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MY WORLD’S GONE TOPSY TURVY


(Lyrics by C. C. Donatelli, 1938)




You can outrun it


Deny it or test it


But you’ll never best it


Baby that’s love


You might want it,


Crave it — even need it


But you’ll never beat it


Baby that’s love


CHORUS:


Even as I sing this song,


My world’s gone topsy turvy


As the notes dip and soar


Sugar I think you’re nervy


If you love me, you should claim me


Stop pretending and never blame me


Baby don’t you love me?


Cupid stuck you and got you good


Straight through the clouds from above


As if you could doubt it and why wouldja


(You big lug)


Baby that’s love


REPEAT CHORUS
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CHRISTMAS EVE 1932


Feroce


(Fierce)


Saverio Armandonada warmed his hands underneath the tin lunch pail on his lap as he rode the trolley from the Chester Street stop to the River Rouge plant.


The brown wool gloves his mother had knit for his sixteenth birthday and given him the week before were unlined, so the heat from the pasty, hot from her oven, wrapped in a cloth and tucked inside, was enough to keep his hands warm until he made the transfer to the flatbed truck that would take him to his place on the assembly line.


The trolley rumbled through the snowy streets of south Detroit in the blue darkness before sunrise, making local stops until every car was filled to standing room with the men who made automobiles for Henry Ford.


In the morning, the trolley cars held the clean scents of borax, castile soap, and bleach. The men’s denim trousers, flannel shirts, undergarments, socks, canvas coveralls, and work aprons had been scrubbed and pressed by their wives or mothers at home or by the laundress in the boardinghouse. On the return trip, the trolley would smell like a locker room.


The mood was as solemn as high mass upon departure, but after a ten-hour day, the cars would explode in a kind of revelry, as the air filled with laughter and banter that cut through a thick haze of smoke puffed from hand-rolled cigarettes and nickel cigars.


Saverio was a relatively new hire at the Ford plant. However, after nearly a year on the job, the kid was well on his way to being savvy. He could sort the tile makers from the steel cutters, the parts men from the iron ore miners, and the dockworkers from the electricians.


A stoop in the posture gave away the men who stoked the coke ovens, hands stained by black metal filaments told the story of a tool and die man, while the glassmakers wore the mark of their craft on their faces with a permanent wrinkle etched on their foreheads where the rubber rim of the goggles hugged their skin. Saverio knew that particular mark well. His father, Leone, had been a glassmaker at Rouge since 1915.


If Saverio could match the job to the man by his appearance, he could also identify their skill sets by country. German immigrants assembled engines, while Yugoslavians had an affinity for installing them. Italians leaned toward woodworking and glassworks and, along with the Czechs, tool and die. The Poles handled steel bending, stoking the furnaces, and executing any operation with fire. Albanians worked the coke ovens, the Hungarians did heavy lifting, maintaining the conveyors and bridges. The Irish were adept at the installation of electrics, transmissions, and radiators. The Scots were perfectionists at hinging, soldering, and clipping.


Upholstery, floorboards, and running boards were the domain of the Finnish, Norwegians, and Swedes; the operation of the riverfront, including shipping, delivery, and boat launches, was handled by the Greeks. The Turks and Lebanese tailored ragtops and small-scale interior installations. Black men from the heart of the city worked in the cyanide foundry and maintained and operated the railways within the Rouge campus, an extensive system that had sixteen locomotives and one hundred miles of track. Incoming trains delivered coal and iron ore for making steel, while outgoing trains transported the finished vehicles out into the world to be sold.


Mayflower Americans of English descent were management. The men who worked the line called them college boys no matter how many decades had passed since their bosses had sat in a classroom. One hundred thousand men entered the iron gates of the River Rouge campus every morning, six days a week for workmen, five for management.


The gates rolled open as the lead trolley, carrying laborers including Leone and Saverio, pulled inside, followed by the caravan behind it. As a whistle blew, the trolley doors parted on the platform and men poured out of them, hastily crossed to the other side, and jammed onto open flatbed trucks to be shuttled to their stations.


Leone was the next to the last man to leap off the platform and onto the ramp of a crowded flatbed truck. Saverio’s father had the strong, broad shoulders of a finisher, and the brute strength to lift a car carriage without assistance. Leone turned and lifted his son effortlessly from the throng on the platform into the flatbed truck as though his son were a sack of apples.


“You wait,” Leone said to the remaining men on the platform, before he hoisted the grill shut and flipped the latch, closing off the full car to further riders. The workers who remained behind grumbled, though not one dared defy Leone directly.


Saverio was embarrassed that his father had favored him, making room for his son over the others. After all, when an operator reached his station, he punched his time card, and once he was on the clock, Mr. Ford was obliged to pay him. Every minute mattered.


As the open cattle car lumbered slowly toward the plant, it hit a pothole, jostling the men. Saverio gripped the grill to steady himself. He was not at ease with the factory life. Sometimes he struggled with the competitive nature of the place, the fight to get where he was going, the incessant grind of the workload. He wasn’t comfortable in crowds, or hustling to grab a better position in line in order to seize a better opportunity for himself over another fellow. He wondered if he ever would. Being part of a pack did not come naturally to him.


Gusts of freezing cold wind blew off the river and swirled around them as snow began to fall. Saverio looked up at the thick white clouds as the bright red sun pushed through the folds at daybreak. The colors of the sky reminded him of his mother’s ciambella, fluffy Italian biscuits doused in a compote of fresh Michigan cherries soaked in sugar, which made him long for the warmth of summer.


The cattle car stopped at the loading dock of the glassworks. As the men filed off, Leone dug into his lunch pail, removed a bundle of small ginger cookies his wife had placed there, and tucked them into Saverio’s pail before jumping off the ramp. Leone did not say goodbye to his only child, and the son did not wish his father a good day.


Saverio watched his father walk through the doors, gently swinging his tin pail like a lantern. It was a carefree gesture from a man who rarely was.
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The snow came down hard by midmorning, melting instantly into silver rivulets as it hit the glass ceiling of the plant, warmed by the intense heat of the electrics below. Overhead, through the glass, the white sky illuminated the machinations of the assembly line inside in crystalline clarity. Saverio quickly mopped his brow with the red bandana his mother had pressed and placed in his pocket.


Saverio stood on the line, without bending, turning, arching his back, or lifting his shoulders to do his job. He bolted the driver’s-side door handle onto a 1932 Ford Model V8 at waist level as it passed before him on the conveyor.


There was no time to marvel at the machine itself, though it was a beauty. The carriage, molded of Michigan steel, was painted midnight blue. The black leather interior with its curved seat and covered buttons on the upholstery was, in his opinion, the height of swank. He could see himself behind the wheel, wearing a Homburg and a Chesterfield coat, driving the girl of his dreams through the woods of Grosse Pointe.


Saverio’s equipment, a Ford-designed wrench, was evenly weighted, with a rubber-coated handle. The jaw was locked in place, measured to the exact specifications of the bolt. He wore a fingerless glove on his right hand to control the tool’s movement.


The boy relied on the operator behind him to place the bolt and ring. He attached his wrench on the bolt and, with one smooth motion, spun the wrench around it until he felt the click that meant the bolt had fastened. By the time Saverio lifted the wrench off the locked bolt, he was ready to attach the tool to the bolt on the next car, and so it went, bolt by bolt, minute by minute, hour by hour, 978 cars a day, ten hours a day, six days a week.


His operation seemed simple to him now, but at first the line had terrified him. During his first week on the job, Saverio remembered that he had been secretly thrilled each time the conveyor stopped, overwhelmed by his role and certain he couldn’t keep up. There were taunts and jeers from the other men whenever an operator made a mistake. But soon, with determination and pluck, he had mastered the technique of the wrench, and now he resented any glitches on the conveyor, or any work stops for any reason whatsoever. He was on the line to do the job and do it well.
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The operators took lunch in the break room filled with rows of picnic-style tables topped with smooth aluminum. Saverio squeezed in at the end of a bench next to the finishers. It always felt good to sit for the thirty-minute lunch break. He laid out the contents of his lunch pail: the pasty, ginger cookies, a thermos of hot cider, and, surprise, a fresh apple turnover.


He bit into the pasty. The crust was soft, and the filling was hearty, finely chopped rump roast with slivers of buttery onions, diced carrots, and minced potatoes, cooked until it was tender. He chewed slowly, savoring his mother’s cooking, because he was hungry, and whenever he rushed a meal, it never satisfied.


As he sipped the warm cider, he observed a group of men gathered around an old Lebanese peddler at the next table. During the holidays, the management allowed peddlers to come through and sell their wares during the breaks. Saverio had purchased a linen handkerchief set for his mother the week before from a nice Romanian couple. He’d also bought his father a new pipe and a bag of Blackjack tobacco from a peddler out of Lexington, Kentucky.


“What’s he selling?” Saverio asked the man next to him.


“Gold. You got a girl?”


“I don’t have her yet,” Saverio admitted.


“You will if you buy her something.”


Finished with his lunch, Saverio wiped his mouth, folded the cloth, and placed it back in the pail before stacking it on the shelf with the others. He joined the men as they examined all manner of gold jewelry displayed in a black leather case that folded out flat like a chessboard.


Delicate gold chains shimmered in neat rows on flat velvet pads. There were various styles of links: some loose like lace, others hammered like the rim of a chalice, another with fragile intersecting circles like the chain between the beads on his mother’s rosary. Smooth wooden dowels were stacked with rings. The peddler offered a variety of polished gold bands for brides and grooms, and other kinds, fancy rings that sparkled with jewels set in glittering filigree, all kinds of small agates, shiny gemstones in ovals, squares, and chips. It was a gypsy’s treasure trove, but there were elegant selections, too.


In the center of the board, in the first box lined in black velvet, was a platinum ring with a circle of bright-blue sapphires. The light danced upon the blue like the sun on the tips of the waves on Lake Huron. Next to it was another eye-popping ring, sea-green emeralds clustered on a chiseled band. The third made Saverio long to have been born a prince. A dazzling ring in the shape of a heart made of pavé diamond chips seemed to catch every bit of light in the room.


“You like the heart?” the peddler asked him.


Saverio liked it very much. He was mesmerized by the simplicity of the shape and the sparkle of the stones. “If I worked here a thousand years I couldn’t afford it.”


“You’re right. So. A pin for your mother?”


“I don’t think so.”


“So you’re looking for someone else.” He grinned. “Your girl?”


“Yes.” Saverio sighed. “For my girl.” Saverio felt guilty claiming a young woman who wasn’t his yet, but maybe if he admitted his feelings, they would somehow make them true, and Cheryl Dombroski would be his at long last.


“What does she like?”


Saverio tried to think because he didn’t know. Cheryl was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen, and had the most glorious soprano voice in the choir at the Church of the Holy Family. She was seventeen, the second eldest in a big Polish Catholic family. Her father was an electrician. Her brothers played football. She had auburn hair, a long neck, and blue eyes that were the exact color of the sapphires in the case.


“If she’s blond, yellow-gold,” said the peddler. “Brunette: platinum. Italian girls like all manners of gold, yellow or white gold as long as it’s not plate.”


“I don’t think I have enough money for anything you’re selling, sir.”


The older men looked at one another and laughed.


“Abel will work with you,” a man around his father’s age assured him.


“You will?” Saverio looked at Abel, who nodded in agreement.


“How much do you have?”


“I can spend three dollars,” Saverio said firmly.


“Five will get you this.” Abel lifted a delicate gold chain that sparkled when it twisted in the light, like one of Cheryl’s curls.


“Take it,” another man advised. “Do you have another? For my daughter.”


Abel nodded. “I do. Gold is the best gift you can bestow upon a young lady. It tells her that she is valued, treasured, cherished,” he singsonged as he boxed the chain in velvet. The man gave the peddler a five-dollar bill before tucking the box into his pocket.


“I’ll take one too.” Saverio pulled his money clip from his back pocket.


Abel held a different gold chain up to the light. “Eighteen-karat gold. From the mountains of Lebanon, where I was born. This gold crossed two continents and an ocean to find its way to you. It has properties.” Abel took Saverio’s money before placing the necklace in a box. “Do you understand what I mean by that?”


“Nope,” Saverio admitted.


“It means that this chain isn’t just made of the earth’s most precious metal. It means that it has powers. It will bring you and the young lady that wears it happiness. Are you pleased?”


“If she’s pleased, then I’m happy.”


The peddler grinned. “Everything on the earth that was ever made by man was created to impress a woman.”


“Everything?”


“All of it. Every work of art, jewel, song, poem, or painting.”


“Diego Rivera didn’t impress anyone but Edsel Ford when he painted the murals,” Saverio countered.


“Mr. Ford may have hired him to create the murals, but Rivera wasn’t thinking of his benefactor when he went to work. There was a woman on his mind every time he dipped the brush in paint. You see, no statue, bridge, or building constructed of stone or automobile made of steel was ever built to glorify man. No, it was built to show a woman what a man could do. Never forget that man was born to serve her. If you remember this and trust this wisdom, you will live and die a happy man.”


“I just want to get through Christmas,” Saverio said before tucking the velvet box deep into the utility pocket of his work pants. But he had to wonder, as he made his way back to the line, how the old man knew he saw Cheryl Dombroski sitting in the carriage of every car he bolted.
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“Hey, Piccolo,” a workman shouted from the back of the trolley—“little one,” the workers’ nickname for Saverio. “Sing something.”


Saverio acknowledged the request, but declined. “I gotta save my voice for midnight mass.”


“Some of us ain’t making it to church,” a steel cutter from Building 3 admitted. “Some of us have a card game tonight. So sing, boy.”


“Hush, boys. Leone’s kid is gonna make some noise,” another hollered.


“Quiet! Shut up!” The tile maker banged his lunch pail on the trolley pole until the car full of men came to attention. “Go ahead, Pic.”


Leone Armandonada closed his eyes and leaned against the back wall of the trolley. He was used to his son performing in public. The boy had a voice like velvet, and whether it was a wedding, funeral, or trolley ride, someone always wanted to hear Saverio sing. The men settled down. The clack of the wheels against the track and the intermittent wheeze of the wood as the men shifted their weight in the swaying trolley car gave Saverio all the accompaniment he needed.


The Italian boy closed his eyes and began to sing Silent Night.


As his son sang the old Christmas carol, Leone removed his hat and ran his hand through the thinning scruff of black hair that remained on his head, keeping his eyes on the floorboards.


Saverio gripped the center pole of the trolley car to maintain his balance, but from the point of view of the men, it looked like a microphone stand in any fine nightclub. The men of Rouge who had heard him sing believed Saverio had the comportment and talent of any lead act they’d heard on Sing Out, the most popular radio show in Detroit.


As Saverio serenaded them, they listened with quiet reverence. As the words sailed over them, especially the phrase redeeming grace, they were soothed. Saverio modulated his performance to match the dips and curves of the trolley tracks, feeling the rhythm through his feet. As he held the final note on peace, he sustained his breath, holding the note to a delicate fade, as if it had been recorded on vinyl. The close was so clean, it was as though it had been sliced in the air with a knife.


The men gave him a hearty round of applause with whistles and foot stomps, rocking the trolley car back and forth on the tracks.


“Another one!” one of the men shouted.


Saverio looked at his father.


“No,” Leone said definitively. “He is done.”


“We can pass a hat, Leone, if that’s what’s irking you.”


The men laughed heartily.


“Keep your hat,” Leone joked. “And your pennies.”
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Saverio practically sprinted from his home to Holy Family Church on Christmas Eve. His clean hair was still wet under his cap, and his face stung where he had splashed lemon water on his cheeks after shaving. There was no need for him to shave twice in one day, but he wanted to look sharp for Cheryl.


At the corner of Denton, a black DeSoto was parked with the back door propped open. A short line had formed and was moving quickly. Saverio poked his head into the back seat, which was filled with wooden crates of fragrant oranges.


“How much?” he asked the fruit man.


“Fifteen for a quarter.”


“I’ll take fifteen.”


Saverio grabbed the brown paper sack and climbed the steps of Holy Family Church two at a time. He patted the pocket of his good trousers to make sure the box with the gold chain was safe. There was no greater feeling in all the world than knowing he was about to impress a girl he was nuts about and make her happy.


As he entered the church, he blessed himself with the holy water and genuflected. The gray marble walls streaked with striae of gold were festooned with garlands of fresh myrtle and evergreen. The main aisle was lit by a series of long candles topped with open brass caps that anchored the flames. The altar was dressed in white linens, lit by a row of shimmering votives in crystal holders. A crèche, with handpainted figurines of the Holy Family, tucked under the altar, was also lit by candlelight. Behind the tabernacle, the wall was lined with fresh, fragrant blue spruce trees whose tips grazed the ceiling. The branches were decorated with small white pouches of tulle filled with red berries and tied with lace. The scene was breathtaking.


Saverio wanted to remember every detail of this night, no matter how small. It wasn’t every night of the week that he told a girl he loved her, and there would only be one first time. His heart was so full, he could not imagine space within it for anyone else. Cheryl was all he ever wanted, all he ever would.


As he climbed the steps to the choir loft, he rehearsed what he had planned to say to Cheryl before he gave her the necklace. He had gone over what he wanted to say to her so many times, on the line at the Rouge plant and on the trolley ride, he had practically memorized his speech.


Cheryl, we’ve sung in the choir together since the Christmas we were eleven, and the truth is, I’ve loved you since then. You were wearing a red corduroy jumper and white blouse. You said your shoes hurt because your older sister had worn them first for a year or two and her feet were smaller than yours but it didn’t matter, the younger sister always wore the hand-me-downs. Well, you don’t deserve hand-me-downs, you deserve the best and everything new and every wonderful thing that’s just for you and just your own. So, I want you to have this gold chain because gold represents the most precious feelings, and you are to me a treasure more valuable than gold, but gold is the best the world makes, and I wanted you to have the best. Merry Christmas.


Saverio wanted the privilege of walking Cheryl home from choir practice and from school. He wanted to be the only boy who held her hand and kissed her. He wanted her to wait for him by the bus stop on Euclid, like all the girls who went steady with all the guys from his school.


Saverio wished he could sing these sentiments to Cheryl, but that wasn’t possible. There wasn’t a song written that really expressed what he was feeling, and besides, even if there was, he longed to tell her so there would be no mistaking his intent. When he reached the top of the steps to the choir loft, the singers were mostly in position. He scanned the benches. Cheryl had not yet arrived, so Saverio began handing out the oranges to the choir members.


“Merry Christmas, Constance.”


“I’ll save it for Christmas morning.” She palmed the orange like a snowball.


“Buon Natale, Raphael.”


“Buon Natale, Saverio. Citrus is good for the pipes.”


“Merry Christmas, Beatrice.”


“Thank you!” She tucked it into her purse.


“Merry Christmas, Mary. Not a lot of girls have a holiday named for them.”


“Merry Christmas!” She shoved it into her coat pocket.


“Merry Christmas, Robert.”


“Thanks.” And so it went, to Kevin, Kimberly, Agnes, Sarah, Philip, Ellen, Eileen, Patty, Eleanor, and Rose, with one to the organist, until only two oranges remained in the sack.


Saverio took his seat in the first row of benches and picked up his sheet music. He perused it mindlessly, having memorized his parts, until the musical notes began to jump around on the paper like ladybugs. He didn’t think he was nervous, but now that he was here, and the necklace was tucked in his pocket, he was afraid.


Fear.


There was no room in his heart for it, but here it was, overtaking his feelings of love. Soon the sister of fear, unworthiness, crept into his thoughts, and he began to question whether he should admit his feelings to Cheryl at all.


What did he have to offer a girl, anyway? Not much, he didn’t think. He was average in every way, a kind of a loner, not too much of one that it made him an oddball, but enough of one that it was obvious he might be a little backward, maybe sheltered too much by his mother. That’s what they said about only children, he guessed. But if a girl loved him as he loved her, if Cheryl returned his feelings, he knew how to make her happy. He would work hard to give her everything she wanted. His wife would have a nice house with all the modern conveniences. There would be an Electrolux vacuum cleaner and Oriental rugs with fringes to use it on and an Encyclopedia Britannica set in red leather bindings on the bookshelf in the living room. There would be a bed with a sheer curtain over it, and a matching coverlet with ruffles. There would be a proper bathroom with a four-legged tub, a sink with a mirror with lights all around it. They would drive a Ford V8 coupe, of course, though if he could choose the car of his dreams, he would rather have a Packard out of South Bend, Indiana. But it didn’t matter; as long as she was by his side, he would drive anywhere, in any vehicle, no matter how far, to prove his love to his bride someday, the girl who would become Cheryl Armandonada.


Cheryl.


A name that sounded at once like a sweet summer fruit and a soft, silky fabric. He would buy her every outfit in Norma Born’s Dress Shop window. She would have gloves to match every purse that matched every hat. Her stockings would be silk, and her hair would be done in a salon once a week. His girl would have all the things his own mother didn’t, because he would pay attention to her desires and make good on her needs. He knew, just from observing, that girls like to talk, and if that was the case, the least he could do was listen, and care about whatever it was she needed to say.


Saverio knew exactly what kind of man he wanted to be, and what kind of husband that man would become. The gold chain was the rope that he would climb to win her, the first gift of many. Eventually he would fill a jewelry box for Cheryl, stuffed with more rings, necklaces, and bracelets than the peddler sold.


Cheryl Dombroski appeared at the top of the choir loft stairs at last. She did not make a sound, but announced her arrival by the delicious scent of her perfume. She waved at the choir with one of those short choppy waves and a smile so broad and full, it looked like it hurt. Saverio sighed; she was in a good mood, which meant it was an opportune time for talking to her—well, to any girl.


Cheryl was wearing a short green velvet jacket over a pale blue chemise that had a thin belt. The dress was piped in mint green, and the buttons were green jewels of some kind. Her gloves were pale blue, as was her hat, a cloche of off-white satin. Her auburn hair was clipped back under the hat in long, loose waves. Her eyes were so blue it was as if the roof of the church had blown off, and he were looking at nothing but sky.


“You look beautiful,” Saverio told her when she sat down beside him. She smelled so good, like roses and lilies and sweet lemons.


Constance, an alto, leaned down, placing her head between them. “Saverio gave us all oranges,” she told Cheryl. Constance smelled like a menthol cough drop.


“I have one for you, too.” Saverio fished in the paper bag. “Here.” He gave Cheryl an orange.


“You’re sweet.” Cheryl leaned so close to his ear to thank him, he could feel her breath. The nearness of her lips to his made his heart pound. He felt himself throwing heat.


“You all right?” she asked. “There’s something going around. My sister Karol hasn’t stopped hacking since Tuesday.”


“Sorry to hear that. No, I’m fine.”


“I have news,” she said as she thumbed through the music.


“You do?”


“Come here. I want you to be the first to know.”


Cheryl stood, taking Saverio’s arm, and led him to the lip of the choir loft. The pews were filled for mass. It was close to standing room only.


“See him?” Cheryl pointed.


Saverio saw a young man from the back, in a gray Chesterfield coat. The fellow sensed the stare and turned around. He winked at Cheryl. He had blond hair and broad shoulders. She waved at him in that choppy way she had greeted the choir when she ascended the stairs.


“That’s him. Ricky Tranowski.”


“Yeah?” Saverio was confused.


Cheryl removed her glove and showed Saverio her left hand. “We got engaged tonight.”


“Engaged?” Saverio’s mouth was dry.


Cheryl wore a gold ring, with a diamond the size of the dot of the letter i in the word diamond. The smidge of a chip was elevated on four prongs. Four too many, Saverio thought. Cheryl straightened the ring with her right hand.


“I don’t understand,” Saverio said softly.


“When I was born, the Tranowskis and the Dombroskis would joke, Ricky is for Cheryl and Cheryl is for Ricky. Well, we see them every summer in Traverse City and every Thanksgiving in Dearborn, and this year something just clicked.”


“Clicked?” Saverio was hopeless.


“Yeah. You know.” Cheryl smiled, every white tooth in her lovely head gleaming as she silently snapped her fingers. “Clicked.”


Finally Saverio got it. “I understand.” He couldn’t look at her, so he stared ahead, steadying his gaze on the empty crib in the crèche underneath the altar.


“I can’t wait to get out of here. Ricky got a job at the Packard plant in South Bend.”


“Packard?” Saverio’s heart sank.


“I know! Your favorite car! I didn’t know this, but Ricky told me when you work the line at Packard, you can get on a list to buy one at a discount. I want a Packard more than I want to breathe.”


“Everybody wants a Packard.”


“I know. It’s a dream!” Cheryl squeezed Saverio’s hand.


“Congratulations.” Saverio felt his heart ache.


“Are you okay, Saverio? I really think you might be sick.”


“I could be.”


“I’m sorry. Should I send my brother for some Brioschi?”


“No, I’ll be all right. I just need to sit down.”


Saverio went back to his place on the bench. Cheryl sat down beside him. “We don’t have to duet. I can sing with Constance, you know. You look green. You can lie down in the robing room until you feel better. That’s where Father naps between masses.”


“Cheryl, I need to tell you something.”


“Sure.”


He looked at her. She was as luminous in the pink-gold light of the organ as she was in his dreams, but now she would never be his. He knew for certain that no man could ever love her as much as he did, but he didn’t know exactly how to say it, and the words he had gone over and over in his mind to say to her that evening were moot, and now that she wore another man’s ring, they bordered on something akin to bank robbery. Saverio couldn’t very well claim someone who was no longer available to him. But he had to say something before the moment came when she would no longer listen, so he blurted, “I think you deserve a better ring.”


She sat back and thought for a moment. “That’s a terrible thing to say to a girl.”


“If I had to go down in the mine myself and dig until my hands bled, I would find a diamond worthy of you. And it’s not that one.”


“I don’t care about the ring,” she said defiantly as she twisted it on her finger.


“You should.”


“Why are you saying this? Why are you trying to ruin my night?”


“I don’t want to ruin anything for you.”


“You certainly are! You certainly have.”


“I’m sorry. I’m not saying these things to hurt you, but to make you think about what you deserve. Once you’re married, Cheryl, that’s it. Forever and ever. You and whatever lug you choose.”


“I choose Ricky. And he’s not a lug.” Her blue eyes darted around furtively. “He’s a good boy.”


“I accept that,” Saverio promised.


“It doesn’t sound like you do.” Cheryl began to fan herself with the sheet music to O Holy Night.


“A woman can only go by signs,” Saverio said. “And that ring is not enough for a girl as wonderful as you. Now, maybe tonight you think it’s enough, because you’re caught up in the excitement of the proposal, but there will come a day when that diamond won’t cut it, and you’ll remember what I said tonight, and you’ll think, I should’ve listened to Saverio.”


“You don’t know me at all,” Cheryl whispered. “I don’t care about things.”


“We’ll see. And I do know you. I’ve known you all your life, and you’ve known me.”


“I mean in that way.” Cheryl looked ahead.


“I wanted to know you better.” Saverio felt emboldened, maybe because Cheryl could not look at him. So he said, “I wanted to be more than a friend. I had hopes.”


Cheryl clenched her jaw. “Why did you wait so long to confess your heart’s desire?”


“I’m a slow burn, I guess—an idiot. I should’ve known that the most beautiful rose in the garden goes first.”


“Well, it wasn’t to be.” Cheryl folded her hands on her lap like Sister Domenica after she passed out report cards.


“So you never thought of me that way?”


Cheryl Dombroski had just gone to confession. She was a good Catholic girl, and it was Christmas Eve. She wasn’t about to lie. “Sometimes,” she admitted.


“But not like Ronnie.”


“Ricky.”


“Ricky. Not like him?”


“I can’t have this conversation with you, Saverio. I’m an engaged woman.”


Cheryl announced her status in the same way she might admit that she was a Democrat, a Salvation Army volunteer, or had type O blood if queried on a survey. She was resolute. Saverio did not believe her, but he could not convince her otherwise either. If he knew one thing about Polish girls, it was that they were stronger than the liquid steel poured at the Rouge plant to make cars.


He also knew that it didn’t make much sense to stand on an assembly line and bolt cars for the rest of his natural life if there wasn’t a girl like Cheryl waiting outside the gates for him. What would be the point? There had to be a greater purpose to his life. He needed an incentive to get up before the sun, and the only one that mattered was love. He didn’t get excited on payday like the other fellows. Money in his pocket didn’t fill him up.


What was Saverio’s purpose anyway? What was he working for if not to make a girl happy? He couldn’t imagine choosing anything less than a ring that sparkled like the stars in Orion for the girl of his dreams. Cheryl would have received the pavé heart set in platinum had he asked her to marry him.


Despite the heaviness in his chest, Saverio stood and sang the mass with the choir as he had done every Sunday, Holy Day of Obligation, and funeral since he could remember. It almost felt good to sing, to put his feelings out into the church instead of holding them inside.


When it came time to duet Silent Night with Cheryl during the offertory, the trill of her soprano looped around the full-bodied sound of his tenor like a twining vine. He could not look at her as they harmonized, and she kept her eyes on the altar.


Feelings expressed to the object of a young man’s affection should free him of the weight of the secret, but when those feelings are not reciprocated, it turns a world of wonder into an awkward place. Saverio vowed that Christmas Eve that he would never admit romantic feelings to a girl ever again. It was too dangerous. It also meant the ultimate sacrifice: no more gazing at Cheryl. No more studying every aspect of her, from the curves of her breasts to the cut of her small waist to the smooth swerve of her hips to her ankles, all the way back up to the arc of her straight nose. Cheryl was an architectural wonder all right. Tonight would be the end of their conversations and their long walks home. No more intense discussions about their mutual passion, swing music: Dick Haymes versus Bing Crosby, and Duke Ellington versus Cab Calloway versus The Dorsey Brothers. No more rehearsals in the cold choir loft on Wednesday nights, complaining that Father wouldn’t turn the heat on for them. No more looking forward and hoping.


Saverio went to the railing of the loft and took a solo with O Holy Night. He poured his pain into the hymn, knowing that there was no other place for it on Christmas Eve. Music had always been a respite for him. Singing comforted him; it was a way to release emotions he held, and feelings he needed to express. When he hit the notes in the bridge of the song, his voice released in a fuller tone, more powerful and assured than the parishioners had heard before. He held the note a cappella as the organist poised her fingers above the keys of the organ, and waited for him to breathe. When he did, he sang the final phrasing as she gently pressed the keys. The lyric divine hung over the congregation like a lace canopy as Saverio held the note.


After he finished, the organist lifted her feet off the pedals and her hands off the keys. There was silence followed by a restlessness in the congregation.


Constance leaned forward as Saverio returned to his seat on the bench with the choir. “They want to applaud,” she whispered. “In church.” Her hot breath made his neck itch, but he nodded in gratitude.


Saverio barely felt the congratulatory pats on the back from his fellow choir members. His mind was elsewhere. He had hit the high note deftly, as though he had snatched it out of midair like a butterfly and held it tenderly by its fragile vibrato wings as it fluttered. He sang in hopes of getting Cheryl’s attention and winning her with his technique. But she hadn’t been listening, it seemed. Her focus was elsewhere, on the congregation below, on her fiancé in the Chesterfield coat.
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There was one orange left in the paper sack at the end of midnight mass. Saverio remained in the choir loft alone, peeled the orange, dropped the shards of skin into the open paper bag as he watched Cheryl and Ricky (who would soon be driving a Packard) light candles and genuflect at the Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in the alcove beside the main altar before they turned, arm in arm, walked down the center aisle, out of the church and out of his life.


With his feet propped on the organ bench, Saverio leaned back in his seat and ate the sections of the sweet orange one by one as the last of the congregation emptied out into the cold night. He planned to hide until the church was empty.


“Hey, are you Saverio?” A man around thirty with a mustache, wearing a navy wool dress coat, stood at the top of the choir-loft steps. “Don’t let me interrupt you and that tasty orange, brother.”


Saverio swallowed. “Brother?”


“Just an expression. You’re the kid who sang?” The man spun his hat on his fist with his free hand.


“Yes.”


“The solo. You blasted the C?”


“That was me.” Saverio blushed.


“You can sing, my friend. I’m Sammy Prezza. I play sax with the Rod Roccaraso Orchestra. You heard of him?”


Saverio sat up on the bench. “I’ve heard him on the radio.”


“Pretty good, right?”


“I like him fine.”


“Well, our singer fell out, and Rod is looking for a new sound. I think he’d like you. There’s a little quartet he uses that’s all right, but the plum is the singing gig. Fronting the band. I wouldn’t set my heart on that, but the quartet is always on the spin. Here.” Sammy handed his card to Saverio. “We’re playing East Lansing on New Year’s Eve. This card will get you in. And I’ll get you to Rod.”


“And then what?”


“Sing for Rod and see where it goes.”


“Thanks.” Saverio looked at the card with a gold embossed treble clef and black letters. It looked swell.


“How old are you?” Sammy asked.


“How old do I look?” Saverio shot back.


“Good answer.” Sammy turned back before going down the steps. “No kidding, you got pipes.”
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Rosaria Armandonada laced her arm through her son’s as they walked home from midnight mass. “You sang so beautifully,” she marveled. “The people were crying. I was crying.”


“I don’t want to make people cry when I sing, Ma.”


“No, no, that’s good. They’re feeling something.” She squeezed his hand.


“I want to make them happy.”


“You do. Even when they’re weeping.”


“How can somebody be happy when they’re crying?”


“They think about their memories. What they miss, who they miss. That’s better than all the silly music on the radio.”


“Not better. Just different.”


As they turned the corner onto Boatwright, the scent of roasted chestnuts wafted through the air. They looked at one another. Saverio grinned. “Pop.”


Leone stood in the front yard of their house, roasting chestnuts in a heavy iron skillet over a fire he had made in a small pit in the frozen ground.


“Leone, you should’ve heard your son sing in church tonight.”


“I heard him sing plenty.”


“Tonight, though, he sounded like an angel. He had power. It was pure.”


“I guess I made some folks cry.”


“I can make them cry when I sing too,” Leone joked as he gave his wife a copper bowl filled with hot chestnuts, their black shells split open, spitting fragrant steam into the cold air.


“I’ll make a syrup and dress them.” Rosaria went inside as Saverio helped his father put out the fire.


Leone used a trowel to throw ash over the flames. Saverio knelt down and made a mound of snow into a large ball. He handed it to his father, who placed it on the ash. Soon the flames sputtered to curls of gray smoke.


“Pop, a man came up to me after mass.”


“For what?”


“Wants me to audition for a band.”


“To do what?”


“To sing. I’ll play a little mandolin, maybe.” Saverio knew the mandolin held a special place in his father’s heart. He’d played the instrument himself when he was a boy in Italy, and had taught his son how to play.


Leone was unmoved. “You’re a bolter at Rouge.”


“I know. But I could sing at night. Make a little extra money maybe.”


“You can’t do both.”


“Why not?”


“You can’t. That life is no life for you.”


“Those guys do really well. They make money entertaining people. If I got good, I bet I could double my salary.”


“It’s a crazy scheme. Don’t fall for it.”


Saverio followed his father into the house. “It’s all for real. They want to pay me.”


“They tell you they pay you, you go on the road, they no pay you. I hear stories of show business. It’s for gypsies. You work, the boss keeps all the money. You starve. He gets fat and he gets showgirls and you get nothing.”


“That’s not how it works.”


“What do you know?”


“Because a man from the Rod Roccaraso Orchestra was at mass. He made it his business to talk to me. He sought me out. He said I had talent. He said I could make it in the music business.”


Saverio followed his father into the kitchen. Rosaria stirred the syrup on the stove. She turned off the burner and ladled the hot syrup over the meat of the shelled chestnuts.


“His business is not your business. We don’t know this man. Who is he anyway? What does he really want with you?” Leone raised his voice.


“Leone, just listen to him.”


“Shuddup, Rosaria.”


She turned back to the stove and stirred the large pot of marinara sauce simmering on a burner.


“Don’t talk to her that way,” Saverio said quietly.


Leone banged the table. The son had tripped the switch of his father’s rage, and he immediately regretted it.


“You mind your own business.” Leone hit the table again. “This is my house.”


“It’s all yours, Papa. But you don’t have to tell Mama to shut up. This argument is between you and me.”


“It’s fine,” Rosaria insisted.


“It’s Christmas Eve,” the boy said wearily, knowing that his father spoiled for a fight, no matter the occasion.


“You lose your job at Rouge, that’s it. They never take you back.” Leone raised his voice. “Men come from Missouri, Kentucky, Chicago—from every country with their sons, and some have many, many sons to work at Rouge. They take any job. Cyanide foundry, they don’t care. Any job. You have a good job on the line, and you no want it. Only a stupid boy gives up a good position on the line.”


“I have other things I want to do. Maybe try something else. I don’t know.”


“Life is not what you want to do. It’s what you have to do.”


“Why can’t it be both?”


“It can,” Rosaria said.


“I told you to stay out of it,” Leone warned his wife before turning to his son. “You know what I had to do to get you a job at the plant? They have lists of names. I told them you would be good, better than me.”


“But I’m not you.”


“You have everything easy. You are a mama’s boy.”


“Okay, Pop.” Saverio surrendered. His father was furious, and whenever it got to this point, it would be bad for the son and worse for his mother.


“Saverio has a talent! I want to see him use it,” Rosaria said quietly.


“How do you know talent?”


“I know my son.”


“You know nothing!” Leone thundered. He stood abruptly, flipping the straight-backed chair onto the floor, where it made a cracking sound, and shattered.


Rosaria and Saverio rushed to pick up the pieces. They cleaned up the rungs and back of the chair efficiently; this wasn’t the first time something had been ruined by Leone. Rosaria left the kitchen. She carried the broken wood in her arms like kindling.


Saverio stood quietly by the sink as his father poured himself a drink at the kitchen table. It was this way every holiday, and lots of Sundays. Leone’s temper would flare over nothing, and soon he would be in a rage, his mother would leave, and the house would be silent but never serene.


The scent of the gravy bubbling on the stove became pungent: the garlic, tomatoes, and basil were cooked thoroughly. Saverio turned off the burner, picked up the moppeens, lifted the pot of sauce off the burner, and placed it off to the side while his father lit a cigarette. Saverio stirred the sauce slowly. He thought about how best to talk to his father. “Ma got her hair done.”


“So?”


“You didn’t notice.”


“So what?”


“When a woman does her hair, it’s not for her, it’s for you. She looks nice. You should tell her. She’d like that.”


Leone puffed on his cigarette. “Never tell your father what to do.”


“I’m making a suggestion.”


“You no suggest.”


“Okay.”


“You watch the way you talk to me.”


“Okay, I will. If you’ll talk nicer to Ma.”


Leone waved his son off with his cigarette. “I don’t make bargains with my son.”


“I’m not always going to be here to talk to her. You and Ma will be alone someday, and you’ll have to converse. Talk to her nice. Like I do. Like Mrs. Farino does at the market. Like Mrs. Ruggiero does at the butcher’s. Like Father Impeciato does at church.”


“The priest always talks nice. He wants the soldi.” Leone rubbed his fingers together, indicating the collection plate.


“Everybody in the world isn’t after your money.”


“That’s what you think. And they after yours too.”


“I’m going to leave here someday.”


Leone laughed. “And go where?”


“I don’t know.”


“And do what?”


“I’m not sure,” Saverio lied. He knew exactly what he wanted to do, but he thought it wise to keep it to himself.


“You waste your life.”


“That’s the thing about a life, Pop. You get one. You can work at the Rouge plant and save every penny and buy your girl a gold chain and the night you’re going to give it to her, you find out she’s gonna marry somebody else. So all those hours on the line, when you thought you were working for your dreams, to make a life with a pretty girl you’re nuts for, you weren’t, you were busting your ass for nothing but the sheer joy of locking a wrench on a bolt for Henry Ford.”


“You got paid good money.”


“Money’s only worth something if you can spend it to make somebody else happy. That’s what the peddler said, and I think he was right.”


“A gypsy. You listen to a gypsy?”


“He seems pretty smart to me.”


“Use your head. You need to eat. You have to buy food with something. What you don’t grow in your garden, you have to buy.”


“Necessities. I calculated them too. The freight on them only amounts to a couple of hours a day on the line in a week in the life of a man. What to do with the other eight? Where do those wages go? How are they spent?”


“The government.”


“Some. And the rest?”


“You save it. Under your mattress. Never the bank. Because you don’t know what’s coming.”


“I don’t care about that. I wanted to see my paydays in gold around Cheryl Dombroski’s perfect neck.”


“She don’t want you.”


“No, she don’t.” Saverio was pained to admit it aloud.


“To hell with her then.”


“Fair enough. If she loved me, I would have given her everything I had.”


“You have the eyes of a fish for her.” His father smiled.


“If I had a girl, I’d treat her good. That’s why I give you hell, Pop. You got a girl. You should treat her good.”


“You don’t know nothing.”


“I know a few things. I know when you love a girl and you don’t show her, it’s a sin.”


“Agh.” Leone waved his hand at his son to dismiss him.


“You don’t know how lucky you are. Someday you will figure it out, and it will be too late.”


Saverio left his father alone in the kitchen. On his way upstairs, he saw his mother in the living room, sitting by the radio. She was now forty, and there was barely any white in her black hair. She still had a fine figure and the face of a Venetian, with a strong nose and lovely brown eyes.


Rosaria had made the modest home as lovely as she could. The walls were painted a cheery yellow. The gray linoleum floor was waxed to a polished finish. She had sewn muslin curtains that, while plain, had a little flair, with ruffles gathered along their hems. The family Christmas tree was decorated with ornaments she had made herself, star-shaped spiderwebs of lace that hung from the branches artfully. Saverio noticed how hard his mother tried to bring some beauty into their lives.


“You okay, Ma?”


“Yeah, yeah.” She waved her son off as her husband had.


“I’m sorry.”


“I can’t fix the chair,” she said. “I don’t think ten men could fix that chair. The wood is bad. It’ll make good kindling.”


“I’ll buy you a new one.”


“Save your money.”


“I have, Ma. It’s upstairs under the mattress. When I finally spent some money on something pretty, it didn’t turn out so good.”


“I’m sorry.”


Saverio smiled. “Maybe next time.” “I like the tree.” Rosaria looked it up and down. “I’ll be sad when Epiphany comes and I have to take it down.”


“You did a nice job.”


“Thank you, Sav.”


“Did you buy me a hat?” Saverio picked up a large round box wrapped in brown paper from under the tree.


“You peeked!”


“Nope. It’s the shape of the box.”


“I didn’t know how to wrap it.”


“It’s fine, Ma.”


“I hope you like it.”


“I need a hat.”


“I know you do.” She lowered her voice. “You can’t go around in a wool cap and impress the bandleaders. I want you to audition for that orchestra.”


“I’d like to, Ma.”


“When you sing, you mean it.”


“I believe the words,” he admitted.


“That’s what moves people.”


Saverio sat down next to his mother. “Like Sleep in heavenly peace.”


Rosaria put her arms around her son. “Written by someone who held a baby.”


Saverio tried to pull away, but his mother tightened her embrace. “You’ll always be my baby.”


“Ma.” He was embarrassed.


“I raised a good son. An artist. I want you to be one. You used to write poems. You could write songs, you know. Songs like that.”


“I could try, I guess.”


“You have to—you have to use your talent. It’s a sin not to.”


“I like singing in church.”


“When the Peparetti family butchers the hog, Mrs. Peparetti always brings me a pork shoulder. And I like to make it in the pot with gravy. One year, she brought me the meat and it wouldn’t fit in the pot. The bone was too big, too much for my old pot. There was no way to cook it. So I had to bring it back to her, or it would’ve been wasted. That’s how I feel about you. You’ve outgrown the pot. The choir at Holy Family isn’t enough for you. The festival in the summer in Dearborn, it’s for amateurs. You need bigger, better, more.”


“How will I know if I can do it?”


“That’s the easy part. The people will let you know if they like you. And if they don’t like you, you can always get a job back on the line.”


“Have you talked to Pop about this?”


“No. It would hurt him. He doesn’t see art, and he doesn’t hear music. He’s a responsible man.”


“That’s what you call him?”


“He’s your father,” Rosaria reminded him, though she didn’t have to. Leone was the sun in their little solar system; there wasn’t room for much more than them. “Papa is practical.”


“Practical men don’t dream.”


“They do. But they’re different dreams. His dream is to hold on to his job week after week, year after year. To get a raise once in a while. To have enough to pay the rent. To buy a coat when he needs it—or you do, or I do. His dreams are to provide the necessities of life. He grew up so poor, to him, food, clothing, and shelter, even at their minimum, are luxuries.”


“So are children.”


“What do you mean?” Rosaria asked.


“Ma, why just one? Why didn’t you have more children?”


“I said, God, send me what you will. And he sent you to me, and that was that.”


“I want eight children someday.”


“Eight?” Rosaria beamed.


“I want a house full of noise and laughter and music and games and kids. It gets too quiet around here with just me. I want a big table and all the people I love around it. I want to be the father, the man in charge. I wouldn’t be like him. I’d be happy with my lot. I wouldn’t be miserable if I had a good wife, that’s for sure. I’d want people around all the time. I want a family so big I can’t keep up with them. I want to be like Mr. DeRea: when he calls for his children, he stutters because he can’t remember all their names. I want to be that confused, that I can’t remember who’s who. I want Christmas to be loud. Everybody singing.”


“That’s how it was when I was a girl. But we celebrated the Epiphany, after Christmas. The Marasco family takes their time with Christmas. We sang the songs, had the mass on Christmas, and something special—a fig tart, a sweet. We didn’t have much for presents.”


“No presents?”


“We didn’t have anything but each other.”


“Was it enough?”


His mother thought for a moment. “I thought it was.”


“Maybe that’s why Pop is so unhappy. Maybe if he had more children, he’d feel like the other men at Holy Family. You know, surrounded.”


“You were enough for me. If God sent you to me and only you, you were enough. I couldn’t have asked for more. Try and understand Papa. Your father left his home.”


“That’s not an excuse.”


“It will help you understand him. Think about it. I taught him English. When I met him, I thought he was shy and sweet. I think I liked him so much at first because he seemed in awe of everything, and it made me think that meant he appreciated the world and people in ways that the Italians that were here already might take for granted.”


“Ma, he takes you for granted.”


“You let me worry about that.”


Saverio stood. “I took the sauce off the stove and turned the burner off.”


“You’re a good one.”


The boy kissed his mother on the cheek before going up the stairs.


[image: image]


Saverio hung his church clothes, his one good pair of wool pants and his white cotton shirt, in the closet. He pulled on his flannel pajama pants. Feeling a chill, he buttoned up the top and pulled a sweater on over it. He crawled into his twin bed and curled up his knees to his chest. He was going off to sleep when he heard a knock at the door.


His father stood in the doorway of his room, lit by the dim bulb in the hallway behind him. Leone looked as though he were in relief, light passing through him only to fall into shadow, a chiaroscuro.


“Pop?”


“You need to leave this house.” Leone’s voice was even. He wasn’t angry—it was worse. He had made a decision. Yes, he had a bit to drink, it was the end of a long workweek, and he was exhausted, but there was no mistaking his command.


“What?” The boy sat up in the bed but kept the blanket around himself, as if a patch of wool could protect him from a man who wanted his only child banished from his home.


“You get out.”


“What do you mean?”


“You don’t like your job, it’s not good enough. I no longer support you. You go out and find your own way.”


Even with the sweater, the pajamas, and the blanket over him, Saverio began to shake. His teeth chattered. He knew his father, and his father meant what he said.


“But Pop . . .” Tears filled Saverio’s eyes.


“Don’t cry,” his father commanded. “I was twelve years old when I left Italy. I don’t cry. Not then. Not now. I had nothing. I made it here with no English, a few coins. Nothing. You have everything but you no grateful. Not to me. Not to God. Not your mother. You find out about life when you live it. You’ll see.”


“Do you want me to go now?”


“The morning,” his father said. “You go. And you come back when you beg my forgiveness on your knees.” He closed the door behind him.


Saverio got out of his bed. He stood frozen on that island of helplessness, where there is no one to come to your aid, and nowhere to turn. He did not know whether to move or stand still. He had to think, but he was numb.


He knew that it would be much worse in the morning. By then, his mother would intercede, and there would be a reprieve, perhaps, but soon, it would happen again. He and his father would argue, and he would throw him out of the house. Saverio didn’t belong here. This was no longer his home, if it ever had been.


Saverio went to his closet and surveyed the contents. Two pairs of work pants. Two shirts. One pair of pants for good (church), one shirt for good (church), one suit jacket, a hand-me-down from his father, gray tweed with the wrong width of lapels, now woefully out of style, narrow ones. He hated wearing it and would leave the jacket behind. Shoes: one pair of work oxfords with rubber soles. He slipped his feet into them.


One pair of black leather lace-ups (for church) went into their cotton sleeves. One dress tie, black and white silk, striped. One black wool newsboy cap. No proper hat nor suit, vest, or jacket. Three pairs of white cotton undershorts, three white cotton undershirts, and three pairs of black wool socks. He pulled the olive-green canvas duffel that he used when he attended Holy Family School and carefully filled it with his clothes. He packed his rosary, a photograph of his mother, the book he won at the Dearborn festival, The Three Taps by Father Ronald Knox, along with the choir folder with the sheet music from church.


He sat on the edge of the bed and went through the contents of his billfold. In it, he had $17 and a River Rouge plant identification card. He pulled the envelope with his savings from under the mattress. His salary had been $25 a week at the Ford plant.


Saverio had spent $187 of his earnings to pay for half of the roof on his parents’ home, the trolley rides to and from work, shoes and his work clothes (his Rouge apron and gloves), and of course, Christmas.


He tucked the box containing Cheryl’s gold chain into the duffel before dressing. The dream of seeing her wear the necklace seemed like a hundred years ago. A desperate moment will bury a man more quickly than a happy one can save him.


He folded his only pair of pajamas neatly and placed them on top of the other clothes in the case before snapping it shut. He sat down and wrote his mother a letter.


DECEMBER 24, 1932




Dear Mama,


Merry Christmas, my dear mother. Pop asked me to leave the house. I will write to you when I am settled. Don’t worry about me. As you told me, don’t worry, pray.


Love, Saverio




Saverio made his bed and tucked the letter under the pillow. He stood and looked around the room, memorizing the details of the bed, coverlet, lamp, nightstand, and dresser. He remembered his mother again, fished the cash out of the duffel, removed $50, and tucked it inside the envelope with the letter, returning it to its place under the pillow. He lifted the mandolin in its case off the shelf over the closet, threw the duffel onto his back, and opened the bedroom door. He peered down the hallway. His parents’ bedroom was dark, the house still.


He slipped down the stairs, through the living room, past the pieces of the broken chair and the Christmas tree. He thought he might take the package with his name on it from under the tree—he surely could use that hat—but he decided to leave it behind, with the gifts he had left for his parents. He had taken only what he needed.


Saverio quietly lifted his coat off the hook, pulled on the wool gloves his mother had made for him, and put on his old newsboy cap.


The only child of Leone and Rosaria Marasco Armandonada of 132 Boatwright Street, Detroit, Michigan, opened the door and walked out onto the porch into a beam of clear, white moonlight.


The temperatures had dropped below zero that Christmas Eve, but Saverio didn’t feel the bitter cold. Within him there was nothing but fire, a low-grade burning rage from an anger that had gone unexpressed for too long, stoked by the confusion he held from being misunderstood and fueled by the pain of his unworthiness. His father’s rejection and Saverio’s aspirations had created a combustible grenade that was about to explode and propel him out of this life into a new one.


The boy’s heart raced at the possibilities as he followed the light.
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JULY 4, 1938


Risoluto


(Bold)


Chi Chi Donatelli’s feet sank so deeply into the cool, wet sand, she closed her eyes and imagined them taking root below the silt, embedding themselves into the earth and spreading into tangled vines of curlicues, multiplying until they covered the ocean floor. That’s the effect Count Basie’s music had on her. His lush orchestrations filled the spaces of the world for her until there was nothing left as she listened to Swingin’ the Blues on WBGO out of Newark. The factory girl held a transistor radio up to her ear and pressed it close, as though it were a dial and she were a safecracker. She would not miss a single note.


The Atlantic Ocean rolled out before her like bolts of silver lamé under the white sun. She swatted a fly off of her bare shoulder, which glistened and was hot to the touch. At twenty years old, Chi Chi was petite and limber, with a figure that turned heads.


As the trombone reached for the sliding note that blew high and clean in her ear, she stretched her free arm as if she, too, were reaching for the monumental rippling high C. When the entirety of the orchestra came in under the solo, she adjusted the red chiffon scarf that tied the long, shiny black curls off of her face.


“Chi Chi!” her sister Barbara hollered from the pier, but Chi Chi didn’t hear her because the beach was noisy and the radio was cranked. It was a perfect day because it belonged to her. She answered to no one. She let that knowledge wrap around her like the warm breeze off the Atlantic. Chi Chi was off the clock, the sun was high in the sky and looked like the face of a stopwatch without hands or numbers.


The beach at Sea Isle City was packed with union families during the July Fourth holiday week, from the water’s edge to the bluffs. This particular slice of the Jersey shore was punctured with poles anchoring billowing striped umbrellas of orange and white, navy and pink, and red and yellow; lolling beneath them were as many people as could fit. The remainder of open sand was a patchwork of beach towels and sunbathers.


From the pier, the colorful wedge of beach looked a lot like a jelly bean spill.


In the distance the boardwalk was packed, and beyond it the Ferris wheel was fully loaded, spinning in the light. The lines for Fiori’s Funnel Cakes, Cora’s Cotton Candy, Funzo’s French Fries, and Isle Show You the Best Hot Waffles & Ice Cream were long, but the customers didn’t seem to mind. Gumball-colored horses on the carousel cantered up and down as they revolved on a wooden platform painted in bold stripes of turquoise and gold.


The crash of the waves of the Atlantic Ocean drowned out the clank of the wheels on the wooden roller coaster as it looped over the buoys and pier; a peal of screams could be heard as the riders took the drop after the incline high in the air over the water.


Barbara Donatelli was twenty-two, wore a seersucker romper, and her long black hair in a braid. She had the face and figure of a young woman, but she carried herself with the posture of a put-upon matron. She marched toward Chi Chi and gave her a hard shove in the back to get her attention. Chi Chi reeled around and put up her fists, ready to belt whoever had dared put their hands on her.


“It’s just you.” Chi Chi released her fists.


“I’ve been hollering at you all the way from Fontaine,” Barbara complained. “Gimme.”


Chi Chi stepped back, holding the radio close. She closed her eyes and listened to the smooth clip of the final phrase before Count Basie signaled the orchestra to wallop the finale. When the DJ came back on the air, Chi Chi handed the transistor radio back to her sister.


“You could thank me for the loan,” Barbara said as she spun the dial of the radio to Off.


“Thanks.”


“Ma wants you home. We have company coming. She needs help,” Barbara said as she tucked the radio into her pocket.


“You’re there. Pop started the grill already.”


“All the cousins are coming over.”


“Where’s Lucille?”


“She’s helping Aunt Vi at the sausage and pepper stand.”


“Ugh.” Chi Chi swirled her foot in the sand. “I want to stay out. It’s my vacation.”


“Ma doesn’t get a vacation.”


Barbara knew that all she had to do was mention their mother, and Chi Chi would pretty much do anything she asked of her. Resigned, Chi Chi had turned to follow her sister back home through the maze of sunbathers when they heard a woman scream. Chi Chi turned back and scanned the water’s edge. She saw a young woman wading into the ocean, reaching into the waves.


“My boy!” the woman screamed again. “Help! Somebody help me! My son!” Another woman grabbed the mother by her waist as she attempted to go into the water. The surf had churned up, cresting in white foam that hid the swimmers beyond the shallow water.


Instinctively, Chi Chi ran to her. “She can’t swim!” the woman said, gripping the mother by her waist.


“There! Out there!” The mother pointed. “Help my son!”


Chi Chi looked out into the surf and spied an empty green raft floating in the middle distance. She dove into the surf and swam for it.


Barbara ran after her sister; shielding her eyes, she checked the lifeguard stand. No sign of him. “My sister is a good swimmer,” Barbara said, trying to soothe the woman, but it was impossible. They heard the lifeguard whistle behind them, the bathers parted, and then he, too, dove into the surf with a red board on a rope.


When Chi Chi reached the raft, she dove under it but found nothing. She tried to flip the raft, thinking it might have gotten attached to something—driftwood, or an old railroad tie that loosened from the pier. Her heart pounded in fear—she could not move the cloth raft. She felt around its edges. The lead rope was submerged; only the loop attached to the raft floated on the surface. She dove under the water again, sliding her hands along the grooves of the tangled hemp and followed it.


Soon she found the boy, lifeless, his head directed to the ocean floor. The boy’s ankle was twisted in the loop of the rope. Panic surged through her, but, focused on her task, she loosened the knot and pulled him to the surface. As she held him, a wave washed over them, dragging them under as he slipped out of her grip. She flailed in the surf as she reached for him. The force of the waves pushed his body toward her, and she grabbed him again. She pulled him to the surface using the thrust of the current.


Chi Chi gasped for air. With one arm, she clung to the boy and kicked, reaching desperately for the raft with the other, pulling the boy behind her as the lifeguard swam toward them. The boy floated on the surface as she held him. In her arms, he was cold and rubbery, like a doll. His lips were a faint blue, and his eyes were closed when the lifeguard reached them. The lifeguard spoke to Chi Chi, but she couldn’t hear his instructions; it was as though she were floating inside a thick glass bottle, and the boy, the raft, and the lifeguard were outside of it.


“Hold on to the raft,” the lifeguard instructed again as he lifted the boy and placed him on the safety board, turning him over, facedown. Instinctively, Chi Chi swam to the far side of the board to protect the boy. With the lifeguard on the other side of the board, they swam toward shore, steadying the boy between them, the raft trailing behind them.


Chi Chi saw salt water as it oozed from his open mouth. The boy couldn’t have been more than seven years old. As they reached the shallow water, the young mother tore away from her friend and Barbara and ran toward her son. “Michael!” she cried.


“Hold her back,” the lifeguard ordered.


Barbara put her arms around the woman and restrained her, with the help of the friend. It was as if the entire population of Sea Isle Beach had gathered silently on the shore to watch the lifeguard breathe into the boy, who lay still on the board on the cold sand.


Chi Chi knelt down next to the boy as the lifeguard pressed his chest and breathed into his mouth. “Come on, Michael,” she whispered into the boy’s ear. “You can do it. Come back.”


The lifeguard pressed the boy’s chest gently and steadily with his flat open hands, trying to open his chest so he might breathe.


The boy’s face began to take on color around his nose, the pale blue skin became tinged with pink. He moved his neck. The lifeguard helped him turn his head when suddenly the boy threw up salt water and whatever else was inside him. The boy began to gulp air. Chi Chi and the lifeguard helped him sit up. The lifeguard gently tapped his back, and the boy leaned forward and spit up more water. Soon, the boy’s throat burned, he clutched it, and he began to cry. His mother broke away and ran to her son, knelt in the sand, and held him. She wept as her son’s chest heaved.


Chi Chi sat back on her heels and watched the boy and his mother. As Michael curled up in her arms, his pale back curved like a seashell. As the boy cried, his breath moved the clean line of his backbone fluidly, like the links on a chain.


The lifeguard gave the sign that the boy was safe. The crowd behind them cheered. The roar, Chi Chi was certain, could be heard down the shore as far away as Wildwood Crest. Chatter erupted as the crowd announced the happy ending: He’ll live. He made it. Poor kid, that was a close one. Barbara kicked sand over the spot where the boy had been sick, until all evidence of it was buried. The lifeguard corralled the people back to their umbrellas and blankets. Relieved, they receded from the water’s edge. Today would be an ordinary day after all. Chi Chi kept her eyes on the mother and son. She bit her lip, tasting salt water, not from the ocean but her own tears.
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“What’s the head count, Ma?” Barbara leaned out the kitchen window.


“I think twenty-five, but it could go to thirty if the Rapucchis show up.” Isotta smiled from the backyard of their freshly painted Cape Cod home as she and Chi Chi unfurled a red-and-white-checked tablecloth on the long picnic table.


Isotta Donatelli was an Italian of Venetian descent who understood the ways of the Neapolitans because of her long marriage to Mariano. Now in her midforties, she had soft brown eyes, a pale complexion, and the prominent, straight nose of the Italians of the north. Her full smile showed off lovely white teeth, and like her daughters, she had long dark hair, though hers had flecks of gray at her temples and was worn in a braided chignon.


“How does this happen?” Chi Chi complained. “I thought you were going to hold the number down this year, Ma. I don’t want to work on my week off. I want to take sun and relax.” Isotta’s middle child had tied up her wet hair in a topknot. She wore a two-piece red bathing suit that exposed a half inch of her tanned middle and grazed the top of her thighs; the bottoms were cut square, boy style. Chi Chi had hoped to spend the afternoon doing her hair. Later, she planned to put on a sundress and gold sandals and dance the night away at the pavilion on the boardwalk with the rest of the kids her age.


“This is the curse of living by the shore,” Barbara said as she placed a stack of dishes on the table. “Family washes up on the beach all summer long.”


“Who’s coming anyhow?” Chi Chi asked as she set the table.


“We’ve got the cousins from Michigan,” her mother began, counting the place settings as she went.


“Farmers,” Chi Chi said.


“Steelworkers,” Barbara corrected her.


“What’s the difference?”


“One brings you baskets of fresh peppers to can, and the other brings the Ford catalog with the rollout of the 1938 line,” Barbara said wistfully. “One gift is work to do, the other is my book of dreams.”


“Cousin Joozy—you remember her, she’s the daughter of my mother’s second cousin—well, she’s bringing her cousin Rosaria by marriage. The one that married the fella from Italy around the same time I married your father. Armandonada.”


“So we’re not related to Rosaria?” Barbara pondered.


“We should just open a restaurant. At least we’d be making money instead of feeding all these cousins and their cousins ten times removed for free,” Chi Chi groused.


“Rosaria’s son is a singer.”


Chi Chi’s eyes narrowed. “Does he have any records out?”


“You’ll have to ask his mother.”


Chi Chi placed the silverware on the table. “You know I will.”


“I feel sorry for the girl who gets stuck with that name. It sounds like a barge from the days of Nero.” Barbara followed behind her with the salad bowls, placing them on the table. “Why would anybody marry an Italian from the other side? It’s Victorian.”


Their mother smiled. “I don’t know, Barbara. Maybe love?”


“Love has a different definition for every person,” Chi Chi reminded her. “You ever heard the story of Monica Spadoni? Her parents made a match with a guy she had never met, from a village she had never visited, from a family she did not know, all based on a photograph sent via airmail from Napoli.”


“Was he handsome?” Barbara asked.


“Extremely. But that was his only asset. Monica had no idea what awaited her except his gorgeous mug, of course. The guy landed in New Haven, Monica was smitten. They got married, it turns out he was mean, she felt hoodwinked; in due course he wiped out her savings, left her flat, and went home to Italy to his wife and kids.”


“How romantic. Tell us another one, Cheech.” Barbara folded the napkins neatly and placed them on the plates. “Who doesn’t like a good old potboiler bigamy story?”


“The moral of all that? Yes, Monica got saddled with a real bargain from Catania. But she learned her lesson. Eat from your own garden, because you don’t know what you’re getting when you don’t.”
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