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A Note from the Author


This novel is set in 1949 after World War II, a time of jubilation in America, following a victory won by the brave women and men in our families who courageously fought for democracy with our allies around the world. Attitudes regarding matters of personal freedom, work, art, family life, religion, and the role of government as described were of their time. Use of specific language to describe women, girls, citizens of color, and immigrants is now considered outdated and offensive. The words we use to describe one another have evolved. I hope.




Overture
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MAY 1, 1949


ROSETO VALFORTORE, ITALY


A cool breeze shook the old wind chimes on the balcony outside the ambassador’s bedroom. The peal of the delicate glass bells sounded like the tings of crystal after a wedding toast.


The stone palazzo had been grand before the war, with its terra-cotta-tiled roof, marble floors, and carved monastery doors. Positioned on the highest peak in Roseto Valfortore, it was also imposing, like a bell tower, save the bell or the tower. It was named Palazzo Fico Regale because the hills that cascaded down to the road that led north to Rome were speckled with fig trees. In summer the trees were lush and green, loaded with purple fruit; in winter the barren branches, wrapped in turbans of burlap, looked like the raised fists of Mussolini’s blackshirts.


Inside, the official consort, Signora Elisabetta Guardinfante, packed her husband’s dress uniform with care. Elisabetta was small and dark, her eyes like thumbprints of black ink, more iris than whites. Her fine bones and lips were delicate, like those of her relatives of French descent from the north of Italy.


She rolled the red, white, and green sash tightly into the shape of a snail shell, so that when he unfurled it, the silk would lay flat across his chest without a crease. She pinned the chevalier ribbon and the gold satin braid across the breast of the royal-blue jacket before buttoning the beaded cuffs to the sleeves. She hung the jacket on a hanger padded with cotton batting and placed it in a soft muslin dress bag, as though she were laying an infant in his bunting. She turned her attention to the trousers, folding them over a wooden hanger and straightening the military stripes that ran down the outside of each pant leg before slipping them into a separate muslin sack.


The wife hung the garments in an open standing trunk, took inventory of its contents, and counted out six pairs of socks, including three she had mended before packing. She checked the black patent dress shoes, each in its own chamois bag, and pulled out the left one. Finding a smudge on the toe, she buffed it with the hem of her apron until it shone. She rolled a wooden shaving cup and brush, a small circle of soap, and a straight razor tightly in a linen towel, then tucked the bundle into the dress shoe before placing it inside the trunk.


Elisabetta examined the impeccable stitchwork on the hem of her husband’s undershirt, where she had used the silk trim of her own camisole to bind the frayed fabric. Satisfied that her husband had everything he needed for the journey ahead, she hung a small net pouch filled with fragrant lavender buds and cedar shavings inside the trunk, securing it tightly with two knots. The little things she did for her husband went unnoticed, but she did them anyway, because she knew they mattered.


She snapped the lids shut on a series of velvet jewelry cases containing regulation Italian Army gold cuff links, a matching tie bar, and two medals awarded to the ambassador’s father from World War I, al valor militare and merito di guerra. She left the solid gold aiutante medal from World War II on the nightstand. It had been a gift from the previous ambassador, who was eager to unload it, as it bore the profile of Benito Mussolini etched on one side, with the symbol indicating a rank of major in the Italian Army on the other.


The winter of 1949 had been the worst in memory. A mudslide caused by a flash flood of the Fortore River marooned the locals high in the hills for several months. The Italian Army had dispatched a rescue party to bring supplies and medicine up to them, but the burro and cart regiment failed to reach the town because Via Capella della Consolazione, the only road with access to the village, had been washed out. Instead of saving the Rosetani, the regiment nearly lost their own lives as they slid back down the steep incline in a gloppy trough of deep mud.


The people of the village had lost all hope until spring arrived. The sun, which had disappeared for most of the winter, suddenly exploded in white streams over the town like the rays of gold on the monstrance in the tabernacle inside the church of Santa Maria Assunta.


“It’s time, Bette.” Carlo Guardinfante stood in the doorway of their bedroom wearing the only other suit he owned, a brown wool custom cut with wide lapels, his best pale blue dress shirt, and a rose-and-cream-striped tie. His wife fixed the knot and slipped his round-trip ticket and the telegram confirming his arrival into the breast pocket of his jacket.


Carlo was a southern Italian, typical in temperament but not in appearance. He possessed the passionate disposition of his neighbors but did not share their dark Mediterranean coloring. He had the freckled face of a farmer to the north, the large hands of a man who could handle a plow, and the height that gave him, at six foot two, the stature of a general. His broad shoulders had earned him the nickname Spadone.


“Everything is ready for you.” Bette looked into her husband’s eyes. In the bright morning light, they were the color of the soft waves in the port of Genoa, more green than blue. His reddish brown hair had flecks of white, too soon on a man of thirty-eight, and a reminder of all he had been through. Carlo had spent the last few years worried about the citizens of his province, frustrated by the lack of progress on their behalf, and the anxiety had taken a toll on him. Carlo was so thin, Elisabetta had punched two extra holes in the leather of his belt and attached the grommets herself. She’d adhered a small brass bar to the long end of the loop, so it wouldn’t look as though she had made any adjustments.


“How’s the belt?” She tugged on the loop.


He patted the brass plate and smiled. Carlo’s front teeth had a space between them, known in the village as lucky teeth because, in theory, he could fit a coin between them, which meant good fortune would be his all his life. But Carlo didn’t feel lucky, and any hope of prosperity had washed away with the road to Rome.


So Carlo looked for luck wherever he could find it.


“Am I supposed to pass this off as a new Italian style?”


“Why not?”


Carlo kissed his wife on the cheek. He picked up his billfold, opened it, and counted the lire. “There’s more here. Did you club the priest?”


“The smart wife puts aside money and doesn’t tell her husband.”


“Your mother taught you well.”


“Not my mother.” Bette smiled. “Yours.”


Carlo patted his wife on the fanny. “Pack the Il Duce.”


“Oh, Carlo. Americans hated him.”


“I’ll show the symbol side. His faccia will face my heart. Maybe the brute bastard will finally do some good for us.”


“He’ll do better melted down and sold.”


“The more gold I wear, the more important I seem. My chest should rattle like a tambourine.” Carlo snapped the case shut and handed it to his wife. “La bella figura.”


“Va bene.” Elisabetta picked up the medal from the nightstand and placed it in with the others, locking them into the safe box of the trunk.


Carlo pulled his wife close. “When I come home, we paint the villa.”


“It needs more than paint.” Elisabetta looked around the suite. As the lady of the house, she saw the failure to meet her obligations. There were the cracks in the plaster, rusty streaks where the ceiling leaked, frayed hems on the damask drapes, and most disturbing to her, squares of plywood covered the windows to replace the glass that had shattered in the heavy winds. Elisabetta sighed. The windows had been the most dazzling aspect of their residence, their rippled glass carted from Venice, but now the missing panes looked like teeth long gone from a lovely smile. “Our home needs a miracle.”


“Put it on the list, Bette.” Carlo embraced her.


“We won’t live long enough to fix everything that needs repair.”


Carlo did not take his appointment as Ambasciatore da Provincia di Foggia e Provincia di Capitanata da Apulia lightly, nor did he see his role simply as a figurehead. He wanted to do some good, but there were no funds attached to the honor and few favors. All across Italy, from the Mediterranean to the Adriatic and from north to south, reparations went to replace waterlines, restore electrical plants, and rebuild essential factories.


There was little concern for Roseto Valfortore and small villages like it. Stranded during the winter months, Carlo had not been able to go to Rome and plead for help. The letters that had made it through had been met with the curt response that there was greater need elsewhere.


The Holy Roman Church advised him to rally the townspeople to do the work themselves, but Roseto Valfortore had been deserted by the young; some had died in the war, and the rest migrated to Naples to find jobs along the Amalfi coast or east to the Adriatic to work on the trade ships. Most Rosetani, however, emigrated to America, where there were plenty of jobs in steel mills, factories, and construction. The families that stayed behind were too poor to take a risk, and too old to want to. Everywhere Carlo looked, life was bleak. He had hoped for a sign that their luck would change, and when none appeared, he hatched one final scheme to save his village.


The sun bathed the town in white light as Carlo, in his suit and fedora, and Elisabetta, who had put on a straw hat, linen coat, and her best black leather shoes, emerged from their home. The polished couple inspired confidence against the backdrop of the ravaged village where the tile roof tops had been mended hastily with mismatched planks of wood, ancient stone walls had crumbled to rubble, and deep potholes pitted the stone streets.


As the old houseman followed them out, he kept his head down and chewed on snuff, balancing Carlo’s trunk on his back with ease as though it were light and he were still young.


The townspeople filled the winding streets for the ambassador’s send-off, waving long green cypress branches high in the air like flags. Carlo tipped his hat and bowed to the people, taking in their cheers and affection like sips of cool water for his parched soul. Women rushed forward holding letters in sealed envelopes, which Elisabetta collected for her husband, promising them he would deliver them in person once he arrived at his destination.


The houseman placed the trunk in the cart, freshly painted in bright yellow partly to draw attention away from the decrepit donkey hitched to the carriage. The animal, too, was decorated in honor of the important passenger, his bridle festooned with colorful ribbons in pink and green. Carlo smiled, reflecting that the decorations on the donkey were a lot like a new hat on an old woman, a temporary distraction from a permanent problem.


The ambassador hoisted himself up into the open bench of the carriage. A cheer of great jubilation echoed through the streets as Elisabetta handed her husband the stack of letters, which he held high in the air. Carlo leaned down to kiss his wife good-bye.


The crowd parted as the cart lumbered down the street followed by Elisabetta on foot. The Rosetani fell into place behind her as the cart moved through the village. A small contingent of girls threw rose petals chanting “Kiss Carlo!” as their mothers ran alongside the cart, reaching for him. The women were thrilled when Carlo chose them, took their hands, and kissed them.


Father DeNisco, wearing a black cassock, stood on the white marble steps of the church and made the sign of the cross as the carriage passed. The driver and Carlo bowed their heads and blessed themselves.


As they reached the entrance of the town, a new mother stepped forward and lifted her baby up to the carriage. Carlo reached for the infant and gently cradled the bundle swaddled in white in his arms. He pulled the baby close and kissed his cheek.


Elisabetta brushed away a tear at the sight of her husband holding the baby. It was the picture of her highest dream.


There was a time in Roseto Valfortore when the streets had been filled with prams. There were a hundred babies in the village before the war; now, they were as rare as this one infant. The thought of that galvanized Carlo to move forward with his plan.


As the carriage went through the gated entrance of the town, the throng stopped and cheered.


“The people love you,” the driver said.


“They love you when they need you.”


“And when they don’t?”


“They find someone new.” The ambassador pulled the brim of his hat over his eyes. “How’s the road?”


“If we are careful, we’ll make it.”


“On time?”


“I think so. The car is waiting for you in Foggia.”


“Does it have enough petrol?” Carlo asked wryly.


“Depends on his gratuity.”


“And yours.” Carlo smiled.


“I don’t work for fun, Ambasciatore.”


“No one does.”


“Italy forgot about us. All the money goes to Roma. Milano. Even Bologna took a slice of the reparations.”


“For railways.” Carlo was not interested in talking politics with the driver; he knew all too well that his people had been forgotten. “The station in Bologna is important.”


“Of course. But so are we. The farmers feed the people, but they starve us. They forget the villages and save the cities.”


“Can you pick up speed?”


“Not if I want to keep the wheels on the carriage. Your road is the worst I’ve seen.”


“I appreciate your assessment,” Carlo said, and checked his pocket watch. “I can’t miss the boat in Naples.”


“How’s your luck?”


“The sun is shining, when I thought it never would again, so I would say my luck is good.”


The ambassador was on his way to America, and he would need it.


Carlo turned to take one last look at his village. The hillsides were mounds of wet black mud, smattered with a few hopeful sprigs of green. The spindly trunks of the fig trees had survived, stubbornly pushing up through the earth like markers of hope itself. The clutter of stone houses on the hilltop stood against the powder blue sky like a stack of cracked plates on a shelf. All was not lost, but what remained might not be enough to save his home.


Carlo watched as his wife pushed through the crowd to get a final glimpse of the carriage. Carlo waved to her. Elisabetta placed her hand on her heart, which made him feel more pressure to return a hero and gave him an ache in his gut.


Elisabetta’s face was the final image Carlo would take with him on the road to Naples to board the ship that would take him to America, where he would make his way to a small village in Pennsylvania that he believed held the key to saving Roseto Valfortore. He had heard that in America, all that was broken could be mended; there was a solution to every problem, and money flowed like the sweetest wine at a party that had no end.


Ambassador Carlo Guardinfante was about to see for himself what was true, and whether the land of hopes and dreams would provide either for him so he might save the village and the people he loved.




Prologue
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MAY 1, 1949


PHILADELPHIA


Philadelphia est omnis divisa in partes tres.1


All of Philadelphia was divided into three parts because Dom Palazzini and his brother Mike had not spoken to one another since March of 1933 (or thereabouts, the date was fuzzy on either side of the vendetta). As a result of their argument, they split the family business, the profitable Palazzini Cab Company, down the middle, and with it, the city they served.


Hoc est bellum.2


Dom lay claim to Montrose Street and all blocks south, while Mike took the tony territory of Fitzwater and Center City to the north. It was decided that Broad Street, both north and south, would be neutral territory. Pickups and dropoffs could be made on either side without censure. The flip of a coin determined that Dom would keep the name Palazzini Cab Company, while Mike would call his new venture the Pronto Taxi & Limousine Service.


The brothers severed ties over money, the cause of every split in every Italian family since the Etruscans, but the details behind the rift changed depending upon whom you asked and which side of Broad Street they lived on.


The inheritance of a small plot of land on Montrose Street had been verbally promised to Dom by their father but left to Mike in his will. Mike intended to sell the parcel to Dom—who had purchased Mike’s half of the family homestead upon their father’s death—but Dom felt the land parcel was part of his rightful inheritance and should have been included in the buyout of the house at no additional cost to him. Dom believed Mike should have simply done the right thing and handed over the deed. After all, their father had lived with Dom and his family in the homestead for many years, and Dom’s wife had cared for the old man until his death.


Unfortunately, what should have been a gift came with a bill. Insults were hurled. Dom accused Mike of being ungrateful, and Mike accused Dom of stealing. Money had gone missing from the petty cash in 1932—where was it? Who took it? Why did it matter now? There had been an incident one evening where the bank bag didn’t make it to the night drop. What happened to the cash?


What had festered like a boil for years was lanced—true sentiments were exposed. Mike told Dom he was “a cut-rate manager who ran the place on the cheap,” while Dom called Mike “a big-hearted Charlie” who was wasteful down to the lavish soap-to-water ratio used in the buckets when the fleet of taxicabs was washed and waxed. Dom wasn’t flexible with fees and lost customers to competitors, while Mike, who was charming and a better negotiator, was muzzled by his older brother, a hardheaded know-it-all.


The grievances stacked up, one upon the other, like soggy layers of wedding pastries on a Venetian table. Then it got personal.


Mike took too much time off to play cards and frolic in Atlantic City while Dom stayed behind and covered for him. Dom was an old-fashioned off-the-boat Italian immigrant, while Mike was a flashy Ameri-gan who had forgotten his roots. Mike had taken loans from the business, built a grand home on Fitzwater with an above-ground pool, and lived extravagantly with a marble fountain in the front yard, while Dom never borrowed a penny, lived within his means, and made do with a birdbath that he filled with a watering can. There was tumult. But then it got worse.


The wives got involved.


Dom’s wife, Jo, and Mike’s wife, Nancy, were like sisters until they weren’t. Jo was a martyr: she cared for her father-in-law until his last breath and cooked and cleaned and hosted Sunday dinner for both families without complaint, while Nancy put on airs, wore a leopard coat with a red satin lining, and dreamed of a Main Line life with servants. Jo wore a cloth coat, sewed her own clothes and curtains while Nancy went to the dressmaker, ordered her draperies from Wanamaker’s, and drove a cobalt blue Packard.


As the business prospered, Jo saved, while Nancy spent. Jo’s simple gold wedding band remained on her hand, but Nancy traded up. The prongs on Nancy’s modest quarter-carat diamond engagement ring were stretched to accommodate the glitzy three-and-a-half-carat upgrade. The delicate gold chain around Nancy’s neck was replaced with one as thick as a strand of pappardelle, from which dangled a new medal more miraculous than a pope’s.


Jo kept to the old ways, holding on to the traditions of her Sicilian family. She was happy to stay home and take care of Nancy’s boys along with her own, while Nancy went out on the town wearing the latest Mr. John hat to soirees, where the closest thing to anything Italian, besides her, was the cut lace on the tablecloths. Nancy, ever the climber, walked all over good-natured Jo on her way to the top, leaving bruises behind. Dom stepped in to defend Jo, and Mike did the same for Nancy.


Dom and Mike were so furious with one another that they brought their battle into the street, making it public, which no Italian family had done since Romulus and Remus called the wolf Mama. Outsiders were happy to fuel the fight with gossip and innuendo, deepening the rift.


The truth grew spikes and became a wrecking ball, severing the families.


Every Italian knows that once the gravy is burned, there is no saving it. The only solution is to throw it out, all of it, every drop, along with the pot. Dominic and Mike threw one another away and did not look back.


A division within families was nothing new in South Philly. The neighborhood had at least two of everything, so it could accommodate any family schism. A family could split and survive, move into a new half of a two-family home, tithe in a different church, send their children to another parish school, and even get their haircuts at competing barbershops without running into each other on a regular basis. Life could go on as normal in a state of rage for years on end against one’s own blood family without repercussion.


Vincit qui patitur.3


Mike and Dom would live a street apart without acknowledging one other, and so would their wives. Their children, a small army of boys, were mystified by the break between the two heads of their households, but quickly learned to abandon their relationships with their cousins to appease their parents, as they lived within the fault lines, careful not to upset the ones whose approval they most craved. Years later, the vitriol flowed fresh into the hearts of new family members who married in, the young brides taking sides easily as part of their oath of loyalty and proof of love to their new husbands.


If you wanted in, you had to recognize the sin.


The break didn’t seem to bother Dom and Mike, even though they were the only two men in the world who remembered the port of Naples on the cloudy morning of April 29, 1901. Domenico, twelve years old, and Michele, eleven, stood together aboard the ship that would bring them to America, to their father, who had emigrated to Philadelphia to work in the Naval Shipyard as a welder. Their mother had died suddenly of a fever, and no relative in Avellino had enough room to take them in or the resources to provide for them, so their father sent their passage.


The boys mourned their mother desperately. They were grief-stricken and frightened. Clinging to one another, they held hands (which they had not done since they were three and four years old) on the deck of the Argentinia as they bid arrivederci to their home, without any idea what lay ahead. Only Dom would know that Mike wept in his arms, and only Mike would know that Dom whispered “Non ti lascero mai.” Dom may have promised to never leave his brother but all of that was forgotten years later, when one brother was certain the other was cheating him over a parcel of land whose value was negligible and which neither would have wanted had their father not left it behind, callously favoring one son over the other, or perhaps for another reason entirely.


Their father, Domenico Michele Palazzini, was a talented ironworker but also a gambler, turning everything in his life into a contest he could bet on. He took particular pleasure in pitting one son against the other. Without the tender influence of his wife, he was a bully, and his sons knew that the only way to survive was to please him.


After the old man’s death, the gold ruled, and the Palazzini brothers became loyal subjects. Dom didn’t want to talk about their father, and Mike wanted to become him. Their kingdom, including their booming taxi business and their modest real estate holdings, was now divided in two, like the pot in a high-low game of lowball poker.


The brothers learned that half of something wonderful is just half, but their animosity was so deep, neither cared about what had been lost. They would live a street apart from one another, close enough for Mike to catch the scent of Jo’s gravy on Sunday and Dom to hear Mike’s hi-fi playing Sinatra in the wee hours, yet far enough apart to allow their anger to fuel their ambition to outdo the other and win. Sixteen long years had come and gone, but the wound was fresh.


Alea iacta est.4





1 A reference to Julius Caesar’s Bellum Gallicum.


2 “This is war.”


3 “He conquers who endures.”


4 “The die has been cast.”




ACT I
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A young man married is a young man that’s married.


—All’s Well That Ends Well





1


[image: image]


MAY 2, 1949


PHILADELPHIA


Elsa Palazzini moved through the Ninth Street Market hastily, past the fishmonger, the farmer, the baker, the butcher, and the fruit vendor. The merchants’ banter with the delivery boys filled the air, drowned out occasionally by the thuds of wooden merchandise boxes as they hit the ground, the squeaks of the rubber wheels on the trucks as they nosed in behind the stands to make deliveries, and the deafening crash of an avalanche of ice as it was poured into a metal bin. Out front, deals were made sotto voce, vendor to customer, with only their body language giving away the terms.


The sun was not yet up; the only light in the open-air market came from the headlights on the trucks and the bare bulbs that dangled underneath the red-striped awnings. Elsa pushed through until she found the peddler selling fresh flowers. An overnight rain had left a cool mist in the air. She shivered and buttoned her jacket.


A lone bulb on a wire swayed lazily back and forth in the breeze, throwing streaks of light on the display of gray buckets filled with fresh flowers. Elsa surveyed the selection of purple lilacs, yellow daffodils, pink peonies, puffs of blue hydrangea, and bunches of daisies until she found what she was looking for.


She lifted a cluster of baby roses tied with a string from a bucket jammed full of them. The fresh, icy water ran down her hand as she examined it. She put it back, choosing another, and another, until she found a bunch whose petals were closed so tightly the buds resembled pink flames.


“May Day celebration?” the peddler asked as he wrapped the flowers in waxed paper.


Elsa nodded.


“I ran out of white roses yesterday. Our Lady of Good Counsel decided all white this year.”


Elsa smiled at him. “Luck is with me. All my girls are wearing pink. Except the queen and the statue of the Blessed Lady. And I’ve already made those crowns with white roses.” Her accent, a combination of her native Polish and proper English, along with her willowy stature and innate elegance, gave Elsa an aristocratic air.


“The Queen of Heaven comes first,” he said.


“Of course.” Elsa unsnapped her change purse and fished for seventy-five cents. As she paid for the flowers, a woman joined them.


“Very pretty,” the customer commented as the peddler handed Elsa the roses.


“Thank you. This is the best stand for fresh flowers.” Elsa winked at the peddler.


“Then maybe you can help me. I don’t know whether to choose the peonies or the daffodils.”


“What is the occasion?”


“A wedding.”


“Why not both? And add the laurel leaves.” Elsa pointed to the bundles of waxy green leaves gathered with string.


“That would be lovely. I don’t know what the ladies at the temple would say.”


“What temple do you attend?”


“B’Nai Abraham,” the woman answered. “Do you know it?”


“On Lombard Street?” Elsa heard the tap of her husband’s horn and waved to him before turning back to the woman. “Mazel tov to the bride and groom. Shalom.”


“Shalom.” The lady watched after Elsa curiously.


By the time Elsa reached the car, Dominic Palazzini III had jumped out and opened the bright yellow taxi door for her. He was tall, like his wife, and matinee-idol handsome, with dark hair and eyes, a patrician nose like the movie star Robert Taylor, and expressive dark eyebrows. Elsa kissed him on the cheek. “Did they have what you needed?”


“Exactly what I needed.”


Dominic helped her into the front seat of the cab. “You only get what you want if you get here early,” he said as he closed the door behind her.


Dominic climbed into the driver’s seat. Elsa scooted next to her husband. She laced her arm through his. “Let’s take a drive on the river,” he said. “We’ll have the road to ourselves.”


Elsa checked her wristwatch. “The baby is getting up soon.”


“Ma’s there.”


“I don’t like to miss the morning.”


“You don’t like to miss anything, Elsa.”


Elsa smiled and placed her head on her husband’s shoulder as they headed toward home.


[image: image]


A few blocks away, a low fog the color of pink champagne floated over Montrose Street.


The south side of Philadelphia glistened. The dingy row houses had the patina of seashells, as the blouse factory’s gray entrance turned to polished silver in the morning light. The open trenches that scarred the street where the city had recently dug deep to install pipes weren’t gulleys of mud but moats, ancient rivers to protect the kingdom the city planners had named Bella Vista.


Nicky Castone tucked his lunch bag under his arm as he stood on the steps of 810 Montrose Street, where he had lived with his uncle Dom and aunt Jo and their sons since he was five years old. His first cigarette of the day dangling from his mouth, he closed the brass buttons on his uniform jacket with his free hand. The fresh menthol in the Lucky Strike stung his throat, filled his lungs, and woke him up. A storage tube hung from his shoulder on a wide leather strap. He adjusted it to tilt to the side, like a rifle.


Nicky not only noticed the sun as it rose over the neighborhood but reveled in its serene splendor. He saw beauty in the world, even when there wasn’t any. A certain kind of light, he figured, was like a veil on a bride at the altar of an arranged marriage: it obscured any defect while presenting mystery as potential. There was nothing wrong with that.


The air filled with the sweet scents of basil, lemon, and fresh earth. The Spatuzza boys, Nicky’s farmer cousins on his mother’s side from across the river in Jersey, had made their annual delivery during the night, dropping off the essentials for spring planting. The bounty was displayed on the porch steps like statues in a Roman atrium. There were pots filled with tomato plants, and urns holding fig trees, lemon trees, and boxwood topiaries. Crates of budding vegetable plants were arranged around wooden flats spiked with shoots of green herbs. It looked like Aunt Jo had ordered a sample of every plant that grew on the Eastern Seaboard. Their tags fluttered in the breeze like petals. Their official names written in Latin conjured memories of serving high mass as an altar boy: Nasturtium Gloria. Aster laevis. Specularia perfoliata.


As Nicky navigated his way through the dense foliage, he marveled at the Spatuzzas’ aesthetics. Italians make anything artful, including the delivery of manure.


Soon, under Aunt Jo’s supervision, the backyard, the rooftop, and the patches of earth that anchored the front porch would be planted. In a few weeks there would be mille fiori, explosions of color as flowers bloomed along the walkway. Come August the harvest from the garden would fill their al fresco table with Italian peppers, arugula, fennel, and cucumbers. Nicky could taste the zucchini blossoms already.


The tomato, the essential ingredient of any Palazzini dish, would multiply by the bushel on the roof garden. Close to the sun, they would grow red, plump, and sweet as they ripened. Eventually the women would pick them and place them in wooden baskets, which the men would haul down to the basement kitchen. There, the entire family was put to work as the tomatoes were cleaned, crushed, and canned, preserving enough jars of sauce to last through the long, gray Pennsylvania winter.


Nicky crossed the street to the garage, unlocked the rolling gate beneath the red tin sign: THE PALAZZINI CAB COMPANY AND WESTERN UNION TELEGRAPH OFFICE, and pushed it off to the side. He lifted the iron staff from its hiding place over the door, hooked the loop, and unfurled the awning out over the sidewalk. Nicky reached up and gently smoothed the fabric, which had been patched in places, worn thin where the rain had beaten the supports and the elements had faded the stripes, once military bright.


He remembered when the canopy was new. Eight years later, the war was won, and everything had changed. There was the big stuff: families reconfigured, men lost forever, others’ futures uncertain. There were the small things, too, such as the welcome return of silk stockings and sugar. Some aspects of life on the home front had ended, including the government bond drives that brought beloved entertainers like Jimmy Durante to places like Palumbo’s in Philly to raise money for the cause. There would be no more sacrifice in victory, no need to collect scraps of metal to drop off at Army Surplus to make wheel spokes and bombs. It was all over.


When the boys had left for the war, Montrose Street had exhibited patriotic polish and pride. Flags were displayed on every building, and storefront windows were dressed with photographs of the soldiers whose families lived in the neighborhood. The Palazzinis’ awning, a blaze of red, with bold stripes of blue on a field of spotless white, looked like the flag. By the time Nicky returned, those hues had faded to gray and mauve and beige, the colors of the old men and the women who stood by them. Nicky talked to Uncle Dom about replacing the canopy, but he had gotten nowhere. “Does it keep you dry when it rains?” Dom had barked. “Canvas is expensive.” Uncle Dom put a price on beauty, and no matter the cost, it was always too high.


Nicky wished that Dom were more like his estranged uncle Mike, who did care about appearances. The awning on Pronto Taxi was replaced every year, whether it needed it or not. The red, white, and green stripes remained pristine, in snow, rain, and sun. There were extras, too: the flap that faced the street was embroidered with a cursive P in snazzy gold thread, and the poles that anchored the canopy to the sidewalk were made of polished brass.


Uncle Mike was as smooth as a Mariano Fortuny bed jacket. He wore Italian-cut suits, silk ties, and oxblood loafers while Uncle Dom dressed like an undertaker, regardless of the occasion. Dom owned one black wool suit and one black serge, and paired both with plain white cotton dress shirts and a black tie. His dress shoes, black leather lace-ups, hadn’t changed since the flapper era.


When Uncle Mike entered a room, women tingled as they got a brisk whiff of exotic patchouli and Sen-Sen. When Uncle Dom entered a room, he brought a different bouquet entirely. He reeked of Fels-Naptha soap, Listerine mouthwash, and the occasional trace of bleach.


Nicky was only twelve years old when he was no longer allowed to speak to Uncle Mike, Aunt Nancy, and their sons, Richard, Michael, and Anthony, whom their father had nicknamed Ricky, Micky, and Tricky. Nicky missed his cousins, but out of respect to Jo and Dom, he never mentioned how much.


Inside the garage, Nicky inspected the fleet of cabs that he had washed the night before. Even in the morning gloom, they gleamed like butterscotch candy under the work lights. Dominic III had already picked up No. 1, so there remained three yellow cabs in their spaces. No. 2 was driven by Gio. No. 3 was driven by Nino.


Nicky drove No. 4. He gave his yellow cab a pat as he passed it on the way to the stairs. The jewel of the operation, a glistening black 1947 Buick Roadmaster four-door sedan, covered with a beige chamois cloth, was tucked in the alcove. The sedan was the formal patent leather shoe in the fleet of casual loafers. Nicky adjusted the cloth before making his way up the steps to the dispatch office, an aluminum box with a window giving a clear view of the garage below.


Through the open door above, he heard the staccato taps of Morse code as Hortense Mooney, the dispatcher, sent a telegram. Hortense’s hand, Nicky knew, was on the lever, her head bowed, eyes closed, as she remitted the code across the wires. She maintained a somber countenance when she received any message, whether it was a classified missive or a Kiddiegram. Careful not to disturb her, Nicky tiptoed into the office, hung the gate keys on a brass loop, placed his lunch quietly on the service desk, and slipped the tube off his shoulder. He snapped off the end cap and removed the long roll from inside. He unfurled the latest highway and interstate road map of Pennsylvania and pinned it over the outdated version on the corkboard.


Hortense Mooney had a routine. She arrived at her job every morning, Monday through Saturday, at 4:00 a.m., having taken the bus from her home to Chestnut Street. She climbed the long metal stairs of the fire escape at the back of the garage, unlocking the emergency door, and crossing inside through the upper bridge and into the dispatch office, she would remove her green felt hat with the long brown pheasant feather, place it on the file cabinet, and hang her tan corduroy car coat on the back of the door. Her lunch bag was deposited into her private drawer in the file cabinet, while her thermos of hot coffee went onto her desk. She was the only person, outside the Palazzinis themselves, who had keys to the garage. This wasn’t simply a matter of convenience; Dom trusted Hortense with his business, which meant he trusted her with his money, which meant he trusted her with his life.


Hortense Mooney was sixty-three years old. She had been hired as the dispatcher when Mike Palazzini was still with the company, and stayed on after he left, but it wasn’t an easy decision, as she got along fine with both brothers. Mike offered her the same position at Pronto, but Hortense had her reasons for staying with the operation on Montrose Street. She figured she’d stay until she retired. Her smooth skin, the color of dark chocolate, had not a wrinkle to indicate age nor a line that mirrored tragedy. She had a wide, white smile, all her original teeth, a fact she mentioned casually to strangers when they complimented them. Her sleek pageboy was done professionally every Saturday at Mrs. Johnson’s Curls & Q in the Negro section of northwest Germantown.


In her youth, Hortense had been known for her long, well-shaped legs that tapered at the ankles, though they were on the thin side by most standards. Her feet were also long and narrow in the extreme, and combined with her legs, they made her body look like it was perched on double L’s when she waited for the bus. This morning, she tapped them mindlessly on the floor as she worked, as though she were keeping the beat to a song only she could hear.


Hortense sent the telegram with three quick, staccato taps of the lever. She rolled her chair over to the typewriter and began to type, her long fingers stretching across the keys with ease. Nicky enjoyed watching Hortense type. She was quick: the ding of the bell meant that she was about to sling the carriage with force, which he found hilarious because it looked like she was slapping Jimmy Cagney across the face in a fight picture.


Nicky cleared a space on the desk, opened the brown bag, emptied the contents, and, using the bag as a placemat, laid out his meal upon it. He anchored the bag with his drink, a mason jar filled with cold apple cider.


Hortense looked up at Nicky briefly as he unscrewed the lid on the jar and the squeaks of the rivets broke her concentration. Nicky smiled apologetically at her before quietly unfolding the waxed paper around his sandwich as though it were velvet, the contents were emeralds, and he was a jewel thief.


Aunt Jo made a good sandwich. Not too much meat. There were three thin layers of spicy capicola, a glaze of sweet butter on the fresh egg bread, and a dill pickle wrapped separately so as not to make the whole meal soggy. The sandwich would fill Nicky up like nobody’s business, and before he ate it, he whispered a prayer as he placed a starched linen napkin over his uniform jacket. On the corner of the napkin, embroidered in blue, were his initials.


Aunt Jo still made Nicky’s lunch, did his laundry and mending, and would continue to take care of him in this fashion, as she had her own sons, until the day he married. Nicky was her sister’s only child; she favored him because he had lost his mother so young and was left an orphan. She couldn’t imagine how any of her boys would have endured such a loss, so she tried to make up for Nicky’s. Plus, Jo couldn’t resist her Italian nephew, with his all-American coloring—thick reddish-brown hair and blue eyes—and a smile that flashed like high beams on a Caddy as it passed on a one-way street at midnight. Besides, Jo was already raising three boys. What was one more, especially if he was good?


Nicky Castone had never been a bit of trouble.


He took a bite of one of the soft triangles, closed his eyes, and chewed, savoring the flavors of the sweet ham rubbed in hot spices. He hadn’t been an orphan who gobbled or hoarded; he was the opposite, moving slowly, as if to tempt anyone who shared a meal with him to take his food because it took him so long to eat it. It appeared he wasn’t interested in eating at all, but he was, he just never made his hunger obvious. Nicky accepted his portion and never asked for seconds. He felt sorry for people who didn’t know when to get up from the table.


As Nicky slowly sipped the sweet apple cider from the mason jar, he thought again about time. It had been on his mind a lot lately, when he’d realized that the years were flying by and taking him with them, as they’d taken his parents. At twenty-eight years old, Nicky had outlived both of them. Since his mother and father hadn’t been given the luxury of planning for a future and seeing their son grow up, Nicky decided to build his own life before it was too late.


It was time to set a wedding date with Teresa “Peachy” DePino, his fiancée of seven years. He had grown weary of the blistering looks from Peachy’s father when he casually put his arm around his daughter and her mother’s overly solicitous inquiries whenever he picked up his fiancée or dropped her off after a date. The extremes of hot and cold from her parents were giving Nicky a kind of South Philly fever that could only be broken by Father Schifalacqua signing them into the book at Our Lady of Loreto Church after a high nuptial mass.


Peachy had not pressed Nicky for a wedding date, but he knew how she felt about it. Whenever they went to Echo Lake for dinner and dancing, after she’d slurped down a couple of Mai Tai cocktails in coconut shells through a straw, she’d toy with the green plastic monkey decoration and wonder aloud about a home of her own with an artful aluminum C monogram on the screen door. She longed to collect the tiny paper umbrellas and circus animals that decorated her drinks and take them home to her children after a night out with their father, to show them that they were never far from her thoughts.


Nicky knew she had her dreams. But before he gave Peachy what she wanted most in life, he also knew he must come clean with her about where he spent his time when he wasn’t driving a cab for the Palazzinis. He had to. Honesty was the most important virtue to Nicky, not because he was intent on being good, but because the truth made life simple. He had seen what lies left unchallenged had done to his uncles, and he swore none of that would be visited on the family he would create with his own wife someday.


Dominic III tapped the horn lightly as he entered the garage below and Car No. 1 coasted into its spot. Nicky stood and looked out the office window and watched as his cousin opened the car door for his wife, who emerged from the cab with a bouquet of flowers.


“Elsa got her roses,” Nicky reported. “She ran out of them last night and was crying about it.”


Hortense shrugged. “Maybe she’s having another baby.”


“Or maybe she was crying because old man Sabetti didn’t remove all the thorns from the stems and she was stabbing herself into a stigmata.” Nicky watched as Dominic took Elsa’s hand. “Dominic and Elsa are still in love.”


“Those two are a good match.”


Dominic waved up to Nicky. “Ma’s making breakfast,” he called. “How do you want your eggs?”


“I’m good.” Nicky smiled and waved them off. He sat down at the desk and took a small bite of the pickle and another of the sandwich.


Hortense made a face. “Why don’t you go across the street and let Mrs. Palazzini fix you something proper to eat? There’s no reason to eat your lunch at breakfast.” She adjusted her posture to upright as she sat. Her desk was cluttered with small bits of paper, a stack of black leather ledgers, an adding machine, and, in the center, a telephone system, consisting of one deep burgundy receiver, a board with four buttons that flashed, a hold button, and another to hang up. Hortense was the only thing in the office that didn’t light up, and the only thing that moved. “You have the strangest eating habits. The rest of the Palazzini boys eat regular. Why don’t you?”


Nicky shrugged. “Maybe ’cause I’m a Castone.”


“You have an answer for everything. Tell me this.” She fed paper into the roller on the telegraph machine. “If you eat your sandwich at breakfast, what do you eat at lunchtime?”


“I don’t.”


“You don’t eat between six a.m. and six p.m.?”


Nicky nodded.


“That isn’t good for your organs.”


“Who says?”


“Everybody from your doctor to the men that run the United States Army. How did you win the war with such terrible eating habits?”


“Courage.”


“More like luck. Three meals a day. It’s what the body requires.”


“Not mine.”


“It’s not going to end well for you.”


“Don’t worry about me, Mrs. Mooney. It’s worse on the body to be pressured to submit to some arbitrary schedule than it is to deprive it of food on some general one.”


“You eat like you’re four years old. It’s time to eat like a man.”


“Maybe I need a wife to look after me.”


“You need something. That’s all I know.”


“Ever since Nino got married, the house is packed like a stuffed cabbage. And it’s only going to get tighter. Mabel is expecting, Elsa has little Dom, who will soon be walking, and any time now Lena will make an announcement. My cousins are replenishing the earth, and they need the space to do it.”


“Where will you go?”


“There’s a new development on Wharton Street. They built a whole city block of two-family houses. Real nice too. Two floors. Linoleum on the kitchen floor and wood parquet in the living room. Bay window in the front. You get a porch and a backyard and a basement. There’s a space in the street to park out front.”


“But you don’t have a car.”


“Not yet. But I’ll get one.”


“And just where are you going to get the funds to purchase all of this?”


“I saved up. Aunt Jo banked my rent since I got back from the war. I’ve already got the down payment and I’m gonna get a loan from the bank for the rest. First National has a low rate for vets.”


“You don’t say.”


“Good deal, right?” Nicky said.


“Your Aunt Jo’s very smart, saving up that money for you. Not many aunts would start a house fund for a nephew.”


“She wasn’t saving it for me to move out, she was hoping I’d move Peachy in. But there’s no way Peachy would live with the Palazzinis. She’s an only child. Can’t see her living in the basement. She wants her own place.”


“So it’s all settled.”


“Once we set the date.”


“You’ve been engaged so long, that proposal almost turned from a promise into a pipe dream. You know, I’ve been wondering if it was ever going to happen.”


“Well, it will. Peachy DePino will be my wife.”


“It’s none of my concern.”


“Your opinion matters to me, Mrs. Mooney.”


“Then take my advice. Keep your business and pleasure separate. Have you met Mr. Mooney?”


“Only once.”


“And that was an accident.”


“Because you keep your business and pleasure separate.” Nicky toasted Hortense with his apple cider before taking a sip.


“Now you’re learning. You would have never laid eyes on him if he hadn’t had to come and get me when I fainted that time. I’d probably still be lying on that greasy floor down there if it wasn’t for you.”


“Somebody would’ve noticed,” Nicky said.


“Maybe,” Hortense said, not meaning it. “Eventually somebody would have noticed the phone wasn’t answered and the telegrams weren’t sent or received and then and only then would there have been a search for my mortal body.”


“Mr. Mooney was very nice.”


“He can be,” Hortense said, though it had been years since she had a warm feeling for her husband. He had good qualities, but over time he’d become critical and occasionally unkind. Hortense had learned to tune him out like the office radio when the boys switched the station from her favorite blues to pop.


“Did Mr. Mooney change?”


“Every husband is nice at the start, if that’s what you’re asking. Everything is fine until you disagree or start asking questions when prior to that, you didn’t have any. So being agreeable when planning a wedding or a honeymoon isn’t an achievement, that’s just somebody behaving a certain way to get what they want from you. A person’s true nature emerges over time.”


“I’ve been seeing Peachy since before the war,” Nicky said, rearranging the pencils in the cup on the spare desk. “We’ve been true blue for seven years.”


“That doesn’t mean you have to marry her.”


“Don’t have to. Want to.” He pulled his wallet from his back pocket and flipped it open to a picture of his fiancée.


Hortense felt for the reading glasses that dangled around her neck on a silver chain. She held them up to her eyes, peering critically at a cheesecake shot of a very slender Peachy—too skinny, in Hortense’s opinion—on the beach in Wildwood Crest. Peachy was so thin, the leg openings on her one-piece bathing suit stood away from her scrawny thighs, which looked like two straws floating in a vanilla milkshake.


“That’s my Peachy,” Nicky said proudly.


“I remember. She came in here once, a few years ago, with her parents. They rode in the sedan.”


“That’s right. They went to visit relatives up in New Haven. Wanted to impress them.”


Hortense nodded. “She had her own mind. Told everybody where to sit in the car.”


Nicky put the wallet back in his pocket. “I like feisty.”


“Until you don’t.”


“What does that mean?”


“You’ll get tired of the very thing you love about her.”


Nicky was used to Mrs. Mooney’s pronouncements. This time, however, he wasn’t going to let her ruin his mood. “I’d like you to get to know her. I’ll bring her over to your house sometime.”


“The last thing I need is a couple of Italians disrupting my street. Folks would run around in circles like Henny Penny.”


“You could make us dinner.”


“Not going to happen, Mr. Castone.”


“Even when we set the date?”


“Not even then.”


“I want you to come to the wedding.”


“We’ll see.” Hortense made the possibility sound like a flat no.


“You never come to our parties.”


“It wouldn’t be comfortable for me or for you.”


“Because you’re colored?”


Hortense nodded.


“You use that as an excuse for everything,” Nicky said.


“Well, look at me. It happens to be true. Besides, boundaries make a life. Rules make a day. Structure matters in three arenas: society, architecture, and girdles. Anything worth building needs bones.”


“I’m not asking you to build the Main Line Bridge, I’m asking you to come to my wedding.”


“And I told you I can’t.”


“I consider you part of my family.”


“Well, I’m not.”


Nicky laughed. “You’re a heartbreaker.”


“I was once,” she said wistfully. “I know a little bit about romance and marriage. I wouldn’t stay away from your wedding just because of my color, though that’s a factor. And it’s not because you all are Catholic and I’m not, though that can be a factor.”


“What is it, Mrs. Mooney?”


“I won’t say.”


“Why not?”


“I only go to weddings when I believe they’ll stick.”


Nicky’s face fell. After a moment, he asked, “Do your feet hurt?”


“Why do you ask?” Hortense looked down at her shoes.


“You must be in some terrific pain, or you wouldn’t be taking your bad mood out on me. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you didn’t want me to be happy.” Nicky rolled up the napkin, catching the crumbs, and dusted the desk with the napkin before putting it back into the lunch bag.


Hortense didn’t see a grown man before her, but the boy she remembered in his youth. Nicky Castone was her favorite of the Palazzini bunch, even though no one had ever asked her to choose. She sighed. “It’s not that. Forgive me. I have been surly lately. I don’t know what it is, I find fault with everything. I got a malaise. It just showed up unannounced like the bunions that arrived on my forty-second birthday. If you must know, everything hurts. I’m at that age. It’s probably a good idea not to tell me any happy news because I’ll find some way to pull it apart thread by thread until you’re left with nothing but an old rag where you once had a yard of fine silk. That’s just me. I’ve seen too much and I know too much, so I’m a little bitter, I guess.”


“Just a little,” Nicky said quietly.


“Love, well, that’s a fragile romantic dream, a journey that begins in a humble rowboat for two. You set sail when the water is calm, and later it turns choppy as the wind begins to blow and a storm kicks up and you realize there’s a big hole in the bottom of the boat that you didn’t see when you got in, but now you’re out in the middle of the ocean and you’ve started to take on water and it’s dark, there’s thunder and lightning, you didn’t pack any food, or a flashlight or a horn, all you got is love, and it’s not enough. You’re going to sink. You turn on each other. You forgot why you got in the boat in the first place. All you saw in the beginning was the endless blue and the bright sun and each other and you were blinded. Love is a doomed journey with all the good stops up front.”


“Maybe you’re growing new bunions. Ever thought about that?”


“I forget that young people still want to take the trip, so I come off a little skeptical sometimes. I don’t ever want you to think I don’t want you to be happy. But if you think Peachy DePino is going to make you happy—”


“I do!”


“You may want to get down on your knees in a dark room and pray to the sweet Lord Jesus in heaven that He shows you a different path, because the road you’re about to go down is not going to take you home. And everybody wants to get home.”


“I want my own life. My own home.”


“Of course you do. But you also have to be careful. Contemplate, Nicky. Contemplate.”


“Seven years is not long enough to make a cautious decision?”


“Fifty years may not be long enough in some cases! You see, I can spot compatibility. It’s a gift. I know, on sight, who should go with whom. I can pair off people who belong together. I envision a kind of Noah’s Ark, except it’s for people looking for love, not animals seeking shelter. I can be anywhere—walking down Thompson Street, sitting on a bus going local on Broad—and I can look into any crowd and find two people who’ve never met but should.”


“Peachy’s a good girl.”


“For someone else.”


“She waited for me. Through the war. And ever since.”


“Patience demonstrated is not a good reason to marry a man, and guilt is not a good reason to marry a woman. You need to come up with something better, or all mysteries will be revealed on that wedding night and there’s no turning back. You’re a Catholic. There is no divorce. There’s only widowhood or sainthood.”


Hortense Mooney was right about that, Nicky reflected. Marriage was for life. Years ago, when Father Chiaravalle came to talk to his confirmation class about the sacraments, he told the boys that the church looked at marriage like permanent internment in one of Houdini’s steel boxes, dripping in chains, with five padlocks dangling like charms on a bracelet whose keys had been swallowed by an alligator in the Congo halfway around the world. You couldn’t get out of it once you were in. The finality of it all may be why Nicky had taken so long to marry.


Nicky would be certain about his wife, and there would be no disasters on his wedding night. He was not going to be one of those suckers who rolled the dice on a pretty girl he just met and ended up with snake eyes on the honeymoon. Nicky had heard awful stories of girls who wept through their wedding nights, and raced home to their mothers the next morning, vowing never to return to their new husbands. He’d heard tales of brides who were not pleased with their grooms: it turned out their veils weren’t to suggest virginity but to hide experience. He had heard plenty, with the moral of every story the same: find a good girl, because goodness would take care of any problems, financial, familial, mental, or sexual.


It had been Nicky’s observation that every girl who hoped to marry was a good girl; it was one of the requirements to secure the engagement ring in the first place. As soon as Nicky had given Peachy DePino a diamond, she’d been willing to be intimate in a certain way, which was reassuring. It showed Nicky that she wasn’t like Veronica Verotti, whose name filled every young Italian American male in South Philly with dread.


Veronica, the story goes, was so traumatized by what she saw on her wedding night, she abandoned her sleeping groom in the double bed at the Blue Lagoon Hotel in Atlantic City, left her rings in the ashtray on the nightstand, took the night bus to North Haledon, New Jersey, and the very next morning, joined the order of the Salesian nuns of Saint John Bosco, where she’d lived ever since as Sister Mary Immaculata.


Nicky admired Peachy’s fine qualities: she had demonstrated loyalty and trust over the years that he’d known her. But he also knew that no woman would have all the attributes of character and physical appearance he dreamed of. Nor, he knew, could he fulfill all the hopes a woman might hold for him. Peachy was an honest, ambitious girl with common sense and a warm smile. She had a steady job as a bookkeeper at a Wanamaker’s department store, she was handy, she could repair small appliances and stuff a nut roll with the same precision, and in Nicky’s mind, she was not only quick to learn, she was versatile. Even if all of that hadn’t been true, he loved Peachy, and she loved him.


Hortense folded a telegram neatly and placed it in an envelope, which she handed to Nicky. “Take this to Mr. Da Ponte on North Second Street.”


Nicky placed the Western Union cap on his head and went down into the garage, which was now in full sun. Soon his cousins would finish breakfast, jump in their cabs, and begin their shifts too.


As Nicky got into the No. 4 car, he remembered the milliner Da Ponte. He had bought Peachy a green velvet hat in the shop, and she’d loved it so much that she asked Mr. Da Ponte to make her wedding veil when the date was set. Nicky smiled at the thought. This might be what he loved most about South Philly—you didn’t have to go far to find anything you desired. Nicky couldn’t imagine ever living anywhere else.


As he backed out of the garage, he looked up and saw Mrs. Mooney standing in the window of the office, watching him. She had her hands folded at her waist, in a pose that reminded him of the statue of Saint Ann behind glass in the crypt of Saint Rita of Cascia. A shiver went through him as he remembered waiting on the kneeler for his turn to enter the confessional when he was a boy. Nicky wondered if that was a sign. Wasn’t everything?
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The row of bachelor’s buttons, pansies, and daffodils that were planted along the porch in front of the Borellis’ home on 832 Ellsworth Street looked puny. The father and daughter who lived inside had planted them exactly as the lady of the house had always done, but since her death last summer, the garden looked sad.


Sam Borelli didn’t have a green thumb, and neither did his daughter Calla, even though she had a name that would indicate otherwise. Their skills lay elsewhere, but they did their best to keep the sky blue clapboard two-story as Vincenza Borelli had liked it, and that included maintaining the flowerbeds.


Calla Borelli peered into the mirror of the medicine cabinet as she lifted a section of her hair that fell across her forehead in a feathered black fringe. She twisted it just so, snipped the ends with her nail scissors, and stood back to survey the results. Satisfied, she ran her fingers through the short layers that framed her face.


“Calla!” her father called from the bottom of the stairs.


“I’m coming, Pop,” Calla hollered back. She swiped bright red lipstick onto her mouth, smacked her lips together, and as she blotted them, ran water in the sink to rinse away the tiny black slashes from her haircut. She took a final look at the model in the Harper’s Bazaar magazine propped in the windowsill. The photograph of the long, lean Parisienne with a cigarette and an attitude whose chic, cropped hairstyle Calla had tried to copy had little in common with the Italian American woman in the mirror, but it didn’t matter. Calla wasn’t fussy and she certainly wasn’t French. She flipped the magazine shut.


The morning sun drenched the Borelli kitchen like a stage in full light. The air was filled with the scent of sweet tomato sauce simmering on the stove.


Sam Borelli stood over the skillet with a spatula, watching two fresh eggs poach in the bubbling sauce, Venetian style. A moppeen was slung over his shoulder. At nearly eighty, age may have robbed him of his height and hair, but his intense black eyes and Neapolitan features, especially his thick black eyebrows, were as sharp as they had been in his youth.


Calla twirled when she entered the room. “What do you think?”


“I like it all right.”


“I cut it myself.”


“You shouldn’t cut your own hair. That’s like building your own car.”


“Don’t have time to go to the beauty parlor.”


“Make the time.” Sam worried about Calla. She wasn’t like Helen or Portia, his other daughters, who made their appearances a priority, as well as marriage and motherhood. Calla seemed to skip over steps when it came to being a woman. It came naturally to his youngest daughter to be selfless and put herself last. But while he couldn’t believe it, Calla was twenty-six years old, and he knew that the years burned away quickly like morning fog, and she’d soon be beyond the age of marriage. Sam thought it was time that Calla found someone to love, someone with whom she could build a future. But it was the father within him who worried about her, not the fellow artist. The fellow artist believed she was right on track.


“Where do you get the nerve to cut your own hair?”


“I style the wigs at the theater, so I figured, how hard could it be to do my own hair?”


“Wigs are not real hair.”


“An even better reason to do the job myself. If I make a mistake, it’ll grow back.”


“Wish I could say the same.” Sam rubbed his balding head.


“This is the rage in Paris. It’s called the French Cap.”


“But we’re in South Philly.”


“Maybe we need a little of the Left Bank on the banks of the Delaware.” Calla picked up the newspaper. “How was the review?”


Sam didn’t answer her. When he directed a play, he couldn’t sleep the night it opened, nervous about the reviews that would come the following morning. On her opening night, the previous evening, Calla had toasted the cast with champagne in paper cups after the show, swept the lobby, cleaned the restrooms, returned home, and gone to bed.


Calla flipped through the Philadelphia Inquirer until she found a short review of her first directorial effort at the Borelli Theatrical Company. “Talk about burying my lede. This is harder to find than an Italian American at the Philly Free Library.” She read aloud, “Mr. Carl Borelli . . .” She looked at her father. “Carl Borelli?”


“Strike one.” Her father sighed. “I should have named you Susie.”


“You should have had a son who became a director, not a daughter.”


“I only make girls, you know that.”


Calla continued to read aloud, “Mr. Borelli . . . ugh . . . attempts a grand feat with Twelfth Night, one that hits with the comedy occasionally, less so with the farce—” She looked up at her father again. “Isn’t farce comedy?”


“Of a stripe.” Sam flipped the eggs in the pan.


“He didn’t understand what I was doing with Feste at all. I used him as a narrator.” Calla plopped down into the chair and continued to read. “Who is this dolt?”


“That fellow likes his Shakespeare as it was at the old Globe.” Sam ladled the over-easy eggs onto two pieces of Italian bread toasted to a golden brown, then smothered them with the tomato gravy he had cooked them in, finishing the dish with a pat of butter, which melted over the fragrant mixture. He placed the dish before his daughter, who placed a napkin on her lap. “Don’t worry about the critics. Remember what Verdi said. He let a bad review ruin his breakfast, but never his lunch.”


“Thanks, Pop,” Calla said, not looking up from the paper this time. “If this wasn’t so ridiculous, I’d be furious. And I’d be even angrier if this were a good review. Some guy named Carl would be getting all the credit.”


“But you’re fine with him getting the blame?”


Calla threw down the paper. “I’m not going to read another word.” She picked up her fork and began to eat her breakfast, savoring every bite.


“Good idea.” Sam poured her a cup of coffee. “Are you all right?”


“I wasn’t expecting a good review.”


“Yes, you were.”


“How did you know?”


“You’re an optimist.”


“Not anymore.”


Sam laughed. “It’s your first show. And you did a fine job.”


“You think so?”


“You created some inspired stage pictures.”


“I learned that from you.”


“You cast the show well. You directed the actors with sympathy. You got a performance out of Josie I never could have gotten.”


“Less ham and more mustard, I told her. It worked.”


“It all worked. The actors related to one another with an ease. That’s all you up there.”


“I think they were open to me because of their relationship with you over the years. You built the company, and they’re loyal to you.”


“No, you know what you’re doing. And I’m proud of you.”


“Yeah, well, we needed to pack them in, and a great review in a big newspaper would’ve done it. So much for high hopes.”


“How’s the house for tonight?” Sam sat down at the table and poured himself a cup of coffee.


“About half full and we’re really short for the matinee tomorrow.”


“You have to cut staff.”


“I know.”


“What are you thinking?”


“I figured I can do the accounting myself. I can lose the costume assistant.”


“You can do the wigs.”


“I can cut the prompter, too.”


“That’s too bad. I like that Nicky Castone. He’s a good employee.”


“I know. But I don’t have enough money to pay him.” Calla looked out the kitchen window as though the answer to the theater’s financial problems lay in the gnarl of branches that covered her mother’s grape arbor. “I have to find creative ways to make budget. Maybe I can get Mario Lanza to be in a play.”


“Every time somebody needs something in South Philly they ask Mario Lanza. How much can one man do?”


“He’s loyal to the old neighborhood. I’ll write him a letter,” Calla said, placing her dish in the sink. “I can turn this around.”


“Maybe you don’t have to. Maybe the place has run its course.”


“Don’t talk like that, Pop. What would this city be without Borelli’s? It’s your legacy. Have a little faith.” Calla kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll be home for supper. Now don’t do anything crazy.”


If Calla noticed that her father’s color was off and that he was not himself, she didn’t let on. She was worried about his theater, the troupe he founded, and not so concerned about the man himself that morning.


“No ladders. No step stools. No heavy lifting. Wait until I get home.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”


“I mean it, Pop.”


Calla grabbed her purse and keys before leaving the house. “I’ll call you at lunchtime.”


“You don’t have to.”


“Want to,” she called out, before closing the front door behind her.


Once Calla was outside, she went down the porch steps at a clip, even though she wasn’t late for work. When she reached the gate at the end of the walk, it wouldn’t open. She yanked on it, becoming more frustrated when it wouldn’t budge. She jostled the handle again, then kicked it, loosening the rusty latch.


Her neighbor, Pat Patronski, a petite Polish beauty around her age, was on her way to work when she saw Calla struggling with the fence. “I guess you read the reviews,” Pat said apologetically.


“Only one. And that was enough.”


The gate opened. Calla went through it, turned out onto the sidewalk, and began to walk quickly toward Broad Street. Her feet were moving too slowly for her liking, and soon she broke into a run.


Calla had lied to her father. She was devastated by the review. The paper had told her press agent they wouldn’t be running it until the weekend, so she believed she had time to brace herself for the worst. Calla had planned to scan the paper and, depending upon whether the review was good or bad, either leave it in the kitchen for her father to enjoy or burn it in the marble birdbath in the backyard—something her father had done through the years whenever he received bad press. The only way for her to cope with the humiliation now was to outrun it.


Calla had done her best directing her first play, but of course she had ideas about how she might have done better. She had her own style, but she was very much her father’s protégé, in that she had devised a concept, created an approach, and cast the play, directing it beat by beat, moment to moment, making each scene as visually interesting as she could. She helped the costumer build the costumes stitch by stitch and assisted the set designer as he painted the sets. She had even helped build the island of Illyria with chicken wire, burlap, and buckets of real sand. Had the critic built anything but a tower of bad adjectives to describe what he obviously did not understand?


As Calla ran, her flat shoes began to flap against her heels, and the bottoms of her feet began to burn. She felt like she was in some kind of hell now, consumed in flames of rage, that began at her feet. She was a failure; she had directed a lousy production of a good play. At the library, historians called Twelfth Night foolproof. They hadn’t met this fool, who proved them wrong. Calla’s debut wasn’t a triumph, it was a soft landing, bringing with it nothing more than her name misspelled in the city paper and her gender revoked to dismiss her.


She couldn’t bear the idea of looking into the sad eyes of her crew and actors, who would need reassuring that it wasn’t their work that had caused the negative ink. She would get them through it, she had to, that was also her job. But who would get her through it? Her father wasn’t joking when he said that directing was the loneliest job in the theater.


Worst of all, and this is what stung the most, the bad review meant any hope for advance ticket sales had evaporated. Calla could handle the pummeling of her ego, but not at the expense of the box office. Her father had given her the keys to the theater creatively, but he’d handed her a mess financially. Her eyes were burning at the thought of it when she heard a wolf whistle. Why was it that men always chose the worst possible moment to get a woman’s attention? Calla ignored the whistle and ran faster still.


“Hey, Miss Borelli!” The man shouted as Car No. 4 glided slowly along next to her. She slowed down to a brisk walk when she recognized Nicky Castone behind the wheel.


“Need a lift?” he asked.


“No.”


“Why the sprint?”


“I’m late.”


“Then you need a lift. Get in.”


“No thank you.”


Calla sped up her pace to ditch Nicky, but her shoe flew off her foot when she tripped avoiding a gap in the sidewalk. She stumbled and fell forward onto the concrete landing on her knees.


Nicky pulled over and jumped out of the cab. “I’m sorry,” Nicky said as he retrieved her shoe. “I distracted you.”


Calla sat on the ground, her stocking ripped at the knee. “I told you I didn’t want a ride.”


“Okay. All right. Okay.” Nicky handed her the shoe. He put his hands in the air. “Just trying to help.”


“I don’t need help.” She stood, placed the shoe on the ground, and slipped her foot into it. As Calla walked away from Nicky, he noticed her fine figure, her curves in the simple skirt and sweater. He hadn’t noticed Calla Borelli before, not in this way, or in this light. Maybe his single-minded fidelity to Peachy DePino had kept his eyes in his head, or maybe they had stayed there because before this morning, he had never seen Calla in a skirt and wasn’t even sure she had legs. Besides that, she wasn’t exactly girlish. Calla was either bossing people around, or covered in paint, or struggling to keep a grip on the double-brush buffer on the terrazzo floor in the theater lobby, which bounced like a jackhammer with a short in its cord. She was in constant motion, less like a ballerina than one of the Pep Boys at the service garage.


“Hey Calla,” Nicky called after her.


She turned to him, her impatience clear in her rigid posture. “Yes?”


“Cute haircut.”


She forced a smile. “Thanks.” She waved him off, more a salute than a good-bye.
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Dom and Jo Palazzini’s middle son, Gio, paced nervously back and forth in the garage below, gingerly peering out the open door from side to side without stepping out onto the sidewalk on Montrose. Gio, in his early thirties, was short and shaped like a packing box; the thick wool of the Western Union uniform did him no favors. What God took away in height, He gave him in hair. His black waves were shiny and thick, tamed twice a day with Wildroot.


Gio stopped long enough to fish the Pall Malls out of his breast pocket, give it a shake and pull a cigarette out of the pack between his lips. It dangled from his mouth as he patted down his pockets in search of matches. When he couldn’t find any, he left the cigarette unlit, buried his hands in his pockets, and continued to pace.


Hortense watched the familiar scene from her office and shook her head. Gio was in trouble again. No matter what measures were taken, the man couldn’t shake his gambling problem. Nothing cured him—not a stint in the seminary in Spring Grove, where he was thrown out for taking bets on who would be elected pope; not his exemplary military service in the Battle of the Bulge, where he’d fought valiantly but postvictory was caught point shaving in intramural softball and confined to quarters; and not even his love for Mabel, who, as a condition of their marriage, made her husband meet with a priest once a week in hopes a force more powerful than the lure of winning the pot of a random pickup game would force him to change.


Every manner of rehabilitation had been offered to Gio, but none of them could keep him from poker, pinochle, blackjack, bingo, and other games of chance. If the swallows were intent on Capistrano, the green felt on the tables of Big John Casella’s Social Club called for Gio Palazzini to return every payday.


Nicky pulled into the garage as Hortense appeared at the top of the stairs with a telegram. “Don’t cut off the motor,” she hollered, waving the envelope.


“I’ll take it,” Gio offered.


“Nicky will take it.”


“I said I will take it, Mrs. Mooney,” Gio insisted.


“You’re not good off the grid, Gio.”


“I can read a map as good as anybody.”


“Since when? You get lost in the garage on the way to the men’s room,” Hortense said impatiently.


“I need to get out of town,” Gio admitted as the tic over his left eye began to pulse.


“Not again.” Nicky looked at his cousin.


“It got away from me. I was at Casella’s—”


“I don’t want to hear it.” Nicky put his hand in the air.


“Who is delivering this telegram? I have a duty,” Hortense bellowed from above.


“We’ll both go. Get in, Gio.”


“Swell,” he said, climbing into the passenger seat of No. 4.


Nicky took the steps two at a time to retrieve the envelope from Hortense.


“You’re out of your mind,” Hortense whispered. “What if you get tailed?”


“I’ll hand him over.”


“If only that were true. Be careful, Nicky.” Hortense gave him the telegram and the folded map of the Pennsylvania interstate. “I mean it. Gio is chock full of nuts—you don’t have to go down with him. In fact, don’t.”


Gio ducked down in the front passenger seat, his face on his knees, as Nicky tooled through the streets on his way out of the city. As the cab cleared the circle outside the Philadelphia Museum and Nicky turned off onto the highway, Gio sat up.


“What kind of trouble are you in now?”


“Ah. Nothing to worry about.” Gio rolled down the window and inhaled the fresh air.


“You’re on the lam again.”


“It will pass.”


“There’s a comfort.”


“When I hit it, I’m Caesar. When I lose, it’s a problem. It’s a simple equation.”


“You lose a lot more than you win.”


“I don’t brag when I win.”


“Gio, you have to stop. The day will come when some thug isn’t going to be willing to wait for the bank to open on Monday morning so you can pay your marker and they’ll hurt you.”


“Nah. They wait.”


“You have a baby on the way. Think of your child. And Mabel.”


“Mabel’s all right.”


“For now. But you’re testing her patience.”


“Don’t talk to me about patience. You’re not even married yet.”


“I’m almost there.”


“You want some free advice?”


“Sure.”


Gio shook the cigarette pack until one emerged. He offered it to Nicky, who took it. He shook the pack again and pulled one out with his lips. He lit his cigarette with the car lighter, then offered the lighter to his cousin. “Don’t do it.”


“Don’t do what?”


“Marry Peachy.”


“Why would you say that?”


“I’m looking out for you.”


“How?”


“I know what it’s like on the inside. Stay where you are. Stay in your room in the basement with your radio and your freedom. You got a cocoon. A cocoon is nice for one. For two? Not so much. It gets cramped.”


“I want to get married, Gio.”


“So did I.”


“Don’t you love Mabel?”


“It would be a little late not to.”


“I agree.”


“I love her. And she’s having our baby. This is how life goes. And I go with life.”


“You have some say in the matter. Life doesn’t just unfold like a stack of baseball cards.”


“Since when?”


“Since always.”


“That’s not been my experience. I’ve been told what to do since I was born. If it wasn’t my parents ordering me around, it was my brother Dominic, and now it’s Mabel.”


“Or the bookies.”


“Them too. Somebody’s always after me for something. I’m pecked at from morning until night.”


“Because people want their money.”


“Regardless. It’s my natural state. Pecked like a seed stick by a flock of starving canaries. That’s me.” Gio ran his hands through his thick hair, then pulled at it, as if dollar bills could have sprouted from his head if he yanked hard enough. “You can’t change nature.”


Nicky looked at him. “You could change. You could stop gambling.”


Gio’s neck snapped so quickly in Nicky’s direction, both of them heard Gio’s vertebrae crack. “I can’t stop. It’s in me.”


“You have to fight it.”


“I do. Sometimes. I try. I keep the urge at bay for a while, and then it comes roaring back worse. It’s almost better if I sit in on a few games a week, blow a few bucks and a little steam. It evens out the need. If I hold back, it’s all I think about, and then I give in, and it’s like a levee breaks, and I’m back at the table, consumed to the point of drowning.”


“That’s horrible.”


“Tell me about it. I’m a prisoner of my own thirst to win at all cost. I disgust myself. But it also thrills me, and that’s the rub, cousin.” Gio flicked the stub of cigarette out the window. He leaned back in the seat, pushed the brim of the Western Union cap over his eyes, and fell asleep so quickly, it seemed like a hypnotist’s trick.


While Nicky marveled at Gio’s ability to sleep while he owed God only knows how much money to the most nefarious characters at the Casella Social Club, he also pitied him. Gio was depleted; his emotional resources were shot, and his bank account was drained. He and Mabel only fought behind closed doors, but the doors at 810 Montrose were so thin everybody knew when Gio had a bad week—and, for that matter, when he had a good one. Nicky imagined it must be devastating to crawl home penniless after losing a week’s pay at one of Casella’s tables instead of rushing home a winner, flush with cash, into the arms of your wife. No wonder Gio didn’t want Nicky to marry; he himself found no comfort in it—at least not when he lost.


Nicky found nothing on the radio that he cared to listen to as he spun the dial like a safecracker, so he rolled down the window and let the fresh air wash over him as he drove. Nothing woke his cousin, not even the sharp curves Nicky took at the base of the Pocono Mountains.


Signs with arrows pointing to the cluster of small villages in the folds of the foothills of the Poconos, including East Bangor, Bangor, and Roseto, were lined up on a single pole outside Stroudsburg. Nicky took the turn onto the road over the mountain toward his delivery destination.


Nicky came upon Roseto suddenly, a wishbone-shaped street taking him right to Garibaldi Avenue, the village’s main drag. An orange sun burst through pink clouds, its rays of gold and fuchsia illuminating a town decorated to welcome an important visitor. The porches of the homes were dressed with hanging baskets bulging with flowers, flags blew in the breeze, the Italian standard next to the American one, and twists of red, white, and green silk crisscrossed over the avenue as far as Nicky could see. There were hand-painted signs everywhere:




WELCOME AMBASSADOR GUARDINFANTE!


CHE BELLO AMBASCIATORE!


VIVA ITALIA!


ROSETO VALFORTORE ETERNA!




Nicky drove slowly up the street, stopping at the top of the hill at Our Lady of Mount Carmel Church, the obvious architectural crown jewel of the town, which had a bell tower, an intricate rose window, and walls of stately gray granite, split with inlays of stained glass in swirls of ruby, emerald, and deepest blue. The church plaza was decorated for a celebration, the steps flanked with topiaries and more baskets of flowers, the handrails braided with ribbons.


As Nicky parked outside the entrance, the tires grazed the curb, waking Gio.


“Are we here?” Gio asked, startled.


“Not yet.”


Gio looked out the window and squinted at the enormous church and its imposing granite facade. “Did I die?”


“No, this is just a church. I’m going inside to say a prayer.”


“Why?”


“Are you serious, Gio? One of us is in dire need of spiritual intervention.”


“Sorry to hear you’re going through a tough time.” Gio pulled the cap back over his eyes and went back to sleep.


Nicky stood inside the vestibule of Our Lady of Mount Carmel. The scent of beeswax and incense hung in the air, reminding Nicky of his own church, and of the comfort he found there. Inside, the sanctuary was a baroque showpiece of gold marble with red velvet accents. Pale ivory pillars lined the center aisle. The pews were bedecked with more ribbons, the altar with sprays of red roses, white carnations, and fronds of green. He looked over at the statues of the saints, mounted on the walls along the side aisles. They hovered over the pews like umpires on a baseball diamond.


Nicky knelt in the last pew. He made the sign of the cross and sat back on the bench, and on to a stack of commemorative booklets for the town Jubilee.


Nicky opened one and read the story of Roseto, falling into the story of the place as though it were a fairytale. A lot happened in this little burg. There were photographs of the women who worked in the town blouse factories, the priests of the parish, and the Monsignor from nearby Nesquehoning, the nuns of Saint Joseph and the men of Roseto working in the local slate quarries. He tucked the booklet into the breast pocket of his uniform before genuflecting at the end of the pew. On his way out, he picked up a flyer listing the Jubilee’s events by the door, thinking it might be fun to take a drive back to Roseto with Peachy and attend the carnival. It was just the kind of date she enjoyed.
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