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CHAPTER ONE
From her window Kit Zanetti can see absolutely everything that happens on Commerce Street. The name doesn’t really suit the street; it should be called Winding Trail, or Lavender Lane, or Rue de Gem. Greenwich Village doesn’t get any more enchanting than this at night, with the puddles of blue light around the roots of old trees that grow a few feet apart on either side of the street; or any lovelier by day, when the sun bakes the connecting row houses, none more than four stories high, some festooned in ivy, a few white clapboard with black-licorice trim, and one storefront so old that the brick façade has faded from maroon to pale orange. The brownstone stoops are hemmed with old terra-cotta pots containing whatever flowers grow in the shade, usually pink and white impatiens. The sidewalks are uneven, the concrete squares like slabs of layer cake. The shutters that swing from the windows are painted mottled shades of cream and Mamie pink, a powdery peach tone not seen since the Eisenhower administration (it appears the shutters have not been painted since then, either).
This is the ideal home for a playwright, clusters of buildings filled with stories and people whose quirks play out with small-town regularity. Every morning Kit sits in the window while her coffee brews, and witnesses the same scene. A petite woman with shocking red hair walks a Great Dane as tall as she is, and as they turn the corner, she yanks the leash, and he leaps into the air, setting off the car alarm in the Chevy Nova. On the opposite corner, a bald accountant in a suit the color of a Tootsie Roll emerges from his basement apartment, looks up at the sky, takes a deep breath, and hails a cab. Finally, the superintendent from the apartment building across the street comes out of the foyer, hops on his stripped-down bike (essentially two wheels connected by a coat hanger), throws a broom over his shoulder, and rides off, looking very World War II Italy.
There is a loud knock at the door. Kit is expecting her landlord and super, Tony Sartori, to stop by and unclog her sink for the tenth time this year. The tenants have never seen a professional anybody (plumber, electrician, painter) with actual tools work in the building. Everything in this building, from the wiring to the gas to the pipes, is fixed by Tony with duct tape. The tape thing became so funny that Kit cut out a magazine article about how Miss America contestants create cleavage under their evening gowns by hoisting their breasts with duct tape, and put it in her rent envelope. Mr. Sartori never mentioned receiving the article, but he began addressing Kit as Miss Pennsylvania.
“I’m coming,” Kit calls out sweetly in the high-pitched, grateful tone of a renter who doesn’t want to be any trouble. She opens the door. “Oh, Aunt Lu.” Lu is not actually Kit’s aunt, but everyone in the building calls her “aunt,” so Kit does, too. Sometimes Lu leaves gifts for Kit outside the door—a small bag of expensive coffee beans, a bar of lilac soap, a sample box of tiny perfume bottles—with a note that says, “Enjoy!” in big, cursive handwriting. The stationery, small ecru cards with a gold “L” engraved on them, is uptown tasteful.
Lu smiles warmly. “How are you?” She lives upstairs in the back apartment and is the only other single woman in Kit’s building. She’s in her seventies, but she has the chic look of New York’s older ladies who stay in the moment. Her hair is done, her lipstick applied in the latest shade of fiery fuchsia, and she wears a vintage Hermès scarf wrapped around her neck and anchored by a sparkly brooch. Aunt Lu is trim and small. Her perfume is spicy and youthful, not flowery like a grandmother’s.
“I thought you were Mr. Sartori,” Kit says.
“What happened?” Lu peers into the apartment, expecting to see water gushing from the ceiling or worse.
“The sink. It’s clogged again. And it won’t open up no matter what I do. I plunged. I prayed. I used enough Drano to blow up Brooklyn.”
“If I see Tony, I’ll tell him to get up here and fix it immediately.”
“Thanks.” If anybody has an in with the landlord, it’s Aunt Lu. After all, she is a blood relative.
Aunt Lu pulls on her gloves. “I was wondering if you were busy this afternoon. I’d love to have you up for tea.”
She has never invited Kit up to her place. They both know and live by the unwritten rules of apartment dwelling. It’s best to keep a distance from neighbors in a small building; cordial greetings by the mailbox are acceptable, but beyond that it gets dicey, since there is nothing worse than a fellow tenant who stops by too much, chats too long, and borrows things. Kit says, “Thanks, but I’m writing. Maybe we can do it another time.”
“Sure, whenever you can, you let me know. I’ve been cleaning out my apartment, and I have lots of things I think you might like”—Lu looks around the apartment—“or could use.”
Kit reconsiders. Nothing is more alluring than a free indoor flea market without other customers to beat to the prizes. And Aunt Lu reminds Kit of her own grandmother. She also seems self-sufficient and has an air of discernment, something Kit would like to cultivate. How many women can wear an enormous enamel dragonfly brooch and pull it off? “Maybe I can make it around four.”
“I would love that!” Lu says, smiling. “See you then.”
“How ya doin’, Aunt Lu?” Tony Sartori asks as he climbs the stairs to Kit’s apartment.
“I’m fine, but Kit’s drain has seen better days.” Aunt Lu winks at Kit as Mr. Sartori enters the apartment.
“Yeah, yeah, it’s always something around here,” he grouses.
Lu grabs the hand railing and makes her way down the narrow stairwell. It’s early October and not too chilly outside, maybe fifty degrees, but Lu is already wearing her full-length mink coat, which drags the stairs behind her like the cape of a duchess. No matter the temperature, from September to June, Aunt Lu wears that mink coat.
“Come on in.” Kit need not invite him, since he’s already in the bathroom. “Aunt Lu’s a pretty lady,” she tells him, hoping to score some points.
“You kiddin’ me? In her day, she was a looker. They say she was the most bee-yoo-tee-ful gal in the Village.”
“Really?”
“Yep. You said you had a leak.”
“A clog. In the bathroom sink,” Kit corrects him.
“Again?” he says in a tone that implies it’s Kit’s fault. Tony Sartori is a small man with white hair and black eyebrows that look like thick hedges. He looks enough like Gepetto, the gentle cobbler in Pinocchio, to make Kit feel safe, but his vocal tone is pure New York rasp, which scares her a little.
Kit laughs nervously. “Sorry. You know I spend my nights stuffing the drain with olive pits so you have to spend your days fixing it.”
Tony Sartori looks as though he may yell, but he smiles instead. “Remain calm, Miss Pennsylvania. I’ll fix it.”
Kit grins weakly but knows better. He’ll plunge the sink and then wrap some crappy tape around the hole in the pipe and return in two weeks when the sticky stuff comes undone and she has another flood.
“We might have to get a plumber this time,” he says from under the sink.
“Hallelujah!” Kit claps her hands together joyfully.
Sartori grips the sink and pulls himself to a standing position. Kit’s bathroom is wallpapered floor to ceiling with rejection letters from every regional theater in the nation, from Alaska Rep to the Wyoming Traveling Players. They are all variations of the same message: good characters, good dialogue, but “you don’t know how to tell a story, Ms. Zanetti.” Tony Sartori reads one and shakes his head. “Don’t you ever want to give up? I mean, with letters like these, what’s the point?”
“I’m getting better,” Kit tells him.
“Maybe you are. But evidently there aren’t a lot of people out there in the theater world who think you can write a play.” Sartori shrugs. “Besides, what is the theater anymore? It’s not like it was. It used to be cheap and wholesome, dancing girls and good music. Now it’s too damn expensive. They herd you in like cows, and then the seats are so small, you get a blood clot in your leg before the first song is over. My wife loves that Phantom of the Opera show. I thought it was all right. To me it’s just a guy in a mask scaring a girl with a good figure and then singing about it.”
“The reviews are in!” Kit says cheerfully. She is used to the barbs, criticisms, and comparisons that come with her chosen profession. Playwriting as a career is pathetic. A writer can’t make a living, and in this culture, plays are about as relevant as glassblowing or whittling forks out of wood. Kit will keep these thoughts to herself, since the last thing she needs is an artistic standoff with Tony Sartori.
“That’s just my opinion.” Mr. Sartori spins the roll of duct tape on his index finger and goes to the door. “Can you hold off using the sink for a while?”
“How long? You know I do an intense beauty treatment each night, and it requires running water to make the thick paste that I trowel on to prevent premature wrinkles.”
“That must be quite a sight. Use the kitchen sink for now.”
“Yes, sir.” Kit smiles. “Mr. Sartori?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you ever think anything I say is funny? Even just a little?”
“Not really.”
Tony Sartori closes the door behind him, and Kit hears him chuckle from the other side.
The Pink Teacup on Grove Street has the best coconut cake in the city. Made from scratch, it’s a yellow cake so moist, for a moment it seems like it may not have cooked through. The batter is full of tiny pineapple chips, and the icing is butter cream whipped so light that the coconut curls sink into it. Juanita, the cook, likes Kit because she raved about the cake in an online magazine piece. Whenever Kit passes by, Juanita cuts her a slab for free. Today Kit takes two slices, one for herself and one for Aunt Lu. As she walks back toward home, she makes a mental note to add some dishes to the article she is writing for Time Out, “Best Food in the Village.” The articles don’t pay much, but the perks are fabulous—free food in her favorite restaurants. So far her list includes:
Best Breakfast: the weekender at Pastis, on Ninth Avenue—includes a basket of sticky buns, chocolate pané, cocoa bread, and nut loaf followed by scrambled eggs with crispy home fries made with onions and butter.
Best Lunch: the hamburger at Grange Hall, on the corner of Commerce and Barrow, with a glass of robust red wine.
Best Sandwich: the tuna salad with a delicate paste of avocado and sliced tomato at Elephant and Castle on Greenwich Avenue.
Best Dinner: Stefano’s spaghetti pomodoro at Valdino West on Hudson Street.
Best Comfort Food: garlic mashed potatoes at Nadine’s on Bank Street.
Kit’s neighborhood is often host to small literary tour groups who wander around with their guidebooks, pointing out the brownstones where Bret Harte and e. e. cummings lived, and the bar where Dylan Thomas raised his last glass before passing out in a booth and meeting his maker. Kit imagines creating an Eating Tour of the Village. Literature vs. a good sandwich. She has a hunch her tour would draw larger crowds.
Back home, Kit places the slices of cake in a Tupperware container and settles down to work. It takes all of her willpower not to eat the coconut cake before her four o’clock tea with Aunt Lu. She knows she will spend most of the afternoon circling it like a lonely hawk hovering over a platter of steak tartare in the desert. Of course, this is what writers do when they’re not writing: they walk in circles around food and decide whether or not to eat it, as if taking a bite will somehow make a bit of dialogue work or help create a missing scene (it never does). This is why the Weight Watchers meetings at Fourteenth Street and Ninth Avenue are packed with women writers, including Kit, who has reached her goal weight twice in the last year. Eating and writing are the husband and wife of creativity.
Promptly at four o’clock Kit climbs the stairs to Aunt Lu’s apartment, feeling triumphant about her two gorgeous uneaten slices of coconut cake. She hopes hot tea and something sweet will get them through the visit, since she can’t imagine what she and Aunt Lu will talk about.
Like most New Yorkers who live in walk-ups, Kit has never gone above her own floor. Lu’s fifth-floor landing has charm, and there’s a small skylight over a metal ladder that leads to the roof, resembling a periscope on a submarine. Kit has always wanted to check out the view, but the lease forbids tenants to go on the roof. The more Kit thinks about it, the more she realizes that Tony Sartori is stricter than her parents ever were. But it is worth a little suffering to live on Commerce Street.
“Aunt Lu?” Kit calls out. The door is propped open with a black iron kitten.
“Come in, darling.”
Kit eases the door open slowly. “I brought . . .” She looks around the chintz wonderland in awe. Every corner, nook, cranny, and wall is filled with stuff.
“What, dear?” Lu says from the kitchen.
“Cake,” Kit blurts. “From the Pink Teacup. It’s really good. I wrote about it. It’s fresh daily. I hope you like it.”
“I’ve been there many times. The food is excellent.”
Aunt Lu answers the whistling teakettle in her tiny kitchen while Kit does a full turn and takes in the expanse. The walls are high, and much of the ceiling is covered by a large skylight that slants down, making an eave to a door that leads to the terrace. It has begun to rain, and as the drops hit the glass, they tinkle like music. Aunt Lu’s canopy bed is covered by a chenille bedspread, white with shaggy violets on scalloped trim. The furniture is precious and frilly: a pale blue velvet love seat and two chintz slipper chairs with a pattern of irises. The coffee table holds a collection of silver mint-julep cups filled with tiny silk flowers.
“I have a lot of stuff, don’t I?” Aunt Lu says from the kitchen, chuckling.
“Yes, but it’s all . . .” Kit struggles to describe what she sees. “Interesting. Like you’ve lived—I mean, live—an interesting life.”
“Look around. Enjoy.”
Kit skirts the furniture carefully. Every flat surface is covered with knickknacks—two pink ceramic poodles with a gold chain connecting them, tiny vases of Venetian glass, a jeweled letter opener, years of collected clutter, bad gifts, inherited bric-a-brac, and sale items too cheap to resist. Even the wallpaper says, “Old lady lives here,” with its fat cabbage roses on a crisscross trellis. Kit feels overwhelmed, as though she is standing in the middle of someone’s hope chest, among layers and layers of stuff that has meaning but no purpose.
Kit turns and faces the long wall of the apartment. It is lined with red and white department-store gift boxes, each one with swirly letters that say, “B. Altman’s.” The boxes at the top have been faded by the sun, so their red is more brown than the boxes stacked underneath.
In the corner next to the wall of boxes is a small end table dressed with a lace doily. Arranged atop are several photographs in ornate silver frames. In the center is an eight-by-ten color photograph of a beautiful girl in a strapless gold lamé gown. The color in the photo is intense and saturated, like that of an old movie still. The young woman in the picture is around twenty-five, her heart-shaped face creamy pink, her full lips in a light pink pout. Her almond-shaped eyes are set off by long black eyelashes and perfectly sculpted eyebrows, making her seem Egyptian or Italian. Something exotic. “Who’s the knockout?” Kit asks.
“That’s me,” Aunt Lu tells her. “When I was about your age.”
“Really?” Kit says, then immediately apologizes for her tone. “I didn’t mean that like it sounded. Of course it’s you. That’s your face, for sure.”
“No, no, I’m an old lady now, and that’s over. It took awhile for me to accept that. It’s not easy to let go of your youth, believe me.”
“You would be on magazine covers today with your face. And that body! I write for magazines sometimes, and they look for models who have that.”
“Have what, dear?”
“That quality. That golden kind of beauty, where each feature is perfect and it adds up to something original. Your eyes are a color of blue I’ve never seen before. And your lips, they’re a cupid’s bow. And I don’t mean to sound funny, but your nose is the best I’ve ever seen; it’s straight, and the tip goes up a little. That’s a feat for us Italian girls. Sometimes we end up with real honkers.”
Aunt Lu laughs. “Well, thank you.”
“No, no, it’s true.”
Lu takes the photograph from Kit and looks at it. “What a night that was. New Year’s Eve at the Waldorf. The McGuire Sisters rang in 1951 with me, my boss, Delmarr, and my mother and father at a front table at the foot of the stage. That was one of the best nights of my life.”
“You’re breathtaking,” Kit says.
“I was just lucky,” Lu says, then adds, “You’re a pretty girl, too.”
“Thanks. But my grandmother always says it doesn’t matter what a woman does to look young, when we hit seventy, we all wind up looking like Mrs. Santa Claus.”
Aunt Lu laughs. “It sounds like I’d get along fine with your grandmother. Come sit down.” She places a silver tray with the cake, the teacups, a small pot of tea, sugar, and creamer on a side table.
Kit leans back in the chair, which is so soft, the cushions must be filled with down. She pours cream in her tea while she tries to think of what to say next. “Is your real name Lucy?”
“No. Lucia.” Aunt Lu says her name softly, with a perfect Italian accent.
“Loo-chee-uh,” Kit repeats. “Like the opera?”
Aunt Lu smiles, and Kit notices a deep dimple in her right cheek. “Papa called me Lucia di Lammermoor.”
“What did he do?”
“He owned the Groceria.”
“On Sixth Avenue?” Kit leans forward in amazement. The Groceria is revered as an authentic Italian market and is therefore one of the biggest tourist traps in the city. It features all the best imported staples, including Tuscan olive oil, fresh pastas, and hanging salamis from every region. It sells cheeses from around the globe, and mozzarella cheese made fresh daily that floats in tubs of clear water like golf balls. The store is known for its elaborate displays of breads, meats, and fish.
“Do you still own it?”
Aunt Lu frowns. “No, dear. It was sold about twenty years ago. The family business is now centered around managing apartment buildings.”
“Tony Sartori owns other buildings?” Kit can’t believe that the king of duct tape would have other properties.
“He and his brothers. Tony is a real piece of work. So impatient. That temper. The boys today are nothing like my father. Sometimes they remind me of my brothers, but my brothers had respect for the family. Today I’m lucky if they remember I live up here. I know old people aren’t terribly interesting to young people, but I am, after all, their aunt, and their only connection to their father’s people.”
Kit nods, feeling a little guilty. She hadn’t been too excited about spending any time up here, either.
Aunt Lu continues, “Tony is the eldest son of my eldest brother, Roberto. Of course, my brother has been dead for many years.”
“So, how many of you were there growing up?”
“I had four older brothers. I was the baby.”
“What happened to them?”
“They’re all gone. I’m the last of the original Sartoris. I miss them, too. Roberto, Angelo, Orlando, and Exodus.”
“Great names. Exodus. Were you all named after opera characters?”
“Just two of us.” Aunt Lu smiles. “Do you like the opera?”
“My grandmother does, and she passed it along to me. I’ve offered to burn CDs of her record albums, and she won’t let me. She likes to stack them on her record player and let them drop and play through, scratches and all. Gram thinks the scratches make the music better.”
Aunt Lu refills Kit’s teacup. “You know, Kit, when you’re old, you like to hold on to all the little things that meant something to you. It feels comfortable and right. Let her have her old ways. They’re her ways, you understand?”
“Yes, I do. Is that why you live in your nephew’s building? Or is the Sartori family holding out to make a big sale on the building, and then you’ll cash out and move uptown with a view of Central Park?”
“Sure, sure. I’m holding out for my view of the park.” Aunt Lu smiles.
“I don’t blame you. You should get something out of living here. The place isn’t exactly maintained, but I don’t like to complain. I’m afraid Mr. Sartori would throw me out.”
“I know the feeling,” Aunt Lu says quietly.
“Of course, my place is in worse shape than yours. My bathroom wall is ready to cave in.”
“How should they know how to take care of these properties when everything they have was handed to them? I worked my whole life, so I know the value of things.”
“When did you stop working?”
“I retired in 1989 when B. Altman’s closed. Of all the employees, I had been there the longest, since 1945. They even gave me an award.” Lucia picks up an engraved crystal paperweight off the coffee table and hands it to Kit.
“This is kind of like a perfect-attendance certificate in high school.”
“That’s exactly right.”
Kit returns the award to its place on the table. “You were there so long. You must have liked your job.”
“Oh, I loved it.” As Aunt Lu remembers, her face is transformed. Beneath the distinguished older woman she is now, Kit can see the young woman with moxie and beauty. Kit is ashamed that she tried to come up with an excuse to avoid this cup of tea. After all, Lucia Sartori is no Greenwich Village kook like the guy on Fourteenth Street who dresses up like Shakespeare and walks through Washington Square Park broadcasting sonnets. Kit looks over into the alcove where Lucia’s mink coat hangs on a dress mannequin. The sleek black fur looks almost new in what little light is coming through the windows. The rain has stopped and left behind a late-afternoon sky the color of a gray pearl.
“Aunt Lu? May I call you Lucia?”
“Absolutely.”
“I’ve always wondered, since you wear it a lot, what’s the deal with the mink coat?”
Lucia looks off into the alcove. “The mink coat is the story of my life.”
“Well, Lucia, if it’s not too much trouble, can you tell me the story?” Kit picks up her cup of tea and settles back in her chair as Lucia begins.
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CHAPTER TWO
“Loo-chee-uh! Loo—”
“Mama, I’m coming!” I shout from the top of the stairs.
“Andiamo! Papa needs the envelope!”
“I know, I know, I’m on my way.” Quickly, I grab my purse and throw in lipstick, keys, my small leather datebook, a bottle of clear nail polish, and my felt pincushion in the shape of a small red tomato with the elastic wristband. I’ve chosen a simple navy-blue dress with a full skirt, deep tiered pockets, and a button-down bodice with a stand-up white collar, mist-blue stockings, and blue high-heeled shoes with a single strap and beige button. I throw open my everyday hatbox and pull out a small turquoise velvet cloche that swoops over one eye, keeping my side part flat and neat. I take my short white gloves, slam my bedroom door, and click down the stairs so fast, I’m in the vestibule in under a minute.
“Tell Papa I want him home at six.” When Mama issues an order, I obey. She pushes a loose curl back into place, tucking it into her chignon. The strands of white in her black hair are becoming more pronounced, but her skin is still smooth as a girl’s. Her high cheekbones are flushed with pink, and her jawline is strong.
“Remember,” she says as she tucks the envelope into my purse, “we have our big dinner tonight.”
“What are you making?”
“Bracciole. Papa is cutting the tenderloin himself. The meat will be so delicato, it will fall off of Claudia DeMartino’s fork.”
“Good. I really want to impress her.”
“And we will. Make sure you’re on time.” Mama kisses my cheek and pushes me out the door. What a perfect autumn day. The sun is so bright on Commerce Street, I close my left eye to let the pupil in the right adjust, then open both.
“Bellissima Lucia!” our neighbor Mr. McIntyre comments as I pass.
“Why can’t I find a good Irish boy with that brand of blarney?” I ask him.
He laughs heartily, chomping down on the end of his cigar. “I’m too old. Anyhow, you’re destined for a nice Italian boy.”
“So they say.” He knows, and I know that from the moment my brothers and I were born, Mama had the same wish for us. Bring home an Italian. Mama’s sermons about “marrying our people” can be re-created by my brother Exodus, down to the praying-hands gesture she makes when invoking God, begging Him to have us use our heads. We may laugh when Ex imitates her, but we know she means business. Papa is no problem. He always says, “Stai contento.” If we’re happy, he’s happy.
The schoolboys on Seventh Avenue South whistle as I pass. “Lucia!” one of the boys calls out. When I don’t respond, he hollers again, “Lucia! Lucia!” Sometimes I turn and wink; after all, they’re just boys.
My brother Angelo hoses down the sidewalk in front of Sartori’s Groceria, Greenwich Village’s only Italian fresh market. My brother has opened the wall-size display windows and rolled back the awnings to let the sun dry the terra-cotta floor.
Angelo has a classic, angular face; wide-set brown eyes; full, even lips; and a small nose. At five foot eight, he’s the shortest of my brothers, but many people believe he’s the best-looking. Mama thinks he should have been a priest, because he’s the peacemaker in the family. Angelo spritzes the Halloween pumpkins stacked neatly near the entrance and makes a motion as if to spray me with the hose.
“Don’t you dare!”
Angelo laughs. He’s twenty-nine, a full four years older than me, but he’ll never be too old to tease me.
“Where’s Papa?” I ask.
“Can’t you hear him?”
I lean in the door and hear the voices of Roberto and Papa raised in an argument. “They’re fighting again?”
“As usual. I serve two masters. One wants everything as it was in the old country, and the other wants it like the A&P up the street. Nobody wins.”
“Not yet, anyway,” I tell him.
The door is propped open with a giant can of crushed tomatoes. Papa and Roberto are nose to nose before crates full of ruby-red apples.
“I buy the apples where I buy the apples!” Papa yells.
“You pay too much!” Roberto counters.
“I know the farmer for thirty-two years! He grows the apples just for me! I don’t buy produce off a truck. Who knows where it comes from?”
“From an apple tree! An apple tree, Pop. They’re all the same! And who cares where they come from when they’re fifty cents less a bushel?”
“I care! I care a lot! Half the fruit on those trucks is rotten! I won’t sell old and rotten in my shop!”
“I give up! You hear me? I give up, Pop!” Roberto grabs his clipboard.
“Don’t yell at Papa!” I shout at my brother.
Roberto, at six foot one, is much taller than our father, but he shrinks a bit at the sound of my voice. “It’s none of your business. Stick to your sewing,” he says petulantly, then turns and goes to the stockroom. Roberto looks like our mother’s people: black hair and brown eyes, long, straight nose, and thick, expressive eyebrows. He acts like them, too; he has a terrible temper. When I was little, he always seemed to be shouting, and his anger frightened me. Now I yell back.
“Here’s the envelope from Mama.” I give Papa the envelope filled with cash.
“Grazie.” Papa takes the money to the register and places the bills neatly under the metal catch. “How’s my girl?” he asks in a serious tone.
“Papa, why do you worry about me?” I ask, but I know the answer. He worries about everything, his family, his business, and the world that is changing too fast for him. Since the war, business has doubled, his daughter has become a career girl, and his sons have developed big mouths and lots of opinions.
“I can’t help it.” Papa shrugs and dumps the coins into the register. “I want you to be happy.”
“Papa. I am happy,” I promise him.
Everything about my father exudes warmth and humor; the room fills when he enters. Papa has curly salt-and-pepper hair and blue eyes. I’m the only one of his children who inherited his blue eyes, and this is one of the many things that seem to bind us in a special way. When Papa laughs, which is often, his eyes crinkle shut. He has broad shoulders and a thick waist like a dockworker’s, but his hands are like a musician’s, with long, tapered fingers.
“What’s happiness, anyway, Pop?” I throw my arms around him and give him a big hug. On my way out, I shout toward the stockroom, “Now I have to go to work. Lots of sewing to do!” and to my father, “See you later, Pop.”
When I’m out on the sidewalk, I hear Papa holler, “Lucia di Lammermoor!” I turn back. “Be careful!” he calls after me.
I throw him a kiss and walk to the bus stop.
Every morning when I hop off the bus at Thirty-fifth Street and Fifth Avenue, I am still awed by the fact that I have a job at the best department store in New York City. I never take it for granted. My favorite moment is when the passengers exiting the Thirty-fourth Street subway station merge with the crowd on the sidewalk and, like a great wave, we walk up a hilly portion of the street that suddenly dips down and reveals B. Altman & Company, so grand it covers an entire city block.
When the store opened at this location in 1906, it was called the Palace of Trade, and the name still fits. On Fifth Avenue, where most of the buildings stand out as architectural wonders, this one is special. The style is Italian Renaissance, six sprawling floors with twenty-foot ceilings, immense and spectacular. The majestic storefront has a series of colonnades made of French limestone that reach up to the second floor. Over each giant window is a half-shell awning of smoky green glass; from the opposite corner they look like a series of elegant Tiffany lamp shades.
The interior is filled with the highest-quality goods from every corner of the world, each item carefully selected and displayed to fill the customer with longing, just like Papa’s store. Each time I walk through the main entrance, and it’s been this way every day of my working life, I feel a rush of excitement followed by a jolt of self-confidence. I look up at the twinkling chandeliers, inhale the fine perfumes—sweet notes of delicate freesia, woodsy musk, and fresh roses—and believe anything is possible.
I still can’t believe that this is where I work, that every second Friday I receive a paycheck printed on pale blue paper with my name typed neatly in black. PAY TO THE ORDER OF: MISS LUCIA SARTORI. The bottom right corner bears the official stamp of R. Prescott, Vice President, and in the bottom left corner, “Custom Department” is neatly handwritten.
I never take the elevators to our offices on the third floor. I prefer the escalators, because I don’t want to miss a single display. They’re changed monthly by the window dressers, who are renowned for their realistic tableaus. Last winter they built an ice-skating pond with mirrors on the floor, surrounded by evergreen trees with clumps of artificial snow, and set out mannequins skating à deux with glass stars swinging over their heads. The male mannequin wore a navy-blue and white Nordic wool sweater. The display was so popular that every daughter in New York City, including me, bought her father that sweater for Christmas.
As I pass the display cases, deep glass boxes lined in velvet and trimmed in polished cherry wood, I do a quick inventory of new arrivals. The latest Austrian crystal brooches, sleek leather gloves from Spain, and beaded evening bags twinkle under the soft white lights. Everywhere you look, a treasure. Thank heaven for layaway!
My route never changes. Each morning I walk across the main floor through Men’s Furnishings, past Custom Shirts, through the Silk Department, past the Camera Department, around Engraving and Stationery to the escalator, up to the second floor, through Infants’ and Children’s to Misses’ Wearing Apparel, and then up to the third floor, through Furs, Stoles, and Coats. By now I’ve removed my gloves, and I touch the sumptuous mink and fox coats as I pass. The luxurious sable! Regal ermine! Chic leopard! A girl could get lost in here forever and never tire of the glamour.
By the time I push through the double doors marked SPECIAL ORDER DEPARTMENT FOR DRESSMAKING AND TAILORING into the Hub, a large workroom with a long cutting table, drawing boards, sewing machines, and steam presses, I’m ready to work. My boss and chief designer, Delmarr (no last name, how avant-garde!), pours himself a cup of coffee from a black-and-white-checked herringbone thermos. He looks as though he posed for the “Seen Around Town” article in the Herald, in his gray tweed jacket with the black suede elbow patches and black cashmere slacks. “Half the battle is looking the part,” Delmarr has told us. He is tall and lean, with feet so large that he has his tasseled suede loafers custom-made. “Navy subs,” he calls them. “A good cobbler is a genius. Making a stylish and comfortable pair of shoes takes artistry and architecture.”
Delmarr has an open face with wide cheekbones, deep dimples, and a strong chin. It’s a handsome face, but there is substance and wisdom in his intelligent eyes and graying temples. Delmarr is a “sophisticate,” my best friend, Ruth, would say. When he isn’t working long hours, he’s out on the town with one of a long line of society girls. Delmarr is the quintessential ladies’ man, tall and handsome, with no intention of ever settling down. Now and then his name shows up in the society pages. Delmarr knows everybody, it seems. When a new client walks in for a consultation, he doesn’t rest until he figures out some connection to her. And when it comes to design, he knows what will be fashionable before the pack. Delmarr has a talent for the moment.
“Hey, kid,” he says now with a big grin. “What’s the word from Greenwich Village?” He pulls a silver case from his jacket pocket, removes a cigarette, and lights it.
“Well, it’s the first week of October, so the apples are in.”
He throws his head back and laughs. Nobody laughs like Delmarr; it’s from the gut. “With news like that, we might as well be in Ohio. What’s next? A hayride through Central Park?”
“You never know.”
“So, your father will spend the day stacking apples into a pyramid, crafting a perfect display. Sometime I’d like to watch him,” Delmarr says sincerely. “You know that’s a talent. Presentation. That’s a real talent.”
“I told you, I come from artistic farmers.” I steal a cup of coffee from Delmarr’s thermos and head over to my desk.
Ruth Kaspian, my fellow seamstress, looks up from her drawing table. “What’s with the navy blue? It’s positively funereal. Somebody die?”
“Not that I know of.”
“It’s so severe. You’re too pretty for severe. The dress has got to go.”
“It was a gift.”
“Give it back.” Ruth takes a stub of pink chalk and gently rubs it along the hem of the dress she has drawn.
“I can’t. It came from family. My future mother-in-law.”
“Ick.” Ruth makes a face, slides off her stool, and stretches. She is tiny; compact, really, maybe five foot one. We’re both twenty-five, but she could pass for much younger. She has beautiful dark curls that frame her face in neat ruffles. Her pale skin and brown eyes are offset by her bright red lipstick. “I get it. You’re wearing it to impress Mrs. DeMartino. The old soft soap. Let me know if it works. My future mother-in-law gave me an umbrella. Maybe I should open it indoors and scare the devil out of her. She’s superstitious, you know. Russian.”
“Mrs. DeMartino has been nice to me. I don’t have any complaints.”
“Lucky you. Mrs. Goldfarb is helping to plan our engagement party. She wants to do it at the Latin Quarter.”
“Could you try to sound a little more excited?”
“No,” Ruth says flatly. Her tone makes me laugh. “I’m too practical to get all hepped up, you know that. I don’t want to go to the Latin Quarter with either my relatives or Harvey’s. They’ll sit there like stumps. Like a bad breeze from Brooklyn.”
“Give them a chance.”
“Well, I guess I should just be honest. I don’t want to be a Goldfarb.” Ruth rolls up her sketch and stuffs it in a tube. She hands it to me, and I place it in the bin behind my desk. Later we’ll lay out all the drawings for Delmarr, and he’ll choose a few to show our customers for next spring.
“But you love Harvey,” I remind her.
“I love him. Yes, I do. Since I was fourteen and he was fifteen and I danced with him at Morrie’s Acres in the Poconos after he bought me a hot dog. But I’ve always hated his name. I can’t believe I have to trade Kaspian, a name I love, for . . . Goldfarb.”
“Don’t,” Delmarr says as he drops work orders into the bin. He takes a final drag off his cigarette and tosses the butt out the window. “It’s 1950. There are plenty of women who don’t change their surnames.”
“Sure, they’re called spinsters,” Ruth says.
“No, married women. Particularly in art and design. Actresses. Women in the public eye who had a life before meeting their future husbands.”
“Who?” Ruth wants to know.
“You’ve heard of Lunt and Fontanne?”
“Sure.”
“They’re not Lunt and Lunt, are they?” Delmarr shrugs and takes the paperwork into his office.
Ruth lowers her voice so Delmarr can’t hear. “Harvey is not going to go for Kaspian and Goldfarb, I promise you. It sounds like a fish market on the Lower East Side.”
“Maybe you should ask him what he thinks. He might let you keep your name.”
“Fat chance. I could never even bring up the subject. I’m his girl, and I’m going to take his name, end of story. Harvey makes decisions ten years before he has to. He’s already named our kids: Michael, for his grandfather Myron; and Susan, after his grandmother Sadie.”
Suddenly I feel claustrophobic, listening to Ruth talking about children and names and what Harvey wants and what Harvey doesn’t want. Ruth is a brilliant artist, she can draw anything, she has excellent taste and an eye for what works. Delmarr believes she’ll be a great designer someday. All this talk of Harvey and babies makes that seem like a faraway dream. Can’t Ruth hear what she is saying?
“What, you don’t like Susan?” Ruth looks at me.
“No, no, it’s a nice name.”
“What’s the matter?” Ruth looks at me intently. She knows what I’m thinking, but I don’t want to get into an argument. I love her too much to force my opinions on her. So I smile and say, “Nothing.”
“Faker.” Ruth breaks off a piece of black chalk and begins sketching. “You have nothing to complain about. DeMartino is as nice a name as Sartori. You’re lucky.”
I look down at my engagement ring, one round carat nestled in a circle of gold on my left hand. I guess I am lucky. I’m engaged to a nice Italian fellow whom I’ve known all my life. My parents like him. Even my brothers don’t mind him.
“Dante’s the kind of guy who would let you keep your name. He’d do anything you ask. I don’t know how you did it, Lu. You ended up with a looker who has a good heart. Not many of those to go around.”
“Lucia, Ruth, I need to see you in my office,” Delmarr says from his doorway. Ruth and I look at each other. Delmarr’s tone sounds official, and official usually means bad news.
“Okay, what did we do wrong?” Ruth asks as we take our seats in Delmarr’s office. “Mrs. Fissé hated the collar on her opera coat?”
“There’s no problem, which is why I went to Hilda Cramer and asked her to give you gals a raise.”
“A raise!” I look at Ruth.
“What did she say?” Ruth asks evenly.
Delmarr smiles. “You got it. You go from forty-six seventy-five a week to forty-eight dollars and fifty cents.”
“Thank you!” I clap my hands together.
“Thank you,” Ruth says solemnly, letting the good news sink in slowly.
“You two make my life pleasant around here. You work hard, you take on extra assignments when I ask, you even work weekends once in a while. You’re professional, smart, and can actually carry on a conversation. I’m glad Hilda Beast bit on my request. It makes me very happy.”
Ruth looks at me, I look at her. We stand to embrace Delmarr to show our gratitude and realize that’s a line we’ve never crossed. She knows what I’m thinking, and I know what she’s thinking, so we cross the line anyway and throw ourselves on Delmarr. He pushes us away like eager puppies.
“That’s enough, kids. We got work to do. Sartori, let’s go. We got a date in B.”
I go to my desk, pull the pincushion over my wrist, grab the seamstress chalk, and follow him into the fitting room. Our favorite model, Irene Oblonsky, a six-foot blond Russian beauty, all neck and legs and angular edges, stands in her slip on a pine block. From every angle in the three-way mirror, she looks like a rose, one lean line with a bloom at the top. The only curve on her body is the round descent of her shoulders into her long, slender arms. A cigarette dangles from her mouth. She looks bored. She is bored.
Delmarr gently takes the cigarette from Irene’s mouth and places it in an ashtray. “Scissors.” He holds out his hand. I place the scissor handles in his palm, like Kay Francis when she played a surgical nurse in one of her melodramas. I watch as Delmarr drapes white cotton muslin tightly over Irene’s frame and begins cutting. Where he cuts, I pin. I follow his every movement, across her back, under the arms, over the décolletage, nipping in the waist, draping the skirt, closing the seams. Soon Irene is totally covered in a muslin that looks like a strapless gown.
“Take it in at the knee. Jacques Fath is showing the mermaid,” Ruth says from the doorway. “Make it so tight that she walks in short steps.” Delmarr nods in agreement, and I pin the gown closely around the knees like a second neckline.
“Needs interest over the bust, or we’re looking at another dull strapless.” With his scissors, Delmarr creates giant petals from the muslin, handing them to me to hold. Then he takes a large runner of muslin and ties a giant bow over her bust. He anchors the petals of fabric under the bow, creating a stiff base over the bodice. I pin them quickly. The slim silhouette works. It is bolder than the New Look, already passé with its circle skirts and tight waistlines. This is much more dramatic and modern.
“Done.” Delmarr steps back, and I finish pinning.
“Now, that’s interesting,” Ruth says.
Irene lifts and extends her arms, slowly turning. She stops and looks at herself in the mirror. “Goot.” She shrugs.
“Let’s do it in satin. Ruby red. Not cherry. Not garnet. Ruby. And make me a wide belt, let’s say four inches, with a simple square closure. The belt should ride over her natural waistline. Cover all of it in satin, I don’t want to break the line. I don’t want to see a black grommet, nothing but red from bosom to floor. Make one, complete and finished. By Friday.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Helen, Violet!” Delmarr calls, never taking his eyes off Irene.
Helen Gannon, the pattern cutter, a lanky redhead so lean she could be a model herself, breezes in. She stops when she sees the gown, and complains, “Uh-huh. Big bow the size of Jersey City. Nice, Delmarr. Didn’t your mother teach you simple is better? This thing has more layers than a tulip.”
“It’s called au courant,” Delmarr tells her. “Violet, where are you?”
Violet Peters, a small brownette in charge of assembly, comes running. “I’m here. I’m here,” she says nervously. Violet worries about everything, but she needn’t worry about her job. Delmarr trained her himself, so they have a shorthand. Violet looks at Irene. “Whoa.” Then she says to Delmarr, “This is labor-intensive.”
Delmarr disregards her. “Uh-huh.”
Helen and Violet hover around Irene like bees and remove the pieces of muslin one at a time, placing them neatly on a long table off to the side.
I go directly to the fabric room next door to check our stock. As I flip through the tall tubes, bolts of velvet, wool, silk, and gabardine, the only satin I find is a sheer beige, left over from a trousseau we built for a Greek girl from Queens (there’s lots of money in those diners).
“Why the rush?” I ask Delmarr on the way back to my station.
“The McGuire Sisters have a new show at the Carlyle. And they want Paris runway.”
“The McGuire Sisters!” Wait until I tell Ruth.
“Deliver a fabulous gown, and there may be some ringside tickets in it for you.”
“Please. My dad loves them!” I say.
“What about your fiancé?”
“What about him?”
“I was thinking a romantic evening, just you and Dante.”
“He’s not the nightclub type. Bakers are in bed by eight. The dough has risen by three A.M., so that’s when they get up to make the bread.”
“I’ll remember that the next time I order ham on a roll. I’ll think of your Dante, who gave up all fun so that I might have fresh bread for lunch.”
“You do that,” I tell him.
After a day of hemming black satin opera coats with Ruth (the Philharmonic’s fall schedule resumes this weekend), I am ready for a good meal and a glass of wine. This is the first time the DeMartinos and Sartoris have had dinner together since Dante and I announced our engagement. We see so much of the DeMartinos in the neighborhood, since they supply the Groceria with bread and pastries, that an official dinner about wedding details seems a little much. But Mama, who wants to do things right, insisted we sit down and discuss all the plans with both sets of parents. “Respect,” Mama says. “You’ll find out it’s more important than food on the table once you are married.”
Dante and I have been engaged for six months, so it’s time to start planning in earnest. It’s not easy when Dante works around the clock with little time off. At least Papa closes the Groceria on holidays. My future father-in-law challenged me when I suggested that he close the bakery once in a while. He said, “What day of the year don’t people eat bread?”
After waiting a few minutes for the bus, I decide to walk home. I love my long walks in the city. Nature itself doesn’t change as much as the store windows on Fifth Avenue, where there is always something new to see. The streets empty out after work hours. For several blocks it’s actually quiet enough to think.
I take a right turn on Ninth Street toward Sixth Avenue, passing stately brownstones with wide stoops and bay windows bedecked with elaborate silk draperies. There are a couple of large apartment buildings with green and white canvas awnings stretched over the sidewalk on polished brass rods. I’ve wondered all my life what it would be like to live in one of those buildings, to have an elegant uniformed doorman hail cabs and help with boxes after a day of shopping uptown.
The most beautiful homes in New York City are always situated near the parks, in this case Washington Square. The doormen wink at me as I pass, and sometimes I wink back. Some days I get more winks than others, usually when I’m wearing this hat. There’s something about blue velvet. As I wait to cross Sixth Avenue, a truck comes to an abrupt halt in front of me.
“Get in.”
“Exodus, for crying out loud!”
“Move it, sis.”
I climb into the delivery truck with Exodus, the most rugged of my brothers and the one who’s usually in trouble for one thing or another. Exodus has light brown hair with some red in it. His face is shaped like Papa’s, and he has Mama’s eyes. He’s often mistaken for one of those tall, broad-shouldered Irish boys, but once you hear him curse in Italian (which he does often), you know he’s one of us. I’ve always admired his bravado; he’s honest, and couldn’t care less what anyone thinks of him. He can also keep a secret, which is a plus in a large family.
“Ma’s tearing her hair out. The DeMartinos are sitting there like marble statues. I just dropped off a case of soda, so it’s an eyewitness account.”
“They’re already there?” I should have known to get home sooner. The DeMartinos are always early. When Dante and I once went to the movies with his mother, she arrived so early that she saw the end of the show before ours and ruined it for herself.
“Yep. I hope when you have a girl, it don’t look like the old lady. Faccia de Bowwow.”
“She’s not that bad,” I tell him.
“Here’s how I see things. A beauty like you marries into a tribe like that, you have a baby girl, and the beauty gets half canceled by his mother automatically, no questions asked.”
“Thank you for pointing out that our children—your future nieces and nephews—won’t get a fair shake in the beauty department. It gives me great comfort.”
“Why you wanna marry him, anyway?”
“I thought you liked Dante.”
“He’s a dolt. They’re all dolts. They work in dough, for Christsakes. Yeast rises, and how? It’s full of air. How smart can they be?”
“They run a very successful bakery.”
“Who can’t make cookies and make a living? That’s nothin’. I hope you know what you’re doing, Lucia.”
“I absolutely do. Besides, nobody asked you.”
“Yeah, well. You should. I know you’re gettin’ old and all, but it doesn’t mean you got to rush.”
“I’m not rushing.” If only Exodus knew how slowly I have taken things with Dante. I love my fiancé, but I wish I could stay engaged another year or two. I like how things are.
When Exodus pulls up to our house to drop me off, Papa is waiting on the sidewalk.
“You’re late.” My father opens the door for me.
“Sorry, Papa. They weren’t supposed to be here until seven.” I jump out of the truck. “I have news. You’ll never believe it. I got a raise!”
Papa claps his hands together joyfully, just as I did, and smiles broadly. “That’s my girl!” he says with pride. “You deserve it. My mother would be so proud. See, all those sewing lessons she gave you paid off.”
“I wish she could see me put up a hem now. I hardly miss a stitch!”
“She sees you. She knows.” Papa puts his arm around me as we go up the steps. I am happy about the raise, but the best part is making my father happy. His approval means everything to me. As we enter the house, I hear Perry Como on the phonograph. The sweet smell of sage, roasted onions, and basil greets me in the hall. I don’t bother going to my room to freshen up. I open the door and walk into the front parlor.
“Mrs. DeMartino, you look lovely.” I kiss my future mother-in-law on the cheek. She smiles at me. Exodus is right; this is a plain face with a touch of the bulldog. “I like your hair.”
“I went to the beauty parlor.” She fluffs the curls in her jet-black hair. “Why so late, Lu?”
“I walked home.”
“O Dio. Alone?” Mrs. DeMartino looks at her husband.
“Yes. But don’t worry about me. I stick to a safe route. I know all the doormen.” As soon as I say this, I realize I shouldn’t have. I sound cheap, as if I collect doormen like racing stubs. Mrs. DeMartino leans over and mutters something to her husband in Italian that I don’t catch.
“Mr. DeMartino, it’s wonderful to see you.” I extend my hand.
“How are you?” Mr. DeMartino is wearing wool slacks and a shirt and tie. I’ve never seen him out of his white apron.
“Where’s Dante?”
“He’s locking up the store. Your brothers went to pick him up.” Mrs. DeMartino looks at my dress intently.
“Oh, thank you for this lovely dress.”
“My cousin brought several back from Italy, my girls picked theirs, and I thought you might like one. I know you’re fussy about clothes, but I figured this one would do.” She smiles.
“I like it very much. If you’ll excuse me, I should go and help Mama.”
I go into the kitchen, where Mama is ladling tomato sauce over the bracciole, small bundles of tender beef stuffed with basil. “They got here so early!” she whispers.
“I see.”
“I’m going to give you some advice. You’re young. You can bend. Never argue with Claudia DeMartino. She will kill you.”
I laugh loudly. Mama shushes me. I say, “It’s not like when you were a young bride and Nonna lived here and you were practically her maid. Times have changed. I don’t have to take orders from my mother-in-law. I’ll do my fair share because I want to, not because I have to.”
“Have to, want to, doesn’t matter. She’s the padrone,” Mama whispers.
“Lucia?” Dante stands in the doorway. He looks so handsome in his suit, and his smile is so warm, I am reminded why I love him. Dante bears a strong resemblance to the movie star Don Ameche, with black eyes, thick brown hair, a strong nose, and a full mouth; and my Dante definitely has his broad shoulders. When I was a girl, I made a scrapbook of newspaper clippings about all of Don Ameche’s movies, and when I saw Dante for the first time, I thought it was fate that a boy from the East Village looked like my favorite movie star.
I throw my arms around my fiancé and kiss him on the cheek. “Sorry I kept your parents waiting,” I apologize.
“It’s okay. Mama’s been waiting all day to taste your mother’s bracciole.”
Mama grunts softly at the competition. We ignore it.
“Dante, I got a raise!” I tell him proudly.
“Good for you!” Dante kisses me. “You work so hard. I’m glad they noticed.”
“Lovebirds? I need a hand here.” Mama hands a platter to me and a gravy boat to Dante. “Congratulations, Lucia. I’m happy for you. Now help me.” She kisses me on the cheek, then calls the DeMartinos to dinner. As we take our seats, I look out into the backyard. Right now it’s not much of a garden, a small patch of brown grass with a gray marble birdbath in the center. At Christmastime Mama fills the basin with fresh greens and a ceramic baby Jesus in his crib. Today there’s only an inch of black water. I wish Mama had scrubbed it out; it looks creepy. But she makes up for it indoors. She has set a beautiful table with a cluster of small white candles in the center, which Papa lights as we sit down. Even Mrs. DeMartino looks softer in the candlelight. Papa says grace. I help Mama serve the food.
“Where are your sons tonight?” Mrs. DeMartino asks.
“They’re unloading a truck at the store,” Papa tells her.
“We thought it would be nice if it was just us tonight,” I tell her as I smile at Dante, who looks as happy as I have ever seen him.
“Signore Sartori, are you aware your daughter walks home alone after work?” Mrs. DeMartino ladles gravy onto her meat.
“I don’t like it, but she’s a grown woman and can walk wherever she pleases.” Papa says this pleasantly as he passes her the bread. “Thank you for the bread, Peter,” he says to my future father-in-law.
“It’s fresh,” Mrs. DeMartino says.
As we begin to eat, the chatter is warm and friendly. This is the best part of marrying an Italian boy. There are no surprises. Our families are similar, our traditions are the same, the meal is delicious, and the conversation, peppered with neighborhood news and gossip, is a lot of fun. This could not be going any better.
“So, should we get down to business?” Dante says. He puts his arm across the back of my chair and looks at me.
I begin. “I was thinking Saturday, May first, at Our Lady of Pompeii Church—”
Mrs. DeMartino cuts me off. “No, no, Saint Joseph’s on Sixth Avenue is better.”
“But it’s not my home parish,” I say politely.
“It will be. When you come and live with us, you’ll go to our church. It’s tradition.” Mrs. DeMartino looks to my parents for support.
“I know that, but until I’m married, I live here on Commerce Street, and this is the church I was baptized in, confirmed in, and attend every Sunday. It’s where I met Dante. I know you had a falling-out with the old priest, but that was many years ago—”
“Father Kilcullen hated the Italians,” Mrs. DeMartino says.
Mama shrugs. “I thought he was all right.”
“We’re getting off track. Ma, Pop, it’s Lady of Pompeii,” Dante says firmly.
Mrs. DeMartino looks at her husband. “I think it’s okay,” he says.
“So, good. May first. Our Lady of Pompeii.” Dante pats my hand. I don’t know why, but the way he does it irritates me. Dante goes on to tell a long story about the bakery truck getting lost in the Bronx, and how when the truck was returned to them, the driver had eaten his way through a dozen rolls. Mrs. DeMartino laughs too hard at every detail. It occurs to me that I should be laughing at my fiancé’s story, but somehow it doesn’t seem particularly funny to me.
“I’ll have to get used to the trains on your side of town. Since you live farther east, I’ll have to take the El to get to Thirty-fifth and First, leaving early enough to walk over so I’m at work on time,” I say casually. A deep silence follows; I try to fill it up. “Ruth Kaspian is designing my gown, which should be very convenient, since—”
Mrs. DeMartino interrupts me. “You’re not going to work at the department store.”
“I’m sorry?” I pretend I didn’t hear what she said, but the truth is, I can’t believe what she said.
“No, you’ll be a housewife. You marry my Dante, and you live with us, and you help me at home. We’re giving you the street-level apartment. We put in a new kitchen, and it’s very nice. You’ll be very happy there.”
“But I have a job.” I look at Dante, who looks down at his food.
“You can sew from our house,” Mrs. DeMartino says.
I look at my mother, who blinks at me as if she’s trying to communicate something, but I don’t know what.
“I don’t take in sewing. That’s not what I do. I’m a seamstress at B. Altman’s in the Custom Department. I’ve been there for six years, and someday I hope to run the department, if I’m lucky and they choose me. Am I expected to resign?” I look around the table, but no one is looking at me. I pat Dante’s hand, but not as gently. “Dante?”
“Honey, we’ll talk about this later,” he says in an authoritative tone I’ve never heard before.
“Why? We can talk about this now. I don’t believe your mother should be misled. I intend to keep working.” I remember my grandmother telling me the story of her betrothal and marriage, arranged by her parents in Italy. There was no mention of love or romance, only obligation and duty. Chores! Take in sewing? Not in 1950! Not in New York City! Claudia DeMartino is crazy if she thinks I’m going to put up hems at a pittance for the women on Avenue A. No, thank you!
The only sound in the room is my father wrestling to remove the cork from another bottle of Chianti. The tiny squeaks fill up the silence. “Let’s not talk about work and jobs. Let’s iron out the details of the wedding,” Papa says nicely.
Mrs. DeMartino ignores him. “What about when you have a baby?” She puts her fork down and lines it up next to the knife and spoon.
“We’ll be happy when that happens,” I tell her. Who isn’t happy to have a baby?
“I am not raising your children while you’re off at the store!” Mrs. DeMartino bellows.
“Who is asking you to?” my mother wants to know. Evidently Mama intends that I make nice with Mrs. DeMartino; she, however, can fight with her. Mama takes a deep breath and speaks slowly. “Claudia, my daughter is a career girl. That doesn’t mean she can’t take care of a home.” She looks at me. “That doesn’t mean she won’t take care of a home. These are skills she has had from an early age. She cooks, she irons, she cleans. She has been a full partner helping me here at home.”
“Thank you, Mama,” I say.
“She has been trained.” Mama pushes her plate aside and smoothes her napkin. “But she isn’t like me, and she isn’t like you. I have tried to make her realize that a woman has enough to do at home without running to a job. In time, I believe she will come to understand this and make the necessary adjustments in her life.”
“This is all well and good if that is her intention,” Mrs. DeMartino fires back. “But this is not your daughter’s intention! If she works, then she is not home, and if she is not home, then who takes care of the children?” Mrs. DeMartino slides her chair back and angles it toward my mother. “You see my point, don’t you?”
“That is not your business. Or mine. That is their business.” My mother points to Dante and me.
“Mama, I think Mrs. DeMartino has a point.”
“See there. She knows! She knows that it’s not right for a woman to work when she has children at home.”
“Mrs. DeMartino, I didn’t say that. And that’s not what I mean. Let me be clear.” But I don’t feel clear. I feel overwhelmed. Claudia DeMartino is a nightmare, like Mama said, and she will only get worse. “Let me explain.”
“I wish you would,” Mama says, wearily resting her face on her hand.
“I was hoping to take things one step at a time. To be married for a while, and then discuss the possibility of children—”
“Possibility? You spit in the face of God with talk like that. God sends babies when He sends babies, not when you want Him to send babies. You can’t tell God when to send you a baby!” The tip of Mrs. DeMartino’s nose turns bright pink as her eyes fill with tears. “I don’t understand you. Do you love my son?”
“Yes, of course I do.”
“Then how can you put him after your job at a department store? It doesn’t make any sense. A man needs to know that his wife puts him in first place. Otherwise she does not deserve him.”
“Mrs. DeMartino, I know it wasn’t that long ago that marriages were arranged—” Dante kicks me under the table. I see why. His parents’ faces drain of all color. They must have had an arranged marriage. No wonder she sees me as a selfish modern girl. Compared to her, I am. “And that was a system that worked—”
“System? What system?” Mr. DeMartino speaks up.
“But things have changed. We want to determine our future. We want a partnership, not a dictatorship.”
“I am not a dictator!” Mr. DeMartino slams his hand on the table. The silverware jumps off the tablecloth with a jolt. “I am the head of my household! I am the leader! The man is the leader!”
Mr. DeMartino looks as though he may have a heart attack, so I take a deep breath and turn to Dante. He loves me and would take me under any circumstances. Looking at him, I realize that I love him, too, but I want things my way. If I join this family, it will be a disaster. I won’t put my dreams behind those of my husband, mother-in-law, and father-in-law. And why should I? I make my own living. I have always known that if I walked out of my parents’ home, I could get my own apartment and live a good life. I stay here because I love my room with the window overlooking Commerce Street. And I love my mother and father, and until I marry, I want to be with them. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this.” The words tumble out of my mouth so quickly, I don’t know where they came from.
“What do you mean?” Dante is stunned.
This is one moment when I wish I didn’t have to be honest, but I look at his face and know that I cannot lie. “I can’t marry you. I’m sorry. I just can’t.” I begin to cry, then swallow hard to stop.
“Lucia, don’t say that.” Dante looks devastated. “We’ll do whatever you want. You can work, I don’t care.”
“You say that, but you don’t mean it. Once we’re married and I’m living in your parents’ home, they will have total say over our lives. I was kidding myself to think that we would marry and I would move into your parents’ house and keep my job and keep my life.” The buttons on the bodice of my dress feel like carpet tacks punched into my chest. “I’m very good at what I do. I got a raise today. A raise!”
“What is wrong with you?” Mrs. DeMartino demands. “Look at my son. He is a duke! How could you throw him off for nothing, for a job?” She says “job” like it’s the filthiest word in the world. “How could you do that?” She stands and holds the wall behind her as though without it, she would fall.
“I’m not doing anything. This is how I feel.” The tears are making my face itch. Papa gives me his handkerchief.
“You should feel ashamed! That’s what you should feel!”
“Basta, Claudia, basta. Can’t you see Lucia is upset?” Papa says quietly.
“You do not have control of your home, signore,” she says to Papa. Mama looks at Papa and almost starts to laugh; no one speaks to Papa in this manner. Then Mrs. DeMartino turns to me.
“Lucia Sartori, you are young now, and all the boys pursue you. You! The great beauty of Greenwich Village! All I ever heard was ‘Lucia Sartori. Bellissima! You won’t believe the face when you see it. Every good Italian son would give his eyes to marry such a girl.’ But you won’t be a good wife! You are stubborn!” Mrs. DeMartino shouts.
My father stands and faces Mrs. DeMartino. He says calmly, “No one says a word against my daughter in this house.”
I look at my mother, who shakes her head from side to side.
“Get the ring!” Mrs. DeMartino says to her son.
“You want the ring?” I say in disbelief.
“You don’t want Dante, you don’t want the ring.” Mrs. DeMartino extends her hand and holds it there steadily, waiting for me to drop the ring into it.
I look at Dante, who turns to his mother. “Mama. Please.”
“She,” Claudia DeMartino sneers, “loves her job more than she loves you.”
“That’s not true,” Dante says softly.
“You may have the ring.” I twist it off my finger and turn to Dante. “I thought this was yours?” Then I turn to his mother. “Or does it belong to you?”
“It belongs to me.” Mr. DeMartino stands and takes the ring. “I bought it.”
Mr. and Mrs. DeMartino head for the foyer and grab their coats.
“Lucia, this is crazy,” Dante pleads with me. “Talk to me.”
“Oh, Dante.” I know I should reassure him, put myself in the path of his parents’ exit, and beg their forgiveness. I’d like to throw my arms around Dante and tell him that we can go away, elope, come home, get our own apartment, and start anew. How did this dinner party derail? How did such a wonderful day turn into this?
“Lucia? I’ll call you later.” Dante follows his parents out the front door. Once they’re gone, I feel sick to my stomach.
Exodus comes in the front door, followed by Angelo, Orlando, and Roberto. “We’re here for dessert,” Exodus announces. “Where are they going?”
“Home,” Mama says weakly.
“They seemed angry,” Angelo says.
“Mrs. DeMartino stomped the sidewalk so hard it looked like she was putting out cigarettes all the way to her car,” Orlando chimes in.
“What did you say?” Roberto asks me.
“I told them I was going to keep working, and they didn’t like it, and Mr. DeMartino took the ring back.”
Exodus shrugs. “I told you they were dolts.”
“Do you want us to go after him? We could beat him up,” Orlando offers.
“Boys,” my mother says in her warning tone.
“Well, he made my sister cry.”
“No, your sister made him cry,” Papa says, pouring himself a glass of wine.
“Did they eat?” Roberto wants to know.
“They ate. But there’s plenty left.” Mama motions for the boys to sit.
My brothers take their seats as though nothing has happened, as though I didn’t just return my diamond ring and defy Mrs. DeMartino and change the course of my life. “You’re going to eat?” I ask.
“What else are we gonna do?” Roberto asks through a mouthful of DeMartino dinner rolls. “Starve because the DeMartinos are idiots?”
I watch in disbelief, as though I am watching a strange family through their front window on Commerce Street. When you come from a big family, it’s almost as if you’re one person, each brother or sister an aspect of you, like an octopus with tentacles that move in different directions but are always part of the whole. Roberto is the oldest, so he’s the leader; Angelo, second, is the peacemaker; Orlando is the middle child, so he is the dreamer; Exodus is the wild card, the free spirit, unpredictable. And then there’s me: I’m the baby, I will always be the baby, no matter how much white is in my hair. Because I am a girl, I am my mother’s helper and also the maid. Every shirt at this table is pressed by me on my Saturdays off. My brothers work at the market, and until they marry or I marry, I serve them.
Mama pulls plates from the dish server behind her and passes them out to the boys. Orlando loads bracciole onto his plate. “I can’t believe you wasted all this good meat on the DeMartinos,” he says. He is tall and thin but the biggest eater in the family. His angular face looks like an intellectual’s. He has soft, dark eyes, and there is a gentleness to him.
“He’ll come back,” Roberto says definitively.
“I don’t think so,” Papa says softly.
“Aw, Pop. It’s a lovers’ spat. Everybody has those,” Angelo adds, winking at me.
“And if he doesn’t come back, I wouldn’t cry,” Exodus says, filling his plate. “Look, men are like fish. You want a husband? You go out where there’s lots of them, you throw out a line with some bait, and you reel him in. You check him out, and when he isn’t the best, you throw him back. Throw Dante DeMartino back. You can do better.”
“He’s a good catch,” Mama corrects him.
“No, no, we are the catches in Greenwich Village,” Exodus insists. “Every girl in town wants to marry us. And why do you think we’re prizes? I’ll tell you why. Pop owns his own business and this building, and we all work in it. People see dollar signs. They see the nice home that Mama makes, and the lightbulb goes off in their heads, and they think, All that could be mine.”
“That’s not a very trusting way to live in the world,” Angelo tells him.
“He’s right. And you,” Roberto says, shaking his fork at me, “better accept it.”
“Sis, don’t listen to him. We aren’t good judges of what love is all about. None of us is married,” Angelo says.
“Because you have it too good at home!” Our mother comes to life. “The problem with this family is that you’re all selfish. Nobody bends.” She points at me.
“Why should I bend, Mama? Bend to achieve what? To leave your home and go fifteen blocks east and do for Claudia DeMartino what I do for you—only if I go there, I have to quit my job? What would be the point of that?”
“Then don’t ever get married. I should’ve been made out of rubber, the amount of bending I’ve had to do around here.”
“I gave you a hard life?” Papa looks at Mama.
“Not easy,” my mother fires back.
“See? You’ve been spared, Lucia. From a life of . . . well, this!” Angelo smiles.
“It’s fine by me if Lucia never marries. I like the way she does laundry.” Roberto winks at me. My brothers laugh.
“You know what? You’re not funny. Maybe you should do the dishes and my laundry once in a while.”
“Whoa, whoa, you’re taking things too far. We don’t want you to be unhappy, Looch. We’re just protecting the family treasure.” Exodus pours himself a glass of wine.
“I am not the family treasure! But you, you’re a pack of gorillas, the way you act! Everything is funny to you, isn’t it?”
“Ma, the Caterina curse has kicked in,” Roberto says.
“Shut up!” Mama says to him.
“What are you talking about?” I ask him. I look to our mother, who withers my brother Roberto with a stare. “What’s a Caterina curse?”
“Roberto. Your mouth,” my father says.
“Papa. What is Roberto talking about?”
“Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.” My mother pushes her plate away and leans back in her chair.
Exodus rests his elbows on the table. “Is there a curse on our baby sister? Is it Venetian like Pop, or Barese like Mama?”
“The Barese one would involve some sort of gunplay,” Orlando says. Again my brothers laugh.
I look at Papa. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I wouldn’t let him!” Mama interjects. “Sometimes knowing something like that makes it come true.”
“That’s better than keeping secrets,” I say.
“Not necessarily. Secrets do a great deal of good. You take my aunt Nicolette. One of her legs was shorter than the other. There was no need to tell her fiancé before they married. He may have run off. Instead, they were married fifty-seven years.”
“Well, Ma, I’m different. I want to know everything.”
“What difference does it make? A curse is a curse.” Mama takes a sip of Papa’s wine.
“It’s Venetian,” Papa begins. “Long ago, in Godega di Sant’Urbano, on the farm fields above Treviso and Venice, my brother, Enzo, and I were young men, around twenty. And we were farmers. Godega is a fertile valley beneath the Dolomites; you could grow anything there in the spring and summer. But we had a bigger dream. When we would harvest the corn and bring it to market in Treviso, we admired the elegant mercato that we saw there. It was a full city block, open, with vendors selling fruit, vegetables, fish, anything. So we saved our money, what little we had, and we came to America in 1907. We wanted to build our own market, exactly like the one we saw in Treviso. Enzo and I were a team. When we got here, the shops were called grocery stores, so we made the English sound Italian and called our place Groceria. Soon after, I met your mother at the home of my cousin. And Enzo met a girl named Caterina in Little Italy.”
“Papa, we know about your brother.” I don’t want to listen to Papa’s stories about the old country. “We know you don’t speak to him. We know he’s a farmer in Pennsylvania, and we’ve never seen him or met our cousins because you’re still angry with each other. What does this have to do with a curse?”
“Mama and your aunt—”
Mama raises her voice. “Don’t call her ‘aunt.’ She is not worthy of any title of affection.”
“Mama and Caterina did not get along.”
“Pop, that’s an understatement. I remember screaming fights,” Roberto adds.
Papa continues, “It was very bad. It caused a rift between Enzo and me, one that we could not repair. So we decided that we must end the partnership. We would flip a coin, and the winner would buy out the loser. The winner would keep the Groceria and this building, and the loser would take his money and move out of New York.”
Angelo clucks. “We could have been a bunch of hilljacks in Pennsylvania.”
“There’s a lot of dignity in farming,” Exodus corrects him.
“The day of the coin toss came, and your mother was expecting Lucia. This was the summer of 1925. When Enzo lost the coin toss, he wept. Caterina became so enraged that she began to shout. That’s when she placed the curse on you.” Papa turns to me.
“I don’t believe in curses. That’s Italian voodoo,” I tell him.
“What kind of curse, Pop?” Angelo asks.
“She said that Lucia would die of a broken heart.”
“I hate that woman,” Mama mumbles.
“So you actually believe that my broken engagement is the result of that curse?”
“It looks that way,” Roberto says.
“Hold on! I ended my engagement. Nobody made me do it. No witch came to the door with a rotten apple, no strange bird sat in the window, and I’ve never walked under a ladder, so let’s forget about this curse. It’s irrelevant.” I wave my hand, dismissing the hocus-pocus.
“You do seem to have some bad luck with boys,” Orlando says tenderly. “There was the Montini guy. Didn’t he go home to Jersey when you turned him away, and threaten to drive his car into the ocean?”
“That wasn’t my fault. He was nutty,” I say defensively.
“And what ever happened to Roman Talfacci?” Orlando asks.
“I beat him up. He said something untoward about Lucia, so that one was my fault,” Exodus explains.
We sit in silence for a few moments. No one knows what to say. Mama’s hair has come undone, and strands of white hang down around her face like strings. Papa swishes the last swallow of the wine in his glass over and over again, as if he’s looking for an answer inside the faceted crystal. My brothers lean back in their chairs. Maybe they believe the curse, too. Maybe they’re wondering how they’ll protect me in a world of spells and spirits.
The phone rings. Roberto excuses himself to answer it.
“It’s DeMartino for you,” he tells me from the doorway.
My mother looks at me pleadingly. “Talk to him. He’s such a nice boy.”
I go into the kitchen and take the phone from Roberto. “Dante.”
“I got the ring back from Papa,” Dante says.
I don’t say anything.
“Lucia, I still want to marry you. Mama is all mouth. She doesn’t mean half of what she says.”
I still don’t say anything.
“Lucia, what’s going on? Have you met someone else?”
“No, no. Nothing like that.” Although that’s not exactly true. I did meet someone new: Dante DeMartino, the good son, so good he is weak, a man whose happiness comes from pleasing his parents.
“I’ve waited a long time for you, Lucia,” he says softly.
“I know.” I’m very aware of how long I have made him wait. Sometimes I’ve felt guilty, but then I remember that complete surrender is for wives, not for betrothed career girls.
“I want to get married. Don’t you feel it’s time?” Dante says.
How can I tell him that when I’m at work, time seems unimportant, that I see my life ahead of me, full of exciting things to learn, and a world where the creative possibilities are endless? He wouldn’t understand. I remember his face when I told him about my raise. He was pleased for me, but he wasn’t proud.
“I’m sorry, Dante.”
Dante sighs as though he is going to respond, but he doesn’t. He says good night and hangs up. We’ve gone together for a long time, and usually our spats are over quickly. But somehow, this argument feels like the end of us. I wipe my forehead with the dish towel and go back into the dining room, where my father and mother wait at the table. My brothers have left.
“Lucia, what did you say to him?” My mother looks at me hopefully.
“I can’t go through with it.”
Mama exhales and looks at Papa with a disappointment I have not seen before. In her eyes, I have failed. I chose a good man from a fine family, and I’ve ruined it. How can I tell her that love should inspire me, not drain me? How can I tell her that I cannot, no matter how much I love Dante, marry him and live in his family home, where I know I’m not valued beyond the chores I do and the meals I prepare? This is my mother’s life, and to say those things would only hurt her. The idea that I have caused unhappiness to so many people in one evening upsets me, and I begin to cry. Instead of making a scene, I climb the stairs two at a time.
When I get to my room, the collar on the dress Mrs. DeMartino gave me feels like it’s choking me. I yank it open, tear the buttons all the way down the bodice, and step out of the dress. I pull on my bathrobe, lie down on my bed, and look up through the skylight at the moon hanging overhead like a silver charm, far away with barely a glint of light coming off its surface. Here in my attic room, high off the ground, I am Rapunzel, though I know I am no princess. I sent the prince away, even though I believe that I will not love any man more than I love Dante. I simply don’t love him enough. I reach for the phone and call Ruth. The phone rings and rings. I hang up when I remember that she’s out with Harvey and her in-laws. I hope she’s having a better evening than I did.
“I’m tired,” I call out when I hear a knock at the door.
“It’s Papa.”
He comes in and sits down on the stool of my vanity, as he has done so many times when I’ve been hurt or disappointed or I’ve let someone down. No matter what happens to me, my father always knows what to say.
“Your mother is worried,” he begins.
“I’m sorry, Pop.”
“I am not worried.”
Hearing this gives me hope. “You’re not?”
“No. You know what you’re doing. Why should you marry when you aren’t ready? What good would come of that? I don’t believe in the old ways when it comes to marriage. When I was a boy, our wives were chosen for us long before we even knew what a wife was. I was engaged to a girl in Godega. I knew I didn’t want her, but my father insisted.”
I sit up. “I thought you came here to start the market. But you were running away, too?”
“I was.”
“So you do understand!”
“Your mother thinks I’ve put crazy ideas into your head. She thinks you’re too independent. But I wish for you the same things I wish for my sons: to work hard and to live a good life. I hope you will always be independent. That means you will always be able to take care of yourself.”
“Mama is old-fashioned.”
“Her way works for her. It doesn’t work for you. I tried to explain that to her, but she doesn’t want to hear it. She believes a mother and daughter should be the same.”
“But we’re not the same, Pop. I can’t get along with Mrs. DeMartino just because I’m supposed to. I don’t feel any duty toward her! How dare she tell me that I must quit my job as though it’s her decision to make. If she decides that, what else will she say and do? I’d be miserable on First Avenue with her. I want so much more. I have so many goals.”
“But you’re a woman, Lucia. Listen to me. A woman is not like a man. She doesn’t get to choose. She follows her heart, and that’s what makes the map of her life. You love to work, and that’s good. But to be a good wife and mother, that’s a decision of the heart. If you don’t feel it, you must not do it. You will be unhappy, and your children will be worse. The unhappy man finds compensation outside the home. He works, he lives in the world, he can find joy outside of himself. But a woman builds the home, and if she is unhappy there, she suffers, and her children suffer. Your mother wanted a big family. She had a picture of this house, her kitchen, her children, long before she met me. She knew, you see. She was happy each time she found out she was having a baby. She wanted twelve! I told her five was plenty. It was in her to be a mother, like it is in you to work. You’re a happy girl because you have a happy mother, a mother who wants to be a mother. And I’m a happy husband because she’s a good wife. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
“I do, Papa.”
“Now, someday you may meet a man who you will give up everything for. And when that happens, you will want to make a home for him. When that man comes along, you will know it. It isn’t Dante, because you didn’t want to sacrifice everything for him.”
“I know, Papa. I didn’t.”
“And . . .”
“And what?”
“And his mother, Claudia, is a strega.” Papa says this so nonchalantly, I can’t help but laugh.
“You’re right, she is a witch. But I could have handled her.”
“You say that, but I doubt it. I don’t think a lion tamer for the Ringling Brothers could control that woman.”
“I know one thing: if I ever find a man who wants me to be happy as much as you do, it will be a miracle,” I say.
“Maybe I’m not the best judge of what you should do. You know, an artist should never stand too close to the canvas while he paints, because when he does, he cannot see what he is doing. The same is true of a father. I am too close to you to truly understand what you are. If it were up to me, I would have you stay here with me and Mama forever. But I know that’s selfish. You deserve your own life, Lucia.”
Papa goes to the door and turns to face me. “Career girls.” He closes the door behind him.
I look down at my hand where the white diamond nestled in gold used to rest on my finger. How plain my hand looks without it! These are the hands of a seamstress, not a wife, I think as I study them. Maybe there are times when the curse lands on the right girl.
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