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This book is dedicated to anyone who may be keeping secrets.


To children too little to know they warrant a voice.


To teenagers too confused to think they have a choice.


To adults too overwhelmed to do what’s right.


And to those of us who have survived crazy and who—blessed with a little perspective (not to mention nearly a decade of therapy)—realize we no longer need to stay silent, and that spilling secrets may just help others from feeling as if they need to keep theirs.





Author’s Note



People and places and events are all real, as true to my memory as possible. In order to preserve anonymity, I have changed the names of most but not all of the individuals in this book, and in some cases, I have also modified identifying details. No composite characters or events were created in writing this book. Some people and events were purposely omitted, but doing so had no impact on the integrity of the story. It is my hope that the truth I share does justice to all those involved and that it is seen as a story of redemption, forgiveness, and hope.





Sinners



The little red light at the top of the confessional turned to green.


Somebody came out: a mom-looking lady. She wasn’t much taller than I was but was rounder in the middle. Her hair was the same dirty dishwater blond as mine but not nearly as long or curly. She smiled at me. From the look on her face, I could tell she had gotten a prescription for a clean slate: I estimated five Our Fathers and two Hail Marys.


I wondered what my penance would be.


I tried to calm my nerves by carefully scrutinizing the entire line of those who had come to confess, praying for redemption. An old man. Bald. Looking at me looking at him. Another girl. We were probably the same age—fourteen—but she actually looked the part. I folded my arms across my growing chest.


I tried to assess what had brought them to the box to tell God’s chosen servant what they could not keep locked inside their own souls. Were they liars? Thieves? Adulterers? They all looked pretty normal to me. Did I look normal to them? Was my normal the same as theirs? Could they see what my mamma must have seen in me so clearly? Could they see why I was there? Could they see the real me?


Another somebody went in. The green light turned to red. Only one booth open to hear confessions today. Lots of sinners waiting. St. Peter’s obviously hadn’t banked on there being so many. But what did I know? Maybe it was always like this. I hadn’t been to Mass in I couldn’t remember how long. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned; it’s been ______ since my last confession.” At least I remembered my opening line. How long had it been?


I thought about it while hopping from one foot to the other, trying not to think about how much I needed to go pee. Mass was either on Saturday night or Sunday morning/early afternoon. My hours at the donut shop where I worked were Friday and Saturday from 3:00 p.m. until 11:30 p.m. and Sunday from 7:00 a.m. until 3:30 p.m. Attending Mass was not really an option. So it must have been ever since I’d started working at the donut shop. A year? Maybe closer to two?


I had forged my birth certificate as soon as I’d turned thirteen. Another thing to confess, I guess. I knew it was illegal to do it when I did it, but I didn’t really have a choice. I needed a job. My family needed me to need a job. To get one. And part of me wanted one.


I used my uncle Joe’s old Olivetti to do it—a breadbox-size steel typewriter that I was convinced had experienced its past life as a blacksmith’s anvil. When I typed out the “62” in standard Courier font, the keys almost refused to conspire, causing me to force them into submission not with a finger but with a fist. I whipped the freshly printed paper up and out, but rather than use scissors to cut out my newly minted birth year, I carefully tore around the number. I didn’t use glue or any formal adhesive. Spit was all I had to work with. A bit on my index finger applied to the back of the sequin-size gem, the quickest of flips before the paper absorbed too much moisture and the ink began to bleed, a bit of massaging into place so that the “19” lined up and the “65” underneath vanished, and, ta-da! I had grown three years in a matter of moments. A few passes through the lightest setting on the copier, and no one would guess it was a fake.


I took a copy of my new proof of age to the twenty-four-hour donut shop, where a sign taped to the front door beckoned HELP WANTED. I had outgrown my babysitting gigs as much as I had outgrown training bras. I had developed early and passed easily for sixteen—at least. Nobody questioned it.
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Red light turned to green again. We had just fifteen minutes left until the start of the Saturday 5:00 p.m. Mass. I could barely keep still, fearful that we would run out of time just as I entered that dark little closet. Somebody else went in. Green light turned to red. One more person after that, and the next would be me. Thank God! Too much time to think was making me think too much.


I shut my eyes and leaned against the church’s wood-paneled wall—so smooth, so cool, against my cheek. Mr. Kumar, the donut shop’s owner, came to mind again, looking me up and down, literally licking his lips. No taller than the third rack up of donuts on display, he had chocolate-colored skin that oozed as if coated in some sort of donut glaze, and the near-overpowering scent of him made him seem infused with a cumin-like spice. How slippery he looked, sounded. Some bottled water has that same oil-slick sensation. Every time I taste it, it takes me back.


“You work weekend?” he snorted loudly, drawing to the back of his throat what I imagined was accumulated phlegm. He swallowed. “Come.”


He led me to the back room, where freshly baked donuts dried on metal racks that rose out from the floor and reached more than halfway to the ceiling. Plain crullers, old-fashioned cake, buttermilk balls, and yet-to-be-filled jelly donuts all waited their turns to be put on display, to be seen, to tempt, and to be chosen by those hungry for a sweet treat. The aroma—a blend of buttercream and lard—now had me licking my own lips.


Mr. Kumar wound his way to the back office, passing giant fryers filled with hot oil; powder-dusted stainless-steel work tables where the remnants of rolled-out dough sat abandoned; half a dozen plastic vats containing strawberry-, maple-, vanilla-, and chocolate-flavored icings and multicolored sprinkles; and two metal contraptions on the floor, positioned in opposite corners of the room, each illustrated with the silhouette of a long-tailed rat stamped out with a giant red “X.”


He jammed his key into the door lock, barely cracking it open. He reached in with one hand and pulled out a clear plastic bag big enough to stuff a body. Filled with orange and pink polka-dotted uniforms, however, it looked like a festive piñata. Again he looked me up and down, then reached into the bag and pulled out my exact size, along with a matching apron and cap. He handed the bundle to me.


“Sunday, seven in morning, you be here.” A jerk of his chin, a snort, a toss of the clothes bag back into the darkened office, a turn of the key, and Mr. Kumar was shuffling back out toward the front of the shop. Interview over. I guessed I had gotten the job.
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The sinner waiting in line behind me nudged me. I opened my eyes, realizing another somebody had come out. Another one had gone in. We inched forward. Red light. Green light. Red again. It reminded me of a game I used to play. I whispered to myself, “Red Rover, Red Rover, let Dahlia come over.”


I loved Red Rover. Or Ghosts in the Graveyard. Dahlia—Dahlia Cohen—was a neighbor girl a couple of years older than I was. She played Red Rover with us only once, I think. I wished she would play with us more often. But she preferred playing with boys, so Ghosts in the Graveyard was a game more her speed because when we ran around at night, if the boys caught you, you got kissed. I do confess that I sort of liked that game, too, but I really did try never to get caught. I was too afraid of what would happen if I did.


Dahlia seemed to know everything, including just the right thing to say or do to get what you wanted or to stop what you didn’t. She was so lucky. She was Jewish; pretty much everyone in Skokie was Jewish. Except us. I’m pretty sure we were the only Sicilian Catholic family in the village, including Papà and Mamma; Caterina (Cathy), my older sister by five years; Rosario (Ross), the only boy in the family, two years my senior; and Vincenzina (Viny), my little sister by two years. And, of course, there was me: Paolina.


I was my papà’s favorite, even though I wasn’t the oldest or the baby or even the only boy. He called me la piccola mamma, “little mother,” a title I earned and willingly stepped into when my age first turned to double digits. The associated job duties—making the morning coffee, making lunches, making dinners; making sure Viny did her homework and took a bath at night; sitting at the kitchen table with Papà as he calculated our weekly spend against his weekly paycheck; translating and writing letters to bill collectors, doctors, schoolteachers, and more; making sure the house was at least picked up, if not clean; and helping make ends meet when needed, be it via babysitting money or via money from the donut shop—came rather easily to me and were necessary in order for Papà to manage our family of six, especially as Mamma was getting sick in her brain, and getting sicker by the minute.


You would think that my older sister, Caterina, would have taken on that role. Sometimes I thought that, too, especially when I was too tired to do it or was just sick of doing it, like all the times I’d have to help my little sister with her homework, even though I had already finished mine and would rather just watch TV. But Cathy wasn’t the type. The most she did to help out was start working at the local dry cleaner’s at age fifteen. And she wasn’t too happy about that. She never seemed too happy about anything. She spent most of her time looking at herself in the mirror, either admiring her model-like body and wondering why she didn’t have any boyfriends or brooding about the nose she’d inherited from our papà and blaming it for why she didn’t. She always seemed bothered by somebody or something. As Papà often said, she always acted as if she had been morsicata dalle vespe (stung by wasps).


You might wonder why my older brother, Rosario, wasn’t put in charge. He was, I guess, in a way. Being a boy in a Sicilian family, and especially being the only boy, pretty much meant he ruled. Special privileges included telling his sisters what to do but not really having to do anything himself, like pick up his clothes or wash dishes. Besides, at age fifteen, Ross was made a manager at the McDonald’s where he worked, so he contributed more financially to the family, and that just added to his status as king. He, too, inherited our papà’s Roman nose, but on his face, it fit. At least, all the girls seemed to think so.


Vincenzina was the littlest. Nobody expected her to do much of anything. And when Mamma wasn’t sleeping, Mamma pretty much babied her. Even when Viny tried to do things herself, like tie her own shoes, Mamma would grab her feet and do it for her. Sometimes I thought she did it because she didn’t want her baby to grow up, but more times than not, I didn’t know why Mamma did what she did. And I tried not to think about it.


What I knew for sure was that Papà needed me and I was Daddy’s little girl, always aiming to please—him most of all. In some ways, too, I also knew that this role gave me power in the family. And that part, I liked.
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The little red light hadn’t changed in a long while. What in the world was taking so long? I had to get in there. If I missed my chance at confession today, I didn’t know when I’d be able to come back. Mr. Kumar had been pretty clear that if I wanted another weekend day off, I might as well not come back.


A couple of people at the end of the line decided to give up. I guess they figured their sins weren’t so bad. They could wait another week for absolution. I could not. At least I didn’t think so.


I silently prayed to Jesus: Red light, green light, red light … Jesus, please hurry up and change that light to green.


I thought about Dahlia again. And about living among the Jews. It was okay with me. I actually wished I were Jewish. Probably not the smartest thing to think while in church, standing in line to talk to Him, or at least His representative, but it was how I felt.


Jewish people didn’t have to confess and get absolution. I’m sure Dahlia didn’t. And they seemed to have more of everything—more than we did, that’s for sure.


While we lived among them, we lived in a house we really couldn’t afford. I remember my papà saying on moving day, “Chi sa se la possiamo pagare?” His question—“Who knows if we can pay for it?”—had me questioning to myself, Then why are we moving?


It wasn’t a big place: a ranch-style, beige brick three-bedroom with an office on the far end for Mamma’s sewing business, and an attached two-car garage—our first. It sat on a corner lot, and—unlike our previous home, which had a giant yard for children to play in—this home on Kedvale had no more than a square five-foot patch of dead grass on the side. Barely enough for Papà’s vegetable garden.


When I was old enough to ask and to actually get an answer, Papà told me that he chose to live among the Jews because they ate just as well as Italians and valued family just as much as Italians, but didn’t have to fear organized crime the way Italians did. The Mafia was one of the reasons my father left his bella Sicilia, a little seaside town on the western coast called Custonaci. As he summed it up: Meglio partire che morire. Better to leave than to die.


Of course, as I learned later on from my papà’s stories about his restless, playboy spirit and lack of desire to run the family bakery, it was quite possible the Mafia wasn’t the only thing my father sought to escape.


Sometimes I wished I could escape. I wished I could be Dahlia, or at least have a cool name like hers; it always sounded so flowery and flirty and pretty. The teachers at school couldn’t pronounce my real name, Paolina, so they started calling me Paula; every time I heard that name, I cringed at how much uglier it made me feel. Dahlia got everything she wanted: Gloria Vanderbilt jeans; purple eye shadow. She even had a feather boa. If she cried and yelled, she got more. And she never had to pay for what she wanted, not on her own.


Dahlia was my friend. And she was the first person who told me how babies are made. She told me when I was ten. I just knew she had to be lying. I found out she wasn’t when I told my mamma what she said and I got slapped. I didn’t question it again.


The whole thought of it grossed me out, which is ironic, given that I had already started masturbating by then. I didn’t know that was what it was called, that it even had an official name. I just knew that what I was doing felt good. I must not have connected the pleasure of doing it with the penis-in-vagina activity Dahlia had explained to me. Unfortunately, my mamma did. She caught me in the act one day. This time, I wasn’t just slapped; I was hit. Repeatedly.


But that didn’t hurt as much as her berating me. She made fun of what she saw, mimicking my hand movements and facial expressions. I was shocked at first, because I didn’t know I even made those facial expressions. I didn’t know anybody made those facial expressions. I mean, it wasn’t like I had yet seen any dirty movies. In truth, I don’t know how I even came to touch myself in the first place. I didn’t even know it was considered a bad thing.


Well, maybe that’s a lie. I must have known, because otherwise I would have been doing it out in the open. I guess maybe I didn’t realize that it wasn’t something a ten-year-old should be doing. But I already had gotten my period. I got that while babysitting for a set of two-year-old twins. I didn’t really know what to do when I realized I was bleeding. Tears erupted, and I called home. My papà answered, half-asleep, but the second I started telling him what was happening, he woke up fast and passed the phone to Mamma, who said, “Non è niente; vieni a casa.”


Mamma may have thought it was nothing and that I should just come home, but it sure was something to me.


When Mrs. Weiner, the twins’ mom, came home and saw the state I was in, she explained it all to me. She showed me how to use a sanitary napkin. She wiped away my tears and said, “Sweetie, it’s not nothing; it’s a very big something we should celebrate.” She said that on Saturday, the next time I was scheduled to babysit, she would take us all out to IHOP for a pancake breakfast. I had never been to IHOP. Mrs. Weiner couldn’t believe it. Neither could I.


A little while later, she gave me a book to read: Judy Blume’s Forever. I read it over and over. And made sure to keep it hidden, and to never again get caught in the act that I could not stop doing.


I didn’t think if Mrs. Weiner were my mom and had caught me masturbating that she would have made me feel so ashamed. I thought she and Dahlia’s mom would have thought I was normal. Doing normal things. But my mamma wasn’t raised that way. And on top of that, she didn’t think normal thoughts. And while I know now that it wasn’t her fault, just as much as it wasn’t mine, I sadly didn’t know it then. So the best I could do was try to survive, and I did that by trying to keep my distance. Problem was, I wasn’t too sure from what or whom I was to keep distant. Especially when wherever I went or with whomever I went, I always brought me with me. And that seemed to be the problem.
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Finally! With five minutes to spare, the red light turned to green as one more sinner exited the confessional and one more entered: me. I silently thanked Jesus for getting me in on time. I shut the door behind me, imagining the green light turning to red outside. I knelt down on the sparse pad. A chill wrapped itself around me. It smelled so cold, like that time the air conditioner went out in my papà’s car and ghostly fumes came out of the vents.


Whenever I was in the confessional, I wondered if this was how it felt to be sealed in a coffin—an ornately carved mahogany coffin, standing up.


The little square screen in front of me slid open. “May the Lord be in our hearts to help you make a good confession.”


The voice belonged to Father Tierney. Old-school Father Tierney. Older-than-the-school Father Tierney. I was not a fan of Father Tierney.


“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been about a year or so since my last confession.”


I waited—for what, exactly, I don’t know. But whatever it was, it didn’t come. I took a deep breath. I was ready. I opened my mouth to speak. But I needed to build up my courage to say what I had really come to say, so I started out with the amateur stuff: not honoring my mother and father, not always telling the truth, not going to church on Sundays, not being so very nice to my little sis—


“Not going to church on Sundays?” Father Tierney interrupted.


“Pardon me, Father?”


“Why haven’t you been going to Sunday Mass? What possible reason could there be to not keep the Lord’s Day holy?”


Part of me thought this was a test. Or a trick question. “Well, Father, I … I have to work on Saturdays and Sundays. My shift—”


“Nothing could be more important.” His voice trembled, because of age or anger, I wasn’t sure. “Nothing!”


“But, Father …” Either nervous or incredulous, I nearly started laughing. “Father, I can’t—”


“Promise me you will come to Mass next Sunday.” The church organ started to play some ominous tune.


I paused for a moment, not really knowing what to say. “Father, I already know I’m on the schedule for next week. I can’t promise you, because I’d be lying.”


“Promise me you will come to Mass next Sunday.” Father Tierney’s voice grew louder. “Promise.”


“But I’d be lying.”


“Promise me, or I will not absolve you of your sins.” His voice was so loud now, I was certain anybody standing outside could hear. And my heart sank with the realization that he was serious, and I was in trouble.


My voice became very small. “Wait. No. Father, you don’t understand. I have to tell you. Please let me tell—”


“If you’re not willing to commit to being at Mass next Sunday, I cannot absolve you of your sins.” The little screen to salvation slid shut.


I stared at what had been a window of lacy light. I listened to the pipes playing and the people singing outside my door. I could hear Father Tierney breathing. I wanted to tell him. I needed to tell him. I whispered, more to myself than to anyone there, “Father? Please …”


The man behind the screen clumsily moved about his box and exited the confessional.


I remained in that box. Alone.


The processional hymn ended, and some other holy man began to speak. I heard the faithful respond with a chorus of “amen”—a word that means “I believe.”


As I rose to leave, all I could think was that I no longer did.
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I thought that people who loved you weren’t supposed to hit or make fun of you. I thought that people who cared for you or who were to act sort of like your adult guardians weren’t supposed to touch you, not like that. Or hurt you. Down there. And I thought that people who were to forgive you weren’t supposed to deny you absolution, damning you to hell forever.


I had needed to tell. Someone. Anyone. I had needed just one somebody to listen. To hear me. To understand what I could not. To tell me it wasn’t my fault. That I wasn’t to blame. And then I needed that somebody to pretend I had never said a word. To act as if it had never happened. I needed someone else to be the one who kept this secret so that I could be free of it, washed clean of it. And no one else would be hurt as a result of it.


In 1979, I needed to be a kid again.





Sicilians


Keeping secrets came pretty easily to me. Nobody, not even my friends, knew what was wrong with Mamma or why I had to get a job. Nobody asked. And I was taught early on never to offer information unless I had to, and never, ever to be in anyone’s debt. I’m not sure if it was a Sicilian thing, à la The Godfather and Cosa Nostra—as in “keep it inside the family” and “none of your business”—or simply an extension of Mamma’s SOP of keeping secrets locked inside. Whatever it was, I did it. And I did it well.


I was three years underage when I showed up for my first day at the donut shop, and determined that no one would ever suspect it.


“You ever make a pot o’ coffee, girl?”


Karen was one of two ladies Mr. Kumar had told to train me. Aurora was the other. The two were as different as night and day: the former, a practical mom of five in her thirties, pencil-thin, with skin so black it seemed to shine with its own beautiful blue tint, no other makeup needed; the latter, a thickly German-accented, fifty-something, curvaceous sexpot with skin the color of white icing, her face purposely made even whiter so as to be the perfect blank canvas for the palette of colors she artistically applied.


“Yes, ma’am,” I said. Inside, I laughed at Karen’s question. At thirteen, I was a pro at brewing and drinking the best cups of joe. I immediately felt confident enough to wave good-bye to my papà, who, standing among the other twenty or so people—they waiting to be served; he waiting to make sure I was okay—looked anything but ready to leave me there.


He had woken me up before the sun had even risen that Sunday for my first day on the job. He’d whispered in my ear, “Paoletta, è l’ora di lavorare. Faccio il café?”


I had stretched, still clinging to sleep but well aware of my papà’s tactic for getting me out of bed: threatening to make the coffee always got me on my feet. I was the best at it, and he and I both knew it.


“I ain’t old enough for you to be ‘ma’am’-in’ me, now,” Karen said.


“Ah! You leave her be, Karen. Come over to Aurora, dahlink. Aurora be better teacher.”


“That’s ’cause you be so much older, wiser,” Karen sassed, as she gave me a theatrical shove toward her friend. Aurora, the only one among us to be dressed not in uniform but in what I would learn was her trademark top-cut-too-low-and-skirt-hemmed-too-high substitute, outstretched her arms, not to welcome me to her but to show herself off to the packed house, shaking what she had to shake, literally on cue with Barry Manilow singing on the radio about Lola and her dress cut down to there.


“You should be so lucky to look this good when you’re my age! Eat your heart out, eh?” Aurora danced the length of the counter, tip jar in hand.


The crowd laughed and handed over their change, as if at some sort of live show. I was loving it.


“You Paolina’s papa?” Karen shouted out to my papà.


Papà beamed, nodding and calling back, “She good girl.”


“Your papa is a very handsome man,” Aurora commented loudly, winking in his direction. “You married?”


Again the rumble of laughter, the loudest coming from my papà. He had been handsome in his youth. He’d known it and used it, too. Now, looking more like a grandpa than like a Don Juan, he was still a ladies’ man—bald head, gap-toothed grin, and all.


“Don’t you worry, Papa,” Karen interjected. “We’ll take good care of your good girl.”


“Tank you, miss. I be back for she tree o’clock.” Papà had trouble pronouncing “th”; we practiced and practiced, but he just couldn’t get his tongue, the roof of this mouth, and the back of his teeth to work together to form the sound that didn’t exist in Italian. Still, everyone knew what he meant, and everyone joined in bidding him farewell, at Karen’s lead.


“Bye, Paolina’s papa!”


As my father exited, two police offers entered. It was the first time I’d noticed the little bells attached to the top hinges of the door. They chimed to announce the arrival of newcomers.


“Lesson one,” Karen was suddenly whispering in my ear. “Always give the cops freebies. Whatever they ask for. You hear? That way, you stay safe.”


I nodded, taking her words to heart but having no clue whatsoever how true, and how devastating, they would come to be for me. She left to attend to the men whose job it was “to serve and protect.”


Patrons waiting for their morning treats occupied every pink stool along the white Formica counter shaped in some serpentine fashion. We stood between them and stainless-steel coffeemakers, refrigerators, and rows and rows of white ceramic cups, saucers, and little plates. At one end of the counter, the one that led to the back room where the donuts were made, a low glass case featuring specialty donuts, including the newest jelly-and cream-filled donut holes, supported the cash register. Behind it sat row upon row of fresh donuts just begging to be eaten. And at the very top of those racks beamed a milk-glass, almost see-through sign listing all the tasty options and prices.


“Okay, you see this?” Aurora held out a glass coffee decanter, seemingly burned at the bottom. “You think there is no hope, yes?”


I really didn’t think much of anything, but I nodded.


“You watch.” Aurora went to the freezer and scooped up some ice cubes. She tossed them into the decanter. She then put a scoop of kitchen cleanser in. Then just a dribble of water. And vigorously—her whole body shaking (more than it needed to)—shook that decanter until the scorched bottom was scrubbed crystal clear. She held it out for all to see. And those who did applauded.


On that first day, I learned how to properly pack a dozen donuts, especially when the frosting was still wet, so that it wouldn’t rub off on other donuts; how to work the machines, including the coffeemaker, which had a tendency to get blocked, not drip, and overflow from the top, where the grinds were; how to clean glass decanters that looked scorched beyond salvation; and, most important, how to serve customers, whether you liked them or not, and how to work a room, mostly to get bigger tips. And at all of it, I proved to be a natural.


My papà returned at three o’clock, as promised. He’d come back early to sit and watch me work my final thirty minutes.


“Look, Papà!” I held out my tip jar. Instant money. “All for me!”


Karen eased the jar from my hands. “Not all for you, hon. We split—you, me, and Aurora. Boss said you’d be workin’ Friday and Saturday nights alone. Then it can be all for you.”


I gave my papà a free cup of coffee and a donut. “Brava!” he said as he bit down on a honey glazed, still warm and wet.


Karen whispered in my ear again, “And don’t let Kumar see you doin’ that. You can. Just make sure he don’t see it.”


I nodded.


“Your girl done good, Papa,” Karen said. She put on her jacket and pocketed her tips.


Aurora came, took hers, and gave me a big kiss. “Ach! To be so young again!” She leaned over the counter, her breasts nearly spilling out of her top, and kissed my papà, too. “Good job with your good girl, Papa.”


Papà paid me to pack a dozen donuts to take home. I made sure Mr. Kumar was watching. Mamma wasn’t feeling well. Her favorites were Boston creams: chocolate on top with custard in the middle. I made sure to include two, hoping they would make her happy. Ross’s favorites were raspberry jelly–filled and white-iced long johns. Cathy loved double chocolates. Viny always wanted sprinkles. Papà and I were partial to French crullers and buttermilk balls. I made sure to pick only the freshest. I had learned that day that pink paper in the morning meant they were just baked, but pink paper in the afternoon meant they were the older ones. I chose only those on white paper.


When we got home, everyone surrounded me, each grabbing for his or her favorite treat. Everyone except Mamma. She was in bed. Again.


I put a Boston cream on a small plate and took it to her, climbing the five or six stairs that led from the kitchen to my parents’ bedroom.


The drapes were drawn. It was so dark. She had made those drapes herself, when she wasn’t sick. They were a hunter green, with accents of gold to match Mamma’s bedspread.


She lay there, covers held tightly around her head. It always hurt her so much, but no one could figure out why.


“Mamma,” I whispered, “alzarti. Veni a mangiare.” I showed her the Boston cream. “Guarda. C’è la crema dentro.”


Mamma poked her head out from the covers, her face a bloated marshmallow. She looked at the donut and then at me and tried to smile. “Paoletta mia. Grazie. Ma non ora. Più tarde. Non ora.” She turned away from me, covering her head again.


Even enticing Mamma to get up and come eat, tempting her with a cream-filled donut, her favorite, didn’t work. “Not now” and “later” had become answers to bet on.


But she hadn’t always been this way.


[image: images]


When I was nine, Mamma enrolled me in ballet. Mrs. Regan, an old, wrinkly ballerina wannabe who lived within walking distance and who taught ballet and tap in her home, became my teacher. I never really wanted to learn to dance, but Mamma had never been allowed to dance, period, when she was little, so it became very important to her that I did. And I did not want to disappoint.


Things Mamma worked so hard to give me early on—like the ballet lessons—would end up being among the very things she pointed to as evidence of my bad behavior later. I never really understood it back then. I figured she just changed her mind or that it was my fault.


It sure would have helped to know that what was happening to her had very little, if anything, to do with me, and most, if not everything, to do with the voices in her head she could no longer control. Then again, I’m not sure how, as a nine-year-old, I would have handled knowing that voices were telling my mother that she should kill me. In hindsight, maybe it was best to just think I was a bad girl who attracted all sorts of evil and could do no right. Maybe.


Mrs. Regan carried a big stick, sort of like a semiflexible cane, that doubled as a walker and a whip. She used it to hit those of us who couldn’t get our little bodies to pose appropriately. I was a favorite target of hers. Not sure why. The backs of my legs bore witness to my lack of grace or my inability to force my feet into first or fifth position. Or, more likely, it was because I liked to laugh. I just found things funny. Like when my leg got stuck in between the wall and the barre and I needed one of the other little girls to unstick me. I couldn’t help being so short. We all dissolved into giggles. Except Mrs. Regan. And we grew silent pretty quickly as soon as that stick struck one of us, usually me.


“Miss Milana, what is so funny?”


“Miss Milana, I said feet in fourth, not fifth!”


On this particular day, in Mrs. Regan’s cold, concrete basement, void of any windows, I had placed my hand on the barre, as ordered, and a spider had come out of a hole and crawled onto me, so I’d screamed like a little girl—a perfectly acceptable reaction, I would think, given the fact that that is exactly what I was.


Whack! Mrs. Regan’s stick caught my forearm as she began to scream at me. Something about me causing another disruption, and something about her not needing someone like me, and finally something about me getting my things and getting out. Now!


I had been kicked out of class.


The odd part? Even back then, some small part of me knew Mrs. Regan would regret her decision. After all, I was the only dancer who didn’t even need toe shoes to pirouette on the very tippy-tops of my feet. And I was the chosen star of her upcoming spring showcase. Mrs. Regan must have forgotten. I sure as hell hadn’t.


I ran home and sobbed into my mamma’s arms, begging her not to make me go back. She rocked me and kept saying, over and over, “Okay, no cry, no cry.” Sometimes it was warm and wonderful being Mamma’s daughter back then, back before she started hearing voices.
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The next time we were scheduled to have dance class, I was a no-show. Mrs. Regan called Mamma to tell her that all was forgiven and that I would be allowed to return. I remember Mamma’s face as she held the receiver to her ear; I could see her growing rage, just waiting to be unleashed. A few moments into the call, Mamma mustered her best English to tell Mrs. Regan to go to hell. I could not have beamed more proudly. But even then, as much as I was thrilled to have been given such a get-out-of-jail-free card, I knew that it must have killed Mamma to give up on yet another of her dreams. When she hung up the phone and I hugged her, her smile was a show for me, but she couldn’t hide her moist eyes. In that moment, I wished I had not screamed at that spider.
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Mamma’s own mother and father died before she even made it out of her teens. She was the youngest female in a very strict Sicilian household, and so her eldest brother, our Uncle Joe, became her appointed caretaker. She would follow him to America, even if she didn’t want to and even if it meant leaving everyone and everything she knew back in her hometown, the landlocked central Sicilian city of Nicosia.


Mamma was a talented seamstress—so talented that when she emigrated to the United States at the age of thirty-one, in 1958, the famous designer Emilio Pucci commissioned her to sew for him. She was also beautiful. When my papà, a self-made barber ten years her senior, was on a ship heading toward his own American dream, he befriended Mamma’s younger brother, Salvatore (Sam), who showed Papà a photo of his still-single sister—Mamma in her twenties—dressed as a mandolin player in celebration of Carnivale. My father loved playing il mandolino, and when he saw my mother, with hair the color of ravens’ feathers, skin as smooth and creamy as a homemade zabaglione, blood-red lipstick—her signature—and curves that filled out that mandolin player’s costume, to hear him tell it, he was hit by “the thunderbolt,” just like The Godfather’s Michael Corleone when he first laid eyes on his Apollonia.


For Mamma, I would learn much later in life, it wasn’t so much love at first sight as it was her biological clock ticking too loudly. That, and she did confess a fondness for Papà’s bald head. Oh, and she thought, because of the way he dressed, that he was rich (an assumption that proved false, very false). And she wanted to break free from living under the thumb of her eldest brother, my Uncle Joe.


I guess when it came down to it, everyone wanted to escape from something, somewhere, someone. Sometimes, maybe, even to escape from themselves. I guessed that was how Mamma felt. I knew that was how I felt.


Ross said everybody wants to get away. That’s what he said my pet goldfish, Bubbles, wanted. I was in the third grade when I got the fish. I won him at some local fair. Threw a Ping-Pong ball into his fishbowl and probably scared him near to death. He was fat, with bulging eyes and a bulbous body with swirls of orange, white, and red. He reminded me of rainbow sherbet.


Every morning, it was my job to feed him. I would head for the downstairs bathroom to pee and to give him just a pinch of fish flakes, no more, no less. Otherwise, Ross told me, Bubbles might explode. But on this one day when I entered the room, Bubbles was gone. His little round glass bowl, still full of water, was missing him. I looked around, not noticing where I was walking, until I felt something rubbery under my toes. Luckily, I hadn’t actually stepped on Bubbles and squashed him. Then again, it wouldn’t have mattered. As he lay on the cold tile floor, a dribble of water trailing around him, I realized he was already dead.


My one and only pet, my first, had committed suicide.


As Ross surmised, “He’d do anything to get away from you.”
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I shook the picture of Bubbles free from my mind. I placed the Boston cream on Mamma’s nightstand.


“Più tarde, Mamma. Dormi.” I could do nothing more for her than to tell her to sleep. Later, she could eat her treat.


I slowly walked out of her bedroom. I couldn’t help but wish things were different. How much I wanted her to come alive again. To hold me like she had when I was more important than even ballet classes. How much I wanted to share with her how my first day at the donut shop had gone, and how I couldn’t wait to go back: to work behind the counter, to learn how to make the donuts, to serve all those people, and to be faster and funnier than Karen or even Aurora. I wanted to perform, like they did. I wanted to have people applauding my moves and to get lots of tips because of it. I wanted my mamma to come see me in action, to see the real me, and to say that she thought I was great. Or at least for her to recognize that I was normal.


I counted the days until I could return to the donut shop, until I could be free to be me again. I dreamed of being something big and this being just the start of it. I wished for what I wanted, not realizing then what it would mean when I actually got it.





Strawberries



On my first Friday night, I was going to be working solo. I couldn’t wait to change out of my blue plaid school-issued jumper and into my pink polka-dotted donut-shop uniform, but getting out of school in time to do it proved tricky. I couldn’t let the teachers know about my job, because that would be the end of my donut-diva career, so I had to practically sneak out of Mr. Olenstek’s last-period science class to catch the bus. I didn’t even have enough time to say “Have a nice weekend” to him.


Mr. Olenstek wasn’t a regular teacher. He had a mustache. And he wore tight corduroys. He was funny, too. And I thought about him. A lot. About as much as I did about Father Francis P. Murphy, who looked nothing like a priest but like one of those male models in a magazine who showed off his underwear. Or at least that’s what I thought he would look like under that collared robe. He also was cool enough to have a real pinball machine in his bedroom. He let some of us play with it once, but that was supposed to be our secret, too. He looked and acted more like a kid, more like one of us. I couldn’t get him out of my head. I even dreaded going to Mass when he was there, because of all the thoughts I knew I shouldn’t be thinking.
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