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For Gloria De Petriums Colliani Loomis With love


About this time, the loneliness of our voyage was relieved by an event worth relating.

—Herman Melville, Mardi, and a Voyage Thither



Rex’s Visit. The Race


The Bronx, Pelham Parkway North, 1944

Sometimes she brought me a little present she had found on a fruit cart she passed on her way home from work, a pomegranate—my favorite color—or a little cellophane bag of salty roasted soybeans. If it was a Friday night, I could tell if she still had her job the moment she walked in the door. If yes, she was smiling and would kiss me and say, “Figlio mio, ti voglio bene, bene.” If no, she’d put on a brave face and, before removing her coat, say with a forced smile, “How was school today?”

Francesca, my grandmother, had dinner ready, and as soon as my mother washed up we three were at the kitchen table. Sometimes there was fish, which I hated and whose spines I dreaded choking on, but mostly there was pasta, prepared the Sicilian way, with little meatballs cooked with parsley and pine nuts. I hated everything my grandmother made. If there was money in the house, we had a dessert of nuts and cheese, but I wanted the apple pie I was sure all real American boys had when they concluded their meals. Sometimes we ate by candlelight. My mother pretended it was for the fun of it, but I knew she had once again forgotten to pay the electricity bill.

My mother was a draper and sometimes a designer in the fabled garment center on Seventh Avenue in faraway Manhattan, and she talked in Sicilian about the cheap bosses, the haughty cutters, her jealous fellow drapers, and the pressers—like tired slaves, she said. My grandmother listened keenly, wanting news of the outside world where she seldom traveled, wanting, above all, to advise my mother in matters where my mother, born in America and thus naïve and innocent, had no clue. She advised whom to watch out for, whose favor to curry, and whom to run from, like the bosses who offered to fly off with her for a weekend in Florida. “Why don’t you go, Mom?” I asked. “It’s warm in Florida.”

I was ten, and even though my Sicilian was fair, all this talk meant little to me in any language, so I daydreamed that maybe my father would come back soon and bring me the cap gun I wanted. Maybe he would take me to the ball game at Yankee Stadium, as he had promised time after time. Or maybe he would just come home and that in itself would be everything.

My mother was never happy when my father was not home with us. No sooner had we finished dinner and I had washed the dishes than she kissed me good night and went to her room to read in bed. My grandmother opened the screen separating her part of the living room and came to my cot. She was dressed all in black, as she did from the day her husband died, so she always looked like an old thin crow and was a bit frightening as she hovered over to kiss me good night.

I could hear my mother crying in her bedroom, on the other side of the wall. Then silence. I could feel her light go out.

One evening in the middle of dinner, the doorbell rang, and Carl, a giant in coveralls and work boots, came to tell us that Rex, my father, would be home the following week, maybe on Tuesday, or maybe Thursday, or maybe in two weeks. Carl wasn’t sure. We still had no phone, so this was the way my father got in touch with us: different giant men, shy at the door, came with Rex’s messages. My grandmother was always alarmed by these sudden appearances, and urged my mother not to open the door, not even with the chain attached, and to let the man say his words through the peephole.
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My mother, Madelyn, in one of her rare moments of happiness.



With the news that Rex would be coming home, my mother burst alive. Over the weekend she sang, she hugged and kissed me every ten minutes. I helped her wash the windows, bringing her bowls of rinse water and drying the windows with newspapers. My grandmother was sent to do the shopping with a list my mother had scribbled to show the grocer and the butcher. She spoke very little English, so the list was necessary; it also asked to put the bill on our credit, which we had not paid for a long time. My father, from Savannah, Georgia, loved Royal Crown cola, pork sausages, pickled pig knuckles, pork chops, and hominy grits. Where did she find such stuff in our Jewish neighborhood, where we had moved a year after I was born, my mother telling me later that she wanted me to be raised among people who prized education rather than among the southern Italians not too far away on Arthur Avenue, where I would become a truck driver or a Mafia lowlife?

My father was coming: my mother walked with a lilt and lightness—with joy. I was excited, too. I told my friends that my dad was coming home and was sure to bring me a cap gun, caps, and firecrackers, and that we were going to a ball game. It was the same thing I told them each time I expected him home, and I was met with snickers because I had said the same thing countless times before.

“Where’s your father?” the kids asked. Their fathers came home from work every day and took the families to dinner every Sunday night at the neighborhood “Chinks.” “My dad is in the Seabees and he builds roads and airports in the war against the Nazis,” I said, as I was told to say. “And he has to be away a lot.”

I half believed it, but I knew from what passed between my mother and my grandmother that there was another story. Rex had another life in Jersey City, New Jersey. I was not sure even what that meant, but when the family met for Sunday dinners at my uncle Umberto’s seemingly palatial private home with its garden and fruit trees, this New Jersey life eventually found its way to the table, and with the same consequences. My mother defended Rex, said he was a wonderful man, that she loved him, and that he would soon return home.

Her sister, my aunt Sadie, had warned my mother not to marry a non-Italian. “Anyway, so he left you,” she said. And, nodding over to me, she added, “And him, too.”

My mother rushed into the bathroom and sobbed behind the door. My uncle and aunt stood there, cajoling her to come out, saying that they loved her and just wanted her to be happy. Eventually she emerged, her mascara running. They all hugged and kissed and brought her back to the table and to the unfinished meal. By the end of the dessert of pears and a plate of cheese and nuts—my uncle cracked the shells for all—and a round or two of golden muscatel, made by my uncle and mellowed in casks in his cellar, all conflict and crying was suspended until we were home again, when my mother went back to her room, and back to her crying. I wanted to hug her and make her not cry. But she did not welcome me into her room and the night ended. I was left alone with my grandmother in the living room, where she went to her cot and I went to mine. I turned off the light and dreaded the morning.

Monday meant school again, and I had not done my homework. I rarely did, and my mother, who had left grade school to go to work, had no idea what homework was and never asked why I wasn’t doing it. I often imagined myself becoming invisible at will and also able to fly whenever I wished, so I could escape a scolding from my teacher and the mockery from the other students, who were obedient and did their homework and kept their hands folded as they were told.

One winter morning, when I was safe in my predawn sleep, when the snow muffled the sounds of passing cars and I could hear, even deep in my dreams, the comforting clinking and rattling of the chained tires as the cars plowed their way in the snow, the buzzer buzzed and kept buzzing, until my frightened mother and I woke up and went to the door. “Damn it, Madelyn, open up.” It was an unexpected, welcome voice that I had not heard in months.

My mother checked the peephole before unlocking the door; she was angry and happy at the same time. It was Rex, grinning—his coat covered in snow, his head, too—with two pails brimming with water standing at his feet. He lifted them, bending to kiss my mother, and walked into the narrow kitchen. The wall clock said four. I was still half-asleep and plunked myself down in a kitchen chair. “Hello there, son,” he said. I put out my hand, like the little gentleman he had taught me to be.

“How did you ever get here in this storm, Rex?”

When we had last looked, the cars were buried in snow and I dreamed that school would be closed.

“Just a few flakes, sugar, but parking was hell. I think I left the old jalopy in some tree.”

“We were expecting you later,” my mother said testily. “It’s his school night,” she added, to give weight to his offense.

“Tried to tell you, honey. I asked Carl to stop over with the news a week ago. Didn’t he come by?” He flashed that “Did I do wrong again?” look that I’d often seen him use on her. He gave me a wink, as if to say: See what we men have to go through? I winked back.

She didn’t soften right off. But with his kissing and touching her in a way that made me feel shy to watch, she slowly did. She caught herself for a moment and took his hand from her breast. “Rex,” she whispered, nodding over to me.

He gave me a big smile. “That’s all right, Madelyn,” he said. “He’s a big boy now.” That was wonderful to hear—a big boy, soon grown-up enough to go off on adventures with him wherever he went in the world, wherever men go to get the job of life done.
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        Rex and Madelyn’s soulful wedding photo.

    

He gave me a soft punch in the arm—one man to another.

“Isn’t that true, son?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. I wanted to hug him and have him do the same, but that kind of thing didn’t come from him, as it did from the Italian side of the family, who were always kissing and hugging each other whenever they felt like it. Crying, too, even the men.

He was done with me and went to the business at hand.

“Madelyn—and you, too, son—how much money do you have in the house?”

I had a few pennies and three dimes saved in a jar from when my uncle Umberto slipped them to me some Sundays past after church. Mom had part of the rent money, she said, but she couldn’t touch that.

“Don’t be cheap. Just go and get it, honey.” He was beaming.

“It’s for the rent,” she repeated.

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” he said. “I’m flush.”

When we returned to the kitchen with our savings, Rex was on his knees and peering into the pails and giving each a stir with his hand.

He cleared away the kitchen chairs, bringing them into the living room, where my grandmother usually slept on a fold-up cot. She was at her other daughter’s home on Laconia Avenue, farther up in the pastoral area of the Bronx, where my aunt Sadie and my uncle Umberto’s home flowed with electricity that was never interrupted by the bill collector.

“Now, Madelyn,” Rex said in his most chivalrous manner, “I’m going to be fair about this.” He grabbed a lobster from each pail, holding them so that their claws chewed the air. He placed the lobsters side by side on the kitchen floor. “You choose first. They’re not for eating right away but for betting on. A lobster race’s slower than the ponies, but more fun.”

My mother laughed and kissed him for the first time since he arrived. “Oh, Rex,” she said. “What am I going to do with you?”

“Trifle with me awhile longer, sugar. Place your bet,” he said, pointing to the uneasy lobsters. “And you, too, son.”

She chose the one closest to her and I took the other, the one my father would have bet on. He released the racers and let them crawl helter-skelter across the linoleum, putting them back on track from time to time and prodding them when they got lazy or gave out, which they often did. It was a long race and I soon grew bored and very tired. My mother did, too, pleading with Rex to return the lobsters to their pails and come to bed.

“Oh, Madelyn,” he said, “why spoil all the fun?”

“Rex,” she said, apologetically, “I have to be at work in a few hours.”

“Well, let’s have some coffee and talk about that later.”

“There’s no milk in the house.”

“No cow juice? I’ll run out and get some.” Run outside in the early morning Bronx, where the snow was feet high in the streets and sidewalks and ice had already pulled down trolley lines? In Pelham Parkway, every store and shop usually opened at nine and closed at seven. Then everything was shut down and shuttered, people were at home, everyone except for those glued to the bars, where, my grandmother said, “the desperate live.”

“May I have permission to leave the table, sir?” I asked, half-asleep. If I left without asking, my father would blow up.

“See, Madelyn, see! He’s being raised like a Yankee without manners.” He’d threaten to put me on a train to his sister’s in Savannah, where I’d learn to be a gentleman. My mother, so unlike her, would stand up to him until he relented and drifted to another subject, maybe to one of his passions, like the cruelty of Sherman’s March to the Sea. “Madelyn, they burned down every damn house and field and they left us nothing to eat.”

I was not at the table but propped against the kitchen wall. I did not care about the lobsters anymore, or even about my father, only sleep. Without a word he carried me to my cot, tucked me in, and put his coat over me for extra heat.

“Good night, my little man,” he said.

It was still dark when I woke to their laughter in the next room. Rex was speaking in the low, soothing voice of a man calling down a kitten stuck in a tree.

“Now, come over here, honey.”

I listened to them for a long time talking and laughing. I wished I could be there with them and, without knocking, I opened the door to their bedroom. They were under the covers. My mother turned red and said angrily, “What are you doing here?” My father, in a most gentle whisper: “This is not a good time, son.”

I returned to my cot but I could not sleep in all the excitement of the lobster race, in his being home, in our being men together. But finally, the first thin light of the day carried me swiftly to my dreams.



Illness. Houses Without Windows


The Bronx, Pelham Parkway North, 1946–1947

I was eleven when, after years of his coming and going, Rex finally left us for good. “You’re the man of the house now, son. Take good care of your mother,” he said. My mother begged him not to leave. She tried to block him from the door, but he stood there wordlessly until she moved aside.

“Don’t go, Dad, don’t go,” I called out from the open window as he walked, cardboard suitcase in hand, to the Pelham Parkway subway station. He did not turn or wave.1

A few weeks after Rex left, I developed rheumatic fever and was moved to my mother’s big bed, where I convalesced for almost a year. My mother slept in the living room on my old cot behind a moldy brown screen. We had no television; only a few homes in our neighborhood did, but we could not afford one even on the installment plan. When I was strong enough, I sat all bundled up in a chair in my grandmother’s side of the room listening to the kids’ programs on the radio from five to six: I loved Jack Armstrong, the All-American Boy, who always did the right thing, The Shadow, who knew what secrets lie in the hearts of men, and, best of all, The Lone Ranger, who at the end of each show selflessly rode away from the lures of home and comfort to continue his crusade against injustice. For years, until his death, I thought of my father as a man who had left home to save the world.

I spent my days sleeping and reading books my mother brought me from the local library. I loved Stevenson’s Treasure Island and Kidnapped and Twain’s Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer. Sometimes I fell asleep holding a book, not wanting to leave the adventures I found there. I liked Tom for his troublemaking but preferred Huck because he was the more sincere. I was sorry that Huck had a brutal father who had abandoned him. Mine had done the same, but he raced lobsters.

Antibiotics were not yet in general use, and I was given sulfa drugs with the hope that I would recover without damage to my heart. It took a year to get well but I was left with a heart murmur, restricting me from a fully active physical life. When, finally, I was ready to return to school in the fall, my grandmother walked me there slowly and with many stops along the way. Sometimes, when she left me at the school entrance with all the healthy kids running about while I was slowly mounting the stairs, she rushed up and said, “Ti voglio assai.”

She looked so old now and so bent in her black getup that I worried about her all day, and if she was even a few minutes late to take me home, I worried that with her cataracts she had fallen into a pothole or tripped on a crack in the sidewalk, as she had twice before.

I was the tallest in class and was seated in the last row by the huge window facing the street. I had no friends among the students and I did not know this teacher, Mrs. McCarthy, an Irishwoman with red cheeks and a ruler that never left her fist. She was stern and distant.

The teacher called on me and I did not answer.

“Come to the desk,” she said, “and explain to everyone why you are so special that you are exempt from doing your homework like everyone else.”

To my teacher’s amazement, I remained in my seat. The class went silent, waiting for the teacher to erupt. But she did not and said instead, “We’ll take care of this later.”

When the day was over, she took me aside and said she wanted to phone my father and mother and needed the number—there was none on record.

“We don’t have a phone,” I said. She turned reddish, slapped me, and said, “Lying is the road to criminality. Now go home and write two hundred times ‘I am a liar’ and set it on my desk tomorrow morning.”

I nodded, my face burning from her injustice. I never told my mother what had happened and I did not write the two hundred lines. Now I was the Fred who let his books stay untouched on the shelf, who stared out the window at home and in school, and who not only did not write but who hardly spoke.

At the first deep snow of the winter, I rose up from my seat and stood by the window. The teacher said nothing and the class continued as if I were not there. I stared at the mounting snow and saw no way that my grandmother could walk through the drifts to bring me home. But then a greater worry: What if my father, should he have missed me, should he have decided to come back to his family, he who had never done so before, suddenly wanted to come pick me up in his old rattling Ford. How would he find me in all the blinding snow? I needed to get my coat so I could stand outside on the school steps so that he would not miss me. I went to the closet and searched for my coat. The teacher came and took me by the arm and marched me back to my seat.

I opened my notebook and started to make drawings. Eyeless men and women. Horses without legs. Houses without windows. I sat in my coat, drawing until the final bell.

I lived in a sleepy haze that nothing could shake. My grandmother was more affectionate to me than ever. When I returned from school, she would have waiting for me a few-days-old chunk of semolina bread to have with caffè latte, coffee and hot milk, my favorite thing in the world other than pizza. Afterward, we two sat by the radio and listened to my programs, even if she understood only a few words.

One morning, even before I had my coat off, my teacher sent me upstairs to the principal’s office. She was Miss Middleton, a small woman with glasses, fiery red hair, and a soothing, sweet voice. She asked me about my home life and what I enjoyed doing. “Reading,” I said, and told her of my love for Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer and the novels of Robert Louis Stevenson—Kidnapped, especially. I told her that I liked to draw with colored pencils.

“Do you like your mother?”

“Sometimes.”

“That’s all right. We don’t have to love everyone all the time.” She smiled, and that made me like her.

“Yes,” I said.

“I think you are a very bright boy.”

I was too embarrassed to say thank you. She came from behind her desk and said, “We shall see each other again.”

I put out my hand, as my father had taught me to do. She shook it and held it firmly. Her perfume clung to me all day and I missed its embracing, mysterious aroma when it finally vanished into the ordinary air.



1REX REDUX

Rex Sterling Tuten (1913–1977)

I didn’t see Rex again until thirty-one years later, when his brother, my uncle Perry, phoned me from Columbus, Georgia, saying my father was dying in a hospital in Jersey City, New Jersey. He said, “Fred, I think you should go see him and say good-bye.”

“He never cared about me or my mother when he had the chance. Why should I care about him now?”

“I think you’ll regret not going,” he said. “Anyway, I know you’re a Catholic, and I think you should practice forgiveness.”

“Thank you for calling, Perry. Very thoughtful of you,” I said.

Dooley Worth, my girlfriend, urged me to go, saying that whether I forgave Rex or not, I would regret not going.

“I’ll go with you,” she said. And we went.

There were four persons in the ward; all were sleeping and looked half-dead. I recognized Rex immediately. He had not changed a day since he left us, suitcase in hand. I looked at him for a long time, amazed at how youthful he was. He opened his eyes and in his gentle, soft, Southern voice said, “How are you?”

“How are you?” I said.

“I’m dying.”

“How do you know that?”

“A Catholic priest came this morning to give me last rites.”

“But you’re not a Catholic. Why would a priest come?”

“I was married to a Catholic woman once.”

“Do you know who I am?”

“You’re a doctor, aren’t you?”

“No, I’m your son from that marriage.”

He turned away for a few moments, and when he faced me again, his eyes were swollen with tears. He said, “Anyway, I had a good life.”

“I’m glad you did, Rex.” I astonished myself by my familiarity, but could not bring myself to say “Dad” or “Father.” Calling him by his first name made me feel that we were now somehow equals.

“What have you been doing with yourself?” he asked.

“I’m a writer,” I said.

“Uh-huh. Well, you know, if I ever get out of this thing, we should get to know each other.” He reached over to the nightstand and took a pack of Camels from the top drawer. “Light one for me, please.” I did, with the strike of a wooden match. Immediately, two of the patients in the adjacent beds cried, “Smoke, smoke!” I rushed to put the cigarette out in the bathroom. When I returned, I asked, “Is there anything else I can do for you, Rex?”

“Yes, I would love some Chinese food, but they won’t let me have it here.”

He looked very tired; his eyes kept fluttering. “I have to go to sleep now, but come again soon,” he said. I went downstairs to the waiting room and said, “Dooley, please come upstairs and see him. I need a witness that this really happened.”

He seemed deeply asleep, but as we approached his bed, suddenly he opened his eyes.

I said, “Rex, this is my girlfriend, Dooley. She wanted to meet you.”

He extended his hand. She took it. He held it, smiling, for a long time. Finally he said, “I’m very pleased to meet you. I’m a bit sleepy now, but come again soon. You hear?” He held on to her hand as if he would never let go, until finally she gently withdrew it.

When we got to the street, Dooley finally spoke to me. “You’re sexy, but your father! I understand exactly what your mother felt. I would have gone off with him in a second.” That hurt. Even while dying, he has power, I thought.

Years later, I wrote a novel, Tallien: A Brief Romance, in which I intercut the history of a young French revolutionary, Jean Lambert Tallien, with my father’s story when he was a radical during the Great Depression. In the novel I imagined my father’s deathbed scene in a rooming house, where his friends had taken him from the hospital and indulged him in his last wishes.

I wrote in purplish prose: “In the foreground of a room in a rooming house in Jersey City, New Jersey, Rex’s corpse, yellowish, mummified, stiff as a laundry brick. In the background, an ashtray of dead Camels, the ashes of dead stars. In the receding lines of infinity, little white paper cartons of Chinese food and gnawed spare ribs sprinkled along an avenue leading toward a sky where hopes take refuge.”



First Love and Icarus


The Bronx, P.S. 96, 1948

The following week I took a battery of IQ tests that the principal had ordered. I did so well that I was transferred to a Special Progress class, where I learned about the Greek myths and was taught how to use pastel sticks and watercolors. We numbered only sixteen in the whole class and sat four at a desk, like a life raft on a friendly sea. My classmates were bright and courteous. “May I borrow your pencil?” one asked, instead of grabbing it off my desk. My father would have loved them.

I was seated beside Marilyn, a girl with blond braids and freckles who spoke in paragraphs. She read poetry and recited lines to me like “Life is real, life is earnest, and the grave is not its goal.”

“Who is Ernest?” I asked, playing dumb. Marilyn drew with crayons and colored pencils and painted in oil at home, she said, adding, “I’m going to start smoking French cigarettes when I turn thirteen.” She was fond of kissing me on the cheek when the teacher’s back was turned and she put notes in my hand: “I almost love you.” I was twelve but knew already that I was in love with her. “I love you all the time,” I wrote back. Everything about her was cheerful, her face always sunny. She told me that her name meant Sunday in German. I said: “You warm me like the sun. You shine like the sun.”

Our teacher, Miss Kaplan, was plump and childlike. She spoke to the window and often giggled in the middle of a sentence she never finished. Marilyn said that Miss Kaplan wore wigs.

“Have you not noticed, Freddy, that one week her hair is red and one week black and one week a crazy-looking strawberry blond?” I had not noticed.

“I see no one but you.”

“Where do you get that stuff, Fred?”

“My father,” I said.

“He sounds great.”

“He is great.”

One morning Miss Kaplan stopped at each table to review our homework. I’d written about Icarus and how he had flown too close to the sun, melting his waxed wings and falling to earth. The moral, I had written, was “Do not aim higher than what is possible.” My script, some letters small and some giant, fled the page for no apparent reason.

I was afraid that she would mock my scrambled writing.

“That is very wise, what you wrote, Fred,” she said. “But I notice that you write like Icarus himself. All the words flying off the edge of the page.”

I had no answer, but I knew she was pleased with me and I was proud. Marilyn said, “He’s a genius, Miss Kaplan.”

“You all are,” she answered, “but that doesn’t mean you don’t have to work your hardest.”

A week later, I was sent to the principal’s office. I was afraid I had done something wrong and that I would be returned to the “dummy class,” as my classmates called it. Miss Middleton was behind the desk, her hands folded—a bad sign?—but she smiled and said, “Are you happy in your new class?” I saw the ax fall, expecting her next line to be “Maybe you’d be happier where you were?”

“I want to stay here, please.”

“Why not, Fred? After all, I hear you are doing so well.”

“I hope so.”

“I’m told you wrote a little essay about Icarus.”

I thought she was going to ask if I had copied it from a book. Instead she said, “And that you thought the moral was to not fly too high in life.”

“Yes, not get hurt. Not make people jealous of you.”

“Who taught you that?”

“My grandmother.”

“Fred, what do you want to do when you are older?”

“I’d like to be a writer or an artist or get a job in the post office.”

“You can do or be anything you want,” she said.

She walked me to the door. “I’d like to meet your parents one day.”

“It’s hard for my mother to take time off from work,” I said. “And my father works far away.”

“Oh? Where?”

“In Greece,” I said, imagining the slides of Ionic and Doric columns that Miss Kaplan had shown us.

“Is that why only your mother signs your report card?”

“Yes.”

“Try to remember this, Fred: Always be with older people who can help you.”

I took the stairs, each step slowly, wanting to keep the warmth of her good-bye.

When I returned to class, Marilyn came right up to my face and asked, “What are you going to do this summer, Freddy?”

I did not want to tell her that my mother had found me a delivery-boy job with Marty, our local butcher. I had known him since childhood, when my grandmother and I shopped there for chopped meat and got free soup bones. My mother and the butcher had arranged to have a portion of my weekly salary deducted from what we owed him on credit. I was excited to have some money on my own to help my mother, and to be the man of the house, as my father had asked.

“I’m not sure yet. Maybe I’ll get my seaman’s papers and ship out.” I liked saying “ship out” for the grown-up sound of the thing. The father of one of my neighborhood pals was a minor official in a seamen’s union and had promised us both such papers when we turned eighteen.

“I’m going to Paris. With my parents, of course. Have you been?”

“One day, I’m sure.”

“Maybe you can visit us this summer?”

“Yes, maybe.”

“Ask your parents. I’m sure they will let you go. And you can stay with us.”

“I’ll ask,” I said.

On the last day of school I walked her home. She lived not far from me but in a better section of the neighborhood, in a large building facing the Bronx Park. It was after three and hot for a June afternoon. We went in the building’s cool lobby and sat on a soft blue sofa with not one stain.

“Don’t make such a sad face, Freddy.”

“And you don’t cry,” I said.

She kissed me on the lips and rushed to the elevator and waved good-bye before the door closed.

I waited for her letters and soon they came, one after another, sometimes two in a day. Light blue aerograms bearing huge stamps with a beautiful woman’s face.

“I feel very grown-up in Paris. Even my parents treat me differently. They send me down to the corner bakery every morning to bring back a baguette and croissant—rolls to you!—and never worry if I’m a bit late. We sit at a wooden kitchen table with a window to a beautiful park and drink coffee with hot milk in big bowls—not in cups like we Americans do. Everything is beautiful in Paris. When we grow up, we will go and live there and be artists together.” She asked me to swear on it. I swore, in two letters the same day.

Some of her aerograms had ink drawings of bridges over a river, of cafés with people sitting outside under an awning. “I’m in a café on my corner where my parents let me come alone and I’m drinking un express,” she wrote. The page was spotted with brownish flecks. “Can you smell it?” Another letter: “The museums here are BEAUTIFUL. Van Gogh, do you know his paintings? He is the best artist in the world. He makes me dizzy with happiness.” She ended with: Tu me manques and Bisous. I had to ask a French neighbor, Mr. Morin, who had fled Paris from the Nazis, to tell me what those words meant. He did, smiled, and added, “You are a lucky young man.”



Earning My Keep


The Bronx, Pelham Parkway North, circa 1948–1949

Marty the butcher was a giant with thick leather shoes and a bloodstained apron. “Get rid of those sneakers,” he said on my first day at work. “Wear shoes with heavy leather in case a knife falls on your foot. I haven’t got time to take you to the hospital.” He wheezed all day, his lungs chilled from his goings and comings in and out of the walk-in meat locker.

“Sonny, this is no life,” he said.

I washed the display windows with ammonia, wiped and dried them with newspapers. At day’s end, I scrubbed down the cutting stalls with a wire brush; I swept the floors and sprinkled them with fresh sawdust. But most of the time I rode the store bike with fat tires and no gears and a huge wire basket on the handlebars; I pedaled fast in the July heat to deliver the packages of lamb chops and steaks while they were still cold from the fridge.

Sometimes I was given a tip of soda bottles in a bag for me to cash in; once I got a whole dollar from an old woman for also bringing the garbage down her five flights. Sometimes I got nothing, and I’d ride home angry and feeling cheated and sorry for myself. Otherwise, I liked the job, the freedom of riding the bike all over the neighborhood all day, and I loved the tips heavy in my pockets.

After a round of deliveries and before returning to the butcher shop, I’d bike to Louie’s luncheonette, drop coins down on the counter, and order anything I wanted, a Lime Rickey and a juicy hamburger with greasy fried onions, or a thick chocolate milk shake and a side of sizzling french fries. I felt very American eating this stuff and wished my grandmother would make hamburgers like the Americans did and not embed them with Italian parsley and pine nuts. At the week’s end Marty gave me chopped meat to take home and paid me ten dollars, keeping ten for what we had owed on the credit. I could keep all the tips. “You’re a good boy,” he would say, and called me tatala and other Yiddish things, all to say that I was an OK boychik.

I gave the money to my mother. Sometimes she would say that I should keep it all but ended up giving me five and taking the other five. She pinched my cheeks and said, “Figlio mio.” And “my little man of the house.”



Aerograms. Romeo and Juliet


The Bronx, Pelham Parkway North, circa 1948–1949

All summer long I thought of Marilyn. I couldn’t wait to get home from work to write her. Her letters, in a perfect script that filled the page, told me about the street musicians, about the houseboats along the always-blue river that ran through the center of Paris. “I love speaking French!” she wrote. “You should learn it and we can parler together.”

Because there was nothing but the routine of my delivery routes to recount—because I felt ashamed of my life as a butcher boy—I wrote about how much I missed her and couldn’t wait for her to return. I threw in some other details to make it vivid: “You are my sky and my stars.” I regretted how sugary those words were the second I slid the letter into the corner mailbox, but it was too late. In a less syrupy note I said that I was saving money every week so that one day we could live together in Paris. That was not true—there were no such savings—but I wanted to remind her we had a future.

In late August, I dreamed of the quick return of fall. In just a few more weeks it would be Labor Day and, right after, school, when Marilyn would be home and the big, wide, deep, empty space in my heart—so I wrote—would be filled. I heard nothing for nine days and wondered if she was ill or had fallen into that Paris river or, worse, that she did not love me anymore.

An aerogram arrived two weeks before school opened. The news: Marilyn’s parents had gotten jobs teaching at a high school in Los Angeles and they were not coming back to New York. It all happened in a big rush and they were flying to Los Angeles directly from Paris. “I have been crying all week,” she wrote, drawing little teardrops along the margins of the page. She loved me and would always love me. “Fred, we will still be in Paris ensemble one day.”

We continued to write each other, frequently at first, then, on her side, less frequently and less fervently. One rainy November day I received a rather curt letter of four pages. It was filled with descriptions of her trip to the Mojave Desert, where she and her parents and a next-door neighbor, a boy her age named Eugene, camped out under the blackest sky filled with the brightest stars. “You will love the desert, Fred. Maybe you can come out and visit me one day.”

She was slipping away. I wrote: “I wish I was there with you instead of Eugene. I will try to come see you one day soon. Is there any hope you can come here?” Then I made a list of what I was reading and of the paintings I loved in art books from the library. I quoted a passage from a letter of  Van Gogh to his brother Theo, from another book I got from the library: “I want to paint the heat of the sun.” And I ended with a flourish: “I love you more than books and paintings.”

Her letters came less frequently and were briefer. Now a week or two would pass before I got even a postcard. I tried not to think of her. But the more I tried, the more she filled my thoughts. After dinner, when my mother went to bed, I spent my evenings at the kitchen table and read books like The Portrait of a Lady, books that were beyond my comprehension but that I knew were considered classics and enriching. I drank pots of Earl Grey tea because I liked the way it made my heart race and pound; I believed that drinking tea was sophisticated and that it distinguished me from simple, ordinary coffee drinkers and elevated me into the sphere of genteel high culture and good taste; tea was the elixir for intelligent people. I had learned that from the Sherlock Holmes movies, where the brilliant Holmes and Dr. Watson were always having tea brought to them by their kindly housekeeper, Mrs. Hudson.

I had tuned the radio in the kitchen to WQXR and other classical music radio stations. I was sure that Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet was the most profound music in the world. Competing for depth was Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade, whose melancholy sweetness enriched my missing of Marilyn, but it also enlarged my sense of my life as very small and eventless. I imagined myself in a vast sea, in a little sailboat riding the swells to the colors of the music and seeing, waiting for me there in the distance, the outlines of a magical island.

With music staging my background, I made colored-pencil drawings of my kitchen with my teapot in the foreground, the rest of the space filled with the stove and the fridge, the window that opened to a small courtyard with untrimmed hedges. One day I would show Marilyn my drawings and she would see in them my yearning for her and for our future life as artists together in Paris.

In the spring of 1949, when I was six months over thirteen, her letters stopped. I wrote again and again with no reply.

One night, my mother walked to the kitchen hours after she had already gone to bed. She was in her fluffy worn nightgown and pink slippers, and I saw that she was distressed.

“What’s wrong, Mom? Is the radio on too loud?”

“No.”

“Does the smoke bother you?” I had started smoking a pipe, for effect. It went with the tea and the scarf that I wore only in the apartment.

“Not that. I’m worried about you. You are sad all the time.”

“It will go away, Mom,” I said, not believing it. I did not want it to go away because I knew my love would disappear with the sadness, and what would I be left with then?

“Is it that girl you write to?”

“Yes. But we don’t write anymore.”

“Maybe you both will write again.”

“When, Mom, in heaven?”

“If it is in your and her destiny to be together, one day you will.”

I resented her useless good cheer, resented her for invading the house of my sadness. “And what about you and my father, Mom? What is destiny doing for you there?”

“We will be together again. It’s in our stars.”

“Oh, Mom,” I said, my heart hurting for her, for her delusions and her helplessness in life. “I’m sure you’re right.”



The Last Radio


The Bronx, Pelham Parkway North, circa 1952

My grandmother grew very old very fast. She stayed in her cot all day and barely came to eat with us in the kitchen. She grew weaker and thinner, bones in an old, frayed housecoat. Dr. Marcuccio, who had treated my rheumatic fever, made his weekly house calls and recommended she drink thick Guinness stout to “put some meat on her bones.” It didn’t.

Francesca slept through her Italian programs. She was too weak to go to Sunday Mass. My mother had to help her go to the bathroom. She slept most of the day, and when awake she wanted me to sit by her and hold her hand; she would hold mine tightly for a moment, then let it go slack. I was frightened she would die and never let go of my hand. One spring afternoon in 1953, I opened the window to bring fresh air into the room which stank of stale sheets and tarry medicines. I put my chair close to her cot.

“Grandma, tell me about Sicily.”

“La Sicilia, è molto lontana.”

“Yes, I know it is very far.”

“Non ti sposare quando sei ancora giovane. Aspetta. Vivi ancora un po.”

“I have no plans to marry anyone, Grandma. I love only you.”

She smiled, fell asleep. I drew the blinds against the sunlight coating her eyes.


[image: images]
My Sicilian grandmother, Francesca, and me when I was about five, some five years before my world collapsed.



One Saturday, Uncle Umberto and Aunt Sadie arrived. We all sat in the living room watching my grandmother sleeping and wheezing and gasping for air. My mother had called the doctor on our newly installed party-line phone, and he promised to come over right away. He was a northern Italian and, he joked, he liked my mother even though she was a Sicilian. He adored my grandmother and he would talk with her after his official visit. He laughed. They shared a world I would never know. Once I heard her give him a recipe for making codfish with capers.

“It will help your memory,” she said.

“You will live forever,” he said, winking at me.

“I hope not,” she answered. “My husband is getting tired of waiting for me.”

My grandmother had her eyes closed. She was breathing in short bursts and sometimes let out a moan. My mother was crying; my aunt, too; my uncle lit his third cigarette. My mother had forgotten she was brewing coffee until we all heard it overflowing on the stove. She rushed into the kitchen. I answered the doorbell.

The doctor pinched me on the cheek like I was still a kid. We huddled in the kitchen while he examined my grandmother, which didn’t take long. He still had his stethoscope around his neck when he joined us in the kitchen.

“I’ll stay here awhile longer, finché non è finita.”

I understood that. Did he think I did not know Italian? He would stay until it was finished, he had said. I wanted to cry.

My mother offered him a glass of Fernet-Branca, which he accepted readily. I heard rattling sounds from the living room and everyone stopped talking. My aunt sobbed.

The doctor turned to me: “Go outside for a half hour. It’s too crowded in here.”

“I want to see my grandmother.”

“When you come back.”

My mother said, “Please leave.”

I walked to the park playground. Five kids were shooting hoops; two were James and George, the Charon brothers, who lived in a building adjacent to mine. They were in their baseball uniforms; they lived in them, even came to school in them. No one asked me to join in. I watched, but all I was thinking about was when I could go home.

George called out, “Why aren’t you home boiling some worms?” It’s a line he had used since I was ten, calling the snails we ate “worms.” Then James joined in: “Where’s your book, little girl?” What they would have liked was another fistfight; another like all the fights since forever, since I was eight. I never won even once.

“Very funny!” I shouted back. I was not sure I’d been away long enough to return and I knew that if I stayed much longer we would fight. The problem was that they’d both attack you at the same time, two against one, and they did not care if you said that was unfair. Finally, I decided I could not wait anymore and ran back home. One of them shouted, “That’s right, run home, you fruit.”

The doctor had gone. Everyone was in the kitchen weeping. I was not sure they knew I had come back, and I went into the living room and went behind the screen and pulled back the sheet covering my grandmother’s face. She had a beautiful smile. Now I could go to the kitchen and cry with the others.

•  •  •

My mother and I took the long subway ride to Saint Raymond’s Cemetery, where the priest and my aunt and uncle were already waiting. Soon a hearse from the funeral parlor drove up and men in black suits drew out a casket. Its golden handles looked plastic. Our parish priest from the church on Gun Hill Road intoned: “Her soul is in heaven now.”

I was glad her soul was there. But what did that matter? Francesca was going into the earth forever and I would never see her again.2
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