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Chapter One

That Friday was the first day of Frankie Merelli’s wake. He had died on Monday, but what with the police investigation, the state of the corpse, and the undertaker’s pride, it was four days before the body was ready for viewing. Frankie Merelli was being waked downtown, laid out in Nucciarone’s funeral parlor on Sullivan Street, just the way Gracie wanted. She had pictured the first day of Frankie’s wake. She was the widow, after all. She had seen it in her mind like the newsreels that came before the movie at the Loews Sheridan on Greenwich Avenue.

The family would gather in front of the building on Spring Street where Frankie had lived as a son, a husband, and a father. There would be a bouquet of carnations tied with a white ribbon pinned outside the door, a card announcing the funeral information. The family would walk together, slowly, arms linked, in an unofficial procession up Sullivan Street to Nucciarone’s. As they passed St. Anthony’s Church, the women would bow their heads, make the sign of the cross and kiss the tips of their fingers. The undertaker would be waiting for them outside the funeral parlor. He would escort Frankie’s mother into the viewing room and the rest of the family would follow in hierarchical order. It was how it was done in this neighborhood. It was the tradition.

But Anona balked at this ritual, remembering the funerals in Bocca al Lupo, the whole village walking endlessly behind the black death coach pulled by plumed black horses. This American thing, she said, was a poor second, a stroll a few blocks north to sit in what looked like someone’s front parlor. Nothing would convince her. She wouldn’t do it.

It was the least she could do for Gracie, Mary and Helen told her. The sisters wanted everything to go smoothly. It should all be normal and ordinary, just another wake, just another funeral, even if nothing about Frankie Merelli’s death had been ordinary.

But then Gracie said it didn’t matter how they got there and Helen had shrugged. If Gracie didn’t mind, then . . . and Gracie didn’t mind. She was willing to go along with what Anona wanted. Gracie was easy that way. It was her strength and her weakness, and maybe the reason she was burying a husband. Forget the family march up Sullivan Street, she said. She would meet her sisters at Anona’s at Thirty-eighth Street and Tenth Avenue and they’d go downtown together.

Helen came early to Anona’s, to the apartment in Hell’s Kitchen where Anona had raised them. Alone, Anona liked to remind them. She had raised them alone because there was no one else to do it. Mary showed up next and they all sat down at the kitchen table. It was clear of dishes and food. When she wanted to, Anona followed the old ways. They would eat later or not at all. They were in mourning, she said, but she did pour them all shots of the anisette that she made in the cellar. She counted out three coffee beans for each glass and they sat together to wait for Gracie.

“Peccato about Frankie,” Anona said.

Helen looked over at Mary before she drained her glass. She chewed on one of the coffee beans. It was bitter in her mouth. But Helen liked bitter. Anona used to say it was the most Italian thing about her. “Be honest,” Helen said to Anona. “You never liked Frankie.”

“I don’t like him for Gracie’s husband but I don’t wish him dead. It’s always wrong when a son dies before his mother.” Anona stuck out her bottom lip. She looked around the kitchen. “We have no luck,” she finally said. “We’re cursed,” and she shook a fist at the statue of St. Rita.

“Don’t go on about curses,” Helen said. “We don’t believe in them.”

“Ha, Miss Smarty Pants. These bad things, they just happen? It’s the malocchio. What else?” Anona lowered her voice, looked around as if the evil eye might be skulking, even now, around a corner or under a chair, waiting to pounce. “I rack my brain trying to figure it out. I talk to myself. Who? Why? Look at your father, your . . .”

“What’s Frankie Merelli got to do with our father?” Mary said. “It’s not the same thing, is it? You know that.” Mary looked over at Helen. “We’re talking apples and pears here, no?”

“Never mind,” Anona said. “Did I finish? You always gotta interrupt. That’s why you don’t learn nothing.”

Helen laughed but Mary felt bad then and reached across the table, touched Anona’s hand. “Tell the story. Go on. I want to hear it.”

Anona pulled her hand away and moved it into her lap. “What’s to tell? You know the story,” she said. She paused, but not for long. She leaned forward. “Your father, he comes home one night with a headache, next day he’s dead. Whatta you think? Then your grandfather, Nonno, same thing, and right after that, the baby . . . your little brother, that sweet little boy.” Anona sat back in her chair. “Right after Gracie he was born, so close Mrs. McGuire downstairs called them Irish twins. That’s what they call them when babies come one right after the other, Irish twins, because the Irish, they have babies like that, one on top of the other.”

Anona knew about the Irish, they all did, living with them all these years. Hell’s Kitchen belonged to the Irish. They controlled the piers. They controlled everything. When Anona’s husband came to this country, to New York, you had to be Irish to work. The signs said NO WOPS. But he fooled them, Anona said. He didn’t look Italian. He had white skin and blue eyes and black hair. He was a merchant seaman who spoke Gaelic; his name was Malloni and he made it “Mallone” and he got a job on the piers. He brought Anona over when he’d saved up the money and they had lived here, Italians in an Irish neighborhood, Italians on an Irish block.

Anona closed her eyes, slumped in her chair. “How your mamma loved that little boy . . .” Like always when Anona told the story, she lost her queenly bearing, her terrifying presence. Anona was always so fierce, even now, even old. When they made the decision about Frankie, she hadn’t even blinked, but when she told the story about their mother, she shrank. It made Mary sad to see Anona so small in her chair and she put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her.

“When they came to take his body,” Anona was saying, “they had to pull it out of her arms. Poor Emma. She went screaming through the halls, banging on all the doors, asking them, begging them, the Irish, to pray for her, to tell God to give her back her baby boy. God listened to the Irish, she said. They were always in church, weren’t they? I remember,” Anona said, “how they closed their doors and stood behind them calling her crazy.”

Anona opened her eyes. “And the next week, she was dead, my Emma, figlia mia, the same as the others, just like that,” and Anona snapped her fingers, as she always did at this part of the story. “My only child, my daughter. I could only have the one. I only ever had the one.”

Mary was thinking of Gracie. She put her hand to her forehead, pressed her temples, remembering how Gracie as a child would always start to cry when Anona snapped her fingers and how Anona would stop to wipe Gracie’s snotty nose with the handkerchief she kept under her sleeve. Gracie was always crying, Mary remembered. She was, after all, the baby sister.

Anona went on. “The Spanish influenza . . . 1918 it started . . . you were all just babies . . . lucky ones.” Anona made an arc over them with her hand. “They took the bodies away on carts. So many bodies, piled up like logs. In just this building, almost a hundred. Emma was so glad when your father didn’t go to the war, and look . . . look at how it ended up, worse . . . They buried the dead so fast half the time they weren’t even dead, but just passed-out and they’d come to and sit right up in the grave.”

“Well, Frankie’s not sitting up anytime soon, that’s for sure,” Helen said. She had less patience with Anona than Mary did. Helen had no interest in the past. Frankie was a case in point. Once something was done, it was over.

“Never mind Frankie,” Anona said, as if she had read Helen’s mind. “How’s Gracie? She was crazy for him, that one. How’s she making up?”

“You mean holding up?” Helen said.

Anona didn’t answer but got out of her chair and went over to the shrine she kept for St. Rita. “Maybe I light a candle for Frankie,” she said.

“That’s nice, Anona,” Mary said, but Anona didn’t light the candle. Instead she walked to the window and looked out, hoping to see Gracie.

“You should’ve found yourself another husband,” Helen teased.

“One man was enough for me,” Anona said, wiping away the fog her breath made on the windowpane. She turned back to Helen. “Not like some people I know.”

Gracie was at the door. She had turned the knob and walked in without knocking, knowing that Anona never locked her door except at night, and then only because too many times one of her neighbors had stumbled in, having lost his way after one too many beers downstairs at Mike Hanley’s Bar.

Gracie was their baby and they all came over to her, and one by one they held her in their arms. She cried and Anona took a folded handkerchief from inside her pocket, shook it open and put it in Gracie’s hand. Helen took one arm and Mary the other and they walked her to the table. Anona pulled out a chair and after Gracie sat down, she went to get her a glass.

“No, thanks, Anona,” Gracie said. “I can’t.” Anona waved the bottle of anisette that was shaped like the Vatican, the stopper topped with a cross. “Uffa,” she said, rubbing Gracie’s shoulder with her free hand. “Have a drop. It’s good for you.”

Mary half-smiled. “You’ve been out of the Kitchen too long,” she said to Gracie, putting the glass in front of her. “Don’t you know it’s medicine for what ails you?”

Gracie took the glass and held it up while Anona poured. Gracie wasn’t used to drinking and she squinted her eyes when she swallowed. Anona was satisfied and went into the bedroom to get dressed. She had washed at the sink in the kitchen before they came. “Where’s Charlie?” Anona called from the bedroom.

“With Frankie’s mother,” Gracie said. “They’ll walk together to the funeral parlor.”

“How’d she take that? You not walking with them, not following the rules?” Mary said.

Gracie shrugged. “I told her I needed my sisters. I needed my grandmother.” Gracie shouted to be sure that Anona heard. “I told her I needed my family.”

Signora Merelli had been furious with Gracie, but Gracie didn’t tell this to her sisters. “We’re your family,” she had said to Gracie. “Me and your son, Charlie. We’re all you have left now that our Frankie is gone.” And she had broken down into great choking sobs, clutching Charlie, wrapping her arms around his head.

Gracie hadn’t answered. She didn’t expect Signora Merelli to understand what it was like to grow up Italian in Hell’s Kitchen, three girls and an old woman, with no men to protect them, to support them, or as Anona said when they were sad, to tell them what to do.

Gracie had loved Frankie. She loved her son, Charlie. He was her breath, her treasure. But . . . it was different. And she wasn’t going to explain.

Gracie looked at her sisters, one on either side of her. As kids, the three of them would sleep together in the big bed in the little room off the kitchen. She remembered what it was like, the feeling that it was good to be alive.

•  •  •

“I’m glad we’re Italian,” Gracie would say in bed at night, lying between her sisters on the lumpy mattress filled with cotton that Anona would empty out every spring and wash in the laundry tub.

“Why?” Mary said.

“Because Anona says it’s better.”

“All I can see different is we eat good,” Helen said. “The Irish eat shit. Potatoes. Oatmeal. They eat like crap.” She turned, pulling the blanket.

“What a mouth on you,” Mary yelped, tugging back. “You got no class, Helen, just like Anona says.” Mary was the eldest and liked to play big shot. But it was Helen who was the boss. The boss of the baccausa, Anona would call her. The toilet, she meant, the outhouse, three flights down in the back yard.

“ . . . and they’re always drunk,” Gracie went on. It was hard to breathe, lying between her sisters, but at least she had the blanket. Anona always put her in the middle because Helen and Mary fought, threw punches at each other with their small tight fists. Gracie would never do that and so always she slept in the middle, to separate them.

“Yeah,” Helen said. “But they have a good time, don’t they? Believe me, when I grow up, I’m gonna have some good times.”

“You gonna smoke?” Gracie said.

“Why not?”

“Girls don’t smoke.”

“I will. Lucky Strikes.”

“Maybe I will, too,” Mary said. Anona was not far off when she called Helen the boss.

“And I’m gonna drink,” Helen said.

Gracie turned over flat on her back. “Girls don’t drink.”

Helen put her lips against Gracie’s ear. “Don’t kid yourself,” she whispered.

•  •  •

Anona came out from the bedroom, elegant in a black silk dress and the hat Helen had bought for her on Division Street only a few weeks before. Anona had wondered out loud what she would do with such a big black hat. She didn’t go to Mass and figured the next funeral was hers, so why did she need such a fancy hat?

“You never know,” Helen had said, and then Frankie was dead and Helen showed up at Anona’s with a new black dress for Anona to wear to the wake and as Anona stood in front of the mirror, Helen had hugged her from behind. “It looks beautiful,” she said. Then she whispered into Anona’s good ear, “. . . and . . . you can wear the hat.”

•  •  •

They were all dressed in black, they all wore hats with veils, but Gracie’s was so dark, so heavy, that it completely obscured her face. Helen and Mary had made sure their eyes showed through their veils, and Helen paid close attention to her lips, which she had painted very red.

“This veil,” Helen said, folding it up over Gracie’s face as they stood by the door ready to leave. “Frankie’s dead, not you.”

Mary pinched Helen’s arm. “Let her be,” she said, making a face that Gracie couldn’t see.

Helen raised an eyebrow but finished arranging the veil. “Leave it like this for now,” she said, and kissed her sister’s cheek. Helen and Mary had lost husbands, with a minimum of grief and fanfare. But Frankie Merelli, they both knew, had been the love of Gracie’s life.



Chapter Two

Frankie Merelli should have been a beautiful corpse. He was young and handsome and his wife had brought an exquisite set of clothes to the undertaker’s back door. But Frankie Merelli had had an unkind death.

It was unfortunate, the neighborhood said, what had happened to Frankie Merelli. He had everything to live for. Mala fortuna. What bad luck.

Poor soul, the always compassionate neighborhood women, led by Teresa Gigante, head of the St. Ann Society of Mothers, were saying about his widow. Their heads shook as they sat with knees apart, hands resting in the black trampoline of their laps, the deep hems of their dresses stretched taut from knee to knee. They sat on wooden folding chairs, arranged in neat rows on the ground floor of Nucciarone’s funeral parlor on Sullivan Street, gesticulating, their voices a deep hum that rose louder and louder, until they realized again that they were with the dead and tried to whisper. Always sensitive in the face of someone else’s pain, they hid the sullen contentment of knowing that the malocchio had found a place to rest away from them and theirs. Tragedy was their entertainment. If they weren’t mourning its presence, they were awaiting its arrival.

Gracie sat in the front row facing the coffin, Mary to her right, Helen to her left. They sat, the sisters, like a trinity of black birds, pale skin and pale lips veiled, except for Helen, whose mouth was a slash of red behind the black net.

Anona was in the back, against the wall, dwarfed by the great round brim of the hat with the black ostrich plume. Anona was a woman who never told her age. Her mouth was lined and pinched, her cheeks smooth. She had insisted on sitting against the wall at the funeral parlor when Old Man Nucciarone in his silk top hat tried to lead her to the big upholstered armchair up front where Frankie’s mother sat with eyes red and scorched from crying. Anona didn’t want to hear all that screaming and carrying on, and besides, she always liked to cover her back. Sullivan Street was a long way from Hell’s Kitchen. She told this to Gracie when she married Frankie and moved down here. But she had told important things to all of them and not one of them had listened. Sighing, Anona shifted her bulk. Too bad the wake wasn’t in Houlihan’s. She didn’t much like the Irish, but she had to admit they knew how to send a soul off to the next world. Sometimes even the corpse got to dance.

“Where’s Charlie?” Gracie said to her sisters, looking around. “I can’t see him. Can you see him?”

Mary touched Gracie’s shoulder. “He’s over there, by the coatrack. Anona’s got him. Don’t worry. We’re all here with you. We’ll always be here. You know that.” Gracie almost smiled. Her wadded handkerchief was a white ball in her lap, the lint collecting on her dress. She was, the neighborhood women thought, remarkably self-controlled, or was she, they wondered, numb with the shock of her young husband laid out, stiff and powdered, in front of her?

Gina Gidari had poked Teresa Cerubbi not minutes after they had paid their respects. “Maybe she’s not so unhappy. Who can tell? He wasn’t no bargain from what I hear.” Anna Albano nodded and was about to speak when Jeannie Popeye leaned over from the row behind. “I live across the hall from them,” she said. “He was out plenty, lemme tell you. Gracie’s a good soul. But him? He couldn’t shine her shoes.”

Jeannie stopped talking when she saw Dibby and Lena Santulli come in. They lived in the building on Spring Street, too. Dibby had been Frankie’s friend, the closest he had to a friend on Spring Street. Frankie had preferred to spend his time on the East Side; he didn’t like anyone knowing his business, but Dibby, he told Gracie, was different. He was a good skate. They had worked together down the docks, shaped up together on Pier 13. Dibby was supposed to be Frankie’s goombah at his wedding to Gracie, and then Charlie’s godfather. But the Mal-lone sisters did things their own way, and Dibby had understood when he was left out.

Jeannie Popeye knew how close they were and she didn’t want Dibby to hear her talking about Frankie. She shushed the others and kept her eyes facing straight ahead until Dibby and Lena passed.

•  •  •

In the front row, Helen stood up. She was the tallest of the sisters at five feet four inches and she hennaed her hair so red that Anona would light candles in penance. “I need some air,” Helen whispered, motioning to Mary. She made the gesture of puffing on an imaginary cigarette, then leaned close to Gracie and reached out a hand in a black-satin glove and patted her sister’s knee. “Mary and I are going outside You’ll be okay?”

Gracie nodded and Helen raised her eyebrows at Mary to say, “Let’s go,” when Frankie’s mother appeared in front of them. She semi-swooned and fell forward into Gracie’s arms. With this, Helen and Mary made their getaway, as mother and wife embraced in their seemingly unbearable grief.

•  •  •

Outside in the street, Helen and Mary stood with the men, who stared at them and then looked away. Both Helen and Mary were something to stare at: Helen, her hair hennaed, her dress slim and long, fitted all the way down, so narrow at the bottom that Anona never stopped wondering how she walked, and Mary, smaller, with peroxided blond hair, spit curls visible through her veil. Her dress was full, but pulled in at the waist with a wide belt that ended up under her bosom, two black cones that stuck out in invitation.

The men watched them slyly, their eyes shifting. They were not used to such elegance on Sullivan Street. They had to go off the block to see the likes of the Mallone sisters. Mary recognized Sam and his partner Al from the candy store on Spring Street but when she smiled at them, they pretended as though she hadn’t caught their eye.

Helen lifted her black veil and set it on the brim of her hat, waited for Mary to do the same, then took out a pack of French cigarettes. She tore off the gold paper and held the pack out to Mary who shook her head, no. Helen took out two cigarettes and put them both in her mouth. She struck a match, cupped the flame in her hands, and inhaled, lighting them both. The smoke coiled from her lips to her nose and she blew it out in rings as she handed one of the cigarettes to Mary, who took it this time, and put it to her lips. The men watched, shifting from foot to foot. They knew Helen and Mary were Gracie’s sisters, Frankie Merelli’s sisters-in-law from outside the neighborhood. Everybody knew them. They came down to Spring Street all the time to pick up Gracie and take her out. They drove cars. They smoked cigarettes. They stuck out like sore thumbs and they didn’t seem to care. Someone snickered, “Whatta you expect? They grew up with the Irish.”

“Yeah,” Joey Gugliano said. “You live with them, you act like them.”

Mary leaned against the wrought-iron banister and inhaled. “Anona’s right,” she said. “You are always leading me astray.”

“Anona never said that. And if she did, she didn’t mean it. I’m her favorite. I’ve always been her favorite.” Mary didn’t answer. It was true and she didn’t answer because this truth didn’t hurt. Helen was right. Anona had a soft spot for Helen. They all did. Helen had always been wild. A spitfire, Anona called her. When Helen was little, she was more like a boy than a girl, as though that baby Emma had loved so much, that little baby boy, Gracie’s Irish twin, were still with them.

“Besides,” Helen said, “wasn’t Nick Andersen the one who turned you bad?”

“Please, don’t start with Nick. I never did anything I didn’t want to do. If Anona didn’t believe that, she would have killed Nick when he first walked in the door. Whattya think?”

“C’mon. I love the old pain-in-the-ass. You know that. But enough about Nick. Tell me the truth, big sister . . .” And Helen moved closer. “You don’t feel bad at all?”

Mary looked around again at the tight circles of men standing nearby. “No,” she said. She changed the subject. “Look at them,” she told Helen, “watching us from under their eyelashes. You know what’s going on in their minds? They’re thinking that if they had a chance, if we’d give them half a chance, they could show us what it’s all about, and then they realize they don’t have a chance in hell, and then they hate us and tell themselves they wouldn’t want us anyway, but if they did, if they really did . . .” She crushed her cigarette under her very high heel. “Give me the Irish any day.”

“I don’t know. I liked Frankie,” Helen said. And she had. Some nights she would come over to Gracie’s and they would play cards, the three of them. Gracie couldn’t keep the cards straight in her mind. She’d get bored and not pay attention but Helen was good with cards and she and Frankie would play at the kitchen table long after Gracie went to bed. They would drink and they would smoke, but they never talked. She liked that he treated her like one of the boys. She felt like she could relax with Frankie. She could be herself.

“I liked him too,” Mary said. “He was a charmer, that Frankie . . . and a looker. A regular George Raft. I’ll give him that. But when all’s said and done, he was a rat bastard. Come to think of it, George Raft was no bargain neither, always playing the big shot. Nick told me he was nothing but a gofer.”

“But . . .”

“Don’t say nothing. I don’t wanna hear it. Frankie was a rat bastard. We did the best we could.”



1937–1939




[image: Images]



Chapter Three

Gracie Mallone met Frankie Merelli at a roof dance on Sullivan Street three days shy of her nineteenth birthday, the year the Hindenburg blimp blew up over New Jersey. From the first moment she saw him, she was done for. He was dark and slim and clean as a whistle, she told her sisters. She found him exciting, but she kept that part to herself.

Her sisters would have been surprised. They thought of her as backward when it came to men. On the one hand, they blamed Anona for keeping Gracie so close, so tied to home, and on the other, they figured Gracie was just that way because, despite Anona, they had both done just as they pleased. When it came to men, Helen and Mary were bold and flirtatious and got what they wanted. Mary was thirteen when she brought home Nick Andersen. And Helen? As a little girl she was always with the boys. She was what the neighborhood called a tough, and when she grew up, she went through men like playing cards. Helen and Mary thought they knew everything; Gracie could have told them a thing or two. But what she felt with Frankie Merelli, she didn’t want to share. They could think what they wanted. This feeling, this man, was hers, and all bets, as they say, were off.

The funny thing was, she hadn’t wanted to go to that dance on Sullivan Street. She was shy and her grandmother was unrelenting. With Gracie, Anona said, she wasn’t taking any chances. One out of three was better than none. By then, only Gracie was left at home with Anona.

Mary was long married to Nick, and Helen had already buried a husband, Mick Mullen, who died under a beer truck. Helen’s heart was soothed by a large insurance payout that made her a great fan of beer companies and a loyal drinker of Schlitz.

“Wait for my pension before you do anything crazy like get married,” Anona told Gracie. “There’s plenty of time. If you can’t find a good man, you’re better off without one.”

“You had a good man?”

“Of course. Do I look like a dope to you?”

Helen said it was easy for Anona to say whatever she wanted because she was so old, there was no one to contradict her. And then, who really knew anything about Anona but what she told you herself? According to Helen, Anona was older than the history books. Mary said the pension was another of Anona’s schemes, that between the two of them, she and Helen, Anona never had to worry about the rent.

Anona saw it different. Alone in the apartment with Gracie, Anona swore she’d drink bleach if Gracie left her dependent on charity. She made Gracie promise to wait for the money from the government to come through before she would leave, before she would even think of leaving. In only a few more years, Anona said, the government was going to give money every month to widows and orphans. Social Security . . . she’d heard all about it. That Mr. Roosevelt . . .

“It’s a good country, America,” she told Gracie. “I’m glad I came.”

Gracie felt obligated. She’d had it easy compared to her sisters; they’d always looked out for her. The least she could do was look out for Anona, even though Helen and Mary insisted that Anona could take care of herself and the whole of Hell’s Kitchen.

So Gracie promised. Anona made her swear with one hand on her heart, the other on St. Rita’s head, and then Anona put a holy card in Gracie’s cupped hands and she set fire to it with a wooden kitchen match. Gracie dropped the burning card on the floor, and Anona got mad, saying it didn’t count, but Gracie wouldn’t do it again. She knew she had to draw the line somewhere.

•  •  •

Frankie walked Gracie uptown after the dance but she made him leave her off two blocks away, afraid Anona would be out the window smoking her homemade pipe and throwing curses. The next time they went out, Gracie let him kiss her and not so much after, his hands were up under her skirt and down inside her blouse and she was meeting him every night. He would hold her up against the brick walls near the Hudson River piers and press against her until he was almost out of his mind and talking marriage. Gracie told Anona she was at the Children’s Aid Society on Sullivan Street learning how to knit.

Frankie wanted to get married quick. There were rumors of war in Europe, he said. Suppose he had to go? She could keep him home. He loved her so much; she was so different from the girls he knew in the neighborhood. She was so delicate and white with those big blue eyes. He would kiss her shoulder, luminescent in the moonlight that shone off the river and he would beg her to tell him the truth about who she was and where she came from.

“Four Thirty-five West Thirty-eighth Street,” she’d tell him, her hands in his hair. His would move under her dress, touching the soft skin high up on her leg. “Germany,” she’d say. The tips of his fingers followed silk, marking the way, and now she’d answer, “Norway,” then “Denmark,” shout “Sweden,” as he touched her there. She had gotten the geography medal in fifth grade.

He said the merchant seamen in the Kiwi bar on Houston Street, so blond their eyebrows and beards were almost invisible, had brought her to him from across the sea. “Say yes. Say now,” Frankie begged. So she did and not long after she brought him home to meet Anona.

•  •  •

Gracie thought Frankie had made a good impression on the reluctant Anona, but she was wrong. Anona had been unconvinced.

“I smell a rat,” she told Gracie.

“Why? What’s wrong with him?”

“Too good-looking . . . like a girl. No good . . . and how’d he pay for that suit? He don’t even have a job.”

“How do you know?”

She pointed to the clock. “It’s three in the afternoon. What’s he doing over here if he’s got a job?” Anona checked the candles in front of St. Rita, thought about putting oilcloth on the counter-top under the saint. She made the sign of the cross with the crucifix at the end of her rosary beads and kissed the Christ figure before she put the beads back in her apron pocket.

“But you’re never satisfied,” Gracie told her. “Nick’s crude. Mick Mullen’s a drunk.”

“Mullen? He’s dead, no? The beer truck, no?”

“Oh, stop it. And Frankie’s not any of those things. What’s wrong with Frankie?”

Anona didn’t answer right away. “Is he cheap?”

“No.”

“He throws his money around?”

“He likes nice things.”

“Ha, a broken suitcase who spends money like water. A spic-cone. I knew it.”

“Money isn’t everything. You say that yourself.”

“Yeah, easy to say, but it’s nice, no? Your sister Mary, she lives good, no? That takes money.”

“So you want me to find a guy like Nick?”

“God forbid, that hoodlum.”

“So what’s the matter with Frankie?”

Anona held up her hands and counted on her left with the index finger from her right. “Number one, he’s too clean. Number two, he’s got no job. Number three, he’s the only son of a widowed mother. Number four. . . .”

“Enough. You’re not being fair.”

Anona put down her hands. “And he loves you so much. All the time, he wants you. And I bet he’s jealous, right?”

“So?”

“The sure signs, cara mia, of a cheater.”

“Anona. . . .”

“And don’t forget the pension. You promised to wait for the pension.”

•  •  •

It would be almost three years before Anona got her pension. And then there was the matter of Mamma Merelli, as Helen called her, the woman for whom any other woman was a threat and a curse. Every girl in a four-block radius wanted Frankie Merelli, according to Signora Merelli. She prayed Frankie would use his God-given gifts to advance them both: his face, his smile, his voice. If he’d had the breaks, she was convinced, he could have been a movie star. For her money, he was better-looking than most of those judruls in Hollywood, but never mind. Signora Merelli was happy to settle for a good match. She had her eye on Rosanna Treculo, whose father owned the fish store on Bleecker Street. She had no brothers. One crippled sister, poor thing . . . a botched abortion, so they said, but who’s to judge? Rosanna was perfect. And there was Gina Lorenzo, of the Thompson Street lattecini freschi Lorenzos. Signora Merelli’s corseted chest heaved just thinking about all the girls suited for her Frankie. She could go on and on.

•  •  •

“I’m not wearing no rubber apron and stinking of fish,” Frankie told his mother when she brought up Rosanna Treculo.

“Gina, then. Cheese. Cheese don’t smell so bad.”

“The apron, Mamma. What about the apron? Anyway, stop it. I got a girl.”

But she wouldn’t stop. And for sure Frankie Merelli was a catch—handsome in a neighborhood where good looks might take you anywhere. They called him “Good-Looking Frankie” from the time he was sixteen and Lorraine Caifano had said it out loud at the San Gennaro feast on Mulberry Street.

There were so many girls that would have warmed Signora Merelli’s heart to call figlia. She hadn’t figured on an orphan, from Hell’s Kitchen no less, without a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of.

Gracie hadn’t worried. She knew that Frankie was hers no matter what his mother did or said. His mother didn’t hear him sing “My Funny Valentine” in her ear or hear his heartbeat when Gracie rubbed against the swell in his pants. And Gracie was no dope, as Anona would say. She would never go, had never been, anywhere “inside” with Frankie alone, not even in a car. The best he could hope for was a dark hallway. It didn’t take long before he was desperate to have her.

Of course, Gracie never knew about the other women, like Gianni Esposito’s wife, Carla, who would leave the sign lit over the hardware store on the nights her husband went to the Knights of Columbus on MacDougal Street. When the neon hammer and thumb flickered, Frankie knew the coast was clear. Frankie was always welcome. There were women in the jazz clubs on Fifty-second Street and at the bars on Eighth Street and the whore-houses in Pennsylvania, but despite all these distractions, Frankie Merelli wanted Gracie Mallone.

“Blue eyes. Big deal,” his mother said. “So what? Your grandfather had blue eyes.”

“I don’t wanna marry my grandfather, Ma. For Chrissakes, get off my back. I’m gonna marry Gracie and that’s that.”

Signora Merelli rethought her strategy. She called for a sit-down. When the Mallones met her, she reasoned, when they saw just what kind of background Frankie came from, she knew it would be as clear to them as it was to her why the match would be a sbaglio, a terrible mistake.

So a confident Signora Merelli went to Anona’s house. She had not, however, figured on the Mallone sisters: Helen with her flaming hair, Mary in a dress cut so low in front Signora Merelli thought they would pop out any minute. Trying hard to keep her dignity, Signora Merelli explained that Frankie was her soul, her heart, her one and only. She told them that the Merellis were pure Napoletani . . . going back to the seventeenth century, to Masaniello, the fisherman who led the revolt against the Spanish.

“What? Who?” Mary interrupted.

“The fisherman, you know, in the seventeenth century,” Helen said, rolling her eyes. She watched for Anona’s reaction to this astounding news.

Anona was rocking hard in her chair. Mary went to hold the back of it, afraid she would tip over. But Anona suddenly brought the chair to a halt, stood up, and put up her hand, palm out, like a traffic cop. “Aspetto,” she said. “Us, too, we’re Naples people. Frankie don’t tell you? Whatta you saying here?”

Signora Merelli squinted. “Of course,” she said. “My Frankie, he tells me everything. There’s no secrets between me and my Frankie. But your name . . . is Irish . . .”

“Ha!” Anona said. “It’s a long story . . . none of your business.”

Signora Merelli bit her bottom lip until just before the moment she would have drawn blood. She ignored Anona’s palm so near her face. Signora Merelli was a small woman. “You have three granddaughters,” she said. “I have only this one son. When I lost my husband, I was still a young woman. I need my Frankie.” She sniffed. “Me and my Frankie we’re together, just the two of us since . . .”

“Wait. I know . . . the seventeenth century?” Helen offered. Gracie thought Helen was being rude. Mary did, too, and resisted the urge to pinch her.

The room went silent. Signora Merelli’s head itched under her hat. She would have liked to take it off but a lady always wore a hat. Instead, she opened her pocketbook and rustled around for a handkerchief. The one she withdrew was trimmed in pink and white cotton edging she had crocheted herself and had her initials embroidered in one corner along with the outline of a yellow butterfly. Signora Merelli dabbed delicately at her nose. She had a large nose, which she referred to as Roman, a nose Anona would have called a pepper. Signora Merelli closed her pocketbook with a defiant snap and opened her mouth to speak when Anona took a step closer and wagged her finger violently in Signora Merelli’s face. “You don’t like Gracie for your son? Well, I don’t like your son nohow. You take your son and you stick him up your ass.”

All hell broke loose. Signora Merelli lost all pretense at decorum. She shouted until the cords in her neck almost tore open the white starched collar of her dress, pinned with, Helen noted later, a very beautiful cameo made with coral from the Bay of Naples. Anona raved in the long-forgotten dialect of Bocca al Lupo that none of them understood.

Gracie sat down quietly in the chair Anona kept by the window that looked over the street while Mary tried to calm the old women down. Helen stayed on the sidelines, smoking a cigarette, thinking that she would like to have met Mamma Merelli under different circumstances, in a Tenth Avenue saloon on a Saturday night, for instance, and slammed her one in the kisser.

When it quieted, Signora Merelli’s hat sat sideways on her head and Anona’s voice sounded like a scratched phonograph record. Helen gave Gracie a drag from her cigarette and whispered in her ear that it was time for her to stand up for herself. Gracie didn’t need much convincing. One poke from Helen, an index finger in her side, and she was ready.

This was it, Gracie told Anona. She had waited long enough. She was marrying Frankie. They were going for their blood tests first thing and they were getting the license. Then she turned to her future mother-in-law. “And don’t think for a minute that we’re living anywhere near you,” she said.

•  •  •

Mary was impressed. Helen was more of a skeptic, especially after Gracie did end up living on Spring Street. Frankie had begged, swore it was the last thing he’d ever ask her to do for him. Signora Merelli had taken to her bed, a bread knife clutched between her breasts. She wept until her eyes closed up and then she screamed that she had gone blind. She cried so hard and so long that the super came to say that everyone in the building was complaining. The noise had made Mrs. Conti’s twins colic. The super promised Frankie the apartment on the floor above for $22 a month and threw in a paint job if he could just get his mother to shut up. The news of the apartment, the idea of her only son nearby, seemed to console Signora Merelli. She agreed to see Dr. Pecorarra, who came to the house and gave her an injection that put her to sleep for a week.

Gracie and Frankie were married downtown at City Hall on October 20, 1939, the month after the war started in Europe. In all the confusion and hysteria, the fact of Frankie not having a steady job, or any job, had fallen by the wayside. Gracie wanted a real life, a husband with a steady paycheck, but she also believed that everything would work out. And here she was in a white crepe dress with a corsage on her shoulder marrying the love of her life. Helen and Mary were the witnesses in matching hats that had been made to order on Division Street. Frankie had wanted Dibby Santulli to be his witness. Who ever heard of this? he told Gracie. There was supposed to be a girl for her and a guy for him. Didn’t she know anything? She knew what she wanted, Gracie told Frankie, right there in Anona’s kitchen when they made the wedding plans, Anona pretending that they weren’t planning a wedding, making believe it was a day like any other.

Mary and Helen were impressed. “I think baby sister’s really coming into her own,” Mary told Helen, with a maternal pride. Helen agreed. Maybe Gracie wasn’t such a piece of cake. Frankie should have paid attention, but he was blinded by lust.

•  •  •

To make her position clear, Anona stayed home on the big day. “Sure he’s got clean fingernails,” she told Gracie, when Mary tried to coax her into coming to the wedding, having bought her a navy blue dress with white stitching and a pleated bodice, which Anona ignored even though it was being held in front of her face. “You don’t get dirty playing cards.”

St. Rita, who had failed to answer Anona’s prayers, spent two weeks in the cupboard with the doors nailed shut. Anona was disgruntled with St. Rita for more reasons than one. It had started two years ago, when she’d failed to find Amelia Earhart.
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Chapter Four

Anona always said that after the honeymoon, a man is either boring, crazy, or just looking for a good time. Frankie Merelli, she told Gracie, was the last kind: he was just looking for a good time.

It was around seven o’clock on a Friday night when Frankie came home and said he wasn’t hungry. Gracie shrugged without looking up. She was married thirteen years; this was nothing new. She behaved like she always did, acted like it hardly mattered. “We waited until six-thirty, but Charlie wanted to eat,” she said. The apartment door opened up into the kitchen and as soon as Frankie came in the door, he could see she was clearing the table.

“Where is Charlie?”

“He’s doing his homework.”

Frankie sat down, got up, went into the living room and came back out. Gracie was putting the dishes in the sink. “Can you wait for that? I want to wash up.”

She looked at him. “When I’m finished. What’s the rush?”

“I need to wash up. I’m going out.”

“Out? You just got home.”

“I’m going out. What’s the big deal?”

“Nothing. But you’re just gonna have to wait.” Gracie took her time with the dishes. Out, she thought. He was always going out. Sometimes it felt like he only came home to sleep. Wouldn’t he like it if she asked him where he was going? But she wouldn’t. She’d bust, she’d decided long ago, before she’d ever give him the satisfaction of asking. She’d choke first.

Frankie went into the bedroom. She could hear him hanging up his jacket on the back of the bedroom door. Nobody was neater than Frankie. He came into the kitchen in his undershirt and sat at the table waiting for her to finish. He took a pack of Camels, tapped out a cigarette and lit it. “The ashtray’s dirty,” he said.

She took it off the table and emptied it into the garbage under the sink. She washed it carefully, taking her time. Then she dried it carefully, taking her time, facing him, watching the ash on his cigarette end grow.

“Gracie . . .”

She put the ashtray down in front of him, hard, loud. He crushed the butt in it and got up and went over to the kitchen sink wedged in the corner next to the window that looked out over the alley. On the wall facing the sink was a medicine cabinet with a mirrored door. Gracie watched Frankie wash his face and hands and arms up to his elbows and under his armpits. He lathered his shaving brush and turned to look in the medicine cabinet mirror behind him. She watched him shave the shadow of beard that darkened his face, and then she handed him a towel, a clean undershirt. She stood next to him with his toothbrush, spread the paste along the bristles. There was a hand-washed, hand-pressed shirt, collars and cuffs lightly starched, just the way he liked them, hanging on the kitchen doorknob. She took it off the hanger, held it out for him. He slipped into the arms, fastened his cuff links, looked in the mirror again to do his tie, smoothed his hair down with his two palms.

Charlie came through the front door running. Gracie pulled him by the shirt collar and she smacked him, not hard, but hard enough. “What’s that for?” he wailed.

“You’re supposed to be doing homework.”

“I finished, Ma. Jeez . . . Give me a break.”

Gracie bent down, kissed the top of his head. “How was I supposed to know?” She pinched his cheek, then patted the red spot she’d raised with her affection. “Look, Daddy’s home.”

Charlie ran to Frankie, grabbed him around the waist and hugged him hard. Frankie raised his arms. Gracie noticed his long graceful fingers, the nails buffed. Gracie pushed aside a vision of Frankie on Mulberry Street at the Golden Dragon Restaurant with another woman, his long, graceful fingers around one of those porcelain spoons they give you with the wonton soup.

“Charlie, sweetheart, whatta you doing?” Frankie yelled. “Gracie, please. I’m trying to get dressed here.”

She grabbed Charlie but wished she hadn’t. She wished she’d waited for Charlie to rub his nose on Frankie’s shirtfront, leave a smear of snot on Frankie’s silk tie that came from Sulka on Fifth Avenue. Frankie was so handsome, she thought, looking at him, even while she wished him ill. She couldn’t help how she felt about him.

Helen had tried to teach her not to go for looks. Helen would come home to Anona’s flashing bracelets and rings and fur wraps of stone martens biting each other’s tails, and once with a Pomeranian dog that she named Buster who disappeared down an alley a day later, all gifts from men with mugs like the underside of a truck. Helen liked men but she could take them or leave them. She never understood women who waited, like Maureen Halloran, whose Billy went away for ten years to Sing Sing, or Eileen Grady, who worked six days a week in a laundry and handed over her money to Johnny Blue, who got blind drunk in Hanley’s Bar night after night. Helen liked men for what they could provide and for their raw energy, which she admired. And if truth be told, Helen liked women, too, but only sometimes. For Helen, love was casual. It never kept her awake.
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