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. . . on a throne supported by two long shafts, which a dozen men at a time took turns in carrying, came the Madonna. She was a paltry papier mache affair, a copy of the powerful and famous Madonna of Viggiano, with the same black face, and decked out with sumptuous black robes, necklaces, and bracelets. . . . Peasants with baskets of wheat in their hands threw fistfuls of it at the Madonna. . . . The black-faced Madonna, in the shower of wheat, among the animals, the gunfire, and the trumpets, was no sorrowful Mother of God, but rather a subterranean deity, black with the shadows of the bowels of the earth, a peasant Persephone or lower-world goddess.

—Christ Stopped at Eboli, by Carlo Levi

(Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1947)       
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Teresa Sabatini always said her Nicky was a good boy, a smart boy. She said he never gave her any trouble, but how could that be?

It was Jumbo. Jumbo weakened the rope, Teresa said. But if Nicky was so smart, like his mother said, how could he have let Jumbo go first? How did it happen?

Jumbo was the biggest baby ever born on Spring Street, or Thompson Street, or anywhere else anyone could remember. He broke the midwife’s scale and so she held him up by his feet like a chicken and guessed his weight. “Twenty-three pounds,” she said, and Jumbo’s father yelled it out the window.

Dante was standing downstairs like always and when he heard it, he went into the candy store and called the Daily News. A photographer came and took pictures of Jumbo, who had been carefully dressed in his sister’s clothes because nothing his mother had ready would fit him.

Jumbo’s mother Antoinette took him the next day to show him to Teresa, who lived downstairs. She put Jumbo next to Teresa’s son Nicky, on the couch in the parlor. Nicky was four months old and his mother loved him more than life. Teresa felt proud to see him sitting on the couch, propped up with pillows. “Look at that, will you?” Antoinette said, pointing to Jumbo, “bigger than your Nicky and only just born.”

When Jumbo’s mother left, Teresa pinned a blessed medal of the Immaculate Conception on Nicky’s undershirt. The medal had been blessed by the bishop when he came the May before to raise money for the missions. Teresa had held it up herself when the bishop made a cross in the air with his right hand over the congregation. It was a silver medal but Our Lady’s dress was painted blue. Teresa attached it to Nicky’s undershirt with a small gold-colored safety pin. She sat on the couch and held him in her lap. She put her mouth in the soft place between his head and his shoulder.

Jumbo’s mother cut the picture out of the newspaper with the caption that said BIGGEST BABY BORN and pasted it on the wall near the light switch in the kitchen so that anyone who came in could see it and know she had produced a masterpiece. When it was time for the landlord to paint the apartment, she said no, and took the month’s free rent instead so as not to disturb the picture.

Next to Jumbo’s picture hung the image of the Madonna that had belonged to Antoinette’s mother, the Madonna with the black face, which she had brought with her from the other side. Antoinette’s mother had kept the Black Madonna in her bedroom, the gilt frame festooned with blessed palm and silk flowers, but Antoinette kept her in the kitchen so the Madonna could look over the family all together, all the time. The Mangiacarnes were always in the kitchen.

Teresa took consolation in the fact that Antoinette kept a messy house and hid dirty dishes in the bathtub under the porcelain cover. The cover was to make you forget there was a bathtub in the kitchen. It was six feet long, it had clawed feet, but when it was covered, you could forget. You could feel high-class. Teresa remembered how, when she was growing up, before steam heat, the bathtub was exposed and filled with coal. That, she thought, was obscene. She took this apartment on the fifth floor, even though there was one available on the second, because it had a bathroom, a real bathroom off the entrance hall with a narrow tub and a toilet and room for a wooden hamper with a hinged lid where she put Nicky’s dirty laundry. Teresa said it was worth the extra stairs, and she never left her dishes in the sink but washed them the same night.

Teresa would bathe Nicky in a laundry tub set on the kitchen table. She would test the temperature of the water with her elbow before she put him in, cradled in one arm so he wouldn’t slip. She would press her fingertips over his heart to count the beats. She laid him on a towel, rubbed him dry, kissed the backs of his knees. She made a bunting with the towel, a corner of it falling in a point over his forehead, like a monk’s cowl. Then she would put on the wool undershirt, put her ear against his chest, and pin the medal of the Blessed Virgin where his heartbeat was. She didn’t trust Jumbo’s mother not to overlook him, to call up the evil eye, which would make him sick or crippled or worse. She held Nicky close to her body when she heard Antoinette pass the door on her way downstairs.

On the stoop in the late afternoons before they went upstairs to start dinner, the women would sometimes talk about the state of Antoinette’s house. Teresa always wanted to turn the conversation to Jumbo, how big he was, how it wasn’t normal, but she never did. She knew the women would think she was jealous, because truly, what was more beautiful than a big fat baby boy?

Instead, the women on the stoop would ask about Nicky’s father and Teresa would tell them what she told Nicky as she rocked him to sleep, that Nicky’s father was working the ships all over the world, that he sent money from places like Singapore and the Solomon Islands. “See you soon” he always wrote across the piece of paper folded around the money. Teresa would bring down the envelopes that the money had come in and let the women look at the stamps.

Dolls with brown faces and yellow faces dressed in extravagant costumes would arrive. Teresa would open these packages on the stoop and pass the dolls among the women for them to admire before she brought them upstairs and put them on a shelf over the couch in the parlor. Every day she dusted them, and the beginning of each week, she washed and pressed their satin dresses.

Sometimes Nicky’s father sent her silk cloth in bright colors with gold threads running through it, and once there were sequined slippers, the toes curled up in front. She folded the silk cloth neatly into her top dresser drawer, next to the slippers, next to the envelopes with stamps from all over the world.

She bought a globe in the five-and-ten-cent store and showed Nicky the places in the world his father would go. She would match the names on the stamps to points on the globe. She would take Nicky’s finger and trace the path of his father’s ship, watching as it moved nearer to New York, closer to Spring Street. But Angelo Sabatini would come home only once, when Nicky was seven, the time he showed him how to tie the sailor’s knot, the time he gave him the ring he had won in a crap game in Hong Kong.

Nicky and Jumbo were friends growing up, which was why they were swinging on the rope. It was Nicky’s idea when they found the rope behind the stairs. They were sitting out on Nicky’s back fire escape when Nicky told Jumbo he could make a knot so strong that they could do anything with that rope. They could go anywhere. He learned that knot from his father, who was a sailor, a merchant seaman, he told Jumbo, who sailed all over the world.

“You don’t have a father,” Jumbo said.

“I do too.”

“I never saw him.”

“He’s a seaman. I told you a million times. He goes all over the world.”

“Then how’d he show you the knot, if he’s never here?”

“He came home once,” Nicky said, “and he showed me how to make the knot.”

“So what?” Jumbo said. “Who cares if you can make a knot in a rope? Where’s that gonna get us?”

“Listen, it’ll be great. We tie the rope on the fire escape and we can swing across to the next one, like Tarzan. You know the way Tarzan goes all over the place on those vines? Well, we can go right along the building. If we can rig it up right, we can maybe even get over to Salvatore’s, knock on his window. His mother’ll go nuts.”

“Maybe we could catch her in her slip . . .” Jumbo half-closed his eyes. He ran his tongue over his upper lip as though he were tasting chocolate. He kissed the tips of his fingers.

“Yeah, maybe . . .”

“She ain’t his real mother, you know. His real mother’s dead from when he was a baby. Magdalena don’t look like nobody’s mother because she ain’t.”

“Forget Magdalena. You wanna swing on that rope or what?”

“What else can we do?”

“We can set fire to Mary Ziganetti’s cat.”

“Forget it. Let’s swing on the rope.”

Nicky climbed up and knotted the rope on the fire escape above. “You go first,” he called down.

“I don’t know,” Jumbo said. “You think it’s safe?”

“Of course it’s safe. Watch me.” Nicky slid down the rope. “See? It’s easy.” His palms burned and he pressed them against his legs. He kept smiling so Jumbo wouldn’t notice.

“That’s different,” Jumbo said. “It’s not the same thing, coming down like that.”

“You’re such a Mary,” Nicky said. “Here, take the rope.” Jumbo held the rope in both hands and Nicky twisted it around Jumbo’s wrists and tugged on it to tighten the knot.

“Tarzan just holds on,” Jumbo said. “He don’t do it like this.”

“Tarzan’s a pro. We’re just starting.”

“I’m scared.”

“Why? I told you this knot can hold anything. It holds big ships. Now get up on the railing.”

“I’m too fat.”

“C’mon, Jumbo, just get up there. Grab my hand. I’ll hold you.”

“Let me step on your knee.”

“You’ll kill me if you step on my knee. Forget it.” Nicky pushed Jumbo aside. “Give me the rope. I’m going first.” He tried to unwind the rope from Jumbo’s hands but Jumbo clenched his fists.

“No, no, I’ll do it. I’ll go. Just hold me.”

“You’re sure.”

“I’m sure. I’m sure. C’mon before somebody sees us and makes us get down.” Jumbo slipped one hand off the rope and grabbed Nicky’s shoulder. There were circles of sweat under his arms. Nicky could see them when Jumbo pulled himself up onto the fire escape railing. Jumbo moved his hand to Nicky’s head and pulled at his hair.

“Jumbo . . .”

“What? What?”

“Let go,” Nicky said. He put his hands against Jumbo’s back, his fingers spread wide, and gave him a shove. Jumbo flew out, propelled by his weight. “Open your eyes,” Nicky hollered, but Jumbo didn’t and missed his chance to catch hold of the fire escape on the other side. He shrieked as he swung back.

Nicky could see the terror in Jumbo’s face. His mouth was a gaping hole; his eyes had disappeared into the flesh of his cheeks. Nicky waited, ready to push him out again anyway. He leaned over the fire escape, arms extended, and when Jumbo came close enough he gave him another push. But his hand caught Jumbo’s shoulder and sent him back out over the alley spinning at the end of the rope like a top.

“Now, now,” Nicky yelled, and this time Jumbo caught the fire escape with his feet. “Good going. Now climb down. Go ahead. You can do it.”

Jumbo started to cry. “I can’t. I can’t. Oh God, Oh God. Ma!!!!!”

“Quit it. Shut up. Don’t be a dope. You’re there. You can do it. Just don’t look down.”

Jumbo left one hand on the rope and stretched the other out toward the railing. Nicky made his voice soft. “Good. Good. You got it. Come on. You got it,” and Jumbo grabbed the railing and pulled himself over. He stood on the fire escape, his face red and shiny with sweat. He was panting. Nicky could see his tongue. “You did it. Great,” Nicky called out to him.

Jumbo took a deep breath. “I did good, huh?” he shouted. His voice cracked.

“Yeah, yeah, you did great, but now don’t let go the rope. Send it back. I’m coming over.”

Jumbo had forgotten about the rope, which had caught around his neck and under his arm. He took hold of it now with one hand and pulled up the bottom of his T-shirt with the other and wiped his face. Nicky could see Jumbo’s huge chest heaving. The rolls of white flesh above his waist quivered.

Nicky whistled through his fingers. “Send it back,” he yelled.

“Okay . . . Hold your horses.”

Nicky was anxious now, excited. He was proud of himself, proud of his father. The knot had held. If the knot could hold Jumbo, it could hold anything, he figured, just like his father had said.

Jumbo flung the rope to him and Nicky caught it easily and leaped off the fire escape in one smooth motion. He held the rope tight between his knees and raised one arm in the air. He yelled at the top of his lungs, euphoric, and swung far out over the alley.

But not far enough. Nicky never reached the fire escape where Jumbo waited to catch hold of him but missed it by a mile, and swung back, away from the fire escape, away from Jumbo, far out over the alley. And that was when the rope broke.

Nicky went down three stories. The fire escape outside Vicky Palermo’s window on the second floor broke his fall. He smashed her pots of basil when he landed. Blood and small sounds came out of his mouth.

The sun was strong and Jumbo couldn’t see. He put a hand up to shade his eyes and he looked for Nicky down in the alley. He thought he might be dead falling so far. He should be splattered all over but he wasn’t even there, not a trace of him, not that Jumbo could see. Jumbo looked over at the fire escape Nicky had jumped from and down into the alley one more time before he shrugged his massive shoulders and went home for lunch.

Outside Vicky Palermo’s window, Nicky lay on the fire escape and moaned from deep in his throat and called for his mother. He crawled up to the windowsill and fell in the open window. He was covered with blood and dirt. He smelled of basil.

Vicky Palermo was bleaching her hair with peroxide at the kitchen sink. When she saw him she ran out into the hall and down the stairs and into the street screaming that something had come through her window and was dying in her kitchen. Dante was standing outside the building like always and she pulled on his arm and made him go upstairs. He tried to make her come with him but she wouldn’t.

Dante carried Nicky down in his arms, talking to him all the way while JoJo Santulli got his uncle’s car and drove them to the emergency room at St. Vincent’s. Dante liked Nicky. “I wish I had ten of him,” he was always telling Nicky’s mother Teresa, although she was the only one who believed it was true.

At the hospital, a pretty red-haired nurse held Nicky’s hand while the doctor set the bones and sewed up the wounds. They thought Dante was the father and made him sign a paper. They told him they didn’t know what would happen, how or if Nicky would walk again. Bring him back in a week, the doctor said, and they would see. Nicky held the red-haired nurse’s hand all the way out to the car and only let go when Dante had to shut the door so they could drive back to Spring Street.

Nicky’s mother was downstairs waiting for them when JoJo Santulli pulled the car as close as he could to the curb. She led Dante up the four flights of stairs to the apartment and tried to give him money before he left. She put Nicky in her bed with the quilted satin coverlet and in the corners of the room she put flat dishes filled with olive oil to protect him, to create a place for him safe from malevolent spirits.

In the morning she brought a basin of water to the bedroom and washed Nicky in the bed. She wiped the dried blood from around the wounds on his legs and kept the cloth. She laid it on the windowsill in the sun and when it was dry she folded it and put it in her top dresser drawer, underneath the squares of silk her husband had sent from Singapore and the Solomon Islands. She never asked Nicky what happened. She only planned how she would make him whole again and keep him to herself.

Dante stood downstairs outside the building where he always stood and told whoever passed what had happened, as much as he knew, about Vicky Palermo’s kitchen and JoJo Santulli taking them to St. Vincent’s and how he had signed the paper for them to fix Nicky’s legs. He mentioned the red-haired nurse and said that if he ever got married, that was the kind of girl he could go for. Everyone he told nodded at this, even though everyone knew that Dante would never get married.

What Dante would do was stand outside the building on Spring Street. He was always there if you needed him, unless it rained. Then you would find him in the candy store, sitting on the wooden folding chair in the back next to the red icebox full of soda bottles.

At noon Dante’s mother would bring down his lunch and a small carafe of red wine and he would go over to the park bench on the corner to eat it. When he was finished, he had a coffee in the café next to Benvenuto’s Bar and Restaurant. This had been going on now for a long time, as long as anyone could remember.

Dante’s mother talked with the other women on the stoop about Dante’s condition. “When he goes far away,” she would tell them, “he gets dizzy, sees little black dots. Up the block, he’s okay, maybe, but he can’t cross too many streets. My poor Dante,” she always said, “such a strong healthy boy.”

The women would click their tongues in sympathy. They would silently thank God for their men, but they would tell Dante’s mother that it was not the worst thing in a son. No daughter-in-law would curse her old age. And they would smile but mean it.

Nicky’s legs swelled and his knees filled with water. The doctor had sewn crosses in black thread across his legs and Teresa washed around the stitches with wet cotton. When he was healed, she broke the threads with her teeth, and kept them with the bloody cloth, underneath the squares of silk her husband had sent her from halfway around the world.

Dante didn’t tell Nicky’s mother what the doctor had said about Nicky’s legs. “Why should I?” he told everyone else at the end of the story. “What do they know, after all?” If Nicky’s mother heard, she never let on.

And Nicky didn’t tell his mother about the rope and the knot his father had said could hold anything. “We were playing on the fire escape. Nicky fell,” Jumbo told Teresa even though she didn’t ask. Jumbo’s mother had sent him to talk to Nicky’s mother because she was afraid.

“It pays to be careful,” Antoinette said to the women on the stoop, “you never really know.” She crossed herself and spat three times.

The women on the stoop told Nicky’s mother to thank God that Vicky Palermo was in her kitchen, that Dante was standing outside, that JoJo Santulli had his uncle’s car. They put a hand on her shoulder and asked if Nicky’s father was coming home. Teresa looked at them, wiped her eyes with a corner of the handkerchief she had balled up in her fist. “He’s on his ship. He’s halfway around the world. How could he come?”

Teresa kept Nicky in the house. Everyone could see him sitting in the front window where she had carried him so he could watch the street. Sometimes he sat in the back window and looked across to Salvatore’s building. Salvatore would wave and shout at him across the alley.

Nicky’s mother kept him home from school. When the truant officer came, she bandaged Nicky’s head so that only one eye showed. She left a small space for him to breathe. She led the truant officer into the bedroom and showed him her son. “He fell three stories,” she whispered in his ear.

Nicky joined the list of the mysteriously afflicted on Spring Street. His mother said he was going to stay home from now on. She would keep him there. “I’m not taking any chances,” Teresa told the women on the stoop. “The next time he could get killed.”










After the fall, Nicky’s legs healed but they didn’t work. His mother massaged them. She rubbed them with olive oil that she heated in a pot on the stove. For weeks and weeks she did this, twice a day, but when Nicky tried to walk, he fell. Teresa made him stop. “You’ll hit your head,” she told him, and carried him everywhere.

“Take me downstairs,” he asked her. “I’ll sit on the stoop.”

“You can’t,” she said. “There’s only women on the stoop. How can they talk with you there? Use your head.”

“Take me on the corner, then. I’ll sit in the park.”

“I can’t stay there all day and watch you.”

“I can stay alone.”

“You can’t.”

“Dante can watch me, then. He’s always outside.”

“You can’t impose on Dante. Use your head.”

“C’mon, Ma, I wanna go out.”

She sat next to him, reached over and pulled down the shade on the kitchen window. She put her hands on his shoulders and rubbed the back of his neck. “You will, caro, when you can walk, when you can protect yourself. They can’t see you like this. You’ve got to be strong. Who knows what could happen now? What they could do to you?”

“Who, Ma? Who’s they? You’re making me crazy. I just wanna sit downstairs.”

“Shh . . .” she said. She closed his eyes with her fingers, covered his mouth with her hands. “You want to walk again, you listen to me.”

Jumbo stayed away and Nicky’s mother was glad of that. She attached a holy-water font in the shape of a seashell inside her door, and when she heard Jumbo or his mother leave the house, she sprinkled the holy water onto the landing and down the stairwell.

Salvatore came by often and sat with Nicky on the couch in the parlor under the shelf of dolls in extravagant costumes. Teresa would put out dishes of nuts and hard candies, even though Salvatore would bring Nicky jawbreakers and lemon ice from the candy store downstairs where Dante sat when it rained. When Teresa saw Salvatore, she would touch his cheek; she would push the hair back from his forehead with her hand. She wanted to, but did not, wet her fingers and smooth the cowlick that sprouted at his part. He had been hers for a little while; he had been like her own. But he didn’t remember, couldn’t have remembered, and now he was grown, a big boy, like her Nicky.

Salvatore would smile at Teresa’s attentions. He was used to being fawned over. Magdalena spoiled him, would pet him until he blushed. But Salvatore came here to see Nicky. He would make Nicky tell him over and over again about the rope and the knot and how he fell the three stories onto Vicky Palermo’s fire escape.

“I could show you how to knot the rope,” Nicky told Salvatore. “You could swing across the alley to see me, climb right up the fire escape to my window. You wouldn’t have to come all the way down and across and up again. You could come anytime, three o’clock in the morning if you wanted, and no one would know. We could smoke butts out the window. If my legs worked and I had the rope, I’d come over and see you tonight.”

Salvatore shook his head. “How could you still wanna do that?”

“The knot was perfect,” Nicky said. “It was Jumbo. He busted the rope. If it wasn’t for Jumbo, we’d be swinging all over the alleyways with that rope.”

Salvatore squeezed the pleated cup to get at the last of the lemon ice. “When are you gonna walk, Nicky? When are you gonna get out of here?”

“Who knows? ‘Soon,’ my mother keeps telling me. ‘Any day,’ she says.”

“You went to the doctor?”

“Yeah, but he didn’t say much. My mother’s mad at Dante and JoJo Santulli for taking me to the hospital but everybody thinks they’re heroes so she won’t say nothing.” Nicky shrugged. “At least I don’t have to go to school.”

“You’ll go,” Salvatore said, “but you’ll get left back and you’ll be in Fat Augustina’s class for two years. She’ll get to beat the shit out of you for two years instead of just one.”

“Nah,” Nicky said. “I’m a cripple. She’ll treat me good, and anyway then I’ll be with you and Jumbo and nobody can say I got left back on purpose.”

After three months when the truant officer stopped coming and Nicky wasn’t walking, his mother went to see the woman on Bedford Street who had the power. Teresa brought her oranges and grapefruits and the money that had come that morning in an envelope from the Suez.

“My son can’t walk,” Teresa told the woman. “What can you do?”

“I can do everything,” Donna Rubina Fiore said. She lit candles and put the money in the front pocket of her dress. She kept her hand over the pocket where the money was. “First,” she told Nicky’s mother, “we call the good spirits in. It’s not enough just to keep the evil out. It’s already here. That’s why your son can’t walk.” Teresa nodded and touched Donna Rubina’s hand to show her respect. “Fill a glass with water, cover it with a dish, and burn a candle,” Donna Rubina said. “When the candle’s finished, write your son’s name . . .”

“Nicola. His name’s Nicola . . .”

“Write ‘Nicola,’ then, on a strip of paper, fold it four times . . .” Donna Rubina leaned across the table, “for the four elements . . . and put it in the dish. The glass of water goes on top. Leave it at the foot of his bed and come to see me when the glass is empty.”

Nicky’s mother repeated the instructions to herself on the way home. She did all that Donna Rubina told her to do, and when the glass was empty she went back to Bedford Street.

Donna Rubina sat in her darkened parlor. She was laying out a deck of picture cards. “The water’s gone,” Teresa told her.

“Good, the spirits have drunk it. I come soon to see the boy.”

Donna Rubina came to Spring Street the next week and climbed the four flights to Teresa’s house. She crossed herself at the holy-water font when she came through the door. She leaned over Nicky, who was sitting up in bed. He could see her gold tooth. She smelled of must and camphor. Nicky was only twelve but he wasn’t stupid. “Ma . . .” he said.

Teresa stood beside him. “Shh,” she told him. She pulled his ear. “Keep quiet and listen.”

Donna Rubina carried a black bag big enough to hold a baby. She put it on the table and opened the gold clasp. From inside she took out a square of white linen and a glass jar with a thin layer of dirt at the bottom. She showed the jar to Teresa. “From the cemetery,” she told her, “on All Souls Day.” Donna Rubina emptied the dirt into the center of the cloth, twisted the ends around the lump of earth, and strung it around Nicky’s neck with a cord. He hated the way it smelled but saw his mother smile.

“Lay down,” Donna Rubina told Nicky, and she closed his eyes with her fingers. She put her hands on his forehead and rubbed his temples. She outlined his eyebrows, his nose, his mouth. Her hands were rough and smelled of dead things like the cloth bag she had placed around his neck. She spoke low in an ancient dialect he couldn’t understand and then she put her two fingers hard into his eyes. Nicky sat up and yelled at his mother. Donna Rubina slapped his face. “No wonder,” she said. “An ungrateful son . . .”

Teresa moved close to Donna Rubina. “He’s sorry,” she said, and poked Nicky hard in his ribs with her finger. “Forgive him.” She put four tightly rolled bills into Donna Rubina’s hand. Donna Rubina took them without looking down and dropped them into her front pocket. She had explained to Teresa that the money must be rolled up tight, as slim as cigarettes, disguised to fool the spirits.

Teresa bent to kiss the old woman’s hand. “Mille grazie, Donna Rubina,” she said, and she stood back up and put a hand on Nicky’s shoulder. Nicky felt his mother’s nails dig into his skin.

“Thanks,” Nicky said. He blew out his anger in a sigh. His mother led Donna Rubina to the door and he heard them whispering.

When Donna Rubina was gone, when the hallway door downstairs had slammed behind her, Teresa came back and sat beside him on the bed. She smoothed back his hair. She ran a hand down his arm and over his legs. He looked away from her. “When you walk, you’ll thank me,” she told him.

“Yeah,” he said, “except I’ll be blind.”

Nicky’s mother waited for her miracle. She lit candles and stood Nicky up from the chair in the kitchen. She did this only at night, making sure the window shades were pulled down, the chain secure in its slot across the door. She closed her door after all the other doors on the landing had closed. She listened for the doors in the rest of the building to close. When she came down the narrow hallway of her apartment to unhook the string that looped around the doorknob and held her door open, she was the last one.

After the house was secure, after the door was shut, she would help Nicky up from the chair and stand in front of him. She would coax him forward. “Cammina, cammina,” she would say in a soft voice. She would close her eyes halfway and mutter a prayer and Nicky would hold out his arms to her and try to move his legs. She would step back, calling to him, whispering his name, and then he would fall.

Once he knocked her down and fell on top of her. The two of them lay there, Nicky tangled in her skirts. She smacked him that time and said he wasn’t trying, but then she enclosed his head in her arms, his chin caught in the bend of her elbow, and pressed him against her. She held him this way and petted him until he complained that he couldn’t breathe.

Nicky was bored with the rituals and the amulets and the smell of the olive oil that she worked into his legs. After Donna Rubina had stuck her fingers in his eyes, he wouldn’t let his mother bring her to the house. Donna Rubina told her there was little she could do from a distance, that the demons were very clever, convincing Nicky to refuse her help. Donna Rubina smelled failure and took care for her reputation. She promised Teresa she would hold Nicky in her special prayers. “He’s a very young boy,” she told her. “Miracles take time.” Donna Rubina scratched her chin with the thumb of her right hand. “There is something . . .” she said to Teresa, who had come to see her with gifts of pignoli cookies and figs soaked in brandy.

Teresa stood very still. She put her palms together, fingers laced in supplication. Donna Rubina hesitated. She curled her bottom lip under her front teeth. “. . . something I can give you,” she said, and she pulled a small leather case from her pocketbook. Inside, next to a scapular of green felt, was a holy card with an image of the Madonna, a gold Madonna with a black face. She held a black-faced infant and they wore gold crowns and garlands of flowers. Patrona e Regina della Lucania was printed along the bottom of the card. The sky behind the Madonna was blue.

“From our province,” Donna Rubina said. “Magnificent, no?” Teresa nodded, afraid to do more. Donna Rubina handed the card to Teresa. “For you,” she said. Teresa closed her hand over the picture of the Black Madonna. “Keep her hidden,” Donna Rubina said. “Keep her hidden for yourself and your son.” Teresa reached into her pocket but Donna Rubina stopped her. “No, no,” she said. She smiled. “Next time.”

When Teresa got home she put the holy card with the picture of the Black Madonna in her top dresser drawer, between the folds of silk cloth from halfway around the world.

Get me crutches,” Nicky told his mother, “so I can go downstairs. I can go up the block. I can go to school.”

“How can you do that? You can’t walk.”

“If you get me crutches, I can.”

“You think you gonna crawl, Nicky? Forget it. When you walk, you go downstairs. You crawl, you stay home.”

“But I can’t walk. You just said I can’t.”

“You will. I promise,” she told him and then she made a sound, a long, low wail, a cry, until he promised to stop asking her and give her more time before he hobbled around outside like a cripple, like the boy in the movie she took him to see every Christmas at the Loew’s Sheridan. “There’s still Our Lady of Mount Carmel, La Madonna Bruna,” she said. “The Madonna who answers. I’ll do the novena. I’ll walk barefoot in the procession to 115th Street with a lighted candle. I’ll go on my knees. Then we’ll get our miracle. You wait. Have patience. I promise you.”

She cut him a piece of bread and covered it with butter. She poured him a glass of milk and held it while he drank. When he was finished she made him spit on a corner of the handkerchief she pulled from under her sleeve and then she wiped the corners of his mouth.

Nicky told all this to Salvatore, who came now to see him almost every day after school unless he had to work for his father. Salvatore’s father was an important man, a padrone. He had a shelf of books in his house and could add columns of numbers in his head. The neighborhood was always talking about just what he was worth.

If Salvatore saw Nicky in the front window, he would go up and knock on the door. But usually in the afternoon when school got out, Nicky’s mother sat him in the back. “You don’t want them to see you in the window all the time with your tongue hanging out,” she said, and Nicky didn’t complain because he knew Salvatore would see him in the back window and would climb up the back fire escape and sit outside the window and they would talk. Teresa never objected to Salvatore. When he would come to see Nicky in the window, she would bring them glasses of water tinted with wine. Nicky would ask him about the rope, but Salvatore always said he couldn’t find one, not the right kind anyway, the kind Nicky said he needed, but he said he would try and figure something out. What Salvatore figured out was a platform on wheels that Nicky could sit on and pull himself around the apartment. Salvatore got the idea from the go-carts they would make with a crate and a two-by-four piece of wood and a roller skate. Teresa was not unhappy about Nicky’s new freedom. She said as long as no one saw him wheeling himself around like a circus freak, it was not a bad thing. When Salvatore arrived with the contraption under his arm, Teresa had nodded her head and raised her eyebrows, secretly pleased at Salvatore’s cleverness. Nicky kept his “chair” under the bed and out of sight, and used it when his mother was not around.

Teresa came downstairs one night after supper when the weather was starting to get warm. The women made room for her on the stoop. They asked about Nicky’s legs. They had seen Donna Rubina come and go. Nicky’s mother shook her head. “Bad luck sticks,” she told the women. “It’s hard to shake.”

The women looked down. They rocked back and forth, their skirts tucked behind their knees, and they agreed with Teresa, but one young woman stood up. It was Magdalena, Salvatore’s stepmother. “This is America,” she told them. “You can make your destiny.” The women looked at her. Magdalena seldom sat on the stoop, didn’t gossip, never put her head together with theirs, but while they were wary of her, they listened, because behind their suspicions was a grudging respect.

If magic didn’t work, she said, maybe Nicky needed a doctor, a special kind of doctor. “You ask my husband,” she told Teresa. “He knows all kinds of people. He has business outside, away from here.”

“Yes, yes,” the women told Teresa. “Listen to her. Her husband Amadeo is a smart man.”

Teresa looked down at the women and then faced Magdalena. “I know your husband,” she said. “Long before you came here, I knew him.”

Magdalena clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. She raised her chin. “Come with me now,” she said, and she took Teresa’s arm and pulled her off the stoop. Magdalena linked her arm with Teresa’s and held her close. Teresa stiffened but Magdalena held tight and led her around the corner to her house. It wasn’t a tenement, but a private house, and she and Amadeo and Salvatore lived in all of it.

“She was lucky,” the women on the stoop said, talking about Magdalena, “to hook a man like that. He started with nothing like the rest of us but now he has a house with chandeliers hanging from every ceiling.”

“And a bathroom with colored tiles on the wall,” one of the women said to another in a low voice, “pink and green, laid in a pattern, like a checkerboard.”

“How do you know?” someone asked.

“What do you mean by that? You think I’m lying? Tony the plumber told my husband.”

The women argued about who knew what and who told whom, but they all agreed that whatever the color of the bathroom tiles, Magdalena had fallen in good. “If things had gone different,” one of them said, “it could have been Teresa living in that house.”

But Mary Ziganetti shook her head. “Teresa never had the luck. Some people, they got a horseshoe up their ass, but not Teresa.”

Amadeo Pavese was surprised when Magdalena brought Teresa into the house. He stood up when the women came into the parlor. It was the room where he and Teresa had spent Sundays, where Salvatore and Nicky had played. They were so tiny then; just little boys. Amadeo remembered how Teresa would put them down on the rug by her feet, one then the other, and how they would grab at her skirt with their fists and pull themselves up. They only wanted to be in her lap, he remembered, a long time ago.

Amadeo came to Teresa and took her hand. “How good to see you,” he said. He felt awkward, uncomfortable. If Teresa could tell, she gave him no sign. She said nothing.

Magdalena sat down in one of the big chairs. She leaned forward, legs apart, her elbows resting on her knees. “Teresa needs a doctor, Amo. A good one, the best, to make Nicola walk. I told her you would know, that you would help.”

Teresa looked over at Magdalena. Such a girl, she thought. But a girl with power, who knew how to make her way in the world.

“Of course,” Amadeo said. “Why didn’t you come before, Teresa? You know I would help you, always.”

Teresa inclined her head. She half-closed her eyes. “I didn’t think,” she said.

Magdalena stood up. “Good. It’s done. Come, Teresa. Have something with us.”

“No, no. Thank you, but Nicky’s alone. I have to be with him. He needs me all the time. You understand.” She turned to go.

Magdalena nodded. She followed Teresa to the door, but before she let her out, she touched Teresa’s arm. “Amadeo will pay,” she told her. “You don’t worry about nothing but Nicola.”

Teresa shook her head. “I don’t worry,” she said. “Nicola has a father. His father will pay.”

Amadeo Pavese had said he would find Teresa a doctor and a few days later there was a paper for her behind the counter in the candy store downstairs. On it was a doctor’s name, a Fifth Avenue address, and a phone number. Teresa called the doctor from the phone in the candy store to ask for an appointment. “Three weeks from today,” she told the women on the stoop.

“Such a long wait,” they said, impressed.

“He’s a very big doctor,” Teresa told them.

“He must be good,” they said.

Teresa waved a hand in the air over their heads. “The best,” she said. “Nothing but the best for my Nicky.”

Three weeks later, Teresa got all dressed up and they took a cab to the doctor’s office. There were Persian rugs on the floor. The furniture was antique. “Alt’Italia,” Nicky’s mother whispered in Nicky’s ear when the doctor came into the room. “Toscano, genovese.” She sniffed in disapproval.

“Look at his shoes,” Nicky told his mother. “You get me a pair like that and I’ll walk in hell.” Teresa made a face as if to smack him but would never do it in front of the Fifth Avenue doctor. Instead she twisted the tip of his ear in her gloved fingers and threatened him when he screwed up his face with the pain.

The doctor examined Nicky and talked to them for a long time. Teresa thought she might faint. She sat straight, her back not touching the chair. The bones of her corset dug into her sides. Her smile covered her teeth. The doctor talked about Nicky’s spine and nerves and muscles and said things she didn’t understand.

“Can you make him walk?” she asked the doctor when she thought he was finished.

“He needs an operation,” the doctor said.

“And you swear to me he’ll walk?”

“Signora, forgive me. I’m not God.”

Teresa stood up. She touched the painted wooden cherries on the brim of her black straw hat. It was from an Easter long ago, before she was married, and she worried that it had lost its shape after all those years in the box under the bed where she had stored it. “Don’t worry about God,” she said. “I’ll take care of God. What can you do?”

The doctor put a hand on Nicky’s knee. “I’ll do my best.”

Like an amerigane, this doctor talks, Teresa said to herself, and this gave her confidence in him. Wasn’t America the greatest country in the world?

The doctor sat back. “You have to consent to the operation, sign papers, and the boy has to want it.”

“I want it. I want it,” Nicky said. “Anything beats this. I can’t do anything. I can’t go downstairs. I can’t go to school . . .”

The doctor looked from Nicky to Teresa. “Why doesn’t he go to school?”

“How much does the operation cost?” she said.

“He needs to be in school,” the doctor said.

“He needs to walk,” Teresa told him.

“His father?”

“His father’s away at sea, halfway around the world . . . Singapore, the Solomon Islands . . .” She tried to remember other names she had read off the stamps to the women on the stoop. “Suez,” she said after a moment.

“You decide, signora . . . You call me, and I’ll make all the arrangements.”

When they got outside, Nicky’s mother pulled his hair. She yanked it so hard Nicky thought she’d snapped his neck. “You keep quiet,” she said to him. “You don’t tell people your business. Life is hard enough without giving them things to use against you, a knife to stick in your heart.” She twisted Nicky’s ear and when she let go it was red like a summer tomato. “Who knows why this happened?” She looked up and shook her fist at the sky. “Only God knows why He did this.”

Nicky started crying. “It wasn’t God. It was Jumbo,” he said. “Jumbo weakened the rope and when it was my turn it broke. The rope broke and I fell.” Nicky was bawling now, his eyes shut tight, tears caught in his lashes.

A woman in a fur coat stopped in front of him. Colored feathers stuck out of her hat. “What is it?” she said to Teresa. “What are you doing to him?”

“You mind your own business, you.” Teresa waved her away. “He’s my son. I’ll do whatever I want with him.” Teresa pulled Nicky upright and stuck her hand out, pushing Nicky into the cab that pulled up at the curb of Sixty-fourth and Fifth. She got in after him. “Worry about yourself,” she told the woman in the fur coat through the window. Teresa muttered to herself as the cab pulled away. She pushed her handkerchief in Nicky’s face. “Here,” she said. “Blow your nose.”

All the way downtown, Teresa held her breath. She held it until she saw the bell tower of St. Anthony of Padua church and knew Spring Street was only two blocks away.

Dante helped Teresa get him upstairs, and when Nicky was in his chair at the kitchen table, she took off her hat and filled the coffeepot. She asked Dante to sit down but he said it was too nice a day to be inside, which made Nicky cry like before.

“He’s fine,” Teresa told Dante. “He’s just excited.” She put a hand on Nicky’s forehead to check for fever and Dante gave him a piece of gum. When Dante left, she shut the door and pulled the chain. She boiled the milk for the coffee. Nicky made a face when the skin of the milk went into his cup.

“What?” she said.

“I hate the scuma.”

“You don’t know what’s good for you,” she told him, and took the cup for herself.

“The scuma’s good for me?”

“Of course. It’s got all the vitamins.”

“You always say that. You say everything bad is good. You say the apple core’s the best part.”

“That’s right. It is. What do you know?”

“How could it be the best part? How? How?”

“You’re just spoiled,” she said. “When I was your age, I ate everything and I said thank you. I never talked back.” She poured coffee into his milk and stirred in three spoonfuls of sugar. She gave him a plate of anisette biscuits and ran a hand through his hair. She kissed the streaks of dirt the tears had made on his face and then she sat down with a pencil and paper and wrote numbers in columns.

“Whatcha doing?” Nicky wanted to know.

“Nothing. Dunk your biscotti.”

“Can I go down?” he said. “The doctor said I could. He said I should go to school.”

“He’s up Fifth Avenue. What does he know about here? You stay in the house. When you walk, you can go all over. I don’t care where you go. Now be quiet. I got things to figure out.”

“Am I getting the operation?”

“The doctor said you needed the operation?”

“Yeah, but . . .”

“Just eat your biscotti. Leave everything else to me. I’m your mother, no?”
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