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            Chapter One

          

          
            TOUGH TIMES
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        Brooklyn, 1950

      

      

      The neighborhood buzzed with life. Pushcarts lined the sidewalks, and women hung clothes to dry on ropes that were strung between tenement buildings. Children played stickball in the street, scattering when automobiles honked through. On one corner, children played in water spewing from an open fire hydrant.

      Alphonse Marino, a squat man in his forties with a thick mustache, arranged fruit at his modest stand. He wore a stained apron and repeatedly wiped sweat from his brow. Despite the summer heat, his stand was vibrant with colorful produce, and crowded with customers.

      He welcomed each customer with a smile, and proudly boasted of the day’s deals. At the end of the day, he closed his stand and secured his fruit in a communal cold storage unit.
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      At the end of the day, I closed shop, trudged up the steps to my cramped two-bedroom apartment, lifted my head, and breathed deeply.

      "I smell meatballs.”

      Maria Marino, my wife, with tired eyes and a warm smile, nodded as she served pasta to our children: Tony, a thin twelve-year-old with dark hair and an intelligent look; Rosa, a proud, determined nine-year-old; and Dante, a shy, reserved six-year-old, all seated at a small table.

      When I took his seat, Maria brought me a large plate of pasta with two meatballs on the side, sprinkled with freshly grated cheese. I smiled and stared at Maria, my mouth agape.

      "Dove hai preso i bucatini?" I asked. “Where did you get the bucatini?”

      Maria's smile spread her chubby cheeks wide. "Concetta find in new shop in the Bronx. She goes once a week. She buy this for us." She paused, and pointed at me. "And speak English so kids learn."

      I took a few bites, then looked at Maria. "Tell Concetta she getta free fruit."

      Tony smiled. "That's 'gets' Papà, not 'getta.’ ”

      My smile was beaming. I rubbed Tony's head. "At's-a my boy. You teach Papà good. I like."
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        * * *

      

      Shouting was heard from the apartment next to us. The walls were thin, and if the neighbors argued, they were heard. And the neighbors always argued.

      Maria walked over and banged on the wall. "Basta! I no want my kids to hear that trash."

      Tony and his sister cleared the table and washed the dishes, then they sat back down and brought out the scopa cards. Tony shuffled them.

      "Prepare to lose, Papà.”

      Maria walked over and kissed each of them on the cheek. When she got to Tony, she whispered to him, "Sil gentile, Antonio. Your brother and sister need to win too."

      After the games were over, Maria took the kids to their bedroom and made sure they were tucked in, then she returned to the kitchen.

      She brought a handful of papers and set them in front of me.

      "So many?" I asked.

      I went through the bills, my face growing more concerned with each one I set aside. Maria sat across from me, lines of worry etched on her face.
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