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  Again, always, for my parents,

  Vincenzo and Lidia Castellani

  my favorite storytellers

  vi penso sempre


  Terra straniera quanta malinconia

  quando ci salutammo e non so perchè

  tu mi gettasti un bacio e fuggisti via

  e pure adesso te lo confesso non penso a te.


  Non mi ricordo più quegli occhi belli

  pieni di luce calda ed infinita.

  Mi son dimenticato i tuoi capelli

  e la boccuccia ch’era la mia vita.


  Ma sogno notte e dì la mia casetta,

  la mia vecchietta che sempre aspetta.

  L’amore del paese e della mamma

  è una gran fiamma che brucia il cuor.

  Questa tristezza, questa nostalgia sono il ricordo dell’Italia mia.


  Ma sogno notte e dì la mia casetta . . .


  


  Strange land, such sadness

  when we saluted one another, and I don’t know why

  you threw me a kiss and fled

  yet now I confess I do not think of you.


  I no longer remember those beautiful eyes

  full of warm light and endlessness.

  I’ve forgotten your hair

  and the full mouth that was once my life.


  But I dream night and day of my little house,

  my gray darling that always awaits.

  Love of a country as of a mother

  is a grand flame that burns the heart.

  This sadness, this homesickness is the remembrance of my Italia.


  But I dream night and day of my little house . . .


  Traditional Italian song


  Every man supposes himself not to be fully understood; and if there is any truth in him . . . I see not how it can be otherwise. The last chamber, the last closet, he must feel was never opened; there is always a residuum unknown, unanalyzable. That is, every man believes that he has a greater possibility.


  RALPH WALDO EMERSON
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  GAMES OF 1953


  1

  

  The Little Ladies of Wilmington


  FOR A TIME, MADDALENA knew so few English words that each carried memories from the day she’d learned it. The words were common and unrelated: vacuum, headlight, mouthwash. “Take an umbrella,” her husband, Antonio, would advise, and suddenly she found herself back on the boardwalk in Atlantic City, making her first purchase with American money. “One uhm-brell-ah, please,” she’d repeated as she approached the vendor, a fistful of dollars in her hand, Antonio a few steps away, guiding her with his eyes. The vendor had taken her money with a disinterested nod, not seeming to notice her accent. To celebrate this success, she and Antonio had spread a blanket on the sand and watched the storm clouds gather over the pier. When the rain came, they’d huddled under the umbrella until the lightning scared them off.


  With the word apple came the opening and closing mouth of Maddalena’s night-school teacher, Sister Clark, a woman so committed to training her students in proper pronunciation that she offered free private tutorials at the convent. Ah-po is the sound of the immigrant, Sister Clark had said, her lips in an exaggerated O; until you master your speech, no one will show you the respect you deserve. That’s all it takes, she’d said: your tongue in the right spot between your teeth, a little concentration, and practice practice practice. Then America will smile and open her arms, loving as a grandmother.


  Seven years have passed, and Maddalena has mostly forgotten the histories of the English words that come to her. On the bus today she thinks, Why do we keep lurching? then wonders where she learned this verb. Did she see it in a magazine? On a billboard? She practices, in honor of the recently deceased Sister Clark: I lurch; you lurch; the bus never stops lurching. Unlike most words, this one at least sounds like its definition. There are no extra letters, silent for no reason, to confuse her. In Italy, the country in which she was born, they’d pronounce the word “lurk,” but lurk means something different here. Lurk is what the men do in the alleys near the bus stop, what Antonio does in the doorway at night before he leaves her.


  The driver brakes hard and jolts Maddalena forward again. She looks up from her book, grabs the armrest, and snaps back against the seat. Her stomach has gone sour, and a dull ache spreads like a stain from one side of her abdomen to the other. She holds her breath. Ida, her sister-in-law, dozes beside her. Ida can sleep on these morning rides, but Maddalena cannot, even though she has lain awake most of the night. She can never sleep when she is keeping a secret.


  She tries to determine whether the sourness in her stomach feels different from the everyday sourness caused by the lurching. Her skin looks puffier than normal, of that she is certain, but maybe the recent drop in temperatureIndian summer to crisp fall in twenty-four hoursbears responsibility. Among these extreme changes she seeks the third sign, the one that will convince her she is finally carrying a child.


  The first sign occurred this past Sunday, when two deer strayed into the empty lot across from her house. The bigger onethe mother, Maddalena guessedchewed on a white paper cup as her baby nuzzled at her side. They’d stood together in peace, content with the trash and the dead patches of grass at their feet. Then suddenly the mother looked up at Maddalena in the window. She stared at her for a long moment, cocked her head, nodded twice, then dashed back into the woods. The baby, lighter in color, its legs delicate as matchsticks, trotted after her in no hurry to catch upas if it wouldn’t have minded lingering a while. Until that morning, Maddalena had not seen a single deer in that lot.


  The second sign occurred just yesterday, the start of the sixth week since her last monthly bleeding. She heard music in the factory, sweet chimes in the tune of a lullaby. Ida and the other ladies kept sewing unaware. Minutes later, their boss, Mr. Gold, walked past carrying a mobile of plastic daisies, which played the lullaby when he pressed a button on one of their golden eyes. A gift for his newborn niece, he explained. But since when did Mr. Gold walk around showing off baby gifts? And why was Maddalena the only one who’d heard the lullaby over the chattering women and the din of the machines?


  Despite all this evidence, Maddalena will not allow herself to be sure. She and Antonio have been wanting a child for the seven years she has lived in America, and the signs have failed her again and again. All she knows of babies is the What that makes them; for the How and the When and the Why Not she must guess. She and Antonio have tried the What so many nights, followed always by his assurances, “We are becoming mother and father, my beautiful Maddalena; I feel it this time.” As they lay beside each other, he’d tuck her hair behind her ear with trembling fingers and promise they would not be childless much longer. He repeated what Dr. Barone told them: you are both young and perfectly healthy; it is just a matter of time; the woman’s body will act only when it is ready. Then, four months ago, without a good explanation, Antonio gave up hope. He decided that if Maddalena wasn’t going to bring in a child after all, she could at least earn some money. And so, since early summer, he has cashed her paychecks from her hours in Mr. Gold’s factory. They hide the bills in a pocket she sewed into the cornice of the drapes.


  The bus stops in Chester, where dark-coated women wait in line in the rain. Maddalena waves good morning to Gloria, the Cuban, as she steps on clutching an enormous package wrapped in brown paper. If Maddalena feels chattytoday she does notshe can struggle through a conversation with Gloria, who speaks an unpredictable jumble of Spanish, English, and half-guessed Italian. Instead she closes her eyes and pretends to nap. As the bus nears Philadelphia, she puts her bookan Italian romance called Il Sogno della Principessain her purse and elbows Ida awake. It is 7:20. They have ten minutes to punch their cards.


  The streets are more crowded than usual as the three women make their way. The late October air blows gusty and cold, shaking the half-naked solitary trees in their square grates along the sidewalk. Children in blue and white uniforms race past them, the girls with ribbons in their hair, the boys’ shirts untucked and hanging below their sweaters. The rain has coated all the stone and asphalt in a slick sheen. Red and yellow leaves stick to their shoes, and Maddalena skids, nearly falls, as she makes the right onto Passyunk Avenue. Ida, in her clear plastic bonnet, yawning, takes her arm.


  With three minutes to spare, they stand outside the front door. THE GOLDEN HEM, EST. 1948, says the newly painted sign above the arch. Ida refuses to enter the building until the second hand on her watch reaches 7:29. Maddalena finds this dangerous. If Mr. Gold sees them, he might think they do not value their jobs or need the money. The other ladiesnot Gloria, who is on their sideshoot them looks on their way in. Maddalena makes no protest. After her husband, Ida is the most stubborn person she knows.


  They work at adjoining tables, Ida and Maddalena in one row, Gloria and a Greek woman named Stavroula across the aisle. Stavroula, in her miniature black glasses and white hair, arrives on an earlier bus from New Jersey and rarely speaks. They are four of fifty women, arranged in rows on the first floor of an enormous windowless warehouse. They sew blouses and robes mostly, fashionable garments sold in stores they rarely visit, and make seventy-five cents an hour no matter how many they finish.


  Maddalena and Ida have just switched on their machines when Mr. Gold appears for his morning promenade among the tables. Bits of thread cling to his pants. He wears his short-sleeved shirt buttoned to his neck and carries the yardstick that he rarely uses or puts down. He has a thick mustache, hairy arms, and a kind face with wrinkles on his forehead and around his eyes. But you can never count on his mood. Maddalena once saw him charge up and down the aisles, slap each woman’s table with the yardstick, and screech, “Wake up!” Then, not a minute later, he was speaking sweetly again. This explains the wrinkles on a man no older than forty.


  “Good morning, my little ladies,” he says.


  “Good morning, Mr. Gold,” they say in unison, keeping their heads down.


  “Let’s do eighty today, yes?” he says, and holds up a piece of paper with the numbers 80 written in black marker. “What do you think, Ida? Yesterday I asked for seventy and you did thirty-six.”


  “I’m trying,” she says, a pin between her lips.


  Maddalena will have no trouble with eighty. Unlike the English language, sewing has come easily to her, and often she must slow her pace so as not to shame Ida or Gloria.


  “I’m telling all my ladies some news,” Mr. Gold says.


  Ida looks up.


  “Keep working while I talk,” he continues, “and if you don’t understand me”here he glances at Maddalena, who loses track when he speaks too quickly“make sure someone explains it to you.” He sighs and rubs his forehead. “The sad truth is that I must let go of five of you by the end of next week. Business is not so good. The five who produce the least I must lose. This does not make me happy, believe me, but it is what I am forced to do.”


  “But I need the money more than anyone!” Ida says. She pushes herself away from the table and looks at him. “I have two little girls at home. Some of these ladies have no children at all.”


  “I have babies in two countries!” Gloria says.


  “Then do the work of two women,” Mr. Gold tells her, as he moves to the next set of tables.


  Maddalena has followed most of this. At lunch Ida fills her in on the details. They talk low, though the other Italian womensnobs from the North, who would like nothing more than to see Maddalena and Ida sent awaysit far across the other end of the room. “Mario will kill me if I lose another job,” Ida says. She has been dismissed from four places before the Golden Hem. At the most recent dress shop, she set a bridal gown on fire after leaving the iron on it too long. “Mario and I make just enough as it is, and we have to pay back all that money from the restaurant.”


  “This is not fair to us,” Maddalena says.


  “Don’t even pretend you’re worried for yourself.”


  Maddalena shrugs. “One of the five doesn’t have to be you,” she says, folding a piece of wax paper into a square. She stuffs the paper in her purse to reuse and reaches for the extra piece of fruit that Mamma Nunzia, their mother-in-law, throws in “for health.” Lunch was a few pieces of roasted chicken and spinach between thick slices of bread, eaten without an appetite.


  “You have it easy,” Ida says. “We have Nunzia and Nina to worry about. And whatever happens, Papà and Mamma will take care of Antonio. You think they would have given Mario the money to go find a wife in Italy? For the younger son, their pockets are always empty.”


  Maddalena listens, though she has heard this song from Ida many times before. She and Mario believe that Antonio, the oldest, is the family favorite. Nothing anyone says can change their minds. Mario has invested in one failed family business after anotherthe Pasticceria Grasso, the Grasso Grocery, Café Grassowhile Antonio has chosen the steady work of the assembly line at the Ford plant. Maddalena does not dare ask Ida why her husband should be punished for making the safer choice, especially since someone has clearly put a curse on the Grasso name.


  For now they all live together in a narrow, three-story row house on Eighth Street, in the city of Wilmington, Delaware. The room on the other side of the wall from Maddalena and Antonio’s bed belongs to Ida and Mario and their two little girls. Down the hall, out of earshot but never far from Maddalena’s thoughts, sleep Mamma Nunzia and Papà Franco. Maddalena has no blood relations on this side of the ocean. For the first eighteen years of her life, she lived in the village of Santa Cecilia, in the mountains of central Italy, with three sisters and three brothers of her own, in a house no smaller than the one that waited for her here. Antonio appeared in Santa Cecilia after the war, started coming around and staying for dinner, sweet-talking. Her mother and sisters told her, “That man will take you to America, stuff your purse with money, and drive you around New York City in a Cadillac,” and Maddalena believed them.


  “Look in my purse,” Ida says now, as Maddalena peels a pear. “Only one piece of fruit for me.”


  “Don’t worry.” She cuts the pear in quarters and hands one to her. “Between the two of us, we’ll make two hundred. Easy.”


  Just to be sure, Maddalena works twice as fast. After Mr. Gold passes their tables, when Gloria and Stavroula aren’t looking, she slides a pile of material over to Ida’s side.


  Precisely at three-thirtythe hands of the clock above in exact positioncomes the third sign. A sudden cloudiness fills Maddalena’s head, and before she can bring her hand to her brow a nausea unlike one she’s ever felt bubbles in her stomach. The significance of the time of day strikes her, briefly, as she stands, lets fall the fabric on her lap, and rushes down the aisle to the ladies room. She makes it in time to vomit into the toilet, crouching so the greasy floor doesn’t stain the knees of her stockings. When this happened to her as a child, her mother would kneel beside her, palm her forehead, and smooth her blonde curls around her ear. “Get all the poison out,” she’d say; “this is your body cleaning itself.” Now her mother sends advice in letters a month too late for it to matter. Now it is Gloria, wheezy and fat, who follows Maddalena into the bathroom and squeezes herself into the stall.


  “Tutto bueno?” she asks. “You A-OK?” She flushes the toilet and hands her a wad of tissue.


  Maddalena wipes her mouth and gets to her feet, keeping her head down. Her legs shake. She is too happy to look at Gloria. She has a new body now, possessed by something holy and powerful. The joyous transformation numbs her. She wants to keep it to herself for as long as she can. As soon as she reveals itto Gloria, to Ida, even to Antonioit will no longer belong to her.


  But of course Gloria guesses. “You did not eat bad food, I can be sure. You are” she places her hands over her belly, then brings them out slowly as if the belly is expanding.


  Maddalena nods, then looks up. She has prayed for this moment long before the deer and the plastic daisies, and now, finally, it has come.


  “How bella!” Gloria says, then bursts into a fit of Spanish that Maddalena cannot follow. She wears a thick coat of makeup on her brown skin, big gold earrings that jangle when her head bobs. She guides Maddalena toward the sink and pulls from her sleeve the photos of her two boysCarlos and Eduardothat she has already shown her a hundred times. “Morning sickness,” she says, laughing. “With Carlos it’s sickness all the day long.” Then she wraps her arms around Maddalena and pulls her close.


  She rests her head on Gloria’s ample chest. The numbness breaks, and she sobs into her silky blouse, her strong, sweet perfume. Her hunger returns with great force. How she will finish out the day, the week, the next seven months at work, she does not know. Already she is impatient and longs for the baby to hold in her arms and present to Antonio. Already everything has changed.


  Gloria strokes her hair. “How much did you sew today?” she asks.


  “Sixty-five,” Maddalena answers, though the real number is over eighty, not including what she’s done for Ida.


  “Then relax! Say your prayers. Give thanks to God.”


  She does. She works the needle slowly and devotes the extra time between stitches to things that, for superstitious reasons, she has not yet allowed herself to consider: the exact words she will use to tell Antonio, names for boys, names for girls, andat this her hands fail herthe love of someone who belongs to her, someone of her own blood, in this country of strangers.


  UNTIL NOW, MADDALENA has not found much beauty in America. But this evening, on the 5:55 back to Wilmington, everything charms her. The streets jammed with cars, the smoke gushing from the engines into the drizzle, the rhythm of wipers on windshieldsit is all a symphony composed for her pleasure. Rows of brake lights fade from bright to pale red as the traffic lurches forward. She opens her window halfway, for air, and welcomes the spray of cool rain on her face. The men below stare straight ahead over their steering wheels, thenlike the deersuddenly turn and look up at her as if to catch her watching them. They smile and tick their heads. She wants to know each of them, these hardworking men, and their wives, and their children. She wants to walk across their green lawns. She wants to sit with them at a picnic table under the trees at Lums Pond, bouncing her baby on her lap as they trade stories and jokes and memories of years gone by.


  This time of day, Ida can’t sit still. She chats with Gloria, who has agreed to keep Maddalena’s secret until Antonio hears it for himself. After Gloria’s stop, Ida turns all her attention to Maddalena. The Golden Hem is a cage, Ida informs her, and we are birds who need to fly. God did not create women to work in factories; He wants them in the bedroom with their husbands, in the kitchen with their daughters, in the garden with their hands in the soil. Despite this belief, Ida says she will fight to keep her job. If she and Maddalena can’t keep up the system they began this morning, she will tell Mr. Gold that Nina, her younger daughter, is going blind and needs an expensive surgery. “God save my soul for lying,” says Ida. “But I’ll do what I have to do.”


  Maddalena half listens. The traffic breaks and they cross into their home state of Delaware, different in not one single way from the state of Pennsylvania. The same little brick houses, squat and square, divided by chain link fences, go on for miles. Tall wooden poles, strung with thick black wires and iron bolts, run alongside. If someone had not put up the sign WELCOME TO DELAWARE, nobody would notice a change. In Italy, Maddalena has said many times, every town has its own distinct face. The church and the piazza are the eyes; the streets and houses are the nose and mouth; and each person is a freckleor a mole, or a sharp tooth, depending on his personalitythat makes a village different from its neighbors. Antonio, who’d eat the dirt from the gutters in America and call it delicious, finds this silly. Maddalena has told him it is because he himself is a pimple.


  It surprises her how familiar the landscape has become, how the memories of her village have faded. She reads albero in Il Sogno della Principessa and sees not an olive tree, but a spruce. Though horsesdonkeys, at leastwere common as dogs in Santa Cecilia, she takes great delight when a mounted policeman approaches the bus. Any other day, these thoughts of home would sadden her. Until this afternoon, she has felt like the girl on the deck of the ship, weak-kneed and seasick, afraid to let go of the railing.


  But that was another autumn evening, colder than this one, seven years ago to the month. October 1946. She watched the sun set on the immense Manhattan buildings and light up the windows bright gold. She longed to share in the joy of the passengers around her, who blew kisses and sang songs, and waved to the shimmering buildings as if they were old friends. Instead she kept silent. She had promised her mother that, no matter how hopeless she felt, she would never let her husband see her cry. They had met less than three months before, and it was still too soon to trouble him.


  In New York harbor, Antonio gleefully pointed out landmarks: the Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, the Brooklyn Bridge, the flurry of names strange and German-sounding. Everything terrified her: the waves licking the side of the boat as it slowed; the birds gathering high in the air then darting down ten at once for the decks. Antonio talked on and on. Look, there was a famous battleship; there was the state called New Jersey; there was the Statue of Liberty on her little island. Maddalena gazed at this statue, the one landmark she recognized from films and postcards. She was like the Mona Lisa, she told Antonio a few years later: look at her face when you’re sad, and you see sadness in her expression; look at her when hopeful, and she gives hope back to you.


  In the car on the way to Wilmington that first day, Maddalena discovered that her new country was, in fact, a land of green, just as Antonio had described: lawns and fields, hills, thick stretches of trees, rows of hedges under windows. Every house, no matter how modest, seemed to own a share of grass and tend it like the plot of a grave. The roads were wide and paved, and the cars rolled over them in patient, orderly rows. In Santa Cecilia, Maddalena’s family had owned the only store for miles; here, every block was lined with little shops, each proudly displaying signs with big letters that screamed S-A-L-E!


  As Maddalena passed sign after sign, some large and some small, all announcing the same one productsale, saltshe tried to figure out why a country so wealthy would be this proud of such a common ingredient. Then she grew worried. Was salt very expensive here? If so, how would she cook? Or was salt so cheap that everyone tried to give it away? Did Americans use more salt than Italians? She considered asking Antonio, then changed her mind. After he and Mario stopped laughing at her, Antonio would tell some long story about the history of salt in the United States. It occurred to her that she had no one to ask. She kept silent in the backseat, her head against the glass of the window and her hands folded in her lap, panic rising in her chest, and then, for the first time of many, as the SALE! signs flashed by her faster and faster, and Antonio argued with his brother over the best route home, she wept.


  “Ecco,” Ida says now, as the bus makes the turn onto Union Street. She buttons her coat. “So what do you think, then? Peas?”


  “Peas?”


  “Or spinach? For dinner.”


  “Whatever Mamma Nunzia wants,” says Maddalena.


  “So it’ll be cauliflower with vinegar again,” she says, with a snort. “One day, it will be me deciding what to cook in my own house. And my Nunzia will have to like it. Don’t you look forward like that?”


  “Sometimes.”


  They are up and off the bus, sloshing on the pavement toward Eighth Street. They walk quickly, arm in arm, past the storefronts on Union: the pharmacy, the beauty salon, the shoe repair. At this hour they are all closing, and most of the bread in Lamberti’s Bakery has been sold. If she and Ida time it right, though, Signor Lamberti will offer them a bag of leftover rolls to use for their lunches.


  After the old man tells them he has not even a burnt loaf to give them tonight, Maddalena says, “Good for him. Someone should make money.”


  “Why him and not us?” is Ida’s reply.


  “Him now,” Maddalena says. “Us later.”


  Ida shakes her head. “You are too patient.”


  Birds circle the bell tower of St. Anthony’s, as if waiting for it to ring the hour. The church sits at the top of a broad hill, no wider than a half mile, and looks down on the ten square blocks that form Wilmington’s Italian neighborhood. In forty years, long after most of the immigrants have left, a group of merchants will officially designate these blocks “Little Italy.” They will commission an archway to demarcate the entrance at Fourth and Lincoln. But in 1953 these blocks are merely a scattering of Italian families who have paid for their relatives to move into the row homes and apartments surrounding them. Antonio calls Wilmington a half city, Philadelphia a real city, New York the city. La Città, he says, with reverence, never in English. Roma, Milano, Genoa, to him these are dead cities, and Italy the land of dead cities. For the time being, Maddalena finds Wilmington city enough.


  She knows the route from the bus stop to the house on Eighth Street, from the house to the church, from the church to Angelo’s Market, from the market to the butcher and the produce stand, and home again. She has never set eyes on the four other blocks in this neighborhood, but she imagines they do not differ much from the six she’s familiar with: long brick buildings on both sides of the street, each divided into tiny row homes with white wooden columns and concrete stoops. Dormers peek up from the roofs of the nicer houses. The view from Union Street to the church is one unbroken line of red brick. If she wants to see a stone house, Antonio must drive her to Rockford Park, where a wealthy American family has constructed a mansion with a terra-cotta roof. Sometimes, while they sit out front in the parked car with the engine running, admiring the stonework, the American lady comes onto the terrace for a cigarette and waves to them.


  But Antonio has not taken Maddalena on a drive for many months, not since she started at the Golden Hem. Her failure to become a mother changed him. He has talked less and lessto everyone, not only to herand worked longer hours at the plant to earn overtime. When he does talk, it is mostly to argue with his father over how little money he has managed to save. An hour after dinner, Antonio is either asleep or out for one of his long walks. Though she knows where these walks leadto Renato’s Pizzeria, to play cards and drink whiskeyshe also knows how important it is for men to have their secrets. So she plays along. She even went so far as to sew extra padding into his shoes. “So your feet don’t hurt,” she told him.


  She decides to wait until they are alone to tell Antonio the news. She wants the privacy of their bedroom and the rest of the house asleep. He won’t arrive home for another hour, but still Maddalena’s heart races as she and Ida shake out their rain bonnets on the porch. She walks through the door, and already her mother-in-law is calling her to the kitchen. She has enough time to run upstairs, throw her purse on the bed, then rush back down to help prepare dinner.


  The next few hours pass quickly with the night’s work. This is the beginning of happiness, Maddalena thinks, as she ladles the minestrone and slices the day-old bread and sweeps up the onion skin that has fallen onto the floor. She says little. Her secret is like a ruby in her pocket; if she looks at her family or her husband too long, she will give it away. And so she is too distracted to notice that Antonio is not himself tonight. Before she can clear his coffee cup and ask him to come to bed early, he is gone.


  2

  

  Dirty Eyes


  SO THE GIRL, CASSIE, has returned to Fourth and Orange. She sits barefoot on the counter of the pizzeria in a pair of shorts and one of Renato’s white T-shirts. No brassiere. When she sees Antonio, she lifts her leg and wiggles her toes hello.


  Just what I need, Antonio thinks. He considers turning back. But it’s too late, and he has nowhere else to go.


  “Look who it is,” he says, and kisses her on both cheeks. She has not changed at all in two years: same skinny frame, lips thin and pale, stringy red hair to her shoulders, those strange V-shaped indentationslike bird trackson her neck. The T-shirt covers most of the tracks, but Antonio and Renato and at least two other men who work here have seen how far south the bird has hopped. More than once, Antonio has traced the pattern down to her navel with his tongue.


  “I’m back for good this time,” Cassie says. “Right, Renato?” She swings around and catches him between her legs. He flicks some flour at her face, then kisses her.


  “Open up,” he says, with a laugh. He still wears his apron. “I have work to do.”


  Cassie releases him, but not without a playful kick to his behind. Renato walks to the front, flips the sign to CLOSED, and locks the door. It is 9:30. On his way up the aisle, he shrugs and raises his eyebrows at Antonio as if to say, “I’m as surprised as you are.”


  I give it a week, Antonio thinks, and flashes Cassie a friendly smile.


  Antonio does not want Maddalena to know he still comes here. It means little to her that Renato Volpe has been his best friend for more than ten years, that he trusts the man more than his own brother. According to Maddalena, Antonio does not need a friend who still lives with a roommate at thirty-five, refuses to get married, and spends Saturday nights driving up and down Market Street in his big white car. “Lucky for you those days are over,” she has told him, matter-of-factly, on more occasions than he cares to remember. “You need more friends like Gianni Martino.”


  But Gianni Martino is asleep by nine o’clock, about the time Antonio finishes his dinner and announces that he’s going out for some air. Gianni is in bed with his wife, snoring and getting fat, as Antonio passes his little brick duplex on the way to Fourth and Orange. Gianni will not pour Antonio a shot of whiskey and tell him stories about the three Polish sisters who share a house in Brown-town. He will not have a new girl every week to remind Antonio how it felt to be twenty-three and single, when, in charmingly broken English, he’d convinced more than a few of them to follow him up the back stairs of the pizzeria. It is not a crime, at thirty-two, after a long day at work, to talk and drink with your friends and tease the girls for a few hours. If it costs him no money and settles his nerves, if it does not diminish his love for Maddalena, he sees no harm in it.


  “Cassie has a job now,” Renato says. “She’s learning the cash register.”


  “The first Irish girl to work in this place, to be sure,” she says. “Downstairs, at least,” says Buzzy, under his breath. Buzzy is a German Jew brought over by the Federation after his parents were killed in the camps. Antonio and Renato met him at Wilmington High School, where they took night classes in English. Now he works half-time at Kaminski’s Furniture on Route 13 and the other half in the pizzeria doing the books. He splits the rent on the upstairs apartment with Renato.


  “She’s going straight,” Renato says, from behind a stack of trays he’s wiping down behind the grill. “As of tonight, so am I.”


  “It’s a new era for us all,” Buzzy says. “Just last Saturday I was telling the three girls in my car, ‘One of you lucky ladies might be the first Mrs. Bernard Fisher,’ and for most of the night I actually believed it. We all want to be family men like you, Antonio.”


  Buzzy is short, with perfect curly hair. According to Renato, he spends an hour each morning trimming his beard and fingernails. Once, Renato caught him applying some sort of cream to his knees and elbows. No one has ever called Buzzy handsome, but he has had more women than Antonio can count. Onewhose name might be Marciestands beside him now, taller by a head, and gently rubs the back of his neck as he speaks. Somehow, Buzzy has convinced Marcie they have a future together.


  Antonio has never cheated on his wife. Maddalena’s bodyher skin smooth and unblemished; her shy compliance, which, with just a little encouragement, gives way to a restrained eagernessstill thrills him. Next to her, American women are cheap and loud; there is something coarse about them. They sit backward in their chairs, smoke cigarettes between their thumb and forefinger, swing their arms too wide when they walk. They are like horses, Antonio has said, while Maddalenamost women from Italy, but Maddalena in particularis graceful as a deer. Elegant is the word. He has an elegant wife. She has made it easy these seven years to honor the vows he made to her in the church of Santa Cecilia. They had both been born in that village, seven years apart, and whenever he’s tempted by another woman he reminds himself that Maddalena alone has tasted the mountain air of his boyhood. No American girl, however pretty, has eaten olives from the grove outside his bedroom window or played hide-and-seek among those silvery leaves; she has not climbed to the top of the chestnut tree to snicker at old Don Paolo sunbathing in the wheat field; she does not know anything at all about where he came from. Most of the time, these reminders are enough.


  Lately, though, a restlessness has plagued him. His trips to the pizzeria three or four times a week, once a luxury, have become necessary. He does not want to admit his pang of disappointment upon seeing Cassie back with Renato. He worries about what he might have done if Cassie offered herself to him instead, what he might still do one night if he drinks too much and one of Buzzy’s girls puts her hand on his knee.


  He traces the start of this restlessnessthe quick temper, the sleepless nights, the lure of girls he’d once dismissedto the day he sent Maddalena to work. It seemed wrong from the first, his wife on a bus with strangers and coloreds, in a factory taking orders from another man. None of this bothered Mario, whose wife had been finding and losing jobs for years, but it weighed on Antonio. He applied for the late shift at Bancroft Mill so Maddalena could quit, but the job was not offered to him. Mr. Hannagan, his supervisor at Ford, refused to give him additional overtime. It was then when he began to dread those useless hours between dinner and sleep, caged in the living room with his father, the only sound the kitchen chatter and the drone of the radio. When he could escape his father’s constant questionswhat did he think of Eisenhower? this year’s new Chevrolet models? the price of gasoline?he’d rest his elbow on the counter beside Maddalena as she dried dishes and tell her with his eyes to come upstairs. He’d make love to her with an aggressiveness he had not shown in the past, as if to convince her that he was doing more than his part to make a baby. Afterward, while she resumed her work in the kitchen, he’d lie on his back with his arms behind his head, wearing only his socks and shirtsleeves, and blame himself. After all, it could be his own defect that prevented the pregnancy, since Dr. Barone had conducted a series of tests and found nothing wrong with Maddalena. Antonio would examine his body, bring the hand mirror to the curious discoloration on his inner thigh for closer inspection, and wonder fearfully why he had been put on this Earth if not to bring forth children.


  He could take little more of this, so that summer he paid his first visit in three years to Renato and Buzzy. They welcomed him back with a seat at their card table and tales of the single life in Wilmington. Their greatest joy came from picking fightsover politics, family, girls, anything to get Antonio’s blood to boil. It didn’t take much, and Maddalena was their favorite target. They teased him for setting her loose in a city full of men, asked him how often she mentioned her Jewish boss, how long she took to put on her makeup before she left for work. “You think Italian men are bad with women,” Buzzy told him, “but the Jews are worse. We can’t get enough. It’s like a sickness. If I ever get married, I won’t let any Jew near my wife.”


  “The kind of girl who’d marry you,” said Antonio, with a grin. “I’m sure it won’t be hard to keep them away.”


  On only one occasion did Antonio bring Maddalena to Renato’s Pizzeria. It was early in their marriage, not long after she’d arrived in America. She wore a hat, one of her fancier dresses, and a long coat with fur on the collars. She clutched her purse and stood stiffly beside Antonio as he guided her around the tables packed with teenagers in jeans and leather jackets. Renato rushed out to greet them and kissed her hand. “The famous Maddalena,” he said in Italian. “What an honor! Nobody here thinks you can be real, the way Antonio describes you. But now we must apologize for calling him a liar.” In the corner booth, a group of teenaged girlsCassie among themkept whispering and giggling, as Maddalena stared at the floor. Afterward, though Renato fixed them a generous plate of antipasti then insisted they return for a proper dinner in his apartment, Maddalena declared that she did not trust him.


  “He has occhi sporchi,” she said. Dirty eyes. “Tell me you won’t go back to that place too much, not as long as we’re husband and wife.” He promised he would not and assured her that he had no need for Renato now that he was a married man. He’d taken her to visit the pizzeria only out of respect for their friendship, he explained. They walked arm in arm down Orange Street, had a good laugh at it all, and for a while Antonio believed he’d never see Renato or Buzzy again.


  But now here he is, in his usual seat at the table behind the counter. He arranges his coins in neat stacks, Buzzy shuffles the cards, and Renato leans back in his chair with his hands on his stomach like he’s just eaten a juicy steak.


  Cassie sets down a whiskey and water for Antonio. “I’ve been looking for you at Mrs. Stella’s,” she says. “Your brother doesn’t give you my regards?”


  Mrs. Stella’s is Mario’s latest adventure, an Italian restaurant he opened that spring with two men from the neighborhood. He could not invest enough to get Grasso in the name, and that simple fact may explain its success.


  “I don’t go there too often,” Antonio says.


  “The food’s not so hot,” Cassie says. “No offense to your brother, but Renato here serves the best Italian food in Delaware. What Mrs. Stella’s does have, though, is a bar.”


  “And a crowd,” Renato says. “Makes my heart sick.” He shakes his head and looks at Antonio. “I hate to repeat myself, my friend, but your brother has become the enemy. If he puts me out of business”


  “I hardly go there anymore, baby,” Cassie interrupts. “I’ll tell all my friends about the roaches in the kitchen.”


  “There are roaches in the kitchen?” asks Antonio, his eyebrows raised.


  “Don’t get too excited,” Cassie says. “I made it up.”


  Antonio does not want his brother’s restaurant to fail. He simply distrusts any success that comes too quickly, before it is earned. He is not jealous, no matter what anybody thinks. He believes in balance, that each member of a family should have as much money as another, that any disproportion only causes problems. Antonio’s pride will not allow him to work for Mario, though he has offered many times. Not even to spare Maddalena her job at the factory will Antonio put on an apron or wash dishes for his brother.


  “Antonio wants Mrs. Stella’s for himself,” Renato says, as he studies his cards. “Am I wrong?”


  “Yes, as a matter of fact you are.”


  “I don’t think so,” Renato says. He picks up a four and a three of diamonds with the seven of spades. Always lucky. Antonio has little respect for this Italian game, scopa, which he’s played for as long as he can remember. Anyone who gets the right cards can win. He prefers poker, learned only recently, which requires strategy, discipline, and more than a passing attention.


  Antonio turns to Cassie and Buzzy. “Now Renato will tell you how we almost went in together on this pizzeria,” he says. “Because you’ve only heard that story a thousand times. He forgets that was ten years ago, when I was young, when I had no wife or children.” He takes a sip of whiskey.


  “You don’t regret not owning half of this dump?” asks Buzzy.


  “Not a bit.”


  “You should have seen this man, Cassie,” says Renato. “He never slept. He had all the best ideas. He used to draw diagrams of the restaurant with crayons and tape them to my walls. He wanted to call it La Bella Trattoria: Renato Volpe and Antonio Grasso, Proprietors.”


  “La Bella Trattoria, for short,” says Antonio.


  “What about Bella T’s,” Cassie suggests, “So people could pronounce it?”


  Renato ignores her. “Then, when it came to sign the papers, his feet got cold. So I put up one hundred percent of the money myself, and now”he winks at Cassie“we all know who gets one hundred percent of the profits. And his name on the sign.”


  “And one hundred percent of the glory,” Buzzy says. He opens his arms, and they laugh.


  The cinder-block walls of the pizzeria are painted white and covered with various maps of Italy torn from encyclopedias. The dining area is crowded with cheap wood tables, most of which tip when you rest your elbows on them. The only luxury lies in the newly installed leather of the six booths along the far wall, but the leather has already faded and torn at the seams. The customers don’t seem to mind. Day after day they sit, eat their slices of pizza, and wave to Renato and his cooks as they stand sweating in the open kitchen.


  “You call it a dump,” Cassie says, “But to me it’s a palace.” She leans across the table to plant a kiss on Renato’s lips. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be. Not even the bar at Mrs. StelMrs. Roach’s.”


  “So loyal these days,” says Buzzy, under his breath.


  Antonio has grander visionsfar beyond this place, beyond Mrs. Stella’s, beyond even the crayon diagrams from ten years ago. He has not told anyone about them. He sees a band, a dance floor, a flagstone courtyard. He sees white linen tablecloths on tables under vases of fresh flowers, wood floors shiny enough to give back a reflection. The men wear sport jackets; the women remove their fur wraps to reveal glittering jewelry; they know Antonio by name and ask for their usual tables. No such place exists in Wilmington, but the city is crying out for one.


  “You still working at the car place?” Cassie asks.


  “Good memory,” says Antonio. “Ford Motor Company. Fifteen hours a day fitting armrests on next year’s models.”


  “What a waste of time,” Renato says, shaking his head. “And you know it. Yours is a sad story.”


  “Do I look sad?” Antonio says, defensively. Then he steadies himself. Renato is baiting him, and he does not want to give him the satisfaction of falling for it.


  Cassie reaches across Renato, thrusting her chest in his face, to turn up the Julius La Rosa record. They play a few tricks of scopa as she hums along to “Anywhere I Wander.” One by one they express their solidarity with La Rosa, who was recently fired live from the Arthur Godfrey Show by Godfrey himself. Only Antonio saw the actual broadcast. “Talk about someone who should be sad,” he says. “But did he let it show? Did he start blubbering there in front of the audience? Nothat’s what you call class.”


  “Class and elegance,” says Cassie. “That’s what I remember most about you, Antonio Grasso. You talk more about class and elegance than any man I ever met.”


  Antonio shrugs. “Do I?”


  “I’ve got my eye on a new place,” Renato says, to no one in particular. “Corner of New Castle Avenue and Riverview Drive.” He marks the score on a guest check and shuffles the cards. “It’s got two big rooms, with marble columns in the middle. Elegant. Very much in the style of Antonio.”


  “You’re not moving the pizzeria?” asks Antonio. “Or is this a new place all together?”


  “That’s up to you, maybe,” says Renato. “Listen. I have an idea I think you’ll like.” He deals the cards, three to each player. “We all know the time has come for you to quit being a slave to Ford Motor Company and work with me. Two thousand dollars is all I need for this place on Riverview, this place that’s more Antonio than Renato. Two thousand dollars and it’s mine. Ours. Trattoria Renato. What do you say?” He holds up his hand. “And before you make a stink about the name, let me tell you we have to keep Renato in there somewhere for a reason, so people know to expect the same quality they get here. I learned that from a magazine. Plus, it’s common sense.”


  Antonio stares at his cards. He knows this space on Riverview; Renato brought him to it five years ago, the first time he considered opening a second location. It had a parking lot, a stone front and brand-new ovens. The back windows faced an empty lot, which could be landscaped with a little effort. His heart races. Can Renato be serious, or is this just sweeter bait?


  He drops a three of spades, and Renato immediately snaps up another seven, diamonds this time. Finally Antonio says, “Sure, uaglio. I’m in. Do you want the cash nowit’s right here in my pocketor should I bring a check over in the morning?”


  “Joke all you want,” Renato says. “But the offer is real.”


  Nobody says anything. The record ends, and the only sound is the slap of the mop on the tile floor. Paolo, Renato’s teenaged nephew, pushes and pulls his way around the front room, looking up only now that the conversation has stopped.


  As Buzzy deals the next hand, Antonio breaks the silence. “It’s a temptation, my friend. I admit it. But those days are over for me. I need work that’s more steady.”


  “What do you think this is?” says Renato. “Once we get the customers, the money pours from the walls like a fountain! We’ll set a schedule for you, no more than fifty hours a week. You’ll have to work some nights, some weekends, holidays, but come ten o’clock, aren’t you here anyway? You might as well get paid to sit and lose at scopa.”


  “He’s right, you know,” Buzzy says. “You can’t go wrong with this one.”


  “Then where’s your money?”


  “Renato asked me the same thing. I told himMarcie was there, you remember, gorgeous?” The girl nods as she continues to massage his shoulders. “I said, ‘Renato, my dear friend, I’m a worker, not a leader. The last thing I want in life is more responsibility. Tell me what to do, I’ll do it right, then good-bye. I want to leave at the end of the day with nothing on my mind.’”


  Renato listens, chewing on a toothpick. “So now I know,” he says.


  “Well then, I am the same,” says Antonio.


  “Bullshit,” Renato says. “In your heart, you’re a boss. You have ideas. Like me. A supervisor. I see that very clearly. And I bet if we asked the lovely Maddalena, she would agree.”


  Antonio laughs. “She can’t stand me here for one minute playing cards,” he says. “I want to see her face when I tell her Renato Volpe is now my business partner.”


  Cassie points at him. “That’s the real reason, I’ll bet. Otherwise”


  Blood rushes to Antonio’s face. “There’s no real reason,” he says. “There are a hundred reasons. Two thousand reasons!”


  “Let’s drop it for now,” says Renato, handing him a cigar from the front pocket of his shirt. “I’m not trying to make you angry. Give yourself some time to think. Have a smoke. Talk to your wife, maybe, maybe not. I’ll say this, though” He leans forward. His eyes are wide and hopeful as a boy’s. “It’s not every day your dream falls into your lap.”


  An hour later, Antonio is too drunk to focus on his cards. He declares it time to leave, kisses Cassie and Marcie on the cheek, then takes the long way home to walk off the whiskey. The downtown streets are quiet. A man unloads boxes from a truck in front of Angelo’s Market; another walks his dog through the gated park near St. Anthony’s. Antonio coughs to get the man’s attention, then waves when he looks up. No response. Shadows move, as if in a procession, across the dark windows of the rectory, and Antonio wonders if it’s some midnight ritual for the priests. He stops on Union and peeks into Mrs. Stella’s, but the lights are off and even Mario has gone. A gust of wind shakes the two evergreen bushes planted on either side of the stoop, and a Coca-Cola bottle rolls in circles on the sidewalk. Antonio picks up the bottle and stuffs it onto the top branch of the bush. “Merry Christmas,” he says, and turns for home.


  What might this little half city become, with his help? Maybe it is the whiskey, but Antonio is suddenly filled with love for these ten square blocks of brick and concrete. It is all his for the taking. He loves the broad slope of the hill, the hundredsmaybe thousandsof Italians who’ve become his neighbors since he moved here in ‘36. He loves the smell of bread from Lamberti’s; the red, white, and green flags that hang in the storefront windows. At sunrise, not long from now, the old men will set up their folding chairs on the street corners and spend the morning arguing politics in their campani dialects. Whenever he wants to, Antonio can shut his eyes and easily pretend that this is the village of his childhood, and then, better still, he can open his eyes and find not donkeys or dirt roads, but highways and cars and department stores. And possibility. With the right people and enough money, he can turn a place like Renato’s or Mrs. Stella’s into a destination for people as far away as Philadelphia or New York. It can all start right here, with his own people. If he doesn’t try this now, when he’s still young, then when?


  He sits on the curb across the street from his house and tosses cigarette butts into the sewer grate, too restless, his mind at too fast a gallop, to lie beside Maddalena and risk waking her with his anxious fidgeting. He gazes up at the light in their bedroom window. The rest of the houses on their street are dark. Maybe she is waiting up for him. He breathes into his cupped hands to check his breath. Only a faint trace of whiskey.


  Two tall shadows walk toward him in the glow of the city. They slow as they get closer, then stop and turn back the way they came. Their cigarettes flicker. Another man with a dog crosses in front of them. A car circles the next block, then appears twice more. He wonders if God is testing him, if He has sent this car around and around to say. That’s you, Antonio Grasso, stuck, like your friend Gianni, on the same dizzy loop. Renato can help you escape.


  If Antonio does this, he will have to move slowly. The next time he is alone and sober with Maddalena in their bedroom, he will confess his dream of owning a restaurant. At dinner soon after, he will mention the space on New Castle Avenue, in passing, to test the reaction of his family. No doubt Maddalena will start asking questions, at which point he will pretend not to have given the matter much thought. He will drop more hints, and soon she will think the idea is hers, and beg him to take the money from the drapes and put it toward the trattoria. She will quit the Golden Hem and work as a hostess. The place should be elegant enough for her, somewhere to show off her shiny dresses, the gold jewelry her mother sent, her charmingly broken English. She will be proud of him and this gift to the city. At this moment, as Antonio crosses Eighth Street toward his father’s house, it seems their best chance for a happy life.


  3

  

  The Silence Game


  MADDALENA WATCHES ANTONIO from the window. For the past half hour, he has sat on the curb in front of the sewer, his head in his hands. She will soothe whatever troubles him, whatever drove him from the house without a good-bye. He worries too much about money, she thinks: what to spend it on, how much to save, how long before they can move out of these six little rooms. Money has worried her, too; but if only he’d come upstairs, she’d tell him how little it matters anymore. She inches away from the windowsill, crawls back into bed, and waits.


  The smell of cigars reaches her before the man himself. Another night at Renato’s, she guesses, with whiskey and cards and loud cursing over politics. The only resistance she has shown to this has been to tell him that his shirts stink and should be aired out before he puts them back in the closet. Secretly, she has felt relieved not to be forced to entertain him during those long after-dinner hours. She can take her time with the dishes, sit for a while and talk to Mamma Nunzia, write letters, then turn the bedroom radio on low and fall asleep to the music.


  Antonio seems surprisedhappy, evento find her awake. He kisses her forehead and sits beside her on the edge of the bed, still in his coat and hat. She wears her best nightgown, an ivory satin to which he immediately pays attention. He runs his hand over the sheer fabric, then under it, from her knee to her thigh. “How can it be that every day you get more beautiful?” he says.


  “Because you’re getting old,” she says. “Your eyesight’s not so good.”


  As he disrobesthrowing his shirt in one direction, his pants in anotherhe declares the weather too cold for October, the bedroom too drafty, and the city asleep too early. Even in the village, he says, the Al Di Là Café stayed open for hours past midnight, and the people kept coming.


  He repeats the same story he told at dinner, about a man he works with at the Ford plant. The man was joking around with a blowtorch, waving it above his head as if it were a flag, and by the end of the joke he’d burnt off his left earlobe and half an eyebrow.


  “I tell you,” Maddalena says, thinking, this is one of his talking nights. “Americans have no common sense.”


  He climbs into bed and immediately starts another story, this one about his boss, Mr. Hannagan, who took his wife to Mrs. Stella’s last week for her birthday dinner. After the wife spent the rest of the night with her head in the toilet, Mr. Hannagan demanded his money back. Mario refused, saying it was not his fault his wife had an “overdelicate constitution.”


  “Whatever that means,” Antonio says. “So now I have to pay the whole bill myself and pretend Mario changed his mind. Just to keep in good with a boss at a stupid going-nowhere job.” He turns to Maddalena. “You know, if I ran a place like Mrs. Stella’s, we’d get one complaint only: not enough tables. Or: the food’s so good, I can’t eat at home anymore. Sometimes I wonder how my brother got so lucky.”


  Before he can start another story, Maddalena takes his hand. “You don’t wonder why I waited up?” she asks.


  He looks at her. “You missed me?” he says, and laughs. “You thought, ‘I want to hear that story about the blowtorch again?’” Then his face changes. “Nothing happened, did it?”


  “Yes,” she says. “Something good. Mario is not the only lucky one.” She squeezes his hand, guides it to her stomach, and nods. “We don’t have to worry anymore.”


  A flash of joy, the corners of his mouth in an immediate smile. His eyes brighten. The room, too, seems to fill with light.


  Then his face freezes. He narrows his gaze at her and sits up against the wrought-iron bars of the headboard. “Now?” he asks.


  She hesitates. “I’m almost sure.” She starts to recount the signs, the most recent one first. The bathroom. Gloria. The lullaby. But they sound silly, unconvincing. She stops before she gets to the deer.


  He turns his face toward the opposite wall. For a long time, he does not move or speak. Maddalena focuses on the birthmark on the back of his neck, a pink blotch in the shape of an almond. When he’s angry, the blotch turns red.


  He is angry.


  “You’re my wife for seven years, and no baby,” he says. “Then you go to work for the Jew and poof! there’s a baby now?”


  Maddalena pulls the sheet up to her waist. “What do you” she starts to ask, then stops herself when she realizes the implication. She almost laughs, but Antonio’s face has gone dark. “I think I’m more relaxed,” she says, remembering what her mother told her in her letters: every nail you bite is one more month without a child.


  Antonio does not wrap his arms around her the moment he hears the news. He does not throw open the window and sing to God and wake the neighbors. He does not run downstairs to get the bottle of spumante they have kept in the refrigerator for just this occasion. Instead he stands in his shirtsleeves and underwear and paces from the bed to the window, hands on his hips. “I have to think,” he says. “I wasn’t ready for this. Not tonight.”


  “I don’t understand,” she says. “How can you not be ready?”


  He puts his fingers to his temples as if to stop a sharp pain.


  “Whatever idea you have, I can tell you right now it’s crazy.” She laughs. “If this is one of your jokes”


  “Do I look like I’m joking?”


  “But it doesn’t make sense.”


  “You’re right,” he says, standing against the far wall. “It doesn’t at all. For so many years we want a baby, and there is no baby. Then, just when we give up, when we think, ‘maybe it’s not meant to be,’ and we start to dream of something else, a different kind of life, here comes the baby.”


  He has not slapped her. In fact, he has kept his distance and spoken barely above a whisper. But she feels as though his hand has struck her face.


  “I didn’t know you gave up,” she says. “What kind of life are you dreaming about? What kind of life doesn’t have a child in it?”


  “Never mind,” he says. “What’s done is done.” He goes to the drapes, stands on his toes, and pulls out the wad of bills wrapped in a rubber band. He divides the bills into stacks on the dresser. “All thiswe’ll need every dollarmore”


  “That’s what we decided,” says Maddalena. “Right? We save enough for the baby, and then whatever is left we use on a house.”


  He counts the stacks again. “I don’t remember anything being decided,” he says. “Except now I decide you’ll never step foot in that factory again. You’re staying home like a normal wife. Ida will tell the Jew tomorrow.”


  Until this threat to keep her from the Golden Hem, Maddalena has never considered that she might miss it. She thinks of the competition, which Ida will surely lose without her. Then, evenly, she says, “I have to work.” She looks up at him. “Ida needs me. And we need the money. And I’m good at it.”


  He stands motionless at the foot of the bed, looking down at the length of her body the way he looks at meat when she under-cooks it. Antonio likes everything burnt through, with a charcoal crust, and when it doesn’t turn out right, he glares at it until it is taken away.


  “Tell me what kind of life you’re dreaming about,” she says, but he does not respond. His gaze pins her in place. “Talk to me.” After a while, she adds, “Please.”


  But Antonio, like most men, fights best with silence. In recent years, Maddalena has worked up the courage to scream at him, call him disgraziato and slam the door just as he approached it. She has locked herself for hours in this bedroom and cried. She has even caught the shoe he pitched at her from across the kitchen, thrown it back at his face, shaken her fists; but she has never won the silence game once he began it. She has only outlasted it. And now it begins again.


  He puts on his pants. His belt jingles. He puts on his shoes without sitting down, and keeps his back to her. He kicks a pillow out of the way to get to the door.


  “Where are you going this time?” she says. “Back to that dirty pizzeria?”


  She closes her eyes and listens to his footsteps on the stairs and the slam of the front screen door. She hurries to the window to see which direction he’s walking, but she sees only the two colored boys. They have taken their usual spot on the curb, where Antonio sat not long before, and pass a cigarette back and forth. She waits at the window until it grows too cold, then returns to the bed and wraps herself in the covers. It is past midnight. In five hours, she will have to rise and dress for work.


  If she were back in Santa Cecilia, if this joy had happened there, her mother and sisters would be sitting around her, weighing down the bed, not letting her sleep. They would put on some music. Teresa would feed her beef from her husband’s butcher shop, for strength; Celestina would say how much better men liked their wives once they got fat. Her mother would refuse to admit she’d felt pain delivering any of her seven children, and remind Maddalena of the beauty of bringing life into the world. Now her mother and sisters exist only in letters, in the few photographs they send after weddings and baptisms.


  She reaches over and switches off the lamp. What good do comparisons do herthe new country, the old; his family, hers? She is cursed with comparisons. She has one country now, one family. She does not even have memories anymore, only these fantasies of what might have been if Antonio had never come for her. It no longer matters that she had another mana boy reallyin Santa Cecilia, someone who loved her and whom she loved in return. It no longer matters that, had she chosen him, she would not be here, alone in a bed by a drafty window, longing to hear his footsteps on the stairs. She has prayed to God to wipe her mind clean of the boy and every memory of the villageto give her a moment, at least, of restbut so far He has not answered. Now, maybe, the child will help.


  As husbands go, she reminds herself, she is lucky with Antonio. He works hard. He does not beat her, unlike many husbands she knows here and in the Old Country. Once this storm ends, he will make a devoted father. He knows about things of which she is ignorant: politics, geography, the price of electricity and heating oil. She cannot even write a check or remember their phone number. Most of the time, Antonio has a calming, confident voice, which he frequently uses to brag about her beauty. Just last week his friend Gianni described Maddalena as an Italian Marilyn Monroe, and Antonio had blushed with pride. (She has to admit a resemblance, in the hair and face at least; God has not been as generous with the chest.) Then later, after too much wine, Antonio called her “my Marilyn” and grabbed her by the waist as she cleared the dishes. “Don’t go back to Hollywood, Signora Monroe,” he begged, and buried his face in the small of her back. She stood trapped at the table with her hands full, smiling, and shook her head at his family gathered around them. “Stay with me in this humble house.”


  She calls that evening to mind, then, here in her satin nightgown: shimmying free of his hands on her hips, her quick flirtatious look back, catching his eye as she turned the corner into the kitchen. She replays this scene until sleep takes her, and when she wakes she will join in the silence game for as long as she can bear it.


  ANTONIO MOVES SOUNDLESSLY through the house. He does not insist that Maddalena stay home from work. He does not say anything to her at all. She sets out his clothes as usual, but does not ask him which shirt he prefers. He dresses and undresses without a glance in her direction. With the rest of the family they act as if nothing has changed, and for two days no one seems to notice the wall of ice between them.


  “When did you plan to tell me?” Ida asks Maddalena on the third day, as the bus turns off Union, and suddenly everything is out in the open. “I’m not the smartest lady in the world, but I think I’d notice sooner or later. Maybe when you started stealing my maternity clothes?”


  “I’m sorry,” Maddalena says. “How did you”


  “Last night Antonio went to the restaurant and kept Mario at the bar for an hour, talking and asking questions. Then this morning, when you were downstairs, he asked me, out of nowhere: ‘How tall is this Jew boss of yours? Where does he live?’ He asked me how much he talks to you, and I said ‘not much.’ He thinks if he asks me enough times I will slip up, that I know what’s going on but won’t tell him.”


  “What’s going on,” says Maddalena, with a roll of her eyes. “Nothing is going on! When I tell him that, he looks right through me. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I can’t stop him from thinking something so crazy.”


  Ida shakes her head.


  “He sends me to work, but doesn’t trust me,” Maddalena continues. “And Papà is on his side, I’m sure. He always thinks the same as his son, and even if Mamma Nunzia disagrees, she can do nothing. So I’m all alone.”


  “You’re not alone,” says Ida. “You just don’t know what it’s like for him. When he sees his son or his daughter, he will change. You wouldn’t believe it was the same Mario before I had my Nunzia. I was like one of his hatsif you didn’t remind him he had one, he’d get all wet. Believe me, sooner or later Antonio will talk to you again, and you’ll remember the days when he didn’t talk, and you’ll think, that wasn’t so bad after all. He’s just embarrassed now.”


  Maddalena removes her coat and settles it on her lap. She is sweating in the overheated bus and the glare of the window seat. The morning is bright and cold, and the last leaves of the season cling to the roadside trees. The frost crusted along the bottom edge of the windows begins to melt.


  When they reach her stop, Gloria enters with another large package addressed to her mother in Cuba. She takes a seat across from them, looks quizzically at Maddalena and asks, “Tutto bueno?”


  “Sì, sì,” Maddalena says, with a wave of her hand. She nods toward Ida. “She knows.”


  “Finally!” Gloria says. “It’s bad luck to hide happy news.”


  Ida turns her back to Gloria. “He wrote to us from Genoa,” she continues in Italian, “when you were on your honeymoon. He said that when you finally came to live with us, you’d be carrying the baby you made in the Old Country. He wanted the baby more than the wifeexcuse me for saying the truth. And he still believed there was a baby, even when you stayed skinny. He told everyone at his work. For six years they’ve been teasing him, ‘Antonio, where is this son of yours? You still hiding your daughter from us?’ Men get embarrassed easy; you’re smart enough to know that.”


  “But do I know how to have a baby?” Maddalena says. “Do I know why God waited this long? I think, ‘It’s because you don’t like it enough when you’re in bed together,’ so I try to like it more, but I’m not” She stops, sure she’s said too much, not sure she means it. On Ida’s face is the look of someone not used to hearing ugly things. In English, Maddalena says: “I love my husband, Ida. I can’t love him more than I already do.”


  “Of course.”


  Maddalena learned early on that, though Ida is her one sister-in-law and closest friend in this new country, she cannot rely on her for comfort. She can tell Ida half, at most, of what she feels, and hope her dim mind prevents her from guessing the rest. In the House of Ida, Antonio has said, there is no furniture or lights or decoration. Only double-thick walls and a front door that sticks. La Genia, Antonio calls her. The genius. Sometimes Maddalena envies herthis woman who never swims below the surface of life, who believes whatever she is told.


  “So I work,” Maddalena continues, “and I calm down a little because it feels good to make some money, and it’s nice to see the city every day and to sit with you on the bus and watch the people go by, and now, all of a sudden, that’s too much for him. When do I have time for another man, Ida? When? It doesn’t make sense!”


  “Please keep your voice down.” She looks around the bus. Gloria raises her eyebrows, makes an exaggerated frown. “I believe you, but, as you know, I don’t count.”


  “It’s strange,” Maddalena says, her face turned toward the window. “I don’t want to quit my job. I’m used to it. Did you ever think I’d say that?”


  At the Golden Hem, Maddalena works as quickly as her hands allow. It is the only way to occupy her mind. The week of competition passes slowly. Mr. Gold walks up and down the aisles, quiet and serious as a judge now that he’s made rivals of his little ladies. He looks twice at the pile on Ida’s table but won’t admit his pleasant surprise. Or maybe it is obvious what they are up to, and he is giving her false hope. Whatever the case, Maddalena does not care. She will play along until he tells her otherwise.


  The race ends on Friday, two weeks before Thanksgiving, when word ripples across the rows of tables that Mr. Gold has fired two Polish women, two new Americans on the other side of the room, and Gloria.


  He stands at Gloria’s table with his head down, shifting his weight from side to side.


  Before she starts to cry, he hands her a tissue from his shirt pocket. “Now I have nothing,” she says. “Now I jump off the Memorial Bridge.”


  “My situation could change after Christmas,” Mr. Gold tells her, with a softness he’s not shown in the months Maddalena has known him. His hand rests on her shoulder. “If you’re still looking for work in January, don’t forget me.”


  Before she leaves, Gloria writes her phone number and address on a slip of paper, hands it to Maddalena, and wishes her and the baby good health. She makes Maddalena promise to visit her. “Come cheer me up,” she says, “before the little one comes. And after, too. You’ll be fat and I’ll be skinny from starving.” To Ida she says nothing.


  “You’ll find a job before December,” Maddalena assures her.


  Each morning now, when the bus reaches Gloria’s stop, Maddalena crosses herself and says a prayer. She still expects Gloria to walk down the aisle balancing one of those giant packages on her hip. People disappear so quickly, she thinks, as the strangers take their seats, the doors snap closed, and the bus charges ahead in a cloud of smoke. She is never prepared for it, though it has happened to her again and again, in two countries, with and without warning. And she never remembers, from one person to the next, how much easier life would be if she didn’t care.




End of sample
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