catanzaro. Assunta cried silently, open-eyed, her tears sliding off her cheeks and landing on the protrusion of her belly. She was crying because a part of her was relieved at Antonio’s going away, at not having to cater to his insatiable alimentary and sexual appetites, which had become very trying when she was tired from the pregnancy. She felt guilty for feeling this way. As, the priest told her at confession, she should.


 


The baby came on the afternoon of January 11, 1915. Assunta woke up with some cramping and then her water broke as she was cleaning out the fireplace. She mopped up the mess nervously, wondering if she should waddle down the mountain to tell her mother, or if then she wouldn’t be able to climb back up via Fontana to her own house to give birth. Her anxiety over this decision paralyzed her, but luckily Maria and Rosina dropped in for a visit of their own accord. That’s what life in a village is like; if you haven’t seen someone all day, you go and check on them.


The older women heated water and hung mint over the bed to ward off the Evil Eye. They gripped Assunta by the elbows and made her walk in circles. They helped her use her chamber pot and fed her a chamomile infusion to relax her muscles and her mind. In the late afternoon, when the contractions were starting to come closer, Ros went up to the church to fetch the nun, Suora Letizia. The suora was very holy and knew women’s medicine, even though she had never had any children herself. She had attended many births over her sixty-five years and had seen all kinds of things, babies born feetfirst and babies tangled in their cords and babies that turned out to be twins. Her lilting northern accent soothed laboring mothers. Everyone felt better with her there.


Assunta was nervous and did not want to die, which was a possibility. Maria and Ros were not nervous, though, because they had total faith in God and His will. Assunta knew she should have had this faith, too, and as she worried about dying she also worried about worrying about dying. But the baby was born absolutely without incident, with only as much pain and misery as every mother experiences in a healthy birth. It was a pink, fat little girl with a patch of black hair that covered the whole top of her head. Her eyes were light brown, like her father’s.


Antonio had left instructions for how his child was to be named: Giuseppe if it was a boy, after Antonio’s father, and Mariastella if it was a girl, after Antonio’s mother. The child was not an hour old before her mother had shortened Mariastella to Stella. “My little star,” Assunta said, because it was too easy to say, because the baby was too beautiful.


Maria and Ros blessed the baby and performed the cruce incantation to banish the Evil Eye. They were, as mentioned, women of total faith who trusted wholly in the saving grace of Jesus, but from a practical standpoint it never hurt to back up His good efforts with a little mountain witchcraft.


 


In May 1915, when Assunta’s meticulously cultivated bean garden was in full purple and yellow flower, the news arrived that Italy had gone to war against Austria. Infant Stella was four months old and splendidly fat; she had the kind of heavy-cheeked dangling baby face that sat smiling directly on her own chest. This was, needless to say, very popular with all the neighbor ladies, who came over to affectionately press those cheeks with their lips and fingers. Stella’s mother had no way of guessing how short these golden days of baby fat would be or of the privation that was coming.


“How long does a war take?” Assunta asked her brother, Nicola, when he brought her the news.


Nicola didn’t have an answer for this. He had avoided the draft by virtue of his age—he was thirty-five, separated from Assunta by the four babies their mother had lost at birth—but Ievoli had sent seventeen ragazzi, a generation, and no family in the village was unaffected.


In June, the same day little Stella sat up all by herself without any help from her exuberant mother, Assunta received a letter from Antonio, which Nicola read out for her. Antonio’s division was being sent north, to the Austrian border. The letter was at least a month old.


 


During the war, there were two years of famine. The winter of 1916–17 was the harshest on record, with documented snowfall of eight meters in the Isonzo River valley, where the boys were fighting. Spring simply never broke, and winter extended into 1918, when some of the contested peaks in the Alps thawed for the first time and revealed brigades of corpses that had been buried in snowdrifts for eighteen months.


At home in Ievoli, the abortive growing season yielded only half the usual wheat; after the war tariff was collected, Assunta cried. She wished she could believe this wheat being taken away from her would somehow make its way to Antonio on the Austrian front, but as the taxman’s donkey pulled his cart down the road toward Pianopoli, she couldn’t suppress the notion that he was just another mountain brigand, extorting with a wax-sealed order from the king instead of a rifle.


Assunta’s orto struggled in the unseasonably cold summer; potatoes were small and tomatoes refused to ripen and wrinkled on the vine. As summer withered into fall, there was almost nothing to eat. There were stories of housewives scraping the powdery stucco off their walls to replace the flour they didn’t have. But Assunta’s walls weren’t stuccoed, and they weren’t her walls, anyway.


In her seventeen years Assunta had never known this kind of hunger. She had no money, no father or husband to provide for her, and no way to earn money herself; she could not control the weather or make the garden fruit. She felt as helpless as a child, but now she had a child. Every day seemed like it must be the worst it could get, but then sometimes it got even worse.


Little Stella had grown into a bashful, gentle-tempered toddler who rarely cried. She took without complaint the strange and increasingly desperate things Assunta fed her: mashed fava beans one day, then a minestra cooked from their leftover pods the next. Onions fried in olive oil but no bread to eat them on. Broths made from pine bark or bitter mountain herbs. Unripe oranges she stole from the gullies off the side of the road to Tracci and which she stewed until the rinds were soft enough to swallow. Assunta boiled the last of her supply of chestnuts from the fall harvest, drinking off the thinly flavored water and feeding the nuts to little Stella only when they had turned to mush. On many days Assunta did without, relishing the growling in her stomach as proof that there was no sacrifice she had not made on the bambina’s behalf.


Assunta did her best. She got by; her baby grew. When Stella got too big for her infant dress, there was no cloth to make her a bigger one. Instead Assunta stitched together old kitchen linens, and Stella learned to walk in a dress that had once wiped the table. Around them, the whole village grew thinner. The farm animals dwindled and disappeared, even the ones that wouldn’t normally be eaten—the donkeys, for example; Calabresi love their donkeys more than they love their wives, as the old song goes. Even Maria’s old ciucciu did not survive the war. I’m not sure what happened to her—I can’t imagine Maria or sentimental Ros killing and cooking her, but I’ve also never gone hungry.


The dark years passed, and Ievoli prayed. One by one, the new widows and grieving mothers replaced their red pacchiana skirts with black mourning ones.


 


The war against Austria ended on November 3, 1918. A messenger on horseback rode to all the parishes along the road from Nicastro with the news. At sundown the bells rang in the campanile of each church so the countryside echoed with the thanks of the living and the prayers for the dead. Ievoli had lost eleven young men—a terrible price for a tiny hamlet to absorb. One family, Angelo and Franceschina who lived off the road to Pianopoli, lost all three of their sons as well as two nephews, one on his side, one on hers.


Assunta and Ros took little Stella to Feroleto to meet the train that was carrying home the soldiers. Assunta wasn’t sure what time it would arrive and was afraid of being late, so the women headed out at dawn. There was no donkey to help with Antonio’s bag this time. Stella walked half the journey on her own stubby legs and let Assunta carry her for the remainder.


Assunta was quietly panicked about seeing her husband. She wasn’t sure if she remembered what he looked like. She sang to Stella, bouncing the little girl on one hip to quell her own nerves. The station was crowded with women and old men, almost everyone clothed entirely in black. While they waited for the train, Assunta walked with Stella up and down the cobblestoned chiazza, which curved around the mountain like a barbican keeping a strategic eye on the valley below. Assunta and Stella peered in the artisans’ shops. The bambina greeted the shopkeepers politely, buon jurno, like she’d been taught, and the artisans laughed and said how smart the little girl was, benedic’, God bless.


The train arrived shortly after the bells of Santa Maria had rung ten o’clock. It had been traveling all through the night and the night before that, a grueling slow journey from Trieste to Rome and then to Napoli, stopping in each village to unload veterans and caskets. Finally the train had made it to Calabria, the farthest part of the peninsula from where the war had been, to deposit the last of the survivors. The returning soldiers from Feroleto, Pianopoli, and all the smaller surrounding towns filed off the train. Assunta searched their faces, wondering with a fresh lurch of terror which was Antonio. They all looked like they might have been him, and yet none of them looked exactly right.


Assunta stood dumbly, but clever Rosina called out Antonio’s nickname, “Tonnon!,” and a man was striding toward them. This Antonio looked like the older, leaner brother of the Antonio Assunta had married. His face was taut and his silhouette reduced. He was no longer the strapping, meaty young man who had gone to war. But he exhibited no visible scars except, if you looked closely, the perpetually flaking patches of skin on the tops of his ears from an old frostbite.


“Antonio,” Assunta said. She tried to smile, but she hiccupped with tears. She hadn’t remembered him as handsome but here he was, so handsome, strong though thinned, darkness sparkling in his amber eyes. She had her man back when so many women would never see theirs again. God forgive her for enjoying his absence.


He kissed her cheeks, left then right. He had many days’ stubble on his face. “Is this my daughter?” he said. He kissed Stella’s cheek. “Mariastella, my daughter.”


Stella turned away and buried her face in Assunta’s chest. Ros laughed and grasped Antonio’s arm so he would bend over to kiss her cheeks. “She’s shy,” Ros told him. “But she’s very happy you’re home. Aren’t you, Stella, my little star?” Stella peeked at her aunt Ros, but wouldn’t look at her father. “She’s been talking about you all morning, saying, ‘I’m going to see Papa soon, where’s Papa,’ haven’t you, Stella?” It was the kind of lie that aunts tell.
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The three Fortunas lived together as a family for five days.


The day Antonio came home, they all ate lunch together in Maria’s house, all the Mascaro women and Nicola and his family. Antonio was quiet and drank copiously through the meal, then leaned heavily on Assunta’s arm on the way back up the hillside. As soon as they were inside their basement, Antonio locked the door and pushed Assunta onto the bed. He lifted her skirts and entered her without even removing his trousers. His wife, surprised, was unready and dry, and the act itself took longer than she remembered it had in the first year of their marriage, which suddenly felt like a very long time ago, a forgotten world and lifestyle.


Assunta endured in silence, her mind tortured by the thought that little Stella was watching them, that she should stop her husband, but that she couldn’t stop her husband, not when he had been gone for more than three years, when he’d waited this long, when this was her duty to him. Assunta had become so used to her chastity that it hadn’t even crossed her mind that she would have to give herself to her husband in the same room where her daughter slept. Would it be like this from now on? She turned her face to the wall, trying not to see Stella’s wide, inquiring eyes.


When it was over, Antonio fell so heavily asleep that Assunta struggled against the dead weight of his legs to pull off his boots. She spent the afternoon cleaning the apartment and urging Stella to play quietly. Assunta needn’t have hushed the baby; nothing would have woken her husband.


His second day home, Antonio slept. Well-wishers came over, wanting to kiss his cheeks and bless him and cry and ask questions about their boys who hadn’t come back or other boys they had heard about—Assunta thought this through and understood how terrible that kind of affection might be for Antonio. She closed and bolted the windows and the door to discourage visitors. Some people, of course, still knocked. She would open the top half of the door and shoo them away. “Tomorrow,” she would whisper, “or the day after.” Meanwhile she cooked so that when her husband woke up hungry he could be served immediately. She had no bread to offer him—no flour, still, this winter—and fretted over how to make a minestra from the withered potatoes and dried fruits in her stockpile. Little Stella watched her somberly. She understood the gravity of the task.


His third day in Ievoli, Antonio was ready to leave again. “We are going to Nicastro,” he told his wife. He had a small but meaningful amount of money, active duty severance, and he had already decided how he wanted to spend it.


It was a Thursday, and not so cold for early December. Assunta did not see why they had to go to Nicastro right then, but now that she had a husband again it was her sacred duty as a Christian woman to do as he told her. “I will bring the baby to my mother,” she said.


“No, Mariastella must come with us,” Antonio said. That was part of the errand. “Get her dressed.”


“She can’t walk all that way,” Assunta protested. It was at least two hours on foot; Assunta herself had only been to Nicastro twice in her life. She thought of the broad palm-lined boulevards and the strange men who would be sitting in the bars lining the corso. A terrifying place for a child.


“I’ll carry her,” Antonio said.


The thing he had in mind was a family portrait. It had become an obsession of his during the snowy days in the Alps. Some men had brought photographs with them, and by the end of the war Antonio remembered what other men’s wives looked like, but not his own. He had decided that when you have a family you should have something to show for them.


The Nicastro portraitist fit in a sitting for the Fortuna family even though they didn’t have an appointment, which wasn’t something Antonio had thought of. The photographer was used to people like Antonio, bumpkins from the mountain villages who showed up at his shop with only word-of-mouth notions about what would happen there. Between all the boys going off to war and all the emigrants sailing for the Americas, people needed tokens to remember one another by, and he had been doing a lot of business even through the privation of the last few years.


Many of the people who came to be photographed were poor and even their best clothing looked shabby, so the portraitist kept a chest of clothes, four women’s dresses in different colors and sizes, two full men’s suits, and lots of children’s outfits, since sometimes men brought their whole large family. He didn’t charge extra for use of his costumes; he didn’t want people complaining that the photograph he’d taken looked bad, even if the reason was the appearance of the subject rather than the quality of the photo. The portraitist showed the Fortunas how they might pose and suggested they do their best to keep the baby still; they would only have one shot.


The photograph wouldn’t be ready for a week. Antonio could pay half the fee now and the other half when he came to pick up the photo. Or he could pay the full cost plus an extra fee and have the photograph delivered, but the portraitist warned this might take longer, since it depended on when he had enough delivery orders to justify a trip up to the mountain villages. Antonio chose the former; he was not one to waste money when there was another option, however inconvenient.


 


The next day, the fourth day Antonio was home in Ievoli, the Fortunas set out after lunch for Tracci to visit Antonio’s family. Antonio had Assunta pack the present they had bought in Nicastro—a pickling jar, the famous white ceramic from the town of Squillace, painted with flowers and leaves in ochre, yellow, and green—as well as anything she might want to spend the night. Tracci was an hour’s walk from Ievoli, and Assunta wished they could return after dinner rather than stay overnight. But there had been trouble with brigands lately, and Assunta hardly wanted to expose her daughter to the evil night winds that carried diseases like cholera. Only the malicious walked about after sunset, breathing the poisonous night air so that they could in turn infect others. Assunta was not malicious.


As they walked, Assunta rehearsed things she could say to Antonio’s mother, whom she barely knew. Mariastella Callipo had come to visit Assunta and Stella in Ievoli only once during the war. The visit had been awkward; Assunta found the older woman harsh and difficult to communicate with. Antonio’s mother was the type who always wore black, although she wasn’t widowed, and even on feast days. It was a dour form of Christian modesty Assunta knew she should have admired but which nonetheless struck her as backward. Mariastella Callipo made her daughters do the same—when Assunta thought of Antonio’s family she always pictured the mother and sisters lined up in the identical black dresses and veils they had worn to Assunta’s wedding, even little Mariangela, who had been Assunta’s flower girl.


Three years later, on this December afternoon in 1918, Assunta, Antonio, and little Stella arrived in Tracci in the middle of the postlunch siesta, when the streets were empty, silent except for muted kitchen noises, the sloshing and pounding and scraping of wifely cleanup, that filtered through the wooden-shuttered windows.


It took a long time for Assunta’s mother-in-law to answer the door. The elder Mariastella was a tall woman of about forty with a deeply trenched brow and a squinting expression. All her hair had turned white since Assunta had last seen her.


“Oh, you’re back,” Antonio’s mother said. She proffered her cheek for a kiss, then she gestured them into the house, where without further comment she sat down at the table and picked up an in-progress sewing project. Assunta was disconcerted by this unemotional reunion. After her son, flesh of her flesh, had been away at war for years? Had she not feared for his life, prayed for him every day, the way Assunta had?


The Fortunas’ house was old, the kind of house they didn’t build anymore for fear of bad ventilation, with a ceiling so low Assunta could reach up and touch it. There was only one window, facing the street. On the bed that filled half the interior sat a girl jiggling a baby sibling in her lap. Assunta recognized the girl as Mariangela, Antonio’s sister, who must be thirteen by now. Antonio kissed Mariangela’s cheeks and touched the baby’s head, then left to find his father in the garden a little ways down the mountain.


Assunta unwrapped the Squillace ceramic and showed it to the elder Mariastella, who set aside her sewing long enough to place it on a shelf. Then, feeling clumsy in the silence, Assunta said, “Did you see how big my Mariastella is?”


It was the baby’s cue to show off a little, but she was shy. Stella clutched her skirt in both hands and twisted from side to side, staring at the floor.


“Stella, go salute your nonna,” Assunta said. “Can you go give her a kiss?”


Stella crossed the room obediently and her grandmother Mariastella stooped to receive the baby’s shining wet lips on her cheek. “Did you know,” Assunta told Stella as the little girl rushed back toward the safety of her mother, “you are named after your Nonna Mariastella, this nonna right here?”


Stella put a finger in her mouth to cover her bashfulness. The elder Mariastella waved jerkily to the little girl; Assunta felt a pang of compassion for this age-toughened woman who was so awkward, even with her grandchildren.


“And this is your Aunt Mariangela, Stella,” Assunta said, turning Stella by her shoulders to face her adolescent aunt and the infant she was rocking. “Can you say hello to your zia?”


“Ciao, Zia,” Stella said.


Mariangela smiled. Her hair was greasy and there was a red splatter of pimples over her forehead and chin, but her large, dark eyes were beautiful, Assunta thought.


“What’s this one’s name?” Assunta asked, pointing to the baby, who she guessed to be three or four months old.


“Angela,” Mariangela said.


“Oh, almost like you,” Assunta said, wondering why the sisters had been given such similar names. “Stella, see the little baby? That’s your Aunt Angela. Isn’t that funny, that you have a little auntie who is even littler than you?”


Stella laughed and then hid her face in her mother’s skirt. Assunta cupped her daughter’s round head, feeling the heat radiating from Stella’s scalp. “Don’t be shy,” she said. “Someday your Auntie Angela will be bigger and you can play together.”


“Not Angela like me,” Mariangela corrected Assunta. She lowered the sleeping baby so Stella could see her. “She’s named Angela for my mother who died.”


Assunta hesitated, looking at her mother-in-law for clarification, but the older woman was busy with her piece of linen and didn’t make eye contact. “Your mother who died?” Assunta repeated.


“Yes, she died when I was little.” Mariangela watched Assunta intently. “I was only three. But I can remember her. Only a little bit, but I can remember.”


Assunta’s mother-in-law stood suddenly, dropped her sewing on the bed, and walked outside, letting the bottom half of the split door bang heavily behind her. She did not like this conversation.


“I didn’t know,” Assunta said. “I’m so sorry.” The girl said nothing further, so Assunta asked tentatively, “How did she die?”


Mariangela looked down at her baby sister in her lap. “Giving birth to a baby, who also died.”


“I’m sorry,” Assunta said again. “What a shame.” Was Mariangela saying that the elder Mariastella was not actually her mother? Did that make her Antonio’s stepmother, too? Was that why she seemed so cold with him?


Assunta thought of one of her mother’s proverbs: I guai da pignata i sapa sulu a cucchjiara cchi c’è vota, the problems inside the pot are known only by the spoon who stirs it. In other words, only a family can know all its own secrets. Assunta should mind her own business, her mother would have scolded her. But her husband’s family was also her daughter’s family; didn’t that make it Assunta’s business?


“Where are your brothers?” Assunta asked Mariangela carefully.


“They must be playing in the chiazza, I think.”


“What about the big ones?” There were two teenage boys, Assunta knew; she wished she could remember their names—now it seemed to her strange that Antonio never spoke of them. “Are they working?”


“They went to l’America last year,” the girl said after a long hesitation. “Mamma didn’t want them to get called to war like Tonnon.”


Now Mariangela had called Mariastella “Mamma” despite having just said the woman wasn’t her mother. Was it possible the girl was crazy, or confused?


Assunta let the matter drop.


The visit passed slowly. It was the feast of San Nicola, and they all went to evening mass at the tiny Tracci chapel, a relief for Assunta because it was a way to make the tedious hours with her in-laws pass. After, they returned to the Fortuna house and Mariastella boiled water for pasta, a holiday treat for which she used the last of a precious sack of flour. The woman was finally warming up to the idea that this was a special occasion. Nevertheless, as the sun set and Mariastella Callipo cut dough into strips to twist into gemelli, Assunta regretted that it was too late for her and Antonio to take the baby home to Ievoli.


 


That night was the worst, long hours of boredom and anxiety during which Assunta was unable to keep her eyes closed. They all lay together in the one wide bed: Mariangela against the wall, then infant Angela with Mariastella the elder, then Assunta’s father-in-law, then Antonio, and finally Assunta, rigid so as not to fall off the mattress. Stella lay on her mother’s chest and was restless all night. The little boys, Luigi and Egidio, made room for the guests by sleeping on the floor.


Assunta was not used to so many people sleeping in the same place. The bed had the dank, clotted smell of many years’ worth of unlaundered sleep. Assunta had found a flea on her leg while they were eating dinner and now couldn’t escape the thought that the dirty bed was crawling with vermin. But she had no choice but to lie there and offer up her body to them until it was light enough to take her daughter home.


In the murky twilight that comes an hour before dawn, Assunta heard the infant Angela start to fuss. There was maternal murmuring from the far side of the bed, and then fabric sliding against skin as her mother sat up to soothe her. Assunta heard the familiar wet sounds of a baby suckling, barely audible over the steady, damp snoring of Mariastella the elder, who Assunta was certain was not awake. The baby Angela wasn’t thirteen-year-old Mariangela’s sister; she was her daughter.


 


The next morning, Antonio and Assunta set off for Ievoli as soon as it was light enough to see the road. Assunta was desperate to be home. She wanted to strip off all their clothes and check the baby for lice and fleas.


As they followed the donkey path through the gully between the villages, Assunta got up the courage to say to Antonio, “I didn’t know your mother died when you were little.”


“What the hell are you talking about?” Antonio turned away from her, glaring into the olive valley. “My mother didn’t die. My mother cooked you dinner last night.”


Stella was heavy in Assunta’s arms, dozing on her chest as they walked. She, like Assunta, must not have gotten any sleep in the stinky crowded bed. Assunta shifted her daughter’s weight and tried again. “But yesterday Mariangela told me that . . . that the, the new baby is named after her dead mother.”


Assunta waited nervously until finally her husband said, “Mariangela had a different mother than I did, but my mother is the one you know.”


That made even less sense. Unless—had Antonio’s father had a mistress? Was Mariangela a bastard? But Antonio was not going to say anything else on the topic. “Here, give me the baby, we’ll get home faster.” He took Stella in his arms and picked up the pace so that Assunta had to trot to keep up.


 


Assunta took off Stella’s contaminated dress and put the little girl straight to bed when they got home. She would have liked to lie down herself, but Antonio had gone out to replenish their firewood and he would want a hot lunch when he came home.


Her day was haunted by the revelation of the night before—her unmarried adolescent sister-in-law suckling an unexplained infant. The ungodliness was shocking—Mariangela, who had been such a sweet little flower girl only five years earlier, had let some man do the job to her. Assunta was frightened by the very notion of sex before marriage, a mortal sin, a soul-killing betrayal of a girl’s grace before God—she was frightened even though she could never commit the sin herself. And a girl of Mariangela’s age, too? Assunta had been almost fifteen when she’d married; she couldn’t imagine enduring that milestone any younger. At twelve she had been a child, without even her monthly bleeding. How had little Mariangela gone so far astray?


Assunta was sick to her stomach by what she now knew, and didn’t know, about her husband’s family, wary of their morals and their seedy habits. She kept herself moving, shedding her Tracci dress and putting on the nicer dress she usually saved for mass. Leaving the baby sleeping, she hiked up to the cistern at the top of via Fontana, where she scrubbed all their dirty clothes on the rocky bottom of the laundry trough. The cold mountain water numbed her fingers. She didn’t have any soap this year, because there hadn’t been spare olive oil to make any. But now that Antonio was home things would be better. To shatter her own black thoughts, she said out loud several times, “The war is over. It’s a new life. The worst is behind us.”


When Assunta got home, Stella was still sleeping, poor thing. Assunta hung the laundry on the line that stretched over the widow Marianina’s chickens. She went back up to the fountain to fill her cooking pot with water, then stoked the fire. She peeled a handful of roasted chestnuts and dropped them in the water, added chopped potatoes, dried pear, and a sprinkle of salt. She filled a bowl with persimmons from the tree in the yard—the fruits were just in season—then sat at her table, feeling anxious. Antonio would come home for lunch and they would learn how to live a life together. They had done it before, albeit not for long. She felt like she was getting used to a completely new husband, as if there were no history or existing affection between them.


She thought about this as the church bells of Santa Maria Addolorata sounded the quarter hours. It was not only Antonio, she decided. She was a different person than when he had left. She was a mother now, and understood the thing that mothers understand, that nothing in the world is more important than the tiny breaths of your child—not obeying your husband, not romance or desire or even one’s own physical self. To be a good Christian wife she would have to remind herself to prioritize the needs of her husband the way she had done naturally before, when there had been nothing more important than he was.


When the church bells sounded one o’clock, Assunta checked on Stella. Should she wake the little girl up to eat lunch? Assunta felt her daughter’s forehead, which might have been a little bit warm. She thought of the heavy air of the poorly lit hut in Tracci and her anxiety increased. She decided to let Stella sleep.


Antonio came home with more wood than Assunta would have guessed one man could carry. He stacked it in the yard, then sat and ate the food Assunta presented to him. He didn’t compliment her cooking, but he didn’t complain, either. Then he went out again—perhaps to catch up with the men at the bar.


Assunta cleaned up her kitchen and tried to wake her daughter. “Aren’t you hungry, little star?” Stella finally opened her eyes, looking as disoriented as any unhappily wakened baby. “Let’s have some soup,” Assunta said. She collected Stella in her arms with a blanket wrapped around her naked torso—the bambina’s linen dress was still drying outside—and brought her to the table. Stella fussed and only took a few mouthfuls of potato. Assunta helped her daughter use the chamber pot, although there wasn’t much, and then put Stella back in bed, wondering if she felt warmer than she had before.


It looked like rain, so Assunta pulled the laundry in to finish drying by the fire. Her anxiety had taken over her mind now, so she worked her way through the rosary, chanting as slowly as she could make herself, concentrating on the Virgin and her grace. She was about two-thirds of the way through when her sister, Rosina, came over, and they finished the recitation together.


Ros felt the baby’s head. “I don’t think she’s well, Assunta.” She performed a cruce under her breath and took some of the mint from the bundle on her neck to crush against Stella’s forehead to drive away the Evil Eye.


“What should I do?”


Ros studied the baby. “Babies have fevers all the time, poor things, you know that. It might just go away. Get her to drink some gagumil’ and wait two hours. If she gets warmer, though, you will want to get the doctor.”


Assunta was unsure. “If I have to go to Feroleto, maybe it would be better to go now.” There were two more hours of daylight; Assunta could take Stella to Feroleto, where the closest doctor was, before dark, although being outdoors in the wet December air might be the worst thing for her. Assunta could go to Feroleto alone and fetch the doctor to come back to Ievoli, but she couldn’t even imagine how much a house call would cost. She didn’t have any money; she would need Antonio to come home so she could ask him for some to make that plan work.


“Listen, Assù. You try the first thing first, and then if you still need to go to Feroleto, you go.” Diminutive Ros reached up to put her child-size hand on her younger sister’s shoulder, and Assunta could feel her calming warm palm through the fabric of her dress. “Don’t worry about things ahead of time or you’ll make bad decisions. If you need to go, you’ll know. And then you go.”


Rosina went back to collect her herbs and returned with Maria in tow. They brewed a tincture of chamomile, dried lemon peel, and anise to dispel whatever badness might have collected in little Stella’s blood. Stella sat up with her grandmother and aunt for a while, docilely sipping and smiling at them as they sang some of her favorite songs, holding her little hands and pinching her feet. But Stella looked listless, her eyes sunken and sad, so Assunta clothed her in her now-dry dress and put her back in bed. Maria and Ros sat with Assunta, crocheting and listening to the rain, until Antonio came home, when they filed out.


For dinner Assunta served the leftover minestra, which she had expanded with some carrots and an onion. They ate in silence, Assunta tortured by her nerves. Antonio gave off the sour smell that came from hours of drinking, which under normal circumstances would have made Assunta unhappy. Tonight she was too anxious about her daughter to worry about her husband.


After she’d cleaned the plates up, Assunta checked again on Stella, whose forehead was shockingly hot to the touch. The change was so drastic that Assunta gasped out loud. “Antonio,” she said when she found her voice. “We need to go to Feroleto. We need to get the doctor for Stella.”


Antonio came over to the bed and tested Stella’s temperature with his rough hand. Assunta swallowed at seeing his big, indelicate fingers on her daughter, but Stella didn’t stir.


“It’s just a fever,” Antonio said. “It will pass. If she’s not better tomorrow I will go to Feroleto to get the doctor after mass.”


Assunta remembered what Ros had said to her—that if she needed to go, she would know. She knew—she knew. She needed to go to Feroleto. She said so.


“That’s ridiculous,” Antonio said. “Listen to the rain. Do you know what time it is? It’s not safe to go out this late at night.”


“Antonio, please.” Assunta was sobbing. She realized her husband would not respect her for crying, but she couldn’t stop herself. “She needs the doctor. I will go, I’m not afraid.”


“The doctor might not even come at this hour!” Antonio shouted. “You think I am so rich that we can have the doctor make a nighttime house call whenever the baby gets a fever? Are you crazy?”


Assunta swallowed a mouthful of air and wiped her tears and snot from her face with her sleeve. “You don’t understand,” she said, fighting to keep her manner unhysterical. “You’re not her mother. I know. I know she needs a doctor.”


“I’m her father,” he countered, “and I know that this can wait until the morning.”


“I—”


Antonio’s fist was in the air. He didn’t strike Assunta, it was only a gesture, but the conversation was over. He turned away from her and went back to the fire.


“Sit down,” he said to her. “Relax. You’ll see, it will pass. If it doesn’t, I’ll get the doctor in the morning.”


Assunta didn’t know what to do. She crawled into bed with Stella, pulling off her dress so that she could press her daughter’s hot flesh to her own, hoping she could draw the fever into herself instead. Stella lay against her, fiery with baby heat, for a little while, but then moaned and pushed herself away. Assunta cried, stuffing back her hyperventilation so as not to upset the baby or aggravate her husband’s pique. Her tears sounded loud to her as they dropped onto the mattress, hissing as they were absorbed into the linen fibers of the bedsheet.


The same thoughts ran again and again through her terror: the brigands, the rain, the long dark road to Feroleto, the fact that Antonio thought of himself as a parent although he had never lived with his daughter, so his faith in his own authority was false. Should she have fought him harder? She felt that every word she had said had been poorly chosen, every decision she had allowed to be made had been wrong, but she couldn’t think of what she could have said or done instead.


Assunta remembered watching the soft orange of dawn appear in the cracks of the windows, so she must not have fallen asleep until after day had broken. But fallen asleep she had—how?—deeply asleep, after two nights of sleepless exhaustion and panic. When Antonio shook her awake, the bells of the church were ringing the loud call to mass. It must be almost ten o’clock; she would have missed the rosary recitation. Before she had even opened her eyes her hand stretched, per habit, out toward Stella and met the cold flesh of her daughter’s arm.


Assunta jolted upright, wide awake and livid with fear. Antonio was gripping her shoulder—his fingers bruised her.


“Assunta. The baby is dead.”


 


This is not the Stella Fortuna who would survive seven (or eight) deaths. This was the first Stella, her older sister and namesake. This was the Stella who died.
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There is a theory—a controversial one, depending on your religious sensibilities—about why the second Stella nearly died so many times in her life. Some people wonder if she was haunted by the ghost of her dead sister, the first baby whom she replaced in body and in name. It isn’t a very Catholic thing to believe in ghosts, and those of purest faith would never consider the idea—or so Assunta told herself, and prayed harder.


The second Stella would live out the first’s aborted narrative and play out all of the ugly scenarios her sister demurred by dying so tragically young. It is easier to remember the first Stella as the perfect little girl she was than to imagine the real person she never had a chance to be, a real person like the second Stella. A woman who grows to adulthood is often a damaged thing; the first Stella might have grown up to be beaten by her husband, or might have been caught stepping out on him; she might have turned out to be unchristian or unattractive, petulant or flatulent, embittered or stupid; she might have died early of something else, anyway. Lived-life stories end in decrepitude, resentments, and squandered opportunities; in crumbling faculties, unrecoupable disappointments, in loneliness. This—the ugliness of reality—is the gap in the story of the two Stellas, the first, who died at age three and a half, and the second, who wouldn’t die at all.
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The baby’s funeral was held on Monday afternoon. The entire village came to the mass. Every pew was full and the foyer was packed with those who had arrived too late to find seats. Everyone loved Assunta, and their hearts were broken for her, as well as for her young husband who had only just returned from the hardships of war to this fresh grief.


Afterward Assunta remembered nothing of the service, only that when the church doors were thrown open and the mourners spilled out, filling the chiazza to its iron balconies, the sun was beginning its wintry descent into the Tyrrhenian Sea. A black and gray storm was moving in over the mountains and a spatter of cold rain followed the mourners on the slow procession down to the cemetery, but to the west the sky was clear, and the water in the marina was a vibrant aquamarine.


The pallbearers were Assunta’s brother, Nicola, who had been little Stella’s godfather, and Father Giacomo himself, whose priestly robe trailed through the muddied dust. Normally there would have been six pallbearers, but Stella’s little casket was so small only two were required. The casket was tied around the middle with a rope so that if one of the pallbearers were to trip on the steep path the body wouldn’t go flying out. Assunta walked behind the casket, her mother and sister gripping her arms. Maria and Rosina were both sobbing, but for once Assunta was not. She held off her grief by the force of her will because she knew that when it finally came she would die.


A hundred mourners followed the coffin all the way to the aboveground cemetery, a walled city of marble mausoleums that stood like miniature houses on uniform narrow streets. Family members were stacked in pairs, a nameplate announcing their respective dates. There had never been a Fortuna buried in Ievoli before, and so little Stella’s remains would slide into the first shelf of an empty death house, where she would wait for her family to follow.


Assunta and Antonio stood in front of the stone portico and received the mourners. There were many wet faces, but they pressed hands and kissed cheeks quickly so that the next in line could step through. No one wanted to be out after dark, lest they encounter the same ill air that had killed the baby.


 


Two days before Christmas, in the midafternoon, there was a knock on the door. Assunta answered in her bare feet and the dress she had been wearing for four days. On the other side of the door, with his fine leather boots standing in the mud of the widow Marianina’s chicken yard, was a man Assunta knew, but she couldn’t remember how.


“Good afternoon, signora,” the man said, which was no help to her in placing him. He had a leather satchel that struck her as particular.


“Ciao,” she replied. She labored to concentrate in her stupor.


“You never came,” the man said. “I was in the area—I had to come to Marcantoni for a delivery—so I thought I would stop by to save you the journey.”


She couldn’t pretend anymore; she didn’t have the energy. “Never came where?”


“To pick up the photograph you ordered, what do you think?”


Ah yes, now she recognized him—the Nicastro portraitist. “We don’t need the photo anymore,” was the first thing she thought to say.


The portraitist’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. She had made him angry. “There is the matter of the other half of the fee,” he said. “Your husband only paid half up front. The other half was to be paid on receipt.”


“Signore,” Assunta said. She could have been exhorting the portraitist or God Himself. “We have just spent the last of our money burying our daughter. That’s the little girl in the picture you made for us. Capito?” She wanted nothing more than to end this conversation and get back in bed.


The portraitist was both a human being with a heart and also a businessman who saw when there was nothing more to be gained. “I’m so sorry, signora,” he said. “Listen, I will make you a present of the photo as my condolence to you. Forget the other half of the fee.” He was pulling a brown paper packet out of his satchel. “No, it is nothing. You should have this photo of your daughter to remember her by.” He handed her the packet, tipped his hat, and left.


 


Somewhere, I think, a copy of the portrait might still exist, if the second Stella didn’t destroy it during the purge. It’s ingrained in my memory, although I admit it’s been many years since I’ve seen it.


In the portrait, nineteen-year-old Assunta casts the impression of a much older woman, with her full bosom and weathered face. She wears a long-sleeved black dress and the kind of hangdog expression one sees in so many photos of her immigrant contemporaries. She’d felt nervous during the sitting, disoriented by the photographer’s instructions. Antonio, meanwhile, is a vaudeville patriarch with his square-buttoned vest and handlebar mustache. The first Stella, the lost bambina, is strung between them like a rosary, her Christ-like pigeon toes propped over a small standing table. The photo is an eerie one: the first Stella’s face in the black-and-gray is melancholy and unbabyish, with deep shadows under her dark, unfocused eyes. She has the look of one who has passed through the vale of frivolous youth and is relieved she will not have to tire herself with it again.


Assunta and Antonio never again took formal portraits of their young children. It was expensive, for one thing, but more importantly they had learned their lesson: not to commemorate something that hadn’t yet committed itself to the flesh. Assunta couldn’t escape the idea that, by taking the first Stella’s picture, by which they would remember her, she and Antonio had doomed their daughter to die.


 


Assunta was a woman of great faith. But at the death of her daughter she was challenged. She had lost the love and light of her life, the precious little girl into whom she had poured herself, the most beloved baby in all of Ievoli, who had delighted Assunta with her cleverness and affection, whom she had gone hungry for, who had cuddled her in their lonely basement and been her companion for the long seasons she hadn’t known if her husband would return. Assunta could not conquer her grief, and so at this darkest hour of her life she lost not only her daughter but also, for a time, her God.


She was to believe that for baptized Christians, the paradise that awaited was vastly better than life here on this squalid earth. If she were truly faithful she’d have nothing to grieve, because her departed daughter must be endlessly happy now. She was to believe that God did as God willed in taking Stella, and God made no mistakes.


But she struggled with this, she struggled. She couldn’t stop herself; she missed her daughter bitterly, she could not shake the thought that Stella was gone forever, and no amount of praying gave her spirit any comfort. As a result Assunta feared her own faith, and that in turn made her fear the faith she had given her daughter, and that made her question whether either she or her baby would ever be allowed into paradise. Yet even with this urgent pressure to correct herself so she did not shut them both out of God’s heaven, Assunta could not make herself stop crying.


News had reached Ievoli of the influenza, which had appeared in the battlefields and spread all over Europe as soldiers trickled home, one last war-born misery to shred already suffering families. Suora Letizia explained the influenza to Assunta when she came to the Fortuna house to pray with the grieving mother. Two other Ievolitani succumbed to flu-like symptoms; the diagnosis made sense, considering Antonio might have carried the disease home with him.


“You must stop blaming yourself,” the suora said. “It would have not made any difference at all if you had gone to Feroleto to get the doctor. Not even the smallest difference,” she repeated, because we Italians say things many times and with many words. “You might have caused yourself great harm, running around in the dark in the rain, with all the brigands in the woods who might have taken advantage of you or killed you or both.”


In an ungodly passage of soul-searching, Assunta wondered how, if her baby had died from influenza Antonio had brought back from the war, she would ever forgive her husband for surviving to come home. Why could he not have been one of the eleven Ievoli boys to fall on Asiago Plateau? If he had died, her Stella would still be alive.


Assunta lulled herself to sleep playacting in her head a negotiation with God, where she traded Him her husband in exchange for her daughter. She would have to explain this unwifely fantasy at confession someday, and would do grim penance, but until then she imagined and reimagined the scenario, just in case her mental fervency could somehow effect this kind of reconciliation in real life.


 


Starting again afterward—it’s impossible, if you think about it.


“Don’t think about it,” Maria told her daughter. Maria had lost many children of her own—four beautiful full-term babies, every one lost during labor because before Suora Letizia came to Ievoli there was only the stupid doctor who didn’t know how to deliver breech babies. “Just do it. It’s the only way.”


Assunta did it. It was maybe the best way to get through, because it was the smallest change she could make—she didn’t even need to get out of bed, or change into clean clothes. Antonio took what he could get. Her body was sore with her sadness and she pressed her face into the pillow because she couldn’t look at her husband, who quickly learned it was easiest for everyone if he took her from behind, so they could each think about their own things. It was the most distasteful act Assunta could imagine, this loveless, angry offering of her body to her husband while her heart ached in her chest, but it was the only way that she could make another baby.
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