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For Zia Annalaysa



New York, New York
August 1908
“Papa, do you kill people?”
The question silenced the busy kitchen. Fabrizio put down his paper, staring blankly at his eight-year-old daughter. For her part, Carlotta was not sure why everyone was goggling at her. Her brother Luca, ten, had stopped playing with his wooden toy horse, suspending it in midair. Mama stood motionless at the stove, where it appeared that even the thick tomato sauce she was stirring had gone mute, the bubbles hiding beneath the surface to avoid the disaster that was sure to come next.
“Santa Maria,” Mama gasped, the horror evident on her face. She was always saying that, which Carlotta found especially funny because her own name was Anna Maria. But apparently that was blasphemy. Mama was a deeply religious woman, so it did not take much. Carlotta was still trying to figure a way out of being dragged to mass four times a week. She’d tried fake coughs and mysterious headaches. Once she’d even scarfed down some moldy cheese to upset her stomach, but to no avail.
“Go outside and play, both of you,” her mother urged, pointing to the side door that led out of their townhome to the small fenced-in yard out back.
But Papa stopped her. “It’s fine, dear. Come here, Carlotta.”
She made her way over to him, exchanging a nervous glance with Luca on the way. Their father could be difficult to read. Though he rarely raised his voice, there was something about the shifts in his demeanor that could prove unnerving. It was subtle, like the first change from a mild autumn to a brutal winter, the hint of the frost to come.
But now Papa’s face was smiling. He pulled her up onto his knee and looked down his long nose at her, his chestnut-colored eyes reminding her of a warm fireside at Christmas. She could smell the slightly musky odor of his mustache cream.
“Where did you hear such a thing?”
Carlotta cast her eyes down to the linoleum floor, but he lifted her chin with a finger and forced her to look at him.
“I asked you a question.”
Mama stepped forward, wiping her hands on her apron. “Fabrizio, I don’t think . . .”
He didn’t even look her way. “Don’t coddle her. I’ve asked her a simple question, and I expect an honest answer.”
Carlotta hesitated. The answer itself was simple, certainly, but the consequences were not. She pulled at her pigtails and looked desperately at Luca. Both her parents’ gazes followed hers.
Luca flushed under the scrutiny. He was pale, with thin blond hair and watery blue eyes. He looked nothing like either of his parents. But then, neither did she.
“Alfonso told her,” Luca burst out. “He told us both. He said everyone at school already knows. He says that you’re in charge of the whole neighborhood and that anyone who doesn’t like it ends up in the East River. Is it true, Papa? Is it really?”
Mama crossed herself and muttered something squeaky under her breath. Carlotta thought she caught “not yet,” but she couldn’t be sure.
“I told him I didn’t believe it,” Carlotta piped up, emboldened by Luca’s confession. She showed him a grateful smile. Not for the first time, she made a note to give him her weekly pocket money, though she knew he would share the candy he bought with her anyway.
Anna Maria shifted from foot to foot. Carlotta could not quite understand why she looked so upset.
Papa, on the other hand, looked perfectly calm. He looked at Luca for a long moment, and then he turned his gaze back to her.
“Now remember this, both of you. Never discuss the family business with anyone outside the family. Don’t ask questions about things that don’t concern you. Understood?”
“Yes,” both of them said at once, though she was not sure that either of them did.
He smiled at her again, the special smile he saved just for his youngest, his only daughter.
“And you remember this especially, Carlotta. You’re a girl. You don’t need to concern yourself with what the men are doing. You listen to your mother, play with your dolls, and when the time is right, you find a decent man to marry and it’ll be his job to take care of you. When you have children of your own, you can worry then. Until that day, leave everything to me.”
She nodded rapidly. “Yes, Papa.”
He slid her off his lap. “Good. Now, where’s Alfonso?”
His tone went hard when he asked about his eldest son. They could all hear it. Carlotta made herself scarce, disappearing into the hallway that connected the kitchen to the dining room, where she could eavesdrop without being seen. Luca was hot on her heels. They pressed themselves against the wall and pricked up their ears. She snuck her hand into his and he squeezed it.
Anna Maria lowered her voice. “He’s out with his friends.”
“Who?”
“Dario’s boys. The twins.”
He grunted. “Well, when he gets home, I want him sent straight to my office.”
Carlotta and Luca exchanged a wide-eyed look. They both knew that the office was where Papa had his serious talks, with the door tightly shut. They also knew that’s where he kept his broad leather strap. Papa was a big man, more than six feet, and brawny from working on a farm before he came to America twenty-five years ago. It was no small thing to be on the receiving end of his swing.
Their mother tried again to placate him. “Fabrizio, please, just let me talk to him.”
“That boy needs to learn how to keep his damned mouth shut. He’s going to learn today.”
“He’s fourteen. He’s impressionable right now; he’s just showing off for his silly friends at school. It means nothing.”
“A boy his age in Sicily is nearly a man. A boy his age should know better than to discuss business outside of the home or with the younger children. Especially Carlotta. He’s a fool, and it’s dangerous to be a fool in this world. I’d rather see him beaten than end up dead because he doesn’t know how to keep his trap shut.”
“He just wants your approval.”
Carlotta rolled her eyes. Mama was always making excuses for Alfonso. When he dared Luca to swallow marbles, when he cut the heads off her dolls, when he got suspended from school for fighting an Irish boy and calling him a filthy mick. Alfonso always had a good reason, even when he didn’t. She wondered if having a baby one day would make her like that too. She hoped not.
Papa, at least, seemed immune to his wife’s favoritism. She heard the sound of a match striking, pictured him lifting a cigarette to his lips and frowning.
“Well, he won’t get it if he doesn’t learn some goddamned common sense. No son of mine is going to run around town flapping their gums and showing off like a woman.”

Later that evening, Alfonso caught her coming out of the bathroom after washing up for bed. He was nearly as tall as Fabrizio already, with the same dark curls and brown eyes, but he was lanky in the body and chubby in the face like his mother. He was trying to grow a mustache like his father’s, but Carlotta was not very impressed with his efforts.
He shoved her against the closed door. Even beneath his menacing scowl, she could tell that he’d been crying.
“Tattletale.”
She was afraid of him but she would not show it. Nor would she reveal to him that it was really Luca who had spoken up. She didn’t want to put him in the middle more than he already was. They were both afraid of him, and though he would not do more than push her around because she was a girl, Luca may not be so lucky.
“You shouldn’t have said what you did,” was all she said. She did not want to risk angering him. “But I’m sorry you got beaten.”
He huffed. His face was ruddy and there was a bruise on the lower half of his mouth.
“I’m a man. I don’t care about that.”
His behind was going to be stinging for three days at the least.
She shrugged. “If you say so.”
“I do say so. And I say this too: Papa is in charge of everything in the neighborhood, just like the dons from the old country. He’s not afraid of anything, not the colored or the Irish or the Polish or the Jews. He’s in charge. And one day I’ll be in charge too.”
She tried to inch away from him back to her room, but he would not let her. “Good for you.”
He looked giddier now. “And when I’m in charge, I’ll send you back uptown where you belong.”
He drew himself up to his full height, and she braced herself for what she knew was coming. The word that sent shivers down her spine and made her eyes water. She did not know everything about it, but she knew that it made her feel like a cockroach. She watched the shape of his mouth as he said it, the way his lips trembled. If Anna Maria or Fabrizio had overheard him, he’d be getting another beating for sure. Even Anna Maria would not forgive him for that.
When he was done, his eyes glinted.
“Mama wants me here,” Carlotta managed weakly, standing on the one thing she knew for certain.
He shook his head in a mixture of disgust and bewilderment. “She’s not your mama. She’s mine. Mine and Luca’s. You’re just some stray she found in a trash can. You’re not her daughter, you’re not Sicilian, you’re not Italian, you’re not even white.”
“It wasn’t a trash can,” Carlotta protested, though truthfully it may have been for all she knew. But it was the only thing she could deny, and she took it.
She knew, of course, that she was colored. She wasn’t blind. She could clearly see that her skin was bronze, not olive, and that her hair seemed to grow toward the ceiling instead of lying flat. She saw the way people at church stared at them, the way people on the sidewalk stopped their conversations to point. She knew she was different.
But it never bothered her that much until Alfonso called her that word and made her feel like a filthy animal that had wandered inside. He’d always been one to swing his weight around, but he had worsened significantly since starting high school. Luca told her that some of the other children made fun of him because his parents were immigrants and because he was Italian. That was right around the time he’d started calling her the bad names.
“Trash can or alleyway or dope den, what does it matter? One day you’ll go back there and I won’t have to see your face anymore. It’s embarrassing to have you here. Only Mama’s had too much holy water and she can’t see it.”
“Mama says I’m your sister and you’re to treat me as such,” she protested, her voice breaking. “She says so.”
Alfonso shook his head. “You will never be my sister,” he said with simple malice. “Never.”
Carlotta finally broke down. Partly because her feelings were hurt and partly because she knew that he would not be satisfied with his torment until he’d seen her cry.
Once he glimpsed the tears, Alfonso’s body seemed to relax. His face softened. She thought, or maybe she hoped, that she caught a flash of remorse, of uncertainty. Of humility as of yet uncorrupted. She looked into his dark eyes, not dissimilar from her own, and silently told him that there was no call for this animosity. They did not need to be enemies.
“Go to bed,” was all he said, before turning his back on her and marching down the hallway back to his own room.
She ran to her room and threw herself underneath the bedclothes. She didn’t even take off her socks, which she always did because if she didn’t, she’d wake up in the middle of the night sweating. She was always running hot, but the doctor could find no reason why. She cooled down for about five minutes in January.
But she stayed there, underneath the stifling covers, wiping the snot from her nose in the crook of her elbow. Which was rather disgusting, really, but she couldn’t be bothered to get up for a handkerchief.
After a little while she heard the door open and heard Mama’s slightly uneven gait. Mama’s right leg had been damaged by polio when she was a girl, but she didn’t like anyone to call attention to it.
“Carlotta!”
The covers were snatched back. Mama’s face softened when she saw the tears.
“Ah, dear one. What’s wrong?”
She pitched forward and buried her face in her mother’s chest. She smelled of flour. There would be fresh rolls in the morning for certain.
“Alfonso,” was all she said. It was all she needed to say. Carlotta was not one to cry over nothing.
Anna Maria sighed. “Pay him no mind. Boys his age . . . they’re known to be difficult. He’ll outgrow it in a few years.”
“He says you found me in a trash can.”
Her mother lowered her down onto the pillow and wiped her face with a clean handkerchief.
“Now you listen. You know that’s not true.”
“So what is true?”
“I’ve told you. I found you when you were just a few days old. I brought you home. Your papa and I wanted you with us.”
This was the usual explanation, but it did not have the usual effect. She was still restless.
“But why? And where did you find me? And why didn’t you take me to . . . a different family?”
Mama cupped her cheeks. “Because Our Lady instructed me to bring you home and to raise you as my own daughter.”
Carlotta’s curiosity was still piqued. “But you already had children?”
Mama laughed and her face lit up. “Yes, I did. That’s like saying I already had flowers in my garden, so why grow another? You are all different. But I love you just the same. I am blessed to have you.”
“Alfonso says he’ll put me out. When he’s old enough.”
“He won’t do that,” her mother said swiftly, but there was unease on her face. She did not look convinced enough to convince another. “Don’t worry yourself. It’s time for sweet dreams. Your papa and I are right here. And you’re safe with us. Understand?”
“Yes, Mama.”
Her mother kissed her cheek. “We love you, Carlotta.”
Finally, Carlotta gave in to her desire to be comforted. She let herself believe her mother, to be carried away by the soothing sound of her voice.
“I love you too, Mama.”
It was not until late that night, when she woke drenched in sweat because her socks were still on and her mother had wrapped her in a heavy quilt like a cannoli, that it even occurred to her that Papa had never answered her question.

New York, New York
May 1922
Carlotta hated weddings. It was her understanding that women were supposed to like these things, but for whatever reason she never had. She’d endured what felt like a constant barrage of them for years now. Mama’s cousin Giovanni. Her other cousin Lorenzo. Lorenzo’s godson Pietro. Papa’s nieces—all six of them. In addition to her own family’s endless slew of relatives, there were also the neighbors and their endless slew of relatives, from the old country to Brooklyn.
She knew it was a terrible thing to think, but the best thing about the war was the lack of weddings. All the men were away, and all the girls were frantically hoping they would return safe. Of course, Alfonso and Luca were two of those boys.
Every day, she’d gone to the special masses at church with her mother, bowed her head, fingered her rosary, and repeated after the priest. Anna Maria’s face was always puffy from crying during the war years. Carlotta’s presence was poor consolation.
But now that was all behind them. Mama declared it the finest spring day that anyone had ever seen, the perfect backdrop for a new union.
These things were always the same affair, give or take a few details. The obnoxious bride, stressed and overindulged, insisting that something was wrong with her dress. The rambunctious groomsmen looking for trouble. The same drunk uncles and busybody aunts, who shuffled up to her before the ceremony, pinched her waist and upper arms, and hinted with all the subtlety of a brick to the skull that she’d gained weight. Of course, those same aunts would later insist that she eat three helpings of whatever dish they’d brought for the reception.
In order to avoid all of this, Carlotta appeared only when absolutely required to avoid giving offense, preferring to help her mother prepare ridiculous amounts of food in the kitchen. And that suited everyone else as much as it did her.
She was the best cook in the neighborhood and everyone knew it. Not since Anna Maria’s own mother, the original Carlotta, had such a talent been seen. Her pasta was sheer perfection, her dough like clouds. Her arancini were perfectly crispy, never greasy, and always delicious. Her veal was always cooked just right, seared lightly in the pan, juicy with a perfect crust. The recipe for her marinara sauce was a carefully guarded secret. It had taken her seventeen tries to get it exactly right. Carlotta’s baked goods were requested for every birthday, every party, every wedding, every christening.
She would never boast to others, but when she knelt in the confessional booth, she had to confess to the sin of pride. And she was proud, like a poor man who gloried in a faded trinket that a rich man would throw away. She may never look Italian, but this one thing made her feel like she had earned her place in the community. That she had real value. Sicily may not be in her blood, but it was undeniably in her food. Her mother’s recipes, carefully passed down to her every evening since she was old enough to stand on a stool beside the stove, to grasp a wooden spoon in her chubby fist. Her favorite day was always Sunday, when the two of them would spend hours shut up in the kitchen making a four-course dinner, shooing out her father and brothers when they crept in to try to sneak an early bite.
Sometimes Carlotta feared that Anna Maria favored her sons, especially Alfonso, but when they were in the kitchen together, the fear melted away.
“Well done, beloved,” her mother would say, a wide smile on her face, a bit of flour in her curly reddish-brown hair.
The kitchen was the safest place in the world.
Today, as she endured the customary mingling with the aunts before the wedding ceremony, she tried to keep a smile on. She looked well today; it couldn’t hurt to be confident. She was wearing a new dress, loose fitting with a belt nearly at her hips. She’d been to the salon, and her hair was pressed and tucked beneath a peacock-blue hat with a wide brim. Her mother had bought it for her at one of the fancy department stores that Carlotta was not allowed inside.
Zia Donna wanted to know if it was true that Fabrizio had arranged a cousin from Sicily for Alfonso to marry. I have the utmost respect for the don’s judgment, of course. But I can’t help but think it’s better for your brother to marry a girl from the area. A local girl, someone who already knows how things go on here. My niece Paola. Ugh! What a good girl she is. Maybe you two could be friends? You could invite her over for Sunday dinner?
Zia Maria wanted to know if it was true that Alfonso had stopped seeing the Lucetticharl girl. Because I heard she’s quite the slut. Not a good girl for a wife, no, no, no. But she’s pretty in a common way, I suppose; she’s got nice breasts. Men can be distracted by things like that. But your dear mother wouldn’t want a girl like that for a daughter-in-law, wouldn’t you say? My girl Christiana, on the other hand! She’d make a lovely bride. Not the sharpest knife in the drawer, bless her soul. But she’s a sweet thing and she’s got wide hips. Good for childbearing. She got those from me, you know.
Carlotta could not answer the inquiries, or rather the thinly veiled solicitations. Alfonso, twenty-eight and still unmarried, was the most eligible bachelor in the community. It was unavoidable. She did her best to be oblivious to his doings, though it was common knowledge that he was a cad with a ferocious temper, having knifed two boys over a game of cards. He’d always been impulsive, but the war had made him worse. According to him, he’d been shot twice in Flanders, once in the leg and once in the foot. He walked fine. Personally, she’d like to see the medical records.
But by far the most damning rumor about him was that he’d fathered a bastard on a Polish girl, the daughter of a grocer. He, of course, denied that the child was his.
Personally, she had her doubts, as did the girl’s father, who’d come after him with a butcher’s cleaver. Fabrizio had handled the situation not with violence, but with a bribe, and that was the end of that. The last she’d heard, the family had moved away. Carlotta wondered if the payoff had been backed up by a threat.
For she knew just as well as everyone else did who her papa was now. What he did. She’d figured it out by the time she was fourteen.
But she had never again broached the subject with him, not since that day in the kitchen when she was a little girl. She’d heeded his words and minded her business. And the knowledge did not make her love him any less. After all, who was she to judge?
Fabrizio now owned two dry cleaners, an auto-repair shop, a restaurant, and a textile import business. He owned a big house on Long Island, and he’d bought two apartment buildings across the Lower East Side, with plans to acquire a third. She’d mentioned once at dinner that she considered the properties to be their best investment. Papa hadn’t responded but had given her a sly smile. Her father was a shrewd businessman, and she recognized the pride on his face that his daughter was no fool. Fabrizio had his hand in many pots, and those were just the things Carlotta knew about. She didn’t know much about what happened off the books, but she knew that Prohibition had been very, very good business for the family. One day all of that wealth would belong to Alfonso. That, apparently, was enough to make up for the fact that he was widely known to be a complete ass.
Carlotta excused herself as diplomatically as she could and went to sit beside her mother. She was tired of being treated as half-intermediary, half-irrelevant. Because what the aunts said to her was not nearly as important as what they didn’t say, what no one ever said.
No one ever said that they had a son for her. There could never be a son, or a cousin, or a nephew.
Because no respectable Italian family would ever accept her as a daughter-in-law. This was one of those universally known things that was never mentioned aloud in her hearing, out of respect for Papa. Now she was twenty-two, and on the higher side of average looking even by her own harsh judgment, but there were still no prospects for her. No suitors had come calling, hat in hand, begging Fabrizio’s permission to court her. She was a bridge, perhaps, but never a destination.
As much as she told herself that it was just her hatred of crowds and gossip, she knew that was the real reason she hated weddings.
This particular occasion, though, she could tolerate. Maybe even enjoy. Because this was Luca’s wedding.
As the music started and the bride’s father walked her down the long church aisle, Anna Maria wiped her eyes with a handkerchief and squeezed Carlotta’s hand. Though it was a mild day, her face was shiny with sweat.
“Thank God,” she whispered. “My boy, married. And to such a pretty young woman, from a good family. We prayed for this day. Every day during that awful war. Isn’t it wonderful?”
“Yes, Mama.”
Hours later, after the ceremony, after even the reception, which always lasted well into the night, she tapped twice on Luca’s bedroom door. It was their childhood knock so that he knew it was her and not one of their parents, so he did not rush to hide the cigarettes he’d been smoking by the open window.
Luca stepped outside and closed the door behind him. Carlotta just caught a glimpse of his new bride, Antonia, asleep in bed.
He smiled down at her. He’d grown tall, taller than Papa even, but other than that he looked the same as he always had, smooth skinned and pretty as a girl from an old folk song.
“Ah, Lottie. It’s you.”
He was the only one who called her that. She stepped forward, leaned up on her tiptoes, and kissed both his cheeks. “You looked very handsome today. I’m proud of you.”
He blushed, just as he had in childhood. “I hate crowds,” he confessed, pulling at his starched collar. “I was afraid I was going to faint like a girl. Papa would have killed me.”
“Papa’s bought you the house next door,” she reminded him. “He’s proud of you too.”
He beamed. “Antonia will like that. She’s anxious for us to have a home of our own.”
“She’s lovely,” Carlotta said, and she meant it. Antonia was sweet as fresh figs. She was also the finest seamstress Carlotta had ever seen and was planning to make them both matching dresses. “You’ve done well for yourself.”
He chuckled. “She is, isn’t she? And she likes you. She wants your sauce recipe.”
She placed a hand over her heart. “Fighting words.”
He drew her close. “We’ll find someone for you. I’ve made up my mind—at the next meeting, I’m going to discuss it with Papa. I’m a married man now, and it’s time I start having more of a say in the family.”
“You don’t have to do that,” she mumbled. “It’s no use.”
“Nonsense. We’ll manage it. Don’t worry, Lottie. We’ll look after you.”
“Thank you,” was all she said, because he meant well. He always did. And he cared enough to read her mind.
So there was little point in telling him that she did not want to be managed, or situated, or foisted off on the imbecile son of a drunk who would sell his family’s good name away for the right price, or for the forgiveness of some gambling debt.
She wanted someone to look at her the way that Papa looked at Mama, the way that Luca looked at Antonia. She wanted to be valued, not tolerated, and not even Papa could buy her that.

New York, New York
April 1923
It was Antonia who’d told her about the speakeasy. Antonia always seemed to know things. Carlotta got the sense that she’d not been the type to sit by the fire knitting before becoming a wife.
She’d thought about Harlem, of course. Ever since she was old enough to know it existed. It seemed strange to her that just thirty-five minutes away there were neighborhoods where she could walk down the street and no one would bat an eyelash.
Growing up she’d gone to a small, private Catholic academy for girls. Mostly Italian girls, though some French and Irish. She was the only non-white pupil. Though it had never been fully discussed, Carlotta suspected that her father had paid the headmistress a considerable sum to let her attend and threatened whoever complained.
Aside from that, she’d spent most of her time at home, at church, or running errands for her mother.
The thought of finally running outside her pen terrified her as much as it thrilled her.
The first time she ventured up to Harlem was shortly after Luca’s wedding. Lunch by herself in a café. Her first time having corn bread, butter beans, and sweet potato pie. A waitress with a gap tooth who called her “sugar” like they’d known each other for ten years.
She’d sat by the window and watched a group of little colored girls jumping rope. She tried to imagine herself as a child again, playing with them, running around the neighborhood, practicing braiding each other’s hair. It felt strange. She did not look out of place here, but she felt out of place. It was exactly the opposite of the sensation she got when she walked the streets at home.
Carlotta almost never thought about her birth parents. It helped that they were essentially mythical creatures to her—she didn’t even know their names. The way she saw it, if they could not have been troubled enough to raise her themselves, or at least pawn her off on a family member, she would not waste her time thinking about them. But when she was in Harlem, she could not help but look around, scanning the faces of passersby for a resemblance she hoped she wouldn’t find.
It took her four trips to Harlem before she worked up the courage to visit the speakeasy. She’d told her mother she was going to stay with a school friend in Brooklyn.
She’d imagined the club as a seedy place, and she wasn’t entirely wrong. It was dimly lit and overcrowded, and the air was polluted with the smell of cologne, cigarette smoke, and sweaty bodies. The liquor was so strong it was nearly putrid. The men seemed like the type a lady would regret in the morning, and the women wore too much makeup. The music was far too loud and made her temples pound.
But God. What music.
This was jazz.
Carlotta wasn’t a dancer, but for this music, she danced. It could not be helped. The blare of the trumpets made her feverish; the beat made her legs shake. She felt like someone had cast a spell on her.
Every Friday night when the sun set and the clock struck eight, she transformed from the noticeably out-of-place adopted daughter of a Mafia boss to another face in the crowd. Here, she wasn’t a colored woman. She was just a woman. She smiled more. She laughed more. She let men buy her drinks and put their hands on her knee, which would have given her mother a stroke.
The night she met Walter, he hadn’t bought her anything. He walked right up to her, took her hand, and said, “My name is Walter Jefferson, and I’d be very honored if you’d dance with me.”
Maybe she shouldn’t have danced with him. Maybe she should have turned tail and gone home, because one look and she knew that he was different from the others. He was not something she could dabble in and keep her feet on the ground. For one, he was ludicrously handsome, tall and broad, with a thick head of hair and a smile that could make the devil blush.
Two lunches and three dinners later, and she’d fallen for him like an early spring snow. He was from Georgia originally but had moved to Harlem when he was sixteen to play the trumpet in a musical troupe. Now he was a carpenter by day but still determined to record an album eventually. They’d been courting for the better part of a year in secret. It felt longer than that. It had to be longer. Surely things could not have turned upside-down so quickly?
Now she was a sinner, lying in bed with a man who was not her husband, naked as the day she was born.
“I can’t stay long,” she sighed into his chest. “Mama thinks I’m at the market.”
He had his arm draped across her rump. “Your mama can’t do her own shopping?”
“She hasn’t been feeling as well lately. She keeps getting colds. But she’s older now and it’s to be expected. I don’t mind helping her.”
Walter shrugged. “It seems to me it’s past time you find yourself a husband so you can move on outta there.”
She tried not to giggle. “Do you know where I might find such a creature?”
“I do,” he said, serious for once. “I’ve been meaning to ask you since the first week I met you. But I can’t hardly knock on your front door and ask your father for your hand, now can I?”
She was torn between wanting to kiss him and wanting to run away and hide. This conversation was familiar. Walter was a proud man, and being a secret did not sit well with him.
“I’ve been trying to figure out how to tell him about you. Really.”
He snorted. “I don’t figure that would go well.”
She felt a surge of defensiveness. “He’s not . . . he’s not like the white people you know from Marietta. He just wants me to be happy.”
“Happy in the way he knows, maybe. But he doesn’t want what’s best for you.”
Carlotta slid out of bed and reached for her clothes. “What is that supposed to mean?”
He didn’t shy away from her rising temper. “I don’t agree with it. I don’t agree with anything your family does, I’ve told you. The crime aside, they should have left you with your own kind.”
Carlotta wrinkled her nose as she pulled her dress over her head. “Says who? I love my family. You make us all sound like dog breeds. Not everything in our lives should be determined by the way we’re born. I should get to choose where I belong.”
He smiled at her the way one would smile at a rambling toddler. “It’s just how the world is, sweetheart.”
“You men are always talking about how the world is like it came out of the box this way,” she said irritably. “Like it’s set in stone and you can’t do a thing about it.”
He got up and drew her to him. “I can’t. I’m just one man—a colored man at that. I have no grand ambitions. I won’t waste my life on this earth trying to change rules that simply can’t be changed, honey.”
But Carlotta was not soothed. All her life, she’d been told about tradition and respecting “the way things are” whether it respected her back or not. She’d just about had her fill.
Walter kissed her lips and tilted her head up so that he could look into her eyes.
“I want you to stay here with me,” he said, as if it were the simplest thing in the world to leave everything she’d ever known. “Be my wife. Have my babies. I’ll work fifty jobs if I have to, to give you everything I can in this life. I’ll take good care of you. Say yes.”
A lump swelled in her throat. There was a tearing sensation in her gut that nearly doubled her over.
“I don’t know,” she said helplessly. “I love you but I don’t know, Walter.”
He nodded. “You’d best figure it out, then. I won’t wait forever. I’m a busy man.”
On the way downtown, Carlotta had the bitter thought that Papa was right after all. The less she knew, the better. She saw clearly now how a horse could grow to love its blinders. Maybe it was better not to have choices, not to have an open pasture to run in.
She understood now that there was never a choice made that did not cost something.

New York, New York
August 1923
Mama fainted when she listened to the news of President Harding’s death on the radio. That was when they all knew something was wrong. Mama loathed politics and would hardly have been moved by the death of a man in Washington she’d never met.
They’d all noticed, of course. Mama was slower than she used to be, and she sweated heavily doing even minor tasks. Often while making dinner, she had to stop and sit down. But Carlotta had attributed this to age, and Anna Maria herself had dismissed her symptoms as a persistent cold, brought on by improperly cooked food she’d eaten at a friend’s house, a nonexistent crack in the glass on her bedroom window, and the stinking New York air.
“I don’t want a doctor,” she insisted. “What good is a doctor? Give me some fresh oregano. It cleans the blood, you know. And fetch me my rosary.”
But Papa overruled her and took her to the hospital, where she underwent a series of tests.
Carlotta stayed glued to the corner of the room, silent, clutching Luca’s hand like they were children again.
“Six months,” Carlotta overheard the doctor tell Papa. “Maybe less. I’m very sorry.”
It was the first time she’d ever seen her father cry.
For her part, Mama did not waste any time on tears. The first thing she’d insisted on was going back home.
“It’s barbaric, to die surrounded by strangers. Though if people have to eat this food in their final days, I suppose they pray for the mercy of death. Fabrizio, check us out. Luca, bring me my shawl. Carlotta, what are you making for dinner tonight?”
Some days, Carlotta didn’t believe it was really happening. Her mother could still laugh from that place deep in the stomach. She still had an appetite. It couldn’t be possible that in just a few moments she would disappear from this world. She was the heart of everything. What would happen to the family without Mama’s steady, loving presence?
What would happen to her?
Eventually, despite Carlotta’s denial, Mama weakened so much that she could no longer make it up and down the stairs. By late October, Carlotta had set up a bed for her in the sunroom. She put Mama’s favorite photographs beside it and the quilt they’d made together on top of the regular bedding. She missed Walter, who she’d seen only once since her mother’s diagnosis, but she did not dare leave again. She could not bear the thought of her mother dying without her. Papa and Luca were there often, and so was Antonia. Alfonso, though he was prone to disappear for weeks at a time, made sure to stop by every Sunday. She had countless friends come to visit—she was a much-loved figure in the community—and they’d been given enough food to weather a yearlong famine.
But it was Carlotta who moved a pallet into the room so that her mother was never alone during the night.
Anna Maria looked at her with dark eyes that had grown too large in a gaunt face. “Carlotta, please stop making such a fuss. Don’t you want some fresh air? Or maybe to sneak out and see that man of yours?”
Carlotta gaped at her.
Her mother scoffed. “Oh, please. You take me for a fool? I’m old and dying, but I’m not stupid. I know what a young woman looks like when she’s in love. You’ve been glowing like a firefly for months.”
“I . . . I was going to say something . . .”
Her mother’s face softened into a smile. “Is he a good man? Do you plan to marry him?”
“He is,” she said, standing on the one thing she felt for certain. “He is a good man and he’s offered marriage. But I don’t know. I don’t know. It would mean . . .”
Anna Maria nodded. “Yes. I know what it would mean. I always knew the day would come, dear, when you may want to leave this community and find your own.”
Carlotta marked the page in her book and put it aside.
“Please don’t worry. I’m fine right here,” she said. “Would you like me to fluff up your pillows? More water? I’ve put some lasagna in the oven, it should be ready really soon.”
“I’m fine. What I want is for you to listen to me. It’s time we talk.”
Carlotta’s stomach plummeted. This felt far too much like a goodbye. And she was far from ready for that.
“Let me get you some more water.”
“I don’t want water; I want wine. But I’ll have that later. When you were a child, you used to ask me all the time how I found you. I think it’s time you know the full story.”
Carlotta dug her nails into the sides of her armchair. She’d given up on ever getting a complete answer to her questions. It had been so long that she wasn’t even sure she wanted it anymore. Her childish curiosity had given way to a very adult sense of caution.
But clearly, her mother was determined. Carlotta knew better than to resist when Mama had that look on her face. Cities had fallen to less.
“Okay, Mama.”
Anna Maria cleared her throat. “Good. It was a Friday. I had just come from afternoon mass. I was walking by an alleyway with two other ladies when I heard a baby cry.”
Carlotta buried her face in her hands. Shame washed over her. Alfonso had been right after all. She’d been discarded like common trash.
“I found you wrapped up in some dirty newspapers. There was no note, no blanket, nothing. I don’t know how long you’d been there, but you were clearly starving. I don’t think you would have made it through another night. Lucky it was May or you would have frozen or baked to death before anyone could find you.”
Her mother paused and dabbed at her sweaty forehead with a handkerchief. “It was God’s will that I found you that day. One of the ladies told me to leave you, that it was no business of mine. But I picked you up, took you home, and called the doctor. The doctor said that you would die within the week and that I should give you to him so he could take you somewhere . . . somewhere they’d keep you comfortable.”
Carlotta felt a tear slide between the gaps in her fingers.
She heard the sound of her mother taking a sip of water and heaving a deep sigh. “I didn’t listen to him either. I’ve never trusted doctors. I was still nursing Luca, thank God, so I was able to feed you from my own breast. I used my mother’s fever remedies. I soaked you in a pot of cold water. And you grew stronger. After a month I knew that you would live.
“Fabrizio told me that I’d done a good deed and that the time had come for me to give you up. Everyone agreed that it was for the best that I take you to a colored orphanage and let them sort you out. So that’s what I did. It was a sad place. Children crying, not enough beds for everyone. The woman who ran it told me that all of the funding went to the white orphanages, though they were in a dire state as well. But she said she’d take care of you, that babies were the easiest to place with families. So I left you there.”
Carlotta let out a muffled gasp. She’d never known this. Never even imagined. Finally, she raised her tearstained face and looked at her mother. She saw her own tears mirrored.
“I left you there,” Mama said again. “I took care of my sons and my husband. Every single person, including the priest, told me that I was doing the right thing. That it was just the way of things. And all my life, I’d done things just the way I was meant to.” She sat up a little straighter. “Anyway, three days later I went back and got you. I told your father that this was the way of things in my own home as far as I was concerned, and he did not try to change my mind. We had you christened and I named you after my mother. Because you were my daughter.”
Carlotta crossed to the bed and knelt before it, placing her head on her mother’s knees.
Mama stroked her hair. “I tell you this so that you know. And so that you never forget who you are.”
“I won’t forget, Mama,” Carlotta sobbed. “I promise.”

New York, New York
December 1923
After the wake, Carlotta approached Alfonso. She found him outside smoking, his eyes red. He’d loosened his tie.
He took one look at her and sighed. “Oh, it’s you. What do you want?”
“I want us to stop this,” she said frankly. “Our mother is gone. It would give her soul some peace if we could be the family she always hoped for. Please, Alfonso. I loved Mama. I love Papa. I love Luca. I’d like to love you.”
He looked at her with an uncomprehending blank stare. “You really are an idiot, aren’t you?”
She flinched. Part of her had been expecting this, but part of her was hoping that the death of their mother would unfreeze his heart and move him to accept her olive branch. Obviously not.
“It doesn’t need to be this way between us.”
He crushed his cigarette beneath his heel. “There is no ‘us.’ You’re leaving. Papa won’t last long without Mama—we all know that. Once he’s gone, you’re going to leave, and you’re never going to show your face again unless you want me to spit in it.”
“Luca . . . ,” she protested.
Alfonso laughed. “Luca’s spineless. He’ll fall in line with what I say. Don’t count on him to keep you as a pet.”
“You can’t do this,” she said weakly. “It’s not fair.”
He slapped her with a look so hateful that it gave her chills. “I’m going to be the don. It doesn’t have to be fair. Nothing ever is.”

New York, New York
January 1924
All through the bitterly cold first month of the new year, Carlotta kept to herself. She stayed in the large cushioned chair in the study, pulled close to the fire kept burning in the grate. Everyone else gave her the grace to believe that she was deep in mourning. And she was. She missed her mother with a sensation that was like a knife dug into her side, irremovable, melded into her. But she was not just grieving. Luca, who came to check on her every morning and every night, gave her too much credit. Because Carlotta was plotting too. Alfonso’s threats were no hollow words. Already, he’d taken advantage of their father’s distracted state to exert more influence over the business. Lately, he’d taken to calling meetings in the don’s name, claiming that Fabrizio was too ill to attend. Carlotta had whispered to Antonia that Luca should be attending also, and now he was doing so.
“He says he’s acting in the best interest of everyone,” Luca confided in her one evening by the fire. “But really he just wants to be in control. He challenges Papa’s decisions. He wants more territory.”
“More territory will mean war,” Carlotta observed. “The other families are chafing as it is.”
Though she’d always respected Papa’s decree that she stay out of business, she was not deaf. She heard things. She had thoughts, even if she kept them to herself. She wished her mother were still alive so that she could ask her how to manage being a smart woman in a family where men did not value such a thing.
“Yes, it will,” Luca sighed. “I’ve told him that. We have more than enough. And there are ways to get more that don’t involve bloodshed. We ought to pad the legal side of the books, I told him. Invest in automobiles with all the cash coming in from the liquor business. After all, Prohibition may not last forever. But Alfonso is determined.”
Carlotta chewed on her pinkie nail. “This is pure foolishness. The two of you already fought in one war. You didn’t see what it did to our mother, worrying about you dying on foreign shores. She was beside herself. But you survived. She believed God spared you both. It would dishonor her memory to risk your lives now without cause.”
Luca nodded. “I know that. But he doesn’t listen to anyone. He can’t be reasoned with.”
She paused. “But you . . . you would do things differently?”
“It doesn’t matter what I would do,” he muttered.
She swallowed. “I don’t want anything to happen to you. I couldn’t bear it.”
He flushed. “I know that. I’ll do the best I can. But I must be loyal to Alfonso. That’s the way of things.”
She glanced away so he would not see the hatred on her face. “He’s pigheaded. He’s going to piss away everything that Papa built.”
Luca fidgeted. Though she knew he agreed with her, he’d always been uncomfortable with his role as mediator. “He’s the eldest. It’s his right, I suppose.”
“You can have the right and still be wrong,” she grumbled. “Though none of us are innocent in this family.”
Luca placed his hand over hers and smiled. “You are, Lottie.”
She realized that this was meant to be a compliment, but it did not feel like one. In fact, as she lay in bed that night, she felt only disgust for herself. Innocence in the face of open attack was not virtue—it was stupidity. It was one thing to give up her place willingly; it was another to sit idly by and be forced out.
She was so damn tired of being told what to do. Even Walter, as much as she was certain he loved her, wanted her only so long as she molded herself according to his whims. He would not accept all of her.
Carlotta got up then, throwing the covers off and pacing the floor. She wanted to scream, a scream that she had been holding inside her perhaps since the moment her birth mother left her in an alleyway to die. She wanted to scream at the injustice of it all, at men and their demands, at the world and its rigidity. She wanted to rip away her helplessness.
So she did what her mother would have wanted her to do. She got up and prayed for these thoughts to leave her. But even before her knees hit the carpet, the bitter seed inside her cracked apart.
When she clasped her hands and bowed her head against the quilt she’d made with her mother last winter, she sent up a prayer for guidance. But the voice that answered her was certainly not God’s. She’d knocked on the wrong door, apparently, because she was quite sure it was the devil’s whisper that came to her now, hot against her ear, a promise of the fires to come.
And why shouldn’t you do it? It’s best for the family, and most importantly, it’s best for you. Why should you give up your place? Your beautiful clothes, your protection from bigotry and poverty? The outside world will never treat you like Luca would. This is as good as it gets for you.
Anna Maria’s face swam before her closed eyelids, and Carlotta hesitated. But the voice grew louder, sweeter, and her mother’s image slowly receded into the blackness.
Everyone always does what’s best for themselves. It is the oldest law of nature. Why should you be any different? This family wades in blood to make its way. Blood is its destiny, your destiny. The only choice is whose will flow and who will be washed away. Swim or be drowned, little Lottie.

Two weeks later, she ran two errands. First, she went up to Harlem and ended things with Walter. She’d done it briefly, like a manager laying off an employee, conciliatory but firm. He’d cursed her, and she’d accepted it as well deserved. Because he didn’t know. He didn’t know that she was actually sparing him. Now he could find the wife he deserved, a woman who had grown up in his world, who had only one set of loyalties, and who could be satisfied with the life he could give her. And that was no small thing. She could not deny it. They could have had a good life. But Carlotta did not trust love. She trusted power. And power, in this world, came from a handful of men.
The very next day, in the back of a dingy restaurant, Carlotta met with Marco Costa. Marco was the son of Don Santino Costa. They controlled the other side of the river. The boy Alfonso had maimed over a card game was Marco’s cousin.
“I was surprised to hear from you,” Marco said. He was a handsome young man in his late twenties, like Alfonso. But unlike Alfonso, he struck her as deeply cunning, though he hid it beneath a veneer of amiability.
“No more surprised than I was to send for you in the first place,” she said simply. She took a sip of her drink. “But as I said to your man, I think we can help each other.”
He raised an eyebrow. “I’ve heard a lot about you, you know. The adopted daughter of Don Parisi. You’re quite the scandal. But I’ve never heard of you being involved in business before.”
“I’m aware of what I am,” she said bluntly. “And this is a onetime deal. I can tell you everything you need to know about Alfonso’s habits. He thinks so highly of himself that he usually travels with a full crew, but he has certain things he likes to do with just one or two. There’s a working girl he likes to see in the Meatpacking District, and he usually goes with just one man. You could grab him then.”
Marco studied her. “You’d really be willing to give him up?”
“Yes. So long as you promise never to come against my family. Luca especially. I’ll make sure he doesn’t suspect you. When his turn comes, you keep your peace with him.”
“Of course,” he said smoothly. “There’s business enough for the both of us, and I’ve heard Luca is a reasonable man. Alfonso is a mad dog, and we’ll all do better without him. I just have one question for you.”
She forced herself not to look away. She would not play the coward as well as the traitor.
“Why?”
She clung to what she knew for certain. “I want Luca in power. That’s the best thing for me.”
He nodded. “So you’re determined, then. You know you can’t go back from this, don’t you?”
“None of us can go back from anything. I’m determined to do this if you are.”
“This is my vendetta,” he said simply. “Alfonso wronged us, and now he has to pay. My father is old and tired. He’s eager to forgive if it means avoiding a war. But the regimes are changing. It’s time for some new blood. And I’m not the forgiving kind.”
Carlotta wiped a tear from her eye before it could fall. “Apparently neither am I.”

New York, New York
March 1924
The warehouse was freezing. It had once been used to store meat carcasses. Carlotta had to restrain an insane giggle at the irony. In the months it had taken her plan to come to fruition, she’d felt more and more like her soul were hovering outside her body, watching from above. None of this felt real. She was half hoping it wasn’t.
“You should wait in the car,” one of Marco’s men whispered in her ear. Whether this suggestion was out of compassion for her or merely because they felt she’d served her purpose, it made no difference.
“I will not,” she said bluntly. “For when I get to the gates of hell and the devil asks me why I’m there, I want to be able to give my own account. So I will stay.”
Marco came into the room with another man, dragging Alfonso’s limp figure between them. He’d obviously been badly beaten. By the look on Marco’s face, Carlotta guessed that he’d already had most of his fun. This was just the finale. This part was business.
He pulled the wad of cloth out of Alfonso’s mouth.
“If you’d like to say a prayer, do it now. Make your peace.”
Alfonso heaved a sob that sounded to Carlotta like an admission of defeat. But he did not pray. Maybe he felt that he had nothing to atone for. Maybe he did not actually believe in heaven, or hell, or God or his angels. Or maybe he was just too damn arrogant, right until the end.
He looked directly at her. For him, as well as her, they were now the only two people in the room. She could see brief confusion, and then the realization, the terrifying rage, and then, just at the end, a flicker of something else that she could not identify.
“Traitor,” he croaked. His lips were nearly blue with fear. “You filthy traitor.”
He did not ask her why.
She held up her empty palms. “I am the shape you made me.”
He spit on the ground before him. “After everything we’ve done for you.”
She held his gaze. Her voice came out broken, full of unshed tears and futile regrets.
“I’m not family, remember?”
Alfonso started to get up.
In the split second that it took Marco to draw the knife across his throat, Carlotta’s body became her own again. She stepped back, but she was too late. Tiny droplets of blood still splashed across her dress.
Alfonso made a sound almost like a newborn babe. His face went white. His hands twitched. And then he fell to the floor, his eyes open and empty, cold as fish on a slab. His blood oozed out from underneath him, the smell of it like vinegar.
“We should burn the body,” one of the men said. Carlotta did not see which. She could not tear her eyes away from the corpse that had once been her older brother, the person she had jostled for position with in front of the radio. The person who’d passed her bread, salad, pasta, a thousand times. The person who had survived a war. Her mother’s favorite child.
“You will do no such thing.”
They all stared at her.
“Leave his body to be found. So my father can bury him,” she continued. “You won’t burn him like roadkill or throw him in the river.”
Marco was wiping the blood off his hands with a towel. He had a sleepy, contented smile on his face, though his eyes were wide. “Do as the lady says,” he said to his men. “She’s done good work for us today.”
Finally, Carlotta’s legs gave way. If it weren’t for the person holding her arm, she would have fallen.
“Take her to the car,” Marco ordered. He flashed Carlotta the most unnerving smile she’d ever seen, and she knew she was damned. “Please tell your brother Luca we send our regards. We look forward to working with him when the time is right.”

New York, New York
December 1924
In the end, Papa lasted only a year more than Mama.
His spirit was strong. Even crushed underneath the weight of loss, first of his wife and then of his firstborn son, he proved a stubborn foe to the disease that took him. Carlotta spent every day of those months by his bedside, aided by Antonia and a plethora of cousins. But she would not allow anyone else to cook for her father.
She made all his favorite things, even though she knew that he would not be able to eat much of it and pleaded with him to eat just one more bite. She washed his face and shaved him. He would be damned, he said, if he showed up to meet his wife again looking like a vagabond.
“She wouldn’t have me,” he said, through spluttering coughs, a weak smile on his face. “Your mother would turn me straight away.”
He died on a Wednesday afternoon, with Luca holding his right hand and Carlotta his left.
They buried him beside his wife of thirty years. Antonia sang a hymn at the graveside in her nightingale voice, and Carlotta clung to Luca’s arm and wept. She wept so hard that she burst a blood vessel in her left eye.
She cried for her father, yes, but also all the tears that she had been unable to cry at Alfonso’s burial. How could she have wept? She’d stood frozen like one of the cathedral statues and marveled that she had not burst into flames when she’d knelt before the cross.
She pulled herself together in time to cook when they got home.
Over a hundred people had come to pay their respects to Fabrizio, and she commanded the aunts as if they were her junior sous chefs to pull together a meal that the Lower East Side would never forget.
They gave him an honorable send-off fitting for an honorable, imperfect man.
Luca stepped quietly into his father’s shoes, his blue eyes wide with masked terror that she knew him well enough to see. After the requisite days of mourning were done, he held his first meeting with his consigliere. They could not wait long to map a plan of action. Things were changing too quickly. If they wanted to hold on to power, they needed to move decisively.
And so did she. If their father’s legacy was to survive, her brother would need good counsel. And if she were to thrive and not just survive, she would need influence as well as protection. She did not fool herself into thinking that Alfonso would be the last person to speak against her place in this family.
Carlotta agonized for two weeks over how to approach Luca.
In the end, she just walked in, with a slice of tiramisu as her offering. His favorite dessert. She did not knock, and luckily, the doors to the office were unlocked. She found Luca sitting in the big high-backed chair in his new three-piece suit, his blond hair slicked back, his face wan. Even though he was taller than Papa, the chair seemed to swallow him up.
He looked up from a stack of paperwork and saw her.
“How did you know I was starving?”
“I can read your mind,” she teased. “Antonia has her hands full with Benito. I thought I’d see how you were doing.”
His expression sharpened. Luca was shy but never stupid.
“You want to know what’s going to happen.”
“Yes,” she confessed, unabashed. “Things are changing. The war is done. Prohibition seems here to stay. There are so many new opportunities. The way I see it, you could be making a lot of money uptown. I could be a liaison.”
He shook his head. “Papa wouldn’t like me discussing business with you.”
But he looked tired, and his eyes were on the food and the cup of coffee in her hands.
She set the food down in front of him and sat in one of the big chairs in front of his desk without being invited.
“Papa’s dead. Mama’s dead. Alfonso’s dead. It’s just the two of us now.”
“I miss them,” he said mournfully. “I can’t believe in just a year we’re all that’s left. I miss when things were simple.”
She swallowed. “Me too.”
He took a bite of the dessert. “It’s tradition that women aren’t involved in the business.”
“Yes, I know. I could never be one of your consiglieri. But that doesn’t mean you can’t confide in me. As a sister. As a friend. You know I would never betray you, Luca.”
He met her gaze. “I know that, Lottie.”
She leaned forward and smiled. “No one has to know. You’re the don now.”
He took a sip of the coffee. “I wasn’t supposed to be.”
“But you are,” she insisted. Never mind how. Never mind the rusty stench of blood that would stalk her dreams for the rest of her days. Never mind that she had proven to be treacherous and false to one brother, and here she was swearing undying fealty to the next.
He hesitated. “I wasn’t made for this kind of life. I don’t belong here.”
And that was her fault too. If Alfonso had survived, Luca could have lived a quieter life on the outskirts. Maybe it was a strange thought, but it occurred to her now that she was only twenty-four years old. How many sins, she wondered, would she have to account for on Judgment Day if she was spared to grow old?
“Neither do I,” she said dryly. “So what better ally than me?”
He sat up a little straighter. “I’ll think about it.”
“Of course you will. You do whatever you think is best.”
She made no move to leave, and he made no effort to make her. Carlotta kicked off her shoes and tucked her legs up underneath her, making a pillow with the crook of her elbow. She stayed that way all night, listening to the sound of Luca’s pen scratch across paper. Somehow it lulled her into the first peaceful sleep she’d had in months.
When she opened her eyes, Luca was still there. The grayness of the dawn was giving way to the soft glow of morning, and it was all beginning again.
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