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			For all immigrants and those left behind

		

	
		
			You were there, before my eyes,

			but I had deserted even my own self.

			I could not find myself, much less find you.

			—St. Augustine

		

		
	
		
			1

			The morning her mother died, Giovanna gave up on God. The protective loving Shepherd had become a fraud. No more kneeling on cold stone, begging Him for impossible things. He never listened! Even the Madonna, so beautiful with her deep blue cloak and carmine mouth, was, after all, only a plaster lady, painted compassion, pretending Divinity.

			Tall for her age, spindly thin yet exuding a skeletal strength, at the age of eight Giovanna now looked at life with disenchanted eyes, their brown velvet softness already coarsened by too much reality seen too soon.

			The widows of the village, come to prepare her mother for burial, assigned her the task of “the washing of the feet.” Carefully, Giovanna poured wine onto the white linen napkin, its lace border instantly stained red as it soaked up the dark liquid. Gently, she began washing between her mother’s rigid toes, as the wine dripped catching it in a special basin encircled by a crown of porcelain thorns.

			Like blood, the child thought. Giovanna bent to her serious task, Cold … Mamma was always cold, even when she was half-well … icy when the Demons possessed her … once when the village priest tied Mamma to their strongest chair … how she screamed and kicked—but he was a big man, the knots he tied held her for three whole days …

			Giovanna remembered those days, especially the smell of them, as it had been her duty to wash down her mother’s legs whenever she relieved herself. Funny, washing Mamma … always washing Mamma.

			The attending widows respectfully drew back into the shadows, murmuring amongst themselves the platitudes required for such tragic occasions. “What a blessing! … A divine blessing! … At last, the Angel of Death has released this poor tormented creature from the Devil’s possession!”

			Giovanna watched the midwife place tall candles on either side of her mother’s still face. Their light flickered across the inert form on the long wooden table. Hardly moving, Giovanna stood, tensed, waiting. Not that she expected to actually see anything materialize, but the nuns had taught her of the special wonder of all beings having a soul that must rise, leave what was newly dead, and although she knew this particular soul would not, could not, desert her mother—still, she felt compelled to wait out its required time to do so.

			“Look! The child is standing vigil!” the widows whispered, impressed. Giovanna heard them as faint background to her concentration. Hugging herself, her eyes fixed on her mother’s body, she tensed, ready to catch her soul, push it back, protect it from the flames of Hell she was so certain would be waiting to consume it.

			“Giovanna! Go!” Her father, scrubbed newly clean, the smell of lye and brilliantine mingled with the scent of warmed beeswax. “Go, I said go!”

			But Papa won’t know what to do if it appears! A soul can’t be easy to see! Her eyes pleaded. Maybe Papa won’t even try! But she went, did as she was told, obeyed his order.

			As an only child, she had a room all to herself, an envied treasure that set her apart from her schoolmates. Tonight, it seemed especially forlorn. Not lighting her bedside candle, she climbed onto the small trestle bed. Fully clothed, thin arms crossed upon her chest, she lay like her mother below and cried. Throughout her life, Giovanna would grieve in this way, without moving, without sound, in silent sorrow.

			By seventeen she had a spinster’s body; flat-chested, angular, soft flesh absent from too much work and not enough meals. In her somber wool, her shrouded frame all bone and sinew, she resembled a young crow. Even her eyes were birdlike, dark, intense, focused beyond her immediate visual range as though searching far horizons. Too tall to be considered a true “romantic,” Giovanna thought her carriage “regal” and liked it; her small breasts quite sufficient, different enough from those of her amply bosomed friends to give her the distinction of difference she courted. Being motherless had added to her distinctiveness. The nuns especially were forever praying over her, sometimes even marking her copybooks with a better grade than she knew she deserved. There had been moments over the years when she missed her mother, not from any special attachment or feeling of love—for the memory of madness was ever sharp. Of actual mothering? Vague, defused by time. An aloneness had been a part of Giovanna, long before her mother’s death. A sorrowing childhood begets emotional voids that remain to haunt. But as most assumed a young daughter’s lingering grief to be the obvious reason for Giovanna’s unusual remoteness, she let them. At an early age she had found people liked to believe they alone knew things no one had actually ever given them the right to know. Sharing feelings, confiding one’s inner emotions, the way other girls did, blushing and giggling, whispering in hushed tones with many furtive glances, irritated her. Giovanna’s longings were her own, as unattainable as were miracles. It was the summer of 1913, and her life was about to begin.

			
			Perched within its alpine range, the village of Cirié smoldered in the intense summer heat. Behind faded shutters, women loosened their stays, lay in homespun shifts, hoping for rest. In the piazza, men in shirtsleeves and broad suspenders, the brims of their black hats pulled low, drank cellar-cooled wine in the mottled shade of the taverna’s vine-covered canopy. Up in the orchards, peasants left their tall ladders to seek refuge beneath the laden trees. Women shifted shawl slings from their backs to suckle their babes cradled within, while their men ate, slept—waiting for the cooling of late afternoon.

			In their convent’s subterranean chapel, white-robed nuns knelt in unified prayer, fingered ebony beads. In the Benedictine monastery above, the male counterparts of their illustrious order did not stop to rest, for this was July—their busiest season! No time for languid Reposas, not even prayer. The fame of their delectable Cherry Cordial depended on their devotion to vats, casks, secret formulas, and vigilant pressings! As the diligent Sisters ran not only the village school but everything else they considered worthy of their administrative skills, the busy Fathers had, long ago, relinquished their expected dominance to them, in their consummate need to nurture, bring to fruition the glorious ruby-red elixir they adored, which depended on them so. The village of Cirié, enormously proud of its chemist monks, forgave them whatever shortcomings arose in their most holy duties.

			As had been their custom since their First Communion, Giovanna and her friends, Camilla, Teresa, and Antonia, brought their high-backed chairs to the village square to sit and work lace in the dense shade of its mighty chestnut; a tree so ancient no one was left who could vouch for its beginning. 

			It was only when Father Tomasso Innocente proclaimed that the Holy Virgin Mother herself must have surely commanded the mountain winds to blow—to carry the seed of their glorious tree to nestle amidst the granite, there to take root for the sole purpose of bringing comforting shade to her beloved flock of the village of Cirié—that everyone had finally acepted this Holy Dictum.

			Regardless, the four girls were grateful for the mighty chestnut’s welcoming shade. Small work pillows positioned securely on their laps, they began fashioning lace. Each rapid movement, studied and precise, their practiced fingers flipping bobbins, pinning, twisting, knotting the fine cotton threads over and under, back and forth, they formed the intricate patterns of delicate lace indigenous to their region of Piedmont, which would later be sold in the elegant city of Turin, down the mountain path only six hours away on foot, even less if one rode a mule or had the luxury of a horse-drawn cart.

			Camilla, pink, plump, and pretty, liked little glass beads to weigh her bobbins. Whenever the gypsy peddlers came to the village, she searched through their leather pouches for hours, hoping to find some in her favorite colors of leaf green and palest rose. Once tied to her bobbins in little bunches, the tinkling sound they made when she flipped them was pretty, and their colors in motion delighted her.

			Antonia, a cool Madonna with passionate eyes, preferred bits of bleached bone, delicately carved into animal shapes by her father’s surgeon hands.

			Teresa, a docile girl, already the designated nun of her large family, used weights her mother found when she was seventeen during an exciting summer journey down to the sea; fragile shells, curled and spiraled, with tiny holes just right for thread.

			Giovanna made do with small buttons. They did the job, even jingled softly like the others.

			Their weighted bobbins bouncing, playing their individual tunes, the girls worked in accustomed companionship. Sitting so straight on their high-backed chairs, glossy dark heads bent in determined concentration, their classic profiles as though chiseled from finest marble, they looked like an artist’s rendering of what they were—four Italian virgins fashioning lace at the beginning of their womanhood and their century.

			A drawn-out snore drifted across from the taverna. Somewhere a baby cried, a dog rooted through his coarse hair searching for fleas, teeth clicking in excited anticipation, a cart-horse, head down, dozing, flicked flies with a matted tail, a woman in a red flowered wrapper, one buttock balanced on her windowsill, sat fanning herself, looking nowhere in particular. 

			Ever curious, Camilla was the first to interrupt their bobbins’ rhythm. 

			“Where are the sisters?”

			Their friends Gina and her younger sister, Celestina, were always referred to as a unit. They were so perfectly matched, they reversed each other. Where one was confident, the other was uncertain; one bubbled, never far from laughter, the other brooded, suspicious of good fortune. Sometimes they switched characteristics, as though to better understand each other, but mostly they were content within their perfect counterbalance. As Gina grew into what the village believed would become a possible beauty, Antonia, who had known her since they were babes in arms, decided she had never really liked her even then. She now answered Camilla, “Probably she has gone with their mamma on one of their errands of charity. Whenever these three appear, it’s like the Holy procession … the saintly old goose, followed by Gina, the strutting peacock, and, bringing up the rear, Celestina, the giggling chicken.”

			The picture was so perfect, they all laughed, even Teresa, who quickly recovered, ashamed of herself, reprimanded Antonia for being unkind. Antonia’s eye’s blazed; Camilla, who hated confrontations, jumped into the breach. “Did you hear? He’s back! Did you see him? … Well, did you? What do you think? … I think he’s too short to be really handsome … but he is strong! Really strong! Even under his city coat, I could see his muscles—rows and rows of them! Mamma even noticed them! Then she saw me looking and got angry and told me not to stare and made me go back into the house but she stayed outside, sweeping the stoop that I had just been sweeping for hours!” Camilla giggled, looked expectantly at her three friends.

			Teresa, fussing with a tangle, trying to correct a mistake she had made in the pattern of her lace collar, was too busy to offer a comment. Giovanna remained silent. Antonia, very pleased to be given a really good reason to stop working, looked up with interest.

			“Who? Who has muscles? Camilla, what are you talking about?”

			“The sisters’ brother, Giovanni. He had that big fight with his papa about … Oh! I don’t know WHAT it was … My papa told my mamma it had to be something again about machines … something about ‘always those damned machines … Fight, fight, fight! All the Ricassolis are nothing but stuck-up trouble,’ Papa said. Anyway, he’s back and … guess what? He found work! In l’America! Just like he said he would.” Camilla stopped to fan herself—even in the shade, it was just too hot today for all this accelerated talking. Antonia, having decided the weight of her hair was bothering her, removed the long pins from the knot at the nape of her neck, splayed its beauty with her fingers, and began plaiting it into two thick braids instead. “Why isn’t he handsome then? If he has muscles, has work in America, and is rich … short isn’t so bad!”

			“Once I saw a real fistfight at the fair. My brothers let me watch … it was awful! One man got a broken nose … the blood poured out and …”

			“Teresa, what has that got to do with what we are talking about?” Antonia asked in that tone of aristocratic annoyance she used whenever she felt something was about to elude her.

			“Well, if you ever gave someone time to finish what they are trying to say, you would know without having to ask in that superior way!”

			Antonia stopped her braiding and glared.

			Teresa continued, uncowed, “As I was GOING TO SAY, when I saw this fight at the fair, I noticed that one of those sweaty men—the one who broke the nose, not the one who got it broken—he had short legs AND THEY WERE BOWED! So, I can tell you—I know! Short legs are not handsome … not handsome at all!” Having said her piece, handed on her superior knowledge, Teresa felt all had been said that could, or at least should, be mentioned by innocent maidens on the subject of male anatomy. She picked up her bobbins and resumed her pattern at the point where she had left off.

			“I have never heard such nonsense!” Antonia’s tone was worthy of a real principessa. “Really! If you saw some of the illustrations I have seen in my father’s books, you would probably have hysterics for weeks. Swoon dead away! … Of course, I am absolutely forbidden to look inside those books … but I sneak into my papa’s study whenever I know it’s safe … and see things you couldn’t imagine if you tried for a thousand years!” 

			“Antonia,” Camilla asked, just a little breathless, “do you know what makes babies? I once asked Mamma and she sent me to my room, without supper! When I asked my brothers, they laughed at me, said I was stupid and told me all I had to do was ‘watch the animals and find out everything.’ Well, I did … and … it is—ugly! Really, really UGLY! That can’t have anything to do with making sweet little babies! Can it? … I don’t dare ask Sister Bertine … she’d be so shocked I would be kneeling for weeks!”

			Everyone giggled, self-consciously half-afraid of being overheard in what would surely be interpreted as mocking the Church! 

			Giovanna asked quietly, “So? Did you find out why he came back?” 

			“Who?”

			“Giovanni … the Ricassoli boy! Weren’t you all just talking about him?”

			“Oh, him! Giovanna, that was hours ago! Weren’t you listening?” Camilla could sound like her ever-exasperated mother without even trying an imitation.

			“Oh, Camilla … Really! Don’t be silly! I’m hot, my eyes hurt from working in this darkness. I still have to lay the fire, bake bread, cook Papa’s meal, iron his Sunday suit, and blacken his shoes for church before I can come back here, draw water, carry it back for his bath. All I asked was a simple answer to a simple question!”

			“Well, really! We all draw water from the well … What a big fuss! You’d think you were the only one!” Camilla sniffed, offended.

			“That does it!” Giovanna secured her bobbins, preparing to leave.

			“I don’t think Camilla really knows why he’s back, Giovanna.” Teresa liked everyone to be nice to each other.

			“Anyway, she was too busy swooning over his bulging muscles to ask!” Antonia chuckled, fluffing out the ends of her sumptuous braids.

			“You’re mean! You’re all mean! I AM GOING HOME!” and, picking up her chair, cushion, and pride, Camilla stormed off. 

			Undisturbed, Antonia remarked, “I think that the old grandmother Ricassoli is sinking. I heard Papa say something about being called in and that it is now ‘only a matter of time.’”

			“That must be it!” Teresa caught fire. “Only yesterday my mamma said, ‘Mark my words! There’ll be a funeral soon … I felt a cold shadow hovering over my left shoulder … then my polenta burned without a reason. I was there, the whole time, every second—I was stirring, yet my polenta scorched! A sure sign—the Angel of Death is near!’” Teresa always committed to memory whatever her mother said. For some reason, at an early age she had convinced herself that it was very important to do so. No one had figured out why, least of all Teresa’s mother, who, at first flattered by her daughter’s habit of absorbing her every word, now that she had turned seventeen and was still doing it, had become slightly apprehensive. 

			“Well, then that must be the reason Giovanni came back.” Giovanna had her answer, and the girls picked up their chairs and went home.

			After Mass on Sundays, when the village square became a bustling meeting place, the girls usually met by the tall clump of oleanders that shadowed the low stone wall bordering the terraced path that wound its way down from the monastery above. Dressed in their Sunday best, starched white shirtwaists and long black skirts, they perched like swallows, surveying the sloping meadow of alpine flowers at their dangling feet. Work pillows ready on their laps, they sat, enjoying the beauty spread before them. The toll of church bells drifted up from the valley below, the faint echo of tin bells drifted down from above as sure-footed goats searched steep crags for their favorite bitter herbs.

			As usual Camilla was late. Confession always took up a great deal of her time. Giovanna, who resented the ritualistic dogma of Confession, avoided the confessional whenever possible. Besides having nothing of real importance to beg forgiveness for, it made her uncomfortable in taking up the busy priest’s time. She knew her friends looked forward to those sequestered moments amidst the scent of sandalwood and incense, especially if, when they finally emerged, their given penance took up most of their remaining day, by its very length giving proof to all of their blossoming maturity. Just once, Giovanna wished she could have something really shocking to confess—see what stirred her most, the Prayers of Contrition or the sin that had fostered them.

			A fat bee bumped into her black-stockinged ankle, and gently she pushed it off with the tip of her shoe. Teresa sighed and began preparing her bobbins. Antonia undid the taffeta ribbon of her Sunday braid, smoothing it between her fingers before rolling it up. Then she began combing her long hair with the wide tortoiseshell comb she had bought with her lace money from the gypsy tinker.

			“Antonia, can you sit on it yet?” Giovanna asked, admiring the glorious sepia-colored silk curtain being groomed, a little envious that her own hair refused to grow any further than her waist, even frizzed when it rained.

			“When I lift my chin and have no clothes on, I can. Papa says it’s hereditary. All the women in his family have long, beautiful hair … but Mamma says no, it’s the olive oil that she rubbed onto my head the second after she bore me.”

			“Did you see the Rossini twins?” Teresa asked in a tone heralding dramatic news. 

			Without interrupting her comb’s hypnotic strokes, Antonia turned in anticipation. “No, why?”

			“They’re shaved!”

			“NO!” her friends gasped.

			“Yes! They’re BALD! Not a single hair left on their heads! Like babies’ behinds … both of them! Well, with scarletina, you have to shave off all the hair. You should know that, Antonia!”

			“Of course I know that! But what I didn’t know is that they had it. Papa said it was varicella. But, Mamma said it had to be ‘the fever’ because Mario and Stephano were quarantined for so long so, when they finally came out, their hair was GONE!”

			Camilla came puffing up the path, straw bonnet trailing from one listless hand, tears glistening in her pretty gray eyes.

			“I lost my pillow … Well, I didn’t really … I know exactly where I left it. I had it next to me on the bench in the confessional and I couldn’t go back to get it because the Rossini twins went in … both of them at once! What they can have to confess after being locked up for weeks is beyond me … and they were in there forever! Signora Fellice was waiting to be next, tapping her cane, furious she had to wait! … So, I just have to try and find it when I confess tonight.” Out of breath, very depressed, Camilla settled herself on the wall next to Antonia and dangled her feet.

			“What do you expect to do for the rest of the day so that you will still have something left to confess this evening?” Teresa asked with genuine interest. 

			Antonia, slipping her precious comb carefully into the wide belt at her waist, laughed. “Camilla will make up something. She always does. Of course, nothing ever really happens to her … but …”

			“Sister Bertine says just thinking sinful thoughts is a sin,” Teresa observed without looking up.

			“Pooh!” Antonia snorted and took up her bobbins of bone. 

			Camilla kicked a fuzzy dandelion with the tip of her high-buttoned Sunday shoe, watched its soft explosion drift away. In a tone filled with anguished doom, she whispered, “My papa took the widow Angelli …” 

			Bobbins stopped in midair! Three incredulous gasps of “What?” filled it. 

			“Don’t make me say it again! I can’t! I just can’t say it again … ever … ever!”

			“Where?” asked Antonia.

			“I don’t believe it!” Teresa had turned as white as her thread.

			“And how would you even know such a thing?” Giovanna, the ever practical one, said not unkindly.

			“Well … I DO know … It’s true! Mamma saw them! In the barn, when she went to collect the eggs!”

			“They were there in your own barn? … In broad daylight?” Antonia shook her head in disbelief.

			“And you said nothing of this yesterday?” Teresa was very put out that Camilla had kept such a shocking tragedy from her closest friends.

			“How could I? It only happened this morning!” Camilla wailed.

			“On a Sunday!?” Teresa crossed herself.

			“But the widow Angelli has a beard! … And lives with goats!” Antonia exclaimed, very disgusted.

			“Well, Mamma has gone to see Father Innocente … Sister Bertine is accompanying her up there. My second married sister, Lucia, is in early labor from the shock! All my brothers have disappeared somewhere … the rest of my sisters are weeping and lighting candles in the chapel … and Papa is getting drunk! I only came up here because I couldn’t stay hidden all day in the confessional … and I thought that my dearest friends would understand and help!”

			Tears that had begun to fall at the beginning of the first sentence of this sad litany now flowed freely at the close of it. Hugs and Sunday handkerchiefs were offered, with many “There … theres” and “Easy … easys” until Camilla was able to regain her composure.

			“‘Beasts!’ My mother has always said, ‘All men are beasts—deep down beasts!’ I never believed her, but now, after this, I do—I do!” sighed a thoroughly disillusioned Teresa, who crossed herself anew. 

			Antonia felt it was up to her to take charge. “Camilla—now don’t take this the wrong way and PLEASE, do not swoon, for I must tell you something. Something very important. It seems that men, all kinds of men, sometimes have what is described as ‘Urges’… and when these ‘Urges’ come upon them, they do all sorts of very strange things. You must also know that for men, these ‘Spells’ are considered to be … no more than … well … than eating a really fine risotto … just … a normal appetite!”

			Camilla had ceased to breathe. Teresa felt faint. Giovanna thought Antonia terribly brave. A shadow fell across their shoulders and a deep male voice said, “Hi, girls!”

			Camilla shrieked, sprang off the wall, ran down the path towards the village, as though the Devil himself was in hot pursuit! Teresa trembled—Giovanna patted her hand. Antonia, her black eyes sparkling, smiled up into the handsome face of the adventuresome Giovanni Ricassoli, who exclaimed, “My God! What’s wrong with Camilla? … That was Camilla, wasn’t it?” 

			“Yes! She had to get home. Don’t pay any attention to her. She just had a bad shock today. She didn’t mean to be rude.” Antonia patted the place newly vacated by her side. “Welcome home, Giovanni!”

			“Welcome,” Giovanna joined in the greeting of one of their childhood friends. He had been the only one of the older boys who had never been mean, teased the girls as they walked, eyes downcast, two by two to their convent school, never pelted them with icy snowballs. If only in memory of that, he deserved a proper welcome. He looked a little like she remembered him—stocky and strong, like a fine plow horse, all rippling muscles and gloss, with that strange beauty of controlled power all its own. Now this seemed overlaid with a man’s self-assurance, and she wasn’t sure if she would like him as much.

			“I think I should go and see to Camilla. Besides, I have to help my mamma with the babies.” Teresa rolled up her bobbins, smiled a hasty good-bye, and took the shortcut through the buttercups on her way down the hill.

			Left on either side of the young man, Antonia and Giovanna worked their lace. Lying back against the grassy knoll behind, he pillowed his head in his hands, looked up at the clean, clear sky.

			“When you smell grease all day … you forget …”

			“Grease?” Antonia turned to look down at him lying beside her, suddenly made shy by the faint feeling of excitement this caused.

			“I work with machines. They have to be lubricated to …” The young man stopped himself, as though explaining a private passion to others might defile it somehow.

			Antonia thought his abrupt silence boorish. Tossing her heavy hair back over her shoulders, she slipped off the wall. The young man jumped to attention, eager to be the one allowed to accompany this village beauty back down to her front door. Antonia took stock. Camilla had been right—he was certainly not tall … that made it a bit awkward if one wanted to gaze up beguilingly, so she did the next best thing and looked deep into his level eyes, gave him her very best look of softest, helpless need. When he hesitantly touched her elbow, she allowed him to assist her along the twisted path towards the village. At the first bend, they remembered, turned, and waved a belated friendly good-bye in Giovanna’s direction, who, watching them, waved back before slapping a bumblebee that had dared to settle on her pillow.

			The next day, only Giovanna came to the piazza to work in the shade of its ancient tree. Camilla, being part of a family scandal that had the village buzzing, was too ashamed to step outside her door. Teresa, who had offered to light candles and prayers to the saint in charge of lecherous fathers, was on her tenth round of Hail Marys, and Antonia, having decided not to wait until the full moon, was busy washing her mighty mane two weeks earlier than her monthly schedule called for.

			“Hi! Where’s everybody? … My God! It’s hot!” Giovanni sank down on the worn cobblestones, near Giovanna’s chair. “What a tree! It feels wonderful … like being in an icebox!”

			“What did you say? What’s a … that funny first word? The other one I think I can figure out because it sounds a little like French.” The Benedictines retained their close bonds with France, taught those given into their academic care the beauty of its language. Giovanna, being a natural linguist, could not only read and write French but speak it with only a trace of her Italian cadence. Although box was close enough to its equivalent word in French for her to figure its meaning, the hissing sound of ice was a complete mystery. 

			Giovanni laughed, such an honest sound that it made those who heard it long for the feelings that produced it. Not at all embarrassed by her question, Giovanna laughed with him, suddenly feeling happy for no special reason. Carefully he explained what an “icebox” was, what it looked like, what it was for, what it did and how it did it. He seemed to know everything about them.

			“Sometimes I’m there when the iceman comes to deliver the block for the one my landlady keeps on her back porch.” Giovanna listened, enthralled. Amazed not only that such a marvel had been invented, but that it could be owned by one of the working class. 

			“Oh, Giovanna—l’America is full of so many wonderful things!” 

			Giovanna sprang to her village’s defense. “Well, here too we can keep all sorts of things cool during the heat of summer … We hang fish in the mountain streams, keep roots and cheese in deep cellar. Still, it must be very special to own such a splendid boite.”

			“No, no. The correct word is box—sharp and quick! L’America is full of quick words, like the country, like the people … fast, everything to the point. No one has time to waste … Everything must be quick … like my name. You want to hear what my name is in American?”

			“Oh, yes!”

			“John! Just … John. See—short and quick! Everyone where I work calls me John.” His voice held a tone of pride.

			“I don’t think that sounds as nice as Giovanni!”

			“Well, I like it! In America, you would be a Jane!”

			“Oh, dear—that sounds just as bad.” The young man smiled. “Antonia says that in America, all the ladies wear large hats decorated with stuffed birds. Is that true?”

			“I’ve seen some,” he answered with obvious disinterest.

			“And long velvet coats trimmed with fine fur?” 

			He frowned. This girlish interest in fashionable ladies did not suit her character somehow, and it annoyed him. Afraid he considered her questions frivolous, Giovanna hastened to explain. 

			“Oh, I’m not interested in wearing such fine things … I want to make them! I am skilled with the needle. I wanted to go to the Institute in Torino, to learn to be a seamstress so I could get work in a fine dress shop … but Papa said he didn’t have money to waste on a girl. If he had a son, then it would have been worthwhile for him to learn a trade, but for a girl? That was just ‘senseless extravagance’!”

			“In America, many young ladies are employed. I don’t know any who sew, but I know one who works in the office for our Mr. Willis. She even knows how to operate a machine that prints letters onto paper. She is a stenographer.”

			Giovanna hung on his every word.

			“What is the name of her machine?”

			“A typing machine.”

			“Does she have to wear a special uniform to work it?”

			“Well, if you consider a crisp, high-necked shirtwaist and a long black skirt that just shows her ankles a special uniform, then I suppose she does. But men don’t notice such things.”

			“If I were a man, I would go … make my way to Genova, stow away on a great ship bound for China … see the whole world—and maybe never ever come back!”

			“Well, you’re not a man! But don’t worry, someday someone will marry you! Until then, your father needs a woman to look after him.”

			Oh, why did he have to say that! She had so enjoyed the novelty of speaking without reserve, as though she were his equal. Now he had reminded her that she was not and spoiled it. When she answered him, the bitterness of her disappointment lingered. “Yes, someday, some man will take pity on me and save me from the cardinal sin of spinsterhood. Until then, Papa needs me to polish his boots, scrub his floors, wash his clothes, cook his food … a woman must know her proper place and be grateful for being given it.”

			“You know, Giovanna … you are a very strange girl.”

			“Yes, I know,” she answered, her voice bereft of all emotion. 

			He ran his fingers through his hair, uncurled his body with an athlete’s grace, stood brushing off his trouser leg. “Tomorrow—is it the chestnut or the oleanders?”

			That made her smile. “The oleanders.”

			“Think Camilla will be there?”

			Giovanna lowered her head, flipped her bobbins, answered, “Maybe not Camilla … but Antonia will surely be.”

			“See you then … Jane!”

			The effect of his laugh lingered long after he had gone.

			Waiting, Giovanna began pinning the first row of a newly begun collar. For no particular reason, she had decided to come especially early to the meeting place by the oleanders. Already the morning heat lay heavy, dampening sound, the jingle of her bobbins muffled, as though the effort of their twisting dance exhausted them.

			“Hello!” He stood against the sun. She sat in his shadow, the sudden cooling a pleasure. “Been waiting for me?” Bracing his arms, he hoisted his body to sit beside her on the ancient stone wall. She shifted away from him. He had always been cocky! Always so sure of himself, with his dreams and his big plans—making all the girls notice him! 

			Without looking up, she answered, “No!” The sharpness in her voice startled her when she heard it.

			“Hey!” He bent his head towards her, trying to see her face. “You angry with me? Why? I was only teasing …” 

			Giovanna felt silly. She usually never reacted in this way, got upset so easily and for such little things—it was not like her at all! She wondered why she had. Embarrassed by her own confusion, she smiled quickly to cover it up. 

			“That’s better! After yesterday, I thought we were friends.”

			Giovanna stopped working, lifted her head, ready to apologize for her strange reaction to his greeting, and found that he wasn’t paying the slightest attention to her.

			Like a vision drawn by Botticelli, Antonia, in thistle-mauve and eyelet petticoats, appeared along the path. Approaching, her mouth stained crimson from the juice of ripe currants she had been gathering, she said in a breathless purr, “Oh, there you are, Giovanni. What a surprise! I only came to keep Giovanna company because she is always so alone.” And allowing him to clasp her small waist, lift her up, settled herself next to him on the low wall. “Want some? They are so sweet this year …” Stretching a graceful arm across him, she offered her open palm filled with the shiny fruit to Giovanna, who selected one tiny red currant, just to be polite. “Giovanni? …” Antonia turned the full intensity of her beautiful amber eyes to lock with his. “You take some … they’re so wonderfully sweet this year,” and, tipping her hand, let her bounty spill into his lap, inquired, “Are the others coming, Giovanna?” 

			Who murmured, “I don’t know … I came early,” very engrossed with a particular section of her lace that seemed suddenly to refuse to lie flat.

			“Today, it’s much too hot to walk all the way up here … I don’t know why I even attempted it.” Sighing, Antonia removed the pins from her hair, letting it cascade down her back, raising her arms high to lift its shining weight, allow the air to touch and cool the nape of her milky white neck; that upward stretch accentuating to perfection the outline of her full breasts beneath the taut cloth of her bodice. From the moment of her appearance, the young man’s eyes had never left her, riveted, mesmerized by the delicious picture she made.

			The shadow of a kestrel startled a colony of green finches to seek safety within a dark pine. The soft drone of bumblebees mingled with church bells, calling across from another valley, a lark sang. The three sat, listening to their secret thoughts.

			He is still looking at me. He can’t take his eyes off me … I knew he would be here waiting for me … I was right! Antonia tingled, shivers of delight running all the way down to the very tips of her toes.

			What a piece! She’s magnificent! What a whore she would make. If she keeps this up, I will … careful, my boy … Remember, this is an Italian virgin AND the physician’s only daughter … but … she may, just may … be worth the risk! If Giovanna hadn’t been there, Giovanni would surely have thrown all caution to the wind, grabbed the so seductive Antonia into his aching arms.

			Temptress! If she stretches her arms any higher, she’ll split that badly stitched bodice and those big melon breasts of hers will pop out … in full view! … And look at him!  … Sits there completely stunned! … Even his eyes are glazed! Really—if Father Innocente comes strolling by here now and sees this … he’ll have an apoplectic fit!

			Deciding to avoid being a witness to such a very deplorable and probable confrontation, Giovanna rolled up her bobbins, slipped off the wall, and strode down the winding path towards the village. Antonia and her latest conquest didn’t even notice she had left.

			The next day, Giovanna was so filled with remorse for having had such shocking thoughts about one of her dearest and oldest friends that she marched up the hill towards the oleanders, determined to make amends. How exactly she was going to manage that when Antonia didn’t even know the thoughts she was wanting to make amends for, Giovanna didn’t know … but surely something appropriate would come to her, once the right moment presented itself. Out of breath, full of good intentions, she arrived to find the wall deserted, except for the figure of Giovanni stretched out on the grassy knoll above it. Well, might just as well get him over with too; her thoughts about him had been just as mean, she really owed him a little atonement as well. 

			Not knowing how to begin, what to say, she stood looking down at him, hoping he was asleep. Raising his hand to shield his eyes, he looked up at her, his face expressionless. Giovanna hesitated, tongue-tied, suddenly shy. He reached up, caught her wrist, and pulled her down beside him.

			“What’s the matter, little one? A raven got your tongue?” His strong hand kept its hold on her thin wrist.

			“Don’t make fun of me!” she snapped.

			“NOW what have I done wrong again? I’m not making fun of you!”

			“Yes, you are … I’m not ‘little’! I’m tall … lanky and spindly. In school Sister Marie-Agnesia always called me the Fishing Pole. Don’t you remember?”

			“No, I never heard that one … but I wasn’t thinking of the way you look … I don’t know why I said ‘little’… It just came out!”

			“Then I am sorry. I shouldn’t have made a fuss.” Giovanna moved away from him and settled herself on the wall. “I know I must seem terribly touchy about absolutely everything, but I’m really not. Everyone always says how quiet I am, how controlled, practically unfeeling … Sister Bertine shakes her head over me constantly … She is very concerned about what she calls my ‘complete lack of fervor’! Of course, she’s alluding to religious fervor. Still, she has a point. I do try, I do … all the time … but …” Giovanna stopped, aghast! She was prattling! Saying anything that came into her head—and to a man—practically a stranger! Thoroughly shocked with herself, she fussed with her cushion, unrolled her bobbins, and, lips tightly compressed, took refuge in her lace.

			Eyes half closed, he watched her in profile. High forehead framed by its chestnut brown hair, center parted, pulled back, secured with many pins, stationed on a neck so long—rising from a spine so straight—it had a military carriage. Maybe it was this that interested him, her bearing—it kept reminding him of a soldier he had once met, who’d told of battlefields, all the while appearing unaffected by his anguished tale. She had his same air of sad detachment that had moved him, had impressed itself onto his memory. He came to sit beside her.

			“Friends?”

			“Yes, thank you.” Nice of him. A man never needed to ask permission of a woman for anything. “Please, before the others come, would you tell me some more about America?”

			“What do you want to know?”

			“What do you do there?”

			“I build motorcars!”

			“Oh … horseless carriages. Those are only for the very, very rich.”

			“In my factory, we build thirty every day!”

			“Are there that many millionaires in America?”

			“Daimler, the German, he builds his motorcars for the rich—but we, we know how to build them so that even the common man can afford to own one.” Giovanna, lace forgotten, hung on his every word. “Already in the big cities we have some surfaced roads that the invention of the bicycle brought, and soon there will be more.”

			“It did? I have seen one. When Papa had his bad chest, I had to travel down to Torino to deliver our lace and I saw a street all smooth like that. But I didn’t know those came about because of the bicycle. It must be exciting to ride on one of those.”

			“The cycle has its uses, but it takes human energy. It is slow … solitary transportation. But a motorcar—that is true liberty! It makes any man who can own one the master of his time and destination. Only the rich had such luxury of choice, until my boss made his dream come true. ‘I shall build an auto for the masses,’ he vowed and we did! It’s not sleek—no racing lines, no ornamentation. You can’t even say the design is beautiful, and since last year, only black can be its color … but you should see that little car go! Nothing stops her. Climbs the steepest grade like a mountain goat, then comes down just as sure-footed. She is so light, rides so high on her special chassis, impassable country roads, mud, ice, snow—nothing stops her. She can even cross rivers without getting bogged down. She’s more dependable than the best horse ever born! That’s why the first men to buy her were country doctors. They knew that nothing could stop her once she made up her mind!”

			“Why do you say ‘she’?”

			“We all do. She’s ‘our girl’! Something about it just seems alive, as though it has a heart. It is strange how she makes you proud and not just us who build her but the everyday people who own her. She’s America’s Sweetheart!”

			“What’s that?”

			“An American expression … it means a girl your heart likes.”

			“Do you have one?”

			“Someday I will—and I’ll take her everywhere. But first we must find a faster way to produce her! We are working on it to meet the huge demand.”

			Giovanna thought to correct him, then thought better of it and asked, instead, “But the horses—what will happen to them?”

			“Oh, they have already disappeared from the big cities and their stinking manure with them! They still work the land and are the aristocrats’ playthings, as they always have been.” Her eyes had not left his face. What an extraordinary new world he believed in. Still, she just had to ask and so ventured a hesitant, “You’re not making all this up, are you?”

			“No. It has happened and I … I am part of it.”

			He said it like a vow and she believed him. He sat looking across the valley as though alone. Hardly breathing, not wanting to disturb the moment, she watched him. 

			After a while he remembered she was there. “The men that I work with say, ‘Never get John Ricassoli started on his love affair with Tin Lizzie’!”

			“Who’s that?”

			“She’s now so famous, people give her names.”

			“You mean your wondrous motorcar is made of TIN?”

			“Of course not! They only say that because she is so light—we use a special steel. The Americans like to joke!”

			“It all sounds very exciting, what you do,” Giovanna, newly awed, said, adding, “your landlady, the one who owns the … no, no, don’t help me … I’ll get it …’izz boite.’”

			“Pretty good! What about my landlady with the marvelous wooden boite?”

			“You live there, in her house?”

			“Yes, I rent a room and take my evening meal downstairs with the other lodgers. She’s a good woman. She likes me … ‘So tell me … what is my Italian baby boy up to?’ she always says. I’m her youngest lodger—so she calls me her baby. Her husband brought her with him when he came over from Germany. He and I work together … that’s how I found a place to live.”

			Giovanna felt relieved. For a young man alone, it was so much more fitting to live under the roof of a married lady whose husband was also in residence.

			Streaks of orange glowed across the fading sky, touching mountains turned silhouette, a tiny bat flitted by on its first twilight foray; an awakening owl announced the beginning of its darkening day. Giovanna rolled up her bobbins. “It’s late! I must go! Papa gets angry if his meal isn’t ready waiting for him. And I haven’t done my lace … and now I won’t be able to finish it in time and Papa expects the money! I’ll have to work on it after he’s gone to sleep … I must hurry …”

			Giovanni slid off the ledge and reached up to help her down.

			“Will you come tomorrow?” he asked, not knowing why he did. 

			
			“Yes,” she answered, not knowing why she wanted to so badly.

			She had rushed and the sauce had not had enough time to thicken properly, so her father had been angry. Of course, he had had every right to be, for it was her fault for being late.

			She banked the embers in the iron stove, moved the candle over to the low sideboard, began wiping down the long wooden table … seeing her mother’s form as it lay upon it. This happened every evening. Over the years she had come to terms with it—accepting it as one of the hurting things that belonged to her.

			She rolled up the threadbare rug, knelt, dipped the brush into the leather pail, began scrubbing the stone floor when suddenly she remembered her father’s cup. In the summer, he drank his coffee outside their door, and tonight she had forgotten to collect it! He must be wondering what was wrong with her. Wiping her hands on her apron, she hurried outside to fetch it.

			His chair tipped against the rough stone of his house, black hat cushioning the back of his head, her father’s scarecrow frame sat balanced, smoking his pipe. Knowing how he hated being disturbed during what he called his “interlude of digestion,” she looked for the cup, but being a moonless night, she couldn’t find it in the gloom and had to ask, “Papa—the cup?”

			“On the ground, by my foot! Eyes are for looking!”

			“Sorry, Papa.” She bent to retrieve the small cup and turned to take it inside.

			“Wait!” He spoke without removing his pipe. Over the years, it had become a part of the configuration of his stone-cut face. “Why was my meal not ready on time? What were you doing?”

			“I said I was sorry when I explained about the sauce …”

			“You seem to be ‘sorry’ about a lot of things tonight! Well? Out with it, girl. Answer me!”

			“I walked up to the oleanders to do my work … the Ricassoli boy … the one who ran off to America and now has returned … he was there waiting …”

			Her father’s jeer stopped her. “For you?”

			“No, of course not me … for Antonia.”

			“So, he’s after our saintly doctor’s pretty daughter, is he? She’ll make him dance to the Devil’s tune! Runs off to be a fancy man in America but when he needs a wife, he comes scurrying back!”

			“Oh, no, Papa! It is said the old nonna, the grandmother’s illness brought him back.”

			“No, the only reason that young rascal came back here was to find himself a good Italian wife to service him—in more ways than one.” Chuckling behind his pipe, he rocked his chair with the heel of his boot.

			A sharp crack startled him. “What the Devil …”

			“I’m sorry, Papa—I dropped it.” Giovanna gathered up the pieces of the broken cup and went inside. 

			They met by chance the next day; he stretched on the grassy knoll, Giovanna on her way down from the convent above. Hoping he was asleep, she didn’t stop. “You weren’t here today and now it’s too late to talk,” he said, making her turn, ignoring Giovanni now an impossibility.

			“Oh … it’s you. I didn’t see you! No, I couldn’t today. Once a week I sew for the Sisters. Mend sheets and re-hem habits for those who have rheumatism and can’t. Well?” she said, her tone impatient.

			“Well, what?”

			“Was there something you wanted to talk to me about—or one of the others?”

			“Who said I wanted to talk?”

			“You did … just now you said …”

			“Oh, forget it.” He got up, turned looking across the darkening valley. He was close enough to touch and yet seemed not there at all. 

			She should have left, instead remained, unable to come to a decision to leave. Suspended silence stretched between them into discomfort. Purple-rose stained the evening sky. The call to Vespers sounded.

			“It’s late,” he said.

			“Yes,” she murmured, turning to leave.

			“Don’t go.”

			“Why?”

			“Has anyone ever told you that you love questions?”

			“No, but I suppose I do. It’s a way of learning and knowing where one stands.”

			“Giovanna, sometimes you speak like a man.”

			“I am a motherless child, reared by a father who never liked her.”

			“It isn’t proper for a girl to speak in that way!” Surprise and censure colored his tone.

			“I know. I have real trouble being what I know I am supposed to be. Most of the time, I feel I am very different from other girls.”

			“Camilla is a real girl,” he mused, as though he were alone.

			“Giovanni, they say you returned to find a wife to take back with you. Is that true?”

			“None of your business!”

			“Is it true?”

			“Yes!”

			“Take me!”

			Shocked, he backed away from her. Now that she had started, unable to stop, Giovanna advanced towards him. “TAKE ME! Please, take me! I can cook, clean, and sew. I’ll take good care of you! I’ll never interfere in your life, never be a burden to you. I swear I’ll never ask for anything more! Just take me, TAKE ME WITH YOU TO AMERICA!”

			“You’re crazy! As crazy as your mother!”

			With a snarl she jumped him, steel fingers gripped his throat. “I’m NOT! Damn you! I am NOT like my mother!”

			His fury matching hers, he tore her hands from his throat, slapped her across the face and strode down the hill. Giovanna, stunned—more by her shocking loss of control than his blow—watched him disappear.

			The next day, the chestnut sheltered only three. The sisters, excited about their brother’s sudden decision to declare his honorable intentions to Camilla’s father, couldn’t even think of working lace, and, now that Camilla’s future was being decided, her proud mamma had forbidden her virgin daughter to venture from within the protection of her father’s house until Giovanni’s actual proposal and her papa’s certain consent.

			Teresa, always brought to fever pitch by anything remotely suggestive of romance or ritual, now that the immediate future might hold the melding of both, was breathless with anticipation.

			“Antonia, do you think he will marry her here? Well, he’ll have to … they can’t travel together without being man and wife. Just think—a marriage feast here! And our Camilla the lucky bride! Isn’t it exciting? I asked my mamma if I can please, please wear my hair up for such an important event and you know what she said? She said, ‘Yes!’ and that she would even allow me to borrow her ivory comb. Do you think Mamma might let me dance? I am going to wear my flowered skirt—you know the one, but maybe with a new sash and dance with Mario Rossini. He looks nice now—his hair has grown back and Mamma says it is alright if I enjoy myself just a little before I renounce all worldly pleasures and give myself to Christ.”

			“You can rattle on longer than anyone I know,” Antonia snapped. “If there ever is a wedding feast and your mamma does let you dance, which I doubt, don’t do it with a Rossini twin—or you’ll find yourself twirling in the bushes. Anyway …” Antonia continued in her principessa tone, “this morning my father spoke to Father Innocente to ask his opinion of all these goings-on and our saintly Abbot didn’t know anything about it! And we all know that he of all people would be the very first to be informed if a nuptial was being planned.”

			A faint breeze rustled the broad chestnut leaves, joining the jingle of their busy bobbins.

			“Oh! One of my shells has split!” Teresa, lips trembling, picked at her bundle, ready to weep.

			“Well—just ask the Virgin to send you down another,” retorted Antonia, which made Teresa’s lips tremble even more. 

			Giovanna worked in silence.

			“No … I don’t think it’s split all the way through.” Teresa rolled the tiny spiral shell around in her palm, examining it, making sure the disaster she had first expected had been spared her. “Antonia, you must not take the name of our Holy Mother in vain—no matter how upset you are. It is a sin, Sister Bertine says so.”

			“You and your eternal prattle about your precious Sister Bertine! Why don’t you just go into your convent right now, take the veil, lock yourself away and be done with it!”

			Giovanna looked up. “Antonia, I think this time you have gone too far! You owe Teresa an apology.”

			“How dare you speak to me in that superior tone—I have never been so insulted!” Looking every inch the enraged aristocrat, Antonia marched off, dragging her chair behind her. 

			Teresa sighed, “Poor Antonia! She is so very disappointed Giovanni didn’t choose her … but who knows … even Mamma said, ‘I’ll believe it when I see it. Nothing is ever what it seems—even if the foxes cry, Spring can be late in coming!’ I don’t know what she means by that but she always says it. My mamma’s sort of partial to fox sayings … One of her favorites is ‘Hens and boys beware of a vixen seen in the light of a new moon!’ … I don’t know what that one means either but she says that one all the time … and then there’s …”

			“Teresa,” even Giovanna could take just so much of Teresa’s mamma. “Do you really believe Camilla’s father will give his consent?”

			“Why not? Millionaires don’t come along every day.”

			“Giovanni isn’t a millionaire!”

			“Well! Don’t you think, with five daughters still left to marry off, wouldn’t Camilla’s papa be overjoyed to welcome any acceptable suitor who comes to his door?” 

			Giovanna sighed, tucked her work pillow under her arm, picked up her chair, and, shoulders drooping, stepped from beneath the comforting shade into the white glare of midday. Teresa watched her friend go, the compassion in her gaze belying her untried youth.

			Having asked for Camilla’s hand in marriage and been accepted by a grateful father, Giovanni left for Turin to make the necessary travel arrangements for himself and his bride. Now that everything was finally settled, all hesitation behind him, he could concentrate on getting back to work as quickly as possible. All accomplished, he returned, took a thorough bath in his mother’s kitchen, slicked his hair, brushed his derby, shined his boots, and, clutching a bunch of daisies, pulled the plaited cord that rang the brass bell of the mayor’s house. Camilla’s mamma, in churchgoing finery, flung open the door and embraced her future son-in-law with unbridled delight. 

			“Welcome! Welcome, my dear Giovanni. Camilla awaits. Ready in the parlor.” An anxious mother’s slight exaggeration, for Camilla, propped amongst tasseled pillows on a very uncomfortable love seat, in a dress of palest yellow, her panic pallor having taken on a hue of curdled cream, was far from ready for anything. Camilla’s mamma bustled about the room, indicating a broad footstool positioned at her daughter’s feet. As with all of her daughters, Mamma believed in orchestrating proposals for their most romantic effectiveness. Giovanni lowered himself into the position of ardent suitor. Although her girlish bosom fluttered, no words of welcome left Camilla’s pale lips. Mamma, in a bit of a quandary whether she needed to remain as chaperone, hesitated, then decided as they were already betrothed, she could leave them together long enough to tend to her soup for the evening meal. At the door, she turned, gave Giovanni a meaningful look, and left the two lovebirds to get on with it.

			Gazing up at his bride-to-be, Giovanni began laying his plans for their future before her. Just as his profession demanded utmost attention to detail, precision in its execution, he approached life with the same attitude. Knowing all would be new to her, he proceeded to give her an explicit account of the arduous journey that lay before them, the endless days and nights in third-class carriages on trains, assuring her that sleeping sitting up was not as uncomfortable as she might think, it was simply a matter of getting used to. Once, having arrived in the port of the city of Le Havre, she would have to be extremely careful not to draw attention to herself or him, for, once spotted as possible immigrants, things could be dangerous. Thieves and, worse, ruthless swindlers took one’s money, promised lodgings that then did not exist or were unfit for humans. But he would protect her, knew of a tavern where an affordable room could be found, where she might even be able to indulge in a bath in its kitchen, as such luxury would not be possible again for many weeks until after they had reached America. He wanted her to know that having survived the cattle conditions of steerage on his first crossing, he had sworn then that never would he be a part of such misery again, nor would anyone in his care need to endure it. He was proud that now he was in a position to keep that promise, he had been able to afford second-class accommodations for both of them. Although extremely small, the ship’s cabins were not only safe but afforded precious privacy. He would share his with three other men, she with three other ladies. He hastened to add that communal facilities for private acts would only be a short distance in another part of the ship and certainly better than the open pails used by those in steerage. And when they encountered the usual heavy seas, being seasick with three ladies for company would be a comfort to her. Once safely arrived, the next journey by various trains would probably seem endless, for America was large, its distances farther than anyone from across the sea could ever imagine but she had his solemn promise that they would get to their final destination, eventually.

			“We will make our first home in the room I rent. It is not big but sufficient. I work a nine-hour day, so you will have plenty of time to do your housework and learn to speak American. Frau Geiger, my landlady, is a kind woman—she will help you. I bet in no time you two will be boiling your wash together and making your soap in the huge kettle she keeps on the back porch of the house.”

			Throughout this travelogue of delights, Camilla’s already enormous eyes had widened even further. Now, with the softest meow, she fainted dead away.

			“Signora! Signora!” Giovanni dashed into the pungent kitchen. “Your daughter …”

			“Santa Maria! What have you done to my child?” Mamma threw her spoon into the bubbling minestrone, hurried to her daughter spread-eagled on the horsehair love seat.

			“Signora—believe me! All I said was we were going to America—I swear!”

			“Did you remember to tell her first she would be going as your lawfully wedded wife?” Mamma asked, chafing her daughter’s limp wrist.

			“Of course she knew that, Signora!” Giovanni retorted, very put out at even the slightest hint of impropriety on his part.

			“Then why should she faint?” pressured Mamma. Receiving only a dumbfounded look as answer, she hastened to reassure him. “Of course Camilla can be at times a little overdramatic. Nothing serious of course. Nothing for you, dear Giovanni, to have to be concerned about. You will see, once she has gotten used to the idea she will be as pleased as we all are with your offer.”

			This sensible speech somewhat placated Camilla’s future husband as it was intended to. With a sharp pat on her newly resurrected daughter’s cheek plus a warning look that spoke volumes, Mamma returned to her kitchen, leaving the young lovers to continue their courtship where they had left off.

			“Camilla, are you alright?” Giovanni sat next to the trembling girl, anxious to repair whatever damage he might have done. He had no clue as to what it could have been that had put her into such a tizzy, still was more than willing to take the blame if it made her feel any better. To give her time to collect herself, he stroked her little white hand. Admiring its soft delicacy, he spoke again of their future.

			“STOP! OH, PLEASE, please stop!” wailed Camilla, tears splashing down her cheeks, little hiccups getting in the way of words that tumbled out of her pretty mouth like cherry pits. “I CAN’T! I just can’t! I don’t want to die in the sea! I don’t want to be seasick! I don’t want to go to a big strange place full of savages I can’t talk to! I don’t want to be married to you! I don’t want to leave my mamma! I don’t want to make SOAP! GO AWAY!”

			Giovanni fled.
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			“Did you hear? She turned him down!” At the village fountain the shocking news of Camilla’s refusal flowed like the water. Some shook their heads in disbelief; others nodded their approval of a true virgin’s fears. In the chapel, Teresa, her longed-for wedding feast fading, knelt in ardent prayer, asking guidance for her friend’s obvious confusion. A gleam in her eye, Antonia chuckled, washed her luscious mane, began preparing her father for the inevitable visit she was convinced Giovanni would now be making to her door, while Giovanna, with no hope whatsoever, went about her daily chores, pretending the excitement over this village romance had no effect on her.

			Giovanni was furious. He had come home to get himself a woman to look after him, and by God he’d find one before the boat sailed! It no longer mattered who she was, as long as she was suitable. Precious hard-earned money had been laid out for a wife’s passage, and by all the saints in Heaven, he was going to have one by sailing time!

			Camilla no longer came to the piazza to seek the shade; neither did Antonia. One was in disgrace, locked in her room for shaming her father’s given word, the other primped and paced, waiting for that expected suitor. Of course, Giovanni’s sisters were far too upset over their brother’s big trouble to even think of lace.

			Alone, Teresa and Giovanna worked in silence. Their bobbins bounced but missed their usual friendly accompaniment. Anchoring pins to form the sunburst points of her collar, Teresa broke into their concentration, “Giovanna, isn’t there something we can do to help poor Camilla? I mean besides praying—which you don’t ever do anyway. I feel so sorry for her. Why wouldn’t she be frightened—and I don’t even mean having to marry, be WITH a man as a wife, that’s scary enough but to have to leave all you have ever known—brave storms and unknown hardships and THEN, even if you manage to get there alive, savages scalp you?”

			“You are as bad as Camilla. Shipwrecks and savages. Really! I don’t know where everyone gets these silly ideas. First, how can he work in a big factory that makes wonderful motorcars that hundreds of people are able to buy if there are savages running around scalping everybody?” Fascinated,Teresa looked at her friend in amazement. “Yes, it’s true. He told me about it. Oh, Teresa, I would go! I don’t believe what people say, not even that all the streets are paved with gold, but I know why it is called the Land of Opportunity. Because everything is possible there, for everyone, no matter where you come from. I wouldn’t care if I had to cross the most dangerous oceans in the world just to be a part of it! That’s what I wan … wanted to tell him …” Giovanna stopped; she had almost blurted out what she was still too ashamed to admit—even to herself.

			“Giovanna, do you hate it here?”

			“Hate? Oh no, not really. Anyway, you always say that hate erodes the soul, so I wouldn’t dare.” Teresa smiled, knowing her friend was stalling, trying to find an answer to a question never asked her before. “Maybe I’m just different.”

			“How?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe it’s a longing—a feeling of wanting more, something more than this—” Giovanna’s arm swept the air as though encompassing her small world. “Well, haven’t you ever longed to get away … see new worlds … learn … become somebody … ?”

			Teresa looked up from her pillow. “To serve God is the greatest adventure of all.”

			“Oh, Teresa! Will you really? Are you sure? To spend your whole life on your knees in meaningless prayer, how …”

			“Giovanna, don’t blaspheme!! For the sake of your soul—not mine—you mustn’t!”

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake. It’s nonsense, all of it—just a lot of nonsense.” Giovanna’s tone held a finality. Teresa, eyes lowered to her pillow, murmured, “I shall pray for you.”

			A tense interval of conscientious work, then, in a voice that still held a hint of her irritation with Divinity, Giovanna asked, “Teresa—tell me—haven’t you ever felt lost?”

			“No. Never!”

			“I do all the time. It’s like I don’t really belong … anywhere. Sometimes when the feeling gets really bad, I think, What if there really isn’t anywhere for me? And then I wonder what will become of me if that is so. But I must try—I have to—AND I’m not like my mother, truly I’m not!” Giovanna swallowed a threatening sob. Teresa reached out, covered her friend’s hands clenched in her lap, stilling their agitation with her touch. Lace forgotten, they sat, watching the perimeter of their shade. One lost, seeking peace at any price; the other content having found, without search, all that was necessary. In the cool of early evening, they walked home together. As they parted, Giovanna, in a rush of courage, confessed, “Teresa, I asked Giovanni to take me. Oh, I know it was a shocking thing to do and, of course, he was furious. But I had to … I just had to try. And now, what do you think? Can I ask him again?”

			“Oh, dear!” fluttered an uncertain Teresa. Cast down to bare human need, completely out of her element, she said the first thing that presented itself. “Well, if you have already done it once, why not again? Who knows? Mamma always says, ‘Men are very peculiar.’”

			Giovanna kissed her cheek and ran.

			The sisters, putting their heads together and agreeing on all important points, went in search of their brother. They found Giovanni in the blackest of moods, sharpening an axe in their father’s toolshed. Courageous Celestina was the first to speak. “Giovanni, we, your sisters, have come to speak with you on a most delicate matter which we consider of utmost importance.”

			“So please don’t get angry at us.” Confrontation made Gina nervous. Being politely beautiful she considered much more advantageous.

			“And please, stop this noise and”—Celestina held up a hand—“don’t speak, because if I am stopped now, I’ll forget what we thought through and agreed to say!”

			Giovanni glowered at the two girls … If they said one thing in defense of that stupid Camilla, he’d murder them.

			“Well? What’s so important?”

			Looking at her sister, making sure one last time that what had been decided between them still stood, Celestina took a deep breath and plunged, “Gina and I think you should consider Giovanna Zanchetta!”

			“You’re both as crazy as she is!”

			“No, no. She isn’t crazy! All our lives we have been friends. Her mother was crazy, everyone knows that, but that doesn’t mean Giovanna is.” Celestina, warmed to her task, rushed on to present their conclusions. “Now listen, please! You came all the way back home to get yourself a sensible wife … and what do you do … you go and ask that Camilla. She’s pretty and all that silly stuff that you men seem to like so much … but really, Giovanni, she hasn’t a sensible bone in her whole spine and she has not too much up in her head either! Instead of having someone who could take proper care of you, you would have to spend all your time and money taking care of her. We, your loving sisters, think it was your very good fortune that Camilla turned you down!”

			“And you better be careful that ambitious mamma of hers doesn’t force Camilla to change her mind and THEN you will really be in the soup!” Gina chimed in as Celestina was catching her breath, gearing up for the next assault.

			“Gina’s right about the mamma. Now—we certainly don’t want you to find some Detroit lady to marry. Papa and Mamma would die. Their grandsons not Italian? What a thought! Now, as the good nuns love to say, ‘Let us look at the whole picture!’ You need a wife. Everybody agrees about that—healthy, strong, frugal … someone you can depend on. You said yourself how very, very hard the journey is to reach l’America … so what you need is a wife who can take the hardships you have told us about, who won’t have the vapors every two minutes, who can bear you healthy sons, save you money, and, also, has brains to learn to speak American so you won’t have to be ashamed of a wife as though you married an ignorant peasant from the South! Giovanna Zanchetta is not pretty, but she is dependable and all those other things I just said—and, as Teresa’s mamma always says, ‘Better an ass that carries than a horse that throws!’ And you know what is the best of all? Giovanna will never be able to run home to her mamma … because SHE HASN’T GOT ONE!”

			Giovanni threw back his head and roared with laughter. Encouraged by his reaction, the sisters hugged each other, delighted.

			“Come here, you two scamps!” and each received a brother’s kiss on their flushed cheeks.

			Too much time was passing. Soon the ship would sail and with it an angry, disappointed bachelor. Giovanni, pressured by an imminent departure, made his decision, resigned himself to second best—more likely fourth or even fifth best, had anyone dared to question him—and so one evening presented himself at the Zanchettas’ front door.

			Taken aback, Giovanna admitted him, presented him to her glowering father, and faded into the shadows, heart pounding. Giovanni wasted no time.

			“Sir, I know the hour is late, but I have come to ask for your daughter’s hand in marriage. Please, before you answer, I wish you to know that I do not expect, nor do I have the need to accept, the required dowry. Should you give your consent I must warn you that any wife of mine will have to be ready to leave with me for America within the next two weeks.”

			Giovanna’s father did not stir. His hawklike eyes focused on the young man before him, as though he were discovered prey.

			“Couldn’t get the one you really wanted, so you’re desperate … boy?”

			“No … sir.” Giovanni’s dislike of this man was hard to hide.

			“Well, you can’t have this one! This one’s mine! She stays here where she belongs, to look after me.”

			“And what about Giovanna? She is to have nothing to say … ?”

			“Don’t you bring your evil foreign ways into my house! My daughter belongs to me! She will do what I say! GET OUT!”

			Giovanni was more than ready. This bastard for a father-in-law? Nothing was worth that.

			The soft “no” stopped his retreat. Despite his need to escape, Giovanni paused, intrigued. Stepping from the shadows into the circle of light, Giovanna faced her father’s chair.

			“No, Papa! I am leaving. I shall go with Giovanni as his wife or not. I have no false pride in such things. If he will take me to America, I will go with thankfulness.”

			Her voice calm, her manner assured, she turned, lifted her woolen shawl from its nail by the door, motioned the stunned young man to follow her, and stepped outside. The night was cold, darkened by a moonless sky. Arms folded, she stood looking up. He watched her, a little afraid of this young girl with the passionate convictions of a woman twice her age. Apprehensive silence lay between them. 

			I wish he’d say something! Anything! Get it over with. He won’t want to take me now after all this—so let him say it and get it over with. I’m tired of wanting too much! She tensed for his words, certain they would hurt.

			Convinced he was making a catastrophic mistake, he turned her towards him. “Well, Giovanna Zanchetta, are you coming with me to America?”

			“Yes,” she whispered, afraid to believe him.

			“Thank God that’s settled! First we get your papers, then we marry …”

			“You don’t have to, I meant what—”

			“I know exactly what you meant in there. Where you get such craz—” Just in time, he caught himself. “STRANGE ideas is beyond me. Of course we have to be married. Mr. Henry Ford expects his workers to be respectable!”

			She wore her mother’s summer hat, a bunch of wild irises her only finery. Her suitcase of straw, secured by its leather strap, contained the few mementos of a life already relegated to the past. 

			Nearly the whole village came to see them off. Sister Bertine and Sister Marie-Agnesia smiled benignly, slightly nervous as they always were when face-to-face with acts of coupling in the outer world. Father Innocente beamed. He loved the very thought that by nightfall of this very day these two young people would be one. Camilla, forgiven by everyone but her mamma, brought a pretty basket of fruit for the long train journey. The sisters wept, joy mingled with fear. When, if ever, would they see their favorite brother again? And what if, through their good intentions, they and they alone had condemned this bridal pair to death in the ominous depths of the Atlantic Ocean? Antonia wished Giovanna well, offered her a gift of a vial containing her father’s special concoction for the treatment of severe seasickness, cautioning her that as it contained laudanum, it could kill. Teresa pressed a small St. Benedict medallion into Giovanna’s reluctant hand, whispered as she held her close one last time, “May the Lord keep you, make His eyes shine upon you, guide you till the end of your days.”

			The loud hiss of steam! Giovanna curtsied to her father-in-law, Giovanni embraced his mother, the sisters hugged their brother. The stationmaster, father to the Rossini twins, checked his large pocket watch, blew his special trumpet. Giovanna, following her husband, boarded the train. 

			“Bonna Fortuna! Bonna Fortuna!” Everyone waved.

			Clutching her precious hat, Giovanna leaned out of the window to catch a last look of her childhood friends. She hung there, searching for their faces, long after coal smoke had enveloped them in ghostly shrouds.

			Her great adventure had begun. The fledgling dream she had given her pride for was about to become her reality. Now, suddenly this frightened her. Marriage vows parroted, not felt, a barrier of mutual embarrassment, they sat facing each other like strangers waiting to alight at separate stations.

			“Close the window, Giovanna.”

			She did, giving its broad leather strap an extra tug to make certain it would hold. Her knees shook; sitting, she pressed her palms against them hoping he wouldn’t notice. Ashamed at her loss of courage, hiding her eyes, she focused on the tops of descending pines as they slowly passed by the window. She wished she could unbutton the high collar of her shirtwaist, but that would be an unladylike thing to do. She hoped the sweat beginning to form on her face would not be considered equally unladylike. It startled her, this sudden concern for propriety. It was not like her at all. Could a few sanctimonious incantations have such a radical effect? And so quickly? Better not to dwell on it. The deed was done. No turning back—besides, nothing to turn back to.

			“Your face is covered in soot. Here …” Giovanni offered his handkerchief.

			Shaking her head, Giovanna took from her jacket pocket one of the ones she had made for herself. Using the dim reflection of herself in the window to wipe her face, she acknowledged, as she often did, that she was truly plain. A reality accepted long ago—then learned to live with. Turning to him, her eyes questioned if her face was now clean.

			“Yes, Giovanna. You must be more careful. You cannot lean out when a train is in motion. You could have gotten cinders in your eyes, and that can be serious. When they examine you, if the doctors find anything wrong with your eyes, you won’t be allowed to enter America. I’ll go on, of course, but you? You will be sent back, alone!”

			Giovanni fingered the pockets of his vest, searching for a match to light one of the thin cheroots he seemed to have an endless supply of.

			She was going to be examined? By strange men in a strange land—maybe then abandoned? Whatever had possessed her to want to leave Cirié, marry, journey across half the world with a man who, though he didn’t love her, could at least like her enough to not leave her like a sack of weeviled potatoes just because her eyes might be judged unsuitable? And what else would those strange doctors do to her, want to examine? She decided to ask. 

			“Giovanni, I am very healthy, so what—”

			He interrupted her. “I know. I checked with the nuns.”

			“You … did?” Giovanna barely contained her outrage.

			“Of course. Camilla too! ‘Good family health is most important,’ Mr. Ford says.”

			“Oh, your Mr. Ford is interested in health? Not only with the making of motorcars?”

			“Mr. Henry Ford takes care of his workers in everything!” bristled Giovanni. 

			Giovanna remained silent. Giovanni dozed; it had been an exasperating week.

			Hesitant, as though afraid to slip, the small train rattled on towards the city below.

			Later, whenever Giovanna tried to describe their arrival in Turin’s opulent station, she could never quite manage to convey the enormity of that vast canvas of people in motion engulfed by smoke and turmoil. The indescribable noise, the shouts, clanging bells, trains in motion, hissing steam streaming upwards towards the vaulted glass ceiling, amplifying itself as it ricocheted back down to shatter eardrums and composure. And how it stood, mighty, its own majesty, as though no human effort could have created it. Its visual impact of power so overwhelming that Giovanna, standing rooted below, looking up at it, caught her breath in fearful awe.

			Intent on finding a pump to refill their water bottles, Giovanni lost sight of his wife. She, mesmerized by the first true locomotive she had ever seen, didn’t even miss him. His anger when he finally found her didn’t penetrate either. He shouted above the din, “I had to look for you! Don’t you ever make me do that again! Understand? Where I go, you follow!”

			Trance broken, Giovanna switched her rapt gaze to him, asking, “This? This will pull our train?”

			“Yes, it’s a locomotive. Now take the water and food.” Handing her the laden string bags, he turned and barked, “Come on!” over his shoulder, and hurried along the platform. Bottles and bags bumping against her legs, Giovanna stumbled after him.

			Inside the crowded third-class carriage, people slid over, making room for them to sit together. Giovanni got organized. On the roped rack above, he stacked their two suitcases, on top of which he placed their overcoats, neatly folded inside out. As hats needed to be worn for propriety as well as station, they represented no problem of storage. The string bags holding their bottles of water he placed on the floor behind his legs; the one with their provisions, behind Giovanna’s. Removing his jacket carefully, reversing its sleeves, he instructed his wife to observe, follow his example, explaining that in this way, folded twice, a comfortable padding could be arrived at, making the sitting on wooden slats for long periods of time at least bearable. Following his instruction, Giovanna saw some of their fellow travelers, on hearing this advice, doing the same. On entering, she had noticed the way the men looked at her husband. They, in their workman’s clothes and cloth caps, sizing up the stranger in a store-bought suit, sporting a boss’s derby.

			Giovanni pulled the tasseled curtain across the open window. It swayed with the undulation of the train, but no breeze made it flutter. Women unknotted their headscarves, wiped their faces before folding the cloths into damp triangles. Their men fanned themselves—those who could read—with their folded newspapers, others using their caps. One, sweat-stained, addressed Giovanni in Piedmontese, the dialect of the region. If he had done so in any of the hundreds of dialects passing for Italian within the country, neither Giovanni nor Giovanna would have understood him. Italians actually became Italians only outside their country’s borders. Within, their language was shaped by the region they came from, their identity by the former kingdoms—the duchies they lived in. So, a Neapolitan introduced himself as such to a Venetian, a Milanese to a Florentine, a Roman to a Genovese. Shakespeare’s Juliet was a Veronesa. If Romeo had called her an Italian, he would probably never have been allowed up that balcony vine.

			Their women in attentive silence, the men in multi-dialects—aided by expressive gestures and vehement emotions—set about getting acquainted. By the time they reached their various destinations, they would know each other’s angers, if not each other.

			As the only one who had actually seen the land of milk and honey, its streets of pure gold, Giovanni was questioned, listened to without interruption except for ahs of disbelief and incredulous “Gesu Marias.”

			Knowing what they wanted to hear, he spoke of only good things. Now was not the time to tell them of cities where the Irish immigrants ruled. Of their belief that their Catholicism was the only one sanctioned by the Holy Trinity, whereas Italians were the “Christ Killers,” their religion solely one of superstition, proving their inherent ignorance and worthlessness. That Italian immigrants, those mostly from the South, were considered not fit for employment in higher-ranking jobs and were reduced to seeking out their livelihood as pushcart vendors, ragmen, and organ grinders, their women sweatshop captives, their children street acrobats, bootblacks, and beggars, their social position only slightly above those considered even lower than they—the “conniving Jews,” closely followed by the “uncivilized darkies.” 

			No, Giovanni did not tell of these sad truths within that wonderful country—that symbol of hope sought by so many of Europe’s hopeless. He had learned not to disturb dreams. Immigrants needed them to survive the realities awaiting them.

			Watching her husband, his authority acknowledged, sanctioned by men older than he, Giovanna felt a pride in belonging to him. She who had such aversion to ownership of all kinds found herself as the bride one looked up to, showing off her new wedding band to women who believed her more fortunate than they. Respect, even by association, was a heady experience.

			Flipping open the ornate lid of his pocket watch, a Milanese checked the time, carefully winding his precious possession, scrutinizing its face before announcing to the carriage at large, the precise hour, minute, and seconds of the approaching night.

			Pain awakened her before she knew why she hurt and then she realized it was just another dead of night on wooden slats. Kneading the ache in her neck, she turned. Next to her the space was empty, Giovanni’s jacket pad gone. He had left her! He had decided marrying her was after all a terrible mistake—gotten off the train, was now far away on his way to America unencumbered by an unwanted wife. So convinced was she of this calamity that she didn’t even check the overhead rack for his bag until the worn corner of it caught her eye. Giovanni might abandon her, but his fine American clothes? Never! Reassured, she sat admonishing herself severely. Really, she was no better than silly Camilla, getting so excited, imagining all sorts of dramas in the slightest of things.

			Just because he said “abandoned” once doesn’t mean he really would. Such childish behavior! Really, Giovanna! Wholly involved in the scolding of herself, his sudden voice startled her.

			“Here, I found a fruit vendor.” He handed her a small cornucopia of grayish paper.

			“On the train?”

			Even to Giovanna, her question sounded lame—but the rush of joyous relief on seeing him was so bewildering, a sudden shyness engulfed her.

			“No, of course not—outside, on the platform.”

			“Oh, has the train stopped? Are we in a station?”

			Giovanni looked at his wife.

			Thoroughly confused with herself, Giovanna peered intensely through the grimy window, wondering where they were and whatever was the matter with her. Feeling her husband’s speculative gaze, she tried to eliminate the awkward moment by asking, “I can’t see the name of the station—is this Paris?”

			Giovanni was torn between the urge to laugh or shake her until her senses returned. But knowing that exhaustion could make one light-headed, he sat down beside her, stretched out his legs, pulled his derby down over his eyes, and murmured, “Eat your cherries, then rest. We have a long way still.” And fell sound asleep.

			The train picked up speed, piercing the night with its mournful wail—the loneliest sound Giovanna had ever heard. The cry so mighty—from one so strong that compassion would not be given it, or comfort. It was so with people—the strong, the apparently capable, were left to pull their loads alone, cry unseen, iron casing in place, hiding vulnerability. The soft received spontaneous support, for they advertised so well their need of it. Giovanna wondered if the black iron giant she had so admired ever wailed into the night because of sorrow or only to announce its approach. A cherry spilled from the small cornucopia on her lap, reminding her how thirsty she was. Never, not even those picked from Father Tomasso’s orchard, ever tasted so truly wonderful. Always, Giovanna remembered the taste of their syrupy juice that night, never forgot it.

			Glowing ocher, umbers reflecting sunrise and sunsets as though they were made of them, scattered houses terra-cotta shingles askew, everywhere haphazard untidiness made picturesque virtue in a landscape suited to it; followed by high mountain passes holding forever captive seasonless snows; then, suddenly as though a page in a child’s picture book had been turned, lush fields, grazing cows, turrets, curled iron balconies, everything embellished, new, pin neat, nothing left to chance or irresponsible nature.

			Giovanna, her nose pressed to the window she yearned to be allowed to open, was overwhelmed by all she saw.

			“Oh, look! A castle!” Even as tired as she had to have been by now, her enthusiasm was still intact. Giovanni liked that in his bride. 

			Smiling, he corrected her. “No, we have left Italy. Now we are in France. That was a château. A small one. The French like to show off their riches.”

			“But then the robbers will know where to go!” observed a thoroughly confused Giovanna, whose prosperous countrymen hid their wealth behind inner courtyard walls and unassuming outer doors.

			“I suppose so, but outward beauty is very important to the French. They seem to live for it. You should see the automobiles they buy. Speed and sparkle—the more of both, the better they like them.”

			“Oh! There—a yellow field! Do you see it? Brighter than sunshine. What was that?”

			“Mustard. Another French passion,” said Giovanni and went to sleep.

			Giovanna’s eyes and spirit moved with the glorious countryside passing before her. By the time another night blackened her view, she was convinced that French cows gave only cream, those engorged udders they dragged about with them couldn’t contain anything as plain as everyday milk, all French farmers must be princes—dukes at the very least—and Giovanni, who could be fascinating when holding forth on subjects that interested him, could be a rather boring travel companion. Even if he had seen it all before, that was no reason to simply ignore everything. After a while, when her excited questions received only curt replies or snores, she stopped asking them. 

			Endless days, endless nights. Despite her clothes cushion, the wooden slats seemed to have grown themselves into Giovanna’s backside. Pain radiated up and through her spine, reaching every bone in her exhausted body, but she refused to succumb to it. Any minute she might wake up—find herself back in Cirié—this whole marvelous adventure just another one of her many dreams; so, while this one lasted, she was determined to stay wide awake to revel in it.

			“Hurry!” Giovanni lifted their bags down from the overhead rack. “Don’t gawk! We have to change stations.” The screech of iron on iron, the recoil of a stopping train, one last blast of escaping steam and Giovanna Francesca Zanchetta, village girl, was in Paris! And it wasn’t a dream after all!

			Weaving, dodging like a prizefighter in the ring, Giovanni made his way through the milling crowds, his wife in hot pursuit.

			Once outside, Giovanna just had time to register the startling whiteness of daylight intensifying the blue of workers’ smocks before her waist was clutched and, suitcases dangling from both arms, she was hauled off the sidewalk, plopped onto the small platform of a moving trolley car. Out of breath, making sure her hat hadn’t been lost in the wild maneuver, she clung to the wooden railing as Giovanni squeezed in beside her.

			“We made it! Look! Look, over there! A Hispano-Suiza! See? The steering wheel still on the right? But those lines … Magnificent!”

			Had he been exclaiming over a beautiful woman, he couldn’t have sounded more adoring. Clutching the railing to keep from falling against him, Giovanna thought that to become so enthused by a motorcar when the tip of what must be the so wondrous Tower of Eiffel could be seen on the horizon was a huge exaggeration, yet she had to admit those immaculate driving coats, white as the elegant tires and especially the ladies’ chiffon tied hats, had been spectacular. Stopping and starting, clanging its bells, the trolley scooted along until Giovanni shouted, “Move! We’re here! Give me the bags—get off!”

			Here too, Giovanna was given no time to marvel at vaulted domes of cut glass, tall columns adorned with acanthus leaves edged in gilt, or the steaming black giants arrayed like horses in their stalls, but was hustled into a catacomb room of darkened oak reached through a massive door sporting a small white porcelain plaque that read salle d’attente 3eme classe. Indicating a free space on one of the long benches lining the room, Giovanni told his wife to sit and wait for him, adding as an afterthought that he would return.

			Giovanna sat, waiting, wondering where in this rather ominous enclosure a place to relieve oneself might be hidden and, should Giovanni be gone longer than expected, how she would manage to ask directions to it and what did he think one did but wait in a waiting room, when suddenly, utterly astounded, she realized that not only had she been able to read the sign on the door but, from the moment of their arrival, during all the dashing and confusion, she had understood the babble of voices surrounding her, all the while completely unaware that she could. French, of course! Everyone had been speaking French—a language she knew well! She liked the comforting feeling, the new sense of security, that this discovery gave her. I am not a tongue-tied foreigner in a strange land—I can understand them. And they will understand me, Giovanna marveled, quite impressed with herself. Now all she had to do was learn American. As soon as the proper moment presented itself, she would ask Giovanni to teach her.

			Rearranging the heavy folds of her long skirt, Giovanna waited, idly observing her fellow travelers. Some seemed as weary as she. She noticed that being the only woman wearing a lady’s hat, she was scrutinized by those whose head coverings were tied beneath their chins. Across from her, a young mother, her wooden clogs protruding from a voluminous, patterned skirt, kept eyeing the tips of Giovanna’s leather shoes, which were visible beneath the fashionable blue serge of her traveling costume. Seeming not to notice, as if quite by chance, adjusting the angle of her body, Giovanna exposed to full view her prized high-button shoes for inspection, enjoying, quite without shame, the hint of raw envy they inspired.

			Giovanni returned to find his wife most anxious to leave.

			“You have to pay the attendant to get in. Here,” he said, handing her a coin, adding, “and take our soap. You can wash in there.” From the string bag, Giovanna took their precious cake wrapped in its protective sheet of oilskin and, not at all uncertain, turned to leave.

			“Go through the door at the far end, then turn left. Be careful—don’t go into the wrong side. Yours will have a sign marked with the letters D-A-M-E-S.”

			“Oh, really? I wouldn’t have known that!” snapped Giovanna. Realizing how very tired she must be to have resorted to sarcasm, she hurried away before her husband could reprimand her for it.

			Giovanna never forgot the discovery of that inner sanctum marked dames—that awesome palace of tile, its endless gleam of pristine white, the lidless seats that lined a whole wall, each with its own cubicle, giving utmost privacy when its door was secured by a large hook, the tidy bundle of cut-up newsprint that hung by a string so conveniently at arm’s length, the long chain with its porcelain teardrop weight that, when she pulled it out of curiosity, produced such a gush of water, it made her jump up in fear, peer down, watch a mighty swirl as it disappeared into the depth of nowhere. Fascinated at how water seemed to materialize from everything, the small, three-spoked porcelain wheels that, when twisted, produced theirs that then poured into a basin beneath, where she washed her face and hands and, full of excitement, exited the dames.

			Careful not to get lost, remembering each turn in reverse, she returned and was greeted by “What took you so long? I was beginning to wonder if you got yourself lost!”

			That opened up the floodgates of her discovery. By the time she got around to the pull chain that produced such gushing magic of its own, her husband was laughing. A little at her but mostly just laughter without a hint of ridicule, so she didn’t mind at all. When he began to explain in the minutest detail the intricacies of something called “plumbing,” later becoming rhapsodic when describing the engineering marvels of the Paris sewers, Giovanna listened, completely enthralled. The hours flew. He taught—she learned.

			Giovanni was beginning to enjoy her. Once or twice, he had felt it only proper to inquire if she was alright, was their arduous journey beginning to take its toll, and each time she had turned to him, eyes aglow in a tired face, assuring him that no aching bones, no yearning for a bath, a hot meal—absolutely nothing could spoil the wonders she was seeing of a world so unknown to her before. It came to him that maybe he had not made such a bad choice after all, but, ever cautious, knowing what still lay ahead, he reserved his final opinion of her until they had crossed the sea and arrived safely in Detroit. That Giovanna was adaptable, he was beginning to learn. Just how adaptable, he would still wait and see. It did puzzle him that she seemed so completely oblivious of her new state of wifehood, her attitude so devoid of any bridal coyness or feminine sham. Not one flirtatious look, no inviting gesture had been directed his way. What he was so used to from women, he now found completely lacking in the one he had taken to wife. He assured himself this was actually a relief … still, it piqued his vanity that she had not even given him the opportunity to rebuff her. Of course, this could still change once they found themselves in proper lodgings, in a private room with a bed. Still, it irritated him that this lanky girl, with her plain face, seemed so unaware of him as a male. Or was she pretending? Could there be a passionate woman hidden beneath the excellent traveling companion not given to feminine frailties? Somehow, he doubted it. No, a sensible housekeeper he had come for, and a sensible housekeeper he had acquired. A real woman to moan under him he could find anywhere. Giovanni checked his pocket watch against the big wooden clock on the waiting room wall and, putting on his coat and hat, motioned Giovanna to pick up their bags and follow him out the door. Another swaying carriage—this one so long one couldn’t see the faces of one’s fellow passengers sitting at the far end of it, with real linen curtains, their edges stitched, and padded armrests covered in pebbly leather. Everything was so elegant; there was even a private place to relieve oneself, and the slats of the benches were placed so close together, they actually touched. Thoroughly impressed, Giovanna settled into her corner, a little sad she was leaving. Oh, the dames had certainly been a marvel, the tip of Monsieur Eiffel’s Tower too, to say nothing of the trolley car ride—yet there had to be more of such marvels in Paris, and she wished she had been given the chance to see those too.

			The train hurried towards the night’s horizon as though anxious to reach the sea. Giovanna yearned to see what it would look like, yet wondered if by its very vastness it might make her fear to journey upon its ominous surface, and that would never do. When taking her marriage vows, she had silently made one of her own: never to show fear, thereby embarrass, hinder, become a burden to the man who, by making her his wife, was taking her to the land of opportunity and freedom. Though a vow did not carry any religious obligation for Giovanna, her gratitude to Giovanni did, and for him she intended to keep it, no matter what the future might demand of her.

			Too dark now to watch the moving images, she turned from the window, observing her husband as he read the English-language newspaper he had bought for himself from the station kiosk. Of course, she had assumed that he could read. Having such important employment would require it. Still, it was reassuring to actually witness him doing so. Quite unexpectedly she caught herself wondering if this man sitting across from her might be considered by others to be handsome. Antonia had certainly thought so. But then, without meaning to be unkind, Antonia found men in general interesting, so her opinion didn’t really count. Actually, his face was rather nice, maybe his mouth the best part of it, especially when he smiled. He didn’t do that often, but when he did, it felt worth waiting for. There was that contradiction about him that had always intrigued her, even when they were growing up. A difference from all the other boys—subtle, yet obvious. Like his strangely beautiful hands that showed none of the strength she knew they possessed, that belonged more to a sensitive artist or a fine gentleman than to a common man of the people. She had always liked that about him—his lack of coarseness, this unschooled elegance that seemed to be such an unself-conscious part of him. The distant lights of an approaching city attracted her eyes away from him, yet her thoughts held in place. In Torino, when he had helped her down off the train; in Paris, when he’d lifted her off the sidewalk, her body had remembered his touch as though it had had need of it. The confusion this had caused her had been so newly uncomfortable that she had immediately decided to forget it, and now, suddenly, she found that she had not. Whatever was the matter with her? Just tiredness! So stop it! she admonished herself and turned her full attention to the night passing by the window.

			Giovanni folded his paper, placed it with his hat on the rack above, took his coat, and, leaning forward, draped it across Giovanna’s chest. Assuming her slight recoil to be involuntary, he settled himself for the long night. Eyes closed, Giovanna pretended sleep, hopeful that whatever was wrong with her would be cured and gone by morning.

			By the time they finally arrived at their port of embarkation, her body had acquired a tiredness quite beyond its capacity of youth. It swayed regardless of where it stood, as if it now possessed a new rhythm for her to exist by. She was so afraid she might fall that she closed her eyes, hoping to regain her balance, but only for a second, for losing Giovanni in the surging crowd of travelers was even more frightening. Taking a deep breath, she stumbled after him, eyes riveted on his dodging derby headed towards the docks.

			The echo cry of gulls, the acrid smell of creosote and iodine. The sea! For the first time, Giovanna smelled its distinctive odor, felt its salt sting as wind whipped her face.

			“The Atlantic Ocean!” she gasped, completely overcome.

			“No, the English Channel,” said her husband and hurried on. 

			Oh, dear! She always knew she should have paid more attention in Sister Bertine’s geography class. Still, if she knew everything, Giovanni wouldn’t need to correct her as often, so, as he seemed to welcome every opportunity to do so, it could be argued that she was actually doing him a favor. Very satisfied with this solution to her new status of slightly backward wife, she hurried after him. If only he would stop, just for a minute, that’s all she needed to catch her breath. But he didn’t, and suddenly she felt like crying. If she allowed that to happen, tears would blind her, she would really lose sight of him, and he would never forgive her and, lost, all alone, wandering dank, dark alleys, some sinister white slaver would find her, knock her over the head, sell her to a Chinaman in a haze-filled opium den! Slightly dazed by her vision of Oriental lust, Giovanna shook her head to clear it, pinned her hat back from where it had wobbled to, squared her shoulders, mustered up her last remaining strength, and, determined not to sway even if it killed her, keeping his bobbing derby fixed in her sights, followed it through the milling crowds along the quay, catching up just as Giovanni was opening a weathered door to an establishment that looked to have withstood years of lashing storms.

			“Oh, there you are. Good.” Giovanni acknowledged his wife’s presence and, stepping inside, motioned her to follow. The narrow hall smelled of entrenched mildew. In a circle of orange light, burly men in thick wool, light-eyed as though the glare of many seas had bleached their irises, played frayed cards from thickened hands. The smell of their cheap wine and black tobacco mingled with the one of the hall.

			“Madame, I require a room. I am John Ricassoli, and this is my wife,” her husband said in the most atrocious imitation of French Giovanna had ever heard. But the wizened woman behind the desk, her nostrils sprouting nearly as much hair as her bearded customers in the bar, seemed to understand. Nodding, she plucked a large key from its nail and, pointing, indicated that their room was directly over her head. Giovanna followed her husband up the threadbare stairs into a room equally run-down but, thankfully, clean.

			“We are lucky. That crone may look like a witch, but she is one of the very few who don’t rob immigrants—especially Italians, not even Jews.” Hanging his coat and vest over the back of the only chair, he removed his collar and cuffs, rolled up his sleeves, unwrapped their soap and towel, poured water from the cracked pitcher into its chipped bowl, and washed. No need to shave—he would do that in the morning.

			Giovanna hung her jacket on the newel post of the double bed, wondering if she too could wash, perhaps even change into a clean shirtwaist. Giovanni emptied his wash water into the slop pail, informed her that he had left enough in the pitcher for her, not to forget that when she was through, to wipe the soap dry before rewrapping it or it would become gelatinous. Then he slipped down his suspenders, stripped off his shirt, pulled a fresh one from his bag, unbuttoned his trousers, smoothed down its tail, re-dressed, and, without the slightest hint of self-consciousness, said that a hot meal could be had downstairs—she needed to hurry before it was all gone and shouldn’t forget to lock their door—then handed her the key before leaving. Giovanna picked up his shirt from where he had flung it, not certain if there was time to launder it or if she needed to wait until they were aboard the ship. Deciding not to take the time to change, she washed, dried the soap as instructed, repinned her hair, and, anxious to escape the lingering picture of Giovanni’s naked torso, hastened from the room, locking the door securely before rushing downstairs.

			Leek and potatoes, thick and hot. Never had anything tasted so truly wonderful. Her exhausted body welcomed that soup as though it was life-giving and, in a way, it was. After two whole bowls, she felt deliciously drowsy. Smiling, Giovanni reached across the low table, lifted her drooping chin. “Giovanna—you’re falling asleep. Go, go up to bed.”

			The seagulls’ cries woke her. To be able to stretch out, sleep in a bed after such a very long time, had been a little like dying pleasantly. Stretching, she sighed at the thought of having to leave such comfort.

			“Giovanna …”

			Startled, she sat up, surprised someone was in the room, then realized it was Giovanni, fully dressed.

			“I am going out to buy provisions. We need vinegar for disinfectant and medicinal purposes and extra tobacco for bribes, always important to have if it becomes necessary. I will also try to find some lemons—although they are very expensive, especially on the docks, but at least one that you can suck on when you become seasick. Get dressed, have your breakfast—I’ve paid for it in advance. Don’t forget to refill the water. Have everything done, be ready to leave when I return. We sail on the afternoon tide.” And he left.

			His manner seemed even more brisk than usual. Giovanna wondered if he might be angry. Trying to think back, she couldn’t find a reason. All she had done was sleep through the night and … here her thoughts stopped dead in their tracks. Oh! Perhaps he had expected … ? This part of her impulsive plea to be taken to America had never actually entered her mind. Being married had meant freedom, leaving, embarking on a great adventure, whatever physical act required endurance necessary for that, automatic. Yet the physical act required by marriage had never been a part of that. Now, she had spent a night in bed with a man who had the right to take what belonged to him, and it shocked her that she had not thought of this before. Last night mutual exhaustion had saved her. From what exactly, she wasn’t completely certain but felt saved from it nevertheless. Still, in all fairness, she had to acknowledge that Giovanni had the just right to be annoyed. He had made her his wife and she had a debt to pay, should be ready, willing to do whatever he might demand of her. A bargain was a bargain. Bags packed and strapped, her hat in place, water bottles filled, she was ready when her husband returned.

			Putting a fat lemon into her hand as though it were a jewel, he said, “Here. Keep it safe. Don’t let others see it or they will steal it. Now, we go!”

			They boarded the ship by twos. Like Noah’s ark, thought Giovanna, surprised she would conjure up an image from the Bible at such a momentous moment. But Teresa would have been pleased she was capable of doing so. Unconsciously fingering the small St. Benedictine medal where she had sewn it into the lining of her jacket pocket, Giovanna entered the cavernous bowels of the great ship that would carry her to the Promised Land.
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