
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


Night Wine

 


A Novel

 


 


Nick Taddeo

 


Published by Foremost Press at Smashwords

 


Copyright 2010 Nick Taddeo

 


Smashwoods Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other
people. If you would like to share this book with another person,
please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it
with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it
was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

 


 


For those new world explorers:

my parents, Frank and Anastasia,

and the grower and winemaker, Uncle John

 



CHAPTER 1

 


Ancient Vines

 


The label read 1926. Both the bottle and its
contents were darkened by age. Joseph Pugliesi, a youthful
winemaker, uncertain if he should proceed, pushed his long, black
hair away from his eyes and carefully lifted the bottle with both
hands. Light filtered through the cool glass, showing a murky-red
fluid with fine sediment floating about. Yes, he would take a
chance on recorking this one.

As Joseph worked the screw, the cork began to
disintegrate into black powder. Changing to a two-pronged opener,
he slid the tongs down inside the bottleneck and rotated his hand
slowly while pulling outward. The remains of the cork came out,
chased by the pungent aroma of an earlier era. The aroma brought
forth a rush of memories which caused him to tremble.

Although he knew the wine was probably not
drinkable, in its juices flowed the life story of his grandfather
from the old country, Amerigo Pugliesi.

Just then a mature woman’s voice, called to
him from outside, “We don’t have much time, Joseph. You must come
with us now.”

“In a minute,” he answered, and then
lowering his voice so the woman would not hear, he added, “I need
to know how all this came about.” Joseph looked around at the
carved-out wine cellar, the stacks of vintage bottled wine, the
rows of oak barrels. He set a fresh cork in the bottle and squeezed
it down with his new corking machine. When he replaced that bottle
alongside the others, his thoughts raced again through his
collection of memories. One that flashed forward was a smile of
satisfaction on his grandfather Amerigo’s strong, deeply-lined face
the day he told the mule-headed old man that he would commit his
life’s work to the winery.

 


* * *

 


Southern Italy, 1914

Working in a rented field a few kilometers
from a white-washed Italian village, Amerigo had been digging and
turning over row after row of soil with a long-handled spade when
the steel edge struck a small boulder. His father had long ago
given up removing the rock, but Amerigo dug all around it and
forced the shovel under it, then pulled down until the handle
almost broke under the strain. He felt the rock move, so he
continued prying until it finally came loose. He lifted the
soccer-ball-sized boulder from the ground and heaved it at a low
stone wall that surrounded the property. The blow knocked several
stones off the wall.

“This field grows nothing but rocks,”
he said in anger.

“Amerigo,” his father yelled, “you are
getting crazy, pazzo, again. Look what you did to the
wall.”

“Papa, you’ve turned this field over
hundreds of times, and still we raise rocks. How long can we
continue?”

“You ask a question when you already
know the answer.”

“Well, then tell me how long has that
rock been there?”

“No one knows.” The old man shrugged
his shoulders. “Thousands of years maybe.”

“Well, I tore it from the ground, and
I’m going to tear myself away from this land.”

“No, no, you should not talk that way.
You upset your mother every time.”

“You can’t raise anything on your patch
of ground but cauliflower and turnips, and I hate ’em
both.”

“Amerigo, my son, you are part of this
land, and you’re planted here like I am and my father
was.”

“Maybe you think so, but I
don’t.”

Amerigo placed the boulder in the hole he had
made in the wall and jammed the loose rocks against it. He slung
the spade over his shoulder and, without saying a word, started the
long walk back to the village.

As he approached his parents’ house on the
outer edge of the village, he could see the sun-scorched houses
settling into the terraced hillside slanting down to the edge of a
ravine which overlooked the Adriatic. The closer he got, the more
he thought about the huge jugs of wine his father stored upstairs
along the stucco wall away from the sun. He knew that having those
jugs of wine gave his father a feeling of abundance, and the sense
that everything would be all right until the next year when a new
supply would be brought in.

Amerigo remembered hearing the men in the
village discuss secrets about making wine, but he never fully
understood the meaning of fermentation. He learned, though, that
the process and timing were terribly important. If everything was
handled correctly, the grapes crushed and moved from one vat to
another at proper intervals, the result would be a life-restoring
liquid. If not, there could be disaster, a whole harvest wasted.
That was the challenge every winemaker had to endure. As he
continued toward home, he became more and more determined.

Even though he was only sixteen, he believed
he was a grown man. Though thin-legged, his body was muscular and
barrelchested with a thick neck supporting a round well-shaped
head. A full head of dark brown hair protected him from the
blistering southern Italian sun. Strong lines had already formed
down either side of his face giving him character early in life.
His light brown eyes, flecked with green, were always alert, taking
in everything in sight, though often, appeared sad and guarded.

He saw his mother hoeing weeds in the tomato
patch beside their house of concrete building blocks. To him she
appeared too frail to do such strenuous work.

When she spotted Amerigo striding along the
dirt road, she didn’t have to ask what was bothering him. She
dropped the hoe right where she was working and went to the lean-to
that had been built out from the side of their house for use as a
kitchen. She poured tea into a small metal cup and waited for
Amerigo to reach her.

“Here.” She offered him the hot tea.
“You and your father at it again?”

“No, I’m not arguing anymore. You know
those jugs of wine father keeps up in the bedroom? He keeps them
because they mean something to him. Don’t they?”

“Yes. It makes him feel secure, like we
have plenty even if we don’t.”

“Well, that wine has something that
gives people here a reason to go on.”

“You mean alcohol?”

“No.” He smiled and pinched her cheek.
“Mama, I love you, and I’m going to miss you.”

“Then you really want to do
this?”

“Yes. Besides, there might be a war
soon. I would be taken, and that would put off everything for
years.”

“You’re too young. Don’t worry about
the war.”

“Mama, get used to the idea. I’m going
to France to learn winemaking. I’ve been saving money for a year
now and studying the language every evening.

“There’s no future for me in father’s
rented field. I’ve wrestled with the last rock from this ground.
You know I’d rather the army took me than lose another battle to
those rocks.”

“So, I see you are getting desperate.
Well, if that is what it takes to move you, then you better get
moving.”

“You mean you approve?”

“You are my only son. I don’t want you
to be miserable. I say to hell with your father. Go to France and
learn.”

“Oh, Mama!” He picked her up and
whirled her around.

“Put me down,” she said. “Come with me
now.”

Amerigo walked alongside his mother through
the village to the town oven. Two stout women dressed in black were
standing near the clay oven waiting for the bread to finish
baking.

Before the women could get into a serious
discussion, three men on horseback thundered up to the oven. One
skinny man with a bushy mustache swung off his horse while the
other two pointed hunting guns at the women. The skinny one grabbed
a wooden ladle from one of the dark-clad women and reached into the
hot oven, pulling out the bread. There were three loaves, and they
had not finished baking. To maintain his dignity, the bandit pushed
one loaf back in the oven and slung the other two loaves over his
forearm. They were steaming hot and still soft so they sagged down
around his sleeve as he pulled himself up on the horse with his
free arm.

Amerigo threw a rock that hit one of the
riflemen on the side of the head with a hollow clunk. He then ran
up to the other man who pointed a single-barreled shotgun in his
face. Amerigo shoved the barrel aside, grabbed it and pulled the
man off his horse. He wrenched the shotgun free, pointed it in the
air, and pulled the trigger. The explosion shocked everyone. Then
he threw the weapon on the ground. The man bent forward to pick it
up, but Amerigo shoved him by the shoulders. Surprised by the
suddenness of Amerigo’s action, the man staggered backward and
fell. Amerigo moved toward him threatening to strike him if
necessary. The horseman who had recovered from the clunk on the
head rode up and jammed the barrel of his rifle against Amerigo’s
chest.

Amerigo’s mother screamed, “You going to
shoot a boy for a loaf of bread?!”

Amerigo stepped away from the man on the
ground. The one with the gun then turned and pointed at his mother.
“You got a mouth on you, Signora.”

“Now you going to shoot a woman?”
Amerigo asked. “Take the bread and leave, you coward.” With that
said, Amerigo bent his arm at the elbow thrusting a fist in the
air, sending him the full Italian salute.

The rifleman gave Amerigo the
malocchio, a look of evil, but would not pull the trigger on
a woman or a boy. The other man retrieved his shotgun and climbed
awkwardly onto his horse. All three rode off.

The women looked at them and then at each
other. They started to giggle. They saw the men’s pants were so
thin and torn that their bottoms showed through.

“Culo d’fuori.” Amerigo’s mother
put a hand to her mouth as she pointed at the destitute bandits.
Her frail body doubled over with laughter.

She quickly sobered up when she turned to her
son. “You are foolish. Have you no fear? You could have been
killed.”

“No, they have too much honor.” Amerigo
shrugged.

They all laughed with relief as they saw the
last of the men, the skinny one with dough sagging over his arm,
and the bare behinds as the trio rode out of town.

 


* * *

 


That evening at dinner, Signora Pugliesi said
to her husband, “We are raising a foolish boy with no sense of
fear. He thinks he cannot be hurt by cowards carrying guns.”

“He is afraid of work,” the man said.
“He left the fields today without reason.”

Amerigo attempted to be as tactful as a
sixteen-year-old could with a temperamental father. “I’ve worked
long hours for you and every contadino who would hire me.
That’s not why I left.”

“Why then?”

“You might have noticed that I’ve been
studying French lately.” The man dug into his plate of pasta but
didn’t respond. Amerigo continued, “The reason is I’m going to
France to study winemaking.” He knew what the reaction would be,
and he was ready for it.

His father stopped twirling the spaghetti.
“Why must you go when you have a good home here? You don’t know
what you’re going to find out there.”

“Papa, I’ve made up my mind. Don’t try
to stop me. It won’t work.”

The man turned to his wife. “Don’t you have
anything to say? Are you going to let him leave?”

“This might be his
porta-fortuna. I don’t believe we should stop him. If the
boy wants to try, let him try.”

“Ah, you say that now, but I have to
live with you when he’s away. Then I’m going to hear
plenty.”

Nothing said that evening altered Amerigo’s
decision. A few days later he packed some clothes in a hand bag.
His father sat at the kitchen table with head down in his hands.
Amerigo’s mother hugged and kissed him. She placed into his travel
bag a bottle of wine, a hunk of cheese, and a loaf of hard-crusted
bread.

“You be careful. Stay out of trouble.
Come back soon.”

Amerigo waved goodbye and hurried on the dirt
road until he came to a pickup station where he climbed onto a
horse-drawn cart. The cart bounced along northward to the city of
Bari, near the Adriatic, eventually stopping at a crossroad with no
buildings.

“Where’s the train station?”

“Two blocks and right. This is as far
as I go,” the driver said. “You want to pay extra? I take
you.”

“No thanks. I’ll walk.” He found the
railroad station where he bought a third class ticket and boarded a
westbound train. He ate bread and cheese as the train slowly
carried him cross-country on the his first long journey of his
life.

Coming into Rome, the train passed more
houses, buildings, thoroughfares, and people than Amerigo had ever
seen. When they arrived at the large central railroad station, the
Termini, Amerigo was not sure what he should do. While most of the
passengers departed, he sat on the hard wooden seat and finished
the rest of his wine and food before he got off the train.

The man working behind vertical bars at a
window sold him a ticket for the train heading north and told him
he had to wait four hours. Amerigo decided to head for the
Coliseum, which had excited his imagination during the few years of
formal schooling he’d had. He used a coin to open a metal locker
where he deposited his bag, and went outside.

As he left the Termini, he sensed unrest in
the atmosphere as scores of people were out going somewhere. Three
young men ran past him almost knocking him over. Single men and
groups of women all walked quickly in the same direction. Amerigo
moved along, letting the flow of the crowds guide him.

He had never seen a city on such a grand
scale: all the ornate buildings, the monuments, the fountains, the
open squares—and so many people. He gazed in awe at everything, but
also wondered what was the cause of all the agitation and
confusion. He paused to catch his breath. The impressions were
coming in faster than he could assimilate. The crowds kept moving
so he continued on to find out where they were going.

He came to the large Piazza Venezia. Never
had he experienced anything like this in his life. There were
hundreds of people gathered and milling about in the open square.
Some argued in groups, others gestured wildly at something off in
the distance.

Looking across the piazza, he saw the Palazzo
Venezia. Someone stood on the central balcony of the Palazzo
shouting out a speech. Amerigo tried to move close enough to hear
the words.

When he was maneuvering through the crowd,
five young men surrounded him. They were poorly dressed, all with
long uncut hair and loose dark clothing that smelled as though it
hadn’t been washed in months.

“What have we here?” the shortest, most
aggressive, said. He and another man grabbed Amerigo by the arms
and pulled him with them.

“Come, we want to talk with
you.”

“What’s this? Let go of me.” Amerigo
raised both arms and rapidly rotated them downward like a windmill
causing the two to lose their grip.

“Tough guy, don’t get violent. We just
want to have a few words with you.”

“I don’t know you.”

“Oh, you think you’re too good to talk
with us. What are you, a Florentine, one of those snobs from the
North who thinks he’s better than the rest of us?” The short one
started pushing a hand into Amerigo’s chest, trying to provoke
him.

Another scruffy one directly behind him said,
“Are you a journalist? You think you’re going to write about ‘Red
Week’ and make a lot of money?”

“You must be crazy, pazzo.”
Amerigo pointed to his head.

“Ahh, listen to that,” a third member
said. “He’s no Florentine. He talks like a country boy. He couldn’t
write two lines to save his life.”

“What are you, then?” The short one
tapped on his chest. “Are you Destra or
Sinistra?”

“What do you mean?”

“Stupido! Are you liberal or
progressive? Where do you stand?”

“I’m not political. I’m just out
seeking a job.”

“Ah ha,” the tallest, quiet one said.
“I suppose you want my job.”

“I don’t even know what you
do.”

“Listen, smart guy,” the short one
said. “Are you with Donati or Gionchi?”

“Who are they?”

“Look, I know you’re not as stupid as
you look. Are you with Mussolini? Are you opposed to ‘Red
Week’?”

“Just let me go. I don’t know what
you’re talking about.”

The one standing behind said, “I think he’s a
fascist, and he won’t admit it.”

Shorty poked him harder in the chest and
said, “No, he’s either stupid or an anarchist.” Amerigo pushed him
back. The one behind grabbed him around the chest. Another one
yelled, “Get his wallet. See if he’s got any money.”

Hearing that, Amerigo went into action. He
turned suddenly, catching the one on his back off guard. He punched
him in the stomach, then whirled to face the short one. Shorty
backed away.

At just that moment the crowd roared
something in favor or opposed to the speaker.

Though Amerigo didn’t know who was speaking,
he heard D’Annunzio’s resonant voice peaking with strain in a plea
to attempt the government to declare war. He thought he heard him
say the Vatican was pro-Austrian, the Nationalists were
pro-Germany, and the Pope refused to support the Italian
parliamentary government. The crowd quieted, and he heard the man
shout that the king should resign and allow a new government to
form.

The crowd roared again in response. Amerigo
bolted away from his five captors. They started running after him,
yelling, “He’s an anarchist! He’s a supporter of Malatesta!”

Several people heard that and glared as
Amerigo ran by. The crowd got even heavier. He slowed to a walk and
elbowed his way through and away from the unruly five, away from
the words they were trying to hang on him. He moved through the
crowd and continued putting distance between him and the Piazza
Venezia as fast as his legs would carry him without actually
running.

He knew the general direction, so he
eventually arrived at the Coliseum. The open archways allowed him
easy entrance. When he stepped inside, he was immediately
disappointed. He saw a building in ruin. The floor had fallen away.
The rising tiers of seats were mostly brown rubble. He spotted no
lions, only a few small cats lazed about. Looking through the
arches to the outside, he could see a number of people but not the
five ragged pursuers. He cautiously left the building, then headed
back to the train station.

The streets were full of small and large
groups of arguing men and women. He moved as unobtrusively as
possible through the crowds, hoping to avoid any more fanatics. In
time he came to the railroad station, retrieved his bag from the
locker, and located the train bound for Southern France.

Fortunately he arrived early, because, even
so, he had to fight his way onto an already crowded car and push
through the passengers to find a vacant seat. The train pulled out
of the station forty-five minutes late, sluggishly getting up to
speed. Amerigo attempted to sleep, but sitting up on the hard
wooden slats shoulder to shoulder with strangers gave him a most
uncomfortable night. Half asleep, he missed seeing Pisa and Genoa
passing in the dark.

By morning he was in Southern France and
there, sliding across the windows on either side, was more beauty
than his young eyes had ever seen. Off to his left, bougainvillea
grew over the slopes down to the flat blue Mediterranean Sea.
Red-tiled houses blended with flowers and hills on his right.

The train screeched to a stop in Nice, where
a conductor informed Amerigo he had to change cars. He moved
forward through the narrow aisles until he came to the section of
train he was told would continue in his direction. He heard a
metallic clunk and felt the train move when the rear cars were
disconnected. Soon the train jerked once, then twice, as it pulled
out of the station.

Hours later when the train reached Marseille,
Amerigo was starving. He risked getting off to find a food vendor.
No one would accept his lire until a woman, sensing he was
desperate, sold him a pastry and a banana. He jumped back on the
train and devoured the food as they pulled out of the station.
Eventually the train left the coast and went north through
Toulouse. Lights and houses passed in the dark. By morning, he was
starving again but had reached Bordeaux, where he detrained,
changed his lire into francs and went out searching for food.

After a cup of strong coffee, a couple of
sandwiches with cheese and some unknown kind of meat in them, a few
questions about where one might find work in the vineyards, he
hopped on a wooden cart. The cart was drawn by a bony mule that
should have been put out to pasture long ago. After the driver
grunted once to indicate he knew the way, the man said absolutely
nothing.

They gradually made their way to a town in
the Medoc called St. Julien. The country was a peaceful contrast to
the turmoil going on in Rome. The very air relaxed Amerigo as he
paid off the laconic mule driver. He walked slowly around the town
until he found a hostel which displayed a vacancy sign. The husband
and wife owners greeted him warmly and filled him up on potato soup
and stuffed grape leaves.

Two other young Italians were eating at the
same table. Amerigo learned their names: Rudy and Feruccio. He
learned they were also looking for work but didn’t care about
becoming winemakers. They were willing to take on labor of any
kind. In the morning the three of them strolled around asking
people if they knew where to find jobs. They received a lot of
raised eyebrows and shrugs but no leads.

The next day Amerigo suggested they go into a
wine shop to ask the owner if he knew of any vineyards which might
be hiring.

“A possibility,” the proprietor said,
as he ran a finger along his pencil-thin mustache which formed an
inverted T under a long thin nose.

“Where then?” Amerigo asked since the
man didn’t volunteer the information.

“Ahh, I don’t know if they hire
foreigners. However, the chateau is near St. Julien. They make not
only fine wines but also a vins de pays, a country wine of
some quality. Perhaps you could pick grapes for them.” He glanced
down his long nose, and then drew a simple map with
notations.

The three new friends walked the dirt road,
taking in and talking up everything they saw on the way. At least
Rudy and Amerigo did. Feruccio mostly had a keen eye for the female
form, any form and any age. He turned to walk along with a stout
woman and her young daughter who were heading in the opposite
direction, all the while attempting to strike up a conversation.
Rudy had to retrieve his friend while Amerigo waited for them to
catch up.

With the help of the shopkeeper’s map, they
found the chateau. Vineyards extended in rolling hills down from
the mansion. An ivy-covered stone winery sat off to one side.
Amerigo led the other two directly into the winery. The winemaker,
a man built very much like a wine barrel, watched them enter. He
spoke first to Amerigo.

“Looking for someone?”

“Oui. Nous vouloir
travail.”

“What kind of work?”

“Mes ami will do
anything.”

“And you?”

“I’m willing to do anything to become a
winemaker.”

“Send your friends out to the field.
They will find the vineyardist. Inquire if he needs help. You, stay
here.”

Rudy and Feruccio left to seek the
vineyardist. Amerigo stood quietly, wondering what kind of person
this winemaker was.

“Why did you come to France?” the
winemaker asked.

“I read that the French make the best
wines.”

“You think I will teach you, just like
that?”

“I hope you will, but if not you, I’ll
find someone else.”

“Sure of yourself, aren’t
you?”

“Only sure of what I want to
do.”

The man finally smiled and extended a hand to
Amerigo. “My name is Gaspard. I’ll put you to work. Maybe I can
teach you a few things. First, everything must be clean. All these
barrels and the large vats, you scrub, you rinse, you cover to make
ready.”

That part Amerigo knew, so he got into it
right away.

Gaspard was pleased to find a willing
student, especially one who would listen. While Amerigo worked, the
vintner gave him information without prompting. “Wine grapes grow
from a combination of land, vine, and sun. When you handle
everything, I mean from the picking of the grapes to the crushing
and the fermenting, all with the love of an artist”—he touched his
fingers together in a bunch and kissed the tips—“you get this.” He
held to the light a bottle of blood red Cabernet Sauvignon and then
poured two glasses.

Amerigo sipped his slowly. “Oh, this is so
much better than what my father drank. I’ll have to tell him about
this wine.”

“Southern Italian wines are not
outstanding, but your Northern Italian and Tuscany wines, they are
good.”

After finishing the glass of wine, Amerigo
continued working. He rolled the clean barrels and lined them up
neatly by one of the stone walls.

Gaspard nodded. Later in the afternoon, he
stopped Amerigo. “Come with me now. I want to show you something.
See the wine I have tapped from this barrel? It is cloudy. I don’t
like to do this, but we have to filter. You can use blood or
eggs.”

“Blood? Eggs?”

“Yes. You spread bull’s blood across
the surface of an open barrel. The blood is heavier than wine. So
when it sinks to the bottom, it takes the impurities along. That is
an old Spanish trick. I am Spanish, you know. Then you pump the
filtered wine to one of the clean barrels you just washed and blend
it with another wine. That is the Bordeaux method. You cork it
tight, wait a few months, and put it in bottles. It will never be
more than country wine, but it will be a good blend. Drink it with
your pasta, your beef, your mutton . . . very
satisfying.

“The people in the big chateau up
there, they don’t drink this, but it pays their bills. Some day
I’ll show you how to make the finest wines. That comes from the
first gentle pressing of the grapes. This wine we are working today
comes from the second pressing, so it holds all the bits and pieces
we have to filter out.”

During the days that followed, Gaspard not
only taught Amerigo a great deal about handling the wine, blending
some of it for balance and taste, but he also walked him through
the fields, and introduced him to the vinyardist.

“The wine beqins here in the vineyard.
We have the best vineyardist in all of France. He gives me the
finest grapes in the world and then my job is easy, and I get all
the credit.”

Amerigo shook the vineyardist’s hand, a
powerful, callused hand that felt at home with the earth and the
vine. “Come work with me when Gaspard finishes his talk of art and
credit. I need good help.”

Gaspard smiled and motioned for Amerigo to
come away. “Watch that one, always wants to steal my best help.” He
gestured with an open hand toward the fields. “You see what we have
here: a good climate of sun, chased away some days by rain. And
then the soil, ah, that is where we excel: gravel topsoil, and then
underneath, a meter or so, the subsoil is sandy clay. Good
drainage. The vines have to struggle to get their roots down. Makes
them healthy. Here we trim away more of the shoots than you do in
Italy. That is what they are doing now, your friends over there.
Makes the grapes sweeter, but we plant close together so we still
get plenty of yield from each field.”

Amerigo looked out and tried to describe what
he saw in his best French-Italian language. “Regarder, from
a distance the land appears to be wearinq a soft green sweater. The
vines are stitched in neat rows: knit one, purl two, knit one, purl
two. The rows of vines cover the slopes and hills like handmade
cloth.”

“At least you don’t see a woman in
every hill.”

“I see some of that, too,” Amerigo
admitted, “but not like my new friend Feruccio. He’s the lover in
our group.”

“I know,” Gaspard warned. “The talk
gets around, and for that you’d better watch out.”

A few evenings later Rudy and Amerigo were in
the workers’ shanty finishing a bottle of vins de pays when
they heard noises and yelling outside, a girl’s voice and then two
men, one bellowing in French, the other in ltalian.

They opened the door to see a stocky young
man chasing Feruccio. As Feruccio slowed down to enter the
building, the young Frenchman caught him. He turned the Italian
around. Ferrucio attempted to shove him away.

About that time, the young woman caught up to
the two men. She tried to get in between to separate them, but her
brother quickly thrust her aside and firmed his hold on Feruccio.
The Frenchman had a powerful upper body. With his arms under
Feruccio’s and around his back, he began crushing the Italian.

Feruccio’s arms were flopping around, but his
hands were free. So he reached into a pocket and pulled out a
knife. He managed to snap open the blade. The girl screamed,
“Knife! Knife!” but her brother kept squeezing.

Feruccio did not want to kill the man nor did
he want to have a broken back. He jammed the point into the side of
the man’s rib cage. The bones deflected the blade, so there was
more pain than damage. The Frenchman backed off, grabbed at his
side, saw the blood and then came at Feruccio again. Feruccio
slashed at his forearm cutting through flesh and muscle. Blood
gushed out. The man held his arm and swore like an enraged
bull.

The sister yelled, “Enough! Enough! You’ve
protected my honor.” The man was still raging but in real pain. He
allowed his sister to lead him away. “Let’s go. I have to get you
to a doctor.”

“You have not heard the last of this,
you damn foreigner!” the Frenchman roared.

Rudy and Amerigo led a highly emotional
Feruccio into the cabin. “He tried to kill me. He would have killed
me.” Feruccio spouted on until they quieted him down.

“Didn’t you know she had a
brother?”

“No. I only know she was more than
willing. I was ready to pluck her like a ripe grape when that bull
came charging down between the vines.”

Soon two policemen arrived, one middle-aged
and the other, a handsome young man. They wore round caps and dark
uniforms setting them apart from the field workers.

When Amerigo saw them approach the shanty, he
took the knife from Feruccio and stuck it into the wood under the
table and then partially closed the handle so it couldn’t be seen.
Amerigo did not react when the gendarmes entered the shack. He
looked at them calmly, feeling even relaxed.

The police searched the entire room, such as
it was with three cots, a table, and a sink with pump water. They
interviewed all three Italians, quickly determined that neither
Rudy nor Amerigo was the one, but didn’t take much longer with
Feruccio.

Amerigo overheard the two talking with each
other. He understood them to say that they could claim all
foreigners looked alike. There was no knife. They did not want to
take anyone into custody. They knew these were healthy young men
and that the girl was not without interest.

The youngest gendarme smiled as he explained,
“You boys can understand that the jeune fille’s brother is
extremely angry. It would not be wise to remain here. He might
return with his friends. You’d better move on.”

The middle-aged man said, “The girls in these
parts seem to prefer Italians. Therefore, it is not safe for you.
What can we do?” He shrugged, hoping to convince the offenders that
they must solve the problem.

In the morning Rudy and Feruccio packed up
and left. Amerigo did not join them. Instead he went to see Gaspard
to tell the vintner what had happened.

“I agree you should leave before there
is serious trouble,” Gaspard said. He wrote something down on a
piece of paper. “Here. This is the address of a good friend of mine
in Burgundy. He is old now, but there is no better winemaker in
France. Find him. Tell him I sent you. Perhaps, just perhaps, he
will teach you some of his skills. Go now and good
fortune.”

 


* * *

 


The vintner Amerigo met in Burgundy was slow
to acknowledge him. He was slow in all matters, for he was truly an
old man. His face and hands were all splotched with sun and age.
His body, once tall and lanky, was now bent and bony. He wore a
small white mustache which appeared to be his only affectation. He
sized up Amerigo and then declared, “You are not from
Bordeaux.”

“Non, Je suis Italien, but I
have been working with Gaspard in Bordeaux. He said you were good
friends.”

“Ahh, yes. He makes Simillon with
botrytis cinerea. Here we make red wines, the best.”

Amerigo almost corrected him by telling him
that Gaspard also makes reds and very good ones; however, he
thought it best to keep those thoughts to himself. He also realized
there was nothing wrong with the man’s memory.

“You want to learn
winemaking?”

“Oui,
monsieur.”

“You’re young.”

“Almost seventeen.”

“I was seventeen, sixty years ago.” He
then drifted off into a reverie. One could see the memories passing
behind the vintner’s wizened old eyes. Eventually he came out of it
and smiled. “Here in Burgundy we have a different system. Long ago
the land was divided into many parcels and distributed to the
farmers. Some fields have earned reputations for producing grapes
sweeter than the kisses of the maidens you love. Some patches are
even better. You have to find them, to learn where they are, and to
harvest those grapes at the just the right moment. Do you have
patience?”

“Yes, well, yes, I think
so.”

“One must have extreme patience to make
a great wine. You seem to be in a hurry. You speak fast. Your
movements are quick as a nervous cat.”

Amerigo did not comment.

“I’ll take you on with me. You have
strong arms, and I think maybe you can learn.”

He immediately put Amerigo to work racking
wines. As Amerigo pumped off the sediment, the old vintner
explained how the process would give maximum clarity. “Tomorrow I
will teach you how to use a wine thief.” He smiled at Amerigo’s
puzzled expression, then showed him the suction device. “How else
can we steal wine from the barrel to test how far it has come? The
day after tomorrow, I will show you how to use a refractometer.” He
held up the glass instrument. “This tube is what we use to measure
sugar from grape juice. The sweeter the grapes, the better the
wine.” He kissed his fingertips to emphasize the point.

He noted that Amerigo listened intently to
every bit of information, so he went on about fermentation,
racking, aging, and bottling. Each day the old vintner uncovered
another of the secrets that had earlier aroused Amerigo’s
curiosity. He taught via warnings and strong gesticulation that if
you didn’t stop the fermentation at just the right time, you’d get
a five-hundred-year supply of vinegar.

The senior vintner showed him how grapes
picked from one field, then aged in oak for various lengths of
time, would give distinctly different character to the wines. “The
control you use creates the difference.”

“I have a lot to learn.” Amerigo got
into the habit of writing notes every evening from the vintner’s
daily flow of information. Though the man spoke slowly, too slowly,
Amerigo thought of him as a living textbook.

The months passed and soon they began a
second harvest followed by the crush and beginning fermentation. As
his skills developed, Amerigo also managed to save a few francs
from his meager pay. At the ripe old age of eighteen, he had a
notion that he would like to purchase some land. He soon learned
there were no parcels for sale, nor anyone even willing to talk
with him about buying land. He explained the dilemma to his mentor.
“The land here goes by legacy from father to son, or to nephew or
niece or grandson. How can I ever become a winemaker?”

The aging vintner attempted to straighten his
curving spine as he listened to Amerigo. He said, “I thought you
wanted to make wine. You don’t have to own land to make wine. I
have never owned an acre, and I’ve made wine all my adult
life.”

“But I want to make wine from land that
is mine.”

Again the slow response: “You were born at
the wrong time and in the wrong country.”

“Maybe the wrong country, but I think I
was born at the right time.”

The old Frenchman stiffened his shoulders,
still trying to straighten out his back.

Amerigo continued, “You taught me about
Phylloxera, the pest that ruined the vineyards. But don’t you
remember you said you had to send to America for rootstock so you
could graft your Cabernet Sauvignon and Chardonnay to it? That
makes me certain there are more possibilities in America than there
will ever be here.”

“Well, you are still young. If you are
thinking of going to America, go to California. That is where you
will find the best climate and land suitable for growing
grapes.”

“Maybe I was always destined for
America, or my parents would not have given me the name they did.”
Amerigo felt the decision coming, and knew at the same time it
would not be words alone that would make a difference. He set down
the hose he was using to wash the floor and wiped his hands dry
with a towel. “We’re finished with this year’s harvest. The wine is
aging itself. I think this is a good time.”

“You mean to go now?”

Amerigo expected more protest such as his
father would have done. He still felt the need to explain. “I
believe what you just told me about California is true.”

The man looked into Amerigo’s eyes and said
nothing more, but nodded as though he could read the determination
in the young man’s mind.

“I will go home first to visit my
parents, and then with the little money I’ve saved I can buy a
ticket for America.”

“Ahh, that might cost more than you
imagine.”

Amerigo hugged the old Frenchman and kissed
him on both unshaven prickly cheeks. “I promise someday I’ll return
to visit. You’ve been a wonderful, patient teacher.” But even as he
spoke he wondered if the vintner would outlast his latest bottling.
He moved about so slowly, and lately even his prodigious memory was
breaking into fragments.

With head bowed to hide his eyes and using a
sleeve to wipe his nose, Amerigo went to his sleeping quarters. He
quickly stuffed the few belongings he owned into a cloth bag, then
walked the two-lane road away from the winery and the well-groomed
vineyard. He continued without looking back until a neighboring
farmer came along with a horse-drawn cart. The farmer did not ask
questions, but gave Amerigo a ride into town.

 


* * *

 


As he approached the land where he was raised
and the village where he was born, Amerigo viewed the terrain with
far more objectivity than the boy who had left. There were not
enough trees and too many rocks. He decided the people had
struggled to overcome the land for so long they didn’t know any
other way to live. Every field had been plowed and replowed
countless times, and still the boulders kept thrusting themselves
up. These were utilized to make stone fences, barriers to separate
each field, each plot of ground. The land was worn out, and the
people seemed to be equally weary, bone-tired.

Amerigo knew he had to get away. Yet when he
saw the familiar whitewashed village crowning a rise in the land,
near the cliffs, and within sight of the Adriatic, he felt an inner
stirring. It would not be easy to leave this place where his roots
had wound themselves so tightly around the rocks. Still, like the
boulders that showed above the soil, they could be torn loose, if
the driving force was strong enough.

After he left the train and made his way home
on foot, a scraggly brown and white puppy accompanied him barking
all the way.

Amerigo’s mother nearly crushed him against
her thin bosom; and his father, sturdy with powerful hands from
years of toil, first shook his hand and then kissed him on both
cheeks, but still had to hug him.

“You’re home for good now,” his mother
said. “No more going off to France and travel. You’re
satisfied?”

“I don’t think so, Mama. I have to tell
you right away I’ve been doing lots of thinking.”

“Thinking is all right,” the father
said, “so long as you stay where you belong.”

“Mama, Papa, you named me Amerigo. Why
did you do that?”

“Amerigo is hope,” his father
explained.

“We want the best for you, our only
son. You know after you, I could not have any more children.” The
mother pulled her son close once again.

“Mama, you told me if I didn’t want to
be miserable, I better get moving.”

“I was talking about going to France to
learn. What are you suggesting now?”

“I want to go to America.”

“America! We talked about France. You
didn’t say anything about the United States, America.”

“But now I’m telling you that I am
going to go to America, and I will become a winemaker.”

“Who put that idea in your head? Was it
your father?”

“No, of course not. This is something I
have chosen for myself.”

“Well”—frail as she was, the woman
faced her husband—“what do you have to say about this?”

“What do I have to say? You are the one
who says everything around here, and suddenly you want me to say
something.”

“Oh, you are such a donkey. Amerigo,
let me tell you something about your father. When he was a young
man, he got kicked in the head by a mule. Poor animal. It broke
both his legs. They had to shoot it.”

“You exaggerate. If you want to talk
about a hard head, show Amerigo what the hair is hiding on your
head. Show him.”

She tilted her head toward Amerigo. He felt
through her graying hair to the bone. A large chunk was missing, as
though someone scooped out a spoonful of bone.

“What happened?”

“We were working in the fields, my
cousin Tomaso and me. He was chopping ground with a hoe, and I
reached down to pick up a basket of cauliflower. By accident the
hoe came down on my head.”

“So you see, nothing can get through
her skull that she doesn’t want in there.”

The woman shrugged off her husband’s remark.
“Amerigo, that is what I want for you, the hard head that will give
you strength to survive. You have to be strong in this world.”

“Then you approve of what I want to
do?”

“America is at the end of the world,
and you’ll be alone.”

“I was thinking of asking Carlo if he
would come with me.”

“Carlo? No, I’ve watched him grow up. I
don’t trust him.”

The father interceded. “You say that because
he is related to my side of the family.”

“No,” she said, “I say that because I
don’t like his eyes. He tells you one thing and looks in another
direction.”

“Anyway, tomorrow I’m going to ask him
if he wants to go to America with me.”

“Tomorrow? You don’t mean you’re
leaving that soon. You mean sometime in the future.”

“No, Mama. I have to leave right away.
I can’t wait and get caught up by the army. I want to go in maybe
two weeks.”

“Ohhh, no, no, let’s eat, and then
we’ll talk some more.”

Amerigo hugged his mother, wanting to say
something to erase her concern. “I will send for you as soon as I
get settled.”

She just shook her head knowing that such
promises are well intended but rarely come to happen.

His father sat at the wooden table, his head
down as though he had been beaten again. “This is your home.
Remember, this is where you will always be welcome.”

“Thank you, Papa. I hope that means
you’re giving your consent. I need your approval.”

The man lowered his head, but nodded
slowly.

In the morning Amerigo went to visit his
distant cousin, Carlo Barbosso. On the walk over, his mother’s
observations caused him to wonder about Carlo, but he still thought
he would make the offer. A companion, especially a relative, would
make the journey more bearable.

He knocked tentatively on the door. Gina, a
local girl he knew, opened the door. Gina did not explain why she
was there in Carlo’s house, but she was obviously quite pregnant.
She led Amerigo over the worn, faded, living room carpet to the
small bedroom.

“My cousin,” Amerigo addressed Carlo
who was lying in bed sick with the influenza, “I came to ask you if
you are ready to leave this village.”

“Oh, I’m ready to leave, but that is
not possible for me.”

“If you can’t travel because you’re
sick, I’ll wait for you to get better.”

“No, the problem is I now have an added
burden. You saw her when you came in. While you were away, I
married.”

“Gina. I remember we called her little
Gina. She always was a pretty girl.”

“Ah, pretty yes, but a dullard, a real
donkey-head. She can’t fix garbanzo beans without burning the
water, and look at her. She’s as big as a house, and she’s only
twenty-two years old.”

“But she can hear.”

“No matter. She is my wife. I can say
whatever I like about her.”

“Yes, yes, but we don’t have to talk
about that now. Do we?”

“What then?”

“I’m going to America. I’ve saved a
little denaro, enough for a boat ticket. I want you to come
with me.”

“Maybe never for me.” Carlo rolled out
of bed and walked barefooted to a chest of drawers. He knelt down
so he could slide open the bottom drawer. He lifted out a metal
box. “Here. My life savings.” He opened the lid of the box. In it
were a few lire and a broken watch. “I’m twenty-six years old. I
don’t have enough to hire a goat cart to drive me to the coast. And
now I have a family started: a wife, and a baby on the way. So you
know what my chances would be.”

“Do you want to go to America? You
could make a better life for yourself there.”

“Yes.” Carlo nodded. “If I could find a
way to get there.”

“You’ll find a way,” Amerigo assured
him.

Carlo crawled back in bed and pulled a
hand-crocheted afghan up to his neck. “Write to me, then. We’ll
see.”

As he walked through the house, Amerigo saw
his distant cousin, sixteen-year-old Teresa Barbosso, sitting on
the ragged sofa. She smiled at him, and he thought, my God, how
beautiful she’s become. He extended his hand. Madonna Mia!
How soft and willing. For a few moments he was struck with
astonishment that anything could possibly change his plans.

“You know I am going to America
soon.”

“Yes, I heard,” she said melting into
his eyes.

“Do you want to go for a walk with
me?”

“To America?”

“No, I just mean outside.”

They strolled along in the center of the
cobblestone street. Amerigo tried to understand what his emotions
were doing to him. He kept looking at Teresa, wondering how she
could have grown so beautiful when two years ago she was a scrawny
kid.

“I can’t ask you to wait for me, but
maybe someday.”

“Someday what?”

“Well, we’ll have to wait and
see.”

He walked her back to the house. She came up
to him, put her arms around his neck, and kissed him softly on the
mouth. “I’ve always liked you, Amerigo.”

That night became a long, sleepless ordeal
for Amerigo. The unknown continent of America lay ahead. Teresa’s
dark beautiful eyes were Italy and everything he would leave
behind.

On the morning he planned to leave, Signora
Pugliesi stood with her thin arms held tightly at both sides. She
could not speak. Signor Pugliesi, with tears flowing down his face,
hugged Amerigo, then filled his arms with bread, wine, cheese, and
fruit. Finally his mother leaned over the food to kiss Amerigo on
the lips. He did not understand why her eyes were dry. All she
could do was shake her head from side to side.

With food held by one arm and clothing tucked
under the other, he made his break. After he’d gone a few yards
down the road, he stopped, turned and ran back. “See, I told you
I’d return. Scudi! Scudi! I forgot to take the money.”

His father went into the house. He came out
waving a little packet of denaro. Amerigo embraced both of his
parents, then ran down the road without looking back. Rain began to
fall before he reached the road that led to the new railroad
depot.

The waiting station smelled of paint and
fresh cement. Amerigo sat on a cold bench alone, a big bag of food
and wine on one side, an old cardboard suitcase with his few
belongings on the other. He tore off a hunk of bread and cut back a
slice of pungent cheese, then drank some of the wine to wash it
down. Finally the train screeched and groaned to a halt. He boarded
another third class compartment, this time getting off in Bari for
a connection to the port of Naples.

The track paralleled and then crossed the
Appian Way. He could imagine Roman soldiers who had trod in the
opposite direction centuries before, heading for the port of
Brindisi. He’d heard the story that Caesar had invented heels for
troop’s sandals so their feet could withstand the pounding on the
uneven stone surface.

Amerigo dozed off and wakened to see
cultivated fields with women arching their backs in labor. Olive
orchards and rows of tall cypress trees passed the windows. Patches
of wooded areas, villages and streets—all fell behind until they
pulled into the large steel and glass railroad station in
Naples.

As soon as he could, he left the train and
the station, wanting to see everything. He saw more beautiful girls
than he’d seen in Rome or Bari. Two times he changed directions to
follow a shapely girl, only to stop and question himself about what
he was doing. He walked from the railroad station to the Bay of
Naples in time to see a golden sunset spread out before him. Around
the curve of the bay, houses built on the hillside appeared
familiar to him. People lived in them and had been living in them
for generations, maybe centuries. He wondered if his ancestors had
ever been a part of that continuous flow.

I’d better find a ticket agent, he thought,
bringing himself out of the reverie. Here I have a new continent to
explore. I can’t be distracted by every skirt and thought that
passes my sight or my mind.

After purchasing a one-way ticket on a
steamer to New York, he learned he had a two-day wait. He bought an
English grammar book and sat at a café in the glass-domed Galleria
to teach himself English. That was a shock, for he had known in
America they speak another language; but he thought it was only
different like French or Spanish from Italian. This was strange. He
tried the pronunciations: “Gude,” he said aloud for bene. An
attractive girl sitting next to him gave him a skeptical glance.
“Yaas,” a strange way to say si. He looked at the words good
and yes. There were no friends in this book, little that he could
relate to. So for the rest of his stay in Naples, he attacked the
language, walking up and down the sidewalks and through the
Galleria groaning with the grammar.

After Amerigo boarded the ship and the land
began moving away, a feeling he hadn’t expected overcame him. Until
then he had only looked forward. Now he had to restrain himself
from leaping into the water and swimming back to shore. My father
was right, he thought. I don’t know what I’m going to find.

Late that night, lying awake in a small cabin
with strange men snoring close by, he thought of Teresa and Italy
slipping away. The dark sea enclosed him with loneliness. You have
to be strong, he tried to convince himself. He had to accept the
darkness and the loneliness before he could sleep the sleep that
would begin his future.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Napa

 


The next morning with the grammar book in
hand, he approached a round-bellied woman stretched out on a lounge
chair. “Scusi, Missus, how theesa you say?”

“Good morning,” she
answered.

“Ahh. And thees?”

“Good evening.”

“I’m going America.”

“I suppose so. That’s the only place
this ship goes.”

Not understanding the sarcasm, he tried a
complete sentence. “You gotta have language.”

“In America you can’t succeed without
English,” the stout woman answered.

“Succeed?”

She smiled, lifted her weight off the sagging
chair and walked off with an elderly gentleman. Amerigo nodded his
thanks and looked up the word succeed.

He next approached a man who was leaning on
the railing. “Grammar is not one of my strong suits,” the man said.
He noted the enthusiasm Amerigo brought to a dull language book, so
he became willing to help him understand some of the sounds and
proper arrangement of the words.

All day, every day, he continued approaching
people and practicing his English as they moved across the
Atlantic.

“You will make it,” one American told
him.

“Make eet?” Amerigo raised his
eyebrows.

When he arrived in New York the spring of
1916, Amerigo was eighteen and a half years old. He told the
immigration officer on Ellis Island his full name, Amerigo
Pulgiesi, and he declared his wealth: “I gotta seventeen dollar and
a fifty-four cents.”

The officer gave him a number. “Go to that
line.” He pointed to a long line of people waiting for a medical
exam. While waiting an hour and a half, he saw several people were
turned away. One man walked close by him with a deep cough and
runny, red eyes. Amerigo resisted clearing his throat. Finally the
examiner looked down his throat and into his ears and eyes. “Any
diseases?”

“No.” Amerigo hoped that was the right
answer.

“Move on to processing.” The man
directed Amerigo to another line.

He carried his suitcase and set it on the
floor next to him, kicking it forward as he inched along. For two
hours, he stood in the line, not saying any more than necessary and
being careful not to cough accidentally. Finally he reached the
head of the line. A uniformed man sitting behind a table, read the
forms he had been holding, stamped both of the documents and handed
one back to him. “You are cleared. You may leave now.”

In his excitement, Amerigo wanted to shake
hands with the man to finalize the moment, but the official just
motioned for him to move on.

Amerigo left the building, saw others
boarding a ferryboat, which he took for a short ride away from the
confusion of Ellis Island to what seemed to him the total chaos of
Manhattan. He didn’t know there were so many people in the world,
even more than Rome. He walked about in a state of amazement. The
buildings were taller than trees. He saw red-headed men, blonde
women, Orientals with braided pigtails, tawny-skinned Negroes.

Two unshaven men approached, speaking to him
with slurred speech. He had no idea what they were saying or
wanted. He wandered around, looked into glass-fronted stores,
stepped over a man sleeping on the sidewalk, avoided horse-drawn
buggies and more automobiles than he had ever seen. Young boys
pushed racks of clothing along the sidewalks, people shouted at
each other. A woman with missing teeth and stringy hair smiled a
toothy grin at him.

So this is America. With so many people, why
do I feel so alone? These people don’t care. There are too many
here already. I might have been better off if they put me back on
the ship. It would be nice if I knew even one person somewhere, he
thought. He wondered if maybe he should try to earn a few dollars
and go back to Italy. Seventeen dollars would not buy a return
ticket.

Later in the day, he wandered by a grocery
store that displayed hand-painted Italian signs on the windows and
outer walls. He entered the store, bought a hunk of salami, some
crusty bread and engaged the owner in conversation.

“You just arrived?” the sweaty-faced
man asked with a lisp. “You go to this address. It’s a boarding
house.” He gave Amerigo the address and explained how easy it was
to find your way on the streets of New York.

A handsome, heavy Italian woman greeted
Amerigo at the door of the house. She led him to a room and pointed
out a toilet down the hall. At dinner that night she told him what
he already knew. She touched her forehead and said, “You ’ave to
’ave an idea, a dream.”

Amerigo nodded to himself as well as to her;
however, he kept his plans to himself. They had carried him this
far and he hoped they would sustain him, though he’d had serious
doubts since seeing New York City. He stayed at the boarding house
for several days, walking the streets, studying the ways of this
new country, and learning the language by talking to people and
reading all the store and street signs on his meanderings.

From a withered old Cicilian sitting on the
front steps of a house in Brooklyn, he learned about a practical
way to get to California. The old man told him where there was a
company that needed workers for the railroad.

Amerigo rode a bus to the Bronx. He found the
red brick building where the old Cicilian said it would be.

“Lavoro?” he said to a man who
came down the hallway.

“You want work?” the man
said.

“Yes, work.” Amerigo put the word in
his memory.

“You go to that room with the glass
door.”

Amerigo furrowed his eyebrows but didn’t say
anything. “Another Dago,” he heard the man mumble as he walked
away.

In the room, a woman dressed in men’s
clothing asked him, “You want work on the railroad? Lavoro?”

“Yes. I’m a good work.”

“I bet you are,” she agreed and hired
him.

The following day Amerigo boarded a train to
Seneca Falls where he started as a day laborer. The crew chief
thrust a hammer into his hands and showed him the rudiments of
working the rails. By swinging a hammer, sleeping in railroad cars,
and saving ten cents of every dollar, he moved slowly westward.

Eight months later, he quit the railroad when
he reached San Francisco. He rented a small sleeping room in the
International Settlement. Not much of a room, he thought, but it
included a cot and a wash basin, a major improvement over the
shacks and box cars he’d shared with railroad workers migrating
west. He went out to explore the city.

Never had he seen so many Orientals, more
even than New York. He discovered that Orientals occupied an entire
section of the city. He walked along Grant Avenue. The men wore
long pigtails and baggy trousers. Several women were out on the
streets in public. The Orientals fascinated Amerigo. They went
about their business with seriousness and single-minded focus, and
unlike New Yorkers, never approached strangers. They seemed content
to keep within themselves.

Amerigo felt some loose change in his
pockets. He pulled out his wallet and counted his savings. Now he
would have to pay for his room and meals, so he tried to figure out
what kind of work possibilities existed. He looked into a Chinese
restaurant, saw no one in the dining section but heard the voices
of men arguing in the kitchen. Looking in on them, he found they
weren’t arguing, but just talking in animated Chinese.

One man chopped a chicken into small chunks.
The cleaver cut through skin, muscle, and bone. After the bird was
diced into small pieces, he scooped them up and dropped them into a
huge Chinese wok. Amerigo figured if he stood there long enough
someone would speak to him.

As soon as the chicken started to sizzle, the
cook acknowledged Amerigo. “You want question?”

“I want work.”

“You Chinese cook?”

“No. I canna no cook Chinese. I’m
Italian.”

“You Italian cook?”

“No, no, I can no cook.”

“You want cook job, you no can
cook?”

“I want work job. Help in
kitchen.”

“You wash dishes?” He mimicked washing
a dish.

Amerigo nodded.

“I go ask Mr. Wang. He
owner.”

The cook went into an office. A tall, thin
Oriental man, dignified and straight as a pole, looked out of his
tiny office at Amerigo. Amerigo could see his white hair and wispy
white goatee, but could read nothing from his face. He and the cook
exchanged a few more words before the cook came out of the
office.

“Mr. Wang says you work first two days,
he feed you. You stay more, he pay wage and food.”

Amerigo agreed. He started scrubbing pots and
huge pans and stacking different-sized China plates. The work gave
him time to let his mind wander. He figured what he would do on his
day off.

One day each week, Amerigo arose early and
set out by bus to explore the countryside. He soon discovered
several regions not far from the bay where soils and climates were
right and grapes already were growing in abundance.

He visited Tiburon and Richmond and
Livermore, ventured as far south as San Jose, then began searching
farther north. One day he rode a boat up the Sacramento, studying
the shore and the land as it drifted by. On another trip he reached
Napa Valley and returned through Sonoma. So far that seemed the
most exciting country for someone seriously interested in
winemaking. He also heard there was more rich land north of Santa
Rosa and even more in a wide area near the Russian River. Soon he
would have enough saved to leave dishwashing and spend full time
finding a job in one of the wineries.

One uncomfortable day before quitting his
job, he had to register for the draft. All the young men in the
city were warned via the newspapers and posters of their
obligation. When he returned to the restaurant, he thought he’d
better tell the owner about his plans. Mr. Wang stood to his full
height when speaking to Amerigo. The man remained reserved but not
aloof.

“You have questions about the
restaurant business?”

“Not that. I ’ave to tell you pretty
soon I will leave this job to work in winery.”

“If that’s what you want. You are a
good worker.”

“Do you own more
restaurants?”

“No. I am active in the Chinese
Benevolent Organization.”

“Is that like the Tongs I heard
about?”

“No. Tongs protect illegal businesses.
Here I am legal. They cannot touch me.”

Amerigo thought he understood what Wang was
saying. “I know about organization like Tongs, only not like Tongs.
They bother honesta business people. Call ’em La Famiglia. Sell
protection. I think to protect from them.”

“I read about the Famiglia,” Wang
said.

“Well, thank you for the talk. Now, I
go clean ’em up the dishes.”

Not many days afterward, a draft notice
arrived in the mail. Amerigo couldn’t believe it. He thought he had
escaped the army by leaving Italy. He pounded his fist against his
forehead to drive out the bad luck. That action didn’t make any
difference, so he reported on the assigned day. Basic training
lasted six weeks after which he was attached to an infantry company
in the 1st Division.

In less than three months, he was on a troop
ship bound for Europe. Each man loaded with rifle, extra boots,
clothing and miscellaneous gear, his company filed off the ship
onto French land. The men were immediately loaded aboard trucks and
driven to a staging area behind the front lines.

Amerigo found time to send a letter to his
parents telling them that he was back on European soil but didn’t
know if he could come to visit them.

A few days later his unit replaced a fighting
company on the front lines. One day in a muddy, cold trench he was
lying on a dry mound of earth in a patch of sun trying to keep from
freezing.

His sergeant spoke without raising his voice,
“Private Pugliesi, move.”

“Huh? Whatta you want?”

“I want you, Dago, to get out of that
sun.”

“But it’sa warm.”

“I’m telling you. Roll away from the
sun—now!”

Amerigo reluctantly did as he was told. The
instant he moved away, a line of bullets spattered the ground where
he had been lying. In the distance he heard a machine gun
rapid-fire several bursts. His heart went into uncontrollable
beating.

“You see,” the sergeant said, rubbing
it in. “I knew that was a dangerous place.”

After Amerigo could find his voice, he said,
“I ’ave to thank you for my life.”

“Yes, I need you for fighting. Why
should you get killed for nothing?”

“Why should I get killed for anything?”
Amerigo asked and realized since he had to speak English
exclusively even in the trenches, his use was getting
better.

A week later his company had retaken a French
town where an incident happened that was bitter-hard to accept.
Amerigo had to believe the soldier responsible was drunk, for who
else could do what he did.

Several soldiers were going through a house
grabbing whatever of value they could find, breaking glassware for
the noise it created, kicking over furniture for the privilege of
destruction, and drinking brandy from bottles they found. They came
to a bedroom where an old woman held a baby, probably her
granddaughter, to her breast. Frightened by the noise and
confusion, the baby screamed.

“Stop that brat,” one of the soldiers
yelled.

Another one tore the baby away from the
woman, threw it high in the air and let it come down on his
bayonet. The baby stopped screaming. He pulled the bayonet out and
slung the little body at the woman. She ran outside screeching,
howling with the limp infant in her arms.

Amerigo was patrolling the street, heard and
saw her come out of the building. She cried in French, “I prayed
for you to come, and now I wish to God I had never seen you.”

Amerigo went to the woman to console her. She
clutched the baby closer and crumbled to the ground. He attempted
to lift her and said some words to her. But the words couldn’t
possibly reach her, by then she had withdrawn from the world. She
slumped forward still protecting the baby, and an eerie moan issued
from her throat.

A few days later, he was on front line doing
duty in another trench. His sergeant assigned him a post in the
forward trench, closest to the German lines. It had rained most of
the day. At night the men tried to sleep away from the mud that
flowed along the center of the ditch.

Seventy-five millimeter shells exploded
periodically and arbitrarily all night long. Amerigo was supposed
to believe the advantage to fighting out of a trench was that you
had to take a direct hit or the force of the explosion would go
overhead. Even if a shell landed in the dugout, only the people
within immediate range would be mutilated.

In the morning Amerigo lifted his head to
peer over the rim. All he could make out was a lightly wooded area
across an open field. A private came by with a jug of hot coffee
and some tin cups. Amerigo recalled turning to reach for the
coffee.

The next thing he remembered was waking up
alone in a hole. The remainder of the trench was filled with
debris. His entire right side hurt terribly. His right hand was a
mangled, bloody mess.

Using mostly his left arm and legs, he
crawled out of the hole. He was able to stand, but his right hand
came down against the leg with excruciating pain. He removed his
cartridge belt and looped it over his neck, then slowly lifted his
right arm putting the hand through the belt so it could rest
against his chest.

He heard someone moan and call out to him,
“Can you help me, buddy?”

A few yards away he saw the same private who
had been passing out the coffee. His right leg was a shattered,
bleeding tangle. The young fellow had been blown out of the trench
onto the field.

“I try.”

Amerigo raised the man and had him lean on
his left side. Then the two of them with three good legs hobbled
away from the remains of the trenches. They limped along until they
came to an artillery unit about a half mile from the front.

Amerigo was weak and staggering badly when a
corporal ran up to them. He assisted Amerigo with the wounded man
and walked them to a hospital tent. They collapsed on
canvas-covered army cots.

A few hours later Amerigo awakened. He saw
that he had been cleaned up, his hand bandaged and his arm set in a
sling. He sat up and looked around the tent. All the cots were
filled with injured soldiers.

A short, stocky nurse came to him. “Hello,
fella. How’re you feeling?”

“Kinda weak.”

“Hungry?”

He had to think about that for a moment.
“Yes. Yes, I have hunger.”

“Can you walk?”

“I think, yes. I try.” He stood up,
shaky but erect. “I’m okay.”

“It’s best if you can walk over to the
mess tent. You can get a solid meal there.”

“Good, good. Where?”

The nurse started him in the right
direction.

They gave him pork chops and scalloped
potatoes, hot and greasy. He struggled to carry the metal tray over
to a table and then eat with one hand. Every bite helped restore
some of his strength. After finishing the food, he went back to the
tent and fell asleep again.

In the morning while the doctor was changing
the bandages, he explained to Amerigo, “We removed most of the
shrapnel. A few pieces are still embedded. You’ll have to live with
those. Your side and leg are just bruised from the impact. They’ll
be strong again. Oh, and you’ll be getting discharged. I’m
recommending you be sent back to the States.”

Amerigo was soon loaded onto another troop
ship, with many sick and damaged men, and returned to New York
Harbor. From there the U.S. government furnished him a train ride
to the veteran’s hospital in Battle Creek, Michigan.

One day a recuperating veteran saw him
walking the halls and approached him. “Hey, I notice you’re getting
stronger every day. Would ya like to come see a baseball game?”

“I don’t know. Never saw
baseball.”

“Some of us are going to Detroit
tomorrow to see the Tigers. If you wanna come, you’re
welcome.”

“Sure, nothin’ to do here. I go, maybe
learn a new sport.”

“Baseball ain’t exactly new, but come
along. I’ll explain it all.”

Seeing Briggs Stadium for the first time,
Amerigo responded with enthusiasm to the crowd, the excitement, the
feeling of anticipation, the shouting which began the moment the
players ran out onto the grass.

“What do they do?”

“Well, it’s a little hard to say. The
main idea is to score a run. You score by hitting the ball, running
around and touching each base and coming back where you started.
Only that’s if the ball hits the ground before someone catches
it.”

Amerigo gave the vet a quizzical look. He
knew his English had improved since serving in the army, but he
realized there were times when he couldn’t say what he wanted and
other times when he couldn’t understand everything that was
said.

On the first pitch, the batter hit a ball to
center field. The fielder caught it on a hop and relayed it to the
second baseman who threw it to first.

“Safe!” the vet yelled.

Amerigo said, “Thisa guy hit the ball. The
one out there catches and no want it. He throws to that guy, and he
no want either. So he throws to the one over there. You yell,
‘Safe.’ Doesn’t make no sense.”

“It will. We got a man on first and
another batter up.”

The pitcher threw the ball, and the catcher
kept throwing it back. Finally the batter tossed the bat down and
walked to first.

“We got two men on,” the vet advised
Amerigo.

“How come he didn’t hit?”

“The balls were no good.”

“Why he didn’t use a good
ball?”

“No, I mean they were good, but they
were balls.”

“I know. Thatsa what you
said.”

“No. They were balls because they
weren’t strikes.”

Amerigo gave him that look again.

Another of the veterans spoke up. “Wait a
minute. I’ll explain. Each batter gets three chances to hit the
ball. If he misses or if the ball passes in the strike zone, it’s
called a strike. If it comes across too wide or too high, it’s
called a ball. After four of those, the batter can go to first
base.”

“Thatsa why the other man took a
walk?”

“Yeah, you’re catching on. Three strike
outs or three fly balls and the teams change sides.”

The third batter came up to the plate. “Watch
the guy in black. He lets you know if each pitch is a strike or a
ball.”

“Steeerike one! Ball! Ball!”

“See the signs he makes?”

On the next pitch, the ball snapped off the
bat and went hopping to the shortstop. He underhanded it to the
third baseman who zinged it to second, who then threw hard but late
to first.

“Almost a triple play,” another vet
said.

“Looks like nobody want the ball. They
catch and throw away.”

“No,” the first vet got back into
explaining. “They forced out a man at third and a man at second.
The guy running to first was safe.”

“He gotta there before the
ball.”

“Ahh, you saw that.”

“So that’s how it goes. The running man
gets to the base before the ball, he’s, how you call,
safe.”

“You’re catching on fast.”

A vendor came by selling bags of hot peanuts.
Amerigo bought a round for everyone. “I want to give you treat,” he
said as he handed each vet a bag.

The other men enjoyed Amerigo’s
misunderstanding of the game. “Hey, you really like this sport.
Don’t you? Let me get you a beer.”

“I like fine.” Amerigo accepted the
beer and tried to keep up with the game.

“You know, Amerigo, your enthusiasm
gives me a boost. Let me buy you another beer.”

On the return bus trip to Battle Creek, the
men continued to explain the rules and finer points of the game to
Amerigo.

“When is coming the next
game?”

“I think the Tigers go on the road
tomorrow. They’ll be back in a week.”

“We gonna go see?”

“They don’t always send the vets free
tickets, you know.”

“Can we buy?”

“Sure. You wanta go. We’ll work it
out.”

“Better than sittin’ around hospital
lookin’ for pretty nurses.”

“We don’t have any,” they all
concurred.

“Thatsa for sure.”

A week later three of the veterans including
Amerigo bought tickets for a Tigers-Yankees game. On that trip
Amerigo also began to learn the names and personalities of the
players. Baseball became his adopted sport.

At the hospital, Amerigo often sat under a
tree listening to the news on the radio. As his English improved,
he read the sports section of the local newspapers. The last doctor
had left a loose bandage on his hand. He lifted it and looked at
the hand. A few pieces of shrapnel on the back of the hand showed
blue beneath the skin. He made a fist and opened it feeling the
strength returning every day.

A few days before he was scheduled to be
released, a man swinging on crutches came up to him. “Aren’t you
that Dago from my company in France?”

Amerigo looked up at his former sergeant’s
face.

“I can’t believe it,” the former
sergeant said. “I left you for dead in that trench. You made it!
You’re alive!”

“Yes. I’ma here. I woke up, no trench.
Just a hole in the ground and nobody.”

“The Germans shelled the living hell
out of us. We had to pull back. Man, I’m so glad to see you alive.”
He embraced Amerigo.

“What happened your leg?” Amerigo
asked.

“I left it in France. I stepped on
something that blew up. Never mind that. I’m happy to be alive. You
know, you looked so bad, blood everywhere. I didn’t think you were
breathing.”

“I’m all right, justa my hand got shot
up. I get release in two more days.”

“Hey, it’s good to see you. Let’s go
out and have a beer.”

One of the heavy-boned nurses came up behind
the sergeant. “No beer for you. How did you get out here? You’re
supposed to be in your room resting.”

“Ah, who needs rest? I want to visit my
old buddy.”

“Let’s go now.” She put a strong arm
around the man’s waist and urged him back to the
building.

“Come see me before you go.”

“Sure,” Amerigo agreed. In the days
that followed he visited his former sergeant and all the guys he’d
met, thanking each one for teaching him baseball. He hugged the
“not so good looking” nurses. One of the tall, substantial women
offered him a ride to the railroad station.

With an honorable discharge, a little
severance pay, and most important of all, American citizenship,
Amerigo left the hospital. The tall nurse took his good hand in
both of hers and held it against her breast just before he boarded
the train.

“Goin’ west,” he said, waving goodbye.
When the wheels of the train began to rumble, he felt certain
nothing could hold him back. As he watched the great plains slide
by the windows, he massaged his right hand. The wound itched so he
knew it was healing. How could a few pieces of shrapnel keep me
from working? he thought.

A thin, cute blonde girl about nineteen sat
three rows in front of him. She turned around several times to look
directly at Amerigo. With a shrug of his shoulders he smiled as if
to say, if I only knew you. She got up, walked down the aisle, and
sat beside him.

“Are you a veteran?”

“It shows?”

“You look as though you’ve been through
some hard times.”

“You are good observation.”

“Observer,” she corrected.

“Excuse my English. I was in service.
I’ma return from France.”

“Don’t you think it’s wonderful the
Armistice was signed?”

She didn’t wait for an answer but started a
flood of talk. “My brother was in the war, too. He didn’t return
for two years. You know, my boyfriend was over there. I guess he
really saw some action.”

Amerigo at first thought he was going to get
something going. The girl prattled on. He started looking out the
windows for longer periods of time, hoping she would stop talking.
Then the realization came to him that it was better to have a
female talker than no companion. He accepted her talking, though
she rarely let him rest for the next three days.

They crossed the Continental Divide, the
great deserts and eventually the Sierra Nevadas and finally rolled
into San Francisco.

“Oh, there’s my boyfriend waiting for
me.” The girl blew a kiss to Amerigo and ran off.

Amerigo was so happy to be back in San
Francisco, he forgot the girl and let his thoughts go to his
surroundings. He remembered the first time in New York, all the
people he saw walking around seemed to have places to go and things
to do. He jumped on a cable car with people leaning out of the
sides. The car strained uphill and then with the conductor pulling
on the hand brake ran almost out of control down to the Fisherman’s
Wharf area. He jumped off, happy to be back in this lively city.
The open fish stalls still sent out the same pungent smells;
hawkers sold hot red-shelled crabs and steaming cups of white clam
chowder. He bought a monster sandwich, four-inches thick with
shrimp and sauce between slices of sourdough bread.

From there, Amerigo walked over to the North
Beach section and rented his old room again. That evening he went
back to Wang’s restaurant, but was determined not to return to
dishwashing. He ordered one of their seven-dish meals.

The cook came out of the kitchen to greet
him. “Mr. Wang not here. He bought family house in Sacramento. Work
now only for Chinese Association.”

The following day, Amerigo walked over to the
Fisherman’s Wharf again. He watched some fishermen loading their
gear on a boat. One of them yelled up to him, “Hey, you looking for
work? We need able-bodied men.”

“No, not my line.”

“Is that a pun on fishing?”

“What?”

“Never mind.”

“You know any good Italian
restaurants?” Amerigo asked.

“Sure, they’re all good. Try Mama
Leone’s.” The man pointed in the direction of the
restaurant.

Mama Leone scrutinized Amerigo with her
bright eighty-two-year-old eyes. She led him to a booth. “You
Italian, no?”

“Yes.” Amerigo introduced himself and
then said, “I hear you serve good food here.”

“The best. Why you no speak
Italian?”

“In America, I speak
English.”

“Bravo! I’m the owner of this
restaurant. They call me, the Lioness. I want you to meet my son.”
She called Pietro over to introduce him. The man seemed rather
distant though he shook Amerigo’s hand firm enough to cause pain to
shoot up his arm.

“Anastasia, come out. Now you meet my
daughter.” A nicely rounded middle-aged woman, with a cook’s apron
over a dark floral dress, appeared from the kitchen. “Doesn’t he
look like a good candidate?” the old woman said.

“Yes, Mama, but don’t embarrass the
young man.” She turned to Amerigo. “You don’t have to order. I’ll
bring you our specialty of the day.”

Anastasia left, and Mama, never shy, began
speaking to Amerigo. “I eat three raw eggs every morning. Suck ’em
from the shell, and then I wash ’em down with double shot of
whiskey. You try, it’s good for you.”

“Okay, but first I’d like to have a cup
of coffee.”

“Bad, bad for you.” She poured him a
cup of aromatic coffee, set it in front of him and went to greet
another customer.

A waiter, a young man about his own age,
brought him a plate of steaming hot tagliatelle with zucchini. “I’m
the nephew, just over from the Old Country.”

Pietro returned to his table with a bottle of
Chianti wrapped in a basket. “This is on the house. You’re welcome
here.”

The man struck Amerigo as aloof but reminded
him of an uncle in Italy, so he ate well and felt right at home.
After he finished a helping of veal marsala, Anastasia came out of
the kitchen with a slice of three-layered cake and refilled his
coffee cup.

“If you don’t come back, you will be
sorry,” Anastasia warned and then glanced at Mama Leone for
confirmation. The old woman nodded her approval.

Amerigo placed on the table more than enough
money to pay for the dinner. When he stood, he realized he was
taller than Pietro and the nephew. His body had filled out. He had
become a fairly good-looking young man though completely
unconcerned about looks. Mama Leone studied Amerigo again and
nodded to her daughter Anastasia, their silent communication saying
more than Amerigo could decipher.

“I’ll come back, but I’m not sure
when.”

The following day, he paid off his room and
left San Francisco. He boarded a boat that crossed San Pablo Bay
and churned up the Napa River. He disembarked on the docks in Napa
and walked into town. Large wooden houses and ornate Victorian
homes reminded him of small Midwestern cities he’d seen like Battle
Creek and Kalamazoo. The homes wanted to be lived in, to share
their walls with people young and old. Still, he walked the streets
alone.

Wandering around, he discovered a livery
stable where he could rent horses by the day. That became his mode
of transportation. Each day he rode a horse from Napa to inquire
for work at the nearby wineries. The answer was always the same;
they had a winemaker and hired seasonal workers for most everything
else.

Riding a rented horse to Sonoma one day, he
crossed an extensive vineyard. The vines had sent out wild shoots
in all directions. Weeds and bunchgrass sprouted between the rows.
Near a tree-lined creek, he discovered two stone buildings under a
giant eucalyptus trees. Ivy had overgrown the walls and crawled up
the eaves and onto the roofs. Except for the intaglio, BUENA
VISTA, over the entrance of one building, nothing else gave him
a clue about the history of this winery. He pushed open the large
wooden door under the inscription and entered. Inside he saw that
the tunnels once used for storing wine had collapsed. Dried-out
barrels and rusted equipment had all been abandoned.

As he rode away from the buildings, he
wondered how such a once-beautiful place could be allowed to fall
into ruin. If he owned a winery like this, what he could do with
it! He trotted his horse away until he came to a locale with
vineyards surrounding a large wooden building, the Gundlach
Bundschu Winery. There he tied his horse to a tree and spoke to a
bearded man who seemed to be in charge. He told the man about his
experience as a winemaker, but said he would take any kind of
work.

“Umph!” The man stopped stacking crates
and looked him over suspiciously. “We got a good winemaker. Don’t
need two.”

Amerigo headed toward Sonoma. Just outside of
town at Spain and Fourth Streets, he saw the Sebastiani Winery, a
well-established-looking operation. He went inside the main
building where he was greeted by a pleasant middle-aged woman.

After he inquired about work, she said, “No,
I’m sure Mr. Sebastiani is not hiring. Well, he hired me part time
because I’m a neighbor. I sell wine and give tours. Would you like
a tour?”

Amerigo was more than impressed with all the
space and equipment, and especially the huge redwood storage tanks
with artistic carvings decorating the curved surfaces. As she
showed him out, he thanked her and said, “This the kinda place I
lika have one day.” She smiled and nodded her head.

The following day, he rented a spirited roan
stallion and galloped it northward along the country road through
Napa Valley. The road was one lane, graveled, and crowded with
horse-drawn wagons and an occasional auto or pickup truck vying for
space. He continued riding and inquiring at wineries beyond where
he’d been before, past Yountville with the Beaulieu Vineyards, and
Oakville, and St. Helena, past Beringer Brother’s beautiful
mansion, and the Christian Brothers grey stone building.

A short distance beyond the Bale Mill, he saw
a man alone working the fields. He dismounted and walked up to him.
The man was middle-aged, apparently European ancestry, a stocky,
powerfully built fellow.

“Hello. I’m Amerigo Pugliesi. Are you
in the wine business?”

The man extended a beefy hand, strong and
callused from years of work. “I’m Kurt Immelhoff. Pleased to know
you.”

Amerigo shook his hand, but winced from the
pain and pulled it back. “Sorry. I have a little shrapnel
wound.”

“What do you mean sorry? Did I hurt
you?”

“No. I’m okay.”

“Now I answer your question. I’m a
farmer. I try to make wine. This year I make wine, but it’s not too
good, I think. Are you a salesman?”

“No. I worked vineyards in Italy, and I
learned from two winemakers in France. I want to make wine. Right
now I need a job, any job.”

“Come with me.” Kurt led Amerigo to a
small white frame house. “Come in, come.” They entered through the
back door. “Inga, this is my new friend, Amerigo. He says he is a
winemaker.” And then he turned to Amerigo. “You will stay for
dinner. We have to talk. After we eat, I show you something. First,
I wash up.” Kurt left the room.

Amerigo sat at the kitchen table. “Mrs.
Immelhoff, you ’ave a nice place here.”

Inga smiled easily. She was a stout blonde
woman, intelligence and humility showing in her hazel eyes. “What
is your accent? Italian?”

“Oh, yes, very much.”

“Call me Inga. You know Kurt and I were
born in Germany. That’s where he got interested in wine. We lived
near the Rhine. But we found drinking wine and occasionally working
the fields does not make one a winemaker.” She set places for three
and then brought out a plate of hot wiener schnitzel and red
cabbage. “Kurt is a good man, but maybe a bungler. He tries. He’s
willing, but he is not thorough. He won’t read all the directions
when he puts a piece of machinery together. He takes a quick look,
and he’s anxious to get started. You should see what he did with
his new basket press.”

Kurt came into the kitchen. Inga continued,
“With wine, he knows only about growing grapes. But we found out he
is no vintner. He is a farmer who is maybe braver than smart.”

“Okay, Inga. That’s enough. You’re
truthful, but you say more than you have to.”

Amerigo smiled. “She’s honest. That’s a good
thing.”

“And hard working, too, but
sometimes . . .” Kurt showed her his
fist.

“You’re as frightening as a big puppy,”
she said. “After we eat, show your friend the basket press. Maybe
he can fix it.”

Kurt ate with no wasted motions, finishing
before Amerigo and his wife were halfway into the meal. He leaned
back in his chair and waited patiently. “There’s more than the
press that needs fixing.”

As soon as Amerigo swallowed the last bite,
Kurt stood up to leave. He walked so fast Amerigo had to trot to
keep up. First they went to a row of bunkhouses, four, square
little shacks, each with a bed, a sink, and a wood-burning stove.
Behind the shacks, an outhouse leaned precariously, about ready to
topple over.

“You can choose one of these bunkhouses
for yourself. When the Mexicans come here, they can use the
others.”

“Do I have a job?”

“I thought it was settled. You want
work. You heard my Inga. I need help.”

Kurt pointed out a barn. “That is the main
building. I use it for storage and for my winery. We’ll go there
later.” He walked quickly up a grade. “You see my fields. Eighty
acres, twenty have vines, twenty with fruit trees, some Inga makes
into a garden. Come, we walk around.”

Amerigo struggled to keep pace as Kurt showed
him the vineyards, about half on level land, one side lifted by
hills that rose to the Mayacama Mountains. The property to the
south was uncultivated. A stream ran through it. Lichen hung like
pale green witches’ hair from the trees.

Kurt pointed to the hilly area. “I can’t do
much with this part of the land. It’s not high as the Alps, yet too
steep.”

They walked to the barn. Outside sat a large
contraption with a big cylinder full of holes and a trough on both
sides. “My crusher. It came with the farm. Former owner tried to
make wine, too. Let’s go in. I want to show you something.”

Inside the smell of grapes fermenting
permeated everything. Light shone through wall spaces where the
wood had shrunk.

“There’s my new basket press. It
doesn’t work right. Here is my main problem.” He pointed to a row
of fifty-gallon wine barrels stacked along one wall.

“Take a look.” Kurt knocked out a large
cork from one of the barrels. He inserted a wine thief to draw out
a pint of wine. That he squeezed into a glass.

Amerigo smelled the liquid and frowned. “The
odor is okay, good nose as they say in France.”

“Taste it, bah!”

Amerigo held up the glass to examine the
color. It was dark red with lots of impurities floating about. He
sipped a bit and spit it out. “It’s drinkable but not very
tasty.”

“I know. What’s wrong with
it?”

Amerigo thought before speaking. “You let it
stay too long with the skins, too much tannin. Also, after you
press, you should not allow that sediment to stay in the wine.”

“Can you do anything with
it?”

While Amerigo was thinking, Inga walked in.
“Yes, tell us, can you do anything to save my husband’s wine?”

“I’ve no claim to be best winemaker in
America, not yet. But I know some ways to help your
vintage.”

“See how kind he is, Kurt? He called it
a vintage. I’ve been calling it a waste. All our grapes, our work,
and we have bad wine.”

“Be quiet, woman. Let him think. What
can we do, Amerigo?”

“Mrs. Immelhoff, you could help with
this. Can you get eggs, dozens of eggs? Bring them here. We gonna
separate the yolks from the whites. The yokes you can use for
cooking, baking, whatever you want. The whites we gonna beat up
into a froth, and then we’ll see what we can do.”

“Tomorrow?” Kurt asked. “Can we start
tomorrow?”

“Yeah, I guess so. I have to return my
horse and get my clothes from Napa. After I leave the horse at the
stable, how can I get back?”

“I have not shown you everything yet.”
They walked through to another partitioned section of the barn. “My
two horses, a mare and a gelding. And outside, my new toy!” Parked
under a lean-to was a new, black Model T Ford pickup. “Tomorrow I
go for the eggs with my Ford. You take one of the horses to ride
back.”

Amerigo returned the roan to Napa the next
day. The livery owner seized the reins. “I was about to send the
sheriff after you. This roan is one of my best animals.”

“He is a fine animal,” Amerigo said as
he dismounted. “Yesterday I could not come back because I was a
long distance away. I didn’t want to push the horse too
hard.”

“How far were you?”

“Almost to Calistoga.”

“Calistoga? Another foreigner comes to
Napa,” the man said to no one in particular. “You pay double for
keeping the horse extra time.”

“I’ll pay for another day, nothing
more.” He drew from his dwindling savings the correct amount.
Amerigo hadn’t paid much attention to the man before. He studied
him now, a red-headed man with sunburnt skin and small pig-like
eyes that were either mean or stupid. A brief glare passed between
them when their eyes met. The man snatched the money. Amerigo tried
to keep relaxed as he swung up onto Kurt’s gelding. He rode off
shaking his head.

Sweat rolled down the horse’s muscular brown
chest as it carried him up the Napa Valley and eventually trotted
onto Immelhoff’s property. Amerigo removed the saddle before
looking for Kurt and Inga. He found them in the barn having an
egg-breaking party. Next to them, a tall, thin, gaunt-faced
stranger stood idly watching. A stubby goatee tried to cover a
receding chin.

“Herbert Barr, my neighbor to the
north,” Kurt said by way of introduction.

The man did not extend a hand or ask
Amerigo’s name. “Saw all them eggs and woulda thought you’d thought
better of it.”

Inga continued breaking eggs, separating the
yolks from the whites. Kurt was whipping large bowls of white into
froth. “I was hoping you’d be here soon, Amerigo. What do we do now
with all these eggs?”

“We ’ave to pump the wine into an open
tank. We cover the wine with the egg whites. After the white
settles to the bottom, we gonna pump the wine into clean
barrels.”

“Won’t the wine taste like egg
whites?”

“No, no,” Amerigo explained. “The froth
should clear out most the sediment. Also egg white takes out some
of the tannin you got from leaving too long with skins. If this no
help the taste, I try something else.”

“What else can you do?”

“In the army I learned to take one step
at a time.”

“See, Kurt, thorough,” Inga said. “You
finally found someone who is thorough.”

“Her favorite word,” Kurt
responded.

Herbert Barr shook his head and snorted
through thin nostrils. “Sounds like a lotta Eyetalian mumbo jumbo
to me. Do you have ta wait fer the moon ta be in the right phase?”
He walked off without expecting an answer.

“Your neighbor, huh?”

“Don’t worry about him,” Kurt said. “He
doesn’t understand wine, just fruit trees and
vegetables.”

“Don’t be too hard on the man,” Inga
added. “You’ve got to admit he’s doing a good job raising his
daughter without her mother around.”

“I think he keeps the girl locked
up.”

“Now, Kurt, you know that isn’t
true.”

“I never see the kid running around
like children should.”

“She has to help with the chores. Which
reminds me. Are we going to get to work or not?”

They hand-pumped wine from the barrels into
an open vat and poured the white froth over the top. While that was
settling, they washed barrels and then pumped the liquid from the
vat into clean barrels, and then did another batch, and another.
They worked late into the night and continued the process the
following day.

While Inga was away making lunch, Kurt
noticed Amerigo used only his left hand to lean on the pump. “Hand
bothering you?”

“A little, nothing serious.”

“Let me take the pump. You’ve been on
it all morning.”

After all the egg white had settled and all
the wine was pumped into fresh barrels, Amerigo filled a bottle
from a spigot. “It’s coming clear.” He poured some in a glass,
sniffed it and swirled it around. He tasted and raised his eyebrows
at the first sip. The second sip caused a thoughtful expression.
“Well, I don’t know. Maybe when it ages a
little . . .”

Kurt poured himself half a glass from the
bottle and drank it all. “Hey, that’s a hell of a lot better. What
d’ya mean you don’t know?”

“I like to make better quality
wine.”

“Ahh, so would I, but you’ve done
wonders with this already. I think you saved it. Let’s call in my
Inga and see what she thinks.”

Inga drank a first sip and then a second.
Like many women, she had a keenly developed sense of taste. “It’s
better, but not really very good.”

Amerigo nodded his agreement.

Kurt pounded a fist downward. “This wine was
bad and now it’s drinkable. How can I thank you?”

“Will you keep me on the
job?”

“I thought you understood, you have a
job.” He started to squeeze Amerigo’s hand but remembered the
shrapnel. “You are my full-time assistant and my winemaker.” He
grabbed both Amerigo’s shoulders and pulled him close in a
good-natured bear hug. “When they find out how good you are, I’m
afraid someone will try to steal you.”

That night alone in the little shack, Amerigo
penned a letter to his parents and another to his cousin Carlo. He
wrote: “I am finally settled in the wine country, California.
Nothing can stop me now. Come as soon as you can.”

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Stones

 


Amerigo turned off the nozzle on the hose he
had been using to flush out Immelhoff’s huge vat. The vat now sat
empty and clean for next year’s harvest. Still a distinctive wine
odor permeated the barn.

Kurt Immelhoff expanded his large chest and
smiled, satisfaction barely held in check.

“Best I can figure,” Amerigo said to
his employer, “you got good grapes, a good crusher, enough barrels
for storage, but you never gonna have a good wine.”

“What are you saying?”

“Wine must keep at a same temperature.”
Amerigo coiled the hose into neat circles. “You barn, she gets too
hot in summer, too cold in winter. No good insulate. Look how light
comes through those boards.”

“Go on. I know you have something in
mind.”

“Come to the door . . .
You see these hills you own? If you really want to build for
future, control temperature year round, you gotta dig into that
hill. Build cellars under the ground, like caves. Inside, the air
she stays always cool, so you can store your best reds, the premium
whites.”

“Caves in the hills, and you’re sure it
will work?”

“You ’ave been to the Beringer
Brothers.”

“Yes, but they have money,
influence.”

“You own land and have much desire. Ah,
if only I had land.”

“Okay, say I’m interested, how do we go
about this?”

“We musta dig, but I don’t think we
should try ourselves. We gotta hire men to help, and they ’ave to
be men who know work like that.”

“We can’t send to Europe for old-world
craftsmen, too expensive. Where do we get the men?”

“I ’ave an idea. We got some time now
with winter coming soon. While the wine she’s working in the
barrels, I take a little trip.”

“You don’t mean today?”

“No. In a few days, maybe.
Why?”

“Inga wants you to come to dinner
tonight at seven. Will you be there?”

“That’s a longa walk from my shack to
you house, maybe I can, how you say, show up.”

“American food: steak and potatoes. You
won’t be sorry.” A scant smile drifted across Kurt’s
face.

Amerigo suspected there was more than steak
and potatoes involved. That evening he spruced up, slicked down his
hair and polished his pair of good shoes. He walked the short
distance around to the front of the house and knocked, exactly at
seven o’clock. Kurt greeted him at the door and led him to the
small living room.

“Have a glass of wine.” Kurt handed him
a long-stemmed glass of Riesling.

Amerigo sat holding the glass of white wine,
not sipping but listening to a young woman’s voice coming from the
kitchen. She spoke well with just a trace of an Italian accent
coloring her words. She soon entered the living room, carrying a
bowl of almonds and nodded to Amerigo with a cryptic smile.

Inga followed the girl and made
introductions. “This is Celerina. We call her Lina.”

Amerigo’s curiosity was aroused. He stood for
the introduction and looked her over. She was thin, almost lanky,
moderately attractive, pretty eyes, and he noticed nice legs, at
least shapely calves. Externally she was all right, he concluded.
Something else about her, though, left him wondering. There was in
her face, and perhaps subtly in the manner in which she carried her
body, a suggestion of resignation.

“Sit, everyone, sit.” Inga gestured
toward the dining room table and went back into her kitchen. She
served thick steaks with new potatoes, hand-picked mushrooms, and
fresh beans.

For dinner Kurt poured a fine Beaulieau
Burgundy, and then afterward, opened one of George de Latour’s
dessert wines, made with Muscat grapes harvested from the Silverado
Trail Vineyard. Inga gathered the dishes and motioned for Kurt to
help her in the kitchen, leaving Amerigo to make conversation with
Lina.

“Have you been here long?” he asked as
soon as they were alone.

“You mean California? Yes, been here
too long.”

“You no like California?”

“Not really. I loved our home in Italy,
but my family moved. So what could I do? What about you?” Lina
asked. “Do you enjoy living here?”

“Why yes,” he said, never before
doubting that anyone could want anything else.

“Why did you come?”

“If you saw the poverty inna my
village, you would not have to ask.”

“I came from a small town north of
Rome,” she said. “It was beautiful all year round with flowers
growing on the hillsides. Here it’s terribly hot in the summer. It
rains too much, the winters are cold, and the people are not the
same.”

“Your friend Inga is nice.”

Celerina nodded her agreement.

“Do you want to return to Italy?”
Amerigo asked.

“Not anymore.” She seemed surprised at
the question. “I wouldn’t try to live anywhere else.”

Amerigo shook his head, not sure he
understood this girl. He felt attracted to her, but there lingered
in his mind thoughts about Teresa.

“I came here a little girl in 1910,”
Lina broke into his thoughts and confessed. “I cried for five
years. Then my mother died, and I stopped crying. My father put me
to work feeding him and my two brothers. You know my father, don’t
you? He’s the vineyardist at Inglenook.”

“I talked with him when I was trying to
get a job, but I could not have guessed he had such a
daughter.”

“That’s nothing. He hardly knows
himself that he has a daughter.”

Amerigo volunteered to drive Lina home in
Kurt’s Model T pickup. Before he got to Ingelnook’s, he turned off
the road at the Bale Mill. He thought it a good place to park for a
while.

They both sat without speaking a few moments
and then he put his right arm around her shoulders. She didn’t
respond in any way.

“Nice night,” he said.

“Yes.”

He considered kissing her, but the timing
seemed to be all wrong. He moved his right arm over her shoulders
and slowly let his hand slide down and around her waist. She was
very slim down there, her stomach flat and firm. Then he moved his
hand upward so he could feel her breast. That was soft and well
formed. He brought his left hand over so he could fondle both
breasts.

Strange, he thought. She doesn’t respond in
any way. She should have fought me off or moved closer or
something.

Celerina was watching a squirrel jumping from
one tree to another. “Did you see that?”

“What?”

“That squirrel missed the branch and
fell to the ground. Lucky it wasn’t hurt.”

“I’m happy for that,” Amerigo said with
no emotion. He dropped his left hand and continued to play with her
right side. As she gave no indication that she noticed or cared
what he was doing, he lost interest in fondling her. “Lina, I do
not know you very well, I admit. But I no can figure you out at
all.” He paused and then asked, “Do you want to get to know me
better?”

“Yes.”

“How can we do that?”

“We could go out on dates,” she
suggested.

“If we do, will you respond to
me?”

“What do you mean?”

“First I try to give affection, then I
go further, how you say, get fresh? But you don’t notice
nothing.”

“Oh, never mind that,” she said. “I
don’t care what you do.”

“That’s what I mean: you don’t care. If
it doesn’t go both ways, it’sa no way.”

“I’m not without feelings.” Lina
continued to watch the squirrels.

“Okay, maybe another time.” Amerigo
turned his attention to the Model T. He retarded the spark on the
steering wheel and fired up the engine, then quietly drove her home
and said goodnight.

Returning to the little shack on Immelhoff’s
property, Amerigo couldn’t help looking at the bare unpainted
walls, the iron cot bed. I’m always living in such awful places, he
thought. Before he fell asleep that night, the shrapnel in his hand
bothered him, though not as much as the ache in his body. He had
thought all along that one day he would send for Teresa to join him
in the new world. Though he never wrote to her, he was always
certain things would work out. Now he had met this Celerina. She
was different, all mixed up, but interesting. She doesn’t like a
thing, yet she likes it. In her own mind, she doesn’t seem to be
confused at all. Finally, he let it all go and fell into a
semi-restful sleep on the iron cot.

In the morning when Amerigo and Kurt were
marking off the hillside and discussing where they would dig the
new wine cellar, a cute blonde twelve-year-old girl came running
over. “My father just went to St. Helena on business, so I had to
come over to say hello.”

Kurt gave the girl an affectionate pat on the
head and said, “Amerigo, you’ve never met our neighbor. This is
Emma Mae Barr.”

“My pleasure.” Amerigo extended his
hand.

She grasped it momentarily with her soft,
slim fingers. “I’ve been hearing things about you, so I had to come
over and see for myself.”

“What do you think?”

“Well, you don’t look like a foreign
devil.”

“And you are not frightened of
me?”

“No, you just look like anybody
else.”

“I think I take that for compliment,”
Amerigo said. “I’m glad you were brave enough to come
close.”

“The brave part was getting away from
my father. I have to go now.” She whirled and ran like a doe,
turning once to wave good-bye.

“What a sweet girl,” Amerigo said,
enchanted with her.

“She’s growing into a fine young lady,
in spite of that father of hers.”

They saw Inga coming toward them carrying
something in her hand. “You received a letter from Italy.” Before
she handed it to Amerigo, she couldn’t help asking, “Would this be
from a fiancée or maybe even your wife? You never do tell us much
about yourself.”

“Inga, what’s private is private,” Kurt
said.

“Oh, I don’t mind talking about. I
think of those things, but most of the time I just don’t
say.”

“Do you have someone in the old
country?”

“There is someone, but no, no
wife.”

“Did you send for her?”

“No, I ’aven’t written to her for a
longa while.”

“How long?”

“Maybe two years.”

“Two years! Could you expect any girl
to wait for you two years without a word?”

“Well, that’sa the way we do things. If
she waits, she waits. Those things should not be written in the
mail. They should be in the heart.”

Inga shook her head while Amerigo tore open
the letter. He read it quietly and then said aloud, “I’ll be
darned. My cousin, my distant cousin is coming to America. He’s on
the boat now. He says he has some connections in New York, then
he’s coming to California.”

Kurt wiped his hands on a heavy apron he was
wearing. “Is he a good worker like you?”

“I can’t say for sure. He’s really the
son of my father’s second cousin, so I guess we’re related, but not
too close. When I left, he wants to come with me but was sick and
had no money. Now he says he’ll be here in a few weeks. I wonder
how he got the money. I don’t know about this.”

Inga noticed an immediate change in Amerigo’s
expression. “Aren’t you happy he’s coming?”

“I’m not so sure. I should be. Well, we
see how things work out.” He put his knuckles against his mouth and
thought a while. “I’d like to borrow one of your horses, Kurt. I
think maybe I take that trip we talk about.”

“To hire the men for the
cave?”

“Yes. It’sa time we got
started.”

“Where do you have to go? San
Francisco?”

“No. The Oriental, the Chinese man I
’ave to contact, he moved to Sacrament.”

Kurt thought for a minute and then decided he
would ask to satisfy his curiosity. “How is it that you know the
Chinese?”

Amerigo answered without hesitating, “Before
I got caught in the draft for the army, I work in San Francisc. I
wash the dishes, and I visit all the country from Mendocino to
Livermore. From Asti to Stockton. I always know what I want. I just
can’t put the money together.”

“But about the Chinese?”

“Oh, I gotta sidetrack a little. I work
in a Chinese restaurant washing the dishes. That’s all. I met a few
people. One man I know. He’s very important with Chinese
community.”

Inga who’d been listening patiently had to
break in. “You know, we’ve learned more about you today than we
have in weeks.”

“I’m not full of surprise.”

“But you keep thoughts to
yourself.”

“I didn’t think anybody care about what
I did before I come to America.”

“Inga,” Kurt said patiently, “let us
finish our business before you start your table talk.” He turned to
Amerigo. “Could this Chinese man help?”

“I think so. He knows a lot of people.
They come to him for advice, for jobs. I know he liked me right
away because, like him, I’ma from the old country. You know the
Chinese come here for the same reason as us. They want work, a
better life.”

Immelhoff found himself having to smile. “If
they’re as hard working as you, Amerigo, I’m sure they are all
right. Go to San Francisco, Sacramento, wherever you have to. Find
your friend. Tell him we need workers who know how to make caves
into the side of a hill. We won’t let my wine go bad again.”

Amerigo nodded in agreement.

Kurt continued, “Don’t take the horse; that’s
old fashioned. You have a driver’s license. Take my Model T. Let
those people know we’re an up-to-date operation here.”

 


* * *

 


Amerigo knocked on the front door of a small
house in a quiet Sacramento neighborhood. A beautiful Oriental girl
about nineteen opened the door. She was slim, extremely feminine
and graceful in her movements, and she did not wear traditional
Chinese clothing. Amerigo was astonished anyone could be so
beautiful. He just stood there for a long time without
speaking.

The girl smiled easily giving him a chance,
but still he couldn’t say anything.

“How may I help you?” she finally
asked.

“Is this, is this the home of Mr.
Charles Wang?”

“Yes. I am his daughter. Does my father
know you?”

“Not too much, but I think he would
remember.”

“Do you wish to speak with my
father?”

“Yes. Didn’t I say so?”

“You haven’t said much, except you do
stare a lot.”

“Excuse me. I ’ave never seen anyone
quite like you.”

“Am I so curious?”

“Curious? No, you’re so
pretty.”

“Aren’t there pretty girls where you
come from?”

“Yes, Italy. I come from Italy. There
are many pretty girls, many pretty girls; but I’ma here and they
are there.”

A lady came to the door. “Who is it?”

“Someone to see father.”

“Invite the gentleman in.”

“Yes. How rude of me. Please, come in.
I will get my father.”

Amerigo entered and sat down. He was alone
for a few minutes, so was able to look around. From outside, the
house looked like any other wood-frame building, but inside he
realized he was in an oasis of Chinese culture. A painted and
lacquered chest with mother-of-pearl inset first caught his
attention. Then, looking around, he saw a beautifully carved ebony
table on which ran a jade horse of rare beauty. He could only
wonder at the generations of artisans and artists that were needed
to develop such a truly fine carving. He knew that in his own
culture there were famous painters and sculptors, but here was a
work of art as fine as he had ever seen, and there were many others
around the room.

He saw a blue and white porcelain vase on a
mahogany table and marveled at the meticulous detail of birds and
flowers. A scroll hanging on one wall depicted birds, bamboo, and
pine trees. Noticing that he was sitting on a hand-carved chair, he
ran his hand over the wooden armrest when Mr. Wang entered the
room.

“Do you like the chair?” the tall
grey-haired man asked.

Amerigo stood up quickly feeling as though he
was caught doing something wrong. “Oh, yes, everything. I like
everything. I ’ave never seen such furniture and so many beautiful
things.”

“I am happy you are pleased with my
humble home.” Then almost without pausing, he added, “Do I know
you?”

“I am Amerigo Pugliesi. I wash the
dishes at your restaurant in San Francisc.”

“That is so. I remember now. You show
much change in two years.”

“I fought in the war, got wounded, put
on a few pounds.”

Wang extended his hand and they shook
briefly. Without saying anything, he was asking why Amerigo had
sought him.

“I am working for a Mr. Kurt Immelhoff.
He has small winery north of St. Helena in the Napa Valley. Now he
needs to dig a cave out of the side of a hill on his property. You
see, it’s important that wine stays at the same temperature, always
constant. So we need men who know how to build caves or tunnels. I
thought you would know of such men.”

Mr. Wang spoke slowly, thoughtfully, “Most of
the men who worked on the mines and the railroads are quite old.
Many returned to China because they were not welcome here.” A sharp
smacking noise came from his lips when he had finished
speaking.

Amerigo felt as though he had been rebuffed.
He hardly knew how to continue. “I know there was prejudice, but I
was no part of that. I work for Chinese, you know. Now I want to
give employment back.”

Mr. Wang said nothing, looking as immobile as
one of his carvings.

“Maybe I better leave.”

Mrs. Wang entered the room carrying a
lacquered tray with tiny cups of tea. “Please, stay. Have tea with
us.”

The offer made Amerigo relax. He found that
he was looking for the daughter to come back in the room, but she
didn’t appear. As Mr. Wang still hadn’t spoken, Amerigo asked, “Do
you still have contact with any of the workers?”

“Yes, you must know since you found me
here that I am director of the Chinese Benevolent Association in
this area. I was thinking that there are men who built levees to
hold back the Sacramento River. Perhaps among them will be those
who know of digging caves. These same men also cleared land for
farms, and they are now out of work again.”

Amerigo sipped his tea, a flavor he had not
before experienced. “Umm, good,” he said before he continued, “I’m
afraid what we could offer is the same thing. The men would dig the
caves or cellars for us. They would be paid and then out of work
again. It’s best I can do.” He took another sip of tea while he
observed Mr. Wang. He decided it was difficult to tell what the man
was thinking.

After a period of meditation, Wang made a
smacking sound again with his lips and said, “I will talk with
these men. They can decide.”

“Good, then you let me
know?”

“Will you return in a few
days?”

“Yes,” Amerigo also thought that would
give him another chance to talk with the daughter. “Yes, I’ll come
back, and I thank you.” He stood and faced the lady. “Thank you for
the tea. It’s very good.” He didn’t know why, but as he left he
bowed his head slightly.

On the return drive to Napa, thoughts of a
pretty Chinese girl would not leave him. For several nights
thereafter, disturbing images kept floating in and out of his
dreams.

The morning breeze wafted in warm and
promising on one of those late fall days when the feeling of summer
lingered on. Amerigo was working in the fields pruning vines. The
process was called training the vines. He’d learned in France which
shoots to cut back so the remaining vine would grow the sweetest
bunches of grapes. He’d explained to Kurt that short of actually
grafting new budwood to the rootstock, this cutting back would
produce a much better harvest than last year’s. The sweat rolled
off his forehead. He took off his shirt, feeling momentarily
better. Stepping back to look over his handiwork, he could see out
over the north end of the valley all the way to the Silverado
Trail. This valley, he decided again, was a beautiful place to live
and work.

The warm breeze flowed over him again, so he
threw his shirt over one shoulder and did something he’d been
wanting to do since he first came to work at Immelhoff’s. On the
uncultivated land just south of the property, there was a clear
stream that ran through the woods. Amerigo walked to that stream
and then along the banks until he came to a natural pool in front
of several boulders that had come down from the mountains to the
west. He stripped off his clothes down to his shorts. He was still
too modest to remove everything even though he was here in a wooded
area completely alone.

The water was colder than he expected. When
he plunged in, it took his breath away. A long deep trough in the
pool gave him a chance to do a few strokes and then turn and swim
back. It was really too cold to stay for very long so he stepped
out watching where he placed his feet on the rocks. He found a warm
rock, a boulder next to the stream that was heated by the sun.
Sitting on it to warm up, he remembered the day in France when his
sergeant told him to get out of the patch of sun. No danger here,
he thought, and then he heard someone coming. Whoever it was made
no attempt to be quiet, for twigs snapped underfoot. The person was
moving fast.

Emma Mae appeared out of the woods. Like a
deer, she was momentarily frozen until she recognized who was
sitting on the rock.

“Oh, it’s you, Mr. Pugliesi. How did
you find my secret place?”

“It got so hot in the field I needed a
swim.”

“I thought no one else in the world
knew about this pool.”

“I was looking for a place to swim and
walkin’ along the stream when I find it. Hope you no mind. I leave
if you want to swim.”

“Oh, no, it’s all right.” She then took
off her shoes and began removing the rest of her
clothes.”

“I leave if you like. I already had my
swim.”

“I don’t mind. People make too much out
of being naked anyhow. What’s the difference?” She finished
disrobing and laid her things out neatly on a rock. Her body was
obviously still very young, smooth skinned and rather thin. Her
breasts were just starting to form, and the pubic hair was
darkening. She smiled ingenuously and made a neat dive into the
deeper section of the pool.

Amerigo realized his heart started pounding
harder than usual, and he noticed that he was getting aroused.

Emma Mae swam around in the pool for quite a
while. She dove under and did neat little circles and floated
lightly on top. When she finally emerged, he turned away from her
and held a hand down over his shorts hoping she wouldn’t notice his
erection.

Whether she did or not, didn’t seem to make
any difference. “Are you going in?”

“Yes,” he said as he got off the rock
keeping himself turned away from her. “Thought I’d cool off a bit.”
He jumped in and sat in the cold water until it brought him down,
trying all the while not to look at Emma Mae as she pulled her
clothes on over her slim, wet body.

“I can’t stay long,” she said almost
apologetically. “My father will be out looking for me.” She waved
innocently and ran off through the woods.

Amerigo came out of the water and let out a
couple of deep breaths. He used his shirt as a towel, and then
removed the wet shorts before putting on his trousers and shoes.
She’s an innocent girl, he thought. And you better get yourself a
wife before you do something foolish.

Back in the shack, he looked around and
mentally compared his cot and sink and table to the sumptuous
furnishings he’d seen in Wang’s home. He had to shake his head at
the difference and then went out to seek Kurt Immelhoff.

Inga answered his knock on the back door. “He
went into St. Helena. Did you have lunch?”

“No. I should return to the field, but
first I want to talk with Kurt.”

“He’ll be back soon. You eat first. In
the future, don’t knock on the door. Come in anytime.”

Amerigo wanted to tell Inga about the
encounter he’d had with Emma Mae in the woods, but it did not seem
the kind of thing to talk over with a woman.

“You’re quiet today.”

“Been thinking,” he
answered.

“About?”

“A lot of things.”

After he was quiet a while longer, she asked,
“Do you like living in that shack back there?”

“It’s all right. Well, no, to tell the
truth. I lived in too many places like that. Someday I want to do
better.”

“I’m going to tell Kurt he must add a
room to this house. It will be your bedroom. I want you to become a
closer member of this family. Now you must tell me straight out if
you want that or not.”

Amerigo did not have to think long to answer
this time. “I feel very much at home here with you and Kurt. Yes, I
would like a room of my own. You don’t know how often I look around
out there and feel depressed.”

“Why didn’t you say something before?
You’re not very German. I would have come right out and let
everyone know. You, you never complain. You just keep it all to
yourself.”

Kurt came in, saving Amerigo from having to
explain anything more about himself.

“Ahh, here is my man,” Inga said with a
mischievous smile.

“Good news,” Kurt said. “We are going
to sell that wine you fixed, Amerigo. I found a buyer who will take
everything we have.”

Amerigo looked perplexed. “But it’s not ready
yet. Some time in the oak would help, and there’s more that can be
done.”

“Whatever you have to do, forget it.
This buyer is not too fussy. He just wants bulk wine to ship back
east.”

“I don’t like to sell wine when it’s
not the best I can make. I want to blend it and make a better wine
out of it.”

“Look, that wine was never any good.
You’ve already improved it, and I can make a little money. We’re
not rich here, you know. It took all my capital to buy this place.
I want to give my Inga a better house, a good life.”

Amerigo showed that he did not approve by
slowly shaking his head.

“Don’t worry. Your name won’t be on the
wine,” Kurt explained. “No one’s name will be on it. You want me to
build the cellars, don’t you?”

“You need the cellar,” Amerigo
conceded.

Inga added, “And we need a room added to this
house.”

“Did you tell him?” Kurt asked. She
nodded. So he went on, “Listen, Amerigo, don’t worry about this
batch of wine. I’ll take responsibility. I’m the one who messed it
up in the first place. That wine, it’s junk. I’ll be happy to get
rid of it. Next year, you can bring in the harvest and make the
best wine this valley has ever tasted. Agreed?”

Amerigo reluctantly nodded his approval.

“Come on now, let’s eat.”

Inga served them a chicken and potato pot-pie
still steaming from the oven. After Kurt got a few mouthfuls down,
he said, “Isn’t it time for you to go back to Sacramento again? You
have to get those Chinese started on our cellar.”

“You’re really going for
it?”

“Sure, for certain, makes sense,
doesn’t it? We sell this batch of wine; I have money to pay the
workers. That will be your winter project, to supervise the cellar.
Make sure they do it right. Oh, and one more thing. When you are in
Sacramento, look around for one of those used car dealers. You’re
not about to keep driving my truck all the time. I’m going to get
you some wheels, so you can roll around on your own.”

“No, that’s too much.”

“Nothing, say nothing. That’s your
bonus for saving the wine. Just find a nice used car, maybe not too
much money, okay?”

“You people are too generous, a car, a
room.”

“The room, that’s just an improvement
on the house. Besides, you’ve earned it. I had nothing from the
wine. Now, I’m about to see a profit.”

Inga couldn’t help adding, “It isn’t all
dollars and cents, Amerigo. You know we’ve come to like you very
much. We were never able to have children of our own. Since you
came here, we feel more like a family.”

He couldn’t say anything for a few moments.
He just dug into the pot-pie for a second helping.

Early the next day, Amerigo drove down the
old road that paralleled the Napa River. The road was usually
riddled with mud and ruts, but today it was in even more turmoil.
Trucks blocked the way as men worked on long sections. They were
paving the road. Several times he was delayed and then detoured
around work crews. Imagine, he thought while he was waiting to be
waved through one section, a paved road from one end of the valley
to the other. What progress! Things happen fast in America. Back in
the old country once a trail had been established, it usually
remained a trail for eternity.

When eventually he arrived at the old wooden
bridge just south of St. Helena, he stopped abruptly and got out of
the pickup. A short muscular man was building a stone bridge next
to the wooden one. Amerigo first noticed the man’s bushy mustache
and then thick forearms with a mat of black hair and muscles
pushing through all the hair. Two teenage boys were carrying stones
and mortar as the older man lined up the stones and set them.

“Scusi Signore. Sono lei
Italiano?” Amerigo asked the man.

“Certamente. E lei
Italiano?”

“Yes, I’m Italian. Parla
Inglese?”

“Si. I’ma speak a lil’ Engleesh.
My boys, dey speak a good Engleesh. Me? I’ma never
learn.”

“I’ve been watchin’ you a while. It’sa
something special. You take ordinary rock and turn it into a
bridge.”

“Oh, I maka beeg buildings, I maka the
whole house.”

“Can you make a winery?”

“Ma sure. I maka some around here
a’ready.”

Amerigo extended his hand and introduced
himself.

“Please to meeta you. This isa my boy
Pietro, and this isa my boy Rocco. I’ma teachin’ ’em to be stone
mason, too. I also gotta tree daughters atta home. They inna
school.”

“And your name?”

“Oh, scusi. I’m Dante Cicatelli,
stone mason. I gotta card.” He reached in his shirt pocket to pull
out a soiled and crumpled business card.

“Thank you.” Amerigo explained whom he
worked for and that he would really like to have a stone mason see
what he could do for them after their wine cellar was
dug.

After Dante promised he would come out to the
property, Amerigo got back in the Model T pickup. He waved heartily
as he drove over the old wooden bridge, feeling that he’d found
someone who could be really important to the Immelhoff Winery. Hey,
I like that, he thought. We’ve never called the place a winery.
When I get back, I’m going to tell Kurt to put up a sign. No,
better yet, I’ll make him a sign and give it to him as a
present.

Detours continued delaying him on the Napa
Road, so he turned left onto the winding dirt road out of
Rutherford. That brought him up a twisting route by Lake Berryessa
and gave him plenty of time to think. He realized how much he had
been looking forward to seeing Mr. Wang’s daughter. But she’s
Chinese, he thought. Well, what of it? he answered himself. For the
rest of the drive past Davis and through Sacramento, he kept hoping
she would be there, that she would . . . He didn’t
know exactly what else he was thinking. He only remembered a pretty
girl, with dark beautiful eyes.

Finally he parked the Model T in front of the
familiar house. Mrs. Wang answered his knock on the door and
invited him in.

“My husband is not home but will return
soon. Do you wish to wait?” Amerigo nodded in agreement. “Please,
feel at home. I will make some tea.” She smiled easily. “Perhaps my
daughter will entertain you.” The lady moved quietly out of the
room.

Before Amerigo had much of a chance to look
around again, the girl appeared. This time she wore a silk
chungsam, and Amerigo thought he’d never seen anyone so beautiful.
He managed to stand up, feeling a little awkward.

“Please, do not stand for me. I am only
a daughter. My name is Hoi Luen. I hope you will be comfortable
until my father arrives.”

“Oh, I’m, I’m fine.” He sat down and
tried to think of something to say, but he didn’t have to. The girl
sensed his uneasiness and was willing to offer
conversation.

“My father speaks English very well,
but he often likes me to sit in with him during meetings at home.
My father helps solve disputes, helps with banking. He runs a Hui,
a communal organization that makes loans to Chinese. Today a man,
an Oriental, came to speak with my father. The man was not Chinese
but rather a Japanese. He is a man of great stature in the American
community. Perhaps you know him for he is a winegrower.”

“No, I ’ave never met anyone like
that.” Amerigo was quite interested in what she had to say, but he
also wondered because of the way she looked at him and attended to
him if she might be interested. Her skin was as smooth as delicate
white porcelain.

She calmly continued speaking, “The Oriental
befriended my father, who is not always eager to welcome strangers.
The man is a Japanese. Nagoya by name, a most unusual man. I say
that not only because he is so well educated, but because he is so
well respected by the Americans. He is called a Count. I know that
in Japan he was a landholder of some wealth.

“Now this particular Count smokes a
huge cigar. He called it a stogie. He rarely puffs on it. I think
it is only an affectation, perhaps his only one. He is a
good-looking man. I also saw a hint of laughter behind his eyes.
Those eyes are definitely Oriental but not Chinese, like my
brothers or my respected father. Seeing him, I could not tell how
the Japanese men dress in Japan. Although he is not hairy, he
appears exactly as an Irishman or a German or a Frenchman. In other
words, he is dressed in shirt, trousers, shoes like all you other
Europeans. His hair is cut short in the manner of the West, and he
speaks excellent English. Of that I know, for I am still disposed
to error myself.”
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