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            Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

            —Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina

         

      

   


   
      
         August 5, 1962

         
            Marilyn Monroe found dead, drug overdose

            Jamaica celebrates independence

            Nelson Mandela arrested for illegally leaving South Africa

            Trenton, New Jersey: Generator blowout at St. Mercy’s

            Twelve-car pileup on the New Jersey Turnpike, worst in state’s history
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            The Baby

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Miriam

         

         The pregnant girl enters the Trenton Family Clinic, looking like she parted the Red Sea to get there. The lower half of her dress is wet with amniotic fluid, and the upper half is streaked with sweat. She stands, shifting her weight from foot to foot, in the waiting room near the check-in window. She breathes in quick, sharp breaths; no identification, no insurance card. The entire contents of her plastic purse: one dollar and thirty-nine cents, half a roll of Necco wafers, a chewed pencil, and a hand-shaped pendant with an eye in its center. She’s sixteen or seventeen, with white-white skin and black hair. She smells like tobacco and spices that don’t come in tins at the Stop and Shop. A jolt of pain makes her feel like her flesh is being stripped from her bones. “Hey.” She pants, gripping the ledge of the window. “Hey, somebody.”

         The somebodies around don’t have white coats, caps, or name tags. They sit or stand, pressing towels to wounds, looking dazed or scared. An elderly man wearing a janitor’s uniform strains first to pull, then to push a fat man off a chair and onto a gurney. The man has lost a shoe, has blood spatter on his pants. During one attempt, the janitor tips into the gurney, sending it caroming into a wall.

         “Nurse?” the girl asks.

         On a regular day, the nurses wouldn’t have been in a rush to help this girl. They see poor kids like her all the time—although they’re not white, not in this neighborhood. But this is not a regular day. It’s a short-straw Sunday, and the majority of the clinic staff are off; they’re in movie theaters or dipping their feet in water, anywhere to get out of the record-breaking August heat. The nurses and lone doctor on duty are in the back, overwhelmed with trauma patients—victims of a highway collision—who, due to a generator failure at St. Mercy General, have been routed to the clinic because it’s the only medical facility within miles.

         The girl feels faint. The only fan stopped working long ago, and the air is close and thick with the rust smell of blood, bleach, and something nasty somebody’s just thrown up all over the floor. A teenage orderly slops over with a bucket and mop and swipes at the vomit, which streaks close to the girl’s bare feet. She squeezes closer to the window just in time for another pain, this one sharper, longer, harder to endure. The orderly’s eyes dart from the floor to the girl. He can see the dark rings of her areolas through the thin fabric of her dress. The girl moans and the boy quickly looks down.

         “Orderly!” A nurse with a name tag that reads Syl sticks her head into the waiting room, points at the kid, and then disappears. He looks up—What, me?—and his left hand involuntarily starts curling as if around an imaginary ball. The girl closes her eyes and sees floating specks of orange and gold.

         When the girl’s contraction has subsided, the orderly and the janitor are gone. She waits. She walks, she sits on her heels, she breathes and forgets to breathe; she waits for the next pain to come, then waits for it to go away. She waits—it could be minutes or hours—until she feels a nurse’s fleshy arms around her, pulling her to a standing position. “Come on, you can walk. Just around the corner.”

         Just around the corner is one big room sectioned into cubicles by curtains. All of the cubicles are full of what the nurse calls “real emergencies.”

         “Wait here,” Syl says, trotting off.

         The girl is left standing. Movement had blunted the pain for a few seconds, but her next contraction is so intense she bites the inside of her cheek until she tastes blood. Between ragged breaths—she’s already determined that calling for help will do no good—she focuses on the little tables next to each patient’s cubicle. On the tables are pink, kidney-shaped trays filled with bottles of medications, pills in paper cups. No one is paying attention to her. The nurses’ station is untended. The girl moves toward a table parked beside the bed of an unconscious person with a surgical mask over his or her face. In one quick movement, she swipes a syringe and two bottles identified with a typed strip that says Morphine. Her hand shakes from the aftershock of labor pains, but she’d shoot up right there if it weren’t for Syl’s returning.

         Syl is nothing if not efficient; she’s converted a corner next to the bathroom into a birthing station and an IV awaits. Within minutes, she’s got the girl hooked up and lying on a cot, covered with a paper sheet. Syl feels around inside the girl to see how dilated she is. The girl clenches the vials in her hand so hard her fingernails bite into her palm.

         “No time to put you out,” Syl says into the chasm of the girl’s open vagina. And the nurse is off to retrieve something, a doctor perhaps.

         I’m going out, all right, the girl thinks as she plunges the syringe into the first bottle of morphine. She’s on a first-name basis with Dilaudid, Nembutal, chloral hydrate, opium smoked from a hookah in Chinatown. She taps the side to make sure there are no air bubbles and sticks it in the feed to her IV line. As the girl feels the first gold filigree spread its fingers through her body, she thinks she is lucky. Lucky to be in the last bed in this, her Last Resort.

         Syl’s back, lifting something wet from underneath the girl. She barks at the orderly, who has suddenly materialized. The girl doesn’t care. She’s warm and open, lying in the sun. She squints a little from the heat, then closes her eyes again. “Doctor’s coming,” Syl says. To the girl, everything sounds like it’s underwater. Maybe she’s floating on her back in the ocean and her ears have dipped below the surface. She is aware of friction in her womb and the need to bear down and push. And yet the pain is hovering above her, outside her body.

         “Don’t bear down. Hold on for the doctor,” Syl says.

         The girl is laughing because the baby is popping out. She hoists herself up on her elbows and sees a white-crusted head, the neck still inside of her.

         “Don’t bear down!” Syl insists. As if the girl had any control. As if she could stop the head from opening its eyes, locking onto her. The doctor appears in bloodied scrubs, but with one push, the baby flops out like a bass. “Girl,” Syl says. She already knows that because the baby’s speaking to her in thoughts no one else can hear. I am here to love you, Miriam, the newborn says. At the sound of her name, Miriam starts to cry.

         Before, Miriam couldn’t feel connected to another person, even when their bodies were fused and melting into each other. Having a man inside of her, lying stomach to stomach, thigh to thigh, forehead to forehead, she felt only the nothingness of herself. She yearned to be filled, yet when somebody was inside her, she wanted only to escape. Now, as she and her baby are separate yet still one, united by the cord that still joins them, Miriam understands the ecstasy of connectedness. Her thoughts and the baby’s thoughts flow through the cord effortlessly. Miriam pictures herself, eyes ringed with kohl, standing in front of the sea in the blue dress her mother made her. She holds the baby up to the sky like an offering. Miriam is breathing in her child’s sweet, sweet breath and listening to her words. We’ll fly to bliss, she says, and her baby carries them up and into the clouds.

         But her baby is being taken away. The doctor has cut the cord with his scissors and has given the crying infant to Syl to take someplace to weigh and measure and clean.

         Miriam is shivering so badly she thinks she’ll fall off the gurney. She’s alone and her body aches and is so cold. She wishes she had a blanket. She tries to go back to the blue dress, the sea—but they are only thoughts. She still has the other little bottle; she’d meant to save it, but she can’t wait, she’s shaking with cold and can’t feel her lips. She’ll have to worry about later later; she needs it now.

         Whhhhhhssshhhhh—the liquid is hot in her veins and she hears the blip of someone else’s machine. She can wriggle her toes and feel the sun, just like the one on the postcard from the Jersey Shore—the one she’d sent to that nice man after she’d found out he’d made her pregnant. She didn’t know why she felt the need to go south; maybe she was a confused bird, or because after they’d make love he’d cry in her hair and call her his treasure. What was his name again? Something with a J, like Jesse or James or Jerry. He’d let her stay with him and didn’t ask her where she was going and when she’d be back. He’d stroke her hair and make her something with potato chips and soup from a can. And he made this baby. How could she tell him that opium is beyond sex? All she wanted was to suck the white dove of smoke out from under a glass and then eat a chocolate bar. What is she supposed to do with a baby? She’s never had a pet, though she likes turtles. She keeps losing herself, how can she hold on to someone else? She feels no pain now, but she knows it is coming, that she has only so long before she’s in worse pain than when she was in labor and there will be no more little bottles or nice Jerrys.

         Miriam knows her baby is safe. She’s being wrapped up in a soft blanket and the nurse is washing her and kissing her head like in a baby-shampoo commercial.

         Miriam thinks of the child in The Red Balloon. It’s the only movie she’s ever seen, wearing kneesocks, eating sticky toffee, and drinking soda pop that made her burp out of her nose. No matter that the man she was with pushed his hand between her legs during the best part. She doesn’t care about any of that because it’s so nice lying here—just one more moment with heavy lids, drifting—one, two, three, four, let’s walk out the door. Five, six, seven, eight, get up now before it’s too late.

         Miriam sits up and takes the saline bag off its hook. Nobody has come, nobody is watching. She keeps the IV in her arm and puts the tubing and the bag under her dress. She was supposed to remember to do something. What was it? She wanted to write something down. She looks around and finds her purse, fishes for her pencil. She smooths down a semiclean part of her crushed paper sheet and writes what she thinks is the father’s full name and where he lives. Then she picks up her purse and, as an afterthought, pulls out the hand pendant—it should protect her baby now. She places it on the sheet next to Jerry’s name and walks out of the clinic. Nobody notices. Nobody except the teenage boy who leans on his mop, watching her disappear into the hot blast of day.

      

   


   
      
         
            Billy Beal

         

         Billy Beal runs. He runs because his pops insists he train year-round despite the fact that high school baseball season doesn’t start until the spring. He runs in the predawn darkness, accelerating his pace when he feels the headlights of Pops’s station wagon lick the back of his legs. It’s all uphill from here—he’ll have to beat his time from yesterday or do another ten miles. “You’re falling behind,” Pops yells, “get a move on, Billy Beal. Motivate.” It doesn’t matter that Billy Beal was the only East Trenton High School junior to play in the Great Northern League Baseball Tournament, or that, with his team trailing five to three in the third inning, he came in and struck out the side for six innings in a row, paving the way for his team’s championship victory. He can always do better.

         This morning, like almost every morning for the past two weeks since the girl left her baby in the clinic, Billy Beal’s brain is stuck in a groove. Each day it gets worse because it’s one day closer to the start of school and one less chance he’s got of seeing her again. When school begins, he will have done his community-service hours and will have no excuse to go back to the clinic. What if she comes to pick up her baby the day after he leaves? Then he’ll never see her again. If he never sees her again, he can’t give her back the charm she’d left among the dirty towels. He’ll say something like: “I think you forgot this.” Of course the charm won’t be what she’s coming back for, he knows that. Just like he knows she didn’t abandon her baby, at least not forever. “You’re a romantic, Billy Beal,” Moms had said when he told her the girl would be back.

         “Focus, son,” Pops shouts out of the station wagon’s open window. They’ve reached the bottom of the hill, and Billy Beal’s American Legion T-shirt has a dark V of sweat at the neck. He would have pitched in the American Legion World Series in California last month if he hadn’t gotten involved playing lookout for Manny Cannerni’s liquor-store robbery. Eight weeks of community service at the worst clinic in Trenton was getting off light, the judge had said. Billy Beal never thought about anything other than the baseball he was missing as he pushed dirt around on the floor of the clinic. Until the girl came in.

         She didn’t look like anybody he’d seen before. Certainly nothing like the girls who went to his high school. If she had gone to his school, he would have wanted to ask her to homecoming—if he’d ever go to a dance or dare to ask a girl her name. True, he wasn’t seeing the girl in the best of circumstances—there was a lot of puffing and heaving going on—but she had clean nails and a nice dress. It didn’t matter that she didn’t have shoes; she had pretty feet. She didn’t scream when nobody paid attention to her, or freak out about the vomit on the floor. He thought she looked at him when he was mopping around her; she noticed him. Which was unusual because Billy Beal felt invisible except on the pitcher’s mound.

         As far back as Billy Beal can remember, his world has been dominated by men: Pops, his two older brothers, and everything baseball. If high school girls were prey to the letter-jacket-aphrodisiac effect, Billy Beal was unaware of it. The girls he knew—cousins who smelled like corned beef from working part-time in the deli—were like old socks. His brothers didn’t bring girls to the house; they went to Asbury Park with beers they’d pilfered from the deli and came home with hickeys on their necks. But Billy Beal wasn’t blind. He noticed how girls changed in high school: their circle-pinned shirts got tighter, their pleated skirts shorter, and everywhere he looked there were legs. Legs in the bleachers, legs crossing and uncrossing under the desks. Girl legs that were frighteningly downy and soft; coltish thighs and calves speckled with blond hair, ankles covered with bobby socks that would sometimes slip down to expose a curve of bone.

         None of this came close to preparing Billy Beal for the pregnant girl. The few times he’d seen women come into the clinic to have babies, they were taken behind a curtain, and he’d drown out their cries by running baseball stats in his head. The inner workings of femaleness made him squeamish. The last thing he wanted to see was a baby coming out of a girl—especially a girl his age. He stared at a scraped-up patch of linoleum on the floor and inhaled the ammonia vapors from his bucket. Then Sylvia was snapping her fingers at him, saying, “Are you deaf? I asked for towels!” The girl was losing a lot of blood. He’d gotten down on his hands and knees and scraped up all kinds of clots and body fluids but he’d never associated those remnants with a face before. Billy Beal not only looked at this girl’s face, he memorized its contours. She didn’t frighten or shock him. Her face was soft as she turned toward him, and he could swear her eyes flashed out a message to him in code. I know you, Billy Beal, they said.

         Billy Beal thinks about the girl’s eyes, which were practically transparent, like drained Coca-Cola bottles, like he could see through them right into her. Was she doing the same to him? Billy Beal runs past their mailbox, might have kept going but for Pops yelling and holding up his stopwatch: “Made it by three-tenths of a second. Sometimes I think you’re somewhere else, I swear to Christ.” They’re walking in the front door, which has a perennial Christmas wreath nailed on it, and Billy Beal’s mouth is a desert. “Peg? Peg? Did that goddamned Ralphie take the extra keys, because I couldn’t find them. Peg, goddamn it!” Pops looks up and there’s Moms with that crooked smile of hers, holding out the extra keys to the deli. Her long silver hair is still restrained in its nighttime net, and her face is rumpled like an unmade bed. “Well, why didn’t you say something?” Pops says, barreling past her toward the kitchen, where breakfast is ready and waiting.

         Billy Beal is at the icebox, guzzling milk from the bottle, leaning into the cool electric air, when it occurs to him: they should take the girl’s baby. “We should take the girl’s baby,” he says.

         “What?” Moms says.

         “We should take her baby,” he repeats, because it makes perfect sense.

         “What the hell are you talking about?” Pops says, looking up from his plate of bacon and eggs.

         “He’s not talking about anything, close the door, Billy, you’re using the electricity up.”

         Billy Beal wipes milk off his mouth with the back of his hand, “Just for a little while, until she comes back. It’s the right thing to do. That’s what you’d say, Moms—”

         Pops jumps out of his chair like a jack-in-the-box. “Jesus Christ, you know about this, Peg? I can’t believe it! I can’t believe you snuck behind my back and knocked someone up…who is it? Who’s the little slut? How the fark did this happen, you son of a bitch? ” “Hey, now,” Moms says, moving her body between Pops and her son. “Get the hell out of the way, woman. You can’t protect him on this.” Pops puffs his chest out like an ape. “I’m going to kill you, Billy Beal. You’re going to wish you’d gone to jail by the time I’m through with you!” “Al, Al, Al, you’ve got it wrong.” Moms waves her hands. Pops pushes her out of the way and thumps on his son’s chest, pushing him backward into a chair. “What’s the matter with you, huh?” Thump. “Are you a moron?” Thump. “You got a baseball scholarship to think about, you farking idiot, you farking fool. You got shite between your ears—” Pops jumps on the floor and wrestles with Billy, trying to get him in a headlock.

         “Al, Al, Al,” Moms screams, pulling on his shirt, “it’s not his baby!”

         “I’m going to farking strangle you…” Pops uses weight to his advantage—he’s about to sit on his son when Moms screams in his ear: “Al, stop! I said it’s not his baby!” Pops looks up at Moms, and Billy gets out from under.

         “Jesus, Pops,” Billy says, holding up his hands in disgust.

         “Are you trying to kill me?” Pops says to Billy. “You scared the shite out of me. I should pop you one just for that.” Billy Beal looks down at the floor, pictures all two hundred and thirty pounds of his father running while he drives the station wagon up his ass. Die, he thinks, die.

         “Farking baby, what’s he got to do with a baby?”

         “It’s a good idea,” Billy says, staring into the mid-distance.

         “If I were you, I’d leave well enough alone…”

         “Okay.” Pops slams down his cup, sending rivulets of coffee out into the universe. “Since when does he have ideas that I don’t know about? What the fark’s going on?”

         “Get upstairs, Billy.”

         “But you said I have to eat—”

         “The two of you are stepping on my last goddamned nerve…”

         Moms swoops up Billy’s plate of food and hands it to him. “Go,” she says, waving him off. “Shoo, shoo…” Moms’s eyes mean if he has any hope of getting her on his side he better scram right now.

         “Lucy, you’ve got some ’splaining to do,” Pops says without a trace of irony.

         Billy Beal paces across his bedroom floor, making the boards squeak because he can. He hates being treated like a little kid, being told to go to his room. He hates it when Moms babies him and Pops jumps on his neck, blaming him for everything.

         His idea is genius. It’s so simple he doesn’t know why he didn’t think of it sooner. Moms taking the baby would solve everything. The girl would come to him, and Moms would tell her how it was he, Billy Beal, who saved her baby from being what Moms called a ward of the state. The girl would be so grateful she’d agree to go get a root beer with Billy and he could make a cord for her pendant and put it around her neck as a surprise. And Moms is so good with kids she’d help the girl take care of her baby and maybe the girl would stick around awhile. Moms did it for total strangers and the girl, well, it’s not exactly like he knows her, but after what they went through, it feels like he does. Moms has to be on his side on this one, she just has to.

         It takes Moms a while to tell Pops the story about the girl and her baby, mainly because Pops’s frequent eruptions and subsequent spills slow her down. He’s finally stopped flailing enough that she can start in on the juice and coffee that have found their way onto his pants. “I don’t know why he cares, but he cares. It’s the first time I’ve seen him care about anything other than baseball. He’s showing a bit of compassion, which is more than I can say for you.” Moms dabs his pants with a moistened towel.

         “Compassion? For a nigger slut who leaves her own baby in a clinic? That girl’s never coming back and you know it. It’s the goddamned state’s problem, not ours. You’re rubbing it in, not taking it out!”

         “I’ve got to blot. And she’s white, not that that should make a difference.”

         “You’re not saying you think this is a good idea, are you? Because if you did, I’d say you’re out of your farking skull. Or I’d think this isn’t about the boy, it’s about you. How many times do I tell you, my wife doesn’t work! I provide for this family, and, what, the deli’s not doing well enough for you? You want to go back to running crumb-crunchers nobody wants through here like it’s a farking summer camp? I let you do that once and you’re forever throwing it in my face. Fostering, you’ll be fostering a bruise on your head, woman, if I hear one more word out of you.” He spits when he talks, white gunk starting to form at the corners of his mouth.

         “You’re way out of line, Albert Beal,” Moms says, dropping the towel. She turns her back on him and starts to do the dishes. The only thing that breaks the silence between them is the rush of water from the faucet and the timpani of rubber gloves on porcelain.

         Billy Beal heard Pops calling the girl a slut. Forget that the walls are thin; Pops communicates in only two forms: loud and louder. He could take his father; he’s known that for a while. He’s strong and quick—he doesn’t have to let himself be pushed around. Billy Beal hasn’t heard a peep from downstairs in a while. He hates his parents’ silence more than their fighting.

         Pops and Moms sit in the kitchen listening to the tick of the Budweiser wall clock that Pops got for free at Wally’s Liquor Shop. After what feels like forever, Moms says, “Okay, then. I accept your apology. And I was thinking, with Terry taking off for the South Pacific—”

         “It’s not in the South Pacific,” Pops says.

         “Wherever it is, we’ll have an extra room.”

         “It’s off China, what’s it called? Where’s Ralphie? He knows. Ralphie! Ralphie!” There’s no response. “Don’t tell me he didn’t come home again!”

         Elvis’s “Good Luck Charm” starts playing so loud Moms has to raise her voice:

         “Can we stick to Billy? If we did it, I’m saying if, it would only be temporary, until they could find a home for the child.” Pops goes to the closet and grabs a broom. He punches the handle against the ceiling. “Turn that shite down, goddamn it! And you, don’t you go thinking I’m considering it because I’m not.” Moms hands Pops a sack lunch she made for Billy last night.

         “Viet Nam,” she says. “They’re sending Terry to a place called Viet Nam.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Cici

         

         Carlotta Matzner gets goose bumps when her husband blows on the back of her neck. Tonight he’s doing it to cool her off; the late-summer nights are hot, even in the country, otherwise known as Montclair, New Jersey. “Scopa me,” she whispers. He loves it when she speaks Italian, especially when she talks dirty. She could be reciting the phone book right now and it would sound sexy. “Scopa me con tuo cazzo duro, Solomon.” Even though they have no family left to share their happiness with, this was worth it.

         She’s burning him up, and at this rate, Sol won’t be able to last. “Aiiieeeeeee!” she cries.

         “What? What did I do?” he says, pulling out.

         “Aiiiieeeeeeee!”

         “Are you okay, did I hurt you? Where? What, chérie, tell me?”

         “Solomon, the baby, he arrive. You stir him with you generals!” Her eyes are earnest; he wants to be concerned but her malapropisms slay him. “Oh, chérie, no,” he says, trying not to laugh. “You’re just having a cramp, remember, like the one the other night, and the day before? Nothing to worry about.”

         “This is no like the last time. We make him arrive, we should no be doing this. Porca Madonna, la minchia, it hurts.”

         “Breathe,” he says. She breathes and he breathes; they breathe.

         “For a second there, you scared me,” he says. “But trust me, the baby’s totally protected in there, from things much bigger than the mister here.”

         “Pronto, Solomon,” she says, “call dottore, per favore.”

         Panic happens often, though never while they are making love. Rationality doesn’t work when Cici is like this, so there is no point in saying you can’t bother a doctor in the middle of the night for nothing, especially when he just saw you the other day and everything was A-OK. No point in saying you’ve got another month to go and at this rate the obstetrician will be so fed up that by the time the real thing comes he’ll play an extra set of tennis before meandering into the hospital. No; Sol listens and comforts, he looks at his watch and says, “Just to be sure, we’ll see how long it takes between pains.” He manages to keep his eyes open for half an hour, and when all is quiet on the baby front and Cici’s thinking she’d like some runny cheese and a cigarette, he says, “I’m okay if we don’t make love. I want you to know I would never want you to do it just for me.” He’s out of bed, in his bathrobe, ready to get her snack. “I mean it; I abstained before and I can abstain again.” She looks up at him and whispers something impossibly sexy. “Look what you do to me,” he says, “you’re incorrigible.”

         As Sol is looking for the runny cheese Cici likes, he trips against a leather bag that’s parked next to the kitchen door. Goddamned handyman, leaving his stuff all over the place. Sol hired Gusmanov to check on the house and see if Cici needs anything because he (a) had pimples the size of boils on his neck and was no threat, and (b) spoke a little Italian he learned from his neighbors in Brooklyn. Sol worked such long hours, he didn’t like leaving Cici alone all day in a new house in a new neighborhood. Cici was still nervous about driving so he’d also recently hired a housekeeper to clean and run errands.

         When Sol goes back upstairs, Cici is sleeping. The moon shines through the still-curtainless windows, bathing Cici in a faint glow. He has made a hobby of looking at his wife. Her naked body is ravishing, but something about seeing her fully dressed, reaching a hand up to screw in an earring or fasten the clasp on her necklace, is magical. As she lifts her hair to pin it up or adjust her jewelry, he can see the mole behind her left ear and it startles him, as if he’s discovering it for the first time. There’s an equal thrill when she unpins her hair and it swans down her back. Hair that Sol loves to feel the weight of when wet. Her honey licks of hair spill over her pillow and onto the sheet. Her face is dewy from the moonlight or pregnancy or, Sol would like to believe, because of him. How did a thirty-two-year-old redheaded radiologist whose best features are his calves and his mind, not necessarily in that order, get a twenty-one-year-old shiksa goddess? Looking at Cici ripe with his child, well, could life possibly get any better?

         The next morning, Sol gets up early and decides to surprise his wife with coffee in bed. My wife. He loves to say that—I’ll just go call my wife; sorry I can’t cover your shift, the missus is waiting for me. While the espresso percolates, Sol peruses the newspaper, folding each section in half lengthwise and then again crosswise. His long, tapered hands are spotted with freckles even though he’s barely been in the sun all summer. Between the move, Cici, and his radiology caseload at the hospital, he hasn’t been able to play much tennis. He hastily butters a roll, eats it in a few bites. This gives the pot enough time to bubble over, making a gritty mess Sol decides is best left to the new housekeeper, whose name he thinks is Coffee. Who names a child Coffee?

         When he returns to their bedroom, Cici is bent over next to her open closet. She’s making a series of exasperated Oooooffs, followed by a bout of cursing. Sol pulls the espresso cup from behind his back. “For the missus.”

         “Do you know my bag, is big like this?”

         “The one by the kitchen door that I almost killed myself tripping over last night?”

         “Ah, I forget! I put it there so it is ready to go.”

         “Where exactly is it going?”

         “Buuuu, to the hospital, you silly.”

         “They say first babies are usually late so don’t get your hopes too high.”

         “No say that, Solomon.” The corners of her mouth start to droop and he remembers he’s got another surprise. At the last minute he’d gone into the yard to forage for flowers; he proffers a few lilac sprigs that he’s been hiding behind his back.

         “You find one that is still alive? In the heat? Oh, caro mio.” Cici clasps the flower to her chest and her face brightens. He hopes it will always be this easy to make her happy.

         By the time Cici’s plopped down on the sofa, she’s on her third espresso, second croissant, and fifth cigarette, which she stamps out in a saucer. She traces the back of her fingernail over a silk pillow, feeling its cool surface—a habit she’s had since she was a baby—and goes to lick the jam off her last half a croissant. She lets the clumps dissolve on her tongue, enjoying how it sweetens the tobacco aftertaste. The living room is empty except for the sofa she’s on, but she doesn’t mind. She was brought up to believe that quality is far more important than quantity, be it in a woman’s essentials—handbags and shoes—or home furnishings. The house is still so new and it takes time to find antiques, the right colors for fabric, paint.

         In a minute her legs hurt and she’s perspiring underneath her breasts. Maybe she should have a bath or ask the housekeeper to drive her into town. What would she do in town? Go to the market, where she’ll have to deal with American money—it’s so ugly and only one color—and feel bad when she forgets the words toilet paper? If the housekeeper goes with her, then she’ll have to talk to her and it’s tiring to translate in her head. Cici can’t get a command of English; its irregular verbs and genderless nouns have their way with her. American names are strange. Like the housekeeper: “Ah, come biscotti,” Cici said when Solomon introduced them. “No, ma’am. Not like biscuit, that’s with a B. It’s C. It’s Cook, like stirring the pot, making you food. Cook, add the e,” Cookie said loudly and slowly. Cici hated when people spoke to her like she was a deaf child. And Cook and the e had a dialect she couldn’t understand, like the stronzo sicilianos.

         Cici has yet to dream in English, which Solomon says is the sign that you really know another language. These days she just wants to read the Italian magazines they get in Little Italy, keep up with the gossip about this prince and that princess. She hasn’t been in America long enough to understand their royalty, except of course that Marilyn Monroe had taken too many sleeping pills and died. Sol won’t let her walk around in the city by herself now she’s so far along so she’ll have to ask him to bring some home. “Speak to Gusmanov, he knows Italian,” Solomon said. Her husband was so sweet. He thought that because Gusmanov grew up with Italians he knew how to speak the language. Although he tried, he butchered it with his Russian accent and it made Cici’s ears hurt. She doesn’t even think Gusmanov is coming today. It’s too hot and she’s too fat and buuuuuuu, no lo so.

         Cook and the e must be cleaning the toilet because Cici hears the water going on and off, on and off. It’s too quiet. She’d wanted this house because the grounds were big and filled with fragrant lilac trees. She’d pictured their children playing and running in and out of the house all day. She likes a noisy house. It’s how she remembers life with her real papa; something always bubbling on the stove, fighting but also music—Papa’s piano, Mama’s opera on the Victrola, the ocean in the background. The complete opposite of her stepfather’s house with its dark, shuttered windows, everyone speaking in lowered voices because Mama was sick again and couldn’t be disturbed.

         Cici shuffles through a stack of papers on the counter; all bills go to Sol. Sol is good with money. Her mother taught her that it is déclassé to discuss how much money one does or does not have. She claimed to be a descendant of the Borgheses but neglected to tell her children why they moved like ants up and down the Liguria coast to stay one step ahead of the debt collector or why Papa spent his weekends betting on horses instead of riding them. Why she had to marry a devout, humorless man after Papa died, a man they all knew she couldn’t have loved.

         Beneath the bills, Cici finds pamphlets from St. Clare’s about the sacrament of baptism and the naming ceremony. There were only two Roman Catholic churches in Montclair, and Sol had left the decision up to her. Cici thought St. Clare’s was fine for their immediate purpose; while not marble, the baptismal font was clean and simple. Father Padua seemed kind and—best of all—young.

         Cici had had her fill of decrepit priests in Varese’s Chiesa Brunella. Just thinking about it evokes the smell of Father Dante’s onion breath seeping through the confessional grate. How she’d walk to church chaperoned by humpbacked old signoras who would stop at the bar for a shot of espresso chased by grappa and appear an inch taller going into Mass. The only thing Cici liked about Catholic school was the lives of the saints, because it included women and featured stigmata. Her favorite saint was Teresa of Ávila. People loved Teresa of Ávila so much that when she died, they stole her body parts. Sister Agatha said she knew someone who knew someone whose great-great-grandmother had touched Saint Teresa’s finger. Cici loved Saint Teresa because of the ecstasy of her visions and imagined that’s what sexual intercourse felt like. If it was a sin to have sex with a boy for pleasure, then why wasn’t it a sin to give yourself to Christ? Teresa of Ávila’s rapture certainly seemed to give her pleasure. Cici had these kinds of thoughts often and was certain something was wrong with her because of it. But she couldn’t help herself. When she was alone at night she’d remember the words of Teresa of Ávila and imagine Maurizio the altar boy’s lips pressed against hers.

         Besides Maurizio the altar boy, the other good thing about church was how it smelled: a distilled concoction of old wood, bitter oranges, Christmas pine, death-sweet lilies, rotting beams, and bergamot smoke children thought was the Holy Spirit fogging out from the priest’s censers. St. Clare’s had no odor. Maybe it wasn’t old enough to have acquired its own fragrance, but Cici made sure that Father Padua would use scented oil for the baby’s baptism, and she hoped to convince him to bring out the censers.

         Cici was in no rush to go to Mass at St. Clare’s. She was finally free from the irons of family obligation. An obligation that came as part of the bargain her mother made by marrying Marco D’Ameri and promising him that she’d raise her daughters as good Roman Catholics. What would they think of her now? It’s what Sol thinks that’s important. He adores her and will adore his son. Ever since Cici looked down and couldn’t see her feet over her stomach, she knew she was having a boy. Her older sister Genny had three children, all girls, much to Marco D’Ameri’s disappointment.

         Cici hasn’t felt the baby kick or move since the cramp last night, and she is as listless now as she was excited when Sol helped her off the plane and onto the tarmac at Idlewild airport ten months ago. She’d spent much of her life in the provincial town of Varese, and although she’d worked at her stepfather’s retail store in Milano, no city she’d seen in Italy compared to Manhattan. New York City was the big sister she’d always wanted: it moved fast, burned bright, took her by the hand and threw her into the action. She was used to the cold uniformity of Milano, the gray faces of businessmen, the small weariness of the housewives who spent all day shopping to feed the businessmen, putt-putting through the narrow streets in their itsy-bitsy cars. Everything in New York was big: big taxis, big hot dogs in big buns, big buildings, and big music. She was like a Russian doll, and Cici loved to explore the smaller and smaller cities nestled within. Sol took Cici to Little Italy, Chinatown, Greenwich Village, the Lower East Side. Cici vowed to become a New Yorker right away. Go, New York! became her bible, and she devoured any and all guidebooks she could find in Italian. She learned how to take public transit and read the grid system, discovered that museum headsets were more fun than Berlitz tapes and that Harlem wasn’t a place for the many wives of Turkish men. Most important, she figured out where to shop.

         With the one pan Sol had in his Gramercy Park apartment, Cici made risotto con funghi and costoletta alla Milanese and brought it to Sol at St. Vincent’s. They’d eat lunch and nuzzle in the spare room at the back of the radiology department where the nurses stored people’s old X-rays. They went to the New York Philharmonic on Sunday afternoons to hear Bernstein conduct Mahler or to the Met to see the latest exhibits, even when there was standing room only. Afterward, they’d peel off their clothes and squeeze into the tub, she leaning back into him, hugging her knees to her chest so they’d both fit. There, they’d take turns reading from an Italian/English version of The Inferno, coconspiring in their lexicon of mixed languages and touch, laughing long after the soap-scummy water had grown cold.

         In those New York City months, Cici thrived in the womb of their twosome. They went out with a few couples—acquaintances of Sol’s from the hospital—but mostly kept to themselves. Cici’s main obstacle to broadening her social life and knowledge of the city was her English. She’d thought she would pick it up quickly, and when that didn’t happen, she felt self-conscious and frustrated. As long as she could communicate with Sol and get around, what else did she need? She could become a New Yorker without grammar. But as soon as Cici started to show, Sol decided a one-bedroom apartment in Manhattan was no place to raise a family. All roads led to what their real estate agent called the “Florence of New Jersey.” Sol stretched farther than he should have and bought a turn-of-the-century Colonial house in suburban Montclair with a view of New York City. By Cici’s twenty-first birthday that June, they were official New Jerseyites.

         Cici’s world waned as her belly waxed during the hot summer months. Montclair was quaint, with oak and poplar-lined streets, manicured gardens, and a respectable art museum. Cici could walk places, and the public library had a decent listening room and some rare opera recordings. She could go to the park and watch women tending to their children and think, Soon, soon, I’ll have a whole brood and my life will be so full I’ll wish I had a quiet moment to myself. Some of Sol’s colleagues had also moved to the suburbs, and a few of the wives had gotten together to give her a baby shower. Still, Cici was isolated. She swore what happened to her mother would never happen to her—her luster wouldn’t be worn down by choosing a safe, bourgeois life. She was in America, after all.

         “Remember who you are, Carlottina,” her mother always said. Her girls had classical educations and perfect teeth, no matter the cost. They ate only the best cuts of veal, no white, no trace of gray, only pale pink; they knew that the best rubies were pigeon-blood red and the reasons why Verdi was superior to Wagner. Her mother made sure her girls had everything that was important to her, even when she had to stay up all night making stuffed animals out of fur to sell to department stores and spend her days giving piano lessons to children who left their seaside homes at summer’s end while their family stayed on as caretakers in the winter, often without heat.

         Sol is Cici’s family now; she doesn’t need her mother or her sisters, why is she giving in to such sentimentality? She’d written to her sister Genny on a whim, not expecting a response to the news that she was pregnant. Well, maybe she harbored the fantasy of a kind word, but she was surprised when the postman delivered a box covered in Italian stamps. She ripped through tape and wrappings like a child at Christmas and found lots of goodies—Italian Vogue, unfiltered Nationales, Pasta del Capitano toothpaste, risotto, gianduiotti, stracchino cheese that looked like a green eyeball, a blue baby blanket—but no note.

         Cici sighs. “You belong in another century,” Sol liked to tease her, “one where women always wear pearls and lingerie and go around audibly sighing.” She goes to Sol’s den, where there are boxes of records, picks out a bel canto recording, then heads upstairs. Cookie, a young black whippet of a thing, is descending the staircase, arms loaded with cleaning supplies. “I need some Brillo, Mz. M. After I do the kitchen, I’m going to run down the screet if that’s all right with you.” Cici freezes. What’s a brillo? A screet? Cici doesn’t understand, doesn’t want to try to understand any more of what Cook and the e is saying—it makes her want to cry. Cookie doesn’t know what to do when, without answering, Cici walks into the baby’s room and slams the door.

         With shaking hands, Cici puts the record on the portable player. She grabs her white fur elephant out of the crib and sits on the rocker, hugging it to her chest and waiting for the emotion to subside. The walls of the room are painted a warm yellow and everything else is blue. She closes her eyes and listens to Maria Callas. Callas was her first. First opera she ever saw at Teatro alla Scala, first voice that could bring her to tears of joy and sorrow at the same time. Callas in Il Pirata—commanding, fragile, passionate. As she listens, Cici feels like Callas’s voice is entering her body, reverberating in the hollow of her throat as if she could open her mouth and such beautiful music would pour out. Cici’s throat doesn’t feel so good. Is it Callas or heartburn? She feels clammy, and saliva starts to pool beneath her tongue.

         
              

         

         Cookie is cleaning the kitchen, a blur in her black-and-white maid’s uniform. It’s two sizes too big, as she used it most of the way through her three pregnancies and didn’t want the added expense of buying a new one now that her littlest one was ten months old. She’s happy to have full-time work, because her husband, That No-Good Nigger, went and got himself thrown in the big house and she’s got her kids and her mama to feed. That Mz. M. is a strange one. Cookie thinks she can’t be much older than her, but Mz. M. seems like a child. She’s got no family to look out for her and she’s crying up there, listening to all that loud Italian singing. Cookie feels bad, but it’s none of her business. Cookie keeps to herself because you never can tell with white folks.

         Cici’s about to stretch out on her bed when she notices something perched on top of the overnight bag Sol moved back upstairs. Dingy, once-white slippers that are frayed around the edges. Just as she’s picking them up to inspect them further, she sinks to her knees with pain.

         Cookie turns off the kitchen faucet. Is that screaming or Mz. M.’s music? When Cookie finally decides to go upstairs to investigate, Mz. M. emerges from her room looking an even paler shade of white. She’s clutching her stomach. Mz. M. doesn’t have to make a steering-wheel motion with her hands; Cookie knows what her boss is asking, and she nods her head. True, she doesn’t have a license. But she made good and sure That Nigger taught her how to drive his rusty canoe of a car before they came and hauled his skinny ass away. “C’mon, let me help you. Cookie knows what to do.”

         
              

         

         When Sol Matzner hangs up the phone with his new housekeeper, he’s not convinced that Cici is going into labor. However, he’s not at all sure that she isn’t. Cookie’s voice had a surprising authority. He’s concerned enough to call Dr. Dubin and head out to Grand Central Station to catch the next train back to Montclair.

         It starts with a spot. Cici notices a red stain in her underwear when she pees in the bathroom on the ground floor of the hospital. She had to pee so badly in the car, she didn’t know which was worse, her full bladder or the contractions. By the time she gets to Dubin’s office on the third floor Cici has had another couple of contractions. Cookie thinks about making eye contact with the nurse but instead she does that make-yourself-small thing she’s learned to do in all-white places like this.

         “My husband, he call dottore,” Cici says between exhales like she’s blowing out a candle. The nurse isn’t responding to her in that singsongy voice she uses when Solomon and Dr. Dubin were there. Cici is scared; she needs her doctor-husband, her man. Another nurse takes her into the back after the first nurse whispers something to her and hands her a chart.

         Cici’s out of her “below the waist” clothes, covered with a sheet in an examination room. Where is il dottore, they keep saying a minute but it has been many, many minutes. Solomon will be here soon, holding her hand and talking the way he talks. She just has to wait. Cici feels another cramp and then a gush of warmth between her legs. She’s scared. She can’t see over her belly. She scrunches up her eyes and when she opens them and sits up, she doesn’t need to pull back the sheet to see what’s going on. Cici is bleeding.

      

   


   
      
         
            Lucky Charm

         

         Ralphie is listening to his Bob Dylan LP in Terry’s old room, smoking wacky tobacky, and it’s making Billy Beal’s eyes sting. That and the fact that he’s so tired because the baby was crying all night and Moms kept coming in and out of his room to get her. Billy Beal can usually sleep on a rock in a construction site, but the baby’s cry manages to get through where jackhammers can’t. He hates to hear her cry and not just because it’s annoying. Ralphie’s moved into Terry’s room now that Terry’s shipped out to Asia, so Billy Beal has to bunk with the baby.

         “You wanted her, you sleep with her,” Pops grumbled. Billy Beal doesn’t really mind having the baby in his room, but he’s hanging out with Ralphie because she’s finally taking a nap and Moms and Pops are fighting downstairs. “Gotta fly, little man,” Ralphie says mid-toke, clapping Billy Beal on the back and crawling out the window. Ralphie used to climb down the tree in front of Terry’s window so he could go to Asbury Park after curfew. Billy Beal hasn’t a clue why he’s doing it now, in the middle of a Saturday afternoon.

         “For Christ’s sake, if I’d wanted another kid I’d go knock up Mab—”

         “It’s not like she asked for twelve kids, it’s men who can’t keep it in their pants!”

         “My ass, woman, my woolly ass. That baby’s on borrowed time so don’t you dare name her because we can’t keep it like the goddamned stray cats.”

         Billy Beal puts a pillow over his head. When the baby wakes up maybe he can take her for a walk. He doesn’t know why Moms worries; he’s good with her, and she’s an easy baby. She shuts up when Moms shoves a bottle in her mouth. He likes to look at her while she’s sucking on her bottle because she’s in a whole other world. He knows Moms must have done some quick talking with the bat from the Children’s Home Society—he watched them through the glass door and at one point Moms slammed her hands down on the table and the bat looked like she’d shoot up to the ceiling. He can tell Moms likes having a baby in the house. “Nothing like the smell of new life,” she’ll say, sniffing the baby fresh from a bath or when she’s changing her diaper. Good and bad even out inside Moms.

         “With all we’re blessed to have, you cheap, stingy bastard.”

         “Who do you think you’re talking to? Who gave you all these things? If he loses the chance of a baseball scholarship because of this, he’s nothing.”

         It’s no use. Their words are missiles and the fallout gets him. He touches the charm he’s got hidden under his T-shirt. He’s never seen anything like that, with the watching eye, it’s got to ward off evil spirits. He put the girl’s charm on a string and kept it in his underwear drawer but recently decided to wear it for good luck. He could use some luck right about now. He touches the charm on the back and the front six times because six is his lucky number.

         Pops yells at Moms, even if he never hits her. He’s smashed his hand through walls and broken his share of furniture and lights, punted a cat once, but never touched Moms. Billy would like to go down there and protect her, but she’d just tell him to mind his own goddamned business. She’s got a point about money; Pops is tight with a dollar, and when business is bad at the deli (which is a lot of the time), he blames Moms for having to go and have three farking kids who were eating them into the ground. One time, Pops drove away and said he was leaving for good. Billy Beal cried because he thought he’d never see his father again and he and his brothers would be like his aunt Mab’s kids. When Moms couldn’t shut him up, she walked him a ways down their street and pointed to a neighbor’s driveway. There was the Country Squire, lights off, parked. Pops was inside, his head tilted back, mouth open. He walked in the kitchen the next morning and nobody said anything.

         Billy Beal’s gone from waiting for the girl to show up at the clinic to waiting for her to knock on their door. Moms told him that people from the family welfare office were still trying to track her down but hadn’t been able to find any record of her or her next of kin. The information she’d written down about the father didn’t check out. Moms warned him that they could only keep the baby so long, that soon she’d have to go to another foster home. “It’s complicated business. There’s a whole lot more to this than you can understand, Billy,” she said. Billy Beal understands more than they think. He may not change diapers, but he’s doing all his chores. He even helps out with the laundry if he has to. He doesn’t want the girl’s baby to go to another family; the other family won’t have someone like Moms.

         The baby sleeps like a snow angel. Billy watches as she makes little sucking motions. She’s gotten bigger, but she looks tiny in the crib Aunt Mab loaned them. Moms had put in a couple of rolled-up blankets to make it cozy, but she’s got lots of room to grow. Billy Beal thinks the baby looks like Gramps did at his wake. Which makes him think maybe she’s stopped breathing. He holds his hand above her mouth until he feels her breath. He’d never looked at a baby up close before. Or from afar, for that matter. It’s funny because the baby likes what he likes. She gets fidgety sometimes but calms right down when he turns on the Yankees game and gives her the play-by-play along with Mel Allen. Maybe later, if the coast is clear downstairs, Moms will let them watch the Yanks/A’s game on TV and he can give her the lowdown on Ralph Terry and Bill Fischer. He thinks he might be ready to try to hold the baby on his own.

         There’s a slam and a crash and he imagines one of Moms’s porcelain dwarfs got the worst of it. And then he hears the front door bang and the sound of Pops flooding the engine of the wagon. When Billy Beal bounds down the stairs three at a time in his bare feet so as to avoid making noise, he finds Moms in the living room sweeping up what’s left of Dopey or maybe Bashful. “I can do that,” he says.

         “All done,” she says. She smiles but doesn’t look her son in the eye. She turns her back and throws the dwarf bits into the trash can. There’s something in the way she takes her time brushing out every last shard that makes Billy Beal feel ashamed.

          

      

   


   
      
         
            Small, Heavy Things

         

         Cici is in the dream room.

         There was blood. So much blood on her thighs and on the floor as the nurses lifted her onto the gurney. They were packing things inside of her to get it to stop and all she could say was “Solomon, dov’è Solomon?” She felt cold and light-headed and then sleep.

         Cici dreams of Rapallo; huddled under the tent of Papa’s arms on the hill. Looking down at the town, the processione wending through the city ways, heading toward the sea. Watching the huge gold cross rise up in the arm of one strong man, pass through hands and dip down into the harness of another strong man. There are the bright colors of people’s clothes and the festoni, the winking of lit candles the women and children carry and will put out to sea. The last man bearing the cross walks slowly into the ocean. Papa’s fingers, dyed with the stain he used to retouch a countess’s piano, comb the hair away from her face. He hums a moony song, does his crooked dance, and carries her home. The warmth of Papa’s body next to hers, reading until she is too sleepy to understand words, just the licorice tone of his voice.

         She dreams of reindeer.

         “What do you see, cara?” The empty clothesline, stones with moss growing in the cracks. “You see him there? With grass between his teeth?” “A reindeer?” Papa laughs. “It’s your pony!” “Is he coming, Papa? Is he coming for my birthday?”

         Running to the window, looking. Torta di noce with five candles on the table, handmade gifts. Opening the crinkly paper to find a white fur elephant with a red velvet collar. Mama saying, “Buon compleanno, Carlottina.” Running to the window, looking. No Papa to play monster-chase when the dinner dishes are washed. Running to the window, looking. No compleanno call, Papa’s not home; day turning to night turning into day. Mama scrubbing the bathtub Papa uses to make his special drink in, then he takes the bottles with him on trips. Genny not letting her stop for an orange soda after school. Her wanting that soda so much, her tears, pounding Genny with her fists when she carries her up the path to their house. Running to the window, looking. Past Mama and a man in a black suit with a white collar who holds a Bible. Screaming, “I hate Papa. I hate Papa!” Sitting in the dark of her closet, holding the elephant, waiting to be punished. The knock. Mama’s mouth pulled down at the corners like it does when she’s angry, only she’s not angry. Mama going down on her knees, “Do you understand what I am saying, Carlottina? It means we won’t see Papa again, not ever.” Mama’s mouth keeps moving, but Carlottina is thinking about her pony. If Papa is in heaven, how will she get him? What if the pony is hungry and all alone, trying to find her?

         
              

         

         When Sol arrives at the hospital, he’s told that his wife needed emergency surgery and is now in intensive care. By the time he learns exactly what the emergency was, and the remedy, he is standing over an incubator the size of a large breadbox, staring at the tiny, intubated form they say is his son. He puts his hand on the clear plastic; the fan of his fingers obscures the infant’s body. The shape of the incubator reminds him of a dog carrier, or an iron lung. There must be noise in the room but Sol hears none of it. He expects to feel something great, and yet all he feels is a small heat on his hand. He wants to see Cici, to touch her. He wants to charge into the recovery room like a husband who is overcome by the notion that he could have lost his wife. He wants to behave like a man who knows he’s about to lose his son.

         Sol cannot bear to look at the baby, and he cannot bear to look away. He is a doctor, trained in life and death, and yet he’s never experienced the crossing over—having to hold a patient’s hand at the moment of death. Telling a man’s wife, his child, that he did all he could do and his all was not enough. Leave that to the surgeons with their God complexes. Yet here he is, holding this child the only way he can, a thin shield the only thing and everything between them. Without seeming to move Sol, a nurse opens the incubator and takes the tube out of the baby’s mouth. Disencumbered, he looks so peaceful, he could be perfect. Sol thinks he hears the nurse say, “I’m sorry.” There’s a terrible moment where neither of them knows what to do. Shut the incubator? Wrap him up in a receiving blanket and transport him somewhere, wherever they take dead babies? They do an awkward shuffle. Now he hears the definitive cries of newborns; someone running water. Sol leans over the open container; brushing his hand across the infant’s curled-up fingers that make a fist the size of a penny. They’re already cool against the gush of warm air. “She’s starting to come to,” he hears Dr. Dubin say.

         Before Cici realizes where she is and that her throat is so sore from being intubated it’s hard to speak, she’s trying to say, “Dov’è il mio cavallino?”

         Cici swats the oxygen mask that’s on her face. Someone’s hands put an ice chip in her mouth. When she focuses enough to feel the crashing pain in her head, to understand that it’s not limited to her upper portions and seems to be everywhere at the same time, she’s waving her arms and using whatever voice she has to call out for her baby.

         If Sol had arrived at the hospital just five minutes later, he would have raced directly to Cici’s bedside to console and support her. But he catches Dubin before the doctor’s had a chance to tell Cici. As much as Sol hates being the bearer of horrible news, as much as he’s frightened about what this will do to his wife, he couldn’t live with his cowardice if he let another doctor say what he is going to have to say now. He strokes her hand over the IV catheter. She struggles to sit up when he says, in response to the question she’s been asking the ICU nurse over and over, “We lost him. We lost the baby.” She blinks and shakes her head. “My baby, I must see my baby.” It is clear that Cici will not rest until he honors her request, and, despite this not being protocol, Sol talks Dubin into allowing the nurse to get their son ready to bring to his mother like any other newborn. He stops her; it is his burden to bear, this small, heavy thing. Sol cannot look at Cici’s face as she pulls back the blanket and clasps the baby to her chest in anguish. But he hears the deep guttural moan she makes, like a wounded animal, and then the great O of a wail that is the sound of all hope and joy being extinguished. It is a sound he will never forget. When the nurse gives her more medication, Sol stays with her. He talks softly and strokes her head as she slips in and out of consciousness. He exists within this vacuum for as long as they’ll let him: five minutes per hour, per hospital regulations.

         Sol gets to know every inch of the waiting room. It looks the same as the one at St. Vincent’s except he’s never had to wait there, looking at the happy faces of a family who have just learned whether it’s a girl or a boy. When he’s called into intensive care for the last time that evening, Cici is sleeping. He looks at the space between her parted lips; he can’t begin to describe why that gap fills him with both dread and longing.

         When Sol gets home, he realizes he hasn’t had anything to eat since his morning roll. That feels like years ago. Now that Sol’s away from the hospital, his brain goes into overdrive. He feels like he did the night before a final exam: too hyper to sleep, brain whirring through notes, charts, definitions. As in placenta previa: implantation of the placenta over or near the internal opening in the cervix, through which the baby must pass to be born.

         Sol’s drawn to the simplicity of bread. If it were Wonder Bread, it would be better, as that was verboten in his mother’s house and thus a great goyish delicacy. But Cici buys bread only at the local bakery. He cuts two slices off the loaf and closes it back up in its bag with its red twisty. He puts the bread in the toaster and depresses the button, takes the butter out of the fridge, opens a drawer and grabs a butter knife. Dubin didn’t need to be condescending, giving a lengthy explanation of the differences between total and partial placenta previa. He talked to Sol like he was a technician, not a physician of equal stature. Goddamned surgeons.

         Nobody needed to hand-hold him. Once Dubin said they couldn’t stanch Cici’s bleeding, there were only two possible outcomes. When Sol heard she was alive, he didn’t dwell on what had had to be done in order to keep her alive. He didn’t need justifications, he needed to see her, right then, right there. Now, while he’s listening for the pop of the toaster, he replays it all. The logic of the C-section, the medical necessity of a hysterectomy—anything to stop the bleeding, to save the mother; it’s always the mother first and that’s the way he’d want it, he’d insist. The mother. They’d told him every part of “the mother” they’d cut out, listed a scrum of side effects and postoperative risks—hair loss stood out, for some reason. Cici’s beautiful blond hair, he can’t imagine.

         The toast pops up, still pale. He presses the lever down again. Sol hates surgeons the way he hates lawyers. There was something smug beneath Dubin’s concern. The way he tossed out cesarean hysterectomy like a towel he’d used to wipe himself off with between tennis sets. How dare Dubin declare that discussions with Sol’s wife regarding the ramifications of her surgery were best left to the attending physician. As if Dubin knew Cici, as if he were better equipped to soften the blow than Sol. Too emotionally involved—that’s what Dubin had said. Of course Sol’s emotionally involved. It’s his wife. He wasn’t going to let them say, Sorry, Mrs. Matzner, your baby died and oh, by the way, we had to remove your uterus. Cici had barely had a moment to absorb today’s loss; to immediately follow that with the news that she could never have any more children would be too devastating in her fragile state. So Sol played the “professional courtesy” card and prevailed on Dubin to allow Cici some time to recover before she was told about the hysterectomy. He double-checked to make sure this instruction was noted on Cici’s chart—Sol had been around hospitals long enough to know you can’t be too careful, can’t follow up enough. He’d spoken to the head nurse and found out which nurses were on the next day and talked to them personally about how to handle Cici: She will wake up and have questions about the pain, the stitches—they had to make ugly vertical and horizontal cuts—and the bandages. She’ll be frightened and forget her English. He’ll be there first thing in the morning to help her through it, answer her questions.

         Sol is pulled from his thoughts by a waft of acrid smoke. Nothing works anymore, nothing’s made of quality, this piece-of-shit toaster. Now he’s sounding like his father and that makes him so angry that, without knowing it, he’s squeezed the now-burned toast in his fist. It rains black crumbs when he opens his hand.

         Sol will be vigilant this time. He watches the minute hand on his Bulova—a present from his parents when he graduated from Yale. When the golden toast rises, the Bulova says it’s been three minutes and two seconds. Their son lived for two minutes and forty-nine seconds—less time than it takes to hard-boil an egg; less time than it took Sol to make and eat his two pieces of toast.

         On his way to the bedroom, Sol stops outside the baby’s room. The door’s ajar; the phonograph makes a whirring noise and is hot when Sol switches it off. He has the impulse to clean out the nursery so there’s nothing left when Cici gets home. He’d enjoy the busywork, but is that what she would want? What’s worse, to have all vestiges of baby gone without a trace or to come back to things exactly as they were before? Sol can’t afford to make a mistake at this point—better to do nothing than do the wrong thing.

         The bag. Cookie must have taken Cici’s overnight bag with them to the hospital because it wasn’t in the kitchen. Why didn’t he listen to her? Would it have made any difference? Sol reminds himself to call Cookie first thing and tell her not to come in. There’s so much to take care of: he’ll have to call work, make arrangements with his partner; he needs to reschedule the man about the septic tank, find a neighborhood kid to mow the lawn. Lists usually bolster Sol, but he’s beyond easy comfort. His legs are suddenly so heavy they threaten to buckle from exhaustion and he barely makes it to the bed. There’s a lump underneath his back—he’s lying on Cici’s fur elephant. He pulls it out and it smells achingly of her. He pictures Cici’s yearning eyes looking up at him, asking for their baby. He had promised her he would give her everything; it is too cruel, too painful that he’s now helpless to give her the one thing she most desires. He folds his arms over the elephant’s trunk and collapses into dreamless sleep.
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