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A love letter to my parents and grandparents.
And especially to my son, Avi, the brightest star in my constellation.


Amor vincit omnia.


When you come back . . . find me.
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I have the gift. I was born with a caul. That means the amniotic sac didn’t break when Ma pushed me out. It’s rare, but it happens. People think that gives me second sight, the ability to see the future.


People are wrong. The caul didn’t cover my face, it covered my butt.


I see my pasts.


I have hindsight.
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My name is Eugenia Panisporchi. I’m thirty-three years old and my mother irons my underwear. My sister is twenty-seven, my brother, thirty-six. Ma irons their underwear, too. We don’t need them ironed. Ma does it because we live at home. We don’t live at home because we want to. We have no choice.


We’re Italian.


Not in actual Italy. We’re Italian in South Philadelphia, in a fifteen-foot wide by thirty-five-foot deep brick-faced row house near the corner of Twelfth and Shunk. A place which resembles Italy as much as textured vegetable protein tastes like steak. We venerate the same martyrs as our paesani across the water. We celebrate the same masses. Baptize our babies in white lace. Dispatch our elders in black drape.


And when we marry, we do it big, with festoons of flowers and full-skirted frippery. Like this taffeta Dijon-mustard-colored off-one-shoulder monstrosity fastened with a couple of freaking hook-and-eyes I can’t reach.


Because, guess who my brother Joey’s intended decided would be puuuurfet. Just purfet, purfet, purfet—oh-gosh-golly-gee-she’s-just-so-damned-excited-aren’t-ya-excited-Eugenia?—to have for her maid of honor.


This is me. Excited. Right down to my panties. Panties Ma keeps well-pressed.


Perfectly.


Ma hands off my bouquet. She squashes against the bureau and squints with me into the mirror to get the full effect of chrysanthemums speckled in shades of pumpkin and mulberry against the dress’s warm ochre. Colors known to the non-marrying world as orange, purple, and yellow. She slaps a palm to her forehead. “That reminds me. I forgot to toss the three-bean salad.”


“That’s it.” Elbows pretzeled, happy the last two hook-and-eyes wouldn’t fasten, I undo the ones I managed. “I’m going as a guest.”


Ma spins, powder-blue chiffon sleeves fluttering, surprisingly nimble for a lady who constrains herself with support hose and Spanx. She clamps my arms to my sides. “The wedding party will be uneven.” Then she spits over her left shoulder and goes sotto voce, taking a moment to sweep her gaze across the space behind me. “You’ll invite the mal’occhio.”


The dreaded mal’occhio. Like the Evil Eye waits its chance to break from the wars and earthquakes and plagues and famines to cast its baleful glare on an uneven wedding party. I break Ma’s hold and flounce the layers and layers adding to my already ample backside. “I got yer mal’occhio right here.”


Ma crosses herself, exasperation stiffening every millimeter of her five-foot-two-inch frame. She raises a crooked knuckle to her teeth and bites hard. “I like the dress,” she says in the tone she uses to sweettalk the butcher into giving her free soup bones. “It’s got presence.”


“Presence?” I bunch my mousy brown tresses, heedless of the time it took to wrangle their unruly weight into submission. “This dress could sign a lease on its own apartment.” I point to my sister. Standing by the door. Decked out in tasteful silk of muted green with a sweetheart neckline and dramatic V-plunge down her back. “Let Angela wear it.”


Angela joins us, lifts a taffeta layer, and lets it flop. “If I wanted to dress in drapes, I’d change my name to Scarlet.”


Ma flicks a thumb and forefinger against Angela’s temple, then straightens my tiara, tweaking the tines deep into my scalp. “You should be honored Carlotta asked you to be maid of honor. Shows she really wants to be part of the family.”


“Because she’s stunad.” I stretch the second vowel into the seventh inning—the ahhhh so long, if Ma had a tongue depressor, she could check my tonsils—then flick my hand at Ma’s reflection in the mirror. “What normal person would try to be a part of this family?”


Dual laser beams of disapproval bore into the gap between those still undone final hook-and-eyes. Ma takes me by the shoulders, puts me in my place, and goes to work.


Angela scoops a pack of cigarettes out of an old cigar box on her side of the dresser. She lights up and flops onto her bed, lustrous black curls flopping with her. “Careful, Eugenia. That stunad has cousins. Maybe you’ll meet one.”


I feel myself blanch clear down to my crinoline underskirt. My last foray into dating a cousin-by-marriage ended in medias coitus when a shake of that cousin’s head reminded me of a younger brother in one of my past lives. Since that night, close on three years now, I’ve kept my legs crossed and my prescription for birth control unfilled.


“But this color is perfect.” I hold the taffeta against Angela’s cheek to show how well its warm Dijon-ochreness complements her flawless complexion. “Look, Ma. All Carlotta’s stunad cousins will be fighting to get a crack at her.”


Ma snatches my hand back. “You get first introductions.”


The ten-inch alabaster Blessed Virgin Mary on the dressing table titters.


I’d respond. Tell the Very Blessed Busybody to mind her own business. But Ma and Angela can’t hear my personal peanut gallery. Only I can hear Her. And the last thing I need, especially in this dress, is Ma and Angela watching while I holler at a statue.


See, I’ve been Italian six, no seven, times. My last life, I got to be Greek. But not in actual Greece. I got to be Greek in Northeast Philadelphia, a life almost exactly like the one I’m living now. Except I crossed myself in the opposite direction when I prayed. This time I had put in for a life as exotic, as un-Catholic, as far removed from South Philly as Rand-McNally and Rudyard Kipling convinced me were possible.


Not far enough. The Blessed Mary Quite Contrary got hold of my application. She took a big red marker to the vellum and substituted ITALIAN for INDIAN, PUDGY for PETITE, and PHILLY for PUNJAB, then redacted and rearranged, reassessed and rejected, condemning me with the biggest red word of all scrawled across my signature: UNREPENTANT.


I’ll give that Blessed Virgin Malfeasant unrepentant.


I wrench from Ma’s grasp and risk waggling a finger in Mary’s direction for the titter, then fix Ma with a we-are-soooo-not-having-this-conversation-again glare. “Don’t go introducing me to anybody. Most of the single cousins my age are divorced. The rest will be losers. Some will be both.”


Ma corrals the finger, no doubt presuming the waggle was meant for her, and wrenches me back into position. “Your brother found somebody.”


I wrench again, pleased to feel a recently fastened hook-and-eye give way. “He found her six weeks ago. That makes Joey the other kind.”


“What kind is that?”


“The kind who gets his girlfriend pregnant.”


Ma presses her lips together. She scrunches her eyes and flares her nostrils so wide, I can tell she’s two ticks from exploding. Trying to keep the hair on her tongue. Prevent what she really wants to say from exiting. She opens a closed fist, sweeping it in an arc. “Don’t say what you don’t know.”


“But it’s okay for us to stand here and think it?” I crack my neck like Joey when he’s dodging a foul ball. “Yo, Ma, meet Carlotta. Wier postin’ banns on Wenzday, Tursday, and Friday. The weddin’ is Saturday. Four in d’affernoon. See ya there.”


I clutch my flounces. “No woman with sufficient time to plan would ever choose this dress.”


Ma goes back to fastening. “Carlotta did the best she could. Not easy finding something off the rack on such short notice. Especially in your size.”


Angela snorts. Smoke shoots out her nose. She waves her cigarette, tip streaking red above her fingers. “Have you both been into the Sambuca? There’s nothing thrown together about this wedding. The reception’s at Twelve Caesars. You gotta book it months in advance. And those invitations? Engraved. That takes weeks.”


Ma should be protesting Angela’s cigarette. Should be complaining how it’s near impossible to get the stench off the rose-printed wallpaper, but all Ma does is stammer. “You’re sayin’ Joey got engaged, set a date, planned a wedding, ordered . . . ordered . . . boutonnieres. And didn’t tell us?” Ma’s face goes all convoluted and confused. “Why?”


Angela gives my arm an are-you-stupid? smack. “Because Eugenia here doesn’t like Carlotta.”


Nailed. Angela’s statement hits like a hammer. Cracking the rotten core of truth.


I don’t like Carlotta.


Why should I?


Carlotta’s a thief. A manipulator. A puttana who’d coldcock a puppy if it suited her purpose, best fitted for purgatory’s ninth circle, surrounded by nose pickers, toenail biters, and wizened old men with phlegm-filled hacking coughs. I’ve kept my distance for four hundred years. I can’t keep my distance in this life if she’ll be putting presents under the same tree at Christmas.


I can’t tell Ma that. She doesn’t have hindsight. And I can’t stand the weight of Ma’s indignant scrutiny on top of the weight of this dress. I point to my backside. “Can I at least get rid of the bow?”


Alabaster Virgin Mary hisses.


Seriously. She’s hissing over a bow. All this life, I’ve been making nice. Doing my best. Avoiding curses and kisses. Controversies and complications. Minding my manners. Keeping my nose clean. And all without a single “atta girl” out of the Queen of Heaven. Not one teeny tiny concession from the Mother of Consolation.


I consider retrieving my own pack of cigarettes from where I hid it beneath my box spring, my own lighter from where I taped it to the underside of the dresser drawer. Lighting up. Smoking the whole thing, the whole pack. Right here, right now. Anything to avoid the creeping sense Carlotta may be the curse I can’t avoid. “Come on, Angela. Wear the damned dress. I’ll give you money.”


Angela’s gaze takes on a mercenary glint. “How much?”


Ma seizes Angela’s cigarette and stubs it out, then pulls a can of Lysol Disinfectant Spray with Antibacterial Action, the Fresh Scent, from the cleaning basket in our bedroom closet. She aerosolizes a germ-killing cloud over the ashtray, the lighter, and the rest of Angela’s pack. “Eugenia will wear the dress. The oldest always wears the dress.”


Ma’s eyes mist over. “The dress is beautiful and you look beautiful in it. I wish your father could be here to tell you.” She hugs my shoulder and puts out an arm like she’s presenting a tray of antipasti. “Angela, tell your sister how beautiful she looks.”


Angela pokes at my bodice. “Your boob is sagging.”


The hell? That side’s got more supports than the Ben Franklin Bridge. Works on the same principle. Suspension.


Ma pushes Angela out the door. “Get the duct tape.”


Please, Blessed Mother, not the duct tape.


But duct tape it is, swathed around my rib cage and under my bra band, stretching all the way to my left breast to clamp it in place. Ma refastens the hook-and-eyes, then tap-taps me on the cheek. “Beauty is pain. Pretend it’s not there. When you get married, you can pick a dress with as many straps as you want.”


I pull her hand off my face and hold it in both of mine, saying with as much conviction as the duct tape permits, “I’m not getting married, Ma. Get it? Never. As in not ever in my entire life.”


“Between saying and doing lies the sea.” Ma searches my face, eyebrows don’t-mess-with-me high. “Is that what this is about? Joey’s getting married, so now it’s your turn.”


Blessed Mary chokeholds my conscience, the impression of Her voice in my head tart and tinkly. “Stir the stracciatella, clean up the spatters.”


I’m acting on feelings Ma and Angela don’t understand. To settle a score only I remember.


It’s not fair.


Not to Ma, not to me, not to my stunad soon-to-be sister-in-law. I give Ma the answer she wants to hear. “That’s what it’s about. Except it’s not my turn. It’s not required. Times change.”


Ma pats my hand, then rubs a thumb across my wrist like she used to before the dentist went to fill a cavity. “Times don’t change, chipmunk. They just look different. People are born. They grow up. They marry. They die. Be happy. Joey’s finally settling down. Life can start for you girls.”


Fuck it. Fuck Mary. Fuck the donkey She rode in on.


I won’t be Catholic next time around. I won’t be Italian. I won’t live in a concrete box in a crumbling neighborhood. I want what I want, and what I want is the chance to choose my next life.


And all the people who live it with me.


Rudyard was clear. “It’s not so much the demands you make, woman-child, but how you explain them after.” And if, as he promised, a brave heart and courteous tongue will carry me through this jungle, then I’ll be as pleasant and agreeable a woman-child as required.


Ma stops at the door on her way out. “Eugenia.”


“Yeah, Ma?”


“Start liking Carlotta.”
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Four hours later. Four freaking hours later, Joey’s hitched to Carlotta.


And Ma’s hitched to me, hauling my backside to Wedding Reception Table Number Thirteen. There to meet another of Carlotta’s cousins. “Don’t you worry about those first twelve,” Ma whispers, hoarse and hopeful. “I got a lucky feeling about this next one.”


Lucky Cousin Number Thirteen stands.


“My daughter teaches at Temple University.” Ma puts a hand on the small of my back and pushes me forward. “Chancre.”


“Chaucer, Ma.”


Cousin Thirteen sweeps what smells like a vodka tonic past a collection of empty chairs, and in the direction of the dance floor. “My tablemates.” Which I take to mean they’re all out dancing. “I—”


The refrain from Ce La Luna crescendos. Its spicy innuendo cuts off the rest of Cousin Thirteen’s sentence. Ma deposits my pocketbook under the table skirt, shoves my wine spritzer into my fist, and scurries away.


Six empty chairs.


That makes Cousin Thirteen the odd man.


About Joey’s age. Average height. Pleasant face. A little paunchy, but not too bad.


Time to find out why he’s dateless. “What did you say?”


“I said, I flunked Chaucer in college.” The man holds my chair and waits for me to sit. “Dropped my grade point average zero oh three percent.”


Zero. Oh. Three. Percent.


That’s one in three hundred.


Or maybe three thousand.


Also hindsight’s percentage of incidence among the incarnate population.


A tiny alarm sounds between my ears. “That’s not a decimal you run into much.”


“Unless you’re an actuary. Which I am.”


“How come you didn’t withdraw? To avoid the flunk.”


The man tugs at his bow tie, then runs a hand through a crew cut that starts a little back from where his hairline used to be. “That option wasn’t . . . convenient.”


A guy precise enough to know the percent a flunk in an elective dropped his grade point average, right down to its exact zero oh three, couldn’t find zero oh three minutes to tote his patootie into registration and avoid that apparent disaster. “What do you mean wasn’t convenient?”


He cocks his ear. “I didn’t catch your name when your mother introduced us.”


Actuary. Balding. Deaf.


And effective at evading unpleasant topics.


“Eugenia.” Truth. “But everybody calls me Jenny.” Lie. People should call me Jenny. Who names their kid Eugenia and actually calls her that?


It’s a man’s name. With an a. “And you are?”


“Dr. Panisporchi?” The question comes over my left shoulder. Male. Enthusiastic. Young.


Dread, cold and clammy, creeps up my spine. The only people who call me Dr. Panisporchi are my dry cleaner and my—


“Friedrich Palmon. You know, from class.”


—students.


Not just any student.


Friedrich Palmon. Bony and tall, he misses handsome by quarter inches. Nose too long. Brows too close. Gaze too distant to be truly without guile.


Friedrich Palmon. An engineering student with a penchant for medieval literature, Old English to Modern English, and all the romance in between.


“I saw the name on the napkins.” He fans a collection of mulberry-colored ones around a plate of pastries he places in the middle of our table. He glances at my head. “Nice tiara.”


Friedrich Palmon. With whom I have a history other than his fondness for Chaucer. A history of which he should be so ashamed, he should present me those pastries on his knees, penitent prayers falling from his lips.


“What are you doing here?” I ask, my tone stiffer than my frock.


Friedrich sweeps a hand over his black and white wait staff ensemble. “Thanksgiving weekend. The caterer offered bonuses.” He tilts a chin at Joey, dancing with Carlotta by the laughing cherubs ice sculpture. “That your cousin?”


Shrimp linguini goes leaden in my stomach. Of all the relationships he could have guessed at, Friedrich dredges up the first Joey and I shared. Four hundred years in the past. “No. He’s my brother.”


Feedback squeals from the sound system. The music stops. Friedrich turns to Cousin Number Thirteen. “Then this is your lover.” The last word echoes into the silence.


Heads turn.


Lover. Who says that? Out loud and in a crowd. And to their professor.


The actuary keeps his attention on his drink, an up-twitch playing at the corner of his mouth. He stirs and restirs the lemon wedge. And hums. A musical phrase, low and lovely and achingly familiar.


Unchained Melody.


Not the Righteous Brothers version made so famous by Demi Moore and Patrick Swayze during the potter’s wheel scene in the movie Ghost. An older version.


Feedback again squeals. Music returns, playing the actuary’s tune, and overtakes his soft, Perry Como-reminiscent rendition.


The aunts at the next table scooch their chairs in our direction. One rubs her index fingers together to insinuate a relationship she is too much of a lady to voice. Another nods.


Heat creeps up my neck. I’m taking too long to respond to my student. “This is . . . this is . . .” Shit. Who is this?


The overhead lights flicker, strobing the room with split-second darkness. A blonde in a red spray-on cocktail dress appears at the table. Like she poofed in out of nowhere. She throws her arms around my table companion. “Stanley!”


I check behind her, looking for a wisp of smoke.


“Donna!” The newly named Stanley stands. He returns the embrace, hand traveling down her back. It comes to rest on her butt.


Had I applied to do something virtuous with this life, really virtuous, like missionary to Tajikistan, Blessed Mary might not have nixed my plans. I’d be there right now, teaching the beautiful native children of the region to chant in iambic pentameter.


Instead, I’m here. Constricted by duct tape, tiara digging divots into my scalp, waiting with my student for the deaf actuary to cop his feel.


Stanley draws the blonde toward me. “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? Donna, this is Euglena, Joey’s sister. Euglena, this is Donna.”


Your sister? Your cousin? Your wife? Your mistress? Your stockbroker? And Euglena is a type of protozoan, you moron.


I glance to Friedrich, wondering if etiquette demands I introduce him, or acknowledge him, or at least make him bring us coffee to go with the pastry.


He’s gone.


The dance ends. The music with it.


Donna taps my shoulder. A line of beaded silver discs drooping from each of her ears tinkle. Like little bells. “Wow. You look like you stepped out of an early episode of Mad Men. And this color? Perfect for your complexion.”


Perfect for another time. Another dress. Another wedding.


The next song begins. Donna nudges Stanley. “Doesn’t she look beautiful? You should ask her to dance.”


“I’d be honored.” The actuary bows. Not a tiny half-embarrassed-I’ve-had-way-too-much-to-drink kind of bow. This guy goes full Captain Von Trapp in The Sound of Music, folding at the waist in a way I’d only expect in countries run by military juntas, or where people get presented to the queen. He offers a hand, eyebrows expectant.


He better not be expecting a curtsy.


Our fingers touch. A jolt shoots from his tips, travels up my arm, across my shoulder, and into the back of my throat, filling my senses like a crush of fresh basil.


A bank of gray rolls in, sweeping across my vision. The floor goes unsteady under my feet.


And the room changes.


Overhead LEDs go incandescent. Centerpieces switch from chrysanthemums to carnations. Colors dull. Sounds dim. Even the tablecloth feels different, switching from the artificial satin of blended polyester to smooth, starched cotton.


I’m in the other life. The other time. The other dress.


With another man. His aftershave smelling of citrus. His hand holding mine oh so tight.


Donna reaches past me, jostling my elbow. The other time slips away.


Colors brighten. Chrysanthemums return.


And . . . I’m back to my here and now. Present time. Present dress.


And present man.


The actuary.


Donna picks a pasticciotti from the pastry plate and pops it into her mouth. “Carlotta tells me you teach Chaucer.”


This blonde-as-blonde-can-be feather of a girl with the calm green eyes and porcelain skin knows of Chaucer.


She picks a second pasticciotti. “What did you do for your dissertation?”


You see, Blessed Mother? This is why I say there is no justice. Somebody who can fuse herself into a dress that small should think a dissertation is what comes after dinner. “I’m sure you wouldn’t find it interesting.”


“My interests are varied. My specialty is poetry of the Thirty Years’ War. I’m an associate professor at Penn.”


My spritzer blows out my mouth and nose to spray across Donna’s red-splashed bosom.


She has the job I’ve always wanted.


Blessed Mary, my wise and ever present counselor, my help in perilous times, get off my keychain and kill me now.


Keychain Mary hands me a napkin. “Don’t be ridiculous. Step out of your comfort zone. Do as Rudyard suggested. Be courteous.” She points to Stanley, scrubbing at the spritzer. “Help Dr. Donna get her boobs out of range.”


I pull Stanley’s napkin from the fray and replace it with mine. “Odd we’ve never met.”


“I’ve been in Bavaria doing research.”


Something tingly and tauter than the duct tape closes around my chest. “Where in Bavaria?” I ask, my words fading with my air supply.


“Near the site of a small town. Little known and long gone. Filled with tragedy and cowardice and sometimes great heroism, its history long forgotten, but yearning to be told.”


The room goes sideways, my knees go weak. I slump to my seat, sliding down the back of the chair.


The wedding photographer pops in with a cheery “Smile!”


The flash explodes. Donna blathers on about that little Bavarian town, which she didn’t name, but I could.


Oberholt.


Good thing paramedics arrive to drag me out of the banquet hall, give me oxygen, dislodge the duct tape, and lecture me regarding the importance of diaphragmatic expansion. Otherwise, I’d have used the last of my strength to dump the remains of Stanley’s vodka tonic on blondie’s other tit.


I know that meddling bitch.
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But the bitch doesn’t know me.


She doesn’t have hindsight. She’s not one in three hundred. Or maybe three thousand.


She’s not even on Facebook.


But she’s so fascinated by the Thirty Years’ War, she’s built her career around it. She wanders Bavaria. Perhaps searches records in an ancient church. Perhaps finds reference to Oberholt. Perhaps a mention of an incident. A horrific incident. Four hundred years in the past. And something tugs at her, like Blessed Mary tugs at me. So Donna digs further.


Unearthing what should best stay buried.


Why?


The question haunts me for the next two days.


The Monday morning after the wedding, while waiting for my class to fill, I mouth a silent and more specific query to Blessed Mary on My Keychain. “Why is Donna intrigued with Oberholt?”


Blessed Mary stops fiddling with Her attached corkscrew. “Even the brightest star travels a fixed course.”


I pull my lecture notes from my briefcase and arrange them at right angles to the edges of the podium. In a present too filled with my pasts, it helps me concentrate. “Why are Dr. BrightStar and Friedrich fixing on my particular course?”


Keychain Mary lets out a long nasal sigh, like a concertina left to deflate on its own. “Because repentance without resolution makes redemption impossible.”


“You shoulda thought a little harder before making that rule, Blessed Mother. ’Cause there’s no way to resolve something with somebody who doesn’t know there’s anything needs resolving.”


A shadow falls across my lectern, tall and gangly, the knuckle attached rapping the top to get my attention.


Friedrich Palmon. Once a baker in Oberholt during the Thirty Years’ War.


Friedrich. Caught up in a religious conflagration which etched itself onto the zeitgeist of the three and a half centuries to follow.


Friedrich. Who dumped my Oberholt self. Along with his Oberholt Catholicism. So he could hitch himself to one of Oberholt’s Lutheran conquerors. The stunad Carlotta. Who married my brother, but who, four hundred years ago, was the scraggly-haired, shifty-eyed, mealy-mouthed daughter of Oberholt’s new Lutheran brewer.


Friedrich. Who spent the rest of his Oberholt life supplying lager to the Lutheran officers at a discount and sawdust-laden stöllens to the Quartiermeister at a premium.


Friedrich. Who left me, his still-Catholic ex-fiancée, without prospects. Without protection. Without remorse.


Friedrich. Who doesn’t know. Doesn’t remember. Yet, every class, brings fresh-baked pfeffernüsse, a spicy cookie his Oberholt-baker self once considered his specialty.


Who the hell knows why he brings them. They’re made from pepper, fer chrissakes.


And that’s the quirk in Friedrich’s karmic kink. Of all the Bavarian confections he could offer on the subconscious altar of atonement, he chooses one I can substitute for ipecac in the home medicine cabinet.


Aside from never returning the plastic containers for the pfeffernüsse, I’ve few outlets for expressing my ire over Friedrich’s Oberholt-version’s humiliation of me.


So I flunk his ass.


Every quiz, every exam, every paper, every semester.


It doesn’t matter he gives A-quality work, never misses class, never shows up late, never leaves early, and always writes legibly.


I still flunk his ass.


And why does the philandering fuck feel compelled to keep taking my courses?


Because Friedrich wants to be punished. Beneath his mismatched, hand-knitted, Mr. Rogers cardigan hides a sinner who’s waited four hundred years for a tweed-clad dominatrix to grant him absolution.


Friedrich raps my lectern again. “Dr. Panisporchi?”


“Yes, Mr. Palmon?”


“I have something for you.” Friedrich hands me a pint-sized container of today’s pfeffernüsse. Behind him, a trickle of students arriving for my thrice-weekly wisdom on Middle English poetry take their seats.


“Eugenia,” Keychain Mary whispers, her tone deep and mindful and meant only for me. “Be pleasant. Be agreeable. Be courteous.”


Fine. Courteous. Gotcha. I toss the Tupperware to a gal in the front row. “Thank you, Mr. Palmon.”


Friedrich digs into his backpack, retrieves a notebook, and rips a single sheet from its spirals. “Not the pfeffernüsse. I have something for you.”


He drops a sketch atop my lecture notes, a drawing of a church’s bell tower framed by snowcapped mountains sheltering a bakery below.


Slate-tiled roofs. Street cobbles. Small windowpanes frosting in the cold.


Oberholt. Four hundred years ago on Hallowmas. Every door hinge detailed. Every curbstone correct. Down to the drunken soldier Friedrich sketched upchucking by the church steps.


A special drunken soldier.


A lieutenant in the city militia.


A hollow feeling replaces the spot where I just ate breakfast.


Friedrich didn’t sketch everything. He forgot Donna, the meddling Thirty Years’ War scholar with the size two hips. She should stand at the edge of the square, foot tapping in time to the music. So should her cousin, the Freiherr, the Lutheran toady who supplanted our beloved bürgermeister.


The Freiherr’s henchman slinks in from off-frame. A pernicious and pockmarked little vermin who is hell-bent to talk with Fräulein Donna. He wants to dicker with her over a bolt of Catholic linen, debate the merits of a Catholic ivory dresser set, and pocket her cash, off to pick his next victim.


The henchman had a name. Maybe, once, a mother who gave it to him, but nobody in Oberholt called him by name. The further I reach for the moniker we used, the faster it recedes. So I concentrate on the space between fuzzy and focus, waiting to see what froths up.


The sketch comes alive. Dance music floods the deep places of my memory—an oompah band the town fathers hired for every public event, from festivals to hangings. The band’s donkey-bray beats fill in all Friedrich left out. Couples bobbing and weaving in the square. Soldiers lounging on the edges. Dice scattering across a wooden tabletop. Bawdy laughter. Nervous replies.


Then, there it is. Shouting in the background, from an alley two streets over from the bakery. A male voice, full and foul. “You’re a cheat.”


My mouth goes dry. The classroom shrinks to a pinprick. If I laid my hand over the sketch like a tablet computer and dragged the image sideways, I’d find the person behind the words, see the people in the square turning to hear, and the Freiherr’s henchman slithering off to see how he can exploit the trouble.


“Stop fighting.” I whisper, but my voice booms in my head. They’ll come. Stop.


The gray rolls in and just like that, I’m standing in that alley in Oberholt, night air cool on my cheek, stench of horse piss sharp in my nostrils. In the place all the shouting happened on the night before everything happened.


Suddenly, I remember the henchman’s name.


Der Weasel.


And I remember: this is the night before Der Weasel showed up in my family’s print shop looking for my cousin, Josef.


My hands shake. My palms go slick. The paper rattles, then drops to the floor, along with the last of my composure.


The gray rolls out. Color returns. My classroom rushes back with such force I’m surprised no gust of wind ruffles my hair.


Friedrich retreats with a little hop-step, a traditional dance every boy and girl in Oberholt knew. He takes his seat and turns up a placard: “Boo.”


A challenge from somebody who could be, maybe, might might might, be one in three hundred.


Or three thousand.


No.


Deep cleansing breath, Eugenia. Center yourself. Podium. Chaucer. Start lecturing.


Now.


My words thunder, pronunciation of the Middle English final e’s lending a gravitas sometimes missing in modern translations. “For a man may di-e of imagination, So deep an impression he may tak-e. Go, save our life, and that I thee beseech-e.”


I scoop the sketch from the floor, shove it into my briefcase, and click the briefcase closed. “In The Miller’s Tale, Chaucer recounts the story of Nicholas, a poor astrology scholar with promise and a future, who duped his landlord and slept with his landlord’s young wife. Today, let us explore why one so blessed would take advantage of those who offered him only their trust.”


Friedrich’s features go still. His fixation on Chaucer comes clear.


Friedrich Palmon was more than a baker in Oberholt.


So much more. And much more famous.


Friedrich was also The Miller’s Tale’s main character—Nicholas, an astrology scholar with sooooo much to answer for.


Well boo-boo to you, too.


I’ll remember you to Mr. Chaucer when I exit this life. Now bring it on and bring Blessed Mary with you. Tell her to send all the Donnas and dough boys and stunad brewer’s daughters She’s got.


Then tell Her to send Der Weasel.


I can take it.
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In The Franklin’s Tale, Chaucer admonishes not to scold or complain. He tells us to learn. To endure. If we don’t, we will learn to endure.


Yet everybody, at one time or another, sticks their foot in it. Wrath, sickness, the constellations, too much wine, sorrow, changing moods, or being handed a sketch depicting a life lived four centuries before I had my morning coffee—a sketch accompanied by its own audiovisual effects—any of these circumstances could make a gal speak amiss.


Because I spoke amiss, I threw out a challenge. Because I threw out the challenge, I’m staring at a butt crack I last saw draped over a bratwurst stew.


Four hundred years ago.


Der Weasel’s butt crack. Sprawled across my kitchen floor, the torso attached to it wedged under my kitchen sink.


The bluster I’d been using to bolster myself since Friedrich’s sketch bursts.


How?


No force on heaven or earth possesses sufficient strength to drag that butt crack back alive from the deepest circle of hell into which it must have been cast.


“Leak.” Angela lights a cigarette.


“Like a waterfall,” a muffled, yet melodic, voice sings from beneath the sink.


The butt crack slithers out. Whoever owns it hitches up his pants, turns over, looks up.


And smiles.


Oh. My. God.


Dark curly hair. Dark eyes with long, long lashes. Well-defined chin. Strong cheekbones. A Caravaggio released from the canvas.


Is there any fire, on heaven or earth, hot enough, transformative enough to have turned Der Weasel into . . . into . . .


This?


He rests elbows to knees, mouthing words I become aware are directed at me. “The pipes are old. I can do an inspection. It’s free. You don’t want to wake up in the middle of the night and find toilet water dripping into the living room.”


Self-respect reasserts. And smacks me upside the head.


This is no Caravaggio, this is Der Weasel. First a leaky sink, then a toilet. Next thing you know, he’s replumbing the entire house and redoing the bathroom, no doubt offering discount prices while he sequesters the silverware.


“Toilet’s above the kitchen”—I check the name embroidered over his breast pocket—“Luigi. How much do we owe you?”


“Join me for dinner. I’ll call it square.”


Me? Der Weasel? Dinner?


“Love to.” Angela stubs out her cigarette. “Lemme get my purse.”


I grab her elbow. “Are you crazy? You don’t even know him.”


“Sure I do. He’s Carlotta’s cousin’s cousin.”


“What cousin?”


“Stanley’s cousin. The actuary.”


I drag her to the other end of the kitchen. “You can’t go out with him.”


Der Weasel stops tucking in his shirt.


Angela wrenches her elbow free. “Why ever the hell not?”


I look Der Weasel down, then up—slim waist, broad shoulders, hint of a dimple in the hollow of his right cheek.


But Angela doesn’t know what he was. What he did. Can’t understand she can’t go out with him the same way she can’t go out with a Nazi. “He smells like a sewer.”


Angela’s jaw drops. Der Weasel finishes tucking in his shirt. He rolls his cuffs down over well-muscled and heavily veined forearms to button them, then pulls a pocketknife from his tool belt. He releases a short blade and goes to work on a nail, his movements quick. Precise. And impossible to ignore.


My heart skips a beat.


“Every utensil in the drawer can’t be gold.” His accent, low and well-modulated, possesses none of the mushy consonants so typical in South Philly. “Some of us are wood, but we’re still of use.”


Der Weasel. Handsome. Helpful. And paraphrasing Chaucer.


“I’m . . .” Not sorry. I’ll never say those words. Not to Der Weasel.


He wiggles the knife to stop me, then turns to Angela. “I’ll shower and change. Pick you up in an hour.”


He grabs his ski jacket off the radiator. His left foot hits the linoleum with an uneven slap. The sound beelines for the space between my shoulder blades. The resultant shudder shimmies a waggly path to my knees.


I smell bratwurst beneath the scent of Ma’s Pine-Sol. Rosewater and chocolate beneath the tomatoes simmering on the stove. I smell acid. I smell sweat. I smell, I smell—


My stomach somersaults into a half twist.


—fear.


And if I don’t do something. This minute. I’m. Dead.


My backbone stops doing the watusi. It snaps into place. “What’s wrong with your foot?”


“Broke it falling down the stairs.” He shows me, bending it this way, then that. “Didn’t set right.”


Blessed Mary Atop the Refrigerator is heavy. Mahogany over a lead core. One smack across the temple. Now, while he’s tying his shoe. One well-aimed wallop. One well-placed opportunity.


And Mary can set everything right.


I open the fridge, grab a beer, slam the door shut to get Her started, but all Weenie Girl does is tremble. “Stop.”


Blessed Mary is loud and clear, but here’s what’s really neat about having a conscience: I don’t have to listen to Her. So I toss my purse up there and down She topples, whizzing past Der Weasel’s ear to land squarely on his foot.


“What the—” Angela bends to help him, but he waves her off.


“Steel-toe boots,” he explains, rising off his knee. “No harm done.”


He knocks the toe kick to demonstrate the resilience of his footwear, then retrieves Refrigerator Mary and swipes a handkerchief over Her.


“She’s a hefty one.” He places Her gently back on Her perch, his next words confirming whatever course led Der Weasel into our kitchen, the universe did not fix him on it by chance. “Lucky She didn’t land on my head.”


[image: Image]


“Been dating him for two weeks,” Angela tells me after Der Weasel leaves. “Where you been? Met him at Joey and Carlotta’s wedding. That blonde girl, Donna, introduced us.”


She looks past me. “Luigi did a great job on the sink, Ma. He says our pipes are old.”


“No he didn’t.” I give the tomatoes a stir. “He said our house has mold.”


Ma’s hand flies to her breast.


“Eugenia needs her ears checked.” Angela stacks dishes back into the sink and turns on the faucet. “He said he’s fighting a cold.”


Oh. “He has herpes. Hope you haven’t slept with him.”


Ma gasps, index knuckle pressed against her lip. “How do you know?”


“Carlotta’s cousin, Stanley, told me. You know, the actuary.”


Angela drops into a chair. “Stanley told you his cousin has herpes. He just meets you, orders you a drink, then goes, Oh, by the way, my cousin has herpes.”


“Not sure. He mighta said hepatitis.”


Angela throws her hands in the air. Ma washes her own, then pulls out the Pine-Sol and slathers a spongeful on the floor where Luigi was working. “You haven’t slept with him, have you?”


“Ma.”


“Let’s call Doctor Frangipane, getcha checked out.”


“Ma!”


“Just being cautious, pumpkin.” Ma throws away the sponge. She unravels a roll of paper towels and starts in under the sink.


Heh. I take a long glug of beer.


Angela lights another cigarette. She lands the lighter on the table. “Luigi can’t have herpes. He just got outta seminary.”


Ma’s head smacks against the sink bottom. Beer overflows my lower lip. Memory of Der Weasel the last time I saw him overflows with it. Dirty fingers over my mouth, dirty words in my ear. “He’s a priest. You’re dating a priest.”


“Of course not, stupid. Luigi left before he took his vows. He was a plumber before he started seminary.”


Ma rubs her head. “Why would Stanley say a priest has herpes?”


Jeez. “Maybe that’s why he didn’t take the vows, Ma. ’Cause he has herpes.”


She goes back to scrubbing.


“He doesn’t have herpes, Ma. Eugenia’s teasing.” Angela makes a chop-chop motion across her throat. “Aren’t ya, Eugenia?”


Little slut has slept with him. And after only two weeks.


Shit and shit and dammit to Schenectady. I don’t care if hellfire has transformed him into Saint Francis Fucking Assisi himself, there is no way I’m being courteous to Der Weasel to get myself out of another lifetime of hindsight.


I gotta break these two up.


[image: Image]


Carlotta shuffles through a display of men’s dress shirts. She holds up two. “What do you think for Joey, stripes or solid?”


Keychain Mary gives me a nudge. Stripes.


“Solid,” I say.


Carlotta’s expression goes droopy. “Joey wears the same thing every day. White shirts and black socks. I want him to expand his color palette.”


Told ya.


Fine, Blessed Mary. Whatever. “Get the stripes.”


Carlotta perks up. She squeezes my elbow. “I’m so glad you called. I always wanted a sister.”


Take Angela. I’m happy to get her off my hands.


Carlotta pays for the shirt, leads me out of the store, loops her arm through mine, and heads in the direction of the food court. “Let’s stop in that bakery. The Bavarian one next to the Greek place. They have these spicy squares. I forget the name. Pepper moose or something.”


“Pfeffernüsse?”


“That’s it. Do you like them?”


The question rises, like the one and only pfeffernüsse I ever ate: What are the odds my new sister-in-law, a second generation Italian-American, would harbor a penchant for an obscure Bavarian confection?


“I know, I know. I can barely fasten these.” Carlotta tugs at her jeans, her waist thin and willowy beneath her annoyingly upright bosom. “But I can’t resist. It’s like I was born to them.”


Settled into the brewpub next door, wedged between other holiday shoppers, Carlotta prattles. About the honeymoon. Her job. Joey’s job. The weather. How close it is to Christmas.


And every color she’s painting every room of the house she and Joey bought and into which they moved the day after their honeymoon.


“I guess you two picked it out the day after you got engaged to get into it so fast,” I say when she comes up for air.


“Oh, no.” Carlotta takes a big gulp of herbal tea. “We looked for months, then we had to fix it so we could make settlement soon as we got back from the honeymoon. My mother’s a realtor, y’know, so we saved the commission and she cut us a deal with the closing costs and Dad’s had workmen there every day getting the wiring and plumbing straight.”


Carlotta shuts up, maybe realizing how it sounds for her and Joey to be house hunting and her parents all involved when none of us even knew Carlotta was alive. She thumps the table. “Darn it. Joey should have introduced us sooner. My mother planned time and again to invite your family for dinner, but Joey always stopped her.” She takes my hand. “I’m so glad your condition’s improved.”


“Condition?”


“Joey told me you don’t like to talk about it, but there’s no need for any of you to be embarrassed, not in this day and age.”


What lamebrained condition had Joey invented for me? I want to ask, but I’m here for one reason. “What’s the deal with Luigi?”


The sudden topic change seems to confuse Carlotta. “Oh, don’t worry. We didn’t tell anybody about your condition. Just our immediate family. And some of the aunts because they helped wrap the sugared almonds for the favors.”


“Okay, yeah, that’s great. I mean—”


“Plus my oldest cousin, Margaret. She’s a psychiatrist and knows about this stuff.”


Psychiatrist. Wait ’til I get my hands on you, Joey. Seriously.


“And the wedding planner, of course, seeing as your mom was too upset to give any input. And then there was the—”


“Carlotta.” Maybe I say it too sharply. I don’t care. This girl’s words arrive like the waves of an incoming tide, copious enough to launch a ship on them. She was never this talky-talky in Oberholt. “I mean what’s the deal with Luigi quitting seminary to become a plumber?”


Of all the questions somebody might have about Luigi, mine should be obvious, but the look on Carlotta’s face tells me she doesn’t get asked it much. “Ma wants to know. Because he’s dating Angela.”


Carlotta lays a finger to her cheek and wrinkles her forehead, like Shirley Temple did in her movies when she was pondering a problem. I half expect Carlotta to break into song and tap-dance her answer across the bar. “Luigi’s dad was a plumber. Luigi helped in the business before he went into seminary. He died a few months ago. My aunt didn’t have the heart to sell his tools. Said they reminded her of him.”


I imagine candles illuminating a collection of pipe wrenches and C-clamps arranged on a kitchen counter before a statue of Saint Vincent Ferrer, the patron saint for plumbers. “Ah. Luigi came home to take care of his mother.”


Carlotta shakes her head. “Plumbers union has great insurance. My uncle was DEF-initely worth more dead than alive.”


“Then he didn’t like seminary.”


Carlotta takes the finger off her cheek. She waggles it at me. “He liked it fine.”


“He got kicked out?”


Carlotta stirs another packet of sugar into her tea. “Not at all.”


“Broke his vow of chastity?”


“Not as far as I know.”


“Then he did drugs.”


Carlotta’s eyebrows shoot to the stars. “God, no.”


“Committed a crime?”


“Of course not.”


“Jesus, Carlotta. Did he use bad language?”


Carlotta smacks her spoon to the table. “He didn’t do anything wrong. He just left. Said it wasn’t his path anymore.” She zones out, staring at a spot five inches above my forehead. “Weird. Luigi quit seminary the same week Joey and me started dating.”


Now that’s a coincidence that might be worth exploring.


But the tide rolls in again. “Luigi’s a hard worker. Deserves a lotta credit. Built that business from scratch.” Carlotta’s voice hunches, along with her shoulders. “His good-for-nothing father ran it into the ground. Alcohol. Luigi’s a good guy, but lives like a monk. Angela’s the best thing that’s happened to him in a long time.”


Angela. Good for somebody.


“You wanna know about Luigi, ask Stanley. They’re really close. Hey!” She smacks my shoulder like she just got a great idea. “Maybe you guys could double-date.”


Next time I need to know something from Carlotta, I’m texting.





6


At a little trattoria off Passyunk and South, Stanley waves me to a table by the window. “Hard to believe you’d want to see me again. Figured you thought I was dumb as I acted.”


He must mean the Dr. Donna nipple-grab.


The waiter offers the wine list. Stanley hands it over. “Little early in the day for me.”


I order the house Chianti, then take a long, silent minute to study the menu.


“Soooo.” Stanley squeezes a lemon wedge into his water. “Chaucer must be interesting. I mean more interesting than people think. Like actuarial science.”


“I gave an entire lecture in Middle English once. Nobody noticed.”


Stanley’s whole face participates in the smile. A large, even set of uppers appear beneath lips obviously accustomed to the action. His cheeks puff. They crinkle the corners of his eyes, accentuating a skin pucker on his left temple. “Why’d you study him?”


Because Chaucer’s a great choice for somebody with hindsight. He’s rarely talked about on purpose, and never by accident. Because everybody mistakes him for Shakespeare. Perfect for avoiding contact with a life providing too much input, too many people I recognize.


But I can’t say that. Stanley’s not one in three hundred. Or three thousand. “Because I seek respite to think carefully.”


Stanley channels his inner Rodin, leaning chin to fist, brow studious, like he’s thinking carefully, too. “Are you quoting Chaucer?”


“A Parliament of Fowls. Or foules in the Middle English.”


“Wise man. Did you use that quote in your dissertation?”


The question exiting his lips rather than Dr. Donna’s doesn’t grate. “You’re familiar with Chaucer’s summoner and pardoner. From the Canterbury Tales.”


Stanley’s eyes move up and to the right and I imagine him accessing the information from somewhere within his mathematics-laden brain. “Yes. I mean not completely, but I remember that much from my failed class.”


The waiter arrives for our orders. We give them. We change them. We give them again, settling on the special because the minutes are ticking away. The exchange rides the edges of a similar scene. Another restaurant. Another menu. Another bout of indecision. A ritual now passed into tradition. A joke between two people who know each other so well, they finish each other’s sentences.


And a hand. Reaching to take mine to share it.


I blink. It’s only Stanley, reaching to take my menu and hand it to the waiter. “Why are you chuckling?”


I have no answer. Underneath, I’m crying, forlorn and silent, over something lost. Something misplaced. Something raising a deep-seated discomfort. Something that needs a moment, maybe two, to drain into those dark recesses where uncertain emotion lingers.


Stanley catches my eye. “You were saying about the summoner and the pardoner?”


His attitude, interested and intrigued, has the effect of marshmallows in warm cocoa. I let it melt away the grumblies. “The summoner called out people who committed sins. He brought them to the pardoner who decided whether to forgive them or not.”


“Kind of like a bailiff and a judge.”


Most people think a bailiff is the guy on Judge Judy who says All rise. “Yes. That was the bailiff’s task in Chaucer’s day. And Chaucer’s bailiff, or rather summoner, was corrupt. People paid him not to be called.”


“The pardoner would figure that out. His court’d be kind of empty, right?”


“Exactly, so the bailiff, I mean summoner, had to bring in some people. But Chaucer’s pardoner was also corrupt. He’d absolve anybody.” I point my fork at Stanley. “For a price.”


The waiter delivers our orders. Stanley asks for fresh Parmesan. “Nice scam. But the ruler, the mayor or whoever, would notice the jail was empty.”


Freiherr, I almost correct him. Like in Oberholt. “He would, and that’s why the truly poor or unprotected had no way out.”


One of those uncertain emotions ceases its uneasy respite, poking at me. I take a big gulp of Chianti, granting the emotion leave to drown itself in it.


“Sucks for them,” I finish, my words hollow to my ears.


Stanley doesn’t seem to hear the echo. “What angle’d you take for your dissertation?”


“In the General Prologue to the Tales, the summoner and the pardoner appear last in the list of pilgrims. Chaucer calls them friends, so a presumption they worked together naturally follows.”


The waiter brings the cheese. Stanley sets it to the side, the enthusiasm in his eye real. “Sounds like they operated at cross-purposes.”


“They did. But what if the summoner called them out, then split the pardoner’s fee for doing so?”
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