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For Pietro Paulo Cascone,

My Grandfather,

Who gave me the heart to keep rebuilding in the foothills of the volcano, because the view is worth it.




        
            
                Chapter 1

                One of the Boys

            

            
                I WAS
                                    THE firstborn, the son my father always
                        wanted. And so he started almost immediately to mold me into his own image
                        and likeness. For the most part, his efforts were successful. Unfortunately,
                        there was one obstacle, which he could neither overcome nor accept. I was a
                        girl.

                My father’s first words to my mother after visiting the
                        nursery shortly after my birth were, “It looks like a monkey.” Who was he
                        kidding? If I’d had a blue blanket wrapped around me, I could have been a
                        monkey and he would have been too delirious with joy to have
                    noticed.

                Still, son or not, I was his kid. “I guess we’ll keep it,” he
                        nobly announced to my mother after the next visit.

                Having thus committed himself, my father tried as hard as he
                        could to protect me from the ugly truth of my genetic makeup for as long as
                        he could. Maybe he even managed to convince himself that it wasn’t so.
                        Parents do tend to be blind to their children’s shortcomings. And in an
                        Italian family, few things are a greater handicap than being born
                        female.

                In the early years, I didn’t suffer from it at all. My father
                        worked double-time to turn me into a real man. He taught me not to cry “like
                        a girl”; throw a ball underhand, “like a sissy”; or slap—“if you’re going to
                        hit somebody, you punch him.” I learned that the secret of winning an
                        argument was turning up the volume of your voice and gesticulating
                        furiously. And I learned to say vaffanculo when I was angry.

                My mother stood by and let my father have his way as far as my
                        upbringing was concerned. There were two reasons for this. First of all, my
                        mother always let my father have his way. He was her most spoiled child. And
                        secondly, she agreed with him. She wanted me to be strong, quick, and
                        competitive—not the son she’d always wanted but the daughter she’d always
                        wanted.

                But sooner or later the horrible truth had to catch up with me
                        and have a real impact on my life. Neither of my parents prepared me for
                        that day. I suppose they meant to and just kept putting it off until it was
                        too late. It certainly would have been easier hearing it from them than from
                        Little Nicky Santucci.

                Little Nicky ran the neighborhood—insofar as all activities
                        regarding us kids were concerned. He was, for all intents and purposes, the
                        self-proclaimed mayor of Melrose Avenue. It was a tight little street. The
                        houses and their inhabitants were packed close together. There were maybe
                        half a dozen single-family homes on our block. Most of us lived in
                        semidetached or row houses.

                Nicky lived in what was by far the biggest house on the corner
                        of the block. It was white stucco with a walled-in patio and garden. A
                        flower shop occupied the front half of the ground floor.

                Nicky’s father, Big Nick, ran the flower shop. He owned it
                        actually. Big Nick did not look like the kind of guy who would be much
                        interested in flowers; but then, Michelangelo didn’t look like the kind of
                        guy whose soul drove him to create such great beauty. So who knew? The
                        difference was that I’d never actually seen Big Nick touch a flower, except
                        to snap off its stem and stick the bud into the lapel of his jacket. And
                        while it was pretty clear that everybody thought that being a florist was
                        kind of a sissy job, I never heard anybody tease Big Nick about it, or about
                        anything else for that matter. So I never did either. Besides, Big Nick was
                        always real nice to us kids. He liked to pass out candy and, on special
                        occasions, even dollar bills.

                Little Nicky, on the other hand, did not seem to have
                        inherited his father’s magnanimous nature. Little Nicky was a loose cannon
                        with a short fuse. You never knew what he was going to do next. Half the
                        time he didn’t know either. So being able to play with Nicky was a real test
                        of one’s mettle.

                One of his favorite gags was dropping his frog, Nunzio, down
                        someone’s shirt. Carla Moretti was really the only one who panicked more
                        than neurotic, little Nunzio. Then there was the time that Nicky ate a night
                        crawler and Crazy Carla threw up. I have to admit, it took real intestinal
                        fortitude on my part to keep my dinner down through that one. I just kept
                        smiling and swallowing. I would not give Nicky the satisfaction of seeing me
                        crack. That was his game after all. Nothing gave him greater pleasure than
                        knowing that he’d found someone’s breaking point.

                But it was one day when he wasn’t even trying that he finally
                        found mine.

                It was a perfect summer day right after fourth grade. I’d
                        decided I was in the mood for a baseball game. So I got my glove and headed
                        for Nicky’s house. All baseball games, like everything else that went on in
                        the neighborhood, were organized through Nicky. I went through the garden
                        gate, around back to the family entrance, and rang the bell.

                Nicky opened the door, took one look at me, and practically
                        slammed the door in my face.

                “Hey!” I pushed back.

                “Go away,” he told me.

                I stuck my foot in the door like an unwanted salesman. “What’s
                        wrong with you?”

                “I can’t play with you anymore,” he told me through the crack
                        in the doorway.

                I snickered. “What did you do now?” I prodded, thinking that
                        his mother had grounded him again.

                “Nothing,” he said defensively.

                “Then why can’t you play?”

                “I just can’t, okay?”

                “No, it’s not okay,” I told him. “I’m not going away until you
                        tell me why.”

                “Because the guys are here.”

                I didn’t see the problem. “Great! Let’s go to the empty lot
                        and play ball.”

                “That’s what we were going to do.”

                “Well then, let’s go,” I insisted.

                “You’re not invited.”

                “Says who?”

                “Everybody.”

                “Why?”

                “Because you’re a girl. You have cooties.”

                “You’re a human cootie and we all play with you.”

                “Good thing you’re a girl, or I’d beat you up.”

                “Why don’t you come out here and try it.” I put up my fists,
                        left one high to protect my face.

                “I don’t hit girls,” he said, condescendingly.

                “Since when?” He’d rid me of a “baby” molar two weeks earlier
                        when I’d dropped my left. The tooth fairy brought me a dollar and a quarter
                        for that tooth. A quarter from my mother, who told me that the tooth fairy
                        really wouldn’t think that I deserved anything for losing a tooth in a
                        fight. And a buck from the old man, who was glowing with pride.

                “I don’t hit girls,” he reiterated, even more solicitously.
                        “And I don’t play with them. Face it, you’re a girl and you have
                        cooties.”

                I stood there dumbfounded. What else could I do? I wasn’t
                        allowed to cry. And Nicky wouldn’t come out into the open where I could get
                        a good shot at him.

                When I finally turned to leave, Nicky slammed the door behind
                        me. I walked away from the house, fighting to maintain my composure. When I
                        got around to the front of the house, out on the pavement where I was pretty
                        sure Nicky wouldn’t be able to see me, I started to run for home. I heard
                        myself panting as I ran and I heard a few whimpers escape. Rejected by
                        Little Nicky Santucci! What worse indignities could one be forced to suffer
                        in this life?

                When I got home, my mother was in the kitchen so I managed to
                        sneak past her. I went upstairs where I could be alone in my misery. All the
                        frustration and rage I felt came pouring out. In no time at all, I was
                        climbing the walls. I was literally climbing the walls. I did that to
                        relieve pressure.

                There was a section of hallway upstairs that was long and
                        narrow, and when I braced myself with one hand and one foot against each
                        wall, I could shimmy up. Then I could pace the hallway up near the ceiling.
                        The trick was turning around. It was best to do that at the end of the
                        hallway so that there was the third wall—over the door, of course—to use for
                        balance.

                One small slip and I’d fall to the floor. I wasn’t afraid of
                        the distance of the fall. But I didn’t like to fall in the hallway because
                        it made a huge thud that my mother could hear downstairs, and she would know
                        what I was doing. Not that the footprints I left on the walls weren’t a dead
                        giveaway.

                I was careful as I walked back and forth and up and down the
                        walls thinking about what Nicky had said. “Face it, you’re a
                    girl.”

                So what? I thought.
                        Why did that matter? I was one of the best baseball players in the
                        neighborhood and now they weren’t going to let me play because I was a girl!
                        Why did being a girl make a difference all of a sudden? It had never
                        mattered before.

                The more I thought about it, the more it came clear to me that
                        it had always mattered. I should have seen it. But I didn’t. Or maybe I
                        wouldn’t. It was always there though. When my father would come in when I
                        was playing with Nicky, he’d say, “Hey, Butch, how’s it going?” to Nicky.
                        “Butch!” He always called Nicky “Butch.” He called me “Chicken.”

                My parents’ friends and relatives were always squeezing me and
                        pinching my cheeks and telling me how cute I was. Nobody ever gushed all
                        over Nicky, telling him how cute he was. Understandably. Still, you would
                        think that just to be polite, somebody could lie. But Nicky wasn’t expected
                        to be cute. Not just because he was Nicky, but also because he was a
                        boy.

                Boys weren’t expected to be much of anything. And they got
                        away with murder because of it. “Boys will be boys.” That’s what they all
                        said when Nicky got kicked out of Catholic school. That’s what they said the
                        time he got stuck in the sewer when he’d jumped in after Nunzio. That’s what
                        they said when he got dirty or tore his clothes or broke something. One
                        lousy smack and “boys will be boys,” that was all that ever happened to
                        Nicky. One step out of line and I got lectured and plunked in a chair for an
                        hour to “think about it.”

                Well I was sure thinking about it now.

                “Hey.” A voice from behind startled me. I hadn’t heard anybody
                        come up the stairs. Instinctively, I jumped to the floor and turned around,
                        only to see my father smiling. “You’d better not let your mother catch you
                        doing that,” he warned. “Let me see how you get up there.”

                “Nah, I’m not in the mood anymore. Besides, Mommy will
                        probably come up and catch me.”

                “No she won’t. I’ll look out for her.” My father loved to be
                        my partner in crime.

                “I don’t feel like it,” I moped.

                “Come on,” he cajoled. “Give you a buck if you show me how you
                        do it.” That was another thing my father taught me—never pass up an
                        opportunity to make a buck. I braced myself and went straight up to the
                        ceiling. When I got there, I reached out my hand. My father dug into his
                        pocket and peeled a bill off the roll he always carried and handed it to me.
                        I took it and put it in my own pocket.

                “That’s great!” He laughed. “How did you figure out you could
                        do that?”

                I shrugged.

                He finally caught on to my mood. “What’s the matter,
                        Chicken?”

                “Nothin’.”

                “Come on, tell Daddy what’s wrong.”

                “I hate boys,” I said adamantly, looking down at
                    him.

                His face dropped. “Why would you hate boys?”

                The disappointment in his voice put me on the defensive. “They
                        won’t let me play ball with them. Nicky says it’s because I’m a girl.”
                        There, I said it! The horrible truth was out.

                My father looked more hurt by what happened to me than I was.
                        “Okay,” he started calmly. “So you’re a girl,” he admitted as easily as one
                        might admit to murder. “What else did he say to hurt your
                    feelings?”

                “Cooties. He said I have cooties.”

                “Little Nicky’s got a hell of a nerve calling anybody a
                        cootie.”

                “Yeah. I know. I told him that he was a human
                    cootie.”

                My father laughed. “Good one,” he said, congratulating me for
                        standing up to Nicky. “What did he say to that?”

                “Nothing. He still said that nobody wanted to play with me
                        because I’m a girl.”

                We were back to the main problem, and my father’s face
                        reflected the seriousness of it. “Come to Daddy,” he said, reaching out his
                        arms to get me down from the ceiling. I jumped and he caught me and carried
                        me into his room. He sat on the bed, cradling me on his lap. Tears were
                        running down my cheeks and dripping off my chin before I let any sound
                        escape. It was all right to cry now. That was one of the rules. You could
                        cry in front of your parents. That was not a show of weakness, but one of
                        love and trust.

                “Poor baby,” he said, wiping the tears. My father’s voice was
                        very deep, and when he used it to comfort, the words weren’t important; it
                        was the sound that was soothing, almost hypnotic.

                “I don’t want to be a girl,” I sobbed.

                “I know,” he said, comforting me, stroking my hair.

                “I hate myself for being a girl.”

                “Oh stop that. Don’t say stupid things like that. You just
                        remember that you’re smarter and tougher than all of them. You’re my baby,
                        so you’ve got to be. And you’re prettier too.”

                “Being pretty is dumb,” I said in a monotone, my head resting
                        on his shoulder.

                “No it’s not. You’re pretty. You’re my pretty
                    baby.”

                “I’m not a baby.”

                “Yes you are.” He laughed. “You are my baby. And you always
                        will be. Even when you’re forty years old, you’ll still be my
                    baby.”

                I didn’t say anything.

                “Don’t you want to be my baby?”

                “Yeah.” I told him what he wanted to hear.

                “Promise?”

                “I promise.”

                “And promise me you’ll never grow up to be one of those silly
                        ladies.”

                “What?”

                “Don’t grow up to be one of those silly ladies, okay?” he
                        repeated.

                “Silly ladies like who?”

                “Like all of them,” he said with authority, sounding
                        frighteningly like Nicky. “Promise me,” he said with urgency, looking me
                        right in the eye, his hand holding my chin.

                “Okay, Daddy.” I nodded. “I promise.”

                And so began a lifetime of confusion.

            

        

    


Chapter 2

Come Si Chiamas




FROM THE moment I was made to feel that I was somehow less, I was always on the lookout for differences between the sexes and, more importantly, ways in which I could minimize them in myself.

Probably the biggest difference, and the one most troublesome to me, was balls.

My father only admired people who had a set of balls. I had never seen a set and at first I wasn’t even sure what they were or where you’d find them. But I knew my father had a set of his own. I knew that because whenever he came home from a bad day at the office, I’d hear him complain to my mother “my aching balls.” I learned that other men had balls too, because whenever my father had someone where he wanted him he’d tell my mother he “had him by the balls.”

Even the damn dog had balls. My father refused to allow for him to be neutered, no matter how much my mother argued in favor of it.

“The vet says we really ought to do it,” my mother would insist every time the dog escaped from the house or the backyard and she had to chase after him. “It will make him more docile,” she would say. “He won’t want to run away anymore.”

“He won’t want to do anything anymore,” my father would shoot back. “He’ll lose his will to live. Think about it, while all his buddies are sitting around outside, licking their come si chiamas, what’s he supposed to do?”

Yeah, what’s a guy supposed to do without his come si chiamas—his whatchamacallits—his balls?

Balls, balls, balls. It seemed to me that men were always calling attention to them. And I couldn’t for the life of me understand why. Once I caught a quick glimpse of them up Nicky’s baggy bathing suit leg. It was disgusting! It looked like something had died up there. And this was what men made such a fuss about? They worshipped them, treated them like gold, called them the family jewels, and wore them with pride.

Like most things that are priceless, I also found out that balls are quite fragile and must be treated with the utmost care. I learned that fact quite clearly while I was still very young. It was a Sunday afternoon. While my mother was busily cooking and cleaning, my father spent most of the day stretched out on the sofa, watching television. He was supposed to be watching me. I decided that I had gone long enough without attention or affection from him. My most effective attention getter was to jump up onto his lap, something that I’d done countless times before. But on this particular occasion, I’d no sooner landed on my father when he let out a howl like a mortally wounded animal. He rolled over and I fell from the couch, hitting my head on the coffee table. While he groaned, I cried. And for the first time in my life he made no attempt to comfort me. I wailed. He groaned some more.

My mother rushed in from the kitchen and scooped me up from the floor. While she held me, trying to soothe away my tears, she asked my father what had happened. I can remember looking at my father while my mother waited for a response. His eyes were bugged out, his face was red and contorted with pain, and he seemed not to be able to speak.

She asked a second time. “What happened?”

“Your kid tried to kill me, that’s what happened,” my father growled, holding himself.

Immediately my mother seemed to understand what had occurred and she put her hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh.

“What the hell do women think is so funny about catching a shot in the balls?” My father’s pain had turned to anger. “How would you like to get kicked in the balls?”

For some reason, that made my mother laugh even harder.

“And that’s why that kid has no respect for me,” he snapped.

“Oh come on, it couldn’t have been that bad,” she said as she took my hand and led me back into the kitchen with her.

But it must have been that bad because from that day on, I was never allowed to jump on him without warning. Moreover, I began to realize that he wasn’t the only man who worried about protecting himself. For example, I learned from my father that in boxing you could beat a guy’s face until it was pulp. You could knock out teeth or punch his nose right off. But you weren’t allowed even one hit below the belt. In addition, my observations led me to understand that not only were they to be protected, but they were also to be pampered, almost to the point where it seemed to become a preoccupation.

At the sidelines of every baseball or football game, what do you see? Guys holding, scratching, or simply rearranging them. And both men and little boys seemed to be perfectly justified in scratching in public. It was acceptable, and everyone seemed to understand why it was necessary. On the other hand, as a girl, I wasn’t allowed to scratch anything in public, even a mosquito bite on my arm.

The truth of the matter was that I resented them, resented the fact that they were the most respected, protected, pampered, and talked-about part of the male anatomy. Women had nothing in comparison. It wasn’t that men didn’t discuss parts of the female anatomy at length. It’s just that when they were discussed, it was in whispers. I’d heard my father and his brother, Uncle Gene. Was it supposed to be a compliment when a man noticed that a woman had “great boobs”? Somehow I doubted it. With a set of balls, you could conquer the world. I’d never heard the same said about a set of boobs. And I’d never heard any guy wanting to get himself a set. Who wanted them? Not me, that was for sure.

What I really wanted was what my father and Little Nicky had. It was balls that gave Nicky license to call me a cootie. Nicky had them and my father made a big point about that fact. He’d always say, “That Nicky’s one ballsy kid.” So Nicky had balls. And I had a problem.

The problem was, like most of my problems, solved by my mother. She taught me that balls were more than an appendage; having them was an attitude.

My father had forgotten their anniversary. Again. For the fifth year in a row. She’d always tried to understand his excuses. He was sorry, but he was busy and had a lot on his mind. And didn’t he, after all, work hard every day to make a good life for her? And then he’d promise to make it up to her. And that would be that until the next year.

But her anniversary was important to her. Tough as she could be sometimes, my mother was a hopeless romantic. And for some reason that was often beyond my understanding, she adored my father.

They were a glamorous couple. There was never a time in my life when I didn’t look at the two of them together and marvel at how beautiful they were. I always thought that my father looked exactly like Dean Martin. He didn’t see it. He thought that he looked like Victor Mature. Whenever he’d say so, my mother was quick to point out that her old boyfriend, Eldin, the one from whom my father had stolen her affections, always told her that she looked like Hedy Lamarr.

Nothing was more comical than watching Samson and Delilah, starring Victor Mature and Hedy Lamarr, with my parents. In fact, I don’t think I ever actually saw the movie. The real show took place on the sofa in front of the television. It started out as narcissistic posturing. Which one of them really looked like a movie star? Then came the yucky love scene where each one decided that the other was even better looking than any movie star.

Movies were a big part of my parents’ lives. They met and fell in love at the movies. He was the head usher and she was the candy girl who sneaked him Chunkys for free. They dated through high school and married a year after they graduated.

My mother gave up a scholarship in journalism and worked as a secretary in order to put my father through school instead. She always put family first and never gave any hint that she regretted that decision.

But the year that my father not only forgot their anniversary, but also went out for drinks with the guys instead of coming home for dinner, my mother decided to teach him a lesson he wouldn’t soon forget.

She had the locks on the doors changed.

When he got home, my mother, my baby sister, and I were sitting on the couch watching television. After several unsuccessful attempts to unlock the door, my father started banging on it. My mother made it clear with a wave of her hand that we were to ignore him. Finally, when it became apparent to my father that he wasn’t going to get into the house through the door, he tried to break in through the basement window.

That was when my mother called the police. She told them that she was home alone with her children and that there was a prowler outside. A squad car was there in a matter of minutes, lights flashing and siren blaring. This was almost more fun than the pony they’d gotten for my birthday party. I could tell that my mother was enjoying it more.

My father didn’t get hauled away because he knew the cops who answered the call. He knew lots of cops because he was a lawyer for the Policemen’s Benevolent Association. And because he knew all the cops he didn’t enjoy having to explain to them why he was trying to break into his own house while his wife and kids were in there watching television.

The laughter coming from outside told us that the cops were enjoying themselves almost as much as my mother was. They knocked on the door and asked her if she wanted to keep him or have him locked up. My father begged to be locked up. My mother decided to keep him and let him in. While my mother invited the cops in for coffee, my father stormed up to his room and locked himself in, presumably to punish my mother. It was always his view when he was angry with her that depriving her of his company was the ultimate torture for her.

When the cops finally left, we went back to watching television as if nothing had happened. We knew full well that my father would be down at any moment. Gunsmoke was about to start. He never missed an episode. The night my sister was born, he made my mother wait until it was over before he took her to the hospital. Once I threw up right on the floor, waiting for a commercial to come on so he would finally get me a bucket. He certainly wasn’t going to miss his favorite show trying to make a point.

The door to the bedroom squeaked open just as the theme song came on and we heard the footsteps coming down the stairs. When he came into the room, we all looked up at him. My mother was the only one smiling.

“I ought to kill you,” he said in a low, controlled voice that always meant business. “I ought to strangle you right here and now. I have never been so goddamned embarrassed in all my life. There’s only one thing that keeps me from murdering you, one reason you deserve to stay alive. You’ve got balls. I’ve got to give you that.” He was shaking his head. “You’ve got real balls.”

The smile on my mother’s face never faded. “I guess that means I’ll get a present next year.”

“Don’t push your luck,” he said over his shoulder as he turned up the volume on the television.

She had balls all right.

Two things came clear to me at that moment. First of all, with balls you could get away with almost anything. And secondly, whatever it took, whatever I had to do, I was going to get me a set.
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