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sister in Christ, Cindy, who kept me laughing even when I didn’t
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CHAPTER ONE



ANGELA

SEPTEMBER 2008

It’s a
sad thing when a major part of
your life ends up at the bottom of a trashcan. That’s what’s
happening to me, and I have absolutely no control over the
situation.

My daughter Dorothy
barged in this morning with an armload of paper towels, a bucket of
cleaning supplies, and a box of trash bags. The wheels have begun
to turn to move me out of my house. Dorothy’s used so much bleach,
the place smells like a swimming pool.

Cupboard doors
stand wide open. The shelves are nearly bare. I’m glued to this
kitchen chair, unable to stop the flow, yet I grasp for a yesterday
that’s disappearing before my eyes.

A lump settles in
my throat. I try to rinse it down with a sip of the tea Dorothy
made for me. The warm liquid fails to ease the ache in my
heart.

My daughter has
turned my kitchen into a jobsite. Three large packing boxes are
lined up along the wall. They’re marked with the words, Family,
Yard Sale, and Charity. Another carton—a smaller one—stands alone
in the corner. It’s labeled Mother. So far, nothing’s gone into
that one. The other three are filling up fast.

Dorothy glides past
me with an armload of my stuff. She doesn’t pause to ask my
opinion, just tosses my personal things into whatever box fits her
whim. Or she feeds my precious items to the trashcan. Then she
moves on as if I’m not even here.

As each item leaves
my daughter’s hand, I travel back to another time and place.
There’s the torn flyer from the 1939 World’s Fair. Faded movie
ticket stubs for Gone with the Wind and The Wizard of Oz. A bill of
lading with my husband’s signature scrawled at the bottom. A bent
spoon from the soup kitchen where I volunteered to feed the
homeless. A bullet casing from the assembly line where I worked
during the war. And a strip of black-and-white photos of Fredo and
me making funny faces inside a booth at Coney Island. A painful
tear comes to my eye. I blink hard and it spills onto my
cheek.

The other day,
Dorothy and I had the fourth of what I refer to as our moving-out
discussions. My Plus-size daughter loomed in front of me and
crossed her arms.

“Daddy’s been gone
for five years,” she said, a no-nonsense tone in her voice. “We
need to sell this old house and get you into assisted living. Or,
you can move in with Barry and me.”

I let out a grunt.
Some choice. Assisted living sounds like one foot in the grave. And
why would I want to live with that insufferable son-in-law of mine?
He smokes like a chimney. He grumbles constantly about his failing
real estate business. And I suspect he’s got his eye on my Social
Security checks.

I glared back at my
daughter. “I want to stay in my own home. I’ve done okay since your
Daddy died.”

But Dorothy shook
her head. “You can’t take care of yourself anymore, Mother. That
stroke left you paralyzed on one side. You can’t walk without
assistance. You can’t cook for yourself. You barely can comb your
own hair.”

I drew myself up as
straight as an old lady can. I was facing a tough adversary, but I
wasn’t about to back down. Not when the rest of my life was at
stake.

“My therapist said
I should be able to ditch that contraption soon.” I nodded in the
direction of my walker. “And, if I keep fiddling with that little
red ball he gave me, my hand will get back to normal, too. I just
need a little more time.”

“Sorry, Mother.
You’re gonna move, and I’m not going to discuss this
again.”

But we did discuss
it. Over and over. Each time, I spoke my mind. And each time, I
lost. Okay, I’m not the vital, capable young woman I used to be.
That person is gone, and in her place is a white-haired, shriveled
up bag of bones who’s debating with a 66-year-old
fuddy-duddy.

A few tears make
their way to my eyes and settle there, flooding my vision. Dorothy
lets out a tired sigh. “Mother, you’re going to have to trust me.”
She leans close and brushes a stray curl from my forehead. The
lines on her face soften. “Tell you what… I’ll save some of your
precious things. We’ll just have to find a place for them when you
move—”

“I don’t want to
move.”

She straightens.
“Well, you can’t stay here, and I can’t keep running back and forth
from my house to yours.” She sweeps her hand toward the row of
boxes. “This job is going to take several days, if not weeks. Do
you know what you’ve become, Mother? You’re a hoarder.”

Insulted, I lurch
backward against the chair. “A hoarder? How can you say that? I’m
not like those people who pile trash all over their house and live
with rats and bugs.” I raise my chin. “I keep a neat
home.”

“That’s not what I
mean. Yes, on the surface your home is neat and clean. But you’ve
packed your cupboards with things most people would throw away.”
She’s raises her voice now. “Your pantry is full of outdated food.
Torn packages have spilled rice and beans and pasta all over the
shelves. Most of your canned goods are way past the expiration
dates. Some of them are so swollen they’re about to burst. Don’t
you know you can get botulism and die?”

“It never hurt us
in the past,” I say with confidence, then I quickly chew my bottom
lip. There was that time Fredo ended up in the hospital with
intestinal cramps. They had to pump his stomach.

Dorothy places her
hands on her hips and scowls at me the way parents do when they’re
about to reprimand a small child. I cringe and brace for the
attack.

“It’s not only your
kitchen,” she says. “The whole house needs a good cleanout. I think
you’ve kept every piece of clothing you ever bought. Your dresses
have gone out of style. Your closet shelves are packed with purses
you never use. You own a ton of shoes you never took out of their
boxes. And your dresser drawer is full of nylons you haven’t worn
in years.” With each mention, Dorothy’s voice rose another
decibel.

My daughter’s mouth
continues to move, but I’ve tuned her out. I turn my eyes away from
her flapping lips and take another sip of tea. The lump in my
throat doesn’t budge.

With a huff, she
spins away, stomps off to the pantry, and sticks her head in. I
glare at her backside. I’d like to give it a good, swift
kick.

Seconds later,
Dorothy emerges with a familiar cup in her hand. World’s Best Dad
is scrawled on the outside in bright red paint. She’s moving past
me to the trashcan just beyond where I’m sitting.

I make a grab for the
cup. “That was your father’s favorite.”

She jerks her hand back.
“Daddy’s not here anymore.”

“I can drink out of
it.”

“No, you can’t.
Look. There’s a crack down the side. It’ll leak.”

She gives me a smug
look, then she heads for the trashcan and releases the cup. It
strikes the inside of the metal container ... and shatters. My
heart breaks along with it.

I stare at Dorothy
in disbelief. What has become of the curly-haired child who climbed
on her daddy’s knee on Father’s Day sixty years ago and proudly
handed him that hand-painted cup? More tears rush to my eyes. I
blink them away along with the image of that little
girl.

The grownup Dorothy
remains, and she’s bent on trashing everything that matters to me.
And, even things that don’t matter. Like my jar of rubber bands, my
empty margarine containers, the pile of grocery bags, and the
plastic forks I washed after every picnic. I kept telling her we
might need those things someday, but she gave a disgusted shake of
her head and dumped them.

I suppose I should
appreciate my daughter. Since my release from the hospital six
months ago, she’s brought meals to me every day. She plunks them on
the table, spends a couple of minutes in idle conversation, then
rushes out to do whatever an unemployed office worker
does.

Over the last few
days, she’s been whirling through my house like a white tornado.
Soon this place will look as empty and uninhabitable as if a real
storm had torn through here. And, just like those people in Kansas
who rise from the debris and pick up the broken pieces of their
lives, I’d like to put my own life back together.

Dorothy is marching
toward the trashcan again. In her hand is a beat-up, old cigar box.
I smile at the scratched-up image of a white owl on the
lid.

“There’s no reason
to throw that away.” I put out my hand, but she scoots around my
outstretched fingers.

“It’s empty,
Mother. See?” She shakes the box and the lid flies open.

“I can put rubber
bands in it. Or postage stamps.” I give her a hopeful
smile.

She drops the cigar
box in the trash, and, without another word, she turns her back on
me and disappears inside the pantry again. I reach for my walker.
If I can get to the trashcan, I can retrieve that old box and slip
it under the table. I stretch my arm to its full length but my
walker is too far away. With a resigned sigh, I settle back in my
chair, my eyes on the trashcan, my heart aching for the cigar box
at the bottom.

Now, my husband
never smoked cigars. He preferred a pipe and a scented tobacco that
made our apartment smell like cherries. His friend Giorgio gave us
that box after he smoked all the cigars in it. During the first few
years of our marriage it held our extra cash. When the banks
failed, people stuffed their hard-earned cash under a mattress, or
they buried it under a rock in the garden, or they wrapped it in
newspapers and hid it inside their refrigerator—if they were lucky
enough to have one. Fredo and I used the cigar box.

Every Friday, after
paying our bills, my husband put what was left in that box and slid
it underneath our sofa-bed. We dropped our loose change in a Mason
jar on the shelf above our stove, and we made a rule not to touch
the cigar box money until we used up what was in the Mason jar.
That cigar box served us well until the day we couldn’t shut the
lid anymore. That’s when we switched to shoeboxes.

Our shoebox fund
kept us going through the Great Depression, through World War II,
through the birth of three children, and all the way into our
retirement years. We never used a bank. Never needed to.

I press my lips
together and stifle a chuckle. My eyes wander down the hall to the
first door on the right. I can hardly wait until Dorothy starts
poking around in that spare bedroom. Chances are she’ll come across
those old shoeboxes. I’d love to be standing there when she pulls
off the lids.



 CHAPTER TWO


THE BRONX, NEW YORK

1929-1933

I was
fifteen years old when the stock
market crashed. That same week, seven hundred banks closed. My
parents hurried to their bank only to find the doors locked. They
lost their life savings that day.

From the moment he
stepped off the boat at Ellis Island, my father worked as a
handyman for people who, like himself, spoke only Italian. But, his
American dream died when the economy crashed.

“I no should leave
Italia,” he’d said more often than I needed to hear it.

I’d gotten half-way
through high school when my father hurt his back and had to quit
working.

“I want to drop out
of school and get a job,” I told my parents one
afternoon.

Papa lowered his
newspaper and Mama stopped stirring the potato soup. They both
stared at me but said nothing.

“I’ve finished two
years of high school,” I persisted. “I’ve learned enough office
skills to get a decent job. Let me help out.”

Papa grunted and
went back to his newspaper. Mama went back to stirring the soup.
The next day, I quit school and applied for a job typing invoices
at a meat refrigeration plant. The owner said he’d try me out for a
while at $5 a week. I leaped at the opportunity. The extra income
would keep our pantry stocked with beans and potatoes and
rice.

I fell into a
routine. Out the door of our apartment at the ungodly hour of
six-thirty in the morning. Grabbed a cross-town bus. Got to my desk
by eight o’clock. At five p.m. I headed for home. Such was my
boring life. After supper, I curled up on my bed and stirred my
imagination with library books written by F. Scott Fitzgerald and
Ernest Hemingway. The next day, I repeated the whole
scenario.

My older brother,
Tomas, landed a job two years before I did. He worked in
construction making $45 a month. Every morning before sunrise, a
construction crew honked outside our apartment building. Tommy
dragged himself out of bed and grabbed a piece of toast on his way
out the door.

“I don’t like
getting up so early,” he griped. “It’s not human. What do those
bosses think I am ... a rooster?” Then, he stumbled down the stairs
and climbed onto the bed of the truck with the other guys, and off
they went.

“I don’t feel sorry
for you, Tommy,” I told him more than once. “At least you have a
ride. I have to walk five city blocks and catch a bus.”

I felt like the
postman, trudging through the streets, no matter what the
weather—rain or shine, sleet or snow. The buses weren’t heated in
those days. I would tuck my bare legs under my coat and pray for
more riders to come aboard and warm up the bus.

The view from the
window showed me a world that was a step down from my own. I gazed
with pity at the beggars on street corners, the winos asleep in
doorways, entire families rising from rusted out cars where they
must have spent the night. If nothing else, it made me appreciate
the little bit my family had.

Tomas had witnessed
the harsh reality too. He came home every evening with stories
about people struggling to survive in the back alleys where he
worked.

“Can you believe
it?” he said at dinner one night. “People are rigging wires to
their electric meters to stop the wheels from spinning.” He
chuckled and leaned toward Papa. “Maybe we should try that
too.”

Papa glared at my
brother. The old man didn’t have to say a word. We may not have had
much, but Papa always insisted we come by it honestly. Tomas
slumped back in his chair. “Just kidding, Pop,” he said, his voice
weak. “I would never do anything like that.”

Our younger
brother, Benito, cocked his head, his eyes on Tomas, a smirk on his
lips. “Tell us, Tommy. What else do you see in the back alleys? You
know ... when you’re supposed to be working?”

Tomas straightened.
“You wouldn’t joke if you seen what I saw,” he said. “Little kids
come out on the street and scrounge for pieces of wood or lumps of
coal, whatever they can find.” He shrugged. “Some of us guys toss
’em a few coins. Who knows what they do with the money? Or if they
get to keep it.”

He took a bite of
potato and got a far-off look in his eyes. “When we get married,
Donatella and I are gonna have a big family. I’ll make sure I have
a steady job with good pay. I don’t want my kids to have to beg
like that.”

Mama gave Tommy one
of her crooked smiles and ladled another helping of soup in his
bowl. “Mangia, mangia. Eat. You talk-a too much.”

Most of our suppers
went the same way, with Tommy sharing stories from the streets of
New York, and the rest of us swallowing whatever he said along with
the potatoes or the rice or whatever else we were eating that
night. Except for our evening radio programs, Tommy’s stories were
about the most entertainment we had back then.

The five of us had
crammed together in a small apartment in the Bronx. Ten concrete
steps led from the sidewalk to a glass-fronted entry. Another set
of steps—wooden ones—rose from a musty foyer to our place on the
second floor. A solitary light bulb hung on a chain from the
ceiling. Whenever the front door opened, the bulb swayed and cast
eerie shadows on the wall. Anyone could have been hiding there. At
the end of a workday, as the sun was setting beyond the buildings,
I scrambled up the steps, trembling, until I unlocked the door and
walked into our brightly lit apartment.

I’d find Mama by
the stove, her cheeks flushed from the steam rising out of a pot of
something, and Papa, as always, in his easy chair, his face
partially hidden behind his l’Unita newspaper, his unlit pipe
clenched between his teeth.

Our apartment
originally came with two bedrooms. Papa walled off the dining room
to create a third bedroom for my brothers, which meant the five of
us—and any invited guests—had to crowd around the kitchen table for
meals. I didn’t mind. I sat comfortably wedged between my two
brothers. Our conversations always became animated to the point of
pushing and poking. And laughing.

Of the three of us,
Benny got the best grades and dreamed of going to college. He
surprised us during supper one night when he said he wanted to quit
school and get a job like Tomas and I had done.

Mama let out a wail
and pulled a handkerchief from her apron pocket. “O, Dio mio. O,
Dio mio. No break-a my heart.”

Papa banged his
fist on the table and made all the forks jump. Benny never asked
again. It was a good thing, too, because a few years later, he
graduated with honors and received a college scholarship. Mama
raved about her son, the scholar, to anyone who would
listen.

It didn’t bother me
that I never graduated from high school. In those days, a diploma
was a useless piece of paper for a girl. Like most women born into
ethnic families, I was expected to marry well or spend the rest of
my life taking care of my parents.

Anyway, I had
gotten enough schooling to satisfy my boss at the refrigeration
plant. Back then, we didn’t have all the modern-day FAX machines
and computers to confuse the heck out of us. I used a filing
cabinet, a phone, and a pad and pen. I wrote out bills of lading,
which I passed to the men in the warehouse.

At the end of each
week, I slipped a few coins in a sock at the back of my lingerie
drawer, and I handed Mama the bulk of my pay envelope. She dropped
the bills in what my brothers laughingly dubbed the “Cookie Jar
Bank & Trust Company.” After giving Mama a big chunk of his
pay, Tomas spent what was left on Donatella.

Back then, I didn’t
hang out with my friends at shopping malls. We didn’t have any
malls to hang out in. We made our own clothes or wore
hand-me-downs. We walked everywhere or took the bus. Mama stretched
a single chicken into four meals. Papa cut my brothers’ hair with a
pair of hand clippers. Mama trimmed mine with kitchen shears. I
assumed everybody did that.

That is, until I
went to work for Sam at the meat refrigeration plant.

My boss drove a big
car. We didn’t even have a little one. Sam wore expensive
store-bought suits, and he chain-smoked cigars like he owned Cuba.
Despite his wealth he didn’t act like a big shot. Though he lived
in a huge house on the north shore of Long Island, he never behaved
like he thought he was better than anyone else. He gave his
employees bonuses on special holidays, and he talked to me as if I
were his next door neighbor, not a nobody he’d hired off the
street.

“Angela,” he said,
one morning, his voice sounding like he’d swallowed gravel. “You
only have to watch the signs to know what’s going on with the stock
market. When the numbers began to fluctuate this past summer, I
started selling off my stock.” He strutted back-and-forth in front
of my desk and puffed cigar smoke into the air. I coughed, but he
didn’t seem to notice.

“The same thing
happened after World War I,” he rambled on. “We had a few
prosperous years, then the economy started to go downhill. When I
saw the numbers starting to change, I figured it was time to get
out.”

Unlike Sam, a lot
of investors didn’t foresee the crash. When Black Thursday hit,
they leaped out of buildings or shot themselves. Over what? Money?
If they’d been like my family, poor to begin with, they wouldn’t
have ended their lives when they lost everything.

Sam had an opinion
about that too. “It’s the 1920s all over again,” he growled.
“People partied. They gambled. They bought things on time, and they
signed away their lives to purchase houses they couldn’t afford.”
He shook his head and spewed cigar ashes on my desk. “I’m tellin’
ya, Angela, if not for Hoover, we wouldn’t have a prayer. He’s
gonna fix everything.”

I thought about our
President’s campaign promise—“a car in every garage and a chicken
in every pot.” Like most low-income families, we didn’t own a car.
We didn’t even have a garage to put one in. And chicken? If we were
lucky, we’d get one a week.

“Hoover’s a good
man,” Sam said. He peered at me through a gray cloud. “Did you know
when Hoover got elected he refused to take a salary? Why, he could
have had seventy-five grand a year. Just you wait, Angela. Hoover’s
got a plan that will fix the economy and put people back to
work.”

I wanted to believe
such a promise, but, to be honest, I was growing a little tired of
potato soup. Occasionally, Sam tossed me a package of ground beef
or sausage links that were about to go bad. Mama simply trimmed off
the green part and tossed the rest in the pot with the
potatoes.

One evening, she
opened the door of her pantry and scratched her head. “We have
potatoes and beans. That’s all. If Tomas bring home a bag of flour,
we add a little water, a little salt, an’ what-a you know? We have
pasta fajioli for supper.” She turned to look at me. “Watch an’
learn, Angela. We no starve yet.”

While the rest of
us pooled our money to fill Mama’s pantry, Papa became a visitor in
his own home. With no drugs to relieve the pain in his back, he sat
in his chair all day or took short walks around the block. Mama
didn’t allow smoking inside our little apartment, so Papa either
perched on the front stoop and puffed away, or he took his pipe to
the corner store and sat in a smoky circle with his Italian
friends. One evening, I caught sight of him there on my way home
from work, and my heart ached for him. His mop of hair was turning
gray faster than it should have. And his shoulders had started to
hunch over, either from age, or discouragement, or both.

The DiPolo boys
next door had lost their own father to a heart attack. Poor Mrs.
DiPolo didn’t have much income except for a couple of cleaning
jobs. One morning, her sons left home and hopped a train in search
of work out west. One of them was only twelve years old. My brother
Benito stared out the front window and watched them go.

“Don’t even think
about leaving, Benny,” I warned him. “If those boys don’t find
work, they’re gonna end up on the side of the road begging. Do you
want that to happen to you?

“Shut up, Sis. I’ll do
what I want.”

Mama shot Benny one
of her eagle-eyed stares. As soon as he turned his back, the
hardness left her eyes and they filled with tears.

Shortly after her
sons took off, Mrs. DiPolo moved into one of those shacks the
President set up on the outskirts of the city. “Hoovervilles,”
people called them. But when they needed a place to live, they
stopped mocking and scrambled to get their families settled
there.

Despite the swell
of poverty, the Empire State Building opened on May 31, 1931. Sam
strutted into the warehouse with a “Play Safe With Hoover” button
pinned to his jacket.

“The President is
going to dedicate the building from his office in Washington.” My
boss puffed out his chest. “I intend to be there when the lights go
on.” He paused by my desk. “You know, Angela, lots of folks are
calling that amazing structure a worthless waste of money. But, I
disagree. The tallest building in the world is going to set us
miles above every other country.”

Then, he grabbed a
handful of cigars from his desk drawer, strode out of the building,
and headed for town.

As some people had
predicted, most of the offices remained empty for a long time. The
project was beginning to look like a failure. But whenever I went
into town, the spire at the top had me looking up, and, for the
moment, it looked like Hoover might rescue us, after
all.

Nevertheless, when
Franklin D. Roosevelt ran against the incumbent, I followed the
crowd. I didn’t tell my boss I voted for the opposition. He
wouldn’t have fired me, but I wanted to keep peace in my workplace.
After the votes were counted, Sam stomped around the building with
a frown on his face. He dropped cigar ashes everywhere and shouted
obscenities at the help.

After Roosevelt’s
inauguration, the newspapers were filled with negative articles
about our new President. He was shot at, ridiculed, and accused of
being a dictator. All the while he kept saying, “The only thing we
have to fear is fear itself.”

“That man lies,”
Sam huffed one day. “He promised us ‘no new taxes,’ but he signed
that blasted ‘soak the rich’ tax. Why, if I bring in more than
$100,000 a year, I’ll have to pay a big chunk in taxes. I might as
well shut everything down.”

I shuddered at the
thought. If Sam closed the warehouse, I’d be out of a job. Who
would hire me when nearly thirteen million Americans were out of
work? Every morning, I scanned the headlines and tried to
anticipate my boss’ mood before he walked in my office. Trouble in
the stock market? He stomped in, growling and gnawing at the end of
his cigar. A boost in the economy? He literally danced through the
door, smiling and humming a tune.

As for me, I
settled for the simple life. Away from the office, I could forget
about politics. I went to the movies with my best friend, Katie
O’Malley. I read library books. I helped Mama with the cleaning and
the cooking. I didn’t expect my life would get any more exciting
than that, until the day a humble Italian immigrant walked into my
office, winked a sky blue eye at me, and changed my life
forever.



 CHAPTER THREE


THE BRONX, NEW
YORK

1933-1935

His name
was Alfredo Busconi, but I got to
know him by the nickname the warehouse crew had given
him—Fredo.

He wore the same
type of clothes every day—plaid flannel shirts, pants that barely
skimmed his ankles, white socks, and beat-up loafers. In the
winter, he donned a Navy pea-coat with the collar turned up against
the cold. Dark brown curls poked out from under a knitted cap, and
his shocking blue eyes had me questioning his Italian
heritage.

He wasn’t what you
might call handsome—not like Errol Flynn or Clark Gable—but he had
a sweet meekness that set him apart from those plastic faces on the
movie screen.

Every Tuesday and
Thursday, like clockwork, Fredo backed up his truck to the dock.
When he finished loading, he came into my office and went over
every detail of the bill. At first, I thought he wanted to make
sure he hadn’t been cheated. But I discovered the opposite, one
morning, when he dropped the bill on my desk and shook his head.
“This say I get twenty chickens. I no get twenty, I get
twenty-five. I no wanna cheat my friend Sam.”

I left him standing
there with his woolen cap bunched up in his hands. I stuck my head
out the door and called out the discrepancy to the loading manager.
He shouted the number. “Twenty-five.” I went back to my desk and
corrected the paperwork. With Fredo leaning over my shoulder, I was
embarrassed to find I couldn’t breathe. Heat rushed to my face.
Trembling, I handed him the revised slip, then dared to look into
his face. The sparkle in his eyes sent ripples down my
spine.

He glanced at the
bill, nodded, and left the building. I sat for a long time after,
just staring at the door, until Sam walked in and snapped his
fingers in front of my face.

Many nights I had
prayed for a good, honest man to come into my life. My prince
didn’t have to be handsome and rich ... although handsome and rich
would have been okay, too. What I wanted—needed—was a man I could
look up to, a man of integrity, like my Papa.

On the days when
Fredo came to the warehouse, I showed up for work early and spent
several minutes in front of the bathroom mirror trying to get the
tangles out of my hair. I cursed the day I was born with that mop
of thick curls. What I wouldn’t have given for Donatella’s ebony
blanket that hung almost to her waist.

With a resigned
smirk, I returned to my desk and tried to busy myself with filing.
All the while, I kept an eye on the plate glass between my office
and the loading dock. I thought up all sorts of things I might say
to Fredo. But when he walked through the door, the words lodged in
my throat and all I could do was choke out a pathetic, “Good
morning.”

He responded with a nod
and a soft, “Buon giorno,” and, after paying his bill, a simple,
“Ciao,” as he left my office.

This went on for
several weeks. Then one day, Fredo dawdled beside my desk. He
shifted from one foot to the other, his cap crumpled up in his
hands. He made a comment about the weather, then he smiled and
raised his eyebrows, as if a thought had struck him.

“Angela, you wanna
go Italiano restaurante where I deliver meat? Good food. Good
music. We go—come si dice, how do you say—Saturday night?
No?”

I blinked back my
surprise. “S-Saturday night? Y-yes, sounds wonderful.”

“We go.” He nodded. “I
pick-a you up. Sette?”

“Yes, seven o’clock
is fine.”

I wrote out my
address and handed the slip of paper to him. With another nod, he
put on his cap, then he backed out the door, still smiling and
nodding.

My heart was pounding. I
typed the next invoice three times before I got it right.

Saturday night,
Fredo showed up promptly at seven o’clock with a broad grin and a
bouquet of cut flowers. After enduring a grilling by my Papa—in
Italian—my quivering suitor ushered me outside into the coolness of
dusk. We each took a long breath of fresh air, then Fredo grabbed
my hand and helped me into the passenger seat of his truck. I
expected to be overwhelmed by the residue of bloody meat products
he’d delivered over the past week. Instead, I inhaled the lemony
aroma of Murphy’s Oil Soap, familiar to me because it was the only
product Mama trusted to clean her kitchen floor.

During dinner, I
got to know this fascinating immigrant who had stepped off the boat
at Ellis Island two years before. In broken English, Fredo told me
he’d left Italy with a pocketful of lire he’d earned while working
in the grape arbors in Tuscany. Shortly after his feet touched
American soil he got a driver’s license and bought a used pickup
truck. He installed insulated bins in the bed, loaded them with
ice, and for seventeen cents a gallon for gas, he began to deliver
meat to restaurants and markets all over New York City. He lived
alone in a rented room, but he dreamed of one day having a house
and a family of his own.

I hung on every
word. No other guy—not the boys I had known in school, not the
workmen in the refrigeration plant, not any of my brothers’
friends—were able to hold my attention the way Fredo did. He never
failed to compliment my clothes, and he gave me a pet
name—Angelina—which stayed with me for the rest of my
life.

Our first dinner
date turned into more evenings out, more dinners, and occasional
trips to the local movie house. Mama complained that I never stayed
home. To appease her, Fredo started spending evenings in our
apartment. We sat on the living room sofa with a respectable
distance between us, while Mama and Papa eyeballed us from the
kitchen. I feared they might scare him off. Then, one day, at my
Papa’s prodding, my brother, Tomas, asked Fredo what his intentions
were. I shrank back in embarrassment.

Fredo stood to his
feet and faced my brother. “I proper,” he said. “I hope for me
nice-a future with Angelina.” Then he turned toward Papa and said
the same thing in Italian.

My folks smiled and
nodded their approval. I waved my brother away, grabbed my
boyfriend’s arm, and led him to the landing. Scowling, I shut the
door against the smiling faces inside the apartment. I gazed into
Fredo’s silvery blue eyes and hoped he couldn’t hear the pounding
of my heart. He put his hand on my waist and pulled me toward him.
Every part of me went limp. His face came close to mine. A wave of
heat rushed to my cheeks.

“Domani,” he
whispered.

He brushed his lips
against my cheek, missing my mouth entirely. Then, he danced down
the stairs and out the door, leaving me wishing I had turned my
face a fraction of an inch and gotten a real kiss.

After that, Fredo
and I went everywhere together. More kisses came—real ones, but
always in secret. I didn’t care. Everyone could see we were falling
in love.

Even the guys at
work noticed our blossoming romance. They taunted Fredo when he
came in for a load of meat. They winked at me when he left my
office. I ignored them and tried to concentrate on my work. But
when Fredo’s truck pulled away I craned my neck and peered out the
window. The guys burst out laughing. I glared at them, and they
went back inside the warehouse shaking their heads and cooing to
each other.

Though Fredo and I
tried to find time alone, my parents insisted we spend weekday
evenings in their apartment. Most of the time, we sat in the living
room with Mama and Papa and my brother Benito. Some nights, the
five of us gathered around our kitchen table and listened to Jack
Benny or Will Rogers on the radio. Benito laughed out loud over
their silly skits. I was distracted by more important things, like
the way Fredo nudged my knee under the table, or the unspoken
messages that traveled between our eyes.

Occasionally, Papa
would tune in one of Roosevelt’s Fireside chats. In a calming
voice, the President began his message with, “My friends,” and
ended with a recording of the “Star-Spangled Banner.” Fredo sprang
to his feet and placed his right hand over his heart. The rest of
us just sat there, astounded that this immigrant had a greater
attachment to his new country than we did.

I think my life
might have gone on that way forever, if not for the night Fredo
took my father aside. I watched them from a chair in the living
room. They talked for several minutes, shook hands, and hugged each
other. With a huge grin on his face, Fredo came over to me, and,
right in front of my folks, he got down on one knee and asked me to
marry him. My heart racing, I mumbled a tearful
acceptance.

The next morning, I
hurried across town to show Katie my engagement ring. I didn’t care
if the diamond was the size of an apple seed. I held out my left
hand with pride. On our tenth wedding anniversary, Fredo replaced
my first diamond with a larger stone, and I put my little ring in
my jewelry box for safe keeping. Every now and then, over the
years, I would take it out, slip it on my finger, and remember the
night my Fredo proposed. Now I hope and pray my daughter won’t
think my ring is a piece of junk and throw it away.

The day Sam spotted
that engagement ring on my finger, he gave me a $2-a-week raise. I
filled my socks with the extra cash and began to plan my wedding.
Fredo and I continued to work during the day, and in the evenings
we either went out to a restaurant or a movie, or he came to the
apartment and we sat around like two concrete statues, afraid to
touch each other with my folks watching.

Tomas beat us to
the altar after he found out Donatella was four months pregnant. He
moved in with her folks, but he kept giving Mama a few dollars
every week.

Fredo’s business
took him to shops owned by other immigrants, people who spoke his
language, and some who came from other countries—Poland mostly, and
Ireland. Despite the language barriers, they got along fine and
even held international block parties on Saturday nights. We
attended for the street dancing and the ethnic foods, but also for
the chance to get out from under my parents’ scrutiny.

Then, one Saturday
night, Fredo took my hand and led me to the center of the street. A
small combo was playing “I Only Have Eyes for You.” He twirled me a
couple of times, then he dipped me backward until my curls brushed
against the pavement. With both of his hands on my waist, he raised
me up, and pulled me toward him.

“No more wait,” he
murmured, his lips close to my ear. “We call-a the church.”

I didn’t need any
convincing. Four weeks later, on March 30, 1935, I put on Mama’s
faded wedding dress, and I walked down the aisle to become Mrs.
Alfredo Busconi. Happy tears streamed down my face. For the moment,
anyway, I had no idea of the tragedies that awaited us.



 CHAPTER FOUR


THE BRONX

1935-1936

Although my
parents invited us to live with
them, like most newlyweds, Fredo and I wanted a place of our own.
The thought of bringing my husband into my bedroom with a
paper-thin wall separating us from my parents’ sleeping quarters
revolted me. When I moved out, Benito took my place, and Papa
turned my younger brother’s bedroom back into a dining
room.

We settled in a
small flat over Giuseppe’s Italian Market, paid $20 a month rent,
plus a dollar for electricity and fifty cents for gas to light our
stove. A friend of my mother’s gave us some used furniture—a
sofa-bed, a kitchen table, and two chairs that didn’t match. For
baths, we kept a large pan in the corner of the kitchen and filled
it with water we heated on the stove. I used the same tub and a
washboard to do our laundry, which I hung to dry on a line in our
bathroom.

Giuseppe installed
a two-burner gas stove and a small “ice-a-box,” as he and Fredo
called it. As wedding gifts, we received several practical items—a
toaster, a coffeepot, a few pieces of cookware, and a partial set
of bargain basement dishes. We managed quite well without any of
the conveniences I have today. It’s true what they say, “What you
don’t know won’t hurt you.”

Between the two of
us, we managed to pay our bills, and we put a little aside for a
rainy day. When money was tight, we looked for the best deals at
the market. Mama had taught me how to stretch a single chicken into
a whole week of dinners by adding rice or pasta. I also made my
mother’s potato soup recipe, usually with a few whole potatoes, but
sometimes with peelings I salvaged from Giuseppe’s bins. We had
salt but no milk, bread but no butter, beans but no onions. And we
survived.

“Look,” Fredo said
one evening after dragging himself home from work. “Mario give me
nice hunk o’ beef. It tough like my boots, but maybe okay if you
pound good.”

He pealed open the
brown paper and revealed a pathetic looking slab of meat. I gave
him a big hug, lay the beef on the table and got the hammer out of
our catch-all drawer.

Fredo crossed his
arms and stepped away from the table. “No break-a my hammer,” he
said, laughing.

I glanced at him
out of the corner of my eye and gave him a sly grin. “Don’t worry,
Fredo. You’ll still have your hammer when I’m done.” Then I raised
the tool above my head, and snarled like I was about to kill an
animal, and the two of us broke into hysterics.

Mama once told me
laughter can help a marriage survive anything. If not for Fredo’s
sense of humor, I might have sunk into despair many times. Even
when we were down to our last dime, he’d find ways to cheer me up.
A few times, he suggested we take a walk to the corner store and
spend a couple of nickels on two bottles of Coke. All the way over
and all the way back, he told funny stories about things that had
happened at work that day. He had me laughing so hard I couldn’t
take a drink without spilling some.

Like Charles
Dickens wrote in one of his books, “It was the best of times. It
was the worst of times.” In spite of all our struggles, the Great
Depression set the stage for a sixty-eight year marriage that
produced three children, four grandchildren, and a whole lot of
happy memories.

When other men’s
businesses failed, Fredo picked up more clients. Every Friday, he’d
come home with a pocketful of money. He’d give me enough for
household expenses, and he’d put the rest in the cigar box under
our sofa-bed. That little box held up for a long time, but
eventually we needed something bigger, so we switched to
shoeboxes.

“Let’s hang onto
our cigar box anyway,” I said. “For old times’ sake.”

After all, that little
box had held more than money. In a symbolic way, it held our
dreams. Who in the world would trash something like that?

Though we had to
tighten our belts, we counted ourselves among the more fortunate.
Ten million people were out of work, but we both had jobs.
Together, we brought home about $1,700 a year. We began to save
anything that still had life in it. I grabbed a mess of tangled
rubber bands my boss was getting ready to throw out. I tucked them
in our kitchen catch-all drawer along with a broken stapler and
some torn envelopes. Fredo came home from work with a handful of
rusty nails he’d found on the ground along his route. He plunged
them in a sink full of soapy water, scrubbed them clean, and then
he took my meat-tenderizing hammer and pounded the bent ones
straight.

I made a deal with
Giuseppe to clean his shelves and the stairwell in return for
leftover vegetables. More often than not, we ate beans instead of
chicken, potatoes instead of beef, and rice mixed with anything we
could find in our pantry.

“We joost-a fine,”
Fredo said one Friday night when I had curled up beside him on our
sofa-bed. “I poot five dollar in shoebox today. You take tomorrow.
Buy flour and tomatoes. Make-a spaghetti.”

I snuggled up to
him, not caring about flour and tomatoes at the moment. I tucked my
forehead against his neck. I didn’t mind the perspiration that
clung to his chest after a hard day on the road, or the residue of
grease on his hands from working on his truck. No amount of soap or
deodorant could erase the vestige of the man I had fallen in love
with. My Fredo hadn’t walked off the cover of a magazine. Nor did
he smell of men’s cologne and cigar wrappings, like my boss Sam
did. With my Italian lover’s arms wrapped around me, I felt safe
and content, and that was all that mattered.

But one summer
night, when the steamy streets began to cool and a mist hung in the
air, my sense of security plummeted. We had left our kitchen window
open to allow in a breath of evening air. The sheer curtain gave a
lazy flutter, then hung lifeless. With strains of “Blue Moon”
playing on our radio, Fredo and I drifted off to sleep in each
other’s arms.

At midnight we
awoke to static on the radio and the sound of breaking glass
downstairs.

Fredo slipped out
of bed and shuffled to the window. He raised his hand and cautioned
me to stay back. I tiptoed to the radio and turned off the
noise.

Fredo backed into
the room. “Three men outside Giuseppe’s store,” he
whispered.

There was a
scuffling of footsteps below. Bins overturned with a crash,
followed by the plunking of produce dropping to the floor. Then
came the ka-ching of Giuseppe’s cash register, the rustle of bags,
and, finally, the scraping of shoes on the sidewalk out
front.

Fredo ventured
another peek out the window. “They look up.” He jerked his head
back, and I caught my breath. He turned toward me and raised a
finger to his lips.

I edged closer to
my husband. We had no weapons. No gun. No club. Only a couple of
dull kitchen knives. I considered my iron skillet. My wooden
rolling pin. I sized up my wiry, little husband. He’d be no match
against three desperate hoodlums.

Fredo pulled back
the curtain and risked another look out the side of the window.
“They run away,” he said, relief in his voice.

I drew close to his
side and caught a glimpse of the robbers stumbling across the
street, their arms weighted down with paper sacks. Fredo wrapped an
arm around me. I couldn’t stop trembling. I gazed into my husband’s
face and was surprised to find calmness there. My Fredo may not
have looked like Errol Flynn or Clark Gable, but at that moment he
was my hero.

Gently, he released
his hold on me. “I go downstairs to phone. Call Giuseppe.” Placing
his hands on my arms, he settled me on the sofa-bed. “You stay. No
worry.”

He left the
apartment for only a few minutes. I sat on our sofa-bed and held my
breath until Fredo returned. When he walked in, I started shaking.
I burst into sobs. He stared at me, his brow wrinkled with
compassion. He settled beside me and caught me up in his
arms.

“No, no, mio amore. This
happen in Italy all-a time. People no have food. They beg. They
steal. But we safe. Giuseppe no in store. Nobody harm.”

I shook my head. He
couldn’t possibly understand the reason for my tears.
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